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[bookmark: _Toc237210033][bookmark: _Toc237276621]1.0. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc237210034]Autism Spectrum Disorder (ICD-11 code 6A02) is a type of neurodevelopmental disorder classified as Chapter 6, Mental, Behavioural or Neurodevelopmental Disorders, in the International Classification of Diseases, 11th Revision (ICD-11). Specifically, ASD refers to significant challenges in social interaction and communication together with the presence of limited and repetitive interests or behaviours observed in multiple situations (World Health Organization, 2024). This mental illness manifests in infancy or early childhood and has a strong impact on an individual's daily life. Internationally, 1% of the global population is affected by autism (Roy & Strate, 2023). The World Health Organization (2025) indicates that increased awareness has become one of the main factors responsible for the increasing prevalence rate of the disorder among various populations. In its development history, autism moved through several paradigms that reflected the society's perceptions from psychological too biological and too neurodiverse perspectives, at the moment.
[bookmark: _Toc237210035]The current report provides a critical analysis of autism spectrum disorder’s classifications, diagnosing, and treatment and rehabilitation process as stated in ICD-11. More specifically, the paper explores neurodiversity, variability, and the issues associated with the reclassification of the disorder.
[bookmark: _Toc237210036][bookmark: _Toc237276622]2.0 Classification and Diagnosis
[bookmark: _Toc237210037][bookmark: _Toc237276623]2.1 ICD-11 Classification of Autism Spectrum Disorder
[bookmark: _Toc237210038]Autism spectrum disorder (ICD-11 code 6A02) is classified as a neurodevelopmental disorder under ICD-11 Chapter 6: Mental, Behavioral or Neurodevelopmental Disorders. ASD entails difficulties with social interaction and communication skills and/or highly restricted/repetitive interests or behaviors that significantly impair daily functioning (World Health Organization, 2024). The condition develops in infants and early childhood.
[bookmark: _Toc237210039]Around the world, about 1% of people have autism (Roy & Strate, 2023). Increased public awareness partially explains why the incidence is growing. The nature of autism spectrum disorder has evolved across different paradigms, from psychology to biology, and now to neurodiversity. This report critically discusses autism spectrum disorder classification, diagnosis, and treatment/rehabilitation in the context of ICD-11, focusing on the topic of neurodiversity.
[bookmark: _Toc237210040][bookmark: _Toc237276624]2.2 Diagnostic Criteria
[bookmark: _Toc237210041]Autism spectrum disorder (ICD-11 code 6A02) is classified as a neurodevelopmental disorder under ICD-11 Chapter 6: Mental, Behavioural or Neurodevelopmental Disorders. ASD entails difficulties with social interaction and communication skills and/or highly restricted/repetitive interests or behaviours that significantly impair daily functioning (World Health Organisation, 2024). The condition develops in infants and early childhood.
[bookmark: _Toc237210042]Around the world, about 1% of people have autism (Roy & Strate, 2023). Increased public awareness partially explains why the incidence is growing. The nature of autism spectrum disorder has evolved across different paradigms, from psychology to biology, and now to neurodiversity. This report critically discusses autism spectrum disorder classification, diagnosis, and treatment/rehabilitation in the context of ICD-11, focusing on the topic of neurodiversity.
[bookmark: _Toc237210043][bookmark: _Toc237276625]2.3 Heterogeneity of Autism
[bookmark: _Toc237210044]Autism has been shown to exhibit heterogeneity with respect to its behaviour as well as cause, thereby contradicting conventional perspectives of the disease. Levy (2021), addressing both Happé & Frith (2020) and Sonuga-Barke (2020), mentions several causal pathways, and blurring of lines with other diseases. He says that "the p-factor reflects the long-known co-existence of symptomatology, intragroup heterogeneity, nonspecificity of developmental trajectories, shared and rare mutations, pleiotropy, and inconclusive brain-imaging findings," thereby indicating diffuse or absent boundaries amongst the different neurodevelopmental disorders (Levy, 2021, p. 1043). However, he mentions that finding a novel perspective towards ASD might not be easy and that “this could lead to some unfavourable consequences for the clinical and the patient community” if present categories are thrown away (Levy, 2021, p. 1044). Such a change has huge repercussions on the diagnosis of autism. Bertollo et al. (2025) move forward by considering the biological ties between neurodevelopmental and mood disorders.
[bookmark: _Toc237210045][bookmark: _Toc237276626]2.4 Language and Its Implications
[bookmark: _Toc237210046]The usage of 'disorder' in ICD-11 bears profound clinical and societal implications. Describing autism as a disorder implies that there is a pathology requiring treatment, similar to the biomedicine approach that aims at symptom reduction. Criticising this description implies that the process of labelling is pathologising natural differences in neurodevelopment by implying that autistic people are 'disordered', rather than simply different.
