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↑What is “already known” in this topic: 
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused significant stress and 
anxiety for many people all around the world. This situation 
can create many psychosocial challenges, especially for people 
with special needs such as ASD and their families. Few studies 
have already addressed these challenges. However, the 
psychosocial consequences of COVID-19 for these individuals 
have not been accurately identified and collected.   
 
→What this article adds: 

In this review article, psychosocial consequences for people 
with ASD and their families were identified and collected. 
Both individuals and their families appear to suffer from 
depression, stress, anxiety, PTSD, loss, worry, mood swings, 
behavioral changes, and financial problems as a result of rapid 
social and environmental changes, disruption of daily 
activities, and reduced access to services.  
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Abstract 
    Background: COVID-19 has become a global pandemic and has inevitably affected the whole world. This effect is greater on 
people with ASD (ASD) and their families. Depression, attempts to cope with change, and having difficulty interacting with others are 
some of the challenges people with ASD often face. The aim of this study was to review the psycho-social consequences of COVID-19 
in people with ASD and their families. 
    Methods: This study is a Literature Review. Extensive electronic search results for the keywords ASD, COVID-19, Coronavirus, 
psychological, psychosocial, and consequence in Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, ProQuest, Science Direct, SID and Magiran in 
2020, eventually provided a total of 130 articles. After reviewing the titles of the articles, we excluded 85 articles as they were 
duplicated and/or irrelevant. Finally, based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 17 articles remained.  
   Results: In general, the change in routine and uncertainty caused by COVID-19 have caused distress for people with ASD and will 
worsen their symptoms and mental health. Excessive stress worsens the mental health of caregivers, and as this burden increases, they 
report higher rates of social harm, depression, and anxiety that affect their daily functioning. 
   Conclusion: The COVID-19 epidemic affects all strata of society. People with ASD are particularly vulnerable to the psychosocial 
effects of this epidemic. COVID-19 increases anxiety, distress, depression, financial problems, loss of a job, and even marital conflict. 
Access to necessary services and transmission problems are also the result of rapid social and environmental changes. 
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Introduction 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is one of the most 

common pervasive developmental disorders, which is 
considered as the most complex, and at the same time, the 

unknown childhood disorder (1-4). It is a multifactorial 
neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by certain 
social communication features such as restricted and re-

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

47
17

6/
m

jir
i.3

5.
13

1 
] 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 m

jir
i.i

um
s.

ac
.ir

 o
n 

20
23

-0
5-

23
 ]

 

                             1 / 11

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9231-5338
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.47176/mjiri.35.131
http://dx.doi.org/10.47176/mjiri.35.131
http://mjiri.iums.ac.ir/article-1-7551-en.html


    
 Psychosocial consequences of COVID-19 in people with ASD 

 
 

 http://mjiri.iums.ac.ir 
Med J Islam Repub Iran. 2021 (7 Oct); 35:131. 
 

