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[bookmark: _Toc102477022]Introduction
The beginning of the Covid-19 SARS has affected society in a variety of ways with the “elderly and those with pre-existing medical conditions” being at the highest risk (WHO, 2020). It has also had a significant influence on adults with autism and intellectual disabilities (Scie, 2018). 
This paper will aim to present a systematic overview of the impact of the Covid-19 on adults with autism and intellectual disabilities in the UK. The main goal of this report is to explore the way individuals who have an intellectual disability or ASD understood and responded to various measures introduced due to the pandemic as well as how the changes in their daily routines affected their wellbeing.  
The main objectives of the report are to analyse existing research on the mental, physical, and social impacts the COVID-19 pandemic had on adults diagnosed with autism or intellectual disabilities; and to provide easy to access vital information for care providers and policymakers, which could help the professionals in providing the best possible care.
[bookmark: _Toc102477023]Background 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability that causes critical behavioural, social and communication challenge to the individuals suffering from it. Some of the symptoms of ASD include difficulties in interacting with others, repetitive behaviours, and obsessive interests. People with ASD also face major challenges when it comes to appreciating others and regulating their behaviours (Pelicano, 2010). 
According to NDSS (2017), intellectual disability (ID) is described as the condition in which affected persons have impaired intellectual functions. These include self-care, communication, and social skills. Furthermore, these functions develop slower than typical (NDSS, 2017).
The announcement by the World Health Organization that the Covid-19 is officially a pandemic, led to various strategies being put in place in order to limit the spread of the virus across the world and to protect the lives of the people (Cucinotta and Vanelli, 2020). Some of the measures introduced include lockdowns, quarantines, wearing of protective equipment and other actions which call for serious behavioural changes among individuals. Therefore, the pandemic has not only led to a serious threat to human life but also to serious lifestyle and routine changes among the population. These changes have been acute for young adults with ASD since they are more vulnerable to the pandemic's mental, physical, and social impacts due to their various health issues (Mertens et al., 2020). 
There are various reasons which have contributed to adults with ASD or ID being affected more strongly by the Covid-19 pandemic. One of the main reasons for this is that they are more vulnerable to mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, disability to process stress and others. What is more, the already existing symptoms of ASD among young patients have directly been affected by the pandemic (Comas-Herrera et al., 2020). Individuals with autism struggled to adapt to the dynamics of the Covid-19 pandemic and have faced extreme difficulty in understanding this new information. They often rely on the health and social care professionals to convey information to them during the quarantine. The Covid-19 pandemic also increased the risk of young adults with ASD being abused by others (Courtenay and Perera, 2020).  
The individuals who are suffering from ASD have however received little support from the concerned authorities (McKenzie et al., 2021). It is therefore important to explore deeply into the impact of the Covid-19 on the young adults with autism and intellectual disability so that measures can be taken to ensure that they are adequately supported towards better health and wellbeing at difficult times such as the Covid-19 pandemic. 
The rationale: This study will fill in some gaps in the knowledge base on how the pandemic has affected the lives of autistic adults in the United Kingdom. The report will provide recommendations for the health and social care sector to take measures towards improving their response concerning adults with autism and ID.
[bookmark: _Toc102477024]Methods 
This paper is a systematic literature review. The research methods cover all the techniques, processes and strategies which have been used to collect the evidence or the data for a research topic so that new information can be uncovered to gain a better understanding (Sutton and Austin, 2015). Every bit of research comes with its own research methods based on the nature of the topic being explored and the preference of the researcher. The research methods section of a paper includes the research design, strategy, the choices of methods, and the timelines of the research (Salazar, Crosby and DiClemente, 2015). Research can adopt either mono-methods, mixed methods, or multi-methods to carry out the investigation. The multi-methods approach makes use of a range of qualitative and quantitative research methods (Tariq and Woodman, 2013). 
[bookmark: _Toc102477025]Search strategy

The data collection section represents the methods and the techniques used to collect the data needed for the research topic towards gaining new insights on the topic. The methods for collecting data vary based on the type of data being collected which can be secondary data. The primary data is the data that has been collected by the researchers themselves whereas the secondary data represents the data collected through sources that had been previously published on the topic such as the research journals, books, reports, web sources and other sources of information (Wagh, 2020). The inclusion criteria were chosen based on the premise that they should encompass all relevant research, and that they should not be overly restrictive to prevent the danger of eliminating potentially relevant studies and to allow for the generalization of results (Hornberger and Rangu, 2020).
