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ABSTRACT
This study examines access to support and interventions aimed at improving the health and wellbeing of parents caring for children with autism. Parents often face significant challenges, including high levels of stress, emotional strain, and physical exhaustion, which can be overwhelming regardless of age, gender, or cultural background. It is essential that all caregivers receive equitable and adequate support to maintain their overall wellbeing. There is a growing need to increase awareness of accessible services, ensuring that parents are informed, supported, and empowered in their caregiving roles. Promoting such support systems is vital in helping parents sustain their holistic wellbeing and remain confident in their parenting.




CHAPTER 1:
 1.1 Introduction 
Parents may wonder whether they are providing adequate support for their children, or if they themselves are receiving the necessary help to meet their child’s needs related to autism. Establishing a solid collaboration between parents and professionals is essential for helping parents feel assured in supporting the needs of their children who have autism. “Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition that affects a person’s ability to communicate and interact with others, often involving challenges with starting and maintaining conversations, intense focus on special interests, and repetitive language or behaviors” (Cambell, 2025). According to WHO, (2023) autism is also known as autism spectrum disorder, (ASD) which encompasses a range of conditions that affect the brain's development, such as social interaction and communication, sensory responses, transitioning from one activity to another, and patters of behaviors.

Autism occurs in people of all genders, ethnicities, cultures, and socioeconomic backgrounds. Currently in the UK, “more than one in 100 people are autistic and there are at least 700,000 autistic adults and children in the UK” (The National Autistic Society, 2025) Gaining a clear understanding of autism is essential, as it ensures that parents can adopt new approaches of living and develop strategies to manage the challenges that may occur. Autism can be a significant period for families, parents, and individuals who have the condition. It demands dedication, empathy, understanding, patience, and consistent routines. In these moments, parents must navigate communication, understanding, support, and advocacy for their child, in hopes that this will help preserve their own health and well-being. Building a strong partnership with recognising the experiences of parents, families, and professionals is a requirement of ensuring parents feel confident in meeting their autistic child’s needs. These qualities are essential for maintaining a well-structured and supportive approach currently and in the near future. This report will guide The Health and Well-being of Parents in Supporting Children with Autism with addressing Challenges and Support Interventions in the United Kingdom.



1.2 Definitions and Terminology 

Key Definitions

United Kingdom (UK)
“The United Kingdom, colloquially known as the UK, occupies a significant portion of the British Isles, located off the northwestern coast of mainland Europe” (World Atlas, 2023).


World Health Organization (WHO)
“United Nations agency that connects nations, partners and people to promote health, keeps the world safe and serves the vulnerable – so everyone, everywhere, can attain the highest level of health” (WHO, 2025).

National Health Service (NHS)
“The NHS is a complex system, which can sometimes make it difficult to understand – especially working out who is responsible for what. It’s made up of a wide range of different organisations with different roles, responsibilities, and specialties. These organisations provide a variety of services and support to patients and carers” (NHS, 2021).

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
“Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a condition that makes your brain work differently from other people’s” (Bupa, 2013).


Autism
“a mental condition in which a person has great difficulty communicating with other people” (Oxford English Dictionary, p.41 2006).

Asperger Syndrome (AS)

“Aspergers syndrome is an autism spectrum disorder marked by challenges with social interactions and restricted or repetitive patterns of behavior interests and activities”. (Psychology Today, 2025).

Schizophrenia:

“Schizophrenia is a long-term mental health condition. It causes a range of different psychological symptoms” (NHS, 2023).



 1.3 Rationale for Research
NeuroLaunch (2024), indicates that key elements that help parents maintain their health and well-being include accessing babysitting services, keeping themselves occupied with tasks such as meal preparation, household chores, and running errands, as well as receiving emotional support. Resources from autism research institutes, professional bodies, educational workshops and engaging in therapies or treatments can also support parents in maintaining a consistent and stable parenting routine. However, individuals living in poorly deprived neighborhoods can hinder families’ ability to access necessary services. Gaps such as difficulties in commuting to available services, unawareness of what support exists or how to access them and limited funding Laxton, S., et al (2024). The importance of this research is that it can highlight the areas where parents lack adequate mental health support, or other support services, clear diagnostic routes, or financial help. Once policymakers are aware of the challenges, their discernment becomes crucial in shaping effective and compassionate policies and ensuring informed decisions that can ameliorate support for parents with autistic children. These points emphasise how autism impacts both individuals and parents, caring for their children/child each day. Gaining a deeper understanding of ASD and its associated challenges, along with the interventions available to support parents in the UK, can help establish and create a more consistent and effective framework, promoting well-being and mental health. Exploring gaps in services may also lead to improved access to evidence-based support. When established, parents can find guidance and comfort with themselves in hopes of confidence in care giving, improved mental health, building relationships between parent and child, reduced feeling of isolation and achieving time for self-care. Parenting is a challenging job in itself, and it becomes even more demanding when caring for a child/child with a disability. There is no shame in asking for help and should never be viewed in a negative light, especially when it supports the development of parenting skills and ensures the best quality of care for the children/child. 
 According to Evans, (2013) Paul Eugen Bleuler, a German psychiatrist coined the concept of Autism in 1911 and was also considered a symptom of severe schizophrenia. Bleuler, idea was that autistic thinking was characterized by infantile wishes to avoid unsatisfying realities and replace them with fantasies and hallucinations. For example, A young child is told that they cannot have a toy they desire, so instead of accepting the reality and disappointment, the child retreats into their imagination and pretends they already have the toy, playing out the fantasy in their mind as if it were real. The History of Autism (2024) states that Bleur viewed Autism as a manifestation of childhood schizophrenia.  Autism is not in comparison at all with schizophrenia; however, it is simply a condition of the human brain.

