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Finnish parents’ perception of the impact of
COVID-19 on the lives of autistic adolescents
Kwok Ng 1,2,3✉, Sanni Hiltunen4, Marleena Pekonen4 & Eija Kärnä4

The COVID-19 pandemic impacted autistic adolescents differently, but less is known about

what aspects of their lives were the most affected. In this paper, we used a convenience

sample (n= 323) of Finnish parents of autistic adolescents who reported the perceived

impact of COVID-19 on the lives of their autistic children. Data were analysed with content

analyses and four themes emerged; studies, everyday life, interaction, and personal matters.

The impact was considered to have been more negative (69%) than positive (31%). There

were some mixed feelings towards the impact of COVID-19 and these were targeted parti-

cularly towards the way studies were carried out. Parents reported temporal negative impact

of the pandemic such as, overall quality of schooling, changes to daily routines, lack of

friendships, and reduced mental health. These areas should be monitored post-pandemic. In

addition, parents reported their autistic adolescents were able to learn in an undistracted

way, were supported by their family, had less exposure to stressful stimuli. The parents

appreciated the opportunity to see their autistic child thrive. These were important learnings

for designing personalised education for autistic adolescents, such as hybrid schooling and

flexible supportive environments in a post-COVID-19 lockdown world.
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The COVID-19 pandemic caused significant uncertainty
around the world, leading to several changes to regular
daily activities. Adolescents diagnosed with autism spec-

trum disorder (ASD) are one group of people who may have
challenges adapting to these changes, especially because inflex-
ibility and insistence on sameness are typical characteristics of
having ASD (American Psychiatric Association, 2022; Uddin
et al., 2015) There are a variety of studies on the impact of the
pandemic on the lives of autistic children and adolescents (e.g.,
Baten et al., 2023; Fox et al., 2023; Ozsivadjian et al., 2023;
Simpson & Adams, 2023). Each country had different ways of
operationalising COVID-19 restrictions (Viner et al., 2020), and
this is the first study to explore the impact on the lives of autistic
adolescents in Finland from the perspective of parents.

Recently, the individual differences approach in autism research
has emphasized the variation among autistic people, called for the
avoidance of stereotypes (Bury et al., 2023), and the use of ableist
language (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2021; Bury et al., 2023; Kenny
et al., 2016). The terminology used in reference to persons diag-
nosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) has received
increasing attention (Bury et al., 2023) and constant debate
(Buijsman et al., 2023). Terminology that places person before
identifier, termed person-first language (PFL), for example, ‘person
with autism’, dominated autism research. However, terminology
which places identifier before a person, termed identity-first lan-
guage (IFL), for example, ‘autistic person’ seems to become more
common (Buijsman et al., 2023; Shakes & Cashin, 2020). The
American Psychological Association (American Psychological
Associatiion, 2020) advises using what is appropriate given the
context, such as the preference of the participants themselves
where, for example, the Autism Self Advocacy Network (Brown,
2012), seems to use IFL exclusively. In this study, the term “autistic
adolescent” is used as it is the most accurate translation of the
Finnish word “autismikirjon nuori”. In addition, researchers con-
ducted a thorough study and concluded that IFL is the most
favoured term in Finland (Dindar et al., 2023). Hence in this study,
IFL is used, and as a paper based on textual quotes, the quotes used
are of based on the way the participants terms were used. Yet, the
term ASD is used when the text refers to the diagnosis.

Autistic adolescents experienced social withdrawal, loneliness,
mood fluctuations, and anxiety during the COVID-19 lockdowns
(Patel et al., 2023). Moreover, symptoms of ASD, such as anxiety,
irritability, and restlessness were reported to have worsened (Ahmed
et al., 2022). With the closure of schools, there were fewer chances to
practice interaction skills (Latzer et al., 2021). The routines built over
time had to change suddenly, which has been found to cause anxiety
(Asbury et al., 2021). Yet, more time was spent with the family as
quarantines were imposed (Latzer et al., 2021).

