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Nursing care to the autistic child: an integrative review
Assisténcia de enfermagem a crianga autista: revisado integrativa
Asistencia de enfermeria al nifio autista: revision integrativa
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ABSTRACT:

Introduction: The Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) configures a neurodevelopmental disorder that
involves social interaction, communication and behavior identified generally in pre-school children. The
nursing professionals must perform the management and monitoring of the autistic child.

Objective: To examine the scientific evidence about nursing care to the autistic child.

Methodology: An integrative review of the literature, held in databases: CINAHL, Web of Science and
LILACS databases using the search terms: “Nursing Care”, “Child”, “Child, Preschool”, “Autistic
Disorder” and “Autism Spectrum Disorder”. There were included articles published between the period
of 2013 to 2017 in Portuguese, Spanish and English.

Resulted: The articles included were presented in summary table and the analysis of the results was
performed descriptively presenting the synthesis of studies through comparisons and highlight of
differences and/or similarities. It was identified that is basic to nursing to have empathy, holistic vision
and knowledge to perform singular assistance and of quality for the child and family.

Conclusion: Nursing uses the empathy, holistic view and different strategies for the care to the autistic
child; however, the professionals refer difficulties in clinical practice. The publications on the subject are
scarce being necessary the development of clinical research.

Keyword: Nursing care, Child, Preschool Student, Autistic Spectrum Disorder.

RESUMO:

Introdugdo: O Transtorno do Espectro Autista (TEA) configura uma perturbagdo do
neurodesenvolvimento que compromete a interagao social, comunicagdo e comportamento identificado
geralmente na crianga pré-escolar. Os profissionais de enfermagem devem realizar 0 manejo e
acompanhamento da crianga autista.
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Objetivo: Analisar as evidéncias cientificas sobre a assisténcia de Enfermagem a crianca autista.
Metodologia: Revisdo integrativa da literatura, realizada nas bases de dados: CINAHL, Web of
Science e LILACS utilizando os termos de busca: “Nursing Care/Cuidados de Enfermagem”,
“Child/Crianga”, “Child, Preschool/Pré-escolar’, “Autism Disorder/Transtorno Autistico” e “Autism
Spectrum Disorder/Transtorno do Espectro Autista”. Foram incluidos artigos publicados entre o periodo
de 2013 a 2017 nos idiomas portugués, espanhol e inglés.

Resultados: Os artigos incluidos foram apresentados em quadro sindptico e a analise dos resultados
foi realizada de forma descritiva apresentando a sintese dos estudos por meio de comparacgbes e
destaque de diferengas e/ou semelhangas. Identificou-se que é fundamental a enfermagem ter
empatia, visédo holistica e conhecimento para realizar assisténcia singular e de qualidade para a crianga
e familia.

Conclusao: A enfermagem utiliza a empatia, visao holistica e diferentes estratégias para o cuidado a
crianga autista, no entanto os profissionais referem dificuldades na pratica clinica. As publicagbes sobre
a tematica sdo escassas sendo necessario o desenvolvimento de pesquisas clinicas.

Palavras-chave: Cuidados de Enfermagem; Crianga; Pré-Escolar; Transtorno do Espectro Autista.

RESUMEN:

Introduccidn: El Trastorno del Espectro Autista (TEA) configura un trastorno del neurodesarrollo que
compromete la interaccion social, comunicaciéon y comportamiento, identificado generalmente, en el
niflo preescolar. Los profesionales de enfermeria deben realizar el manejo y acompanamiento del nifio
autista.

Objetivo: Analizar las evidencias cientificas sobre la asistencia de Enfermeria al nifio autista.
Metodologia: Revision integradora de la literatura realizada en la base de datos: CINAHL, Web of
Science e LILACS, se utiliz6 como descriptores: Nursing Care/Cuidados de Enfermagem”,
“Child/Crianga”, “Child, Preschool/Pré-escolar’, “Autism Disorder/Transtorno Autistico” y “Autism
Spectrum Disorder/Transtorno do Espectro Autista”. Se incluyeron articulos publicados entre el periodo
de 2013 a 2017 en portugués, espafiol e inglés.

Resultados: Los articulos incluidos fueron presentados en cuadro sindptico y el analisis de los
resultados fue realizado de forma descriptiva presentando la sintesis de los estudios por medio de
comparaciones y destaque de diferencias y / o semejanzas. Se identificd que es fundamental que la
enfermeria tenga empatia, vision holistica y conocimiento para realizar asistencia singular y de calidad
para el nifio y la familia.