1.4 Aim and Objectives 
The primary purpose of this study is to explore the challenges faced by parents of children with autism in the UK and to develop a deeper understanding of their experiences. This research will also investigate potential gaps that require further attention, alongside what interventions parents have benefitted from and the importance on it. Target audience is aimed at adults aged 18 and above.
  
· Define and examine challenges faced in the United Kingdome (UK) by parents of children with autism. Examine potential gaps that require further attention, alongside interventions parents could benefit from. 
 
· Analyze the current literature concerning socioeconomic barriers that impede access to support services, the ability to maintain employment, and financial challenges for parents. 
 
· Evaluate the difficulties and obstacles experienced by parents in providing care for autistic children. Using thematic analysis, the current issues that parents encounter when caring for children with Autism. 
 
· Provide recommendations of what interventions are beneficial for parents with changes that could be made in the health care sector to meet the health, and well-being needs of parents. 
 
·  Enhancing strategies that ensure parents’ health and well-being are effectively supported and maintained.


1.5 Conclusion 
These points emphasise how autism impacts both individuals and parents, caring for their children/child each day. Gaining a deeper understanding of ASD and its associated challenges, along with the interventions available to support parents in the UK, can help establish and create a more consistent and effective framework, promoting well-being and mental health. Exploring gaps in services may also lead to improved access to evidence-based support. When established, parents can find guidance and comfort with themselves in hopes of confidence in care giving, improved mental health, building relationships between parent and child, reduced feeling of isolation and achieving time for self-care. Parenting is a challenging job in itself, and it becomes even more demanding when caring for a child/child with a disability. There is no shame in asking for help and should never be viewed in a negative light, especially when it supports the development of parenting skills and ensures the best quality of care for the children/child.  

	PAST
	  PRESENT

	Autism was referred to as Asperger syndrome in the 1911

	AS is currently now knows as ASD


	Autism was seen mainly as a childhood condition. (Children only)

	Autism is understood to be a lifelong condition, affecting adults as well as children.


	Support and services were limited or nonexistent.

	There is more focus on support, accessibility, and rights for autistic people. (The Autism Act 2009)






CHAPTER 2:
2.1 Introduction 

Autism Central (2025) states that autism represents a different way of thinking, experiencing, and processing the world, and it is a spectrum of how individuals experience autism in different ways. Autism has a complex history that has developed considerably over the past century, progressing from early misunderstandings to a clearer recognition of its neurodevelopmental nature. This research will explore the historical, theoretical, international, and national/local background contexts of ASD to develop a clear understanding of its practical implications. It will also examine how these perspectives relate to supporting the health and well-being of parents caring for children with autism, providing a theoretical framework that links theory to practice.

2.2 Historical Background 

To understand autism as it is recognised today, it is essential to first explore its historical foundations. According to Nuro Launch (2024) the term autism was applied in medical settings to describe features of schizophrenia, especially patients' withdrawal and apparent detachment from the outside world. 

Bluer 1950
The term autism was first introduced by Eugen Bleuler in his 1911 study of schizophrenia in German. However, it was not made available in English until 1950 as Dementia Praecox or the Group of Schizophrenias. (Bluer, 1911, cited in Moskowiz and Heim, 2011). “Bleuler used “autism” to describe a state of insulation from reality so complete that it excluded other human beings”. (E. Herman, 2019) This meant the individual was withdrawn from the world, unable to relate to, connect with, or engage socially with others. Wideman, Y. (2025) states that Autism originates from the Greek word “autos,” meaning “self”. Historically in the past, autism was considered symptoms of schizophrenia, rather than two distinct conditions as they are recognised today-schizophrenia and ASD.
Sukheareva 
According to Zeldovich Spectrum (2018), in the year 1924 a young boy in Moscow was taken to a clinic because he behaved differently from other children. He found it difficult to interact with children his own age and preferred spending time with older adults. He was mostly self-taught, and his movements were slow and awkward. He also experienced anxiety and often complained of stomach pain. When Sukhareva observed him, she noted that he was very intelligent and enjoyed having philosophical conversations. She described him as introverted, with a tendency to withdraw into himself. Sukhareva’s observations were made almost twenty years before Leo Kanner and Hans Asperger published what were long believed to be the first clinical descriptions of autism. At first, Sukhareva used the term “autistic” in the same way as Bleuler, but after observing more children with similar traits, she began to define and describe the condition in greater detail. A year later, she identified five additional boys who displayed what she described as autistic traits. Although all five preferred retreating into their inner world, each had his own unique characteristics or abilities.