There were also reports of increased tension at home, with bul-
lying and fighting between siblings in houses with autistic adoles-
cents (Deniz et al., 2024), which could be the result of being indoors
for too long (Fatehi et al., 2023). Despite these few negative reports,
COVID-19 was a time when family members could be together for
longer and it had a positive impact on the well-being of autistic
adolescents, possibly due to decreased social demands (Latzer et al.,
2021; Mumbardó-Adam et al., 2021; Simpson & Adams, 2023). In a
review by Patel and colleagues (2023), two of the eight included
studies highlighted improved relationships between parents and
autistic adolescents as a positive outcome. Most notably, parents felt
they were able to support their child’s autonomy, as well as adopt
new structured routines. As an example of good practice, Delgi
Espinosa and colleagues (2020) presented a structured daily outline
for parents on what to do at home with the support of telehealth
services that used applied behaviour analysis. Such programmes
were very structured and in some cases, added additional stress

among parents (Milea-Milea et al., 2024). It was not rare for parents
to report challenges in maintaining a suitable lifestyle at home and
(remote) work, in addition to the difficulties to explain the COVID-
19 restrictions and changes to routines to their autistic child (Fatehi
et al., 2023). Other tools included freely available online behaviour
and social support mechanisms to parents with autistic children
(White et al., 2023). As reported in the literature, families experi-
enced and handled times during the pandemic differently. There
have been qualitative studies published (Deniz et al., 2024; Latzer
et al., 2021), yet none so far have reported findings that relate to the
experience of parents with autistic adolescents. Not least, none of
the reports highlighted parents’ experience of COVID-19, with
consideration of individual characteristics. Given the limited
knowledge of the perceived impact of COVID-19 on autistic ado-
lescents from the perspectives of the parents in Finland, the aim of
this study was to investigate Finnish parents’ assessment of the
impact the COVID-19 pandemic had on the lives of their autistic
adolescent children.

Methods
Study design. This study was based on a convenience sample of
parents or guardians who were available to complete an online
survey during the spring of 2021. At this time, the pandemic was
in a phase where, nationally, the students had returned back to
school. As a part of the restrictions to prevent the acceleration of
the epidemic, secondary education was regionally shifted to dis-
tance teaching in March 2021 (Mankki, 2024). Participants were
recruited through national Autism Association groups as well
Autism related Facebook groups. According to the recommen-
dations of the National Advisory on Research Integrity, approval
by the institutional ethics committee was not needed, because the
study consisted of an anonymous online survey of parents that
did not put the individual at risk. The study was carried out
within the remit of the Declaration of Helsinki in terms of ethical
principles, such that participants were made aware of the research
study and gave informed consented to participate, as well as, the
completion of the survey was carried out voluntarily.

The online survey consisted of questions about the participant’s
child. For example, the participant completed information on
whether their child has autism or ASD diagnosis by a doctor. If
they responded ‘No’ to the survey, they exited the study.
Respondents who responded, ‘Yes’ to this question, were then
asked to state the severity, with, “mild”, “moderate”, and “severe”
as possible options. The participants were also asked to write the
age of their child in years, and the gender of their child (male,
female, other). The inclusion criterion for this study was for the
autistic adolescent to be between 10 to 23 years old. The upper age
limit of 23 years was chosen as autistic adolescents can continue
their vocational training in job coaching after their training in
preparatory training (Keyhitysvammaliitto [The Finnish Associa-
tion on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities], 2018;
Ministry of Education and Culture, n.d.). Where the autistic
adolescent was outside of this age range, the data was removed.

Data were converted to numeric data for statistical analyses. To
improve the readability of the statistical analyses, responses from
the severity groups of moderate and severe were combined.
Contingency tables were performed to demonstrate the differ-
ences in responses between the severity levels of the children
through Chi-square test of independence, after stratification by
male and females. A second Chi-square test of independence was
carried out to investigate the differences in the frequency of the
positive and negative responses by severity level, after stratifying
by gender. The low number of “other” gender responses (n= 12),
were removed from the statistical analyses, but because the
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opinions of parents remained important, that data remained in
the qualitative data analyses.

