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1. Introduction
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a complicated neurodevelopment disorder manifested by life-long challenges in social communication, interaction, and restricted or repetitious behavioural patterns (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The severity and presentation of the condition is highly heterogeneous and usually demands long term support of health, social care and education systems. ASD is a serious problem in the United Kingdom due to its rising prevalence and the increased need in specialised services (National Autistic Society, 2023). Consequently, autism has gained a significance issue in health and social care practice especially as a matter concerning the coordination, accessibility, and long-term family support of services.
Autism does not only impact the affected individual but also parents and carers who also suffer major impacts in regard to their wellbeing. Studies have repeatedly indicated that parents of autistic children have a greater risk of elevated levels of psychological distress, such as stress, anxiety, and depression than parents of neurotypical children (Hayes and Watson, 2013; Karst and Van Hecke, 2012). Such challenges are typically linked to behavioural problems, complicated service systems, and diagnostic and intervention delays. Recent studies also report that caregiver psychological distress remains high and is linked to barriers in accessing timely assessment and support services (Boulton et al., 2025).
The delivery of autism services in the UK is usually discontinuous, and there is a lack of interconnectedness between healthcare and social care and educational services, leading to support gaps and exerting pressure on families (Nolte and Pitchforth, 2014). Such factors are also compounded by a lack of timely evaluation and access to early intervention, which may have an adverse impact on children and their caregivers. Therefore, there has been a growing interest in the use of integrated care models that encourage cross-service collaboration and offer holistic and person-centred care. One of the main strategies identified by the UK health policy has been integrated care to enhance the coordination and outcomes of the services (Goodwin et al., 2017). Recent UK policy further emphasises integrated care through Integrated Care Systems to improve coordination, accessibility, and reduce inequalities in autism services (NHS England, 2023). Nevertheless, a little synthesised evidence on its use in enhancing parental mental health outcomes has been produced. As such, the proposed research will incorporate a systematic review to help assess the effects of integrated care interventions in the UK.

[bookmark: _Toc227662979][bookmark: _Toc227663068][bookmark: _Toc227663687]2. Prevalence of a Health and Social Care Problem
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a major and increasing social health issue in the United Kingdom with the latest estimates showing that about 1 out of 100 children are diagnosed with the autism spectrum disorder (National Autistic Society, 2023). This rising prevalence has put a lot of strain on health, social care and educational services, especially on early diagnosis, intervention and provision of long-term support. The complexity of ASD requires multidisciplinary care, further emphasising the need for coordinated service delivery.
One of the key issues in the UK is that it takes time to access diagnostic and support services. Waiting times 16 to 17 months for autism assessment remain long in the UK, with many referrals exceeding recommended timeframes, creating barriers to early intervention and increasing uncertainty among parents and carers (NHS England, 2025). Such delays may have detrimental effects on the developmental outcomes of children and cause even more distress to families.
The effects of ASD are far reaching to parents and carers who experience severe psychological pressures. It has been shown that a high proportion of parents of children with autism experience mental health problems, including stress, anxiety, and depression (Hayes and Watson, 2013; Padden and James, 2017).of children with autism have mental health problems, including stress, anxiety, and depression (Hayes and Watson, 2013; Padden and James, 2017). It is often accompanied by disjointed service delivery and a lack of coordination of the healthcare with social care and education systems (Goodwin et al., 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc227662980][bookmark: _Toc227663069][bookmark: _Toc227663688]3. Critical Literature Review
Psychological health of parents and carers of autistic children has received extensive discussion in the literature with a consistent finding of significantly higher psychological distress than occurred among parents with neurotypical children. Hayes and Watson (2013) meta-analysis revealed that parents of children with autism are more stressed and Karst and Van Hecke (2012) found more anxiety and depression to be associated with caregiving demands. These results indicate that the psychological cost of the caregiving of autism is significant and prolonged.
There are various factors that cause this burden. Communications issues, repetitive behaviours and emotional regulation problems are some of the autistic behavioural traits that make caregiving difficult and cause stress to the parents (Dardas and Ahmad, 2014). Recent evidence also highlights that ongoing service access difficulties and lack of coordinated support continue to contribute to parental stress and psychological burden (Boulton et al., 2025).
Despite the issues raised by literature concerning the difficulties of families, the most effective interventions have not been agreed upon. One of the themes is service fragmentation. According to Goodwin et al. (2017), fractured health, social care, and education systems result in inefficiencies and service delivery gaps. Parents usually become care coordinators and showcase their way through complicated routes themselves, which adds to their mental load.
One of the recommendations that have been proposed to deal with these systemic challenges is integrated care. Nolte and Pitchforth (2014) emphasize that integrated care helps coordinate and communicate more effectively among professionals as well as make better use of resources. The purpose of integrated care models also includes person-centred care through co-ordination of services across sectors which can potentially reduce stress and enhance the outcomes of children and families.
[bookmark: _Toc227662981][bookmark: _Toc227663070].4. Rationale for the Study
The rationale of this study is based on the increasing awareness of autism as a major public health concern and high mental health burden faced by parents and carers of autistic children. High levels of stress, anxiety and depression among parents have always been a focus of the existing literature, but little attention is paid to the effective interventions to cope with these problems (Hayes and Watson, 2013; Karst and Van Hecke, 2012). Although integrated care has been highly propagated in health policy in the UK as a measure to enhance coordination and service outcomes, synthesised evidence on whether it can enhance parental mental health remains lacking.
Moreover, existing studies tend to be disjointed with most researchers concentrating on child outcomes or service provision, instead of parent and carer wellbeing. This poses an imperative gap in the knowledge of how integrated care interventions can be used to help the families as a whole. This gap is important to address in order to inform the development of evidence-based practice and policy.
Hence, the proposed study is warranted because it will focus on systematically reviewing and critically assessing current evidence on integrated care interventions, which will provide information that could help to develop coordinated and person-centred services and enhance mental health outcomes of parents and carers of autistic children in the UK.