Kanner 
“Leo Kanner recognized ASD as a disorder distinct from schizophrenia and gave autism its modern description” (Ferguson, 2019). According to Hamidi,et al (2024) Kanner’s 1943 paper, Autistic Disturbances of Affective Contact, laid the foundation for autism research by describing core behaviors, patterns, and characteristics that informed early diagnostic criteria. This landmark work defined autism as a separate neurodevelopmental condition. According to Fischbach (2007), Kanner’s description of infantile autism became a classic in clinical psychiatry in his 1944 study. Kanner examined eleven children who exhibited similar behaviors and concluded that they shared a common profile, marked by atypical ways of relating to people and their environment. As stated by Furguson (2019), Kanner alternatively described children to have a desire for consistency that others are rarely allowed to alter. By the 1970s, Kanner had introduced the term “refrigerator mother” to describe what he believed to be emotionally distant parenting that he thought caused or contributed to autistic behaviors. 

Asperger
Asperger was an Austrian physician; who helped pioneer research in developmental and neurological differences in children. In 1944, he documented a distinct pattern of behavior and abilities in four boys, calling it “autistic psychopathy”.  According to Connard, (2008) These behaviors were noted that four children showed lack of empathy, little ability to form friendships, one-sided conversations with intense absorption in a special interest, and clumsy movements. In despite of his findings, he referred to children with AS “little professors” due to their skill of intellectual conversations on their chosen topics in great depth (Autism UK Independent, 2024).
Among his studies, Sinclare (1993), emphasized that Asperger observed that these children could discuss their favorite topics in greater depth. Although their speech was more typical than that of children with classic autism, they often seemed unusual and socially awkward. In basic terms, Becc (2024) states socially awkward means when an individual has difficulty communicating or engaging with others in a social setting. Asperger syndrome became an official diagnosis in the early 1990s, but in later editions of diagnostic manuals, it was removed and included under ASD.
DSM –III
“The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Third Edition (DSM-III) published by the American Psychiatric Association in 1980, and now translated in many languages, has raised a great interest in the whole world ‘’ (Pichot 1986). American Psychiatric Association (2023) states that the DSM-III is regarded as a pivotal development in the field of psychiatry due to the substantial methodological and conceptual reforms it introduced. In its efforts, the DSM aided different approaches to construct and validate diagnostic standards, alongside developing psychiatric interview protocols for research and clinical applications.
 
2.3 Theoretical Background 
Parenting comes with a variety of responsibilities with no manual on how to parent your child; it is guided by an innate understanding and capability of knowing right from wrong alongside love. Although it is deeply rewarding, patenting comes with emotional, mental, practical, and physical demands, which can lead to excessive burnouts and depression. Parents caring for autistic children is a challenge, due to difficult behaviors which causes ‘’sensory overload, social pressure, emotional distress, or fear of change or unpredictability’’ (Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust 2026).
Key theories that help understand how to navigate skills and applying them into practice in supporting children with autism along with provided support are 
· Maslows Highrachy of needs (Abraham Maslow, 1943)
· Person-centered approach (Carl Rogers, 1950s)
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs 1943 is a motivation-based psychological framework consisting of five monumental stages of human needs (Guy-Evans, 2026). It consists of five levels that enable humans to achieve fulfilment and reach their goals. According to Bailey (2023), the five levels are Physiological needs, Safety Love and belonging, Self-esteem and Self-actualization. Parents with children who have special needs can model Maslow's hierarchy of needs to provide support for their children for physical and emotional well-being. Mind story (2021) explains that children with special needs will need support in expressing their communication and feelings as opposed to neurotypical individuals. Parents can often neglect their own well-being due to the stresses and burnouts of the challenges of caring for their child. However, Maslow's hierarchy navigates how parents can achieve a more distressing experience in parenting.

1. Self-actualization
Self-actualisation promotes personal development by enabling individuals to reach their full potential. For parents, this can encourage the pursuit of personal growth alongside their parenting role. For example, an interest in education, understanding a neurological disorder or an autism virtual reality experience may enhance both personal knowledge and parental skills. According to Bennett (2025) Self-actualization allows individuals to bring their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors into full effect with personal values, goals, and sense of meaning. 
Moreover, the benefits of SA that parents may find helpful is it develops a better mindset, and solution to problems.

2. Person-centered approach

For the well-being of parents with autistic children, a person centered approach is beneficial to ensure both parent and child recive the best outcome of their needs.  Boulton, (2025) notes that A person-centered approach supports individuals in developing and maintaining their sense of identity. For parents, this means they can understand who they are as an individual and scope out who/what they identify as. thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 

A Person-Centred approach also enhances emotional regulation. Empathic listening and reflective practices support parents in gaining emotional awareness, enabling them to identify triggers and regulate their responses effectively.


