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OHRISTMAS TIPS FORì€ ì€

NEIJRODIVERCENT TAMILIES
The tesm st The Toby Henderson Trust hqve both lÍved

experíence of roisíng NeurodÍvergent chÍldren snd sonte oÍ us

dre Neurodivergent ourselyes. We hqve put together d guÍde full
of sdvice snd tþs that mîght help your famÎly thís Chrístrnss'

Some of us welcome the chonge to our doily routine thot
Christmos brings. We enjoy seosonol foods ond drinks. Seeing

friends ond fomily. Giving ond receiving presents. Seeing lights

twinkle ond heoring corols sung ond so mony other troditions!

But while the festive seoson con be joyful, it con olso feel

overwhelming for some children, young people, ond odults.

Chonges in routine, busy sociol colendors, finonciol pressures,

emotionol expectotions, or sensory overlood cqn oll moke this

time of yeor more chollenging. Our hope is to help fomilies find

woys for everyone to enjoy Christmos, in o woy thot feels right for

your own fomily. tt's okoy if it looks different from whot you

imogined or whot you see on sociol medio. With o little plonning,

flexibility, onO k¡nOness to yourself, you con creote o Christmos

thot works for everyone. ln this guide, we've put together Some

tips ond ideos thot m¡ght help you during this time.
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PLANNIIIC AHEAD
o Your child might loenefit from using visuol supports to help them count down to

Christmos. Some neurodivergent individuols con crove predictobility. They olso
might hove trouble with the concept of time. A minute might seem like on hour,
ond o week is hord to imogine. Advent colendors ore perfect for this. However,
this opprooch might not work for every child. Some moy prefer to focus on the
festive period os o whole rother thon building up crnticipotion for o single doy.

o Your child might like to be involved with your plons over Christmos. you could osk
eoch fomily member whot they would eoch like to do ond prioritise these
octivities ond events. lt's sometimes not possible to do everything but you could
hove some non neogotiobles thot your fomily members would like to do thot
would bring joy. lt's okoy to be honest obout how your Christmos is going to look
ond thot you con hove your own woy of doing it thot's right for you os o fomily.

' A sociql story might be beneficiol to use. These ore short, descriptions of o
situotion, event or octivity. They're usuolly illustroted ond ínclude specific
informotion obout whot to expect in thot situotion ond why. For odvice on how to
moke them, p leose click here for o link to Sheffi d Children's NHS F undotion
Trusts website with more informotion qbout Sociol Stories. A sociql story obout
Christmos Doy could include q schedule of whot will hoppen thot doy ond sofe
spoces they con go to if it gets too overwhelming.

' You could mqke q colendor, which will show oll the chonges ond plons thot your
fomily con expect. December usuolly brings chonges to your normqlweekly ond
doily routines. Your colendor could include things like when the decorotions begin
to go up, when the tree is token down, when school storts ogoin. We hove
included on exomple of our free downloodoble colendor below which is ovqiloble
to downlood on our website. You don't hove to stick to o poper version, some
fomilies prefer using online shored colendors insteod.
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IRO AIID SCHEDIJLES
. For some neurodivergent individuols, they like to keep to their usuol doily

routines os much os possible to mointoin predictobility. lt's importont thot
outistic individuols know whot to expect. lf there ore chonges, moke sure they

ore owore in odvonce if this would help them.

. Moke schedules for non-routine doys in whqtever formot works best for your

child.

. Remind your child whot's coming up ot regulor intervols if they benefit f rom

regulor prompts ond reminders. First, we'll do this, then we'll do thot. You could

use some visuol supports to help with this.

. Use o timer or clock so your child knows how long eoch octivity will lost. Don't

extend the timer ofter you've set it. Not even secretly so they con trust the

timer.

. When you hove o routine thot works, stick wíth it! Finding o Christmos routine

for your fomily might toke o triol ond error over o few yeors. And yours might

end up looking different to others but thot's ok! For exomple, you might spreod

out opening presents over o few doys. Or you might only hove your tree up for

one doy. But if it works, thot's greot ond you know you con do it ogoin. We

olwoys soy to fomilies "You do You".

. Be mindful of overschedulíng over Christmos. While it's tempting to pock os

much fun into your time off os you con, it con oll be too much for o

Neurodivergent individuol. Moke sure they hove plenty of spoce between

octivities. And provide lots of tronsition time ond down time. lt might be worth

looking up the Spoon Theory or Energy Accountoncy which ore visuol toolkits

for energy rotioning which could be used for the WHOLE fomily!