There was a single open-ended question, “We are also interested
to find out about the child’s well-being during the COVID-19
pandemic. Write how has COVID-19 had an impact on the well-
being of your child (e.g. physical activity, screen time and sleep).”
The survey had a free text box for participants to complete. The
responses were analysed using inductive qualitative content analysis
(Bengtsson, 2016). Before starting the analysis, each response was
inserted into a cell in a spreadsheet. The same spreadsheet was used
in the later phases of the analysis, which allowed the researchers to
go back to original data and to verify the accuracy of the analysis.
Initial analyses were performed by researchers (SH, MS) who were
master degree students in educational sciences and had received
training in qualitative content analyses prior to commencing the
analyses. SH and MS went through the items and reduced the data
by decontextualising and recontextualising the data. This included
separating segments from the same respondent, where the tone of
themes differed. For example, a respondent wrote, “There have been
no changes to my child. Distance learning suited my child well. The
virus itself caused concern for my child”. This was separated into
three statements, in the following way. “There have been no
changes to my child” was coded as a neutral statement. “Distance
learning suited my child well” was coded as a positive statement,
and “The virus itself caused concern for my child” was coded as a
negative statement. In the next phase, these researchers (SH, MS)
clustered the data into categories. Finally, in the compilation phase,
they condensed categories into four main themes: interaction,
everyday life, personal matters, and studies. To verify the accuracy
of the analysis the first (KN) and last (EK) authors of this article
checked the decontextualization and recontextualization of the data,
then where necessary, classified the data again. At this stage, some
minor changes were carried out by moving examples from the data
into different categories. After a thorough check, there was no need
to change the results of the compilation phase, i.e., the four main
themes the students had discovered remained. The analysis
continued by separating the data under the main four themes into
positive, negative, or neutral statements. Upon inspection of the
neutral statements, there were no other distinct themes than the
recurring theme of no impact. Thus, neutral codes were not
analysed any further. Furthermore, data were stratified by the
severity of the child’s ASD. The raw units remained in the original
language of the respondent. Quotes used to exemplify the results in
this study were translated into English for reporting purposes.
There was a lack of community involvement in this study, although
the interaction and encouragement of parents to participate were
through social media channels.

Results
Descriptive. The participants of the study were 323 parents or
guardians who had an autistic adolescent. The breakdown of the
participants’ child’s gender, age and severity is reported in Table 1.

From the 323 individual responses, there were 96 quotes that
were coded as neutral, with some quotes not fitting into any such
theme with quotes like, “nothing changed”. These responses were
consistent and of short text. Therefore, it was not analysed further
and the results presented in this study are only from positive and
negative quotes. After cleaning, with some responses having more
than one unit, there were 344 individual units and were coded
under the main four themes in the following way: studies
(n= 128), everyday life (n= 92), interaction (n= 80), and
personal matters (n= 44). The length of the units varied from
one sentence to several sentences.

Both negative (n= 238), and positive (n= 106) were related to
(1) interaction (e.g., limited interaction with other people increased

or decreased well-being), (2) studying (studying remotely was
difficult or supported learning), (3) everyday routines (e.g.,
difficulties to cope with changes to everyday routines or staying
home supported wellbeing), and (4) personal matters (e.g.,
difficulties to cope with the limitation of physical activities or
staying at home increased the feelings of safety) as shown in Table 2.

According to the respondents of this study, the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the lives of autistic adolescents varied.
Two-thirds of the participants informed that the pandemic had
either a negative or positive impact on the lives of their autistic
adolescents. Whereas one-third of the parents or guardians
replied that the pandemic did not have a major impact on the
lives of their autistic adolescents.