2 

petitive patterns in interests, behaviors, and activities (5), 
stereotypes and the use of perceptual and expressive lan-
guages (6). The reported preval ence of ASD is still rising 
in recent years, affecting almost 1 in every 54 children in 
the United States (7). The approximate prevalence of au-
tism in Iran is equal to 0.1%  (10 per 10,000) (8). Parent-
ing an ASD child can be stressful (9). In fact, caring for a 
child with ASD is associated with more parental stress 
than any other disability (10). 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) is an infectious 
disease caused by coronavirus. Most people infected with 
COVID-19 develop mild to moderate respiratory prob-
lems. The virus mainly spread through saliva droplets or 
nasal discharge when an infected person sneezes or 
coughs (11, 12). COVID-19 is the most crucial issue we 
face now, and it has had a significant impact on our life-
style (13). However, children generally suffer from a 
milder form of the illness (14). The COVID-19 pandemic 
has touched all parts of society. People with mental disa-
bilities are particularly vulnerable to the physical, psycho-
logical, and social effects of this pandemic (15). COVID-
19 can also affect ASD patients; the impact of this pan-
demic on this group will be more significant than ordinary 
people (16, 17). Children and adolescents with ASD are 
more susceptible to the disturbing effects of the COVID-
19 pandemic and quarantine on their mental health (18). 
Many governments have now taken more restrictive 
measures to prevent the spread of the disease. One of 
these measures is staying at home for parents and chil-
dren. In this situation, caring for little children with ASD 
can be upsetting for families and caregivers (19). The 
coronavirus pandemic is changing the function of society. 
Environmental changes, disruption of daily activities, and 
lower access to services and social networks will pro-
foundly affect ASD patients and their families, and some-
times it will devastate them (20). These children usually 
receive therapeutic interventions a few hours a week at 
home, hospitals, or private institutions with special thera-
pists. But at present, children with ASD should not be 
engaged in interventions to maintain their health, prevent 
more parental stress and aggravation of children’s behav-
ioral problems (19).  Depression, trying to cope with 
change, and having difficulty interacting with others are 
some of the challenges ASD patients deal with most of the 
time. However, amidst a pandemic, these challenges are 
exacerbated (21). COVID-19 increases anxiety and dis-
tress in ASD patients. Adaptation to increased health rec-
ommendations and observance, social isolation, and social 
distance has changed the usual lifestyle of people with 
ASD and upset them (22). Overall, 20% of ASD patients 
are diagnosed with anxiety, and 11% suffer from depres-
sive disorders (23). The further distress caused by the 
coronavirus pandemic means that ASD patients with a 
cognitive disturbance may experience worsening their 
mental health. Even those ASD patients, who did not have 
mental health problems, were at higher risk for developing 
them, especially anxiety (24) and depression (25). Also, 
uncertainty about COVID-19 and the constant flow of 
new information can affect ASD patients and increase 
their anxiety and distress (23). The coronavirus, combined 

with its high rates of infection and mortality, has created 
global psychosocial effects. The widespread fear of 
COVID-19, the so-called corona phobia, has led to many 
psychiatric manifestations in various social groups (26). It 
is necessary to conduct a study to determine and collect 
the various psychosocial consequences of COVID-19 for 
people with ASD due to the high prevalence and many 
problems compared to other people in the community and 
even people with other disabilities. These consequences 
need to be investigated in order to help improve the psy-
chosocial condition of these people by eliminating the 
unfavorable psychological and social conditions that have 
doubly affected the lives of these people and their fami-
lies. This research provided evidence for policymakers, 
NGO planners, individuals with ASD and their families, 
as well as psychological and counseling service providers 
to develop evidence-based protocols and interventions for 
this group to improve their mental health and social status 
in the situation of COVID-19 epidemic and even after the 
end of this condition. 

This study aimed to review the psychological and social 
consequences of COVID-19 on ASD patients and their 
families. 

 
Methods 
We used a Literature review through various national 

and international electronic databases to identify studies 
that report “the psycho-social consequences associated 
with COVID-19 in people with ASDs”.  

Keywords: Autism Spectrum Disorder, covid-19, coro-
navirus, psychological, psychosocial, consequence 

 
Search strategy 
We selected the relevant articles with an extensive elec-

tronic search of keywords of Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
COVID-19, coronavirus, psychological, psychosocial, and 
consequence (in the title and abstract) in international da-
tabases such as Google Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, 
ProQuest, Science Direct, and national databases, includ-
ing SID and Magiran in 2020, given the novelty of the 
corona issue. I used my university subscription (the Uni-
versity of Social Welfare and Rehabilitation Sciences) to 
access the Science Direct database. 

Unfortunately, no Persian study was found in the na-
tional databases. In the first stage of the search, 130 arti-
cles were found. After reviewing the titles of the articles, 
we excluded 85 articles as they were duplicated and or 
irrelevant. Finally, by examining the articles’ abstracts and 
considering the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 17 studies 
out of the remaining 45 articles were included in the study 
(Fig. 1). Papers were evaluated using a data extraction 
form, including objectives, type of study, target group, 
sample size, and results (Table 1). 