This systematic literature review is a secondary research on the impact of the Covid-19 on young adults with autism and intellectual disability.  The information was collected via online resources. The online platforms PubMed, EBSCO information services, UWTSD Library and Google Scholar were used. The search was structured in the title and the abstract of papers using combinations of the following search keywords: “Covid-19“, “pandemic “, “lockdown “, “adults “, “autism“, “intellectual disability“, “wellbeing”, “mental health”, “health“, “England“, “UK“. Only academic articles published in English language and in the UK between January 2020 and March 2022 were considered. The specific time range was chosen because Covid-19 was announced as a pandemic at the beginning of 2020. During the process of the research was found that the scientific investigations of different processes referred to the main subject of this systematic literature review began in the middle 2020. Also, only studies about individuals over 18 years old were included. Inclusion criteria like this aim to make sure that all the research is relevant, without being too strict and risking overlooking important research.
[bookmark: _Toc102477026]Data analysis
The data analysis represents the process in which statistical or logical techniques are used to describe, evaluate, recap, or condense the data which have been collected from the research. Data analysis is a very important step toward understanding the patterns and the meanings which underlie the data and plays a critical role in getting a better understanding of the collected data (Nowell et al., 2017).  For this research, a thematic analysis was used to investigate the data from the research towards understanding and communicating its meaning. The contents of the examined research were divided into themes, to ease its interpretation. The following four main themes are considered as main for this research: Impacts on mental health; Impacts on physical health; Impacts on social life and Positive impacts.
[bookmark: _Toc102477027]Ethical considerations 
Research involves interaction with a range of personal data concerning many people which is why various ethical considerations should be taken into consideration. The ethical considerations represent the guiding principles of the choices made in the research as well as the design of the research (Business Research Methodology, 2007). 
[bookmark: _Toc102477028]Results 
[bookmark: _Hlk101685668]For this secondary research, three literature sources were reviewed that were the most current and were relevant to the research topic. The search using the above-mentioned electronic research platforms produced a total of 174 citations.  Only three studies passed the inclusion criteria and were considered for further analyses (Tab.1). 
	Autor
	Title
	Year of publication
	Impacts on mental health
	Impacts on physical health
	Impact on social life
	Positive impact

	Bundy et al.
	[bookmark: _Hlk101704249]The Impact of Early Stages of COVID-19 on the Mental Health of Autistic Adults in the United Kingdom
	2022
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema                         
	The psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on adults with autism

	2021
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 

	Tromans et al.
	Priority concerns for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities during the COVID-19
	2020
	· 
	· 
	· 
	· 


Table 1: The four categories of data from the selected research.
The first article uses mixed methods to examine 133 adults with ASD.  The second research uses mixed methods as well and involves a survey which covered 1044 participants in three different countries who were both males and females with autism and those without autism. The third one is a cross-sectional study which involves 32 leader representatives from professional bodies and service-user organisations in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc102477029]Theme 1: Impact on mental health 
[bookmark: _Toc102477030]1:A Loss of routine and difficult adaptation to continuous changes
Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema (2021), found that adults with autism rely on structured days and weeks, to maintain their mental health stable, and for them this is a must. However, the pandemic and the related regulations have disrupted this essential routine creating additional difficulties for adults with ADS. The risk of having to change this routine creates a lot of stress for adults with autism, especially considering the frequently changing measure of fastening and lifting (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). For many autistic individuals, a monotonous lifestyle is a basic need and changing it to adapt to the pandemic measures proves very difficult according to Bundy et al. (2022). What is more, the on one hand positive lack of social interactions during the pandemic, can make these even more frightening and challenging in the future (Bundy et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic disrupts the sense of control people with ADS and ID have over their daily life, which can have a great effect on their emotional wellbeing and worsen their already challenging behaviours (Tromans et al. 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc102477031]1:B Supply issues
One of the daily situations that have proved especially challenging for adults with autism is shopping. On one hand, they experience difficulties following the rules related to the pandemic. On the other hand, other people disobeying can make them feel anxious and irritated (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). Furthermore, the food itself changed, with limitations, causing people with autism who otherwise stick to what they know to buy new foods and brands, with could be upsetting, to the point of influencing their eating habits and thus negatively influencing their health (Bundy et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc102477032]1:C IT consequences 
Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema (2021) found that communication has also become even more difficult for adults with autism and ID during the pandemics, as some usually face-to-face interactions have had to move online and through calls, making them seek text-based options. Considering their communication needs in some cases such a channel came as impossible to be used. Furthermore, some adults with autism report they feel more pressured to communicate, as the new “normal” communication channels are considered more accessible by society (Bundy et al. 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc102477033]Theme 2: Impact on physical health
