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ABSTRACT:

Given that researchers interested in the experiences of minority parents of
children with special needs sometimes recruit participants solely based on
their ethnic origin, despite the huge socioeconomic, and political divide be-
tween immigrant and native-born minority parents, little is known about
the experiences of immigrant parents in the context of the global pandem-
ic beginning in 2019, even though academics have seen major changes in
family life in the context of COVID -19 constraints. By examining through
an ecological system perspective and based on the findings of a qualitative
interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) that sought to understand the
experiences of 13 immigrant parents of children with ASD advocating for
their children, who immigrated from 7 different countries and regions, this
article discusses the mental stress experienced by immigrant parents during
the pandemic. The findings about mental stress included coping with men-
tal stress caused by being separated from family support networks, increased
miscommunication caused by the shift from in-person to online communi-
cation, and increased workload as a home-based intervention provider due
to practitioner shortages during the pandemic. This study implies that even
though immigrant parents have demonstrated amazing resilience in dealing
with the pandemic-related environment, external social support is urgently
needed to assist them in managing the impact of pandemic-related stresses
and concerns.

Keywords: mental stress, immigrant parents, Autism Spectrum Disorder,
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, ecological system perspective
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BACKGROUND

Numerous studies of parents of children with autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD) conducted in many countries con-
cluded that parents of children with ASD suffered a higher
degree of mental stress than parents of typically develop-
ing children. (e.g., Hayes & Watson, 2013; Putri & Lut-
flanawati, 2021; Su et al., 2018). McStay and colleagues
(2014), for example, found various stressors that influence
families of children with ASD as they undergo a process
of restructuring family features in response to the implica-
tions of the diagnosis of ASD. These stressors include chil-
dren’s maladaptive behaviors, such as echolalia in speech
or public tantrum-throwing (e.g., Pakenham et al., 2005;
Woodgate et al., 2008), the severity of ASD symptoms,
such as level 3 of ASD, according to Diagnostic and Statis-
tical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5)
(APA, 2013) includes symptoms such as self-segregation,
which was found to relate to worse parenting outcomes
(Lecavalier et al., 2006), and low adaptive functioning,
such as a lack of basic real-world skills including dressing
or avoiding danger (Hall & Graff, 2011). These stressors
are associated with unfavorable results in families parent-
ing children with ASD and can act as a source of mental
stress for parents, resulting in emotional dysregulation or
even affective disorders (McStay et al., 2014).

Parental mental stress has historically been one of the
most extensively researched aspects of family life in fam-
ilies with children with ASD (Lyons et al., 2010), as the
Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) has swept the
world, posing new and unexpected challenges such as se-
vere family financial losses and mandatory stay-at-home
orders disrupting families’ daily routines, it is important
to investigate on experiences of these families, especially
on mental health of their parents in these extraordinary
circumstances (Adams, 2021). According to Yilmaz and
colleagues (2021), in a systematic review of 12 studies
on the mental stress experienced by parents of children
with ASD during pandemics, the COVID-19 pandemic
affected these parents in 7 different countries mentally,
and parents of children with ASD reported higher levels
of anxiety than parents of healthy children due to sig-
nificant disruptions in daily routines, difficulty access-
ing health services, and inability to access private care.
Within this context, the levels of stress typically expe-
rienced by immigrant parents, who are daily navigating
the cultural and linguistic complexities of living outside
their home country, can be further compounded by the
challenges of navigating the special education systems in

the US (Jjalba, 2016; Shorey & Chan, 2020).