[bookmark: _Toc237210047]Neurodiversity theory suggests that autism is not necessarily a disorder but is an important natural difference instead (Hughes, 2021). On the contrary, Hughes (2021) refutes that autism cannot be a disorder, since it is not a harmful thing in its essence, stating that behaviour diversity in autism includes harm independent of discrimination or society. Guldberg (2020) addresses neurodiversity theory in the education sphere, recognising critiques.
[bookmark: _Toc237210048][bookmark: _Toc237276627]3.0 Treatment and Rehabilitation
[bookmark: _Toc237210049][bookmark: _Toc237276628]3.1 Historical Context
[bookmark: _Toc237210050]Autism treatment throughout history has seen a dramatic change in its perception. Autism was viewed through illnesses such as childhood schizophrenia during the 1940s – 60s by Kanner, and psychological factors were the basis of his theory. The “refrigerator mothers” hypothesis proposed by Bettleheim saw the involvement of emotionally cold environment in autism, resulting in stigmatization of mothers. Treatment approaches in those times were behavioral (aversion therapy using electric shock and punishment) psychoanalysis therapy for maternal neglect, and institutionalization.
[bookmark: _Toc237210051][bookmark: _Toc237276629]3.2 Evidence-Based Interventions
[bookmark: _Toc237210052][bookmark: _Toc237276630]3.2.1 Applied Behaviour Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc237210053]Approaches to autism treatment using applied behaviour analysis (ABA) continue to attract much attention. One systematic review of 14 randomised trials conducted among 555 participants examined the effectiveness of ABA for children with autism spectrum disorder (Yu et al., 2020). According to the review, positive outcomes are possible regarding the improvement of socialising, communication, and expressiveness, but no significant changes in core autism symptomatology, receptive language, adaptive behaviour, functional performance, and cognitive intelligence (Yu et al., 2020). At the same time, the researchers stated that the number of randomised controlled trials was too small to compare ABA with ESDM, PECS, and DTT approaches for ASD (Yu et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc237210054][bookmark: _Toc237276631]3.2.2 Early Intensive Intervention
[bookmark: _Toc237210055]The ESDM has been subject to extensive research. Rogers et al. (2021) carried out a multi-site study involving randomized comparison of interventions styles and intensity in children under age of three years old suffering from autism spectrum disorder. They found that neither the treatment style nor its intensity impacted the outcome in terms of improvements in four measured domains. The initial level of severity was not a good predictor of improved response to a specific treatment style, while the evidence of the benefits associated with initial severity in relation to 25 versus 15 hours per week was extremely weak.
[bookmark: _Toc237210056][bookmark: _Toc237276632]3.2.3 Speech and Language Therapy
[bookmark: _Toc237210057]Generalization following social communication interventions for young children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder was reviewed by Carruthers et al. (2020). Generalization refers to the extent of application of skills acquired during therapy to real-life situations. The authors identify issues related to the design of measures as well as emphasize the need for more ecologically sound generalization measures given the nature of standard procedures of measurement.
[bookmark: _Toc237210058][bookmark: _Toc237276633]3.2.4 Emerging Interventions
[bookmark: _Toc237210059]Generalization Following Social Communication Interventions in Young Children With Autism Spectrum Disorder was a systematic review conducted by Carruthers et al. (2020). Generalization refers to an application of acquired skills from intervention to real-world settings. This study pointed out some methodological aspects regarding generalization measures design.
[bookmark: _Toc237210060][bookmark: _Toc237276634]3.3 Critical Evaluation of Current Services
[bookmark: _Toc237210061]Despite some progress, there is still a lot of obstacles with regard to autism service delivery. Roy & Strate (2023) highlight prognosis issues that include a lack of occupation (54% unemployment) and the fact that mortality rate is 2.9 times greater than among the rest of the population (Roy and Strate, 2023). Special education, health, and social care guidelines for practice are presented by Tutt & Williams (2023) and include the necessity for an integrated person-focused system to be established, as the existing one cannot cope with this problem.
[bookmark: _Toc237210062]There is the bio-psycho-social-insider model that is advocated by Guldberg (2020), which involves the inclusion of autistic perspectives along with biological, psychological and social ones.