[bookmark: _Toc102477034]2:A Loss of the support accessible before the pandemic
Adults with autism have reported needing more regular support than before the pandemic but having difficulty finding it. Those that had support before the pandemic often lost it altogether. This included household, medical and psychological support (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema,                 2021). Most often, adults with autism and ID had difficulties to receive emergency and routine healthcare (Tromans et al., 2020). The waiting times for healthcare appointments became even longer, which caused fears in an adult with autism. The difficulty to find medications and support made the individuals feel even more vulnerable and out of control (Bundy et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc102477035]2:B Remote access to the services
Research agrees that the change in communication channels made remote support very challenging for adults with ADS (Bundy et al., 2022). Video calls that usually include nonverbal communication were very difficult for these individuals, as they have difficulty expressing and understanding such cues. Also, not being able to fully understand the environment, for example, who is watching, contributes to feelings of loss of control said Bundy et al. (2022). Furthermore, having to sometimes talk with people wearing personal protective equipment, especially through video, can be disturbing for individuals with ID, as they need to read the facial expression (Tromans et al. 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc102477036]2:C Health worries
Worrying about their health and their loved ones’ well-being influenced the participant’s mental health and mood stability (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). There is an existing concern even about their pet’s health and support. On the other hand, another research made by Bundy et al. (2022) showed that more time spent with family caused more arguments, which even further negatively affects people with autism’s mental strength. Even though pre-pandemic, there were initiatives to prevent over-prescription of medication to people with ID, the pandemic made such options, such as community support, more difficult to find. This could lead again to reliance on medications to support their mental health and behaviours as stated by Tromans et al. (2020).
[bookmark: _Toc102477037]Theme 3: Impact on social life
[bookmark: _Toc102477038]3:A Copping with the government protocols and PPE
According to Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema (2021), the distress that the pandemic measures brought to people with autism also caused them to avoid the social activities they previously enjoyed, out of fear to break the rules. An example of this is avoiding walks outside because of not understanding how far away from home they are allowed. As previously mentioned, social interactions also became more challenging, with people wearing face masks and talks often having to happen online. (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). Furthermore, as Bundy et al. (2021) suggest, even the easing of the measures gradually acted as a disturbance for people with ID, as the information provided from different sources was conflicting and hard to understand. This also led to isolation behaviours among the group. (Bundy et al. 2022)
[bookmark: _Toc102477039]3:B Loss of connection to communities
[bookmark: _Hlk102475547]Research by Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, (2021) showed this isolation then led to a disconnect from their usual social support network. Even the social skills of adults with autism were negatively impacted by the lack of social interactions (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). Also, Bundy et al. (2022) supported this, suggesting that this loss of connection and social interactions contributed further to increased feelings of distress, isolation, and loneliness. 
[bookmark: _Toc102477040]Theme 4: Positive impact
[bookmark: _Toc102477041]4:A Shared challenges
However, research has described some positive impacts too. For example, with everybody becoming isolated as a pandemic measure, people with autism felt more understanding of their usual isolated lifestyles, aiming to avoid sensory overload (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). Another example of a positive impact was described by Bundy et al. (2022) – as both neurotypical and autistic people shared the same burdens relating to the pandemic, they were able to connect better, validating each other’s feelings. Some people with autism even reported others reached out more to them due to the situation (Bundy et al. 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc102477042]4:B Sensory relief
Because of lockdown, the world became less sensory stimulating, bringing relief to people with autism. Furthermore, stressors like appointments and laud social gatherings, as well as proximity to strangers became less and less. (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). Additionally, according to Oomen (2021) adults with autism enjoyed the extra time for themselves, now that events were not taking place.
[bookmark: _Toc102477043]Discussion 
The current systematic review explored the reported consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic and the related measures on people with autism and intellectual disabilities, Based on the findings, the negative impact of the pandemic is concerning, including increased rates of mental health problems, social disconnect, and lack of health and social care, because of the burden on the system. 
Symptoms of depression and anxiety were found in both neurotypical and people with autism. However, (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021) suggests that adults with autism were suffering more from the consequences.  The author also provided evidence that the heavy load on the health and social care system also affected adults with autism directly, with them losing appointments and care structures.  This included mental health services, which are especially important for people with autism as they suffer from depression and anxiety more than other people. Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, (2021) also cites a report by the National Autistic Society (2020) stating that the biggest percentage of the people with autism and their families had fears for their mental health and life satisfaction during the pandemic lockdown. 
