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Nurse Experiences Caring for Children with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder in Pediatric Intensive Care

Implications and Recommendations for Practice
Dr. Makenna Brown PhD, CCLS

Background and Design

• ASD Statistics
• Problem and Significance
• Gap in the Research

Total National RateYear

1 in 150 Children2000

1 in 68 Children2010

1 in 262020
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Research Process

• Qualitative Methodology
• Semi-Structured 

Interviews
• Participant 

Demographics

RN Years of Experience (YOE)

3-5 YOE 5-10 YOE 10 Plus YOE

Challenge 1
Lack of specific strategies and Knowledge

Personally…it helps me to understand. Like, what’s going on…even just 
like defining what autism is and how it’s diagnosed. What are the criteria . 
. . even just understanding…what’s going on in their brain and what are 

the symptoms or things that are part of the diagnosis? -Quinn

Strategies

• In person Education
• Emphasis on practical knowledge
• Patho-Physiology

• Hands-On Skills Development
• Open Forum Style Q&A

• Aim to Reduce Stigma
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Challenge 2

Balancing significant Medical Needs and ASD 
Symptomology

In the ICU we touch a lot. We do 
a lot of interventions. These 
things we have to do to keep 
them safe and alive or to help 
them can also cause emotional 
harm. And it is difficult to 
regulate and balance that too. -
Oliver

This is one of the most 
abnormal environments 
possible . . . a [person 
without ASD] doesn’t know 
what to do in this 
environment. -Leah

Strategies

• Parent Engagement
• Personalization of Care

• Interprofessional Support and Collaboration
• Bedside Adaptations

• Potential Hospital Level Resources

Challenge 3

Communication Barriers and Challenges

It can feel stressful. Sometimes you feel like a detective, like trying to 
put all the pieces together to, like, see the whole picture, you know? 

So, I definitely feel like sometimes it feels. Yeah, like, frustrating in the 
sense that you’re having to, like, search to, like, search out the 

answers. -Quinn
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Strategies
• Nurse to Nurse Communication
• Electronic Medical Record “flags”
• Clear Escalation Pathway

Challenge 4

Person/System Level Barriers

Some are very fixated on their time frames that they have to get done with 
rounds…and get out fast, that they have no time for [FCC]. And so, they 

shut you down. Some are judgmental in their own right and being and feels 
like it doesn’t matter, and some want to hear but just don’t have the 

bandwidth. -Oliver

Strategies

• Trauma Informed Care
• Specialized Care Teams

• Across the Healthcare Continuum

• Electronic Medical Record Integration
• Reducing Stigma System Wide
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Conclusion
• Universal Application
• Culture of Collaboration
• Patient and Family Centered Care
• Nursing Impact

You treat a disease: you win, you lose. You treat a person, I 
guarantee you win—no matter the outcome. 

—Robin Williams in Patch Adams
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