Identifying autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in young people presenting with functional tic like behaviours
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Background 
Functional tic-like behaviours (FTLB) are characterised by multiple, complex, vocal, and motor tics, with rapid onset, usually in adolescence (Pringsheim et al., 2023). Like other functional disorders/symptoms, the diagnosis is made clinically from biological, psychological and social indicators.  Emerging research highlights neurodevelopmental disorders as potential vulnerability markers for the development of FTLBs (Han et al., 2022), as unrecognised and unsupported neurodevelopmental disorders can lead to higher levels of anxiety and stress (Zener, 2019), which can lead to higher risk of comorbid psychiatric disorders (Vasa & Mazurek, 2015). 

International studies using pooled data have reported rates of ASD in FTLB as 24% (Martino et al., 2023). However, it was evident from non-pooled data that ASD prevalence rates varied depending on clinic site, with GOSH Tic Disorders Service reporting higher prevalence rates. It was unclear whether this disparity was due to differences in population groups or ASD screening and diagnosing practices. The GOSH Tic Disorders Service uses the DAWBA at pre-assessment and direct clinical screening for ASD at assessment for all patients.  This study aims to (1) estimate the prevalence of ASD in a group of young people with FTLBs and (2) explore the utility of the DAWBA in identifying ASD in young people with FTLB.   
 
Methods 
The sample consists of young people (N=63) aged 8-17 years old seen at GOSH Tic Disorders Service between August 2020 and May 2022. All young people with a diagnosis of FTLBs were included. A retrospective chart review of their referral and assessment letters was undertaken to determine demographic and clinical variables.    
 
Preliminary Results and conclusions  
47 (75%) of the young people with FTLBs were diagnosed with ASD. Of these, 21% were diagnosed prior to the assessment and 19% were diagnosed by the Tic Disorders Service. Following positive screen for ASD at assessment, 30% were subsequently diagnosed with ASD by external CAMHS/Paediatricians. As ASD was diagnosed by many different services as well as the Tic Disorders Service, increased identification of ASD is more likely due to more effective screening rather than ASD diagnostic bias within the Tic Disorders Service. 60% (n=28) of patients with a clinical ASD diagnosis had a <3% probability of ASD as predicted on the DAWBA. This indicates that within this group, the DAWBA is an ineffective screening tool for ASD.          
 
Our data suggests a high rate of ASD (75%) amongst young people diagnosed with FTLB,  54% of which were undiagnosed with ASD at the point of referral, but later met threshold for an ASD diagnosis following assessment recommended by clinical screening.  Our findings suggest the DAWBA has poor predictive value for identifying ASD in young people with FTLBs. This is in line with findings from Coscini and colleagues (2022), who found the DAWBA to have reduced specificity in children presenting to a Social Communications Disorder Clinic specialising in assessment of girls without learning disability. The FTLB cohort are more likely to be gender assigned females with preserved intellect and therefore the DAWBA is not a sufficient screen for ASD in centres diagnosing FTLB. 
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