However, researchers interested in understanding
the perspectives of minoritized parents of children with
special needs often recruit participants based only on
their ethnicity (e.g., Chiang, 2014; Jegatheesan, 2011;
Zuckerman et al., 2014;). For example, Latino parents’
perceptions of special education services (Zuckerman
et al., 2014), South Asian Muslim immigrant parents’
perceptions of services (Jegatheesan, 2011), or Chinese
American parents’ experiences with intervention meth-
ods for children with ASD (Chiang, 2014) have all been
documented. However, given that immigrant status is
not completely collinear with race, this strategy would
not be sensitive to the challenges immigrant families
face, leading to potential biases in findings. Such a con-
cern is supported by researchers who have observed sig-
nificant social-political differences between immigrant
and native-born minority parents (Phinney & Vedder,
2006; Raleigh & Kao, 2010). In addition, combining
acculturating and domestic minoritized groups based
on race may be misleading as critical characteristics, like
ethnic subgroup, social economic position, and duration
of residence, are often rendered invisible, which are key
factors attributing to parental stress according to pre-
vious studies (Bornstein, 2017; Bronfenbrenner, 1979;
Nomaguchi & DeMaris, 2013; Song et al., 2012). The
present study utilized the description provided by Singh
et al. (2008) to elucidate the categorization of immi-
grant families, which includes three distinct groups: for-
eign-born children with both immigrant parents (first
generation), US-born children with both immigrant
parents (first generation), and US-born children with
one immigrant parent (first generation) (Singh et al.,
2008, p.758). The ecological theory of parenting, as pro-
posed by Bronfenbrenner (1979), holds that parenting
is greatly impacted by the structural contexts in which
parents and children are embedded. Human behavior
within the context of nested structures of the environ-
ment, as well as the interactions between humans and
environmental occurrences, may be better understood
by using ecological framework including the microsys-
tem(the groups that most immediately and directly
impact the family, e.g., schools and peers), mesosystem
(interconnections between the microsystems, for ex-
ample, between the family and teachers or between the
child’s peers and the family), exosystem (links between
social settings, for example, parents’ work, media, and
neighborhood), macrosystem(culture contexts, such as
ethnicity, traditions, and social-economic status) and
chronosystem (pattern of life course transitions, such as
the shift of disability paradigm from the medical model
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to social model over the past 30 years) (Bronfenbrenner,
1979).

Using this ecological system theory as a foundation,
researchers suggested that the contexts of nested struc-
tures are significant sources of mental stress that impact
parental experiences. For instance, empirical investiga-
tions were done in accordance with ecological system
frameworks discovered and validated relationships be-
tween socioeconomic environment, social support, and
parent mental health (Conger & Conger, 2002; Wade et
al., 2015). Additionally, because children with disabili-
ties are more reliant on their parents and surroundings
than typically developing children (Belsky, 1984; Wade
et al., 2015), mental stress among parents of disabled
children is clinically significantly higher than that of typ-
ically developing children, and parents of children with
ASD experience significantly more stress than parents of
children with other disabilities, such as Down Syndrome
or other intellectual disabilities (Bellone et al., 2021;
Hayes & Watson, 2013).

To date, limited research has taken an in-depth
look regarding the experiences and mental stress of
immigrant parents of children with disabilities during
the COVID-19 pandemic in the United States from a
source-response ecological perspective. Given that immi-
grant parents face disruptions to daily routines during
COVID-19 in addition to their roles as newcomers ad-
justing to life in a new country, it is critical to examine
the subjective experiences, including mental stress, that
immigrant parents encountered while raising their chil-
dren with special needs.

Objectives

Starting from the winter of 2021, a qualitative study
aimed at understanding the experiences and perspectives
of immigrant parents of children with ASD was conduct-
ed by phone and virtually, with 13 immigrant parents
of children with ASD advocating for their children, who
came from 7 different countries and regions and currently
resided in 5 different states throughout the United States.
One finding that stood out was that immigrant parents
experienced mental stress as a result of the COVID-19
pandemic restrictions, including dealing with loneliness
from being kept away from family support and coping
with additional parental obligations and demands due to
the closure of public education.

As such, this study aims to explore and characterize
the mental stress endured by immigrant parents of chil-
dren with ASD living in the United States during the
pandemic. The study’s overarching questions include 1)

What mental stress experiences of immigrant parents of
children with ASD in the United States have during the
Covid-19 pandemic and 2) how are they coping with the
pandemic-related stresses?

METHOD

Participants

As stated above, the subjects for this study are the
first-generation immigrant parent(s) with child(ren) di-
agnosed with ASD who were born either in the US or
abroad. Parents who were born in the US were excluded
from this study. 13 immigrant parents from widely dis-
tributed racial backgrounds were recruited as a represen-

tation of immigrant parents from 7 different countries in
Asia, Europe, South America, and the Middle East.