This also contributed to the lack of support from public structures, and contact with friends and family, causing feelings of isolation and abandonment. The National Autistic Society implied that this impacted the mental health of people with autism greatly, putting them at risk of a state of crisis (National Autistic Society, 2020). Increased waiting times for healthcare appointments also contributed, proving to be challenging for people with autism (Bundy et al. 2022). Findings by Mason et al. (2021) also support this, suggesting that lack of access to services, healthcare and the disability to meet the basic needs of people with autism worsened their mental health to a great extent. For some of the group, being able to control their environment to their needs, including social and sensory, seemed to lower the chance of emerging sadness, anxiety, or depression symptoms (www.autism.org.uk, 2020).
The evidence from this literature review shows that individuals with autism or intellectual disabilities have had an especially challenging experience during the outbreak of Covid-19 despite the presence of a few positives to pick from the pandemic, such as a lack of sensory irritators. First, the severity of the symptoms of ASD among young adults has directly been affected by the outbreak of the pandemic (Comas-Herrera et al.,2020) and second, the individuals in the targeted group are highly comorbid with various mental health issues such as anxiety and depression, with symptoms worsening due to increased stress and loneliness. The presented evidence highlights those individuals with ASD have not been adequately supported during the Covid-19 pandemic, with the health and social care sector being overloaded, putting their needs to the side to make space for emergency response. 
Recommendations for future policy and health and social care practice:
· The support strategies introduced as part of the pandemic response consider the needs of neurotypicals rather than people with autism and intellectual disabilities. Even though the Covid-19 outbreak increased levels of depression and anxiety among the whole population, it is important to consider that the mental health consequences were worse for people with autism. It is therefore important to consider research like the discussed when developing responses to crises in the future. Despite some limitations to the findings, the presented research findings have several important theoretical and practical implications. One of the most important contributions of such research is the opportunity to explore the topic and findings further in future studies (American Psychological Association, 2020). In this regard, it is important to highlight some implications and recommendations.
· There is a need to ensure that the responses of health and social care, and mental health services are adapted to support adults with ASD and ID during a crisis. Care should be affordable, accessible, and continuous (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). 
· The staff in the sector should be supported and trained on effectively supporting individuals with ASD and ID under special circumstances including pandemic situations.  
· The responses to Covid-19 should take into consideration the sensory experiences of individuals with ASD and ID to create an adaptive and responsive environment. 
· The factors relating to stress and anxiety should be explored further in future research to tailor effective pandemic or crisis-related strategies to young adults with ASD. 
· Legislators and experts need to deliver evidence-based person-centred care planning. 
· Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema (2021), also proposes that the research provides food for thought on the society’s attitude towards autism and can provide seeds to make it more autism friendly. 
· Adults with autism have also themselves voiced the necessity for tailoring the provided information, in order to be understandable for them, and not only to their families and caretakers (Oomen, Nijhof and Wiersema, 2021). 
· Further research into the responses of people with ADS and ID in crisis situations is essential to ensure a better response in the future.
[bookmark: _Toc102477044]Importance of the findings for health and social care
Research such as the presented in this paper provides valuable information which can not only be used as a ground for further research, but also be directly applied in the health and social care, when implementing policies and strategies, or developing care plans for people with autism and intellectual disabilities.  By following recommendations such as the provided, the quality of care for the targeted group can be significantly increased, improving their physical and mental health and overall quality of life, making sure that they are included members of the society.
[bookmark: _Toc102477045]Potential limitations 
Although the present results clearly highlight the negative effect of the pandemic on the welfare of people with ASD and ID, it is appropriate to mention several potential limitations to the research. A first limitation is that data collected were majorly UK based and therefore do not provide the overall experiences of individuals with ASD across the world. A second potential limitation is that the data were majorly secondary and therefore the information might be lacking validity. Also, the small number of participants could compromise the significance of the findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc102477046]Conclusion 
Situations of crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic are hidden opportunities to learn and try to do better in the future. We now live in a world where plans are rarely worth the paper they're written on. For individuals with autism or intellectual disabilities who rely on structure to keep order in an otherwise chaotic world, this amount of unpredictability can be unsettling. This is also a good knowledge-gain opportunity and easy to be shared reflective experience of supporting people with autism and intellectual disabilities in times like these. In summary, despite the outbreak negatively affecting everyone, the impact, especially on mental health, has not been even across all the social groups, with adults with ASD, the elderly and other marginalised and vulnerable groups suffering the most consequences. Various strategies have therefore been proposed to support the individuals with ASD, the staff, and the carers during situations such as the pandemic. 
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