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ARTICLEINFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Background and Purpose: As children and adolescents with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are
Autism spectrum more likely to experience anxiety than their peers, investigation of risk factors for anxiety in them is
disorder (ASD), important for the purpose of diagnosis and treatment. Thus, this study aims to explore the risk factors
anxiety, of anxiety in children and adolescent with ASD.

risk factors Source of Data: To obtain the selected articles to enter the analysis, systematic search strategies

were used. The five databases including Scopus, Sciencedirect, PubMed, OVID-PsycINFO, and
Springer were searched using a combination of selected keywords.

Method: This study was a systematic review and 5 electronic databases from 2000 to 2019 were
searched using a comprehensive search strategy. As a result of this search, 377 articles were retrieved.
According to PRISMA and based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 18 research papers were
selected for the study.

Results: Although the findings were somehow contradictory, according to the results of the majority
of studies, it can be concluded that anxiety in girls and in older children and adolescents with ASD
is higher than boys and younger children and adolescents with ASD. Moreover, it was found that
children with higher cognitive functions, lower autism severity, and more social problems had more
anxiety symptoms.

Conclusion: The current findings suggest that gender, age, cognitive functioning, ASD severity, and

Received: 7 Feb 2019 social problems should be considered as potential risk factors for anxiety when assessing a child with
Accepted: 4 Sep 2019 ASD. Therefore, early prevention and intervention of anxiety in children with ASD who are most at
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Introduction
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is defined by a
deficit in social interaction along with the presence
of repetitive and/or restricted interests and/or
behaviors (1). In addition to these main symptoms,
researchers have reported that 11 to 84% of children
and adolescents with autism experience some
degrees of anxiety (2, 3). Researchers have argued
that the representation and occurrence of anxiety in
autism can be a function of some risk factors such as
age of the child, cognitive and linguistic abilities, etc.
that can affect both the occurrence and representation
of anxiety (19-21). Research on normal children has
also shown that there are some risk factors for
anxiety. For example, gender is one of these risk
factors (28), and the prevalence of anxiety in girls is
reported to be higher than the boys (29).

On the other hand, research shows that the
relationship between anxiety and autism profile can
be reciprocal (32). This theory states that anxiety can
not only lead to consequences and problems in
children with autism, but some characteristics of
children with autism can exacerbate anxiety
symptoms (20, 33). Accordingly, several potential
risk factors for anxiety in autism have been
suggested in the literature (6, 13, 34). However,
results of the research are contradictory (27) and
require conducting review researches to integrate the
studies and present a single perspective (6).
Therefore, this study aimed to investigate the
literature to explore the risk factors for anxiety in
children and adolescents with ASD.

Method

To address the purpose of this study, a systematic
review method was used to integrate and present the
findings of different researches. The statistical
population of this systematic study included all
research articles on correlations and risk factors of
anxiety in children and adolescents with ASD, which
were published in reliable scientific journals from
2000 to 2019. To obtain selected articles to enter the
analysis, systematic search strategies were used. The
five databases including Scopus, Sciencedirect,
PubMed, OVID-PsycINFO, and Springer were
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searched using a combination of selected keywords.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were determined
according to the purpose of the research to screen the
retrieved articles. Inclusion criteria were original
articles (1) about anxiety risk factors, predictors, and
correlations in children and adolescents with ASD,
(2) published between 2000 and 2019, and (3) in
English. Exclusion criteria also included articles
whose sample groups were not children or
adolescents, and the full text of which was not
available.

Based on the searche in the mentioned databases, a
total of 654 articles were retrieved. After removing
duplicate articles and screening articles based on the
PRISMA flow diagram, 20 articles were entered into
the final analysis. To ensure the quality of the
selected articles, all steps of search, screening and
final selection of articles were performed by two
independent researchers, both of whom were Ph.D.
students in psychology.

Results

Five risk factors identified from selected articles
included:

Gender: Only two studies reported that anxiety is
more prevalent in girls than boys (6, 35), and one
study did not recognized gender differences to be a
risk factor for anxiety (36).

Age: Some studies have suggested that age positively
predicts anxiety in children and adolescents with
autism spectrum disorder (e.g., 13, 16, 34, 36-38).
Other studies have reported that there is no
relationship between age and anxiety in children
with ASD (e.g. 39-40). Among the studies reviewed
in this study, only one research (6) suggested that
anxiety was more prevalent among younger than
older children with ASD.

Cognitive functioning: Many studies (13, 16, 34, 37,
40, 43) have concluded that anxiety is more
prevalent in children with higher intelligence.
However, some studies (39, 44) found no
relationship between intelligence and anxiety levels
in children and adolescents with ASD. In addition,
Hollocks et al. (45) examined the relationship
between anxiety and executive functions in children
and adolescents with autism and showed that there
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was a positive relationship between poor executive
functions and anxiety.

ASD symptom severity: There are contradictory data
regarding the relation between the severity of ASD
and anxiety. Some researchers have reported that
higher levels of anxiety were linked with greater
ASD symptom severity (37, 38, 40, 42, 46), and
some research failed to find a link between ASD
severity and anxiety (39, 44). On the other hand,
some research showed that children with more ASD
symptomatology may be less vulnerable to anxiety
disorders (13, 16, 41, 47-49).

Social problems: Regarding the relationship between
social problems and anxiety, although one study did
not find a relationship between social deficits and
anxiety in children and adolescents with autism
spectrum disorder (39), one study reported an
inverse relationship between social problems and
anxiety (40). On the other hand, some studies have
reported a positive relationship between social
problems and the severity of anxiety (34, 36, 41, 50).

Conclusion

In this study, 5 factors were identified as risk factors
and predictors of anxiety, namely gender, age,
cognitive abilities, the severity of autism symptoms,
and social problems. However, the findings of
studies were somewhat contradictory. Totally, the
findings show that some characteristics in children
and adolescents with autism can predispose them to
anxiety, and given the contradictory findings of
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research, further investigation is needed. It is
noteworthy that the studies used different age groups
with different characteristics (for example, different
gender and level of intelligence) that increase
heterogeneity between children and adolescents and
can produce different results. Also, studies used
different measures and methods, which can be
another reason for the contradictory findings.

It is suggested to perform more research in this field
with a larger sample size as well as a more
homogeneous sample group to investigate other risk
factors for anxiety in autism. Limited access to some
databases such as PsycINFO, Cochrane, etc. Caused
the present study to be conducted in only five
databases, which is one of the limitations of the
present study.
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