Meltdown vs. Shutdown Guide

Understanding the Differences & How to Handle Each

Autistic individuals often experience intense responses to overwhelm, which can manifest
as either a meltdown or a shutdown. While they may appear similar from the outside,
understanding their differences is essential for providing the right support and care.

What is a Meltdown?

A meltdown is an intense, outward expression of distress, often triggered by sensory
overload, emotional stress, or sudden changes. Itis not a tantrum or a behavioral choice
but a neurological response to overwhelming stimuli.

Common Signs of a Meltdown:

Crying, screaming, or yelling

¢ Physical agitation (rocking, pacing, or hand-flapping)

e Self-injurious behavior (hitting, biting, or head-banging)
¢ Increased sensitivity to noise, light, or touch

¢ Difficulty communicating needs verbally

How to Help During a Meltdown:

Reduce sensory input — Move to a quieter, calmer space. Dim lights or lower noise
levels if possible.

Provide reassurance — Use a calm, soothing voice and avoid unnecessary talking.
Offer safe outlets — Provide sensory tools like fidget items, weighted blankets, or a
comfort object.

Respect personal space — Avoid physical contact unless requested or necessary for
safety.

Allow time for recovery — A meltdown takes time to pass; don’t rush the process.

What is a Shutdown?

A shutdown is an inward response to overwhelm, where the individual withdraws and may
become nonverbal or unresponsive. It is often the result of prolonged stress, exhaustion, or
an attempt to avoid a meltdown.

Common Signs of a Shutdown:



e Sudden quietness or loss of speech
e Freezing or becoming physically still
e Difficulty processing information or responding to questions

e Avoiding eye contact or social interaction

Appearing detached or disconnected

How to Help During a Shutdown:
Allow quiet time — Give the person space to recover without pressure to interact.
Minimize demands - Avoid asking questions or requiring immediate responses.

Offer a safe environment — Ensure they feel secure and provide access to comfort
items.

Use alternative communication — Texting, writing, or gestures may be easier than
speaking.

Be patient — A shutdown can last minutes to hours; let them recover at their own pace.

Key Differences Between Meltdowns & Shutdowns:

Feature Meltdown Shutdown

Inward (silence, stillness,

Expression Outward (crying, yelling, movement) .
withdrawal)
Response Type Reactive & explosive Passive & disconnected
.. May struggle to speak, but vocalizes Often nonverbal or unable to
Communication
distress respond

. ) Agitation, movement, potential self- .

Physical Signs Lack of movement, zoning out

harm

Sensory reduction, reassurance, time to Space, quiet, minimal

Recovery Needs . .
process interaction

Final Thoughts
Both meltdowns and shutdowns are valid responses to overwhelming situations.
Understanding these differences helps create a supportive environment where autistic



individuals feel safe and respected. Whether supporting yourself or a loved one, patience,

empathy, and proactive strategies can make all the difference. €@



