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Abstract

This descriptive phenomenological study examines career adaptability of parents of children with Autism Spectrum Disor-
der (ASD). Participants include 30 parents (18 fathers and 12 mothers; 6 of them were couples) ranging in age from 26 to
45 years, selected by a purposive sampling method. The semi-structured interview form developed by the researchers based
on the Career Construction Theory was used to collect data after receiving expert verification on the questions. In addition,
to triangulate data sources, the Participant Feedback Form filled by the participants on the day following the interview and
the Researcher Diary filled by the interviewer during the data collection process were utilized. Colaizzi's seven-step method
was followed to analyze the data. Four major domains emerged, highlighting traumas/changes in work-life after ASD, career
adaptability, influences of COVID-19 pandemic, and post-interview awareness of this particular sample. Results from
the study highlighted looking ahead, being persistent, career decision-making, career-exploration accompanied by some
expectations such as more time, income and flexibility, and coping skills build upon the ASD, along with postponement and
abandonment of previous career goals, alteration of future career plans, and lack of self-exploration. The results contributed
to the theory by providing evidence for career adaptability of parents of children with individual differences, including career
adaptability resources and needs. Findings also implied the need for interventions to foster career adaptability skills of parents
regarding looking ahead in a positive way, decision-making, self-exploration, and coping with career barriers and difficulties.
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Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental
disorder that is characterized by inadequate social commu-
nication and social interaction and manifests itself through
repetitive, obsessive behaviors, restricted interests and
activities (American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013).
ASD affects the lives of all family members (Duarte et al.,
2005; Hayes & Watson, 2013), implying the beginning of
a difficult life for them (Pelchat et al., 2003). The relevant
literature indicated that diagnosis of ASD affects parents
in many ways (Walsh et al., 2013); after diagnosing ASD
in children, parents experience stress and anxiety (Liao &
Wei, 2011); spouses diverge from each other (Orsmond &
Seltzer, 2007); conflicts emerge between spouses (Hartley
et al., 2017); their marriage is broken (Hartley et al., 2010);
parents blame each other and the process might result in
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divorce (Freedman et al., 2012). It was also emphasized that
parents might be excluded by society (Cavkaytar et al., 2008;
Lecavalier et al., 2006) and might isolate themselves from
society (Ikizoglu, 2005).

The need for intensive and special care services for
children with ASD requires that all individuals in a family
within a systemic approach (Gladding, 2014) make arrange-
ments in their own lives (Turnbull et al., 2015). Due to the
needs of children, parents try to organize their working lives
according to the needs and behaviors of children (Whiting,
2014); have difficulty in maintaining the balance between
working life and family functioning (Lewis et al., 2000) and
difficulties in maintaining employment (Myers et al., 2009).
At this point, it might be seen as a problem that both par-
ents continue to work full-time (Rosenzweig et al., 2008),
and it is expected that one of the parents will end or dis-
rupt his/her career for their child’s care (Rosenzweig et al.,
2002). Montes and Halterman (2008) reported that parents
of children with ASD were more likely to change their job,
quit their job or not take a job, compared with parents of
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children with typical development. Similarly, it was reported
that mothers with children with ASD experience significant
career disruption and most of them may not work outside
because of the children's care. On the other hand, those who
have a job might experience leave of absence, reduction in
work hours and turning down promotion opportunities and
earn less income (e.g., Baker & Drapela, 2010; Cidav et al.,
2012; Montes & Halterman, 2006).

Considering that ASD is usually diagnosed in early child-
hood and described as a lifelong condition, it can be said that
parents should make a lifelong effort against the problems
they will experience (Shattuck et al., 2007). Accordingly,
the existing literature underlined that parents of children
with ASD are affected by numerous negative experiences,
compared with parents of children with other groups of spe-
cial needs (Meral & Cavkaytar, 2012; Walsh et al., 2014).
Besides unemployment and underemployment problems,
factors such as uncertainties, changes and competition in
the world of work could be added to various problems such
as education, health and the future of their children as well
as financial problems. At this point, it can be said that they
need regulatory skills for their lives and careers such as flex-
ibility, autonomy and tolerance, hence career adaptability, to
handle changes, challenges, and uncertainties in the world
of work as well as work traumas such as job loss (Ginevra
et al., 2018).

