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Brief Report: A Scoping Review
ofCaregiverCoachingStrategies
Within Caregiver-Mediated
Interventions for Autism
Melanie Pellecchia, PhD; Melissa Maye, PhD;
Liza Tomczuk, MPH; Nicole Zhong, PhD;
David S. Mandell, ScD; Aubyn C. Stahmer, PhD

Caregiver-mediated interventions for young autistic children are increasingly considered standard
of care. These interventions share two sets of components: strategies to improve children’s
communication, behavior, and development; and procedures to coach caregivers to implement
those strategies. To date, no review has examined how caregiver coaching is described in
caregiver-mediated intervention manuals. We assessed how caregiver coaching is described in
caregiver-mediated intervention manuals for young autistic children. We conducted a scoping
review to identify publicly available manuals that are designed to support providers in their
practice; target core or co-occurring symptoms that affect young autistic children; and were tested
as caregiver-mediated interventions in randomized controlled trials. We identified 11 publicly
available manuals that met inclusion criteria. Manuals were coded using a summative content
analysis to identify the presence and frequency of descriptions of caregiver coaching. The content
analysis highlighted a wide range in the descriptions of caregiver coaching. Many intervention
manuals did not include specific descriptions of caregiver coaching. Intervention developers
should include explicit information about how to coach caregivers. Implementation strategies
that specifically target caregiver coaching can serve as critical supports to increase the use of
coaching in early intervention. Key words: autism, caregiver coaching, caregiver-mediated
intervention, coaching

C AREGIVER-MEDIATED interventions
for young autistic children have gained

increasing support and attention based
on data indicating the critical importance
of involving caregivers in their child’s

treatment. Several randomized trials, mostly
university-based, found that caregiver-
mediated early intervention resulted in signif-
icant improvements in children’s cognitive
ability, social functioning, behavior, academic
skills, and daily living skills (Green et al.,
2010; Kasari et al., 2014; Rogers et al., 2012;
Stadnick, Stahmer, & Brookman-Frazee,
2015). Many efficacious caregiver-mediated
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interventions involve caregiver coaching to
transfer intervention skills and knowledge to
caregivers so that children can receive these
interventions in their homes and communities
throughout the day (Kasari et al., 2014;
Stahmer et al., 2020; Wetherby & Woods,
2006a).

Coaching is an interactive process between
a practitioner and a caregiver that involves
observation, reflection, and action to promote
the caregiver’s ability to support their child’s
participation in home and community activ-
ities (Dunst & Trivette, 2009; Hanft, Rush, &
Shelden, 2004). The Division for Early
Childhood (DEC) identifies coaching as an
evidence-based practice to support and en-
gage families of young children with disabil-
ities in the early intervention process (DEC,
2014). Research on adult learning theory has
served as the empirical foundation for
developing caregiver coaching approaches
(Friedman, Woods, & Salisbury, 2012; Rush
& Shelden, 2011; Trivette, Dunst, Hamby, &
O’herin, 2009). The National Research
Council conducted a comprehensive research
review of adult learning theory components,
which is often cited in descriptions of care-
giver coaching (Bransford et al., 2005; Lorio
et al., 2020). A series of meta-analyses and
research syntheses have identified the core
components of effective caregiver coaching
(Friedman et al., 2012; Kemp & Turnbull,
2014; Trivette et al., 2009). These are (1)
usingauthentic learning experiences: deliver-
ing learning opportunities as part of real-life
situations; (2) collaborative decision making:
actively involving the learner in selecting
goals and strategies; (3) demonstration: mod-
eling the use of techniques; (4) in vivo feed-
back: observing the learner’s use of strategies
and providing immediate feedback; and (5)
reflection: engaging the learner in self-evalua-
tion or assessment of their performance. The
underlying premise behind caregiver coach-
ing is that effective coaching results in the
caregiver’s increased intervention skills and
motivation to use these newly acquired skills,
subsequently leading to improved child out-
comes (Landa, 2018).