Conclusién: La enfermeria utiliza la empatia, vision holistica y diferentes estrategias para el cuidado
del nifio autista, sin embargo, los profesionales refieren dificultades en la practica clinica. Las
publicaciones sobre la tematica son escasas siendo necesario el desarrollo de investigaciones clinicas.

Palabras clave: Atencion de Enfermeria; Nifio; Preescolar; Trastorno del Espectro Autista.

INTRODUCTION

The United Nations (UN) estimates that there are over 70 million of autistic individuals
in the world. In Brazil, it is believed that there are a million autistic patients, 90% of
them do not diagnosed("). The Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) configures a
disturbance of the human neurodevelopment that commits the areas of social
interaction, communication and behavior, usually identified in the pre-school
children(@).

In Brazil, healthcare professionals, education, parents and relatives are characters that
have earned the achievement of fundamental rights of the person with ASD through a
specific policy. Law N 12,764, from 27" December 2012, establishes the National
Policy for the Protection of the Rights of the Person with Autism Spectrum Disorder. It
ensures to the person with ASD the right to a dignified life, to the physical and moral
integrity, the free development of personality, safety, leisure and protection against
any form of abuse and exploitation®).
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From this perspective, it is known that the deficits associated with autism result in
losses in various aspects of life, be them personal, academic or professional, and vary
between specific limitations in the process of learning to global deficits in social skills
implying, therefore, the multiprofessional support. The ASD is characterized into three
levels based on the support defendant: level 1, requires support; level 2, requires
substantial support; and level 3, which implies in extreme support at all times®.

In this way, the variability of symptoms and therapeutic intervention interferes with the
quality of the person and family life, because communication and social relations play
an important role in the emotional health of the person®). In the process of diagnosis of
ASD uses the observation, interviews with the parents, the anamnesis, the exclusion
of other diseases and above all, the clinical diagnosis, which depends on the
observation of the child’s behavior and complaints from the family(®),

To address the autistic child requires from the health professional the development of
skills, knowledge and strategies for individualized care. In this way, the management
and the actions should be planned and adjusted to meet the degree of disorder, which
requires from a pharmacological intervention to the multiprofessional care centered on
the integrality of the person(’).

It is understood that is from the nursing professional the responsibility to cooperate
positively in the child’s follow-up during the consultation, not restricting the analysis of
growth and development. In this perspective of hosting and comprehensiveness of
care, the nursing staff should know how to act before the child, family and community
as well; this study aims to analyze the scientific evidence about nursing care to the
autistic child.

METHOD

The integrative review of the literature, which consists in a strategy of obtaining studies
in a systematic way, broad and orderly whose results are related to a specific topic for
construction of knowledge(®.

This review was guided by the following guiding question defined considering the
population or problem of interest, intervention to be performed and the context of the
study: How is nursing care to children with autistic spectrum disorder?

Later, there was defined for the search of primary studies in electronic databases:
CINAHL, Web of Science Clarivite Analytics, Scopus and Latin American and
Caribbean Literature in Health Sciences (LILACS) via the Virtual Health Library (VHL).
From the consultation of Descriptors in Health Sciences (Decs), Medical Subject
Headings (MeSH Database) via PubMed and Cinahl Title, the descriptors used, in
accordance with the base, were Nursing care; Child; Child, Preschool, Autistic
Disorder; Autism Spectrum Disorder. With the aim of ensuring a broad search in
CINAHL base, the search terms was performed as a descriptor and keyword. There
was performed the intersection between such descriptors, using the Boolean
connectives AND and OR. The data collection occurred in March 2018.

The criteria for inclusion were original articles available in full, published in the period
from 2013 to 2017, in Portuguese, English and Spanish. There were excluded review
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articles, newspaper articles, dissertations, theses, publications that were not available
and duplicates. The strategies of searches in each base are described in table 1.

Chart 1: Search strategies used in the databases CINAHL, Web of Science, LILACS
through VHL, Scopus.