. For more informotion obout Spoon Theory visit:

tt an ond Energy AccountoncY

visit: httpSl/wwwspectru m go m i n

occou ntinhttp/ ryww.spectrumg

g.net/posIbnerOV:
eo nti
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o Tolk to friends ond fomily before visits. Tell them whot your plon for the doy is.

o Ask people to messoge or phone oheod before visiting so your child knows
whot to expect ond who will be coming to their home.

' Show your child photos of the people they will be seeing beforehond but olso
the environment they will be visiting.

' Give your child plenty of notice of tronsitions to new octivities. For exomple,
give o ten-minute worning before dinner. You could ogoin, use the sond
timers ond phone olorms to help with this.

o Hove o quiet spoce in your house thot your child con retreot to when it qll
gets too much. This gives your child the opportunity to escope when they
need to. lf you're visiting onywhere else you could osk if there will be ony
quieter spoces thot they con occess or if fomily or friends could moke o quiet
spqce in their home. lt could be thot o blonket provides some comfort ond
sofety. lt's importont to not moke ony fuss when qn outistic person needs
some time owqy, we like to view this os o positive thot they feel comfortoble
to remove themselves from o situotion to help with their own regulotion,
especiolly when they're overwhelmed.

. Give your child o job to do if they need to be kept occupied. Hoving
something else to focus on con distroct them from the stress thot the festive
seoson moy bring. You could olso involve them in ony decisions to help them
feel in control ond involved in ony process.
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FOOD AND SENSORY ISSI]TS
. your child might like to Try holidoy foods in odvonce. Thot woy you con see

whot your child likes ond doesn't like. lt con olso give you o chonce to

discover ony cooking smells thot moy be too overpowering for your child. lf

they struggle with smells, you could use o piece of moteriol ond sproy some

preferred scents such os perfume or essentiql oils to help monoge this. This

could be something you use when out of your home too, we know there's

often lots of new ond different smells oround Christmos.

. Toke your child's fovourite/sofe foods with you. Sometimes crunchy foods ore

helpful for regulotion such os row corrot, pretzels ond ice cubes/lollies'

. Let your child eot whot they usuolly eot on Christmos Doy! lf they ore used to

cr sondwich ond fruit for lunch, or the 25th folls on 'chicken nuggets night'

then just go with thot.

. Moybe hove o buffet insteod of o troditionol Christmos Dinner. Thot woy

everyone gets to eot the food they like, ot their own poce. You could show

them photos beforehond of whot will be ovoiloble on the doy.

. proctice weoring 'speciol clothes' beforehond. A new outfit for Christmos doy

might feel oll different ond just not right.'Porty'clothes oren't often very

comfortoble ond neurodivergent individuols con be porticulorly sensitive to

things like seoms ond scrotchy fobrics. You might hove o few dress

reheorsols before the doy. You could olso weor clothes thot

comfortoble in underneoth ony costumes or porty outfits.

o Let your child weor their everydoy clothes. Those old
jogging bottoms ond o fovourite T-shirt ore perfect

Christmos outfits if they moke your child feel more

comfortoble.

they feel

. lf you visit onother fomily home or if you're out in the
community, you could toke something to help deol with

the noise. This could be eor defenders, eor buds, noise

concelling heodphones or o device with music on.

. Be owore of things thot moke loud noises, like Christmos

crockers ond porty poppers. consider not using them ot

oll when your child is neorby or moybe give your child o

worning before you use them'
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DECORA ONS
' Consider not putting up oll the decorotions while your child is not ot home.

Coming home to find the house looking completely different could be very
upsetting. We often soy you're the expert of your child ond you know whot will
be best for them.

o Decorote groduolly. For exomple, put the tree up one doy, ond decorote it
over o couple of doys. You might wont to odd other things o bit ot o time ond
you could highlight on the colendor, when these chonges ore goíng to
hoppen.

' You might like to toke o photo of whot your house normolly looks like ond set
c.r definecl dote of when thc festive period will enci.

' Get your child to choose decorotions ond help you to put them up. They
míght find it eosier to cope with their surroundings looking different if they
mqde some of the chonges themsetves.

' Avoid decorotions thot moy be too stimuloting or distrocting. Floshing lights
or hoving lots of things honging from the wolls or ceiling might just be too
much for some. Although it might not feel os Christmossy to you, keeping it
minimof just might help your chird during the festive period.

o Consider decoroting just one room in the house. Or keeping the twinkliest ond
noisiest things owoy from the oreos your child uses every doy. lt might be for
some, thot your child LOVES the twinkly lights so you hove these in lots of
oreos ocross the house.

