When Caring for a Child with Special Needs, Parents
Need Support, Too
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Parents of children with special needs often become experts in balancing competing demands. They
manage school meetings, therapy appointments, medical care, daily routines, and the emotional
challenges that can come with raising a child who requires additional support. What is discussed less

often is the toll that caregiving can take on the parents themselves.

For many families, caregiving is not simply a part-time responsibility. It is a role that extends into nearly
every hour of the day. Parents may find themselves coordinating services, addressing behavioral
challenges, advocating for educational accommodations, and providing a level of supervision that far
exceeds what is required in many other households. While these efforts are made out of love and

commitment, they can also lead to significant physical, emotional, and financial strain.

One resource that can make a meaningful difference is respite care.

Respite care refers to temporary caregiving assistance that allows a parent or primary caregiver to step
away from their responsibilities for a period of time. Depending on the family's needs, respite care may
last a few hours, a weekend, or longer. The goal is simple: to provide caregivers with an opportunity to
rest, attend to personal responsibilities, spend time with other family members, or focus on their own

well-being.

Some people mistakenly view respite care as a luxury. In reality, many families consider it an essential

support service.

Research has consistently shown that parents caring for children with developmental disabilities often

experience higher levels of stress, anxiety, and emotional exhaustion than parents facing more typical
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caregiving demands. When caregivers become overwhelmed, the effects can extend beyond the
individual parent. Entire families may feel the impact, including siblings and, ultimately, the child

receiving care.

This reality raises important questions for families navigating divorce, separation, or child support
matters. When a child has specialized needs, many of the associated expenses do not fit neatly into
traditional categories. Costs related to therapies, specialized programs, adaptive equipment, and
caregiving assistance may create financial challenges that were never contemplated when standard

child support guidelines were developed.

As family law practitioners, we frequently see situations where parents are attempting to address the
unique needs of a child while also managing the practical realities of caregiving. Every family's
circumstances are different, but one common theme remains: solutions that support the well-being of

caregivers often support the well-being of children as well.

Parents cannot effectively advocate for their children if they are operating in a constant state of
exhaustion. They cannot provide their best care when they have no opportunity to recharge, attend to
their own health, or address the everyday demands of life. Recognizing these realities is an important

part of understanding what families with special-needs children experience on a daily basis.

These issues are not new. In fact, they have been the subject of legal and policy discussions for years.
Long before joining Einhorn, Barbarito, Frost, Botwinick, Nunn & Musmanno, Partner Carmen Diaz
explored these challenges in a published analysis examining the role of respite care and child support

considerations for families raising children with autism spectrum disorder.

Although the article was written several years ago, the questions it raises remain highly relevant today.
Families continue to face difficult decisions about how specialized care should be funded and how the

needs of both children and caregivers should be considered when addressing family law matters.

For parents confronting these challenges, understanding the available legal options and support

systems can make a meaningful difference. Thoughtful planning, informed advocacy, and a recognition
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of the realities facing caregivers can help create solutions that better serve the entire family.

To learn more about this topic, readers may wish to review Carmen Diaz’s published article on respite

care and child support considerations for children with autism spectrum disorder.
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