
What is an Autistic meltdown?
An Autistic meltdown is an involuntary response to overwhelming stress or sensory
input. It is not a behavioral issue but a natural reaction when an individual’s coping
mechanisms are exceeded.

What is an Autistic shutdown?
Autistic shutdown is a less visible reaction to overwhelm, characterized by
withdrawal, unresponsiveness, or disengagement. It is a protective mechanism
to conserve energy during intense stress.

Why do Autistic meltdowns and shutdowns happen?
These responses occur when stress levels exceed coping capacity.
Triggers�may�include:

Sensory overload (ex., bright lights, loud noises).
Communication difficulties or feeling misunderstood.
Unfamiliar routines or unpredictability.
Social or emotional demands.

Why are healthcare settings challenging? 
 Healthcare environments often exacerbate stress due to:

Sensory triggers (ex., bright fluorescent lights, loud noises).
Unclear communication or vague instructions.
Unpredictable delays, crowded spaces, and past negative experiences.

Without proper accommodations, these factors increase the likelihood of 
meltdowns or shutdowns.

What does an Autistic meltdown look like?
Meltdowns involve visible distress, such as crying, yelling, pacing, or stimming
(rocking, hand-flapping, vocalizations) as self-regulation strategies. Some
individuals may try to escape the stressful situation. Each meltdown is unique;
empathy and patience are essential in response.
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Responding to Autistic
Meltdowns or Shutdowns

Minimize Autistic 
Meltdowns and Shutdowns 
in Healthcare Practices

1. Stay Calm 
Use a gentle, reassuring tone.
Avoid urgency or frustration.

2. Minimize Triggers
Dim lights, reduce noise, and
provide sensory aids like
headphones or a  quiet space.

3. Acknowledge and Validate
Use affirming language like,
“I see this is difficult for you,
and I’m here to help.” 

4. Give Space and Time
Allow time for recovery and
avoid judgment.
Provide privacy to stim or self-
regulate without rushing.

5. Respect Stimming
Encourage stimming behaviors
as they aid emotional regulation.

6. Ensure Safety
Create a calm, non-threatening
environment. Only use restraints
if absolutely necessary for
immediate safety.

1. Reduce Sensory Triggers
Use soft lighting and reduce noise.
Offer sensory tools like noise-canceling
headphones or fidget toys.

2. Provide Clear Communications  
Share visual schedules or step-by-step
instructions. Use plain, direct language.
Avoid open-ended or vague questions.
Allow patients to share their needs and
triggers in advance.

3. Train Staff on Neurodiversity
Regularly train staff on Autism-informed
care, including sensory sensitivities and
communication strategies.

4. Offer Accommodations 
Schedule longer or flexible
appointments to reduce stress. Offer
quieter time slots outside peak hours.

5. Promote Autonomy and Trust
Validate patients’ lived experiences and
involve them in care decisions. Avoid
infantilizing language and speak directly
to the patient.
Collaborate on coping strategies and
safe spaces for managing distress. 
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