 
Search strategy syntax 
The search strategy syntax for this article, for example, 

in the main database that was PubMed, is as follows: 
(((((Autism Spectrum Disorder [Title/Abstract]) AND 

(COVID-19[Title/Abstract])) OR (corona virus [Ti-
tle/Abstract])) AND (psychological [Title/Abstract])) OR 
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(psychosocial [Title/Abstract])) AND (consequence [Ti-
tle/Abstract]) 

 
Data collection 
Selected articles were entered into EndNote software. 

After removing the duplicate titles, the remaining articles, 
their abstracts as well as the full text of the article were 
independently reviewed by two authors. Another author 
reviewed the results, and all the results were reviewed by 
all three authors. The process used to identify related arti-
cles is shown in Figure 1. The flowchart of the article 
search process. 

 
Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
Inclusion criteria: In this article, inclusion criteria were 

as follows: 1) published articles, 2) articles with full text, 
3) articles published in English and Persian, and 4) only 
articles related to the psycho-social consequences associ-
ated with COVID-19 in people with ASDs and their par-
ents. 
Exclusion criteria were as follows: This study excluded 
papers that did not meet the following criteria: 1) Items 
that do not comply with the inclusion criteria and 2) letters 
to editors. 

 
Quality assessment 
A quality assessment checklist was used. It was done by 

2 researchers from the authors. They reviewed each article 
and reported independently, and if they approved both 
articles, we would accept the content. But if any of them 
rejected the material, the third person reviewed it again. 

 
Data extraction 
The authors reviewed the final articles line-by-line and 

extracted key points of the articles. Parallel independent 
assessments were conducted to minimize the risk of er-
rors. The extracted data were entered in an electronic data 
extraction form on Excel. 

 
Results 
From the remaining articles, 17 articles based on the in-

clusion and exclusion criteria had the necessary conditions 
to enter the study. The specifications of these studies can 
be seen in Table 1. Characteristic of the studies included 
in the Literature review. The most important features of 
the articles are the following: The geographical location of 
the studies was scattered in different countries. The find-
ings of this study show that many psychosocial challenges 
have arisen for people with ASD during the outbreak of 
coronavirus. Some of these challenges include depression, 
stress, anxiety, behavioral changes as a result of rapid 
social and environmental changes, disruption of daily ac-
tivities and reduced access to services. 
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Fig. 1. The flowchart of the article search process 
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Table 1. Characteristic of the studies included in the Literature review 
Study results Target group and sample size Type of study Objectives Title Country Authors 

Patients with high-functioning ASD suffer more 
from depression, anxiety, stress, and symptoms 
related to PTSD than the healthy group during the 
first two months of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Adults with ASD, 
45 person with high-
functioning ASD under the 
age of 18 and 45 healthy 
controls 

A cross-
sectional study 
using an online 

survey 

Assessing the prevalence of stress, anxiety, 
depression, and symptoms of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) among a sample of 
45 adults with a high-functioning ASD 
during the first two months of the COVID-
19 pandemic in Italy and according to a 
sample of 45 healthy controls. 

The psychological impact 
of COVID-19 among a
sample of Italian individ-
uals with High Function-
ing 
ASD 

Italy Nisticò V, et 
al. (27) 

In crises like this pandemic, there are changes in 
ASD children’s mental health. 
Aggression, sleep disorders, irritability, screaming, 
and the occurrence of stereotyped behaviors are the 
most common changes. 
The Quarantine can be very challenging for autistic 
children who react inappropriately to their daily 
changes. 

Providing a characterization 
of the manifestations in chil-
dren with this 
disorder from detention by 
COVID-19 and providing 
psychological resources and 
general guidelines to parents 
for immediate attention to the 
alterations presented by 
these children to better cope 
with the period of confine-
ment. 

