
Recommendations for further research 

• Given the lack of consensus, there is a 
need for more research into this area. 
In particular, into the factors that may 
account for the variation in findings. 
Are there any social, economic, or 
clinical characteristics that influence 
how children with ASD are affected 
by the pandemic?

• In the coming years, it will be 
imperative to consider the longer-
term implications of the pandemic on 
children with ASD. Specifically, 
investigating whether the pandemic 
has served to widen health 
inequalities in the longer term.

Policy recommendations 

• There is an urgent need to assess the 
effectiveness and accessibility of 
health services and therapeutic 
support as they move online.

• The literature indicates that 
prioritising the resumption of safe 
and in person health services and 
therapeutic support would be of 
value to children with ASD.

• If elements of online learning persist 
or are deemed likely to resume in the 
future, it is essential that schools 
assess the quality and amount of 
support that they provide to children 
with ASD.
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About the research
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are 
neurodevelopmental disorders affecting 2-7% of 
children worldwide, characterised by deficits in 
social interaction and reciprocal communication.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, countries 
across the world shut the doors of schools and 
mandated home confinement. While all children 
will likely be affected by COVID-19, children with 
ASD are thought to be particularly vulnerable to 
adverse impacts of the pandemic owing to their 
difficulty adapting to new situations and coping 
with change in routine. Given the core 
characteristics of ASD (restricted and repetitive 
behaviours and interests), children with ASD 
often thrive on routine and structure, which the 
pandemic has disrupted. Heightened 
vulnerability also stems from the suspension of 
therapeutic support and ASD’s frequent 
psychiatric co-morbidities (anxiety, depression 
and behavioural disorders being the most 
prevalent) likely to have been exacerbated by 
pandemic pressures. Moreover, health 
inequalities between children with ASD and 
neurotypical children prior to the COVID-19 
outbreak could also serve to heighten autistic 
children’s vulnerability to adverse impacts of the 
pandemic.

Conversely, the diminishing opportunities for 
face-to-face social interaction induced by the 
pandemic may reduce the risk of sensory 
overload and anxiety arising from social 
interaction in children with ASD.

A review of published peer-reviewed literature 
was undertaken to investigate what is known 
about the impact of the pandemic on children 
with ASD.
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Policy implications

Key findings
Behavioural problems and worsening ASD 
symptoms 
Consistently, studies noted that between one 
third to one half of children with ASD 
displayed more intense and frequent 
behavioural problems and ASD related 
behaviours. Predominantly this included 
increased restrictive and repetitive 
behaviours, worsening sleep regulation, 
greater irritability and a minority of parents 
reported an increase in aggressive 
behaviours. Parents also reported an 
aggravation of their child’s emotional and 
social symptoms.

Access to services and support 
Children with ASD experienced a major 
disruption to their health services and 
therapeutic support. Although some were 
adapted to a telehealth format, caregivers 
reported primarily negative experiences and 
low effectiveness. Parents reported that the 
transition to large online classes did not 
meet the educational needs of their children. 
Families felt that their child did not receive 
adequate additional support from their 
schools.

Not all negative
A significant minority of the studies noted 
positive impacts of the pandemic on children 
with ASD. Consistently these included 
improvements in verbal communication and 
cognitive ability. This may be explained by 
frequent parental reports of more quality 
interaction time with their child.

Mixed evidence 
Overall, the review indicated mixed evidence. 
There was a handful of studies that reported 
no significant changes in children with ASD 
invoked by the pandemic. Moreover, in 
those studies which reported adverse 
impacts, it was rarely a clear majority of 
children affected. Some authors allude to 
ASD severity and social and economic 
factors to account for the variation in 
findings, but there were no concrete results 
to confirm these links.
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