Career Adaptability

Within the perspective of Career Construction Theory (CCT;
Savickas, 1997, 2005), career adaptability (CA) is defined as
“individual's resources for coping with current and antici-
pated tasks, transitions and traumas in their occupational
roles that, to some degree large or small, alter their social
integration” (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012, p. 662). Therefore,
it refers to the capacity of individuals to plan their career
and adapt to unforeseen situations (Savickas, 2005). Career
adaptability, as a multidimensional construct, has four basic
components: concern, control, curiosity, and confidence
(Savickas, 2005; Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Concern refers
to individuals' interest, attention and preparation for the
future (Savickas, 2005). It is stated that individuals with
high career concern have a positive view of the future and
future orientations (Savickas, 2005), high levels of hope and
optimism (Youssef & Luthans, 2007), and high planning
skills (Pajic et al., 2018). Low concern is associated with
career indifference and carelessness, planlessness, and pes-
simism about the future (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Control
reflects taking personal responsibility for individuals' own
career by showing persistence, perseverance and consistency
(Savickas, 2005). Individuals having high control can make
career decisions, try to fulfill career development tasks, and
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believe that they have control over their future (Savickas,
2005). Low level of control is associated with career inde-
cision, which causes individuals to postpone career related
issues and a general uncertainty in their career (Hartung &
Cadaret, 2017). Curiosity is the tendency of individuals to
explore the environment to obtain information about them-
selves and their environment through educational and career
alternatives. It was stated that individuals with high curios-
ity are more successful in being proactive and open to new
experiences (Zacher et al., 2015), getting information about
the world of work (Savickas, 2005), and discovering new
career options (Hirschi, 2010). Low curiosity causes indi-
viduals to have unrealistic information about themselves and
their work life, limit their career options, and create unreal-
istic expectations for the future (Savickas & Porfeli, 2012).
Confidence, lastly, means that individuals have a sense of
self efficacy to overcome difficulties and obstacles in their
career. Individuals with high confidence can cope with the
problems in their career (Bimrose & Hearne, 2012; Klehe
et al., 2011) and are aware of their own limits (Buyukgoze-
Kavas et al., 2015), yet people with low career confidence
have difficulties in taking action or struggling with the obsta-
cles they encounter (Savickas, 2013).

The previous studies showed that career adaptability was
associated with adapting responses such as career planning,
searching and career decision making (Hirschi et al., 2015;
Johnston, 2016). In addition, career adaptability influenced
individual and employment outcomes such as work perfor-
mance (Zacher, 2014a, 2014b), work engagement (Xie et al.,
2016; Yang et al., 2019), negative job stress (Johnston et al.,
2013), job satisfaction (Coetzee & Harry, 2014; Fiori et al.,
2015), employability (McArdle et al., 2007), promotability
(Chan et al., 2016; Sibunruang et al., 2016), income (Guan
et al., 2015), and career success (Ocampo et al., 2018). Con-
sidering the importance of adapting responses and adapta-
tion results predicted by career adaptability in career life
of people, it is essential to examine adaptability resources
-career adaptabilities- of parents of children with ASD, yet
seldom researched (e.g., Ginevra et al., 2018).

Turkish Context and the Rationale
for the Study

The employment rate of 15-64 age groups in Turkey 47.7%;
employment rates by gender were reported as 28.7% for
women and 63.1% for men (TurkStat, 2020a). 16.7% of the
employed were in agriculture, 20.9% in industry, 6.2% in
construction and 56.2% in the service sector. The unemploy-
ment rate was reported as 13.1% and the rate of unregistered
workers as 29.7%. When looking at unemployment rates in
detail, it can be seen that 27.7% of individuals were unem-
ployed for one year or more (TurkStat, 2020a). Employees
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reported some work-related problems such as wage amount
(23%), difference between wages (15.5%), working condi-
tions (15%), not paying wages on time (6.6%), underpayment
(4.3%) and taking one or two hours for personal or family
matters during working hours (9.6%) (TurkStat, 2020b).
Comparing with international statistics, Turkey had longer
working hours; weekly 9.3 h and 11.9 h more than Euro-
pean countries and the United States, respectively (EuroStat,
2018) and 47.5% the disparity of employment on behalf of
underprivileged groups (eg, individuals with disabilities;
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2017).

It could be said that, in Turkey, the statistics available
for individuals with disabilities are far from reflecting the
current status. Based on the 30th article of the Labor Law
numbered 4857; employers are obliged to employ a num-
ber of workers with disabilities equal to 3% of the number
of workers they employ in private sector workplaces where
they employ fifty or more workers, and 4% in public work-
places. The jobs should be suitable for professions, physi-
cal and mental conditions of individuals with disabilities.
According to Survey on Problems and Expectations of Peo-
ple with Disabilities (TurkStat, 2010), the employment rate
of individuals with disabilities (including orthopedic, visual,
hearing, speaking, mental and multiple disability as well
as people with chronic illness) was 14.3%, unemployment
rate was reported as 85.7%. According to the Parliamentary
Research Commission Report (March, 2020), conducted
by the Grand National Assembly of Turkey (Parliament),
and looking at the specific data on autism, there are 34.589
individuals with autism in Turkey. In the 2018-19 academic
year, 3,422 students with autism received education through
inclusion. According to the report mentioned, the number
of institutions providing special education and rehabilita-
tion services in 2019 is 2603; the number of students with
autism studying in these institutions is 15,354. The statistics
showed that 144 high school students with autism applied
to a nation-wide university entrance exam in 2019 and
only 17 students were placed in higher education institu-
tions. The employment rate of registered people with ASD
is 0.02%, while the non-employment rate is 0.03 (TBMM,
Parliamentary Research Commission Report, 2020). The
statistics can make sense within the big picture; 2.528.031
students applied to the university exam (OSYM, 2019) and
the employment rate was 46.1% in 2019 (TurkStat, 2019).
Considering statistics on labor force participation, unem-
ployment rates, working conditions, and the data specific
to individuals with ASD in Turkey together a perspective
can be obtained on the difficulties and obstacles that parents
having children with ASD may encounter in working life. In
this context, in-depth examination of the career adaptabil-
ity of parents by qualitative research will provide a basis to
determine their strengths and needs in terms of adaptability

resources, and of proactive studies that may be carried out
in this direction.

