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An Autistic Meltdown occurs when the nervous system has been continually overwhelmed
by sensory input without rest and begins shutting down. The ability to communicate
suffers and may be accompanied by a loss of sense-of-self or confusion about one's own
needs.

Living in a state of meltdown for a prolonged period of time leads to an Autistic
Shutdown, which is similar but more intense, lasts for a longer period of time, and
requires a more substantial recovery period.

Sometimes during times of prolonged stress in autistic individuals, certain senses can stop
working as usual and other senses may start working harder than usual. For example,
lights might seem excessively bright, nothing tastes good, and touch is overwhelming.

There is evidence to support that the Nervous System works harder for individuals on the
spectrum (particularly the Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS))*. The SNS functions like a
gas pedal. It increases heart rate, dilates pupils, and activates sweat glands. It gets you
ready to fight. The Parasympathetic Nervous System (PNS) helps bring your body back to
homeostasis by regulating body temperature, heart rate, and overall making you feel
more calm. It’s like the brakes. It has been suggested that the PNS may take longer to
kick in for those with autism*.

When the SNS is in overdrive pushing your heart rate up and making you feel anxious, it’s
much easier to become upset and overwhelmed by things that normally don’t bother you
(or bother you much less). 

WHAT IS AN 
AUTISTIC MELTDOWN?
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POTENTIAL MELTDOWN
TRIGGERS
Triggers are things specific to each individual that upset the
nervous system and add stress. As triggers compound without
being dealt with, it pushes one closer to the point of meltdown.
Over time you will learn to understand your own triggers and
may even anticipate some before they happen. It may be helpful
to keep a list of your triggers to help you learn to navigate
stressful situations.

Not enough sleep
Itchy clothes
Too many people talking at once
Loud noises
Bright lights
Being misunderstood/unable to communicate
Too many events in one day
Not enough alone time
Not enough time for special interests

Potential Triggers (the list is endless)
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SIGNS YOU'RE IN A
MELTDOWN

Extra sensitive to touch, light, sound, texture, taste, smell
Lack of communication/eye contact
Increased irritability
Mood swings/tantrums
Uninterested in things you usually like/lack of desire
Feeling like you want to crawl out of your skin
Increased anxiety and/or depression
Unsure of how to help yourself

Signs You're In a Meltdown (just a few examples... add your own!)

As you learn to understand and identify your own personal triggers, it becomes
easier to acknowledge when you are actually in a meltdown. Accepting that you
are in a meltdown is the first step of recovery.

This is another area where it might be helpful to keep track of your own meltdown
experiences. You will start to learn more of the "giveaways" that help signal you
are in meltdown mode and need to spend time in recovery.

As soon as you become aware that you're in a meltdown, it's time to focus on
sensory regulation and recovery. If you fail to give yourself the necessary time to
recover, you will likely enter a period of shutdown which is more intense and
prolonged, and requires even more recovery time. Let's figure out how to work
with your nervous system to get back to a place of wholeness and strength.

Property of Taylor Heaton and Mom on the Spectrum

IMAGE: Three exclamation points
that go from largest to smallest

https://www.youtube.com/momonthespectrum


SENSORY REGULATION
The goal with sensory regulation is to help your body find its way back to homeostasis... a
place where you are no longer in fight or flight and are able to more easily navigate
your day-to-day responsibilities. 

Some of these activities may not be available to you, depending on the severity of your
meltdown. Start with what feels easiest and remember that many times, less is more.

Stimming
Any activity that allows physical energy to leave your body. 

Ex: Blinking, twirling hair, clapping, repeating sounds, dancing, hitting the
floor, jumping on a trampoline, drumming, fidget toys, etc.

Breathing
Mindful, slow breathing.

Ex: Try box breathing: In for 4, hold for 4, out for 4, pause for 4, repeat

Also related, try the Valsalva maneuver. Blow against a closed airway by
pinching your lips, closing your lips together and blowing out like a puffer fish.
This activates the vagus nerve which is key in regulating your nervous system.

Physical Exercise
Anything you can do to engage the Sympathetic Nervous System with quick
bursts of energy (think jumping jacks or running up and down your street) will
also alert your body to activate the Parasympathetic Nervous System which
will help everything come back down. Listen to your body and don't push past
what feels safe.

Yoga is a wonderful form of exercise during a meltdown. Focus on breathing
and stretching. Inversions like downward dog, legs up a wall, and
headstand/handstand are also helpful.
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TOTAL SHUTDOWN/PANIC ATTACK
HELP

Seek a quiet place where you feel safe and protected.
Splash cold water on your face, behind your neck, and on your wrists.
Bring your arms up and overhead then pull back and down as you take
deep breaths. Looking up to the sky and opening your chest makes it
easier to breathe.
For me personally, in these situations I also need deep pressure (firm hug
from a partner or heavy weighted blanket) and a completely isolated
place where no one is talking to me. 
Remind yourself that you can do hard things. This experience is temporary
and will pass. 