[bookmark: _Toc227662982][bookmark: _Toc227663071][bookmark: _Toc227663689]5. Research Question
“What is the effect of integrated care interventions compared to non-integrated care, on the mental health outcomes of parents and carers of autistic children?”

[bookmark: _Toc227662983][bookmark: _Toc227663072][bookmark: _Toc227663690]6. Research Aim
“To evaluate the effectiveness of integrated care interventions in improving mental health outcomes for parents and carers of autistic children.”

[bookmark: _Toc227662984][bookmark: _Toc227663073][bookmark: _Toc227663691]7. Research Objectives
1. Identify evaluative studies of integrated care interventions for parents and carers of autistic children. 
2. Assess the intervention components and their level of integration (e.g., care coordination, multidisciplinary pathways, or integrated family support programmes). 
3. Synthesise the effects on parents’ mental health outcomes, including stress, anxiety, depression, and well-being. 
4. Assess the quality, risk of bias, and strength of evidence of the studies and identify which intervention components appear to be the most promising. 
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The proposed research takes a systematic review approach to critically appraise and synthesise available evidence on the effectiveness of integrated health and social care interventions in enhancing mental health outcomes of parents and carers of autistic children. This is the proper method to use because a systematic review is a formal, clear, and rigorous process of identifying, selecting, and analysing pertinent studies and thus minimising bias and enhancing the reliability of results (Petticrew and Roberts, 2006).
To achieve a clear and systematic study selection process, the established guidelines like Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) will be adhered to (Page et al., 2021). PRISMA provides a structured framework to ensure transparency in the identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion of studies. A systematic search of electronic databases, such as PubMed, CINAHL, Cochrane Library, and Google Scholar, will be used to find any relevant studies.