2.4 Case studies
Having a break from everyday life and routine is essential, especially for caregivers and parents with children.  Children are very active and are full of energy and sometimes for parents you need to have a break, catch your breath, and self-care. Respite provides this and is available to individuals who need it; however, not all individuals can access this service for various reasons. For example, “The healthcare system in the United States is a complex amalgamation of both public and private sectors, characterized by a unique blend of services, funding mechanisms, and regulatory frameworks. Unlike many other developed nations, the U.S. does not have a universal health coverage system, which differentiates its healthcare approach significantly” (Generis Legal Intelligence 2024). This indicates that interventions and services such as respite care may not be free for all citizens and will be accessible at a cost. Apposed to UK, The United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS) is a government-funded healthcare system and one of the most extensive integrated health organisations globally (Health Service Navigator, 2026). Respite services can provide free or low-cost options in the UK however not always free for some people.
2.5 National/Local UK Context 
A global perspective on the health and wellbeing of parents supporting children with ASD has significant psychological, social, and economic challenges. Each country manages how to sustain and overcome stressors and access support. According to Kings College London, (2023) Evidence-based interventions, such as parent-mediated programmes (such as based behavioral parenting programmes), have demonstrated how to minimise or overcome emotional and mental stressors for parents. In some research, parents reported that those supporting children with autism has had a negative effect not only on their health and wellbeing but on their families, marital relationships, lack of knowledge on ASD and the siblings of their autistic child.  Evidence found that 74% of caregivers/parents face psychological strain, along with a study in Greece reported that 92% of mothers endure long-term health iniquities to the demands of caregiving (Autism Family Support, 2025). There are different policies in health and social care globally, from cultural aspects of government and legal systems, and funding models.  
UK and Social CareIn the UK, The NHS is a health system model that uses a data driven tool to support NHS health systems and trusts in benchmarking quality and efficiency while identifying adequate approaches opportunities to enhance patient care (NHS England, 2025). This aligns with The Equality act 2010 and Sustainable Developmental Goals (SDG3) ensuring all individuals access health care regardless of their social status. 
United States (US) “The U.S. health system is a mix of public and private, for-profit and nonprofit insurers and health care providers” (Tikkanen, et al. 2020).
France, healthcare is delivered through a network of public and private hospitals, doctors, and other providers, which is available to all residents regardless of economic status or age (Tikkanen, R. 2020).
 2.6 Conclusion
In reflection, theorists play an important key role in shaping our knowledge and understanding of autism. Each theorist has contributed to a unique development of concepts surrounding autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Their findings have also influenced modern practices, guiding professionals in diagnosing, treating, and managing autism through a range of interventions and programs. Examining this from a global perspective highlights variations in healthcare approaches while maintaining the shared goal of supporting and caring for everyone. This approach aligns closely with the principles of the Equality Act 2010 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 3), which emphasize equitable healthcare and the promotion of wellbeing for all

CHAPTER 3:
3.1 – Introduction 

The University of Staffordshire (2025) states that a search strategy is a planned and organized approach that is used to systematically identify, locate, and retrieve relevant information from a variety of academic and research sources. This literature review was conducted by applying planned and systematic search strategies to identify, evaluate, and synthesize relevant information on interventions that support the health and wellbeing of parents caring for autistic children. The sources applied for the purpose of data collection were Google Scholar, the UWTSD online library database, and selected YouTube videos which allowed both academic and practical insights perspectives. Articles were chosen according to their relevance to the research topic, publication date, and the quality of evidence provided with relevance to the research topic alongside publication dates to ensure articles were selected accordingly. This method ensured that the information was on date, evidence-based, and directly suitable to support parents of children with autism.

3.2 – Search Strategy 

I first chose my research topic, and once I was satisfied with my research question, I began to explore and understand what the research title entails. With multiple sources to choose from, each source, it was highlighted by making key points and ideas. Abstract and introduction were briefly skimmed through each source to determine their credibility for my research question. The sources applied for the purpose of data collection were Google Scholar, the UWTSD online library database, and selected YouTube videos which allowed both academic and practical insights perspectives.
3.3 – Searching for Information 

University of Leeds (2022) reports that a search strategy is a structured set of key terms used to search academic databases, that combines the main concepts from a research question to help locate relevant and accurate results. Understanding the topic question?Pull out key term that allows author and readers to facilitate effective understanding. Skimmed abstract on each research paper pulling out key words, finding aims, and clues that may be relevant to topic question. Any identified information found, was compared to provide relevant themes.

3.4- Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Nikolopoulou (2022) highlights that inclusion and exclusion criteria define which individuals or studies are considered eligible for participation in research. Inclusion criteria typically consist of articles published within the last ten years, written in English, peer-reviewed, and employing mixed-method research approaches. Conversely, exclusion criteria filter out sources such as news articles, magazines, books, studies not written in English, publications older than ten years, and primary research that does not meet the methodological or language standards. Applying these criteria ensures the research focuses on recent, high-quality, and relevant evidence, enhancing the validity and reliability of the findings.

3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Nikolopoulou (2022) highlights that inclusion and exclusion criteria define which individuals or studies are considered eligible for participation in research. Inclusion criteria typically consist of articles published within the last ten years, written in English, peer-reviewed, and employing mixed-method research approaches. Conversely, exclusion criteria filter out sources such as news articles, magazines, books, studies not written in English, publications older than ten years, and primary research that does not meet the methodological or language standards. Applying these criteria ensures the research focuses on recent, high-quality, and relevant evidence, enhancing the validity and reliability of the findings. 

