
The Experience of Crisis in Families 
of Individuals with Autism Spectrum 
Disorders Across the Lifespan

What you need to know:

At all stages of development, families of individuals 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders experience high 
levels of stress, which in turn can lead to crises for 
the family. By identifying what type of stressors a 
family may experience at certain stages, they can 
maximize the use of available services that would 
be most beneficial.

What is this research about?

Families of children with an autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD) have higher levels of stress and are more at 
risk of experiencing crisis. The experience of crisis 
significantly impacts family functioning, causing 
parenting, marital and mental health issues.

This study focuses on three aspects of crisis: 
antecedents, behaviour and consequences. 
Antecedents are events that may lead to the onset 
of a crisis; behaviours are the events that occur 
during a crisis; and consequences are the outcomes 
of a crisis. This study also looks at the different 
components of crisis and how they vary based on the 
age of the child with ASD. 

What did the researchers do?

Over two hundred individuals with a family member 
with ASD completed an online survey about their 
personal experiences of crisis. Participants were 
asked to provide any additional thoughts on the 
topic of crisis in a final, open-ended question. 
Researchers than divided the experience of crisis 
into three aspects - antecedent, behaviour and 
consequent - and then further divided into four age 
groups - elementary school, middle school, high 
school and adulthood – to look at the differences in 
experiences of crisis for families at different stages of 
development. 

What did the researchers find?

For antecedents, the severity of presenting problems, 

a need for services, and problems with service 
providers were common themes across all age 
groups. The majority of respondents indicated that 
services were unable to address the problems 
leading to crisis.

In terms of behaviours, families with a child in 
elementary school described the universal nature of 
crisis, where they believe that all families, regardless 
of ASD diagnosis, experience crisis. Families with 
children in middle school, high school and adulthood 
highlighted the constant, pervasive, and frequent 
nature of crisis.

Finally, families across all age groups reported the 
negative consequences of these stressors on family 
life and the mental and emotional health of all family 
members. Families with children in elementary and 
middle school described a lack of services whereas 
families with children in high school reported using 
emergency services to address these crises. Parents 
with children in adulthood were concerned about what 
was going to happen to their child after they have 
passed away and about the lack of programs and 
support systems for ASD adults.



How can you use this research?

By understanding the different challenges that 
arise at different developmental stages, programs 
can be developed to address the unique stressors 
associated with crisis throughout a child’s 
development. The results of this research can be 
helpful for determining when families are most likely 
to use services and how they can benefit most from 
the services provided.
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