Search strategies Results
CINAHL
1st Step (MH “Nursing Care”) OR “nursing care” 41.030
2d Step (MH “Child”) OR “child” 330,113
31 Step (MH “Autistic Disorder”) OR “autistic disorder” 13,299
4t Step 1st AND 24 AND 3" 9
Web of Science
1st Step Nursing Care 116.251
2" Step Child OR Child, Preschool 1.392.775
3rd Step *Autistic Disorder” OR “Autism Spectrum 15.320
Disorder”
4t Step 1st AND 274 AND 3" 28
Scopus
1st Step **Nursing Care” 58,341
24 Step Child 2,820,068
31 Step *“Autistic Disorder” OR “Autism Spectrum 37,901
Disorder”
4t Step 1st AND 24 AND 3" 13
LILACS through VHL
1st Step Nursing Care 14152
2" Step Child OR Preschool 97.408
31 Step “‘Autistic Disorder” OR “Autistic Spectrum 81
Disorder”
4t Step 1st AND 24 AND 3" 2

Source: Prepared by the authors from the collection in the databases CINAHL, Web of
Science, Scopus and LILACS through VHL.

(*)In the databases Web of Science, LILACS and Scopus the quotes were used between the
compound terms to get publications with exact sentences.

For the selection of publications, there was performed applying the search strategies,
inclusion and exclusion criteria sequentially. Thus, the resulting studies were analyzed
based on information from the title and abstract, and then read it in its entirety. Each
selected scientific publication was identified with the letter “A” in descending

Enfermeria Global



chronological order and organized in synoptic table with the following information:
databases, journal, and authors/year of publication, article title and objectives. The
analysis of results was performed descriptively presenting the synthesis of studies by
means of comparisons and highlight the differences and/or similarities.

RESULTS

In total, after the inclusion criteria, 52 publications were found, of which 7 were
unavailable for free, 25 not approached the proposed theme, 3 were narrative reviews,
3 were newspaper articles, 4 were duplicated and 1 was a note. Thus, to exclude 43
publications, the remaining 9 articles to be read in its entirety of which 4 did not meet
the objectives of this study and, therefore, only 5 were included in the integrative
review, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Flowchart of the process of selection of the publications.

Electronic databases

Publications with full text in

Portuguese, English and/or
CINAHL =9 P Spanish
Web OfScignce =28 e - i
Scopus = 13 B
LILACS =2
Unavailable for Free =7
_ ] Outside thematic = 25
Reading titles and Narrative Revisions = 3
abstracts = 52 Newspaper Articles = 3
Duplicates = 4
Note =1
Excluded after reading titles and
abstracts =43
Reading full articles = 9 Do not meet objectives = 4
CINAHL =0
Articles included in the Web of Science = 3
Integrative Review = 5 Scopus = 1
LILACS =1

Source: Made by the authors.

It was observed that 60% of the publications belong to the database Web of Science,
Scopus 20% and 20% to LILACS. In relation to journals, 60% were published in
national journals, they were Text & Context Nursing, Journal Care is Fundamental
Online, and Anna Nery School and 40% were published in international journals, which
were Journal of Pediatric Health Care and The Journal for Nurse Practitioners. In
2017, there were 20% of the publications, 40% in 2016, 20% in 2015 and 20% in
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2013. In addition to the databases, journals and year of publication, the articles were
also characterized according to authors, article title and objectives, as shown in Chart
2.

Chart 2: Characterization of the articles concerning databases, journals, authors/year
of publication, article title and objectives.

N Databa Journals Authors/year Article title Objectives
ses of
publication

A1 LILACS AnnaNery RODRIGU Self-care of Apply the Nursing
School ES, P. M. children with Process Theory of

S. etal. Autistic Self-Care, of
2017©) Spectrum Dorothea Orem, and
Disorder by use Social Stories as
means of Social learning tool
Stories combined with the

theory of self-care for
the child with Autism
Spectrum Disorder.