Recruitment

The recruitment process included purposeful sampling
(Patton, 2007) and snowballing (Goodman,1961). Pur-
poseful sampling is a technique widely used in qualitative
research to identify and choose information-rich cases for
the most effective use of limited resources (Patton, 2007),
while snowballing is a recruiting strategy that allows ex-
isting participants to recruit individuals they know who
are already enrolled in the research, and those new par-
ticipants, in turn, recruit people they know who are al-
ready enrolled in the study (Goodman, 1961; Lakhan-
paul et al., 2020). Two criteria were applied for parents’
recruitment: (1) Parents from first-generation immigrant
families in the US, and (2) parents’ children who have a
diagnosis of ASD.

Procedures
The human subject committee (HSC) approved this
study in December 2021 (protocol number:7-21-0754).
In this study, immigrant parents of children with ASD
were recruited by using social media platforms, including
Facebook, Weixin (the most popular instant messaging
app for Mandarin speakers), and Twitter. Recruitment
flyers were distributed to these social media platforms,
and the participants contacted the researcher showing
their willingness to take part in the study. Semi-structured
interviews (each for about one hour) were performed via
phone or online based on participant availability, and an
online demographic information survey based on Qual-
trics about parents and their children with ASD was filled
out by each participant.

In semi-structured interviews, parents were asked
about their thoughts and experiences about (1) their chil-
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Table 1. Participants’ Characteristics

Total number of participating parents 13
Women 12
Men 1

Educational background of parents

Attended college (no degree) 1

Bachelor’s degree 2

Graduate degree 10

Parents’ age

30-39 3
40-49 8
50-59 2

Annual household income

0-$10,000
$10,000-$50,000
$50,000-$100,000
$100,000-$200,000
$200,000-$300,000

N AN WN

Employment status

Employed, working 1-39 hours per week
Employed, working 40 hours per week or more
Not employed, looking for work

Not employed, not looking for a job

N — N o

Services received at school (humber of times
mentioned)

Occupational therapy 8
Speech therapy 11
Applied behavior-based therapy 11
Social skill therapy 4
Physical therapy
Sensory integration therapy 1

—

Number of children described in parents’
interviews

Girls 2
Boys 11

13

Age 5-7
Age 8-12
Age 13-15
Age 16-18
Age 19-22

NN N

Marital status

Married 11
Divorced 2

Racial background

Hispanic 1
Asian 10
White 1
Persian 1

Services received outside school
(number of times mentioned)

Occupational therapy

Speech therapy

After-school program

Applied behavior-based therapy
Social skill therapy

Physical therapy

N =01 —= BN

Years of Immigration

N

Less than 5 years
4to 10 years
more than 10 years 8

w

dren’s diagnoses and services, (2) their schooling choices,
(3) their expectations and worries about services, and (4)
their lived experiences as caregivers during COVID-19.
Parents’ comments throughout the interviews revealed
the presence of mental stress related to parental responsi-
bilities, and the current study was based on the emerging
theme of mental stress of parents during COVID-19 and
corresponding restrictions.

The online poll was done in English, and the author
and participants conducted interviews in Mandarin Chi-
nese (with 7 parents from mainland China) and English
(with 6 parents, respectively from Hongkong, Taiwan,
Germany, Korea, Iran, and Bolivia). Excerpted tran-
scribed responses by participants (identified by first and
last name initials) were translated into English for acces-
sibility. All participants gave permission for the author
to record their talks during the interview, and the author
transcribed and coded the interviews. Table 1 presents
more details of the participants’ characteristics.

Data Analysis
The semi-structured interviews qualitative data were
analyzed using a combination of interpretive phenom-
enological analysis (IPA) and Bronfenbrenner’s ecologi-
cal systems theory (1979) to guide the data analysis and
theme identification. The purpose of IPA is to elicit an
in-depth examination of the participant’s perspective on
the subject at hand, and the technique is heavily influ-
enced by Merleau-philosophy Ponty’s that people’s per-
ceptions must always be interpreted in relation to their
immediate surroundings, which may include specific leg-
islation (Sohn et al., 2017). The ecological system theory
was used in structuring the coding scheme by connect-
ing the interview data to the ecological system theory. A
three-step analytic technique was applied to assess data
from the semi-structured parent interviews, as shown in
figure 1.