3.6– Analysing Research

Research was analysed by implementing Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis framework providing relevant sources and themes. I reviewed my research by proofreading relevant sources to see if there were any recurring patterns and credible examples that were relatable to my research question. The recurring patterns that were found, then noted down information and compared them to other concepts. However, some themes overlapped similarity but were explained with different reasoning which was related to the research question and objectives.
3.7-Ethical Considerations

I followed the Harvard referencing style by the Universities guidance. Building confidence in citing sources accurately and acknowledging the contributions of others. To avoid plagiarism, I applied the Harvard referencing style from University of Wales data and accurately citing all sources. Care was taken to ensure that the information used came from credible and reliable sources. All data and findings were treated with sensitivity and respect, particularly given the personal and potentially vulnerable nature of the subject matter. Efforts were made to maintain objectivity, avoid bias and refrain from making personal judgments, ensuring that the analysis remained fair, and  balanced.

3.8 – Chapter Conclusion 

Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis guided the implementation of the search strategy using academic databases. The focus was on peer-reviewed, mixed-method articles published within the past ten years to ensure the inclusion of credible and relevant sources. A coding approach was applied by identifying key terms directly related to the research topic, allowing for systematic categorization of findings. Additionally, the CRAAP (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, Purpose) method was employed to maintain a structured and rigorous process in evaluating and selecting appropriate sources, ensuring that the literature reviewed was both reliable and pertinent to the study. Chapter 4 presents all findings of analysis, organised into relevant themes, with each theme discussed in relation to supporting parents health and wellbeing supporting children with autism.



CHAPTER 4: 
4.1 Introduction

Stressors such as burnout, depression, financial strain, and social isolation may affect parents health and well-being caring for children with autism (Harper, A. et al 2023) Highlighting the importance of targeted interventions that may support the health and wellbeing of parents might lead to a place where parents can feel more relaxed, reduce doubt and negativity and elevate parenting skills. This paper explores three key themes identified within the literature: therapeutic support (such as counselling and cognitive behavioral Therapy CBT), respite provision, and training programmes. Together, these three areas represent well-supported and practical approaches to improving overall care for parents.

4.2 – Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis refers to a qualitative method that involves recognising, analysing, and interpreting recurring patterns of meaning across various types of data, including interviews, surveys, and focus group discussions (McLeod, 2024). This method is used by professions professors, research and students, any individuals who want to find out information in a strategic way.

4.3 – Theme 1 A High demand in Respite Care for parental support with ASD Children
According to Age UK (2019), Respite care service provides short-term, temporary support for the individual being cared for, enabling the primary carer to step away from their responsibilities for a period of rest and recovery while also ensuring that their own health and wellbeing are supported and maintained. In the case of parents, it allows a short break from stressors of caring or parenting a child with ASD.  NHS (2022) reports that there are multiple respite care services from home care, temporary stay in a care home, day centers, respite holidays, sitting services and support from family and friends. 
 
 
 
Respite care is a service available not just to caregivers but to parents and individuals who require a break from their daily caregiving responsibilities. Individuals with a illness or a disability can access respite services. It offers a holistic opportunity to rest, reflect, and recover stress, while allowing individuals to temporarily step away from minimising duties. According to Strunk (2010) Respite care is considered a useful intervention in minimizing stress for those in caregiving roles. Parenting can cause significant stress, effect mental health, and burnout from being overwhelmed with routine, ensuring that their health safety and wellbeing is protected whilst placing their needs before your own. Parenting requires a plan of action and sometimes planning doesn't always go to plan. This could be simple such as planning to run a few errands throughout your day however you receive a phone call from your child's school that they are ill and need to be collected or planning a date but unfortunately your childcare has cancelled last minute and there is no alternative, so you cancel. It is important for parents to take a step back from caregiving, recharging, and ensure their own needs, health, and well-being are prioritised. Short breaks can provide this. Respite care prioritises the health and wellbeing for parents is ensuring parents have enough sleep and rest. According to Whitmore, and Snethen (2018) one parent stated that it was nearly impossible for the chance to step away from the constant, care demands of caring for their child with special healthcare needs, with respite service the opportunity to sleep felt like a break. It is recommended for most adults to have seven to nine hours of sleep, but sleep differs may differ depending on age, genetics, and sleep quality (Jones, 2010). Parenting takes up a lot of time in daily lives, regardless of how many children that is cared for, appose to caring for children with ASD the impact is more intense and overly worked out. Stibich (2021) emphasizes that adequate sleep is important in maintaining general wellbeing. Most adults, seven to nine hours of sleep or rest, can improve cognitive function, regulate weight, reduce stress, and help prevent serious illnesses, including cardiovascular disease and diabetes. 
 