A review study To describe the psychological 
disturbances of 
ASD children 
during confinement by 
COVID-19 and to 
stimulate the family to 
self-manage 
psychological 
resources to control 
misbehaviors 

 
Psychological impact on 
children with ASD during
COVID-19 confinement 

Cuba Rodríguez C, 
et al. (28) 

Many families reported that COVID-19 affected their 
mental health, often leading to increased fear and 
anxiety. A few families also reported increased anxi-
ety, low mood, and stress. The data suggest that 
parents experienced more stress and anxiety than 
children. But the frequency of fear was similar 
among parents and children 

Participants were 241 parents 
or guardians of school-age 
children with various disor-
ders and special educational 
needs in the UK, of whom 
197 were autistic children. 

A qualitative 
study 

Investigating the effect of coronavirus out-
break on the mental health of children with 
various disorders and special educational 
needs, and their families 

How is COVID-19 Af-
fecting the Mental Health 
of Children with Special
Educational Needs and 
Disabilities and Their 
Families? 

England Asbury K, et 
al. (29) 

Parents discussed their experiences with social skills, 
e-learning, transfer, 
the structure, difficulty, and stress associated with 
COVID- 19, and the positive changes during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Fifteen parents of children 
and adolescents in a non-
governmental school for 
children with level two and 
three of ASD 
(11 to 21 years old) 

A qualitative 
study, including 
semi-structured 
telephone inter-

views with 
parents 

To identify some general 
challenges and 
highlight strategies that 
families are currently 
using to address the 
unique experiences of 
supporting a child with 
ASD amidst a 
worldwide pandemic 

The Experience of Par-
ents of Children with 
ASD 
Spectrum Disorder Dur-
ing the COVID-19 Pan-
demic: 
A Qualitative Analysis 

China Bent S, et al. 
(30) 

The majority of the parents of ASD patients found 
the period of change and emergency restrictions as 
challenging. They need more commitment than ever. 
Many parents reported problems managing their 
children’s daily activities, especially regarding lei-
sure and structured activities. 
Behavioral problems worsened in more than a third 
of the ASD patients. 

Data from 527 participants, 
including parents and guardi-
ans of people with ASD, 
were available in the survey. 

A cross-
sectional, de-

scriptive, quali-
tative study, 

an online parent 
survey 

Evaluation of the effect of COVID-19 pan-
demic on ASD patients and determining 
whether pre-pandemic social, demographic, 
or clinical characteristics predict adverse 
outcomes 

Psychosocial and Behav-
ioral Impact of COVID-
19 in
ASD: An Online Parent 
Survey 

Italy Colizzi M, et 
al. (31) 
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Table 1. Ctd 
Study results Target group and sample 

size 
Type of study Objectives Title Country Authors 

Eleven articles published in research journals 
showed increasing social disorders such as 
Job loss, increased marital conflicts, and finan-
cial instability. 
Some reports showed increased behavioral 
challenges that lead to difficulty in parent-
child interactions and tension in family rela-
tionships. 
Some studies showed that parents experienced 
increased anxiety and stress and needed more 
support. 
One in three empirical studies discussed the 
psychological distress, health challenges, and 
mental health in caregivers and families during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Twenty-two articles were 
included in this review. 

A Review study. 
Three types of 

search strategies 
were used in this 

study 

Identifying and eliminating knowledge 
gaps 
and providing evidence for the family’s 
desires, abilities, and perceptions of 
their current experiences with COVID-
19. 
Providing a summary of evidence relat-
ed to the mental health needs of caregiv-
ers and families of children and 
adolescents with ASD disorder in a 
short search period and a description of 
how these needs relate to family mental 
health and caregiver and resilience 

Impact of COVID-19 on the
Mental Health and Wellbe-
ing of
Caregivers and Families of
Autistic people
A Rapid Synthesis Review 

Canada Lee V, 
Et al.. (32) 

About 93% of respondents reported observing 
the pandemic’s recommendations, and 7% 
reported disregarding them. 
Respondents who felt anxious or depressed 
over COVID-19 were asked about their access 
to emotional and support services. 
About 80% reported having access to these 
services, and 20% reported inaccessibility to 
them. 
Around 72% of respondents received direct 
health care and services, and 76% continued to 
provide these services during the pandemic. 
But only 50% could keep a safe distance from 
each other. 

