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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has devastating effects on the lives of the children and their families who have member with an intel-
lectual disability. In such a distressing situation and uncertainties due to the pandemic, the relationships among the family members 
can become unpleasant, affecting support and cohesiveness within the family, which may have a negative effect on the child. Lack of 
support and socialization of these families, lead to a stress among them especially for the immediate carers. In a lockdown situation, 
their routine is disrupted and the parents have to pay extra attention to care for the child. Some of the strategies that are proven to be 
helpful for the children with an intellectual disability and their families are accessing reliable and trusted information on COVID-19, 
allowing the child to express his/her feelings by engaging them in different activities, open and supportive interaction among family 
members, and maintaining the structured daily routine that they followed before the pandemic. The educators/trainers/staffs of the 
school must remain in touch with the family and inquiring from them “how they are”. Telephonic or video -conferencing counseling 
and coaching can be offered to the family members and some important tips to overcome the stressors can be discussed. Hence, dur-
ing lockdown, individualized home programs that can be carried out by family members with the child with an intellectual disability 
are a good way to ensure the child continues to develop their cognitive, movement, play and self-help skills. Moreover, the govern-
ment cash transfer assistance should also reach those vulnerable families who have the children with disabilities. It may bring some 
relief to the families who are struggling to balance their finances to ensure meeting the basic needs. 
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Introduction 
This paper highlights the need for support to families with chil-

dren with intellectual disabilities (ID) amid Pandemic. It also pres-
ents some practical tips, based on the knowledge that I have as a 
PhD Scholar working in the same area that is social support for 
these families and my experiences of living with a family member, 
who has an intellectual disability. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has devastating effects on the lives of 
the children and their families. The daily routines and usual roles 
and responsibilities have altered. Families are facing increased 
fear and uncertainties about the future during this pandemic and 

are exploring ways to create a safe and peaceful environment [1]. 
In the Pakistani context, family is considered as a unit with strong 
and all-weather binding, where we believe in jointly addressing the 
difficulties and worries and celebrating occasions by sharing hap-
piness with each other. According to Zuna, Brown, and Brown [2], 
“regardless of how a family is defined across cultures, they have 
similar needs e.g. food, healthcare, social relationships and care for 
children… ensuring that those families who have a child with an 
intellectual disability have access to required resources and sup-
ports”. The families who have a member with an intellectual dis-
ability undergo stressful experiences raising a child and they are 
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often marginalized [3-6] and face difficulty in accessing resources 
[7] including social support. 

In such a distressing situation and uncertainties due to the pan-
demic, the relationships among the family members can become 
unpleasant, affecting support and cohesiveness within the family, 
which may have a negative effect on the child. Lack of support and 
socialization of these families, lead to a stress among them espe-
cially for the immediate carers. Families with a child with an in-
tellectual disability, need to identify and seek support, often from 
within the family. Postan., et al. [8] stated that “these parents la-
mented the fact that they frequently felt tethered to their child and 
simply could not make spontaneous plans to go out of their house… 
in some cases, even out of the room”. Such unhealthy and stressful 
situation and lack of support has an undesirable effect on the par-
ent-child interaction including his/her development [9]. It can also 
lead to domestic violence, which can divert more towards these 
children, who are vulnerable and are often completely dependent 
on the family members or caretaker. Researches are reporting an 
increase in domestic violence and child abuse and neglect includ-
ing people with disability around the globe during this COVID-19 
pandemic due to social distancing, economic stress and limited 
travel [10-13]. 

In a lockdown situation, those children who were going to the 
daycare school or moving out for some activities, are now mostly 
at home and are staying with the family members. Hence, their 
routine is disrupted, and the parents have to pay extra attention 
to care for the child. Those children who can read and write, may 
get connected and find some entertainment online, but the face 
to face link with their facilitators, friends and colleagues is inter-
rupted. Though this may be temporary, such separation from fam-
ily and friends can be very stressful for these children and their 
families, which may lead to distress and anxiety [13]. In addition, 
the economic crisis and the commercial downfall which is all over 
the world, has severely affected most of the families and has put ad-
ditional financial pressures on these families [13,14]. Meeting the 
needs of the family and managing expenses, is creating many chal-
lenges for the cares leading to a taxing circumstances that affect 
their mental health [14]. 

