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CORONAVIRUS
Supporting those with autism during the
COVID-19 outbreak
During this unprecedented period of uncertainty and
disruption everyone can feel stressed and worried. It can
be a particularly difficult time for individuals with autism,
as well as their families and the support system around
them. Typical routines have been disrupted, favoured
activities cancelled and preferred places closed; and for
many individuals their face to face contact with their family
and loved ones has been removed.
Those on the spectrum often feel most content with
consistency and predictability and we know change can
be a major cause of anxiety for individuals with autism.
Changes to their daily, weekly and monthly routines,
as well as the changes in the social expectations can
make this period of time confusing, challenging and
overwhelming.

How do we reduce stress?
Where possible introduce changes gradually so that
individuals are not overwhelmed and confused. It may
be beneficial to address changes to daily routines as
they come, in order to reduce the amount of information
individuals with autism have to process.
It is important to involve those on the spectrum in
discussing possible alternative activities. Where possible,
offer alternative activities within their interests.
optionsautism

@optionsautism

Following this, create a new schedule including the new
activities. The schedule should include aspects of their usual
day which have not been affected such as morning routine
and snack times. A routine will create structure and will
reduce the unpredictability of each day.
Communication aids, such as visual support tools, can be
very useful and have been shown to reduce anxiety for
those on the autism spectrum. During this period of time
there are major changes in routines such as going out on
trips, meeting others and attending events. These changes
can make the world appear chaotic in addition to placing
greater social demands on individuals with autism. This can
result in heightened levels of distress and arousal.
Good communication is vital in preparing individuals for
change. Without good communication, those with autism
may struggle to understand the issues at hand, how they
impact on them and may feel excluded. Some people have
even asked whether their activities have been cancelled
because they have been “bad”.
Sometimes it can help individuals with autism to understand
and process information better when material is presented
visually. The National Autistic Society have provided links
to some useful tools to help explain the current situation
which include Carol Greys Social Stories (1) and MenCap’s
EasyRead Information (2). There are also a number of other
communication tools we can use, these include:
• Storyboards to communicate changes in routine
• Visual schedules to communicate daily routines

7

It is important to consider the individual’s level of
understanding and processing when creating these tools.

Example of a Now
and Next Schedule:

Autism and Handwashing

NOW AND NEXT
(Insert Symbol)

The World Health Organization
recommends hand washing
regularly and thoroughly, for at
least 20 seconds to help reduce
the spread of Covid-19 (3). Those
with autism may struggle with the
new hand washing guidelines for a
number of reasons;
• Sensitivity to water
temperature or soap fragrance making it difficult for
them to want to engage in hand washing
• Increase in time to wash hands for (if they did
not usually wash for 20 seconds) as they may not
understand why they have to wash their hands for an
increased length of time
• Handwashing outside of their normal routine e.g. not
just after using the bathroom, therefore not a part of
their usual routine and predictably of each day
• Multiple steps in the recommended efficient hand
washing technique may become confusing and
overwhelming for individuals with autism to engage
with.

How can we help individuals with autism wash
their hands?
Taking into account sensory difficulties with hand washing
for individuals with autism can be supported by finding a
temperature of water that the person is comfortable with
and also a soap that the person prefers e.g. block of soap
or liquid dispenser soap. Some individuals may prefer a
fragrance free soap as they may be sensitive to strong
smells, whilst for some individuals fragranced soap may
encourage them to wash their hands more regularly.
Good communication is necessary to help individuals on
the spectrum process and understand why hand washing
is important, and how to wash hands efficiently. The
Scottish Autism Charity has provided links to useful tools
to help encourage regular and efficient hand washing for
people with autism (4). These include videos of ‘how to
wash your hands’, visuals to support communication for
hand washing and songs to sing whilst washing hands.
The washing hands schedule from the NHS website
provides a step by step visual guide to ensure good hand
hygiene (5).
This period of time not only causes anxiety for those on
the spectrum but also for families and care providers.
In order to help those continuing to provide high levels
of care, you can create now and next schedules with
accompanying visuals. Now and next schedules provide
focus and simplify demands placed upon an individual.

NOW
(Insert Symbol)

NEXT

Conclusion
The health and well-being of the individuals we support is
our priority. It is important to continue to follow government
guidelines to slow down the spread of the virus and protect
those most vulnerable. As a specialist therapeutic care
and education provider, we continue to work as a multidisciplinary team using a range of strategies to support all
individuals through this unprecedented time.
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Spread the word...

If you found this help sheet useful please feel free to share
it with anyone who you feel may benefit.
The complete series of help sheets can be found on our
website www.optionsautism.co.uk/resources

For further information about our schools and homes throughout England and Wales for children and adults with autism, complex
needs and learning disabilities call: 08442 487187 | email: info@optionsautism.co.uk | website: www.optionsautism.co.uk
optionsautism

@optionsautism

©Options 2020 | Autism Information Sheet | Issue 30