Intentionally Activate Your Senses
Experiencing the world through your senses in a way that feels safe can take
you out of your thinking brain and into more of an experiential brain. This can
take your mind off of anxiety and worry based in the past or future. Bring
attention to the present moment by activating your senses in an enjoyable
way

Ex: Smell a candle, go for a walk, cuddle with a pet, listen to music, splash
cool water on the back of your neck and/or wrists, take a bath

SENSORY REGULATION 
(CONT.)

Total Rest
Do absolutely nothing in a comfortable position. If you don't have energy to
brush your teeth, shower, or do laundry, don't. The energy will come back
eventually, and if you push too hard you'll only prolong your shutdown. If you're
unable to eat or take care of your medical needs, seek the help of someone
you trust or contact your doctor.
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Helpful products and resources

Play Dough

Sensory Bins

Weighted Blanket

Weighted Lap Blanket (for use at desk)

Soundproof Headphones

Thinking Putty

Eye Mask (to shut out light)

Beanie (hat) to add compression around your head

Fidget Toys

Chewing Necklace

Trampoline

Swing

Visual Schedule System

Mom on the Spectrum Videos

1 on 1 Session with Tay

Click on any underlined product to be directed to Amazon where you can learn
more about and/or purchase specific products I use.
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https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B07DH9Y95L/ref=ppx_yo_dt_b_search_asin_title?ie=UTF8&psc=1
https://www.amazon.com/BARMY-Weighted-Dual-Sided-Removable-Washable/dp/B085LT8Q2V/ref=sr_1_3_sspa?crid=3KC2B3MD0WRIM&dchild=1&keywords=weighted%2Blap%2Bblanket&qid=1635541984&s=home-garden&sprefix=weighted%2Blap%2Bblanke%2Cgarden%2C239&sr=1-3-spons&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUExUzgwNkcwSFRPMzVKJmVuY3J5cHRlZElkPUEwMDkyOTkzV1JPTFIyQU4wNFRCJmVuY3J5cHRlZEFkSWQ9QTA0MzMyNDUxM0hZUlIzQ1kxWjZZJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfYXRmJmFjdGlvbj1jbGlja1JlZGlyZWN0JmRvTm90TG9nQ2xpY2s9dHJ1ZQ&th=1
https://www.amazon.com/Fnova-34dB-Highest-Safety-Muffs/dp/B072JT4578/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=1XZ1HCY5HNQVN&dchild=1&keywords=soundproof+headphones&qid=1635542024&s=home-garden&sprefix=soundproof+headphone%2Cgarden%2C107&sr=1-1-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUFBU1JZNVhPMklGRzMmZW5jcnlwdGVkSWQ9QTA3ODAwNjQxSFhZVktRVTREWVdHJmVuY3J5cHRlZEFkSWQ9QTA2MTUzODgxR0FCQ1lWRkkwSEExJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfYXRmJmFjdGlvbj1jbGlja1JlZGlyZWN0JmRvTm90TG9nQ2xpY2s9dHJ1ZQ==
https://www.amazon.com/Crazy-Aarons-Thinking-Amethyst-Bundle/dp/B078XLY6RL/ref=sr_1_2_sspa?dchild=1&keywords=thinking+putty&qid=1635542067&sr=8-2-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUExSVVWV0o5QktFMEUmZW5jcnlwdGVkSWQ9QTA1MTIxOTczNkNGNU5YSFI1VEVWJmVuY3J5cHRlZEFkSWQ9QTA2NjYwNTUyVUcwTzdNQzI0UU9XJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfYXRmJmFjdGlvbj1jbGlja1JlZGlyZWN0JmRvTm90TG9nQ2xpY2s9dHJ1ZQ==
https://www.amazon.com/Compression-Headache-Migraine-Patented-Universal/dp/B001HTYJLO/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=1ANQ1WG2Q7DMD&dchild=1&keywords=weighted+eye+mask&qid=1635542102&sprefix=weighted+eye+mask%2Caps%2C117&sr=8-1-spons&psc=1&smid=A56W1MQURYKK2&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUEzSU82WEFVM0tYMzU2JmVuY3J5cHRlZElkPUEwNzA0ODc3M0RGQTJIQ0dYNE1MVyZlbmNyeXB0ZWRBZElkPUEwMDk3NDA2WVJIRFNJMzdVNU9VJndpZGdldE5hbWU9c3BfYXRmJmFjdGlvbj1jbGlja1JlZGlyZWN0JmRvTm90TG9nQ2xpY2s9dHJ1ZQ==
https://www.amazon.com/Sensory-Set-Liquid-Stretchy-Autistic-Anti-stress/dp/B07YJF17C9/ref=sr_1_10?crid=20ZL9GF31ETJB&dchild=1&keywords=fidget+toy+pack&qid=1635542139&sprefix=fidget+toy+pac%2Caps%2C135&sr=8-10
https://www.amazon.com/Necklace-Sensory-Bundle-Teething-Silicone/dp/B07YHL9FSR/ref=sr_1_1_sspa?crid=14D1XO5WUX4GJ&dchild=1&keywords=chewing+necklace&qid=1635542195&sprefix=chewing+necklac%2Caps%2C131&sr=8-1-spons&psc=1&spLa=ZW5jcnlwdGVkUXVhbGlmaWVyPUEySTlQV1BUQ0lTRUxGJmVuY3J5cHRlZElkPUEwMDQzNDE0Ukw1VVRCTUY4QURGJmVuY3J5cHRlZEFkSWQ9QTA0NDIwNjlCT1JZTzQ2UzhGV1Qmd2lkZ2V0TmFtZT1zcF9hdGYmYWN0aW9uPWNsaWNrUmVkaXJlY3QmZG9Ob3RMb2dDbGljaz10cnVl
https://www.amazon.com/SchKIDules-Collection-Schedules-Calendars-Behavior/dp/B00DPX2T9E/ref=sr_1_9?crid=19J6J7IHW8PKB&dchild=1&keywords=visual+schedule&qid=1635542221&sprefix=visual+schedu%2Caps%2C140&sr=8-9
https://www.youtube.com/MomOnTheSpectrum
https://calendly.com/momonthespectrum
https://www.youtube.com/momonthespectrum