 
 
 
 
Stressors associated with raising a child with ASD extend beyond parents and impacts all family members. Respite care can be beneficial for the entire household, rather solely for parents. Whitmore and Snethen (2018) highlight that Respite care was seen as beneficial, not only for caregivers but for siblings of children with special healthcare needs. It gave siblings the opportunity to spend one-on-one “special time” with their parents, focusing on their own needs, alongside strengthening and sustaining marital relationships. Consider a family of five, including a child with non-verbal autism; parental responsibility involves addressing the needs of all children. The increased care demands associated with autism may lead to a disproportionate allocation of time and resources, potentially complicating family functioning and increasing stress for all members of the household. Siblings can feel isolated and less favored by their parents due to the significant amount of attention that is given to the child with ASD. Chmielowicz, (2025) states that some instances where siblings experience physical or verbal targeting their autistic sibling, they are likely to encounter a range of negative emotions, including resentment, anger, shame, and embarrassment. Temporary time away decrease burdens on both siblings and parents. 
 
Attentive autism care (2025) states that emotional pressures may impact marital relationships, that can lead to greater tension and additional strain. Strong, healthy relationships are important for emotional regulation, mental health, and creating a constructive and supportive environment (Armstrong, 2025). Simple strategies to strengthen a relationship include engaging in regular date nights; for example, dining out can provide a change of environment and create quality time away from parental and household responsibilities. ‘Taking a short break can help parents recognise that it is possible to allow their child greater independence, that facilitates opportunities, skills and new experiences’ (Reaching Families, 2023). For example, “Bobby,” a five-year-old child with autism, and non-verbal experiences behavioral difficulties and becomes dysregulated during transitions, such as his iPad to mealtime. While under the care of a professional through home respite services, Bobby previously expressed frustration by pinching his mother’s hand, responding to emotional and sensory cues. However, with mum being absent, he cannot engage in this behaviour and discover alternative ways to meet his sensory needs, such as manipulating a soft toy or textured fabric. These strategies have now been implemented during transitions, allowing Bobby to manage his emotions more effectively. Consequently, he no longer becomes dysregulated or pinches his mother's hand which sometimes discomforting to mum, instead of using safer, self-soothing alternatives. It is important to be considerate of the potential disadvantages of respite care for parents. Whitmore (2018) suggests that parents may feel anxious about leaving their child with unfamiliar individuals (such as staff or caregivers), especially when their child has special healthcare needs. Parents find it difficult to trust others in providing the right care and with higher separation anxiety they may choose to opt out of respite services altogether preventing them from any rest. This is understandable as it is the jobs of parents to utilise any intuition and ensure that trust is firsthand for any person to engage in contact with their child, especially a child who has additional needs. In some cases, children with ASD do not know their own awarenesses, and can become dysregulated at the slightest thing. Behavior challenges can be dangerous to others and themselves, and a non-verbal ASD child cannot verbally communicate their feelings. Understandably parents naturally may feel that respite care is not appropriate for leaving their child unattended.


4.4 – Theme 2 Navigating multiple Therapy access and Engagement

Psychotherapy, commonly referred to as talk therapy or simply therapy, is a treatment approach designed to reduce emotional distress and address mental health concerns. Delivered by trained professionals such as psychiatrists, psychologists, social workers, or counsellors, it involves exploring personal experiences and gaining insight into challenges faced by individuals, couples, or families (Psychology Today,2025). Various forms of therapy are available to individuals, including psychodynamic therapy, behavioral therapy, Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT), and humanistic therapy. Therapy can be beneficial for individuals of all ages, genders, and backgrounds. In the context of The Health and Wellbeing of Parents Supporting Children with Autism the use of therapy methods can aid in support, managing life demands, and encouraging insight and personal growth. 

ACT is a psychological flexibility built through mindfulness and acceptance combined with strategies to change behavior. Mindfulness involves four key processes which is acceptance, cognitive diffusion, staying present, and self-as-context—and can be practiced formally or informally. ACT has six core pillars of psychological flexibility Acceptance, cognitive diffusion, being present, self-as-context, values and committed action (Psychology Today, 2017).  ACT approach can also be strengthened through exercises that reduce the control of thoughts and emotions over behavior and increase direct engagement with real-life situations, helping people find new ways to guide their actions (Prevedini, et al. 2020). In the context of parenting, being fully present provides a mindful foundation that enables a parent to make choices based on the situation, act in line with their values, and at the same time maintain a healthy distance from their own thoughts and emotions.  Parents can find guidance with the mindfulness and acceptance approach. To demonstrate, a parent and their child who is autistic, are out shopping center and the child has a meltdown and starts to scream because of the loud noise around them. Parent has forgotten ear defenders and now panics. A train of thoughts starts to creep in “I'm an awful mother, I feel helpless, stupid- people are judging me”. This is where the ACT strategy is effective. Parent notices her thoughts and does not get caught up in them.  Feeling embarrassed and guilty is a feeling of emotion under the circumstances however the feelings are not challenged but accepted.  They regain composure and understand that they are both in a public place and decide to count to ten to calm down or maybe deep breaths.  This creates a bridge for parents to have space between themselves and their thoughts. Instead of reacting on impulse, they can choose a more helpful approach, like walking away to find a more private space. The plus side of this strategy is not accepting thoughts in a difficult situation, but also not allowing the thoughts to control you. Responding in such a way that shows what kind of parent you want to be. 
 