The analysis began with reviewing the original tran-
scripts of parents’ interviews and creating memoranda
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Listening to
participants

First Step: Reviewing
transcriptions

stress

Figure 1. Data Analysis Procedure

codes: mental

Second Step:
Combing codes by
relevance

&rouping Simila
Codes

Third Step: Examing
codes through
ecological system
theory

!

Microsystem

Theme 1:
Microsystem:
Mental stress

arising from being
away from family
support network

Mesosystem
Exosystem
A
Theme 3:
Theme 2: :
Mesosystem: Exosystem: Parents

underiook more
workload as
caregivers during
Covid-19 due to
short staffing issues

Miscommunication

with schools due to

shift from in-person
to online.

on emergent excerpts relating to mental stress during
COVID-19. Following up the review throughout tran-
scriptions, the author then compared and grouped quotes
about mental stress into codes in line with the coding
book on parental mental stress during COVID-19 devel-
oped by Asbury and colleagues (2021), in which the au-

Table 2. Formation of Codes and Themes

thors classified the essential terms associated with mental
stress into 48 categories, such as anxiety, lonely, fear and
frustration. Table 2 shows the formation of codes. The
third stage examined and integrated findings by refining
and summarizing codes into three themes through the
frameworks of ecological system theory.

Themes Codes Sub-category Examples of excerpts
Mental stress arising | Anxiety Anxiety for self ‘I don’t know how long I could handle it on my own,
from being away and it made me anxious from time to time’.
from family support
network Anxiety for others ‘My parents are still in China, and if anything comes
up now, | cannot come back.’
Loss
Loss of support from | ‘/ wish | had a relative around so | could have some
family help...’
Worries for self ‘Il am worried that | will have to quit my job eventually if
my parents cannot come over to help me’.
Worry
Worries for their ‘I hope I have a relative around that | could arrange a
children playdate for him coz it is difficult to do it with others,
you know, people are afraid of get contracted by virus’
Mental stress Frustration Frustration occurred ‘And online meetings make everything much more
because of the in communication difficult; | mean...feel like you're talking to your
communication shift computer.’
from in-person to
online Frustration in ‘You can image how frustrated we were when you
advocacy tried to advocate for their right, but the network
suddenly got spotty, and the conversation was
interrupted.’
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Themes Codes Sub-category Examples of excerpts

Mental stress Confusion Confusion occurred in | ‘You know how sometimes you can't find the right

because of the communication word to communicate your feelings in a Zoom

communication shift Confusion occurred in | meeting.’

from in-person to understanding rules

online ‘You stammered and had to say something to fill the
silence, and you said something that isn’t exactly what
you meant to say and made everyone confused.’

Mental stress Overwhelmed Too much parenting ‘I honestly don’t know how other parents did when

due to insufficient workload
staffing and frequent

changes of routine.

Changes in routine

practitioners

practitioners

Lack of support from

High turnover of

they had to work at home and care for autistic
children at the same time... It's been quite stressful...

| cook for him and his sister, and | have to keep an
eye on him when he’s playing and teach him his
assignments when paraprofessionals or therapists are
unable to be at our place.’

‘We have had 6 different occupational therapists
working with us since COVID-19, and none of them
worked a long time with my son, so we have to make
adjustments often according to their availabilities.’

RESULTS

The ecological theory of parenting (Bronfenbren-
ner,1979) helps interpret parents’ experiences under a
contextual ecological system where they are embedded in.
Research has supported the contexts of nested structures
as significant sources of mental stress that impact paren-
tal experiences (e.g., Belsky, 1984; Conger & Conger,
2002; Wade et al., 2015). Following the analytical steps
from an ecological system perspective, mental stress-re-
lated themes emerged as follows: 1) Immigrant parents
dealt with mental stress arising from being away from
family support networks, 2) The shift from in-person to
online communication complicated communication and
increased the possibility of miscommunication between
immigrant parents and school for issues regarding their
children, which resulted in increased mental stress, and
3) Due to insufhicient staffing and frequent changes in
intervention practitioners during COVID-19, parents
assumed more of the workload as home-based interven-
tion provider, which added their mental stress.

