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Abstract:

This study evaluates Early Support, a strengths-based, relational early
intervention programme for very young autistic children 0-4 years old
and their families. While early autism intervention has been largely
shaped by behavioural, therapeutic, and naturalistic developmental
approaches, there is increasing interest in models that focus on
relationships, parental insight, and everyday contexts. This evaluation
aimed to explore the programme’s impact on children’s development,
parental understanding, and family wellbeing.

A qualitative, multi-phase design was employed. Phase 1 involved
documentary analysis of programme records (2022-2025), including
therapeutic notes and goal-setting documentation. Phase 2 comprised
stakeholder data collection through interviews and reflective feedback
from parents and therapists. Data were analysed using thematic analysis.
Findings indicate that the programme supports a shift from deficit-
focused interpretations of autism towards strengths-based
understandings of children’s behaviour as meaningful and contextually
situated. Parents reported increased confidence in interpreting their
child’s cues, enhanced reflective capacity, and improved parent-child
relationships. The programme’s collaborative approach positioned parents
as active partners and supported the integration of learning into everyday
family life.

These findings suggest that strengths-based, relational approaches may
offer a valuable complement to existing early intervention models, with
implications for practice and future research.
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1(1) This study evaluates Early Support, a strengths-based, relational early intervention
12 programme for very young autistic children 0-4 years old and their families. While

12 early autism intervention has been largely shaped by behavioural, therapeutic, and
15 naturalistic developmental approaches, there is increasing interest in models that

16 focus on relationships, parental insight, and everyday contexts. This evaluation

1; aimed to explore the programme’s impact on children’s development, parental

19 understanding, and family wellbeing.

;? A qualitative, multi-phase design was employed. Phase 1 involved documentary

22 analysis of programme records (2022-2025), including therapeutic notes and goal-
23 setting documentation. Phase 2 comprised stakeholder data collection through

;‘; interviews and reflective feedback from parents and therapists. Data were analysed
26 using thematic analysis.

;Z; Findings indicate that the programme supports a shift from deficit-focused

29 interpretations of autism towards strengths-based understandings of children’s

2(1) behaviour as meaningful and contextually situated. Parents reported increased

32 confidence in interpreting their child’s cues, enhanced reflective capacity, and

33 improved parent—child relationships. The programme’s collaborative approach

gg positioned parents as active partners and supported the integration of learning into
36 everyday family life.

;7; These findings suggest that strengths-based, relational approaches may offer a

39 valuable complement to existing early intervention models, with implications for

2(1) practice and future research.

fé Key words: early autism intervention, strengths based, parents as active partners
2‘5‘ Lay Abstract

46 Young autistic children are often taught behavioural strategies to address perceived
j; issues with their behaviour, with varying levels of success being reported. The focus
49 is typically on altering behaviour described as problematic. Less attention is given to
50 interpreting a child’s interactions as a form of communication, and to identifying and
51 nurturing a child’s existing strengths. Early Support is an early autism family support
gg programme that aims to shift focus away from labelling behaviour as problematic and
54 towards understanding and reflecting on what the child is trying to communicate with
55 their behaviour.

?? In this paper we evaluate the impact of the Early Support programme, which builds
58 on the positive relationship a child has with a parent (or carer). Therapists and

Zg parents work together as co-experts to develop a deeper understanding of how the
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young autistic child communicates through their interactions. This empowers parents
to interpret a child’s behaviour as meaningful communication and to respond
supportively. Parents are encouraged to engage their child in playful interactions and
to recognise moments of joy.

Parents who took part in the Early Support programme reported that they gained
increased understanding of their child’s behaviour and that this enabled them to
reflect on how best to respond to support their child’s development. They felt more
confident in their parenting abilities and reported that family relationships improved.

Introduction

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by
differences in social communication and interaction, alongside restricted and
repetitive patterns of behaviour and interests (American Psychiatric Association,
2013). Recent estimates indicate that, in high-income countries, the prevalence of
autism among children ranges from approximately 1% (WHO, 2023) to 3.2% (Shaw
et al., 2022), with substantial costs for autistic children, their families, and wider
society (Knapp et al., 2024). Early childhood represents a critical developmental
window during which supportive intervention can meaningfully influence trajectories
of communication, emotional regulation, adaptive functioning, and family wellbeing
(Center on the Developing Child, Harvard University, n.d.). Signs of autism are often
identifiable by two years of age or even earlier within the first year of life (Alonim et
al., 2021), but autism is still typically assessed between 36 and 48 months of age
(Christensen et al., 2019). A growing body of research demonstrates that timely,
developmentally attuned intervention can enhance communication and language
development, social engagement, and long-term participation in education and
community life (Estes et al., 2015; Fletcher-Watson et al., 2015).

