
Omega-3 Fats and Autism 
 
Overview 
Autism is a complex developmental disability that typically appears during the first three years of 
life. The result of a neurological disorder that affects the functioning of the brain, autism impacts 
the normal development of the brain in the areas of social interaction and communication skills. 
Children and adults with autism typically have difficulties in verbal and non-verbal communication, 
social interactions, and leisure or play activities. Autism affects an estimated 2 to 6 per 1,000 
individuals (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2001), meaning that as many as 1.5 
million Americans today are believed to have some form of autism. The overall incidence of 
autism is consistent around the globe, but is four times more prevalent in boys than girls.  
For more information on autism, visit the Autism Society of America (http://www.autism-
society.org/). 
 
Summary 
Although there are many anecdotal reports of omega-3 fatty acids improving the symptoms of 
autistic children, no clinical trials of its efficacy have yet been published. At present, although 
omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids are considered to be a promising therapeutic for autistic 
children (Kidd, 2002; Richardson and Ross, 2000), the best evidence currently available to 
support this claim comes from research showing that autistic children have lower DHA levels in 
blood than children with mental retardation (Vancassel, et al 2001; Bell, et al 2000). Additional 
support comes from evidence that low plasma omega-3 levels in boys were associated with 
behavior problems, temper tantrums, and sleep disorders (Stevens, et al 1996). 
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Phospholipid fatty acids are major structural components of neuronal cell membranes, which 
modulate membrane fluidity and hence function. Evidence from clinical and biochemical sources 
have indicated changes in the metabolism of fatty acids in several psychiatric disorders. We 
examined the phospholipid fatty acids in the plasma of a population of autistic subjects compared 



to mentally retarded controls. Our results showed a marked reduction in the levels of 22: 6n-3 
(23%) in the autistic subjects, resulting in significantly lower levels of total (n-3) polyunsaturated 
fatty acids (PUFA) (20%), without significant reduction in the (n-6) PUFA series, and 
consequently a significant increase in the (n-6)/(n-3) ratio (25%). These variations are discussed 
in terms of potential differences in PUFA dietary intake, metabolism, or incorporation into cellular 
membranes between the two groups of subjects. These results open up interesting perspectives 
for the investigation of new biological indices in autism. Moreover, this might have new 
therapeutic implications in terms of child nutrition.  
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