Demographic differences in experiences of COVID-19. The
number of positive reports was statistically significantly higher
among parents with females with mild ASD severity than those
females with moderate or severe ASD (X2= 8.09, p= 0.018). Fre-
quencies of positive, neutral and negative among parents with males
did not differ between the ASD severity of their child (Fig. 1).

There were statistical differences in the frequency of the themes
reported where parents had male children (X2= 11.91,
p= 0.008), but not when the child was female. Parents with sons
with mild ASD severity rarely reported issues about personal
matters (7%), whereas this was more frequently reported when
the parent’s son had moderate or severe ASD (22%). Conversely,
the reports of the impact on studies were frequently reported
(41%) when the parent’s son had mild ASD severity, whereas only
27% of the quotes were on this theme when the son had moderate
or severe ASD (Fig. 2).

Negative impact on the lives of autistic adolescents. Over two-
thirds of the units were coded as negative impacts from COVID-
19. Negative experiences due to changes in everyday life were
mentioned in 70 units (29%). During the COVID-19 pandemic,
there were several changes in daily routines from pre-pandemic
days. Access to rehabilitation was also restricted as in-person
visits were closed and participation in organized leisure time
activities was paused. A parent stated, “Routines have had to be
changed, and that’s not a good thing for an autism spectrum
student. Everything’s different than it used to be” (T180, mild
ASD, 10–12 y, male).

The unit that was in relation to ‘Interaction’ appeared 64 times
(27%). One example of interaction was the experience of
isolation, and it was treated as a negative outcome. Furthermore,
the pandemic decreased the child’s social skills. In particular, a
parent said, “My youngster doesn’t talk about things, handles

Table 1 Sample characteristics by age group of adolescents
on the autism spectrum.

Gender ASD severity 10–12 y
(n= 107)

13–15 y
(n= 120)

16 y+
(n= 96)

Total
(n= 323)

Male Total 74 80 53 207
Mild 41 36 22 99
Moderate 29 40 22 91
Severe 4 4 9 17

Female Total 32 35 41 108
Mild 17 22 20 59
Moderate 13 9 19 41
Severe 2 4 2 8

Other Total 1 5 2 8
Mild 1 2 2 5
Moderate 0 3 0 3
Severe 0 0 0 0
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school well, is alone. I don’t know what’s going on. Isolated”
(T282, mild ASD, 13–15 y, male).

Parents also noticed several personal matters that had been
negatively impacted, such as an increased sense of loneliness.
Furthermore, an increased sense of fear and anxiety, most likely a
fear of getting the COVID-19, were reported by a parent, “My
child does not want to go to any public places because he is afraid
of the coronavirus. He did not like to go to public places even
before and now the situation is really bad.” (T332, moderate ASD,
10–12 y, male) The lockdown had also a negative impact on other
aspects of the lives of autistic adolescents. Parents with autistic
adolescents over the age of 16 y would describe the importance of
socialising and other life skills. In particular, during lockdown,
there were a lack of opportunities to interact, “Remote school has
been bad for him because he has no other social life besides
school” (T160, moderate ASD, 16y+, male).

Parents also noted in 68 units (29%), there were negative
outcomes in the areas of studying. Unstructured days, access to

the teachers through online platforms, as well as a perceived lack
of support and guidance for the student and parent were reported
as negative outcomes. For example, “During remote schooling, he
needed a lot of support from us, adults, [we] became overwhelmed
and anxious when there was no clear schedule.” (T300, moderate
ASD, 10–12 y, male) The emphasis of ‘we’ in this sentence came
from the notion that adults had to continue working and carry out
parenting duties, in addition to being the teacher's assistant.

Positive impact on the lives of autistic adolescents. The most
commonly reported type of positive impact was from the theme
of studying, which occurred 60 times (57%). Distance learning
during COVID-19 created a peaceful place to study, and it also
increased the ICT skills of the students. In addition, the autistic
adolescents received regular support from the teachers and the
days were structured for remote learning. A parent wrote, “She’s
doing better than before. Reduced social contact has brought out

Table 2 Number of quotes per positive and negative theme.