Over the past decade, early intervention research has been dominated by
behavioural and naturalistic developmental behavioural approaches. In particular,
Naturalistic Developmental Behavioural Interventions (NDBIs), including the Early
Start Denver Model (ESDM), have accumulated substantial empirical support for
improving language, cognitive, and adaptive outcomes in children under five
(Whitehouse, 2020). Despite this expanding evidence base, several limitations
remain. First, no single intervention addresses the full range of autistic children’s
diverse strengths and needs. Second, outcome measures vary considerably across
studies, and there is no universally accepted “gold standard” for assessing
developmental change in very young autistic children. Third, relatively less attention
has been paid to explicitly strengths-based, relationally grounded models that
conceptualise autism not solely in terms of deficits, but as encompassing distinctive
sensory, emotional, and cognitive profiles that can be nurtured within supportive
relationships.
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This paper examines the impact of Early Support, an early autism family support
programme, which is a strengths-based, relational, and playfulness-oriented
interactional framework underpinned by three complementary theoretical
perspectives. First, it draws on positive psychology (Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi,
2000), which emphasises positive individual traits and subjective experience as a
means of preventing pathology and improving quality of life. Second, it is informed by
Porges’ (2018) polyvagal theory, which emphasises the intrinsic biological need for
safety and security in relationships with others. Third, the programme resonates with
Buber’'s (1937/2013) dialogical philosophy, which conceptualises human existence
as fundamentally relational and embedded in connections with others, the natural
environment, and the spiritual world. These perspectives are complemented by
contemporary research on play, which highlights the centrality of joyful, playful
interactions in fostering emotional security, relational attunement, and developmental
growth (Karjalainen et al., 2019; Arnott, 2023; Nordstrom, 2024).

Situated within this conceptual framework, Early Support intentionally moves beyond
deficit-oriented or pathologising models that seek to remediate or “fix” perceived
impairments. Recognising that human beings are born with inherent capacities and
capabilities, the programme builds on the strengths of both the child and their
parents, while attending to their engagement and the quality of reciprocal
interactions. While acknowledging challenges and needs, Early Support foregrounds
relational connection, shared meaning-making, and playful engagement as central
mechanisms through which developmental capacities may be supported and
sustained.

Methodology

This paper reports on the evaluation of the Early Support programme described
above. The evaluation aimed to explore how the programme supported children’s
development, parental understanding, and family wellbeing, as well as to examine
the distinctive features of the programme’s therapeutic approach.

The evaluation adopted a qualitative, multi-case and multi-phase design drawing on
documentary analysis and stakeholder perspectives (Bowen, 2009). This approach

enabled the research to examine both the intended goals of the programme and the
experiences of families and practitioners involved in its delivery.

Phase 1: Documentary Review

The first phase involved analysis of programme documentation relating to families
participating in the Early Support programme between 2022 and 2025. Documentary
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materials included therapeutic records, programme notes, and documentation
outlining child, parent, and family goals identified during programme participation.

Content analysis was used to identify recurring themes within these materials.
Particular attention was given to the types of goals families identified for their
children and for themselves, and the ways in which strengths and developmental
progress were documented across the course of the programme.

Phase 2: Stakeholder Data Collection

The second phase involved the collection of additional qualitative data from key
programme stakeholders, including parents and therapists. Semi-structured
individual interviews were conducted with seven families, three Child
Psychotherapists (CPs), three Occupational Therapists (OTs), and the Lead
Therapist (LT) to explore experiences of the programme and perceived impacts on
child development, parent understanding, and everyday interactions.

Interviews were coordinated by the research team, with support for scheduling,
communication, and consent procedures. Topic guides were used to ensure
consistency while allowing flexibility to explore participants’ perspectives. Family
interviews focused on lived experience and changes in understanding and
interaction, while therapist interviews explored delivery, clinical reasoning, and
mechanisms of change.

All interviews were transcribed and analysed alongside documentary data to enable
triangulation to occur. An overview of family characteristics is provided in Tables 1
and 2 (supplementary materials).