Cognitive Behavior Therapy (CBT) is a talking therapy approach that supports people in coping with mental health problems, including anxiety disorders and depressive conditions (Mcleod, 2023). In addition, it is a goal-focused approach that deals primarily with current life difficulties rather than past experiences (Mind, The Mental Health Charity, 2015). According to Maughan and Weiss (2017), CBT is increasingly recognised as an effective treatment for anxiety disorders in children with ASD and is also being used to address other emotional difficulties. Moreover, investigating whether involvement in child therapy benefits parents’ psychological health, their parenting skills, and their relationship with their child/children may contribute to better wellbeing positive outcomes like improved wellbeing and family life. An approach used alongside CBT is the Autism-Specific Five-Minute Speech Sample (ASFMS), in which parents speak for five minutes about their emotions toward their child with ASD. It helps evaluate the impact of therapy on parent mental health, parenting approaches, and relationships, as well as overall wellbeing and family life. Here, expressed emotion is about a parent’s attitudes and feelings toward their child (Magana et al., 1986). High EE includes higher criticism, too much involvement, less warmth, and a more negative bond (Benson et al., 2011). Parents often manage complex needs, routines, and emotional challenges. Over time, this responsibility may lead to stress and fatigue, and parents can become dysregulated and overworked. CBT parents sometimes need a safe space to talk about how parents feel just to offload and release some or all emotions. Akan, et al (2026) emphasises Psychoeducational programmes for parents have been found to elevate parental wellbeing, which in turn benefits the family and child/children with ASD. Participation in such workshops is also aligned to increased and sustain empowerment for parents and families. Mental Health General (2022) reports that key limitation of CBT is that it is a gradual process rather than a rapid solution. Sustained commitment is key and requires time, patients, and consistency, from the individual. In addition, parents must be persistent in using these approaches after therapy to reduce the risk of relapse.


4.5 – Theme 3 UK Programs and Interventions to Enhance Parents Wellbeing

Intervention is a “intentional action to change a situation, with the aim of improving it or preventing it from getting worse” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). Available interventions can be found in schools, healthcare, community services, and much more. In terms of Early intervention, it is often used to describe focused, intensive services that respond to individual risk and protective factors, including behavior change initiatives, parenting relationship support, and youth mentoring schemes (NSPCC, 2023).  
Psychoeducational programs for parents have proven cost-effective and help increase parents’ confidence in parenting a child with Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) while improving their mental wellbeing. Parents who participate in these programs following a child’s diagnosis often experience lower stress and reduced anxiety, both for child and parent. The effectiveness of interventions has been proven across various demographic and cultural family groups. Akan (2026) states that Psychoeducational interventions increase parents’ understanding of ASC, reduce stress, and build confidence and empowerment, while also improving children’s behavior and social skills. These positive effects have been seen in different countries, including France, Ethiopia, Saudi Arabia, and among Black and Latino families in the United States. Core contributions of parenting programs provides parents to increasing the risk of child abuse and neglect, encouraging positive parenting practices, and strengthening the parent–child relationship (Knox, 2025).  
Experimental intervention such as The Empower-Autism Programme (EAP) is a manualised, closed-group intervention with a holistic approach, designed to support the needs of caregivers prioritising mental health and wellbeing. Three core elements within the experimental intervention are The Autistic Psychoeducation programme offers education on ASD and how it may appear in an individual child. Its amin purpus addresses core areas such as communication, social interaction, cognition, sensory needs, emotional regulation, and behaviors, alongside practical, child-focused strategies. These skills will enhance caregivers and parents' understanding, on how ASD works and what it looks like, empathy, and empowerment through knowledge, understanding in everyday strategies. Delivery methods such as skills, ideas, and experiences from parents, implement and expand their learning and self-efficacy. Autism Context overs the education system for children with special educational needs and disabilities, effectively working with educational settings, (schools) and available local, national, and online resources. ACT content and philosophy deliver a practical, experiential approach to ACT, for parents to help manage their emotions related to their child’s diagnosis and their overall parenting. It also encourages facing challenges confidently and highlights how to self-acre and minimize stress. (Leadbitter et al, and Prevedini, et al. 2020) both agree that ACT is supported by practices that limit the dominance of thoughts and emotions and encourage active engagement in practical, real-life situations. 
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4.6 Conclusion

Respite services and targeted interventions provide crucial support for parents caring for autistic children in the UK, positively impacting both parental health and wellbeing. Respite care allows parents to take necessary breaks from caregiving responsibilities, reducing stress, preventing burnout, and enabling them to maintain emotional balance. Psychoeducational and skills-based interventions, such as parent training programs and ACT-informed workshops, enhance parental confidence, improve coping strategies, and provide practical tools to manage challenging behaviors, implementing stronger parent–child relationships. Each approach has been shown to improve minimizing and sustaining mental health, anxiety, and empower caregivers to make informed judgments for their child’s development. However, acknowledging that there are limitations to be mindful of. Some parents may feel anxious leaving their child with unfamiliar caregivers, particularly when specialized care is required, and interventions often demand time, https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2012-06382-001 commitment, and ongoing application of learned strategies to maintain benefits. Despite these challenges, evidence supports the value of these services in promoting parental wellbeing and family functioning.  