Studies Everyday life Interaction Personal matters Total (n)

Negative 68 69 65 36 238
Positive 60 23 15 8 106
Total 128 92 80 44 344

Fig. 1 Distribution of negative, neutral and positive responses by severity, stratified by gender.

Fig. 2 Distribution of themes by severity and stratified by gender.
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the best in her. [She] Enjoys being home. [She] doesn’t need extra
activities outside the home. Last spring, the remote studying
suited her excellently.” (T32, mild ASD, 10–12 y, female)

Parents also wrote positively about the interaction of their
autistic child, and this was reported 15 times (14%). It would
appear that having fewer contacts with other people allowed for
more time with the family, as exemplified by the following,
“There was less stress when there were fewer social contacts.
More time spent with family” (173, mild ASD, 13–15 y, male).

Positive personal matters were reported 8 times (8%). For
example, fewer sensory stimuli reduced stressful situations, “The
impact has been positive because she does not like big crowds and
the living environment remains pleasant to her when there are
fewer visitors and fewer sensory stimuli” (T181, mild ASD,
10–12 y, female). Being able to be in close contact with the family
was seen as a positive outcome, “Well-being improved. The child
has studied remotely for over a year because of the risk group in
the family. The corona year has been very rehabilitative.” (T137,
moderate ASD, 13–15 y, other).

There were also some positive outcomes to everyday life, as
noted in 23 units (22%). With the pandemic, fewer leisure time
activities took place for all children, which meant it was easier for
children to reach other friends remotely during times of isolation.
Unlike other aspects of the lockdown, the availability to use the
outdoor environment was seen positively, “My child has not been
affected much by the coronavirus because the outdoor play-
grounds are open, and you can go for a walk.” (T91, severe ASD,
13–15 y, male). Also, the use of facemasks or coverings hides the
facial expressions making everyone appear equal. For example, a
parent said, “My child loves to wear a special mask when he can
hide behind it and now during the corona, it is normal, which he
finds relieving.” (T52, severe ASD, 16y+, male).

Mixed feelings about the COVID-19 pandemic. Both positive
and negative impact of the pandemic were reported by the same
parent. From parents with the negative comments, 19% also
included positive comments. Whereas 42% of the positive com-
ments also included negative comments. For example, in relation
to everyday life, “Remote schooling was ok, but remote therapy
did not, and this had an impact on his well-being” (T177,
moderate ASD, 13–15 y, male). There were also mixed feelings
concerning studies, “There were fewer distracting elements in
distance learning, however, it was more difficult to follow the
instruction” (T164, mild ASD, 16y+, male).

It appeared that studies had evolved throughout the pandemic
“distance schooling was difficult in the beginning, it was difficult to
learn under mother’s guidance” yet, “he got used to the situation,
and school went well, and it was easier to concentrate than in the big
classroom” (T138, mild ASD, 10–12 y, male). The same participant
also wrote about negative aspects of interactions, “due to COVID-19,
contact with grandparents, aunties, uncles and cousins had reduced
almost completely” (T138, mild ASD, 10–12 y, male).

When autistic adolescents transition into adulthood, they live
separately from their parents. As such, the viewpoints from the
parents may be a bit distal, but still relevant. A parent with an adult
wrote about positive and negative aspects in the same response,

A 23-year-old, lives on his own in a different place. He has
been very accepting of the restrictions and has also enjoyed
distance learning. Friends are mainly at a distance anyway.
The movement has stopped, it is difficult to leave home. It
is more challenging than usual to balance study and leisure
(T127, mild ASD, 16y+, male).