Present Study

Based on CCT (Savickas, 1997, 2005), the aim of the pre-
sent study was to explore qualitatively career adaptability of
Turkish parents of children with ASD. To obtain a deeper
understanding of career adaptability of those parents, the
study sought to answer the following research questions: (1)
How do parents of children with ASD adapt to their career
life? (2) What are their adaptability resources (career adapt-
abilities) in this process?

Methodology
Research Design

This study used a descriptive phenomenological method
based on qualitative research design. The purpose of the
descriptive phenomenological method is to define the expe-
riences of individuals about the subject under investiga-
tion and to reveal the essence or essential structure of the
experiences (Giorgi, 2009; Moustakas, 1994). Particularly,
the descriptive phenomenological design focuses on the
"essence"” or "essential structure" of individuals' experiences
regarding a particular phenomenon (Giorgi, 2009). Thus,
the essence examined in this study was career adaptability
of parents of children with ASD.

Participants

The study included 30 volunteer parents. Based on purposive
sampling (Patton, 2014), the inclusion criteria were (a) hav-
ing a child diagnosed with autism, (b) currently working in
a job, (c) being a university graduate, and (d) spouses not
divorced and living together. Aforementioned, the previous
work indicated that career adaptability can change according
to education level (e.g., Zacher, 2014a) and that one of the
parents ends or disrupts their career to take care of the child
(e.g., Olsson & Hwang, 2006; Rosenzweig et al., 2002).
Hence, the inclusion criteria was determined to reduce any
confounding roles of these variables to understand the topic.

Table 1 summarized the characteristics of the partici-
pants. The participants consisted of 18 fathers and 12 moth-
ers; 12 of the participants were couples and the remaining
six participants were fathers whose wives did not take part
in the study. Participants' ages range from 26-45 years
(M =35.67, SD=4.72). The gender of children of the par-
ticipants were 54% (n=13) male and 46% (n=11) female.
The ages of the children varied between 4—14 years old.
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Table 1 Demographic

e Gender Age Job W. Hours Child

characteristics of the

participants and their children Gender Age Diagnosis
P1 Male 32 Police 42h Boy 8 Mild
P2 Female 29 Nurse 60 h
P3 Female 26 Weaver 45h Boy 5 Mild
P4 Male 40 Teacher 50 h Girl 11 Mild
P5 Female 37 Teacher 22h
P6 Male 37 Business Administrator 45h Girl 11 Mild
P7 Male 41 Public Officer Specialist 40 h Girl 14 Mild
P8 Female 40 Academic 25h
P9 Male 36 Computer Eng 56h Boy 11 Mild
P10 Male 44 Teacher 40 h Girl 6 Mild
P11 Female 38 Teacher 30h
P12 Male 28 Teacher 36 h Girl 9 Severe
P13 Male 42 Civil Eng 60 h Boy 10 Severe
P14 Female 42 Pharmacist 45h
P15 Male 33 Research Assistant 50h Boy 12 Mild
P16 Female 32 Research Assistant 45h Girl 12 Mild
P17 Male 30 Teacher 35h Boy 8 Mild
P18 Male 36 Architect-accountant 45h Boy 10 Mild
P19 Female 36 Dentist 40h Boy 6 Mild
P20 Male 31 Civil Eng 45h Boy 10 Mild
P21 Male 38 Math. Teacher 50 ours Girl 4 Severe
P22 Female 36 Bank Clerk 45h Girl 11 Mild
23 Male 37 Crane Operator 45h Girl 6 Mild
P24 Female 32 Doctor 60 h Boy 12 Mild
P25 Male 32 Topographical Eng 45h Boy 11 Moderate
P26 Male 45 Doctor 50h Boy 8 Severe
P27 Female 35 Academic 45h
P28 Female 32 Music Teacher 35h Girl Moderate
P29 Female 36 Tailor 45h Boy Moderate
P30 Male 37 Primary School Teacher 30h Girl 9 Severe

66.6% (n=16) of the children were diagnosed with mild,
12.6% (n=3) moderate, 20.8% (n=15) severe autism.

Data Collection

To collect data, the semi-structured interview form, par-
ticipant feedback form and researcher diary developed by
the researchers were used. First, the interview questions
were prepared within the framework of the CCT (Savickas,
2005) and the literature on career difficulties experienced by
parents of children with ASD (e.g., Stoner & Stoner, 2014,
2016). Then, the researchers requested opinions of four
experts on the interview questions; two faculty members
who work in career counseling and two from the special
education field who have studies on autism. Based on the
expert appraisal, the interview form was finalized by the
researchers. Sample questions included: "Can you give infor-
mation about your career and working life after your child
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was diagnosed with ASD?", "What do you think about your
career options and alternatives?", "What obstacles have you
faced during your working life?”, “How do you deal with
these?”, and “What do you need for your career develop-
ment?” Second, the Participant Feedback Form included
open-ended questions to obtain the opinions of the partici-
pants about the interview. The sample questions included:
"How do you evaluate the interview process in general?",
“Was there any situation / question you were uncomfortable
with during the interview?", "What insights did you gain
about the subject after you have participated in the inter-
view?" Third, the researcher conducting the interviews filled
the Researcher Diary Form after each interview to obtain
the first impression of the researcher. The sample questions
included "How did you prepare for the interview?", "Gen-
erally speaking, what do you think about your interview?”,
“What were the prominent themes in the meeting?”.
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The researchers prepared an interview protocol on how
to conduct the interview and what will be considered during
the interview process (Yildirim & Simgek, 2016). In this
protocol, it was stated that all interviews will be held by the
second researcher, a maximum of three interviews on the
same day, a minimum of four hours between interviews to
listen to the participant actively and conduct the interviews
more effectively, and sending the feedback form to the par-
ticipants on the day following the interview. Later, a pilot
application was made in line with this protocol. The first
researcher verified the process by examining the interview
transcription, which had been carried out as planned.