Being Away from Family Support Network Increased
Mental Stress

8 out of 13 immigrant parents reported that they have not
seen other family members (including spouses, parents,
grandparents, and relatives) residing in other countries
since the worldwide outbreak of COVID-19 in 2020 due
to travel bans and restrictions. During interviews, when
asked about their experience during the pandemic, par-

ents reported the insecurity and isolation because of the
COVID-19-related restrictions and the mental stress as a
result of staying away from family support.

“..we dont have family members to support us,
like grandparents, you know, because of COVID,
they could not fly over, so it is all on me...” (QC,
mother of a 10-year-old boy)

“...it is not that we chose to be stressed out...we
simply don'’t get help from family members, for exam-
ple, pick him up from therapy when we are both at
work...” (FA, mother of a 9-year-old boy)

Additionally, parents expressed their insecurity and
loneliness as a result of COVID-19 social restrictions,
which they must balance with their desire to provide so-
cial interactions for their children with ASD, whose social
communication deficit is widely regarded as one of two
core manifestations (along with restricted and competi-
tive behavior) for diagnosis criteria (Lord et al., 2000).

“...It hurts to see his social skills decrease so drasti-
cally during COVID, and there is nothing we can do
because we have no relatives here, and it is difficult
to arrange any kind of play date for him...” (LKN,
mother of a 12-year-old boy)

“...Im worried and exhausted all at the same
time... I feel like I need more alone time, and 1
also need to play with him more because I am the
only one, he can play with at home, and everything
is closed now, and I wish we had a relative around
whom he could play with...” (WQ, mother of an
8-year-old)
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However, two parents with children ages 18 to 22
claimed that the stay-at-home order is even preferable
for their children with ASD because they are not social-
ly engaged and being at home is rather fitting for their
personality.

..My son is relieved that he can stay at home
and has no issue maintaining a social distance from
others because that is his thing: avoiding people. His
younger sister, who is socially active, couldn’t stand it
and grieved when she couldn’t hang out with friends,
but my son is completely OK with it.” (BE, father of
a 22-year-old son)

‘... The Covid thing doesn’t seem to bother her at
all, and shell simply do her thing while I'm working
at home. I cook for her, and thats about it, and I'm
relieved because I don’t have to drive her to school...”
(AM, mother of an 18-year-old daughter)

Both parents have children of legal age to work, and
one of them is already employed. Compared to parents
of younger children, their attitudes are substantially more
relaxed and less stressful.

According to the findings, parents of young children
with ASD are experiencing mental stress as a result of
being away from family support, and they are finding it
difficult to balance the need to maintain social distance
with the need to provide intervention-oriented social
interaction arrangements for their children when family
support is not available.

Miscommunication Due to the Shift from In-person
to Online Model

All the parents who took part in the study spoke about the
kindness and professionalism shown by practitioners (e.g.,
nurses, schoolteachers, and intervention providers) who
were particularly helpful to them, as well as the positive im-
pact that this kindness and professionalism had on their own
as well as on their children with ASD. However, some par-
ticipants (6 out of 13) in this study reported a rising num-
ber of miscommunications that caused mental stress that oc-
curred when they communicated with schools regarding the
education plan of their children, and parents ascribed the
increasing number of miscommunications to a shift in the
way they communicate, from face-to-face meetings in the
past to online meetings in the present, which compounded
their difficulty communicating with the school.

“...We had a discussion with the school district
during COVID about their decision to lay off more
than 20 special education instructors because they
thought it would be a waste of money when school
was closed, and you can imagine how furious we

were... And online meetings make everything much
more difficult; I mean, its always more productive
and related when you chat to someone face to face,
but online meetings now feel like you're talking to
your computer.” (IC, mother of a 10-year-old boy)

Additionally, parents mentioned how, due to the lim-
its of online meetings, teachers occasionally logged off
and never returned, or abruptly ended the conference
when the time went off, even though the meeting agenda
was not completely covered, which made them feel dis-
respected and stressed as if it had something to do with
them being not proficient in English.