[bookmark: _Toc237210063][bookmark: _Toc237276635]4.0 Current Debates and Emerging Issues
[bookmark: _Toc237210064][bookmark: _Toc237276636]4.1 The Neurodiversity Paradigm
[bookmark: _Toc237210065]Neurodiversity has completely altered the discussion on autism. According to Hughes (2021), there are three main assertions in the neurodiversity model: autism and all other neurodevelopmental issues are not conditions because they are not always dangerous, they are important, they are normal and natural, and therefore part of a healthy range of neurological differences. However, Hughes (2021) argues against these assertions by pointing out the diverse nature of the behaviour of individuals who have autism, with the view that some of the ways of being of an individual with autism can be problematic apart from discrimination or social systems that create it. He analyses different ways of addressing this issue such as dividing people with high and low-functioning autism, separating autism from other problems that exist, and seeing autism as part of one’s identity.
[bookmark: _Toc237210066][bookmark: _Toc237276637]4.2 Reclassification and Transdiagnostic Frameworks
[bookmark: _Toc237210067]In recent times, the link between autism spectrum disorder and other neurodevelopmental syndromes has been shown. According to Levy (2021), “the p-factor represents the enduring symptom overlap, within-disorder heterogeneity, lack of discrete developmental trajectories, common genetics, pleiotropy, and inconsistent neuroimaging findings in these conditions” showing the unclear distinction of these conditions from each other (p. 1043). However, initiatives aimed at changing the research paradigm are ineffective because “even though RDoC has shifted some researchers away from syndromic research, it has not yet supplanted the old paradigm” (Levy, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237210068]In Bertollo et al. (2025) paper, the relationship between neurodevelopmental and mood disorders in neurobiological terms is considered. They show overlapping mechanisms in brain activity and genetics of patients suffering from different types of neuropsychiatric diseases.
[bookmark: _Toc237210069][bookmark: _Toc237276638]5.0 Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc237210070][bookmark: _Toc237276639]5.1 Recommendation 1: Improve Diagnostic Access
[bookmark: _Toc237210071]Considering the limitations with diagnostic validity for adults (Roy & Strate, 2023), improvements need to be made to ensure that they are better and more available to people. The key areas for this will involve education in specialists and the use of age-validated methods. Implications include increased funding for diagnostic facilities and education. Freitag (2021) highlights the need for the guidelines for the transition from ICD-10 to ICD-11.
[bookmark: _Toc237210072][bookmark: _Toc237276640]5.2 Recommendation 2: Develop Personalised Interventions
[bookmark: _Toc237210073]In light of the varied nature of the spectrum, personalized care must be adopted. No dose size and not a single method was superior, suggesting the ineffectiveness of a universal method (Rogers et al., 2021). Action plan: personalization of each individual’s treatment procedure. Further research is essential in order to determine the effectiveness of various treatments (Yu et al., 2020; Daniolou et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc237210074][bookmark: _Toc237276641]5.3 Recommendation 3: Bridging Service Shortfalls for Adults
[bookmark: _Toc237210075]Autistic adults are highly unemployed (54%), and have 2.9 times increased risk of mortality (Roy & Strate, 2023). Focus on employment, transition assistance, and mental health, following Tutt & Williams (2023).
[bookmark: _Toc237210076][bookmark: _Toc237276642]6.0 Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc237210077]Autism spectrum disorder (ICD-11 6A02) is a common neurodevelopmental disorder affecting about 1% of the world population (Roy & Strate, 2023). While the dimensional perspective adopted by the ICD-11 recognises the diversity of experiences and characteristics associated with autism, diagnosis, treatments and services remain challenging.
[bookmark: _Toc237210078]While there are evidence-based interventions such as ABA and early interventions which promise improvements, these are constrained in several ways. Evidence from meta-analyses points towards some degree of success for improvements in socialization, communication and expressive language; however, other outcomes show small or no differences (Yu et al., 2020). Treatment duration or style was not found to influence the results in any reliable way, questioning the early and intensive treatment model (Rogers et al., 2021). The generalisation of treatment outcomes to natural environments requires further development (Carruthers et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc237210079]However, the paradigm of neurodiversity changes the discourse related to autism, advocating for greater acceptance and inclusion; but, the diversity of experience and cause at the behavioral and causality level renders this approach difficult because not all autistics experience harmful situations due to discriminatory behavior alone (Hughes, 2021). There are blurring of boundaries among neurodevelopmental disorders, implying transdiagnosis as an alternative approach (Levy, 2021, p. 1043). Neurobiological similarities between neurodevelopmental and mood disorders as reported by Bertollo et al. (2025) also challenge traditional boundaries for diagnoses. Interventions being developed (e.g. probiotics; Soleimanpour et al., 2024) add to the growing body of evidence.
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