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Behaviour – Meltdowns 
 

• They may have trouble identifying and communicating their emotions. 

• They may feel overwhelmed by emotions due to sensory processing difficulties. 

• They may find day-to-day situations more overwhelming than other children. 

• They may find regular activities more challenging than other children. 

• They may find it frustrating when they cannot clearly articulate their needs, 

wants and concerns. 

• They may find it difficult to manage change or adapt to new situations. 

• They may have trouble reframing a problem. 

• They may not have the confidence to overcome challenging situations. 

 

A meltdown can include temper tantrums, screaming, self-injury or 
physically aggressive behaviour such as hitting or throwing objects. 
During a meltdown, a child may have little control over their 
emotional state and have difficulty calming down. 

 For children who have autism spectrum disorder (ASD), meltdowns may be more 
frequent, more intense and caused by a seemingly insignificant event or situation. 
Meltdowns occur because they serve a purpose. They are a form of communication 
and can become a strategy for avoiding difficult or unpleasant tasks. 

Children with ASD can have difficulty regulating their emotions and struggle to avoid 
meltdowns.  

 

Strategies to Minimise and Manage Meltdowns 

 Common strategies used to encourage and discourage 
behaviours don’t always work for children with ASD. A 
disapproving look may prompt a child to rethink their behaviour, 
but this will have little effect with a child who struggles to recognise 
facial expressions. Other strategies, such as ‘time-out’, are 
ineffective for a child who prefers to be left alone.  
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Being able to interpret and name emotions can help your child to understand and 
respond more appropriately to strong feelings (see tip sheet, Social Skills – 
Understanding Emotions). Having tools and strategies to help regulate their emotions 
can help your child to: 

 • socialise and interact with others. 
• have the confidence to attempt challenging situations or activities. 
• communicate how they feel so they can be better supported 

through stressful moments. 

 

When a meltdown occurs, consider what the behaviour might be trying to 
communicate. For example, is something unpleasant for your child? They may be 
experiencing sensory issues, struggling with an unpredictable routine, or feeling tired 
or unwell. Your child may require some extra help to cope with a situation, be seeking 
your attention, or avoiding a task. A meltdown may be a response to something that 
has happened or to something that is about to happen. By identifying the purpose of 
the behaviour, it can be possible to reduce the number and intensity of meltdowns. 

 

Social stories can help your child understand the triggers that may cause a strong 
emotional response and what they can do to calm themselves. 

Help your child learn to communicate their needs, express their feelings and explain 
when something is making them feel uncomfortable. Visual supports (e.g. the use of 
pictures to aid understanding) may help your child with this. The simple strategy of 
pointing to the issue or to what they want can significantly reduce your child’s 
frustrations. 

Consistent structures, routines and a predictable environment can help your child feel 
prepared and in control. Create visual aids by setting out the day’s routine in picture 
format. This can support your child’s understanding of what is happening during their 
day. 

Reduce any stimuli that your child may have difficulty coping with, such as 
fluorescent lights or background noise (see tip sheets, Sensory Avoidance and 
Oversensitivity and Sensory Overload) 

Provide support for tasks that your child may try to avoid. Break tasks into smaller, 
more achievable steps or provide visuals to outline the sequence of steps. 

Use a visual timer to help your child understand the time and how long it will be 
before an activity finishes. 

Routines will not always go to plan. There will be occasions when your child is exposed 
to something that is likely to set off a meltdown. It is not possible to avoid these 
situations entirely, nor should we strive to. When you cannot keep to routine, or you 
know a situation could trigger an emotional response, let your child know 
beforehand. Acknowledge that this will be a challenging situation for them and give 
them strategies to help cope with the situation. 
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When Meltdowns Happen 

 While there are strategies for minimising meltdowns, it is impossible to predict or control 
every situation. It is inevitable that meltdowns will occur. View these moments as 
opportunities for your child to learn about their emotions and how to manage them, 
rather than negative occasions.  

When a meltdown occurs, your child cannot listen and follow directions well.  The first 
thing to do is keep them (and others) safe with as little input as possible. Address any 
safety issues in the environment and wait quietly until the meltdown is over.   

Once your child’s body starts to relax, and the meltdown is coming to an end: 

• use a slow, quiet voice to speak to your child. 
• speak short, simple sentences and pronounce each word clearly, as 

language processing is slower after a meltdown. 
• offer your child a choice of what they can do now to make them feel 

better. For example, ask if they would like a drink or to wash their 
face. Keep to two simple options, so as not to overwhelm them.  

• do not talk about the meltdown at this stage. 
• reassure your child that you are here to help them, for example, “I 

can see you are upset. You are doing really well. When you are 
ready, we can work this out together.” 

 
Allow some time for the meltdown to pass before talking through the situation with your 
child.  

Separate the emotion from the behaviour. Explain to your child that it is okay to feel 
angry, frustrated or overwhelmed, but it is not okay to hit, break toys or scream at others, 
or whatever emotion and behaviour they are demonstrating. Help them understand 
that feelings are a normal part of life. Talk with your child about how they can better 
express their emotion in future. 

Provide a safe space where your child can go to calm down. This may be a quiet, dark 
room, or a beanbag and cushions away from others in the house. Help your child to 
identify when they may need to use the space and give them ways to communicate 
that need (such as visuals or signing).  

Fidget toys can also be useful in the calming down process. Teach your child how to 
calm themselves through strategies such as deep breathing, counting to ten or by 
engaging in activities that provide sensory feedback to the body, e.g. animal walks, 
playing on a swing, singing a song, or looking at a picture book. 

 

https://www.playconnect.com.au/


 

 
playconnect.com.au 

 

Tip Sheet 

 
References 

 
Autism Speaks Inc. (2018). Challenging Behaviours Tool Kit. Retrieved from Autism 

Speaks: https://www.autismspeaks.org/tool-kit/challenging-behaviors-tool-kit 

Autism Tasmania. (2011, April). Behaviour Management Strategies for Individuals with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Retrieved from Autism Tasmania: 
http://autismtas.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Info-Sheet-
Behaviour.pdf 

Denham, S. A., Blair, K. A., DeMulder, E., Levitas, J., Sawyer, K., Auerbach-Major, S., & 
Queenan, P. (2008). Preschool Emotional Competence: Pathway to Social 
Competence? Children Development, 238-256. 

National Autistic Society. (n.d.). Meltdowns. Retrieved from National Autistic Society: 
https://www.autism.org.uk/about/behaviour/meltdowns.aspx##anticipate 

Samson, A. C., Huber, O., & Gross, J. J. (2012). Emotion Regulation in Asperger’s 
Syndrome and High-Functioning Autism. Emotion, 659-665. 

 

 

https://www.playconnect.com.au/