Prior to the data collection process, an approval from
Hacettepe University Ethics Committee was obtained. After
that, the researchers contacted psychologists/counselors in
special education and rehabilitation centers in Ankara and
Istanbul, explained the purpose of the research, and asked
them to make an announcement to reach the prospective
participants. The announcements were posted in the appro-
priate places in the institutions, sent to their e-mail addresses
and mobile phones. Later, the second researcher contacted
voluntary parents one by one by the phone; explained the
purpose and method of the research and scheduled an
appointment. The interviews were conducted face to face
and online (via Zoom) between August and October 2020
and lasted around 40 min. All were recorded. After each
interview, the researcher who conducted the interviews filled
the Researcher Diary. One day after the interview, the partic-
ipant feedback form was sent to the participants to fill out. In
total, 15 parents responded to the participant feedback form.

Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness is important as a substitute for validity and
reliability in qualitative research (Patton, 2014). For cred-
ibility (or internal validity), long-term interaction (long-
term study of both researchers in the area to be researched),
depth-focused data collection (creating literature-based
semi-structured questions), triangulation of data collection
methods (semi-structured interview, participant feedback
form etc.), having expert opinion (on interview questions)
and participant confirmation (on transcripts) were ensured
(Creswell, 2014; Yildinm & Simsek, 2016). Researcher
diary was used to control the subjectivity of the researcher
in the data collection process, which is another precaution
that can be taken in this context (Creswell, 2014); thus the
researcher who conducted the interviews took notes of
their experiences regarding the processes before and after
each interview. For transferability (or external validity), the
research process (design, preparation of questions, data col-
lection process and data analysis) was described in detail; a
purposeful sampling method was used and the data obtained
from the participants were presented with direct quotations

(Creswell, 2014). For dependability (internal reliability) and
confirmability (or external reliability), during the data col-
lection process, in addition to participant and expert con-
firmation, the interview questions were formed based on
theoretical baseline, and the findings obtained in the study
were discussed in the light of the relevant literature (Patton,
2014).

Data Analysis

To analyze data, Colaizzi's (1978) seven-step method
was used. First, in the "Familiarization" phase, one of the
researchers transcribed all the interviews, and two research-
ers read these transcripts repeatedly again (Step-1). Then,
the researchers came together and discussed important state-
ments about career adaptability at the stage of “Identify-
ing significant statements" (Step-2). In the "Formulating
meanings" stage, they coded a randomly selected interview
together by going through the significant statements they dis-
cussed in the previous stage to have a common perspective
(Step-3). Hence, the researchers tried to identify expressions
relevant to career adaptability. Afterwards, the researchers
analyzed the remaining transcripts separately. The data
analysis performed by each researcher was examined by the
other researcher. In the fourth stage, "Clustering themes",
the researchers came together again and discussed the codes
and the themes that could explain the data at a general level
and sub levels, and then clustered the themes (Step-4). In
the fifth stage, "Developing an exhaustive description", the
themes and subthemes formed were discussed within the
CCT (Step-5), while the sixth stage, "Producing the fun-
damental structure", discussed how the findings could be
presented within the relevant theoretical framework, how
to give the flow and order, and end the analysis (Step-6).
Finally, in the "Seeking verification of the fundamental
structure" stage, the findings were sent to a sub-sample of
10 people for verification (Step-7). The Maxqda 20, a quali-
tative data analysis software, was used in the analysis of
the data.

Results

The findings of this research revealed four main themes: (1)
traumas/changes in work-life after ASD, (2) career adapt-
ability, (3) influences of COVID-19 pandemic and (4) post-
interview awareness. The first theme, traumas/changes in
work-life after ASD indicated what kind of difficulties the
participants experienced in their working life after their chil-
dren were diagnosed with ASD, what changed and how the
working life of the participants in general was affected by
this situation. According to the findings, it was seen that the
participants have difficulty in focusing on their work in the
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period after the diagnosis. P5 stated “In the early days, we
were pretty devastated by the effect of the case. So as if life
has stopped. I could not focus on my work, I could not focus
on school, and things like that.” P1 expressed “But in the
first years I could not put my mind to work. It was always
on my mind, so how will it be?" Under this theme, the par-
ticipants also mentioned that they had to quit their jobs; for
instance, “Naturally, my boss was getting worse and I had to
quit...” (P10). P12 stated “When I first got the diagnosis, I
had to quit.” P19 stated “I decided to quit due to increasing
problems”. Some participants also mentioned that they had
to change their jobs: “As I said, I closed my own workplace
and started working with another pharmacist” (P15). “Then
I found a workplace where I could work more comfortably
and flexibly and started working there” (P10). Willingness to
make changes in specialization fields was also emphasized;
P28 said, “For example, the number of studies on families
with autism is limited. That's why I'm trying to work on this
subject too.”