Caregiver coaching comprises an under-
studied set of targets for implementation
research. While providers commonly re-
ceive training and support in the interven-
tion strategies used to treat children on the
autism spectrum, they are far less likely to
receive training in the best ways to work
with caregivers. Perhaps, as a result, early
intervention providers rarely use caregiver
coaching (McBride & Peterson, 1997;
Romano & Schnurr, 2020; Salisbury,
Woods, & Copeland, 2010). Recent studies
evaluating the use of caregiver coaching in
early intervention for young children on the
autism spectrum indicate that coaching is
underused, especially with families from
minoritized backgrounds (Lee, Kaat, &
Roberts, 2022, Pellecchia et al., 2023;
Straiton, Frost, & Ingersoll, 2023). This high-
lights a critical implementation gap in com-
munity-based autism services.

To date, no studies have examined the
extent to which caregiver-mediated inter-
vention manuals explicitly identify and
incorporate caregiver coaching strategies.
Given the increasing use of caregiver-
mediated interventions for young chil-
dren with autism, it is critical to improve
their implementation in community-based
early intervention. A necessary first step is
to understand how existing caregiver-
mediated intervention models available
to community providers describe and
support caregiver coaching in their man-
uals. A clear understanding of whether
caregiver-mediated intervention models
explicitly include caregiver coaching
techniques can inform the development
of strategies to improve their implementa-
tion. The purpose of this scoping review
is to identify how caregiver coaching is
included and described in manualized
caregiver-mediated autism interventions.

METHOD

Scoping review

We completed a scoping review to identify
empirically tested andmanualized caregiver-
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mediated interventions for young autistic
children. Inclusion criteria for articles were
the following: (1) intervention was imple-
mented with autistic children; (2) children
were less than 8 years old; (3) intervention
described caregiver training and/or caregiver-
mediated components; and (4) intervention
was evaluated using a randomized controlled
trial. We used the PRISMA-ScR checklist
(Tricco et al., 2018) to conduct our review.
We conducted the initial search in
March 2019. First, we generated and refined
a list of relevant key words and defined inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria. Next, we con-
ducted a literature search in PubMed,
PscyhInfo, and ERIC to identify manuscripts
where the title or abstract included our search
terms: “random*,” or “RCT,” and “parent,” or
“caregiver,” and “train*,” or “interven*,” or
“mediate*,” or “implement*,” and “autis*,”
or “ASD,” and “toddler*,” or “child*,” or “pre-
school*.” We did not restrict date of publica-
tion but did limit our search to peer-reviewed
articles in English. Next, we created a data
table with the date of search, title, and ab-
stract for all manuscripts identified. We then
deleted duplicates and screened the remain-
ing manuscripts by reading each title and
abstract to determine whether the study
met all inclusion criteria. If the title and ab-
stract review was insufficient to decide, two
team members conducted a full article re-
view and then met to reach consensus. We
also reviewed the reference section of four
peer-reviewedmanuscripts that did not meet
the inclusion criteria because they were
systematic reviews and a meta analyses
(i.e., McConachie & Diggle, 2007; Nevill,
Lecavalier, & Stratis, 2018; Oono, Honey, &
McConachie, 2013; Postorino et al., 2017) to
identify any additional potentially eligible
articles. All parts of this process were re-
corded and tracked to ensure accurate com-
pletion of the PRISMA Flow Diagram
(Figure 1). After completing the scoping re-
view, we identified the manual associated
with each intervention reviewed and in-
cluded those interventions with manuals
that were publicly available and included

a parent training component to the interven-
tion in the content analysis. We defined pub-
licly available manuals as those that could be
purchased from a bookseller or publisher or
were freely available online, as these would
be available to community providers.

Content analysis

Manuals were coded using a summative
content analysis approach (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005) to identify the presence of
the five elements of coaching described as
best practice. A content analysis is a method
of developing objective inferences using tex-
tual data (Kondracki, Wellman, & Amundson,
2002). The purpose of a content analysis is to
examine high frequency words from text and
draw conclusions based on this information
(Stemler, 2000). A summative content analysis
involves identifying and quantifying certain
words or content within a text. This approach
identifies content beyond simpleword counts
and allows one to discover underlying mean-
ing within the text by identifying alternative
terms for the content (Hsieh & Shannon,
2005). For example, identifying the content
matter for “collaboration”would involve iden-
tifying use of the words “collaborate” or “col-
laboration,” aswell as implicitmentions of the
concept of collaboration such as “ask for care-
giver input” or “include caregiver’s prefer-
ences into session planning.”