A2 Web of Journal of FRYE, L. Fathers’ Describe the
Science  Pediatric 201609 experience with experience of parents
Health Care Autism of children with
Spectrum autism spectrum
Disorder: disorder by using
nursing their own words and
implications identify the resources

necessary to help
them to engage
actively in their role
as a parent of a child
with autism spectrum

disorder
A3 Scopus Text&Conte FRANZOI, Musical Reporting the
xtNursing M. A.H.et intervention to experience of
al., nursing care applying music care
201601 strategy for technology to these

children with children in a day-care
autism spectrum center for children

disorder at the and adolescents
psychosocial
care center
A4 Web of Journal SENA, R. Practice and Analyzing the
Science BasicCare C.F.etal.,, knowledge of practice and
Online 2015(12) nurses on the  knowledge of nurses

infantile autism of the family health
strategy about autistic

disorder
A5 Webof Thedournal WILL,D.; Self-Perceived The objective of this
Science  for Nurse BARNFAT Autism study was to examine
Practitioners HER, J; Competency of  how the primary care
LESLEY, Primary Care  nursing professionals
M. 2013(3) Nurse understand their level
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Practitioners of competence and
what barriers they
experience when they
provide primary care
for children with
autistic spectrum
disorder in compared
to children with
neurodevelopmental
conditions and
medical chronic
conditions/complex

DISCUSSION

The Nurse’s Assistance to the person with autism is pointed out as crucial in the
performance of the work process of nursing. Reveals the need for a careful look,
devoid of preconceptions, attentive to the needs of others and their suffering, since
most of the times there is the difficulty of oral expression on the part of the autistic, it is
up to the nurse to listening and provision of holistic care('2).

In this context, the nursing care to the autistic child is based on qualified listening,
once that nurses are the eyes and ears of the health team and the voice for parents.
The nurse becomes a link between the multiprofessional team and the caregivers of
the autistic child(9).

In this sense, it is necessary to read the lines, look beyond what is visible to the eyes,
because knowing how to care implies worry, look to another, this being the essence of
human life. In this way, the care provided by a multiprofessional team should have the
objective of a qualified care, by means of guidelines to families about autism and
creation of therapeutic plans that aim to the uniqueness of each child or patient, this
assistance can provide a better quality of life for all involved('?),

It is worth mentioning that the assistance of the nursing team in listening to parents
requires an approach of concerns that surround them with the purpose of paving the
process to educate the families of children with ASD to cope with the challenges and
best driving the well-being of all(1?),

In contrast, when considering their own competences in relation to primary care that
should be provided to the autistic child, nursing professionals have classified them as
significantly lower when compared to provide care to children with medical conditions
that include congenital cardiopathy, chronic asthma, cystic fibrosis and early diabetes.
This happens because these professionals do not feel prepared to provide primary
care for children with ASD(13),

However, other studies have evidenced that the nursing practice with autistic children
has been developed increasingly through strategies that enable the insertion of playful
experiences as a way to promote care®),
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A study applied the nursing process based on self-care theory of Dorothea Orem and
described as results the use of ludic resources for learning enhances, in children,
autonomy, creativity, motor coordination, concentration, patience and the ability to
work in a group, in so far as they set goals®®).

In another context, researchers identified that the musical intervention as a technology
of caring for children with ASD can provide a moment of creative interaction, stimulate
the communication and the change of behavior of these children().

However, it is important to consider that a series of barriers are identified by nursing
professionals to perform primary care in care for the child with autism, such as the lack
of coordination of care, lack of time and lack of guidelines of practice('?.

NOTES

This study had as general objective to analyze the scientific evidence about nursing
care to the autistic child. Identified that the holistic assistance performed by the
nursing staff to the child with ASD is evidenced by a humanized posture, empathy and
qualified listening of professionals able to consider the inclusion of family/caregivers as
an indispensable part in caring for these children.

Different strategies are employed in the management of the autistic child with the
purpose of promoting successful results in assistance, such as: the musical
intervention and the use of ludic resources, which are used by nursing professionals,
so as to ensure and enhance the child the development of their autonomy,
communication and behavior change through a creative interaction.

However, it was also possible to identify barriers that may compromise the quality and
effectiveness of assistance to this audience in primary care, such as the lack of
coordination of care, lack of time and practice guidelines, in addition to the deficit in
the qualification for caring for autistic children. Composed a limitation of this study the
scarce scientific production of assistance to the autistic child in the context of nursing
practice, as well as the restriction analysis of publications in only three languages,
which may have hindered the knowledge of other realities published.

It is recommended to conduct research with methodological rigor that reflect the
practice of nursing care in the primary care setting today. As well as investing in
professional qualification, planning and development of protocols and guidelines, that
guide the clinical practice of care.