Although such an example seems that there was a positive
impact on studies, there was also a negative impact on everyday

life. The mixed responses detailed how the changes in restrictions
affected the studies as well as what it was like to carry out remote
schooling at home,

For an AAC and signed speech user, you have exactly two
options when distance learning doesn’t technically work.
[there was] homeschooling for half a year [and it] was 200%
on my shoulders. The girl learned like a little angel, she
easily reach her rehabilitation goals for the entire year.
Then after half a year of home schooling, chaos, 20+ 20
[students] present, nothing was making any sense. The girl
had to start using nappies. Exhausting. There were seven
bags of laundry every day. School increases the risk of
infection and more stress is induced when you don’t know
how to protect yourself when crowded. (T125, moderate
ASD, 16y+, female).

As such, homeschooling was considered good when there was
sufficient technology to support learning, as the rehabilitation
goals for the year were reached in 6 months. Once returning back
to school occurred, it became chaotic, not only for the reasons of
incontinence but also greater distress from interaction with other
people due to the fear and risk of getting COVID-19.

The COVID-19 restrictions brought about many changes to
the daily routine of individuals. The impact was sometimes mixed
with both positive and negative aspects in the dimension of
everyday life, as reported,

Screen time had increased because leisure time activities
were mainly done remotely on a computer. Swimming
pools were closed… the museums were closed, and the
child likes to be [there]. We spent more time as a family
going to the nature” (T77, mild AS, 13–15 y, male).

Viewpoints of the impact of COVID-19 on autistic adolescents
were, therefore, mixed between negative only, positive only, as
well as a combination of positive and negative.

Discussion
According to the parents’ responses to this study, the COVID-19
pandemic had a mixed impact on their autistic adolescents. It was
informative to investigate the frequency of the perceived impact,
as well as inductively categorised into four themes with a further
quarter with neutral responses. One in five negative comments
were only negative, whereas over two-fifths of positive comments
were also countered by negative comments by the same parent.
Statements about studies were the most common, everyday life,
and interaction followed in frequency, and personal matters the
least. These areas are discussed further.

The recurring focus on studies within the dataset allows
researchers to identify it as a significant issue. Schooling has a
central, and potentially challenging, position in the experiences of
autistic adolescents during crises like the COVID-19 pandemic.
The concern over lost learning skills has been repeated in other
studies, to the extent that researchers found it to be the most
prevalent worry among parents of children with ASD, regardless
of the condition’s severity (Fatehi et al., 2023). The parents’
responses on the theme of studies were quite binary, as in either
positive or negative. These findings resonate with earlier reports
that half of parents (48%) reported negative impacts, a quarter
(26%) with positive, 12% a mix, and 9% with no impact (Simpson
& Adams, 2023). The perceptions positive or negative may be
related to the way the parents manage at home with their child
(Latzer et al., 2021). It was not known how many of the parents in
our study had access to support, like what the parents in
Michigan with the Spartans Caregiver Support programme had
(White et al., 2023).
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Similar to other studies, many parents of this study felt much
burden on giving study guidance to their autistic adolescents at
home at the same time as having to deal with changes in work
circumstances (Baten et al., 2023). As the pandemic grew, lock-
down measures were enforced quickly, teachers did not have
much time to convert their traditional teaching modes to remote
learning environments (Viner et al., 2020). Such drastic changes
were expected to have a detrimental effect on student learning.
There were dual adverse effects, as highlighted by Finnish tea-
chers who reported the problems of using augmented IT at the
beginning of the pandemic (Mankki, 2024). As reported in other
studies, autistic children had lessons based on online meetings,
followed by online or print-out materials (Kouroupa et al., 2022),
yet the support given to parents was largely lacking (Thorell et al.,
2022). Yet, addressing the need to support parents required
planning. For example, too prescriptive telehealth support, based
on applied behavioural analysis, was considered burdensome for
parents to follow (Degli Espinosa et al., 2020). To our knowledge,
no information was reported for parents in Finland. The chal-
lenges reported both in previous studies and our research were for
example, parents’ limited possibilities and time to concentrate on
guiding children in learning, the children’s difficulties, or reluc-
tance to focus on learning, and children’s difficulties or limita-
tions to participate in online learning due to limited
understanding of the material to be learned (Centeio et al., 2021;
Korzycka et al., 2021; Thorell et al., 2022).