We coded each manual based on the fre-
quency of mentions of the five core elements
of coaching (i.e., daily routines (authentic
learning experiences), collaboration, demon-
stration, feedback, and reflection/
problem solving), as well as any general men-
tions of caregiver coaching. We developed
a codebook with definitions and examples of
each coaching element and used it to guide
coding for the content analysis (seeTable2 for
coding definitions and examples). A team of
five coders read and coded the first manual
together to establish agreement on codes and
to refine the codebook. The coding team was
led by a doctoral-level psychologist with ex-
pertise in caregiver coaching and early autism
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intervention. All coders held either amaster’s
or doctoral degree and had experience with
autism intervention and qualitative coding.
Two coders then independently read and
coded all remaining manuals. Coders read
through each manual in its entirety and
coded each explicit or implicit mention of

each core element. Two coders then re-
viewed and compared codes. Any discrepan-
cies were discussed and resolved through
consensus until agreement was reached.
The frequency of occurrence was calculated
as the total number of explicit or implicit
mentions of each coaching strategy.

Figure 1. PRISMA diagram of literature review.
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RESULTS

The results of the scoping review are dis-
played in the PRISMA Flow Diagram
(Figure 1). The search resulted in 125 articles
that met the inclusion criteria. We removed
38 duplicates, for a total of 87 articles to be
screened. Review of the abstracts identified
46 that did not meet our inclusion criteria.
Full text review resulted in our eliminating
one additional article. A total of 45 articles
met all inclusion criteria, which led to a total
of 26 unique interventions because several
interventions were evaluated in more than
one RCT. Eleven of these interventions had
publicly available manuals and were in-
cluded in the content analysis (see Table 1).

The results of the content analysis are dis-
played in Table 3. Manuals varied consider-
ably in how often they described evidence-
based caregiver coaching strategies. General
descriptions of training caregivers or includ-
ing caregivers in delivering the intervention
ranged from zero occurrences in the Hanen
Program Manual (Sussman 1999) to 148 oc-
currences in the Parent Child Interaction
Therapy Manual (McNeil & Hembree-Kigin,
2010). General descriptions of caregiver
coaching often included statements about
training caregivers in intervention strategies
or involving caregivers in intervention deliv-
ery but often did not include specific descrip-
tions of how to train or coach caregivers.
Descriptions of specific caregiver coaching
strategies also varied greatly across manuals.
Reflection/problem solving was the most fre-
quently described strategy with 338mentions
in the Project ImPACT manual (Ingersoll &
Dvortcsak, 2019), 58 mentions in the
Coaching Parents of Young Children with
Autism Manual (Vismara, Dawson, & Rogers,
2021), and 52 mentions in both the Parent
Child Interaction Therapy (McNeil &
Hembree-Kigin, 2010) and Parent Training
for Disruptive Behavior: RUBI manual
(Bearss, Johnson, Handen, Lecavalier, &
Scahill, 2018); three manuals (i.e., The
Hanen Program, Sussman 1999), Floortime
(Pajareya & Nopmaneejumruslers, 2011),

and Pivotal Response Training (Koegel et al.,
1988) did not mention these strategies.
Supporting caregivers during daily routines
was the least frequently mentioned coaching
strategy; when included, daily routines were
often described alongside more detailed
descriptions of child-directed intervention
strategies, e.g., the parent can work on
communication during mealtimes, rather
than explicit examples of how to coach
caregivers to use intervention strategies
during daily routines. Most manuals men-
tioned providing in vivo feedback, colla-
borating, and demonstrating intervention
techniques for caregivers.