‘... remember one time when we had the annual
IEP meeting, and we were in the middle of it, and
the teacher simply told me that time is up for this
meeting, and she had another meeting to catch up,
so we just finished it like that...” (LH, mother of a
17-year-old girl)

“...You know how sometimes you can’t find the
right word to communicate your feelings in a Zoom
meeting or over the phone coz you cannot use your body
language to get yourself understood, and you stam-
mered and have to say something to fill the silence, and
you said something that isn't exactly what you meant to
say...”(FL, mother of an 8-year-old boy)

Even though immigrant parents demonstrated re-
markable resilience in dealing with the pandemic-related
restrictions, the findings revealed that as the model of
communication with schools regarding their children’s
education shifted from in-person to online, the stress ex-
perienced by immigrant parents grew steadily worse.

Increased Parental Childcare Burden Due to Staffing
Shortages During COVID-19

According to previous research of parenting issues during
the COVID-19 pandemic, parents of school-aged chil-
dren are experiencing changes in their everyday lives,
such as increased parenting time, but are also experi-
encing higher levels of fear, despair, and stress because
of those changes (e.g., Cameron et al., 2020; Daven-
port et al., 2020). The findings of this study echo these
statements, as most parents (10 out of 13) reported that
they have to spend more time on parenting, not only as
caregivers but also as intervention providers during the
pandemic, because of staff shortages of practitioners in
special education.

‘... honestly dont know how other parents did
when they had to work at home and care for autistic
children at the same time... Its been quite stressful... I
cook for him and his sister, and I must keep an eye on
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him when hes playing and teach him his assignments
when paraprofessionals or therapists are unable to be
at our place... I experienced a panic attack not long
ago and was terrified, and I am now on antidepressant
medication. ..’ (IC, mother of a 10-year-old boy)

“..1 sometimes feel helpless and cry a lot, and I'm
not sure what will happen to him in the future if this
continues... 1 feel like there is so much I need to do
right now and so little I can do....” (FL, mother of
an 8-year-old boy)

FL, the mother of an 8-year-old boy, was at home
for quarantine with her son, who tested positive for
COVID-19 at the time of the interview, and her com-
ments indicated that under COVID-related restrictions,
it is even more difficult for parents to manage and balance
their roles as primary caregivers and intervention provid-
ers when professional support is no longer available.

Other parents expressed similar concerns and anxiet-
ies about the COVID-related restrictions, which resulted
in the inaccessibility of specialists critical to their chil-
dren’s intervention, and how the tension was alleviated
once these services were restored.

‘...he was doing quite well before the pandemic;
but, once the pandemic began, I saw his social and
academic step back so badly staying at home, and
[ was also under a lot of pressure, so I paid for an
outside behavior therapist to come home to accompa-
ny him...it is out of pocket, but I feel much relieved
Sfrom all these stress...” (QZ, mother of a 10-year-
old boy)

Additionally, it is noteworthy that due to adjustments
to attendance policies, as a result of staffing shortages in
public schools (including schoolteachers and nurses) as
well as safety concerns because of COVID-19, parents
of children with ASD are more likely to be contacted by
schools to pick up their children due to physical or be-
havioral issues at school, such as eating disorders or tan-
trum throwing. This frequent ‘recalling’ of their children
exacerbated parents’ mental stress.

“...My son has a number of health challenges,
and I get a lot of calls from school, whether its about
his eating habits or his behavior issues... They called
me even more after COVID, I did everything I could
to cooperate with schools, he takes his own lunch box
and prescriptions for the medicine he is taking, and
[ asked them if they could stop calling me for things
I have explained numerous times, but I still get calls
if the nurse who knows my son was not at school
that day and they want me to take him home just in
case...”(B]D, mother of a 7-year-old boy)

The experiences and hardships of participating par-
ents demonstrate that COVID-19 restrictions have had a
detrimental influence on the mental health of immigrant
parents of children with ASD. Additionally, responses
suggest that parents suffered compounded anxiety, stress,
and fatigue as a result of the resulting changes to school
policy and staff shortages in both public and private sec-
tors, which play important roles in providing services and
intervention practices to families of children with ASD.