The findings from our study are not always bleak. The most
often reported positive impact of COVID-19 on the lives of
autistic adolescents in this study was related to schooling. Some
parents thought their autistic children were able to flourish in the
home environment, as opposed to the usual difficulties experi-
enced at school. Such findings have led to the creation of a
paediatrician’s guide to work with autistic children (Sabapathy
et al., 2022). The guide’s aim was to make assessments that help
find the most suitable type of education for autistic adolescents.
The suitability of the environment for the child at home brought
about positive insights from the parents. Researchers have
reported similar findings from their own studies (Heyworth et al.,
2021; Simpson & Adams, 2023). For example, Heyworth and
colleagues (2021) discovered that the three key ingredients
essential to the flourishing of autistic children, particularly in the
context of learning, were the importance of connectedness,
trusting relationships with family members through the sensory
and social safety of home, and the flexibility to pace and structure
learning to suit the individual child. Flexible studying arrange-
ments such as studying partly at school and at home were also
reported in our study. It would be worthwhile to consider such
arrangements as an optimal way of schooling for some autistic
adolescents, even after the COVID-19 restrictions had been lifted.

The parents of this study reported the impact of COVID-19 on
the everyday living of their autistic adolescents in negative and
positive ways. Parents gave numerous accounts of challenging
situations in everyday life caused by restrictions from the COVID-
19 pandemic that caused for example, fear and anxiety to their
autistic adolescents. Parents have reported challenges in explaining
to their autistic child the changes to normal routines (Fatehi et al.,
2023), which in turn led to greater anxiety about how their child
would cope with the abrupt changes in routines (Latzer et al., 2021).
Routines and providing a structured environment promote the
well-being of autistic adolescents, for example by reducing beha-
viour problems (Stoppelbein et al., 2016), yet the circumstances of
the COVID-19 restrictions posed greater risks of poor well-being.

Generally speaking, the COVID-19 pandemic had a negative
impact on the social lives of autistic children and adolescents (Patel
et al., 2023; Sabapathy et al., 2022). The parents of this study made
similar observations. Peer social interactions were reduced to

online only, and that was often seen negatively in autistic adoles-
cents (Babb et al., 2021). The multidimensionality of friendships
was broken down into a few factors. All individuals had to accept
in-person meetings would not be possible and a need for creating
new types of friendships was through technology (Fox et al., 2023).
Yet, in our study, many parents described that social isolation
caused by the pandemic had also been socially enjoyable for some
autistic adolescents. This may be due to the unique features of
interaction of autistic adolescents, which may differ from the
interaction patterns of neurotypical peers (Heasman & Gillespie,
2019). Thus, the limited social interaction during COVID-19
reduced the pressure and discomfort related to social encounters
and increased the social well-being of autistic adolescents.

During the spring of 2020 through 2021, the impact of the
COVID-19 virus on health and society was unknown, and with
no known working vaccine, this brought about rapid changes in
personal matters (Pépin et al., 2020; Racine et al., 2020). Parents
of this study often mentioned a fear of getting COVID-19 as the
reason for their autistic adolescents’ anxiety. This could be due to
the unknown short- and long-term effects there were from getting
the virus, coupled with it being highly contagious (Papa et al.,
2020). Measures to prevent the spread of the virus included
keeping their distance from others in public spaces, as well as
wearing face masks or coverings (Finland, 2020). There were also
changes to the ways schools opened up, particularly for students
with special educational needs (Mankki, 2024). Wearing a mask
or face covering was deemed as being uncomfortable for children,
with common symptoms of headaches, speaking difficulties, and
breathing discomfort (Assathiany et al., 2021). Yet from our
study, we found that some autistic adolescents felt comfortable
with masks. This may be explained by the use of wearing a face
mask being associated with lower anxiety symptoms, especially
among males (Xu et al., 2022). From our data, it was reported that
it made interaction with other people less stressful since the
masks covered faces, or that the autistic adolescents were able to
feel equal to other people. This may seem to be a bit of a surprise,
given the hypersensitivity issues often reported among autistic
people. Differences in social cognition were common among
autistic adolescents (Tamon et al., 2022), yet in a recent review of
interventions that attempted to put masks on autistic people, all
behaviour analytic intervention techniques led to positive results
for wearing face masks (Cowell et al., 2023). Furthermore, autistic
adults have also reported comfort in wearing and interacting with
people with facemasks, as it meant they did not have to
camouflage typical autistic facial responses (Clegg et al., 2023).
Such nuances should be considered when considering individual
differences towards the adoption of certain regulation measures.