The level of detail and frequency of de-
scriptions for these coaching strategies var-
ied greatly across manuals. For example, the
Floortime and Hanen Program (Sussman
1999) manuals did not mention collaborat-
ing with caregivers, while the Project
ImPACT manual (Ingersoll & Dvortcsak,
2019) included 138 explicit descriptions of
ways to collaborate with caregivers during
intervention. The frequency with which any
caregiver coaching strategy was mentioned
in each manual also varied greatly from 813
mentions in the Project ImPACT manual
(Ingersoll & Dvortcsak, 2019), to 180 in the
Parent Training for Disruptive Behavior
(RUBI) manual (Bearss et al., 2018), and
to zero in the Hanen Program Manual
(Sussman 1999).

DISCUSSION

The content of most caregiver-mediated
autism intervention manuals we reviewed
largely described child-directed interven-
tion strategies and paid far less attention to
methods to support caregivers in imple-
menting those strategies. While child-direc-
ted activities are a critical component of
caregiver-mediated interventions, helping
providers support caregivers in implement-
ing these interventions requires equal atten-
tion on how to coach caregivers (Nevill
et al., 2018; Oono et al., 2013). It is espe-
cially important that manuals clearly

340 INFANTS & YOUNG CHILDREN/OCTOBER–DECEMBER 2024
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delineate coaching strategies because most
providers who work with young autistic
children receive training in improving chil-
dren’s skill development, not on how to
coach caregivers (Dunst, Trivette, & Deal,
2011). The absence from pre-service profes-
sional training curricula of courses on com-
municating, motivating, and collaborating
with caregivers points to an important gap
in our clinician training process (Gisewhite,
Jeanfreau, & Holden, 2021).

Importantly, two of the intervention man-
uals reviewed were revised editions. The
Project ImPACT intervention manual was re-
vised to include more detailed and specific
information about caregiver coaching.
Similarly, the authors of the Early Start
Denver Model (Rogers et al., 2012) devel-
oped a revised manual, Coaching Parents
of Young Children with Autism (Vismara,
Dawson, & Rogers, 2021), specific to care-
giver coaching. These revisions included
greater detail and more frequent descrip-
tions of caregiver coaching strategies than
the previous versions and reflect the growing
understanding of the need to describe strate-
gies to support caregivers in using interven-
tions; this trend signals a positive step
forward for improving community imple-
mentation of parent-mediated interventions.

Our study has several limitations worth
noting. We evaluated the extent to which
caregiver coaching strategies were men-
tioned in intervention manuals; however,
we did not have access to the training mate-
rials or training content. It is possible that
training materials and training content pro-
vides trainees with thorough instruction in
coaching caregivers to use the interventions
identified in our scoping review.

Another limitation is that we did not re-
view manuals that are not publicly available.
Several parent-mediated intervention man-
uals described in the literature are not pub-
licly available, including Pediatric Autism
Communication Therapy (PACT; Aldred &
Green, 2019). We reviewed only published
manuals because they represent the re-
sources that early intervention systems,T
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agencies, and practitioners can access. As
such, these manuals describe interventions
more likely to be adopted in community-
based early intervention. Additionally, we
acknowledge that articles that employed sin-
gle-case research designs were excluded
from our original search. While it is possible
that this exclusionmay have limited the num-
ber of studies identified, we opted to include
studies that used randomized trials, as these
are most likely to be available as published
manuals. It is also possible that expanded
search terms (e.g., mother, father,
Asperger*) may have yielded a larger number
of studies in our initial review. Future re-
search expanding this line of inquiry would
benefit from a more expansive inclusionary
criteria including studies that employed sin-
gle-case designs and broader search terms.
Lastly, a comparison of the frequency of
times each manual mentioned or described
caregiver coaching may disadvantage shorter
manuals as they would inherently include
fewer mentions of caregiver coaching than
a longer or more comprehensive manual.
However, this information provides an
important direction for improvement in care-
giver-mediated intervention manuals de-
signed for young autistic children.

CONCLUSION

Caregiver-mediated interventions are an
important aspect of best practice in early
autism intervention. Caregiver coaching is
the mechanism through which caregivers
learn interventions to support their child’s
development, yet it is an often-overlooked
aspect of parent-mediated intervention
manuals. Our results suggest that interven-
tion developers should include more
explicit information about how to coach
caregivers; we should not assume that pro-
viders already possess these skills. Pre-ser-
vice training and ongoing professional
development should include targeted edu-
cation about effective caregiver coaching
strategies.
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