A total of 2469 adults 
afflicted with disabilities 

An online survey. 
The survey was 
available online 
from  April 17, 
2020, to May 1, 

2020 

Investigating the impact of the corona-
virus pandemic in adults with a wide 
range of disabilities such as ASD 

COVID-19 and 
Adults With 
Intellectual 
Disability, 
ASD, 
Epilepsy, 
or Brain 
Injuries: 
Findings From an Online 
Survey 

America(USA) Charles E,  et al. 
(33) 

Provide some issues that need to be 
addressed during this epidemic, 
especially for adults with ASD. Things that 
can be 
done during this period, suggestions 
as well as opportunities that this 
pandemic has created for people. 

8 Participants Commentary This roundtable, 
therefore, aims to 
bring together autistic 
adults, their families, 
practitioners, and academics across the 
fields of disability 
rights, public health, 
medicine, psychology, 
and mental health 
across different 
countries and contexts 

An expert discussion on 
ASD in the COVID-19 
Pandemic 

Multi national (Canada, 
UK, USA) 

Cassidy SA, et al. 
(17) 
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Table 1. Ctd 
Study results Target group and 

sample size 
Type of study Objectives Title Country Authors 

COVID-19 is questioning the routine of our 
young children with ASD, and they are 
called to respect rules and habits that are not 
always understandable for them (i.e., disin-
fect your hands, do not touch your eyes or 
nose, and cover your mouth. They are also 
not able to see people they would like to 
meet and must stay at home). 
These changed routines could cause pro-
found suffering for them. For this reason, 
we all (parents, therapists, and researchers) 
must be united and 
quickly establish new and functional rou-
tines to allow our young children to be safe 
and peaceful. As ASD experts we have to 
find different ways to get close to our pa-
tients and their families. 

Italian colleagues editorial The main aim of 
this editorial is to give 
some advice, 
summarized in 10 tips, 
to help families to 
handle children with 
ASD during this period. 

Handle the ASD spectrum 
condition during Corona-
virus 
(COVID-19) Stay at 
Home 
period: Ten tips for help-
ing 
parents and caregivers of 
young children 

Italy Narzisi A. (19) 

Results of the study revealed that the impact 
of health anxiety on the psychological well-
being levels among mothers with autistic 
children are more substantial than it was 
among mothers 
with normal children. It was 
found that mothers with autistic 
children, compared to mothers with 
typical children tended to have a higher 
level of 
health anxiety about chronic diseases and 
were inclined to 
have a lower level of dispositional hope and 
psychological wellbeing. 

Participants of the 
research 

constitute a total 
of 126 mothers (60 

mothers with 
autistic children 
and 66 mothers 

with normal 
children) living in 

İstanbul 

An empirical 
article 

– 
Quantitative 

It aimed to compare 
the effect of health 
anxiety on the dispositional hope and 
the psychological wellbeing levels 
between mothers with autistic children 
and mothers with normal children in 
the COVID- 
19 pandemic 

The Comparison of Im-
pact of Health Anxiety on 
Dispositional Hope and 
Psychological Well-Being 
of Mothers Who Have 
Children Diagnosed with 
ASD and Mother 
Who Have Normal Chil-
dren, in COVID-19 Pan-
demic 

Turkey Ersoy K, et al. 
(34) 
 

Parental report of challenging 
behavior; of their 
ability to maintain the agreed structure; 
direct measurements of children’s adher-
ence to parental instructions; direct meas-
urements of challenging behavior during the 
coaching session; and parents’ procedural 
fidelity 

Parents of children 
with ASD 

Commentary 
– ABA Parent 

protocol 

Include some parents’ comments at the 
end to share the parent perspective in 
real-time as this pandemic unfolds 
across the world 

A Model of Support for 
Families of Children With 
ASD Living
in the COVID-19 Lock-
down: Lessons From Italy 

Italy Degli Espinosa F, 
et al. (35) 
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Table 1. Ctd 
Study results Target group and 

sample size 
Type of study Objectives Title Country Authors 

The survey revealed a lack of support, feelings of 
helplessness, various 
challenges and needs 
amongst parents, which although 
were present before, have become more 
prominent during an emergency state. At 
the 
beginning of police lockdown, most 
parents of the children with 
ASD handled their children on their 
own, which suggests that the government needs 
better plans and strategies for future similar situa-
tions. 