There are several lessons learned from the experiences of
autistic adolescents’ parents regarding COVID-19. First, as the
pandemic had many negative impacts on autistic adolescents’
lives, it is important that societies are better prepared for sudden
crisis situations by planning proactive and supportive measures
(Mankki, 2024). The support measures envisaged should also take
greater account the way the needs of vulnerable people are con-
sidered. Second, none of the impact was negative. There can be a
positive impact on the lives of autistic adolescents throughout a
crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Sabapathy et al., 2022).
In this study, the parents were particularly informed about their
adolescents’ positive experiences on remote schooling during
COVID-19. Consequently, it would be worthwhile to consider
whether home-schooling or a hybrid model of schooling, i.e.,
studying some days during the week at school and some days at
home, would be good as a more permanent schooling arrange-
ment. As societies were unprepared for COVID-19, the measures
were outlined by governments in a top-down approach (Viner
et al., 2020). There was a lack of consultation with the public on
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how these measures may be implemented and how they may
affect people’s day-to-day lives. Such insights from this study
would be useful for future consultations. Finally, parents had
mixed perceptions of the impact of COVID-19 on the lives of
their autistic adolescents. By listening to various experiences, it
was possible to get an understanding of the variety of circum-
stances of families with autistic adolescents who lived during the
pandemic. Through listening to their experiences, crucial infor-
mation on how society should be developed can be realised.

Limitations. This study included open-ended responses from
over 300 parents of autistic adolescents yet, limited information
was gathered about the circumstances of the lives of the adoles-
cents. This was due to data protection protocols during data
collection and limited the insights that were examined in this
study, such as information about the intellectual development
levels. The temporal nature of this study may be limited to
reflecting on what happened during the times of the COVID-19
restrictions, but we believe it is important to understand the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic during the age of adoles-
cence. The sample was from a convenience sample, recruited
from social media. Therefore, the representativeness of all autistic
adolescents should be considered with caution. Rather, the study
was used as a way to gather insights from a comprehensive data
set. Follow-up questions were not possible via the online plat-
form, hence limiting the scope to the first and primary things the
respondents wanted to report in their responses.

Conclusion
There were mixed perceptions on the way COVID-19 restrictions
had an impact on autistic adolescents. Approximately half of the
aspects mentioned described the negative impact of COVID-19 on
well-being, a quarter described positive effects, and another
quarter of responses indicated that the pandemic did not impact
autistic adolescents’ well-being. As the restrictions ended, the
temporal negative impact of the pandemic included concerns
about the overall quality of schooling, changes to daily routines,
lack of friendships, and reduced mental health. These areas should
be monitored, especially among autistic adolescents as they
develop into adults in society. There were also several positive
experiences noted coming from the pandemic. These included
finding ways to learn in an undistracted way, being in a supportive
family environment, less exposure to stressful stimuli, and parents
appreciating the opportunity to see their own child thrive. Based
on the evidence identified in this study, there were positive
impacts of COVID-19 on schooling. It is recommended that
education providers explore and implement strategies informed by
these findings. Furthermore, teachers could plan alternative and
flexible teaching arrangements such as hybrid schooling for both
unexpected conditions and current teaching arrangements.

Data availability
The data that support the findings of this study are available from
the corresponding author (KN), upon reasonable request.
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