*
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SANTA
. For some neurodivergent children, meeting Sonto con be overwhelming or

even frightening, especiolly if it involves sitting on his knee. Don't feel

pressured to do this if it couses your child distress.

. Tolking obout the "noughty list" might couse unnecessory worry or qnxiety for

some young people, especiolly those who toke things very literolly or find it

hord to understond jokes. lnsteod, try to focus on the excitement of the festive

seoson ond positive conversotions oround kindness ond shoring.

. Some children might feel uncomfortoble with the ideo of Sonto coming into

the house while they're osleep. For young people who volue predictobility or

hove strong boundories oround personol spoce, the thought of someone

entering their home unexpectedly con be unsettling, You could reossure

them by exploining thot porents help Sonto, or thot presents ore delivered in

CI woy thot feels sofe for them.
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' Your child might wont to unwrop gifts groduolly ond this is ok. Opening lots of
presents oll ot once on Christmos morning con be overwhelming. you could
unwrop gifts in o timefrome thot your child is comfortoble with. Thot could be
one or two presents of o time throughout Christmos doy, or over o week or
two. Remember you know them besfl

o Rememloer thot some outistic individuols don't like surprises. Although it moy
seem stronge to you, you could let them know whot's in the gift before they
unwrqp it. You could wrop their gifts together with them, even leove them
unwropped or put them ín o gift bog without ony wropping poper on. lt could
be thot you wrqp in cellophone or ploin poper ond put o photo of the item
outside on the poper or on o lobel. Another ideo could be putting presents in
o pillow cose too. ln thot woy if your child enjoys the qct of unwropping, they
still get this without the odded stress of the surprise or it could be thot they,re
sensitive to the noise or sensotion.

' Others might be wondering whot to gift your child. We love the ideo of
creoting o wish list together, which con then be shored with relotives. Some
young people moy olso oppreciote knowing in odvonce whot they'll be
receiving, os this con help reduce onxiety ond moke the experience more
enjoyoble.

' Mqke gifts reody to ploy with before you wrop them. Lots of outistic children
find it difficult to woit. For exomple, moking sure the botteries ore in ond the
toy is reody to go.

o You could hide presents somewhere else until the big doy. Seeing presents
under the tree for doys or even weeks before the 25th might be just too much
for some.

o You could be open ond honest with fomily memloers obout how your child
copes with opening gifts ond thot they might find it difficult to communicote
during this time so not to expect o "thonk you,,. your child might prefer to
open their present on their own of o loter time.

' An outistic young person recently told us thot they find it overwhelming when
lots of people in the fomily ore toking photos ond videos of them opening
their gifts. lt's worth considering if this would be too much for your child ond if
they would prefer o no phone zone whirst opening presents.



AND FINALLY...

. Remember to look ofter YOU ond your own regulotion. lf you con try, toke

some time to relox (even just l0 minutes) ond do something for yourself. This

is especiolly importont os Christmos con be o busy ond stressful time of yeor.

. lf things go wrong, be okoy with thot being okoy. Your child might get upset,

upset others or refuse to toke port ond this is ok. lf you know whclt went wrong

ond it's fixoble, then you con try to fix it next yeor. And if it isn't, just let it go.

There is no lqw thot soys you should do Christmos o certoin woy.

. Celebrote the seoson your woy.The holidoy seoson is meont to be o time for

fun ond reloxotion. lf the things you hove to do to moke it fun ond reloxing

seem odd to other people, don't mind them. There's no officiol Christmos rule

book.

o Remember this is not o to-do list. Or o list of do's ond don'ts. These ore simply

suggestions - mode by us. There's more thon one woy to live o fomily life qnd

equolly more thon one woy to enjoy on Autism friendly Christmos.

We hope this guide helps you ond your fomily in the run up to Christmos.
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Deqr

O I don't like beint the
centre of attcntion

O 0pen n! rrescnt
wûthout ¡n audience

O I can tet
urrconfortable

with surprises

Christnqs cqll be prettl overwhclninl for He,
e$Pec¡dlþ openinl presents in front of people. Tf,¡ï is

hqrd for He because ...

O I cyr worried qbout

reactinl the 'rilht' hru!

O fþ fqce doesnt
alr.lal¡ show whe,n lu

happl or ercited

To reduce nS overwheln qnd help nqke thedql q b¡t eq$ier, Hdlbe I coutd .. .

O Know uhat nt rrclent
is befsre opcnins it

O 0ren n! present o Hqve ¡one tihe
alone f¡rst

once I aH hone

Thanhs for fivinr l4e th¡s ertrq support.

Love fron

I
eur&fifðf