The second theme, career adaptability, retained its four
dimensions: concern, control, curiosity and confidence.
Concern sub-theme included codes about looking ahead
and future plans. Thus, results indicated that the participants
were thinking about their own career future. For example, P5
expressed “So maybe I will be an academic. I still have little
hope.” P10 stated “On the one hand, I am trying to improve
my English. Because English is a must in our department,
frankly.” P11 said “England is one of the most influential
places in this business. That's why we will sell everything
here and settle there." It was seen that their future orientation
was accompanied by hope. For example, P21 said “I will be
promoted after a while where I work now, as experience is
an important factor in engineering terms.” P30 responded
that "We will be more used to this life in the future." On
the other hand, there were some situations where the par-
ticipants were uninterested and hopeless about their careers.
P23 expressed that “But it is a fact that I did not pursue
a career as much as before.” P25 said "Other than that I
have no plan about advancing in the career or making room
or making more money after finishing the expertise." P17
stated "I am very despondent." In addition, it was revealed
that the diagnosis of autism affected the future career plans
of the parents and made some changes. The idea of estab-
lishing one's own workplace was emphasized intensely. For
example, P19 mentioned “I now thought of starting my own
business and sustaining my career by setting my own work-
ing hours", while P26 said “It makes more sense to start my
own business all around. Because I will be able to go home
whenever I want...” It was seen that the participants were
looking for more flexible and comfortable job opportuni-
ties as well as considering its salary. For example, P25 said
“... my expectation is to work in a calm hospital.” P26 said
“When I saw a very different project, I wanted to work on
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that job even if it wasn't well paid. Right now, the financial
return of a job is much more important.” P2 also mentioned
“After our child was diagnosed with autism, I decided to
become a teacher. It was important due to both economic
conditions and regular working hours." In general, accord-
ing to the findings under this theme, it can be said that the
participants have a perspective about their career futures, but
this is mostly shaped by the need for job changes, comfort-
able working conditions, and starting their own business, as
a result of their children's diagnosis. Therefore, it could be
stated that career concern was affected by ASD rather than
individuals' goals and wishes. For instance P24 stated that
“To be honest, I do not know what will happen in the future.
We are in serious uncertainty. So we don't know how this
will happen.” P13 said “I can't think much about my own
future right now, frankly.”

Control sub-theme included the codes mostly related to
decision-making process and the relevant factors. First of all,
the role of earning high income was mentioned frequently.
For instance, P4 mentioned, “To me, materiality is very
important. In other words, making money comes first.” while
P22 said that “Financial opportunities are important for me.”
It was seen that staying close to the child was also taken into
account while considering career options and making deci-
sions. P1 said “Sometimes we say let's go away from here,
but here is the situation of our child that obstructs us. So
we plan everything accordingly.” P2 said "It is impossible
for us to think without taking this situation into account".
P23 stated ““...I cannot go abroad (because of their child’s
situation). This prevents me from working in the interna-
tional arena." In addition, parents emphasized being persis-
tent regarding their career life. P17 reported that “I can say
work, work, and work. So working hard no matter what”,
P23 said that “This helped me learn not to give up in any job.
These are also the most important reasons for my success in
my career.” Moreover, it was seen that the participants were
thoughtful about their career plans. For instance, P13 said
“...itis certain that a difficult process awaits us. So we have
to consider him in our next decisions”, P14 said “I always
keep all the possibilities in a corner of my mind.” However,
many participants stated that as a result of ASD, they gave
up or returned many opportunities related to their career or
postponed them to a later time. For instance, P3 said “Child's
care, education, problems, etc. That's why I can't spare a
lot of time for myself and my career.” P11 said “So myself,
maybe years ago I was going abroad alone, but I gave up.
Now, if I have such an opportunity, I cannot go even if I want
to. Indeed, I don't go.” P24 expressed “for him I reject offers
to go and work in more distant places.” P6 said "Then we
gave up completely because of our child with autism.” Over-
all, it could be inferred that the contents regarding decision-
making processes were shaped around ASD. While giving
up their previous career goals and own priorities about the
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career future, it could be said that the characteristics of the
participants such as persistence and thoughtfulness were
linked with having to work for the future of the child.

Curiosity sub-theme encompassed the contents regard-
ing career exploration and self-exploration. The participants'
career opportunities and their views on discovering these
opportunities were revealed regarding career exploration.
For instance, P10 mentioned, “T always try to attend courses.
Currently, the number of online courses has increased due to
the pandemic. I'm trying to take them.” P25 stated, “Actu-
ally, I have many alternatives. So doing a minor in another
department or working in a private hospital or to be a head
doctor. Also, passing to university and becoming an aca-
demic. These are all options." P22 said, “As a mathematics
teacher, alternatives are working in the public or private sec-
tor. I'm doing both of these because I'm trying to make more
money.” Regarding self-exploration, on the other hand, it
was seen that very few participants focused on discovering
their own characteristics. For instance P14 emphasized that
“I make a decision considering my personality traits, inter-
ests and values.” It could be summarized that although the
participants explored career alternatives for financial reasons
due to ASD diagnosis, they did it without self-exploration,
almost.