CHAPTER 5:
5.1 – Overall Conclusion 

This report concludes that a range of strategies are available to support the health and wellbeing of parents caring for autistic children. Short break and respite services allow parents and caregivers to take time away from their responsibilities, enabling relaxation and self-reflection, which can help reduce stress, depression, and other emotional and physical challenges. However, some parents may feel uncomfortable leaving their child in unfamiliar environments or placing trust in others for extended periods. Therapy is also widely valued, as it supports emotional expression, promotes self-care, and provides education on child-focused approaches that benefit both the child’s mental wellbeing and the parent’s understanding. Furthermore, interventions play a key role in helping parents develop new skills, enhance their understanding of their child, and regulate emotions in both challenging and everyday situations.

5.2 – Recommendations 
5.2.1 – Recommendation 1
Respite care is widely regarded as an effective intervention for reducing stress among individuals in caregiving roles. Parenting, particularly when caring for a child with autism, can be highly demanding and may negatively impact mental health, often leading to burnout due to the pressures of maintaining daily routines and prioritising the child’s health, safety, and wellbeing above personal needs. Respite services provide parents with a valuable opportunity to experience a sense of freedom, allowing them time to rest, engage in personal activities, and temporarily step away from continuous caregiving responsibilities. This is especially important as autistic children may have complex and co-occurring needs, which can sometimes result in overstimulation for both the child and parent, leading to emotional strain, increased stress, and potential conflict.
However, it is important to recognise that there are barriers to accessing respite care. Financial constraints can limit availability, as not all families are able to afford such services, even when subsidised options exist. Additionally, issues of trust present significant challenges, particularly when parents are required to leave their child—especially a non-verbal child—with unfamiliar caregivers. This uncertainty can make parents hesitant to utilise respite services, despite the potential benefits.

5.2.2 – Recommendation 2
Therapy offers a wide range of benefits for individuals seeking support with their emotional and mental wellbeing. It can play a significant role in improving mental health by addressing conditions such as depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and anxiety through various therapeutic approaches and strategies. Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), for example, is a form of talking therapy that focuses on the relationship between thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. It helps individuals understand how their thinking patterns influence their actions and emotional responses. For instance, a negative experience may lead to unhelpful thoughts, which in turn can result in negative behaviours. Therapy provides a safe and supportive environment where individuals can openly express their feelings without fear of judgment.

5.2.3 – Recommendation 3
Intervention programmes play an important role in promoting parental wellbeing by providing structured guidance and practical coping strategies. Psychoeducational programmes are widely recognised as cost-effective and effective in increasing parents’ confidence in managing autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Evidence indicates that parents who engage in these interventions following a diagnosis often experience reduced stress and anxiety, leading to more positive outcomes for both the parent and the child. Educational programmes also equip parents with the skills needed to support their autistic child across different settings, including schools, community environments, and online platforms.
However, there are several limitations to consider. Some parents may lack the confidence to seek or access available services, while others may experience feelings of guilt or stigma, perceiving the need for support as a sign of inadequacy. Additionally, access to online resources may be restricted for families living in rural areas or in lower-income countries where digital services are limited or unavailable, creating further barriers to support.
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	Mix methods
	52-week study

questionnaire
	ACT is effective for parents' health and wellbeing.
	ACT is effective for parents health and wellbeing.

Support pathways for autistic children and their families should be proactive and grounded in evidence-based practice.

	ACT
Cognitive
Autism 
Intervention
	

	Akan, A.,et al 2026  
	We Realised We Were Not in it by Ourselves.” Exploring Experiences of a Multidisciplinary Psychoeducational Workshop for Parents With a Child Diagnosed With Autism Spectrum Condition: A Thematic Analysis
	Qualitative method
	conducted in a child and young people’s mental health service in the east of London, UK.
	Parents found workshop informative and emotionally supportive
	interventions may enhance parental confidence, reduce household stress, and positively impact both child and parent wellbeing.  
	Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC)  

workshops
	

	Leadbitter, K. et al, 2022  
	REACHED-ASD  UK 
	Qualitative method
	Adults and children participate in ACT.

Questionnaire was implemented for cargivers
	Create new intervention programme  publicly funded to meet needs for caregivers
	The GHQ has been successfully used to show a treatment effect on mental health in caregivers of autistic children
	ASD and ACT
Therapy
Questionnaire
	

	Prevedini, A. et al. 2020

	ACT-based interventions for reducing psychological distress in parents and caregivers of children with autism spectrum disorders: Recommendations for higher education programs

	mix
	cognitive behavioral model, based on behaviour analysis
	ACT training in an ABA course sequence is also beneficial beyond parent-training.

Supports pare
nts' emotion wellbeing
	ACT and behavioral interventions is suitable for caregivers with disabilities
	ADHD ASD 
Parent training Neurodevelopmental disabilities
	





	Maughan, L and Weiss, J. A 2017  
	Parental Outcomes Following Participation in Cognitive Behavior Therapy for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder

	Mix
	57 parents participated in therapy sessions
	employing additional methodologies, such as clinical interviews or observations during structured tasks.
Questionnaire did not conduct a full diagnosis

	Parents participation in their children’s CBT provided parent involvement to improve intervention efficacy
	Intervention, self-efficacy
CBT
ASD Autism
	













image.jpg
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David