REFERENCES

1 Brasil. Ministério da Saude. Secretaria de Atengao a Saude. Departamento de
Acbes Programaticas Estratégicas. Diretrizes de Atengdo a Reabilitacdo da Pessoa
com Transtornos do Espectro do Autismo (TEA). Brasilia: Ministério da Saude; 2014.
2 Pinto RNM, Torquato IMB, Collet N, Reichert APS, Souza NVL, Saraiva AM.
Autismo infantil: impacto do diagnostico e repercussdes nas relagdes familiares. Rev.
Gaucha Enferm. [Internet]. 2016 [cited 2018 jul 12];37(3):e61572. Available from:
http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1983-
14472016000300413&Ing=en. Epub Oct 03, 2016. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/1983-
1447.2016.03.61572.

Enfermeria Global



3 Brasil. Lei Ordinaria Federal n° 12.764. Politica Nacional de Protecdo dos Direitos
da Pessoa com Transtorno do Espectro Autista. Brasilia, DF: Senado Federal; 2012.

4 American Psychiatry Association (APA). Manual diagnéstico e estatistico de
transtornos mentais-DSM-V. 4th ed. Porto Alegre: Artmed; 2014.

5 Carpente JA Investigating the Effectiveness of a Developmental, Individual
Difference, Relationship-Based (DIR) Improvisational Music Therapy Program on
Social Communication for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Music Therapy
Perspectives. [Internet]. 2017 [cited 2018 jul 12];35(2):160-74. Available from:
https://academic.oup.com/mtp/article-abstract/35/2/160/2631821

6 Jendreieck CO. Dificuldades encontradas pelos profissionais da saude ao realizar
diagndstico precoce de autismo. Revista Psicologia Argumento. [Internet]. 2014 [cited
2018 jul 12];32(77):153-58. Available from:
https://periodicos.pucpr.br/index.php/psicologiaargumento/article/view/20149

7 Hopf KP, Madren E, Santianni KA. Use and Perceived Effectiveness of
Complementary and Alternative Medicine to Treat and Manage the Symptoms of
Autism in Children: A Survey of Parents in a Community Population. J Altern
Complement Med. [Internet]. 2016 [cited 2018 jul 12];22(1):25-32. Available from:
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4739350/

8 Ercole FF, Melo SL, Alcoforado CLGC. Revisao Integrativa versus Revisao
Sistematica. Rev Min Enfermagem. [Internet]. 2014 [cited 2018 jul 12];18(1):9-11.
Available from: http://btd.egc.ufsc.br/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Layse-Ventura.pdf

9 Rodrigues PMS, Albuquerque MCS, Bréda MZ, Bittencourt 1GS, Melo GB, Araujo
LA. Autocuidado da crianga com espectro autista por meio das Social Stories Escola
Anna Nery Revista de Enfermagem. [Internet]. 2017 [cited 2018 jun 21];21(1):1-9.
https://www.redalyc.org/pdf/1277/127749356022 2.pdf

10 Frye L. Fathers' Experience With Autism Spectrum Disorder: Nursing Implications.
J Pediatr Health Care. [Internet]. 2016 [cited 2018 jun 21];30(5):453-63. Available
from:  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26700165. Epub 2015 Dec  15.
10.1016/j.pedhc.2015.10.012.

11 Franzoi MAH, Santos JLG, Backes VMS, Ramos FRS. Intervengdao musical como
estratégia de cuidado de enfermagem a criangas com transtorno do espectro do
autismo em um centro de atengado psicossocial. Texto Contexto Enferm. [Internet].
2016 [cited 2018 jun 21];25(1):e1020015. Available from:
http://www.scielo.br/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0104-
07072016000100701&Ing=en. Epub Mar 22, 2016. http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/0104-
070720160001020015

12 Sena RCF, Reinalde EM, Silva GWS, Sobreira MVS. Practice and knowledge of
nurses about child autism. J res fundam. care. Online. [Internet]. 2015. [cited 2018 jun
21];7(3):2707-16. Available from:
http://www.seer.unirio.br/index.php/cuidadofundamental/article/view/3883

13 Will DC, Barnfather JS, Lesley ML. Self-Perceived Autism Competency of Primary
Care Nurse Practitioners. J Nurse Pract. [Internet]. 2013. [cited 2018 jun 21];9(6):350-
55. Available from: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1555415513001074

ISSN 1695-6141

© COPYRIGHT Servicio de Publicaciones - Universidad de Murcia

Enfermeria Global