Confidence sub-theme included the codes of difficulties at
work, expectations from work, coping strategies and career
supports. Participants frequently emphasized the difficulties
they encountered in working life after diagnosis of ASD.
For example, P17 stated, ““...We suddenly have to go to the
rehab center in a hurry. Such situations of course compel us
at work.” It is revealed that the employer attitudes added to
these difficulties. P10 mentioned that “I sometimes come
late to work in the morning because of sleeplessness, the
boss is getting nervous.” P15 said, “The boss and employee
relationship, working hours, salaries, commuting, etc.
are all difficulties for me.” Similarly, P19 mentioned that
"Although my boss tried to understand my situation, he
gradually started to cause problems later when I had to go
home." Accordingly, participants generally addressed some
work expectations such as more time, salary, and flexibility.
For instance P20 said “I need to continue my doctorate so
I have to have more time to be able to do this", P22 said
“Most of the time, I don't even have time to sleep...” P28
said “As I mentioned, my basic need is time.” Regarding
economic gain, P15 said “Of course there are also economic
conditions. It would be better for me if I could earn a little
more.” P13 said “...We are having financial difficulties.” It
was also seen that the participants needed better working
conditions, providing flexibility. For instance P25 said "Just
a little quieter working life, that's enough." The participants
stated some strategies to cope with the problems such as
reducing their working hours (“I reduced my teaching hours
at school”, P6), establishing a self-employment (“I try to

arrange my working hours in my own private clinic by get-
ting more experienced”, P20), and doing additional work
(“Here I sometimes do additional work, such as stage con-
sultant and so on. We manage it this way”, P17). The partici-
pants finally emphasized their career supports such as their
spouses (“My spouse has an important role in my life.” P9;
“...my spouse supports me a lot.” P5), their family of origin
(“We were so relieved that our child built a good relation-
ship with my mother. In this way, both my spouse and I can
engage in our own work.” P27), and caregivers (“We also
have a nursing sister at home. It's better than” P16).

Although it was not the primary aim of the study, the
participants also mentioned how COVID-19 affected their
work life, indicating either positive or negative influences.
It was seen that the participants who were adversely affected
by the pandemic experienced loss of income especially. For
instance P24 said “It impacted us, obviously because jobs
fell by half. Of course, when you don't work, there is no
income.” P7 also expressed “It affected, of course. So first
of all, jobs are down.” The results also showed that some
parents experienced positive sides of the pandemic. For
instance, “For now, this situation is positive for us. I can
work in two places at the same time.” (P13), “After the out-
break of corona, we started to work from home. It has been
very good for me” (P10). The fourth and final theme of the
study included post-interview awareness of the participants.
The findings indicated that the participants neglected them-
selves after the diagnosis of ASD and focused more on their
children. For instance P26 said “It was a different interview
for me. As families with autism, we constantly participate in
interviews and studies about our children. But we also need
this kind of study, which is about us.” P27 said “I missed
having a talk with someone about myself. I noticed this actu-
ally. That's why the interview was good for me.”

Discussion

This study aimed to examine the career adaptability of
parents having children with ASD in depth. The analysis
revealed four main themes: traumas/changes in work-life
after ASD, career adaptability, corona experiences and
post-interview awareness.According to the findings, it
was seen that the parents experienced traumas/changes in
work life in the period after the diagnosis of ASD, first.
This situation can be explained by the fact that ASD con-
tinues lifelong (Shattuck et al., 2007), and children with
autism, in particular, are dependent on parents for their
care and needs (Turnbull et al, 2015). This requires par-
ents to make arrangements in their own lives, including
work life. The current findings were consistent with the
previous studies showed that the child's care and needs
make it difficult for both parents to work full-time (Myers
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et al., 2009; Rosenzweig et al., 2008), and that parents
often experienced changing their job, quit their job or not
take a job (Baker & Drapela, 2010; DePape & Lindsay,
2015; Ustiiner—Top, 2009). In addition, even some studies
showed that the parents quit their job after the diagnosis of
ASD and started to work in a field related to ASD (Zhang
et al., 2015), which was somewhat mentioned by the cur-
rent results.