DISCUSSIONS

The purpose of this study was to acquire a better under-
standing of immigrant parents of children with ASD’s
mental health during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
study’s limitations include the fact that the study’s pri-
mary channel of recruitment (online networking and
snowballing) excludes parents who do not have access to
online resources or are uninterested in both online and
in-person networking. As a result, our findings may not
be generalizable to immigrant parents in all cultural and
socioeconomic circumstances, as the participants do not
represent all ethnic groups equally. This constraint results
in an inability to comprehend the entire picture of so-
cial reality for immigrant parents of children with ASD
from a multi-ethnic perspective. Another limitation is
the relatively small sample size recruited for this study,
thus precluding the ability to make any generalizations
or group-level claims (e.g., parents with high-functioning
ASD children vs. low-functioning ASD children). Given
these limitations, this study is viewed as an initial phase
of a larger exploration to make visible what immigrant
parents of children with ASD in the United States may
experience during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Findings from the analysis offer some insight into
the mental stress that immigrant parents of children
with ASD—even those within the top socioeconomic
sphere—face when raising their children during the pan-
demic. Analytic uses of the ecological system lens have
been instructive in previous studies on probing the rela-
tionship between social environment and parental mental
health (e.g., Conger & Conger, 2002; Wade et al., 2015).
As such, this ecological framework guided data analysis
and three major findings emerged from the exploration

of recorded interviews with 13 immigrant parents of chil-
dren with ASD, each of which is addressed in turn.

Microsystem: During a pandemic, family support is
critical for immigrant parents of young children with

ASD
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Although research has shown that family conflict is
associated with worse parental mental health during
COVID-19 (Feinberg et al., 2021; Moulin et al., 2021)
and that parents of young children suffer from men-
tal health problems worldwide because an increased
time of co-parenting decreased their ability to buffer
COVID-related stresses and deteriorated quality of fam-
ily relationships, including co-parenting and parenting
quality (Cohodes et al., 2021; Racine et al., 2021), the
findings of this study suggested that during COVID-19,
isolated family life and lack of support for parents due
to COVID-related travel bans and border closures con-
tributed to the increased mental stress of immigrant par-
ents of children with ASD, especially those families with
young children.

While this finding is not surprising, it is consistent
with those of a recent systematic review focusing on the
mental health of parents of children with ASD during
pandemics, which concluded that parents might feel
stressed and anxious as they struggle to manage the pro-
cess and require family support to cope with routine
changes in their children’s lives (Yilmaz et al., 2021).
Similarly, the findings that a lack of social support from
family members is associated with a higher level of men-
tal stress are consistent with previous studies of immi-
grant parents in the United States that have found that
social support from family has both direct and indirect
effects on mental health through parenting stress among
different immigrant populations from a variety of racial
and ethnic backgrounds (e.g., Harker, 2001; Rusch et al.,
2020; Zeng et al., 2020).

It is noteworthy that there may be group variations
in terms of mental stress levels between immigrant fam-
ilies with adult children and those with young children
during COVID-19. As indicated by interviews, im-
migrant parents of younger school-aged children with
ASD felt greater worry than parents of older children
due to their secluded family life and lack of family sup-
port. This also presents a potential avenue for future in-
vestigation.

Mesosystem: The shift from in-person to online inter-
action increased the mental stress of immigrant parents
The findings suggested that, in the midst of these changes
and obstacles, immigrant parents of children with ASD
have shown their adaptability and creativity in order to
facilitate the adjustment in their daily routine during
COVID-19. However, when most communication mi-
grated from in-person to online, this transition aggra-
vated the already-existing communication issues, such as

miscommunication occurring during meetings between
parents and their children’s schools.

Prior studies had shown that language-minority par-
ents and schools struggled to communicate effectively
with one another, particularly when it came to teaching
and learning decisions about children with special needs
(e.g., Archer, 2010; Crozier & Davies, 2007). Further-
more, when it came to communications aimed at resolv-
ing critical issues affecting children with ASD, such as
annual IEP (individual education plan) meetings, which
researchers identified as venues for conflict in the par-
ent-school partnership (Harry et al., 1995), miscommu-
nication occurred frequently between parents and school
personnel, owing to the fact that parents lack the neces-
sary information or expertise for constructive communi-
cation (Kalyanpur et al., 2000).