anticipating future meltdowns

As you learn more about your own unique triggers and
what works for you on the road to recovery (keep
notes!), you will gain skill in terms of how you manage
yourself during a meltdown. It doesn't necessarily get
easier, but I believe with practice, you can learn how
to show yourself more grace and patience on the road
to healing, which can make a world of difference.

Take the time YOU need to feel OK. Do the things YOU
need to do to process all of the thoughts and feelings
involved. It's ok to think whatever you're thinking and
feel whatever you're feeling. Accept it with grace and
respect for yourself and allow your body to help guide
you towards what it needs next.

I'd love to hear your own ideas and strategies for
navigating meltdowns. Please message me using the
contact info on the last page. My favorite aspect of
this experience is getting to know all of YOU!

And most importantly, remember you're not alone.
There's a whole community waiting to connect with
you at youtube.com/MomOnTheSpectrum.

IMAGE: One heart surrounded by a
circle of small tick marks signifying love
being sent out
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Disclaimer and footnotes

This booklet and the information in it are owned by Taylor Heaton and Mom on the
Spectrum. Please do not replicate or share this information without written consent of
the owner.

FOR EDUCATIONAL AND INFORMATIONAL PURPOSES ONLY. 
The information provided in or through this booklet is for educational and informational
purposes only and solely as a self-help tool for your own use.

NOT MEDICAL OR MENTAL HEALTH ADVICE. 
This business does not consist of therapists or licensed medical professionals of any
kind. In this booklet and through our services we are acting in the role of coaches,
writers, and educators, and as such we are not, nor are we holding ourselves out to be
a doctor/physician, nurse, physician’s assistant, advance practice nurse, or any other
medical professional (“Medical Provider”), psychiatrist, psychologist, therapist,
counselor, or social worker (“Mental Health Provider”), registered dietitian or licensed
nutritionist, or member of the clergy. We are not providing health care, medical or
nutritional therapy services, or attempting to diagnose, treat, prevent or cure any
physical, mental or emotional issue, disease or condition. The information provided in
our booklet pertaining to your health or wellness, exercise, relationships,
business/career choices, finances, or any other aspect of your life does not create a
clinician-patient relationship and is not intended to be a substitute for the professional
medical advice, diagnosis or treatment provided by your own Medical Provider or
Mental Health Provider. We are not providing medical advice, mental health advice, or
religious advice in any way. Always seek the advice of your own Medical Provider
and/or Mental Health Provider regarding any questions or concerns you have about
your specific health or any medications, herbs or supplements you are currently taking
and before implementing any recommendations or suggestions from our booklet. Do
not disregard medical advice or delay seeking medical advice because of information
you have read in this booklet. Do not start or stop taking any medications without
speaking to your own Medical Provider or Mental Health Provider. If you have or
suspect that you have a medical or mental health problem, contact your own Medical
Provider or Mental Health Provider promptly. The information contained in this booklet
has not been evaluated by the Food and Drug Administration.

FOOTNOTES

Evidence for decreased parasympathetic response to a novel peer interaction in older
children with ASD:
https://jneurodevdisorders.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s11689-020-09354-x

How the Autonomic Nervous System May Govern Anxiety in Autism:
https://www.spectrumnews.org/opinion/viewpoint/how-the-autonomic-nervous-
system-may-govern-anxiety-in-autism/
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Thank you for supporting me! 
I love doing what I do and 
YOU make it possible.

Taylor Heaton
Mom on the Spectrum
youtube.com/MomOnTheSpectrum
Instagram: @_MomOnTheSpectrum
Twitter: @itstaylorheaton
venmo: @TaylorHeaton
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https://www.instagram.com/_momonthespectrum/
https://twitter.com/itstaylorheaton
https://venmo.com/taylorheaton
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