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Objectives
1. To examine the distribution of autism research funding in Australia across research topics
2. To determine whether the pattern of autism research funding in Australia is similar to the pattern in other countries
3. To identify whether the establishment of Autism CRC is associated with a change in the pattern of autism research funding in Australia

Previous studies have found that the distribution of 
investment in autism research in the United 
Kingdom, United States and Canada does not align 
with community priorities for research, with funding 
disproportionately invested in biological discovery 
Daniels et al., 2018; Pellicano, Dinsmore & 
Charman, 2014).

In 2013, the Cooperative Research Centre for 
Living with Autism (Autism CRC) was founded as 
the world’s first national, cooperative research effort 
focused on autism. With a stated aim of 
empowering autistic people through collaborative 
and inclusive research, the Autism CRC has the 
potential to change the landscape of autism 
research funding in Australia.

Background
Using the Dimensions Plus database and publicly-
available records of research investment, we 
identified 136 autism-specific research grants 
active in Australia between 2008-2017. Grants 
were coded for research topics by both authors 
using the Interagency Autism Coordinating 
Committee (IACC) Strategic Plan questions and 
corresponding research areas (Figure 1). 

Cash funding was analysed across two time 
periods: the five years prior to establishment of 
Autism CRC (2008-2012), and the first five years 
of Autism CRC operation (2013-2017). Autism 
CRC investment patterns were also compared to 
investment patterns from other funders. 

Methods
Autism research investment in Australia increased 
by 215% between the two time periods, with 
2008-2012 investment totalling just under AUD$14 
million, and 2013-2017 investment totalling almost 
AUD$44 million. 

Between 2008-2012, 47% of total research 
funding was invested in biological research, and 
no funding was allocated to lifespan issues or 
infrastructure and surveillance. Between 2013 and 
2017, research investment was distributed more 
evenly (Figure 2). 

When Autism CRC investments were excluded 
from analyses, the 2013-2017 pattern of research 
funding was similar to the previous time period, 
with a heavy focus on biological research. In 
contrast, when Autism CRC investments were 
analysed in isolation, a starkly different pattern of 
investment was evident (Figure 3).

The shift in the pattern of Australian autism 
research funding over the past decade may be 
explained by the establishment of Autism CRC, 
rather than a broader shift in research    
investment choices. 

These findings demonstrate that it is possible to 
change the autism research landscape using a 
top-down approach, driven by research investors. 

Results

To capitalise on this shift, the existing top-down 
approach should be paired with bottom-up 
engagement by researchers. By partnering with 
autistic people and other stakeholders, researchers 
can ensure that their work is guided by      
community priorities.  
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Figure 1. IACC Strategic Plan questions and corresponding research areas (Office of Autism Research Coordination, 2019) 
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Figure 2. Distribution of Australian autism research funding (all funders)

Figure 3. Distribution of Australian autism research funding by funder, 2013-2017 
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