A total of 85 par-
ents completed a 

survey in this study 
(74% mothers, 22% 

fathers, 4% other 
relatives). 

An empirical 
Article – 

Quantitative 

This study aims to provide a 
comprehensive 
exploration of 
challenges experienced 
by parents 
of autistic children 
spectrum disorder 
(ASD) in Serbia during 
the COVID-19 
pandemic and police 
lockdown 

The serbian experience of 
challenges of parenting 
children 
with asds during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and
the state of emergency with 
police lockdown 

Serbia Stankovic M et al. 
(36) 

The current crisis has created an unprecedented 
demand for parent support. Still, it has also forced 
us to curtail in-person services and, instead, interact 
via phone and the Internet media. With simple 
exercises based on known principles, strategies, and 
kernels, behavior analysts connecting with parents 
online may promote positive parenting to the extent 
that had never happened before. We have focused 
on the ways to 
promote prosocial conduct at 
home by pointing out that these actions are reflec-
tions of superpowers 
possessed by children. But it is equally valid that 
parents, navigating an unprecedented situation with 
no lead time, are the unsung heroes of this 
era. 

Target group: Par-
ents and 

Sample size: not 
mentioned. 

 

A commentary 
– Parental 
guideline 

Focused on the ways to promote prosocial 
conduct at home by pointing out that 
these actions are reflections of superpow-
ers possessed by children 

From Helpless to Hero: 
Promoting Values-Based 
Behavior 
and Positive Family Inter-
action in the Midst of 
COVID-19 

USA Szabo TG et al. 
(37) 

At present, the COCID-19 emergency is still repre-
senting a massive 
psychological overload for all individuals. Addi-
tionally, returning to the same level of activity as 
before the COVID-19 pandemic may not be easy. 
Our retrospective study did not 
show a significant change in our individuals’ prob-
lematic behaviors with ASD after initiation of 
COVID-19 restrictions. We could cautiously hy-
pothesize that the preventive countermeasures we 
adopted effectively reduced distress in individuals 
with ASD. 

A total of 18 young
adults, of which 13 
are males that all 
presented severe 

ASD 

retrospective study To evaluate the impact of restrictions on 
challenging behaviors in a sample of 
individuals with ASD and cognitive 
impairment attending a daycare center 
before 
complete lockdown 

Effective Strategies for 
Managing COVID-19
Emergency Restrictions for 
Adults with Severe
ASD in a Daycare Center in 
Italy 

Italy Brondino N et al. 
(38) 
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Table 1. Ctd 
Study results Target group and 

sample size 
Type of study Objectives Title Country Authors 

COVID-19 restrictions have significantly affected 
the access to services for 
individuals with syndromic IDDs. Telehealth may 
provide 
opportunities for the delivery of care and education 
in a sustainable way, not only as restrictions endure 
but also after being lifted. 

A total of 818 
respondents (669 
within the USA 
and 149 outside 

the USA) 

An online survey (with 
the online question-

naire) 

The objectives of this online survey 
were to understand the changes in ac-
cess to services caused by 
COVID-19 restrictions 
for individuals with genetic 
syndromes associated 
with IDDs and to survey caregivers 
about helpful resources in both educa-
tion and health care 

Changes in access to edu-
cational and healthcare 
services 
for individuals with intel-
lectual and developmental
disabilities during 
COVID‐19 restrictions 

USA Jeste S et al. (39) 

Our study revealed that during the 
COVID-19 crisis, individuals with ASD 
and their families report high levels of stress and 
disruption to life. The most outstanding areas of 
stress were around isolation, illness, and finance, 
and we noted many free-text responses revealing a 
desire of families to communicate the burden with 
which 
they are living. Not surprisingly, the more severe 
symptoms the individual with ASD is reported to 
have, the greater the caregiver’s reported degree of 
stress. Additionally, 
caregivers report a higher degree of 
stress when the individual with ASD is 
younger, while they report individuals 
with ASD who are older are 
experiencing greater stress. 