Adding to the existing difficulties, the COVID-19
pandemic is a game changer in interpersonal commu-
nications, as offline in-person communication has been
widely replaced by online meetings in a variety of work-
places (Kolakowski et al., 2021; Stefanoudis et al., 2021).
Researchers have also discovered that online meetings are
less effective than personal meetings at fostering interper-
sonal understanding, as social cues necessary for mutual
communication have been lost under online communi-
cation (Kohnke & Moorhouse, 2020; Ren et al., 2016).

According to the findings of this study, the mental
stress experienced by parents of children with ASD as a
result of increased miscommunication between them-
selves and schools may be explained by their dual-iden-
tity status as both parents of children with ASD and
members of first-generation immigrant families in a new
country, which was exacerbated by significant shifts in
communication patterns during the pandemic.

Exosystem: Short staffing of practitioners in spe-
cial education during COVID-19 increased parental
workload and led to more mental stress

Participants indicated that, because of a lack of special
education practitioners ready to provide at-home assis-
tance during the pandemic, parents must dedicate addi-
tional time to parenting, not just as caregivers but also
as intervention providers. This finding is consistent with
those of previous studies examining the staff shortage
during COVID-19, which found that staff shortage is-
sues and frequent staff turnover existed globally prior to
the pandemic, particularly in professions such as nursing
and occupational caregivers, but were exacerbated and
deteriorated during COVID-19 as a result of pandem-

ic-related social restrictions and practitioner burnout as
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a result of increased workload (e.g., Cristina et al., 2021;
Khatiwada et al., 2021; Nie et al., 2020).

Studies also suggested possible reasons for the short-
age issues as teachers and the fear of contracting the coro-
navirus, social isolation, and overburdened work contrib-
uted to the high  turnover of staff working in the field
of special education (Asghar et al., 2021; Patel, 2020)

Having a dual identity as both parents of children
with ASD and members of first-generation immigrant
families in a new country, compounded with significant
shifts affecting many aspects of daily life during the pan-
demic, has been shown to increase mental stress among
immigrant parents of children with ASD when raising
their children who require constant and regular inter-
vention and services, necessitating consequent and sta-
ble collaboration. However, just a few studies have been
conducted to date on the scarcity of practitioners and
employees in special education and the resulting impact
on parents of children with special needs. This finding
suggests a viable avenue for future study.

CONCLUSIONS

Responses from 13 immigrant parents of children with
ASD about their experiences during COVID-19 demon-
strated that COVID-19 restrictions have had a detrimen-
tal influence on the mental health of immigrant parents
of children with ASD. Additionally, responses suggest
that parents suffered compounded anxiety, stress, and
loss as a result of changes to ways of communication,
social restrictions, school policies and staff shortages in
both public and private sectors, all of which have played
important roles in providing services and intervention
practices to families of children with ASD. The findings
of this study align with perspectives of the ecological
system that parenting experiences are greatly impacted
by the structural contexts in which parents and children
are embedded. One of the most significant findings from
this study is the uniqueness of the situation of immigrant

parents of children with ASD that is revealed: In addition
to the stresses that most parents of children with special
needs face during the COVID-19 pandemic, they also
face challenges associated with their identities as immi-
grants adjusted in a new country.

IMPLICATIONS

The implications of this study emphasize the importance
of studying immigrant parents from a multidimensional
perspective, as immigrant status is not completely collin-
ear with race, and a race-based strategy would be blind to
the challenges faced by immigrant families, resulting in
a potential bias in findings, as researchers who have ob-
served significant social-political differences between im-
migrant and native-born minority parents have observed
(Bornstein, 2017; Phinney & Vedder, 2006; Raleigh &
Kao, 2010 ). The current study also offers insights for
prospective investigations in the field of family and par-
enting, such as exploring the determinants that impact
the psychological strain experienced by parents of diverse
ethnicities. This study elucidates that immigrant parents
from diverse ethnic backgrounds frequently associate
their reported mental stress with shared experiences, in-
cluding the severity of ASD, the age of their child, the
presence of supportive family members, and other rele-
vant factors. Moreover, even though immigrant parents
have adapted to these changes and challenges through
incredible resilience in dealing with the pandemic-relat-
ed environment, this study suggests that external social
support is urgently required to assist them in managing
the impact of pandemic-related stresses and concerns.
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