Phase 3: Data Analysis

Data from the documentary review and stakeholder perspectives were analysed
using thematic analysis. This enabled patterns to be identified across the dataset
relating to child strengths, family goals, therapist practices, and perceived outcomes.

The analysis focused particularly on identifying how the programme’s strengths-
based philosophy shaped therapeutic practice and how parents translated
programme learning into everyday family life.

Outcomes and Impact
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The findings suggest that the Early Support programme offers a distinctive
contribution to early autism intervention by prioritising strengths-based
understanding, reflective practice, and collaboration between therapists and families.

Across the documentary analysis, goals were identified across multiple areas of
functioning. For children, these included sensory sensitivities and motor
coordination, affective and emotional expression, communication and language,
social interaction, and play and engagement. For parents, goals extended to their
personal and family experiences, available support systems, relationships and
interactions with their child, shared play, and relationships with professionals. Within
these domains, goals frequently focused on supporting communication, emotional
regulation, engagement, and play. However, these were consistently framed in
relation to children’s existing strengths and interests. Rather than prioritising the
reduction of behaviours perceived as problematic, therapists and families worked
collaboratively to understand behaviours as meaningful responses within the child’s
developmental and sensory context.

This strengths-based framing enabled parents to shift from viewing behaviours as
challenges requiring correction toward understanding them as forms of
communication. As a result, parents reported increased confidence in interpreting
their child’s cues and responding in ways that supported emotional connection and
regulation.

A key outcome of the programme was the development of parental insight into their
child’s experiences. Parents described learning to pause and reflect on their child’s
behaviour before responding, considering factors such as sensory sensitivities,
communication preferences, and emotional needs. This reflective process enabled
parents to step back, observe, and reflect on interactions with their child. Rather than
relying solely on externally provided strategies, parents developed greater
confidence in identifying what worked for their own child within everyday contexts.
Parents reported that this shift supported more responsive and attuned interactions
with their children, strengthening relationships and reducing feelings of uncertainty or
frustration when navigating challenging situations.

The findings also highlight how the programme reframes the role of the therapist
within early intervention. Rather than positioning therapists as experts delivering
prescriptive strategies, Early Support emphasises collaborative exploration and
reflective dialogue between therapists and parents.

Therapists supported parents to interpret behaviours, explore possible meanings,
and consider how adjustments to environments or interactions might support the
child’s wellbeing. This partnership-based approach positioned parents as
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knowledgeable contributors to the therapeutic process, recognising their unique
insight into their child’s everyday experiences.

This reframing of therapeutic practice aligns with broader shifts toward family-
centred models of intervention in autism support, where parents are viewed as active
partners rather than passive recipients of professional expertise.

Because the programme prioritised understanding and reflection rather than
prescriptive instruction, parents were able to adapt strategies flexibly to suit their
family context. This supported the development of sustainable approaches that could
evolve as children’s needs changed over time.

The findings contribute to growing evidence supporting strengths-based, family-
centred approaches in early autism intervention.

The evaluation demonstrates how supporting parents to observe, interpret, and
respond to their child’s experiences, especially moments of delight and joy, can
foster meaningful shifts in family dynamics and parental confidence. By prioritising
collaboration, strengths recognition, and integration into daily life, the programme
offers an alternative framework for supporting autistic children and their families
during the early years.

Discussion

This study provides preliminary evidence that a strengths-based, relational approach
to early autism intervention can support meaningful changes in parental
understanding and parent - child interaction. In contrast to deficit-oriented models
that prioritise the modification of observable behaviours, Early Support appears to
facilitate a shift towards interpreting emotional expression, interaction, and behaviour
as meaningful, context-dependent, and communicative. Importantly, this
understanding is grounded not only in moments of challenge, but in positive, shared
experiences characterised by joy, connection, and delight. This represents a
movement away from deficit-focused interpretations towards recognising children’s
inherent capacities and capabilities within relational contexts. Such reframing aligns
with neurodiversity-informed perspectives and with theoretical accounts that
emphasise intersubjectivity, affective engagement, and participatory sense-making in
early development.

A central finding is the development of parental reflective capacity. Parents
described becoming more able to pause, observe, and consider the underlying
sensory, emotional, and communicative dimensions of their child’s behaviour.
Importantly, this learning emerged through collaborative dialogue rather than
prescriptive instruction, suggesting that reflective, partnership-based models may be
particularly effective in fostering durable change.
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The programme also contributes to ongoing debates about the role of parents within
early intervention. Rather than positioning parents as recipients of expert knowledge,
Early Support emphasises co-construction of understanding, recognising parents as
knowledgeable partners. This approach is consistent with family-centred practice
and may enhance sustainability, as parents develop flexible strategies that can be
adapted across contexts and over time.