The findings included the contents regarding career
adaptability and its four dimensions: concern, con-
trol, curiosity, and confidence. Career adaptability was
underlined as an important coping skill that parents of
children with disabilities need in the context of life regu-
lation skills (Ginevra et al., 2018). Concern is associ-
ated with individuals having future plans, high levels of
hope and optimism, and positive feelings for the future
(Savickas, 2005; Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). In this study,
it was seen that the participants focused on the future,
yet emphasized the changes in their future career plans
along with the diagnosis, at the same time. This could be
explained by the fact that due to the high cost of access
to services, such as treatment for a child diagnosed with
ASD (Ardig, 2013; Fletcher et al., 2012), parents have to
make more effort to earn a better income and they need
to work in different sectors (Knapp et al., 2009). The
relevant literature also showed that parents look ahead to
the future and wonder what will happen in the future for
their child with ASD (Hock et al., 2012) and thus plan
their future by considering their child’s situation (Cas-
sidy, 2008; Ludlow et al., 2012). In addition, parents can
develop positive expectations for future (Fredrickson,
2004) and optimistic attitudes about the future thanks to
positive reframing strategies (Lambert et al., 2009), and
thus act by planning the future (Lutz et al., 2012), which
was addressed by the current findings, also. Not sur-
prisingly, the results also indicated that the participants
emphasized lack of concern and lack of hope, which
supported the previous findings noted that these parents
have lower levels of hope than parents of a child with
typical development (Ergiiner-Tekinalp & Akkok 2004;
Montes & Halterman, 2007). It can be said that the rea-
son for this situation could be uncertainty in the nature
of ASD; its causes and treatment have not been clearly
determined (APA, 2013), which also creates stress and
anxiety for parents (Liao & Wei, 2011; Uskun & Gun-
dogar, 2010), resulting in ambivalent feelings for their
own career future. It could be also tentatively inferred
that parents looked ahead, planned their future and even
changed their previous career plans to respond to their
child’s needs, which might also result in lack of concern
and hope about their own career future, considering that
they had to give up their previous career aspirations and
goals.
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Control is associated with individuals' having decision-
making skills about their future and feeling responsible
for their own career development (Savickas, 2005), which
was supported with the current sample. Consistent with
the present findings, the existing literature indicated that
parents need to consider their children with ASD while
making decisions about their own lives (Demirhan, 2018;
Lewis et al., 2000; Whiting, 2014) as their lives are shaped
by their children with ASD (Hock et al., 2012; Shattuck
et al., 2007). Parents' feeling of responsibility for their career
development (Jarbrink et al., 2003; Whiting, 2014) was also
regarded as related to their children's needs including medi-
cal, educational, social and financial support (Brown et al.,
2011; Cavkaytar et al., 2008). The previous work demon-
strated that parents strived consistently and decisively for
the development of both themselves and their children, and
their belief and motivation levels were high for having bet-
ter conditions (Ardi¢ & Olgay, 2020); they were persistent
for solving problems (Altiere & Kluge, 2009). On the other
hand, the findings somewhat addressing lack of sense of con-
trol could be explained by the fact that parents have difficulty
in maintaining the balance between work life and family life,
and they are indecisive about how to act (Lewis et al., 2000),
and might have to postpone or leave their careers (Rosenz-
weig et al., 2002, 2008).

Curiosity is associated with being open to new experi-
ences, being willing to explore different options, being
inquisitive and finding a suitable job (Savickas, 2005;
Savickas & Porfeli, 2012). Due to the changing characteris-
tics and needs of children with ASD over time, parents tend
to explore new options in their careers; in order for their
children to benefit more effectively from services such as
education and health, they need more income and therefore
they may change their field of work (Croen et al., 2006;
Liptak et al., 2006), even with a higher probability of chang-
ing their job compared to parents of children with typical
development (e.g., Montes & Halterman, 2008). Also, they
need to be more flexible in their job to allocate their time
and energy to their family (Matthews et al., 2011). Thus, it
could be said that the parents are inclined to engage in career
exploration as a result of their concern about their career
futures (career concern) due to reasons such as spending
more time for their children or having more flexible working
hours. However, according to the findings obtained from the
research, the parents expressed low self-exploration. This
could be due to the fact that parents attached more impor-
tance to job characteristics (working hours, wages, flexibil-
ity, etc.) rather than individual characteristics such as their
interests and abilities.

Confidence is related to having self- efficacious beliefs
to overcome career obstacles (Savickas, 2013). Difficulties
experienced by the participants in working life (not getting
time off from work, lack of understanding of employers,
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etc.) and expectations from work (such as time, high wages,
flexible working hours) were emphasized. In the literature,
it was revealed that parents face career barriers such as not
being able to work in every job due to the care needs of
their children (Gray, 2002); having difficulty in continuing
to work (Myers et al., 2009); a decrease in working hours
(Baker & Drapela, 2010) and therefore a lower income
(Cidav et al., 2012). The previous studies also showed that
parents of children with special needs, such as ASD, expe-
rienced more work-family conflict (Al-Yagon & Cinamon,
2008) and needed more workplace flexibility (Brennan et al.,
2007; George et al., 2008). Thus, as shown in the results,
parents used some coping strategies to overcome those dif-
ficulties, which might imply their being self-confident (e.g.,
Gray, 2002; Savickas, 2013). In addition, parents’ perceiving
social support from their spouses and families (e.g., Hastings
& Brown, 2002; Matthews et al., 2010) seemed to be highly
influential in their career development.

According to the results, some participants were adversely
affected by the corona pandemic due to reasons such as loss
of income and difficult working conditions, yet some were
positively affected by the opportunity to work from home
and flexible working hours. It was reported that the world
economy is expected to shrink by at least 2.4% due to Covid-
19 outbreak (OECD, 2020). In Turkey, it was stated that
about 6 million employees might be directly or indirectly
affected negatively from the COVID-19 (Yiikseler, 2020).
Moreover, it was stated that COVID 19 had negative effects
on both the children with special needs (Fegert et al., 2020;
Hassiotis et al., 2020) and their parents (Chang & Satako,
2020; Hassiotis et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2020) in many
aspects, especially in terms of health and economy, which
would create pressure and stress on parents (Karip, 2020). In
addition to this, the transition to a distance/ remote working
system influenced some parents positively. The advantages
of working from home/remotely have been reported such as
saving time, being energetic, flexibility, comfort, running
home and work-related activities together (Dockery & Bawa,
2020; Mustajab et al., 2020; Rubin & Wessely, 2020), which
were all parents of children with ASD dreamed about. Con-
sidering that some sectors such as information and commu-
nication technologies, medical (e.g. Dockery & Bawa, 2020)
were positively affected by the crisis, it could be assumed
that the participants who have those professions (pharma-
cist, computer engineer, teachers etc.) in this study might be
utilized new working conditions more due to the pandemic.