[bookmark: _Toc227662986][bookmark: _Toc227663075][bookmark: _Toc227663693]9. Inclusion Criteria
The review will also incorporate peer reviewed publications in English that are concerned with parents and carers of autistic children. Research should investigate integrated care interventions or coordinated health and social care services and provide parental mental health outcomes (i.e. stress, anxiety, depression or wellbeing). All study designs will be covered to have a comprehensive understanding; quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method studies, and systematic reviews.
[bookmark: _Toc227662987][bookmark: _Toc227663076][bookmark: _Toc227663694]10. Exclusion Criteria
The studies will be excluded when they are not based on parents or carers, they are not related to integrated care, or they do not provide mental health outcomes. Besides this, non-peer-reviewed articles, non-English articles, and studies that present only outcomes of autistic people without references to parents will be eliminated.
Altogether, the systematic review approach will provide a thorough, valid, and evidence-based analysis aimed at identifying effective interventions to implement integrated care and guide health and social care practice in the future.
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This research will be systematic and structured in data collection using secondary data in published literature. The identification of relevant studies will be done by using electronic databases such as PubMed, CINAHL, Cochrane Library, and Google Scholar. It will include the use of the Preferred Reporting Items of systematic reviews and meta-analyses (PRISMA) to make the selection process transparent and methodologically sound (Page et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc227662989][bookmark: _Toc227663078][bookmark: _Toc227663696]12. Search Strategy and Data Sources
First, all revealed records will be filtered according to titles and abstracts to weed out irrelevant studies. It will be followed by full-text screening to determine the eligibility in accordance with the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. About 10-12 studies will be incorporated in the review to ensure that it will be analyzed in-depth but at the same time be feasible.
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Peer-reviewed studies that investigate integrated care interventions and their effect on the mental health of parents and carers of autistic children will be included as inclusion criteria. To have a holistic understanding of the topic, all the study designs such as quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies will be taken into consideration.
Non-English publications, studies that are not related to the subject of autism or parental mental health, and studies that do not cover integrated care interventions will be excluded.
Validity, reliability, and risk of bias of studies will be evaluated based on the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool, PRISMA to determine the quality of selected studies. This systematic procedure makes sure that only quality evidence is incorporated in the review.
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This systematic review will be analysed using thematic synthesis, a method that is suitable in analysing the results of studies of varying research designs. The given approach allows identifying, comparing, and interpreting the most important trends in the chosen literature.
The six-phase analysis suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006) will be used. To begin with, the researcher will get acquainted with the data by repeatedly reading the chosen studies. Second, preliminary codes will be produced to elicit pertinent characteristics with regard to integrated care interventions and parental mental health outcomes. Third, these codes will be sorted into possible themes in terms of similarities and patterns.
The fourth stage will involve reviewing and refining themes to make them reflective of the data. Fifth, themes will be explicitly determined and labeled to indicate their importance to the research question. Lastly, the results will be synthesised and displayed in a narrative format.
This will enable a detailed analysis of the impacts of integrated care interventions on parental mental health and the transparency and methodological rigour will be upheld according to the standards of systematic review ((Braun and Clarke, 2006).

[bookmark: _Toc227662992][bookmark: _Toc227663081][bookmark: _Toc227663699]15. Ethical Considerations
This study relies on secondary data, and the study is not conducted with actual human subjects, still, the ethical considerations are critical to guarantee the academic integrity and responsible research. All research projects, including those using secondary data, will seek ethical approval by the university as it is expected in all research projects to comply with the guidelines of the institution.
The given research will be based solely on publicly available and peer-reviewed literature hence, such aspects as informed consent and confidentiality are not directly applicable. Nonetheless, the study will make sure that all references are referenced and cited in accordance with Harvard referencing in order to prevent plagiarism and uphold academic integrity.
To reduce bias, the research will be conducted in a transparent and systematic manner in terms of the selection and analysis of studies. Selection bias will be minimized by the application of predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria and PRISMA framework. Also, a Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) tool will be employed to determine the quality of the included studies, so that the findings can be made on the foundation of the reliable and valid evidence.
These ethical guidelines are adhered to improve the credibility, transparency and reliability of the research finding.






[bookmark: _Toc227662993][bookmark: _Toc227663082][bookmark: _Toc227663700]16. Implications of the Research
This study has significant implications on health and social care practice, policy and future research. The study will offer evidence that can be used to develop more integrated and person-centred services in support of families of autistic children by assessing the effectiveness of integrated care interventions. In the case of healthcare practitioners, the results can emphasize the relevance of multidisciplinary partnership and better interaction among the services to decrease fragmentation and to increase parental support.
On a policy-level, the study can inform the further evolution of the Integrated Care Systems (ICS) and Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) in England by revealing the strengths and gaps in the current service delivery (NHS England, 2022). This can help in enhancing service access and minimize disparities in care. Recent national guidance also supports integrated and coordinated autism pathways within Integrated Care Systems to improve service outcomes and reduce inequalities (NHS England, 2023).
Moreover, the study can inform future research by determining gaps in evidence regarding outcomes of parental mental health. In general, the study can help to integrate services better, improve parental wellbeing, and promote more efficient and equitable health and social care delivery.
[bookmark: _Toc227663701]17. Plan of Work and Time Schedule (Gantt Chart)
 [image: ]This 16-week Gantt chart maps out a systematic review with a systematic progression of searching databases and screening the literature to quality appraisal, data analysis, writing of chapters, revisions, and final submission.
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In conclusion, this paper establishes that Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a clinical disorder as well as a major health and social care problem that has impacted the mental health and wellbeing of parents and carers. It has been demonstrated that a high level of psychological distress is closely associated with caregiving demands, service delays, and fragmented care systems (Hayes and Watson, 2013; NHS Digital, 2022).
This research seeks to fill this gap and present evidence to inform practice and policy through a systematic review. In general, the results will inform the creation of more integrated, person-centered services, which will lead to better outcomes among parents, carers, and families with autism.
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