Integration into everyday family routines emerged as another key strength. By
focusing on small, meaningful adjustments within daily interactions, the programme
supports ecological validity and reduces reliance on structured therapeutic settings.
This is particularly relevant in early childhood, where learning is embedded within
naturalistic contexts and relationships.

However, several limitations should be acknowledged. The qualitative design limits
generalisability, and the absence of standardised outcome measures restricts
comparison with established intervention models. The reliance on parent and
therapist report may also introduce bias. Future research should incorporate mixed-
methods designs, including quantitative measures of child development and
longitudinal follow-up, to examine the durability and broader impact of outcomes.

Despite these limitations, the findings suggest that strengths-based, relational
approaches offer a valuable complement to existing early intervention frameworks.
They highlight the importance of supporting not only child-level outcomes but also
the relational and interpretive capacities of caregivers, which are central to children’s
developmental trajectories.

Conclusion

This evaluation suggests that the Early Support programme supports meaningful
shifts in how parents understand and respond to their autistic children. By
foregrounding connection, playfulness, and reflective practice, the programme
enables parents to interpret behaviour as meaningful and to engage in more attuned,
responsive interactions. These changes appear to strengthen parent—child
relationships and enhance parental confidence in navigating everyday challenges.

The findings contribute to a growing recognition that early intervention should extend
beyond skill acquisition to include relational processes and family dynamics.
Strengths-based approaches that position parents as active partners and embed
learning within everyday contexts may offer a more sustainable and ecologically
valid model of support.

Further research is needed to establish the effectiveness of such approaches using
standardised measures and longitudinal designs. However, this study provides initial
evidence that relational, strengths-based models can make a valuable contribution to
early autism intervention and should be considered alongside existing evidence-
based practices.
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Supplementary Documents

Table 1: Overview of Families Participating in the Early Support
Programme (2022-2025)

Category

Summary of Findings

Number of families

7 families

Children’s age range

2 years 4 months — 4 years

Children’s gender

Boys: 7 Girls: 0

Family composition

Mostly two-parent households; one included a live-in nanny. Siblings

ranged from newborns to 6 years old (0-2 siblings per family).

Ethnicity / cultural

representation

Predominantly White British, with representation from India.

Formal autism diagnosis

2 of 7 children had a confirmed diagnosis at entry; others were identified

as having autistic traits or developmental differences.

Nursery attendance

6 of 7 children attended nursery or preschool during the programme.

Primary caregivers

attending sessions

Mothers: all 7 Fathers (rare / occasional attendance): 5

Session delivery setting

Majority home-based, with supplementary nursery visits by therapists.

Programme duration

Typically 612 weeks per family

Session frequency

Weekly input from both OT and CP, averaging one hour per week each.
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Table 2: Family Profile Summary — Individual Case Studies
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Primary
12 Case/ Autism Nursery oT CP Programme
13 Age ||Gender||Siblings Caregiver(s) in

Child Diagnosis ||Attendance Sessions ||Sessions |[Duration
14 Sessions

16 Case 1 — ||2y Mother (main),
17 Boy None No Yes ) 8 8 6 weeks
Cooper  ||6m Father occasional

No
20 Case 2 — ||3y

21 Boy 1 sister No Preschool mother primary ||session |7 6 weeks
22 Jack 6m
notes

25 Case3 - |2y Mother (main),
Boy None Yes Yes 6 7 12 weeks
26 Barney [|10m Father rarely

28 Case 4 — 1 baby Mother (main),
29 4y |[Boy No Yes 7 8 8 weeks
Arjan brother Father rarely

32 1 brother .
Case 5— |2y Mother (main),
33 ) Boy (4), 1 older |[No No 7 8 9 weeks
34 Harrison ||4m . Father rarely
sister

37 Case 6 — Mother (main),
3y |[Boy None Yes Yes ) 8 8 10 weeks
38 Nate Father occasional

Both parents No
41 Case 7— ||2y ) ) )
42 ) Boy 1 Sister No Yes (alternating 6 session  ||6 weeks
Liam 6m

43 attendance) notes
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