A total of 471 
respondents 

were included (of 
families in 
Michigan) 

an online survey The primary aim was 
to explore the extent 
and causes of stressors 
experienced 
by families of individuals; and the sec-
ondary purpose was to 
determine whether 
there was an 
association between 
working status of 
parent, level of severity of the individual 
with ASD, 
and previous levels of 
support on the current 
expressed distress 
due to COVID-19. 

Perceptions of Families of 
Individuals with ASD
during the COVID-19 
Crisis 

USA Manning J et al. 
(40) 

The recommendations highlight the 
expectations of people with 
intellectual disabilities and or ASD 
in the current pandemic. It could support policy-
makers and professionals’ delivery and evidence 
person-centered care. They were asked 
to report the 5 highest-ranking concerns pertaining 
to the COVID-19 
pandemic in each of the following 
three domains: 
(a) mental health and challenging 
behavior, 
(b) physical health and epilepsy, and 
(c) social circumstances and support. 

Thirty-two 
organizations 

were contacted, 
of which 26 

(81%) responded. 

A cross-sectional study To provide systematic and 
evidence-based 
information of the 
priority concerns for 
people with 
intellectual disabilities 
and or 
ASD regarding the COVID-19 pandem-
ic 

Priority concerns for peo-
ple with intellectual
and developmental disa-
bilities during the
COVID-19 pandemic 

UK Tromans S et al. 
(41) 

 

 [
 D

O
I:

 1
0.

47
17

6/
m

jir
i.3

5.
13

1 
] 

 [
 D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 m

jir
i.i

um
s.

ac
.ir

 o
n 

20
23

-0
5-

23
 ]

 

                             8 / 11

http://dx.doi.org/10.47176/mjiri.35.131
http://mjiri.iums.ac.ir/article-1-7551-en.html


    
 Psychosocial consequences of COVID-19 in people with ASD 
 

Discussion 
Despite the novelty of the disease and the lack of pub-

lished research in this area, experts believe that COVID-
19 may worsen the mental status of ASD patients, pri-
marily due to uncertainty about the situation (17). Estab-
lishing new routines for ASD patients may create chal-
lenging behavior and resistance and increase caregivers’ 
stress, especially if administered suddenly and without 
warning (23). COVID-19 pandemic affects all parts of 
society. People with mental disabilities are especially vul-
nerable to the physical, psychological, and social effects 
of the pandemic (15). Excessive stress may worsen care-
givers’ mental health; as this burden increases, higher 
rates of depression and anxiety are reported by the pa-
tients. These conditions affect their daily functioning and 
prevent them from providing optimal care (42). Therefore, 
policymakers must recognize this group’s complex needs 
and the psychological damages they encounter. Particular 
attention should be paid to this group of people, and ef-
forts should be made to minimize and alleviate their dis-
comfort (21). To better deal with this type of psychosocial 
problem of different groups of society, the government, 
health care personnel, and other stakeholders should de-
velop proper models of intervention and prevention of 
psychosocial crises (26). The aim of this study was to in-
vestigate the psychological and social consequences of 
COVID-19 on ASD patients and their families. The evalu-
ation of the published articles showed significant points. 