Finally, it was seen that the participants also became more
self-aware after the interview. In the literature, it was stated
that parents of children diagnosed with ASD put this condi-
tion at the center of their lives by postponing their needs
(Nealy et al., 2012; Ozsenol et al., 2003) and this might
negatively affect their mental health (Kaytez et al., 2015;
Risdal & Singer, 2004). Therefore, it was emphasized that

the awareness raised as a result of the interviews with par-
ents had a positive effect on them (Wright et al., 2010). It
can be assumed that social support (Cobb, 1976), which
is regarded as taking care of and making individuals feel
valued, caused this awareness. Similarly, it was seen that
the studies conducted with parents of children with ASD
in Turkey helped them to adapt to the challenging situation
they are in (Top, 2009; Unliier, 2009), which was somewhat
provided in this study.

Implications

This study has some implications for theory, research, and
practice. Theoretically, the concept of career adaptability
was verified with parents of children with ASD, retaining
four dimensions as concern, control, curiosity, and confi-
dence as well as its qualitative descriptors within the frame-
work of the CCT. Hence, this research contributed to the
theoretical literature by supporting the findings on career
adaptability of individuals with individual differences and
their parents (e.g., Baker & Drapela, 2010; Montes & Hal-
terman, 2008; Rosenzweig et al., 2008). For research, the
study provided a deep and comprehensive examination of
adaptability resources of parents of children with ASD by
using descriptive phenomenological research design. Rather
than quantitatively scoring the four dimensions of career
adaptability on a scale, the study revealed, by content analy-
sis, which skills emerged, which needs and requirements
pointed which dimension more, and what aspects needed to
support each career adaptability dimension. However, lon-
gitudinal studies can also be conducted about the changes
experienced by the parents during the pre-diagnosis pro-
cess, in the early stages of diagnosis, and with children’s age
regarding career adaptability and its resources. In addition,
qualitative research can examine the relationships between
employers and parents in working life, deeply. What kind
of support employers need to support the working life of
parents, how to advocate for rights of those parents, how to
improve the laws, how the laws will support the employer in
a way that allows these parents to stay in working life and to
feel successful can be demonstrated in depth with qualita-
tive research. For practice, the results of the study implied
career support for parents of ASD children, especially foster-
ing their some specific adaptability resources. The research
indicated that there is a need for practices related to concern,
which is the first dimension of career adaptability, to sup-
port hope levels to have an optimistic view of the future and
to control sub-dimension to support decision-making skills
and to increase the sense of control over career futures. In
addition, career intervention can be carried out to enhance
self-exploration regarding curiosity sub-dimension, to help
parents to discover themselves as well as career options.
Moreover, career support programs to teach alternative
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coping strategies can be provided, regarding confidence
sub-dimension. Along with these efforts, legal regulations
such as Disabilities Act No. 5378 in Turkey and “Disability
Inclusion Strategy and Action Plan” prepared by ILO should
be reviewed and improved for ensuring the protection of the
work life of individuals with disabilities and their parents.
At this point, it is possible to state that there is a need for
legal regulations made by the Ministry of Labor and Social
Security to establish units where parents can receive career
support services, to provide career development support
services under Turkish Employment Office (TEO), and to
provide free services by career counselors in local organiza-
tions such as community centers and municipalities. These
all refer to development of policies for supporting career
development and work life of parents of children with ASD.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although this study contributes to the literature on career
adaptability, it has some limitations. First, the participants
consisted of a relatively privileged group of university grad-
uates, although it was the result of mindful effort about to
minimize the differences between the participants by using
criterion sampling in order to better understand the subject,
considering that the diversification in job and career oppor-
tunities depending on the level of education may add other
confounding variables in understanding the career adapt-
ability of parents of children with autism. It was assumed
that examining career adaptability of a parent with autism
in such a group that may be more advantageous in finding a
job and changing jobs depending on the level of education
might provide preliminary findings to examine the issue for
parents who have more disadvantaged conditions. In future
studies, differences in career adaptability of the parents can
be examined according to the various characteristics of them
(level of education, job, and socio-economic status) and
the diagnosis level of their children (mild, moderate, and
severe). Second, conducting online interviews with some
participants can be seen as another limitation of the study.
To reduce the effect of this condition on the study, all inter-
views were conducted by the same researcher in line with
the validity-reliability methods in qualitative studies, and
the interviews were carried out within the framework of the
interview protocol prepared by the researchers. Lastly, this
study was conducted with a relatively small sample group
(n=30), although it was underlined that qualitative studies
aim at gathering in-depth information on the subject studied,
and their intent is not to generalize the findings (e.g., Patton,
2014). Especially considering that obtaining rich informa-
tion and reaching saturation is important in qualitative stud-
ies, since there is no rule of thumb for sample size (Creswell,
2014); hence, this number can be seen as sufficient.
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