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	Introduction

Trips out to places such as the shops, can become stressful experiences for both the child and the rest of the family.  This information sheet is intended to provide some suggestions to assist you and help to reduce some of the difficulties a young person on the autistic spectrum may have.  
Possible triggers

It is known Children with an Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can have difficulties processing the different sensations we all experience in the environment on a daily basis.
· Sounds Children with ASD can have difficulty filtering out what other people may be able to ignore as background noise.  Some children have difficulties distinguishing between foreground and background noise and some may feel like everything sounds very loud and feel uncomfortable.
· Smells Children with ASD can be overwhelmed with subtle smells you may not even notice e.g. perfume, or in the shops strong odours such as fish and meat counters.  Some children find it difficult to distinguish between different smells and may feel overwhelmed.
· Visual Some children may also experience problems with visual sensory input.  Fluorescent, flickering lights or reflecting light may hurt, mesmerise or confuse your child.  There are many different objects to focus on in a shop and changing patterns appear in rows or on shelves.  A child with ASD can have difficulty focusing on only one or two objects and may be overwhelmed in this complex environment, experiencing ‘visual overload’.  
· Touch Some children with ASD may also be very sensitive to touch.  Being touched may feel to some children like a pin prick or a shock or jolt.  This can cause difficulties if children are trying on new clothes or shoes.  People brushing past by your child may be very distressing for them.  If your child insists on wearing something you feel is inappropriate e.g. a heavy coat in the summer it may be that he/she is getting positive sensory feedback from either the fabric or the weight of the clothing.
· Lack of understanding Unless it has been previously explained or demonstrated, it can be very hard for a child to understand the need to go the shops.  This can lead to frustration and stress which may be shown through behavioural difficulties.  
Strategies to overcome difficulties 

Keep a diary

When trying to understand behaviour it can be useful to use a behaviour diary to try and identify which triggers maybe causing the behaviour as it can then be easier to identify solutions.  Note any environmental triggers, time of day or week.  If clothes or shoe shopping is difficult are there particular colours, fabrics style of clothes that your child finds difficult to tolerate.  

Preparation 
There are a number of ways in which you can prepare a child for a shopping trip and thus reduce some of the confusion and frustration: 
· Show your child a picture of the shop you are going to before getting in the car or have a symbol on a daily timetable.
·  There are books which may help explain the event or you may find it useful to write a social story about going shopping in consultation with your O.T and Speech and Language therapist.  
· Some children identify going to particular shops with a particular route.  It is important that either you keep to this route or take alternative routes as much as possible so that your child does not get confused if you do have to take a diversion.  
· You may find it useful to act out trips at home to help prepare them.  Many shops sell toys that can help.
· It may be a good idea to provide rules of how to behave in a shop giving positive instructions i.e. ‘in the supermarket I can do x’ for some children it may be possible to arrive at the rules together and sign off a contract.  
· Learning some relaxation techniques may also help in relieving stress.  

Visual Support 
Many children with ASD find visual support easier to process than spoken communication and visual prompts may help them to understand the different steps in a visit or to help them that there will be a point when the trip will end.  

· Now and Next board.  Having a now and next board (with a picture of a shop as ‘now’ and a photograph of what you are doing next) which you can carry around the shop and may help the child understand that there will be a point when the shopping trip comes to an end.  

· Lists.  Having a small shopping list in a visual form can help to keep a child on task.  Try to think of things that are spread out around the shop or if you are going to more than one shop include items in each so the child remains involved for as long as possible.  

Equipment.  If your child has difficulties processing light or noise, ear muffs, a walkman or ear plugs can help cut out external noise or give one particular noise to focus on.  Sunglasses can help a child to process light and cut out some brightness and flickering.  Baseball caps can be useful as they not only block out light they can also reduce noise levels.  

· Distracters.  Having a comforter or toy to distract your child can also help.  For some children this may just be a familiar object for them to fiddle with in their pocket.  For other children channeling their interest may help them to focus and ignore everything else that is going on in the shop e.g. how many pictures of Thomas the Tank engine can you find in the shop?

· Rewards.  When you have had a successful trip, you may find rewarding your child afterwards reinforces good behaviour. This can be done in a number of ways e.g. getting a sticker, five minutes watching their favourite T.V programme or a small treat.  It is important to give this reward soon after the event so that your child learns the association between the trip and the reward.  
· Post Shopping Trip.  It is also important to note that your child may need some calm time after over stimulation.  He/she may need to wind down in the car or house afterwards.  It is important to have a chance to unwind before asking them to do anything else that may increase the stress levels again.  As your child becomes more tolerant of such environments it may be possible to increase the amount of shops you visit in one trip.

Ref: http://www.autism.org.uk/living-with-autism/out-and-about/shopping-strategies-to-help.aspx 
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