Nisticò et al. (2020) noted that people with a high-
functioning ASD in the first two months of the COVID-19 
pandemic suffer more from depression, anxiety, stress, 
and the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) compared to the healthy control group (27).  The 
study results by Rodriguez showed that the mental health 
of the children with ASD changes in crises such as this 
pandemic. Violence, sleep disorders, irritability, scream-
ing, and stereotyped behaviors were the most common 
changes (28).  In the Asbury et al. study, many families 
reported that COVID-19 impacted their mental health and 
often led to an increase in their fear and anxiety, and a few 
families reported increased anxiety, low mood, and stress 
(29). In the Bent study, parents with autistic children ex-
pressed their experiences with social skills, e-learning, 
transfer, structure, difficulty and the stress associated with 
COVID-19 during the COVID-19 pandemic (30). The 
Colizzi study also showed that most parents of ASD pa-
tients found the period of change, and the restrictions fol-
lowed the onset of emergencies so challenging that they 
needed more commitment than before. Behavioral prob-
lems worsened in more than one-third of ASD patients 
(31). Lee et al. (2020) showed an increase in social disor-
ders such as loss of a job, increased marital conflict, and 
financial instability. These increasing behavioral chal-
lenges lead to problems in parent-child interactions and 
stress in family relationships. Some other papers in this 
study also indicated that parents have experienced in-
creased anxiety and stress and needed more support (32).  
Cassidy and Nicolaidis (2020) revealed the points and 
challenges considered for all people, especially adults 
with ASD. Some of them included dealing with uncertain-

ty, changing daily routines, amassed social isolation, in-
creased vulnerabilities, more financial and job instability; 
increased mental health problems, including anxiety, and 
challenges in managing concurrent physical health issues, 
increasing need for formal and informal supports and con-
cerns about health care resources (17). Narzisi study 
showed that COVID-19 disrupted the routines of little 
children with ASD, and they were asked to respect the 
rules and customs which were never understandable by 
them (9). In Stankovich et al. study, parents of autistic 
children raised their concerns about pandemics and emer-
gencies. The main challenges were related to the child’s 
behavior and the problems that parents encountered in 
receiving the necessary services and support for these 
children (36).  The results of the Szabo et al. study showed 
that the current crisis had created an unprecedented de-
mand for parental support (37). Brondino et al. also found 
that the loss of specific long-term interventions in this 
group might lead to a loss of skills, decreased positive 
behaviors, and an increase in incompatible behaviors (38). 
 The Jeste et al. study results showed that telemedicine 
and tele-rehabilitation are available during the COVID-19 
restriction period. Also, it may provide opportunities for 
sustainable care and education once these restrictions are 
waived (39). The results of the Manning et al. study 
showed that during the COVID-19 crisis, ASD patients 
and their families report high levels of stress and disturb-
ance in life. Most of the stress areas were related to isola-
tion, illness, and financial problems (40). 

The quarantine can be very challenging for people with 
ASD who react inappropriately to their daily routine 
changes. This change in the routine can make them suffer. 
That is why all of us (parents, therapists, and researchers) 
must be united and quickly develop new and practical 
routines to provide peace and security for them. Other 
findings suggest that the COVID-19 pandemic has be-
come an element of fear and anxiety for people. They 
have higher levels of anxiety in health and chronic diseas-
es and tend to have lower levels of hope, psychological 
wellbeing, and mental health. The more severe the symp-
toms reported in a person with ASD, the higher the 
amount of stress reported by the caregiver, which is also 
true in non-pandemic periods. 

 
Conclusion 
The most recurring psychosocial challenges in the re-

viewed articles are as follows: Anxiety disorders and 
symptoms, stress about all aspects of their life, PTSD 
symptoms, depressive disorder, and low level of hope. 
Also, the most important social consequences of this epi-
demic include daily management, financial problems, ac-
cess to necessary services, transfer, loss of a job, increased 
marital conflict, increased vulnerabilities and even reduc-
tion of social skills. Other psychological consequences 
include sleep disorders, violence, irritability, fear, help-
lessness and behavioral problems such as incompatible 
behavior. 

In general, the change in routine and also the uncertain-
ty caused by COVID-19 cause distress in ASD patients 
and will worsen their primary symptoms and mental 
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health. Policymakers should recognize that the needs of 
ASD patients are different from those of the general popu-
lation. Policymakers must provide more support to the 
mental health of ASD patients and their caregivers as the 
nation emerges out of its current state. In case of further 
outbreaks or subsequent pandemic peaks, the law should 
provide additional freedom and support for ASD patients. 
Policymakers also should protect ASD patients from 
catching COVID-19 (21). 

 
Limitations  
One of the limitations of this study is that other lan-

guage articles are not reviewed due to the lack of profi-
ciency in other languages. 
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