Support for the families with an intellectually disabled child

Adequate social support for families with children with an in-
tellectual disability is associated with satisfaction of the life [15]. 
Social support can be formal, which is received from profession-

als, or informal from the family and friends [16]. Both these forms 
of support are considered necessary, to help the family positively 
cope, and adjust [17], lessen their fears and reservations, and al-
low them to learn that they are not alone, in order to lead them 
to hope rather than stress. In Pakistan, the families mainly receive 
their support from informal sources such as spouses, relatives, per-
sonal faith or through friends in their religious community, rather 
than from formal sources [18]. Those families, who receives higher 
levels of support, are more likely to be cohesive and learn prob-
lem solving skills, which positively influence the child [19]. Ad-
equate support within the family and the community is essential 
to lead safe, healthy and independent lives, but due to the spread 
of COVID-19, there is a significant disruptions to services, support 
systems and informal networks [20]. United Nations [20] further 
emphasize that if the support for these families is missing in this 
pandemic, it can have a negative effect on both the person with dis-
abilities and the other family members. In Pakistan, families have 
their own way of attaining social support, which is embedded in 
their own larger family or community system. Amid pandemic and 
lock down situation, created tough situation in the family due to 
lack of socialization, inadequate finances and disturbed routine, 
leading to stress and anxiety among the family members including 
the child. According to Courtenay and Perera [21], lack of outdoor 
activity, disturbed routines and usual life style may cause stress, 
irritability and other neuropsychiatric related symptoms. 

Strategies for strengthening support in COVID-19 pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted lots of individuals and 

their families. At family level, in this challenging time, it is impor-
tant that an adequate level of communication among the family 
members is maintained. Additionally, the relevant information on 
the current pandemic needs to be shared with the child based on 
his/her level of understanding and comprehension. Few of the ex-
amples on COVID-19 information, specifically designed for the chil-
dren with an intellectual disability, using simple language and clear 
pictures or symbols, can be retrieved from by www.mencap.org.uk 
[22] or www.kids.org.uk [23]. Such easy to understand and read 
information on measures for keeping the children and family safe, 
ways of engaging these children at home amid COVID-19 with prac-
tical tips to follow, can be translated into the Urdu Language and 
can be communicated with the families, who could then share it 
with their children. WHO [24] emphasized, that the families should 
limit receiving unnecessary information from the media regarding 
COVID-19, as not all of this information is correct, which can af-
fect mental wellbeing. Instead they should focus only on informa-
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tion that can be trusted and is helpful from the reliable sources like 
WHO, or government reports. Staying in quarantine is likely to be 
very tough for people with an intellectual disability, as they may not 
understand its importance [21]. Allowing the child to express his/
her feelings by engaging them in different activities such as draw-
ings can make them feel relieved [24]. Families within themselves, 
can ensure open and supportive interaction, so that everyone in the 
family maintains cohesiveness in this difficult time. The members 
of the family can try to maintain the structured daily routine that 
they followed before the pandemic, to minimize disruptions in the 
day to day work [24,25]. Based on the capacity and capability, the 
child can be involved in daily household chores, so that they can 
have a positive experience of feeling part of the family. Besides this, 
the child who has additional underlying health issues, and is more 
prone to contract infections because of comorbidities [21], should 
be properly fed to meet the daily nutritional requirements and to 
have an adequate energy to combat infections. 

In addition, Coyne1 points out that: “On an airplane, when there 
is an emergency, parents are told to put on their own oxygen masks 
first so that they can effectively support their children and keep 
them safe. In the time of this pandemic, practitioners must thus 
teach parents how to care for themselves if they are to expand their 
ability to nurture their children through adversity”. 

At the community level, if children were going to day care insti-
tution, it’s important that their educators/trainers/staffs remain in 
touch with the family and inquiring from them “how they are”. Tel-
ephonic or video -conferencing counseling and coaching can be of-
fered to the family members and some important tips to overcome 
the stressors can be discussed [25]. If required, the family mem-
bers can be provided with an online consultation or the medical 
help. During lockdown, individualized home programs that can be 
carried out by family members with the child with an intellectual 
disability are a good way to ensure the child continues to develop 
their cognitive, movement, play and self-help skills [26,27]. The 
family may feel supported with such efforts and it can strengthen 
the informal support system lies within the family; leading to posi-
tive and healthy coping in COVID-19. 

The families continue to struggle to socialize and gain social 
support. The literature illustrates the need of social support that 
permits inclusion of these families with their child in the communi-
ty and society at large [28]. Therefore, the support services should 

be responsive to the needs of the family in which they are living 
[29]. Moreover, the government cash transfer assistance should 
also reach those vulnerable families who have the children with 
disabilities. In April 2020, Prime Minister of Pakistan, announced 
the Emergency Cash Program named ‘Ehsaas’ worth Rs. 144 billion 
to disburse to around 12 million beneficiaries who are economi-
cally affected by the COVID-19 pandemic [30]. Hence it is critical 
that these families should be included in the list of beneficiaries not 
by chance but with a strong intention to support these families. It 
may bring some relief to the families who are struggling to balance 
their finances to ensure meeting the basic needs. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, it is extra important that families with children 

with an intellectual disability continue to receive support and guid-
ance during this Covid-19 pandemic. Forms of support include reli-
able, easy to understand and correct information about Covid-19, 
a listening ear and practical advice about home-based activities 
to keep the child with an intellectual disability settled and able to 
engage in meaningful and educational activities to stay safe and 
healthy.
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