Autism and Christmas

Christmas Dag IS onlg one o/ag of the year. but the anﬁcipaﬁon and
prepamﬁons may occur over several months. Shops, advertisements.
and conversations wil increasmghj remind autistic individuals and their
familg members of pasT experiences of Christmas festivities and that
Christmas. from the perspecﬁve of autism. can be overvvhe/mmg and
exhausﬁng.

As clinicians. we have often discussed Christmas preparaﬁons with
families and are aware of the various dimensions of autism that need
to be considered when orgamsmg and ah‘endmg lfamilg celebrations. These include social expecfaﬁons,

sensory experiences, and copmg with change, uncem‘amfg and stress.
Social ex,oecfaﬁons

A {amilg 9afhermg at Christmas has a sequence of activities and social expecfaﬁons that may need to
be clear/g explamed to an autistic familg member. This can include the presence of extended Familg
members who may seem like sfmngers to an autistic person. the expecfaﬁon to engage in greeﬁngs and
expressions of affection and copmg with so many people in a confined space.

There is also the familg ritual of givmg and openmg presem‘s. This recluires the abi’hy to wait while
someone opens a presenT and show gmﬁfude when receivmg and openmg a presenf which may be a
disappomfment Carol Orag has developed Social Stories (Oralj 2015) to explam social conventions. and

she has written Social Stories for young autistic children on themes relevant to Christmas. such as:

o Were 9omg to a big familg Ioamy,
o \/\ﬂqg are 9i1f’rs imporfanf.?

. \/\/hg do people wrap 9iffs?

o How fo open a gﬁf’r.

e Some giﬁ‘s are disappomﬁng_

One of the characteristics of autism is not h'kmg surprises, and parem‘s of autistic children may aalj'usf
the presenT openmg acﬁvh‘y to avoid surprises. as described in the fo”owmg cluofe from the National
Autistic Socie’ry Christmas ﬁps: Last year my son chose his own main foresemL and checked it was
righf when it arrived. then it was vvmpped, He felt better knowmg his presem was rlgl’n‘, and it
wouldnt be a surprise, so started the dag calm .

There can dlso be difficulties resonaﬁng with and respondmg to the emotional afmosphere of bemg
merry when You don't feel merry. There is the opﬁon of ‘maskmg' autism and acﬁng lnappg, but this
will be exl'vausﬁng, increase stress levels and decrease the abi’#g fo cope for the duration of the
celebrations. There is also anxiehj regardmg the abilny fo successfu”(j socia”y engage with extended
Ifamihj members and the vu’nerabilhy of bemg socia”y reJ'ecTed and teased.



Si‘raiegies for coping with the social expec’ron‘ions of Christmas celebrations can include:

o Create and expiain the schedule of activities and who will be there.

o Arrive eariy when few ifarniiij members are present and the house s reiofiveiy calm and leave
earig.

e A parent to monitor the autistic person’s signs of stress and have reguior opporiunii‘ies
anougnou’r the celebrations for enerqy and emotional recovery n a oluieiL sanci‘uarg in the
house.

o Educate all iforniig members on the perspeci‘ive of the autistic person and how Tneg can neip in
areas such as expressions of affection and needing personoi space as well as sensory

sensii‘iviiy and what would be an appreciai‘ed preseni.
Sensory experiences

Fiasning and sparkiing Christmas iign’rs and decorations may be encnani‘ing for non-autistic ifamiig
members. but Tneg can be perceiveoi as aversive or disiraci‘ing for an autistic person. There may need

to be a compromise regaroiing the iniensiiy of sensory experiences.

There can dlso be the issue of singing Christmas Carols with iforniiy members singing off—keg, which
can be especiaiig aversive for some autistic individuals who have perifeciL pii‘cii, There are concerns
regorciing 9eneroi noise levels and sudden ‘snorpl noises. such as someone with a raucous iaugn.

The ifo”ovving oluoi‘e describes the effects of audii‘orij sensiﬁviiy at a Christmas gai‘i’iering. [ was
ifrigni‘eneoi of balloons bursi‘ing, the suddenness of pariy poppers and the crack made by Christmas

crackers. [ was very cautious of angﬂoing that migiﬂi‘ make an unexpeci‘eoi loud noise.

It is also imporfani‘ to consider in advance what food will be served and whether the food is within the
range of occepied sensory experiences and noiing that social exhaustion and anxieiy ncrease sensory

sensi’riviiy.
Coping with change and surprises

Sometime before Christmas. there will be cnanges to the home that include the arrival or construction
and decoration of the Christmas tree. puﬁing up Christmas decorations and rnoving furniture. These
cnanges may be ciisiressing for an autistic person who preifers coniinuiiy and consisi‘encg in their
environment. Tney may need advanced notice and reassurance to cope with the cnonges.

A parenf‘s perspecﬁve

Fomilg gai‘nerings can be a source of stress for autistic peopie and also their porenis, who have to be
vigiioniL in rnoniioring the autistic persons social and sensory experiences as well as rnoiniaining their
obiigaﬁons as guesis or hosts. Often. pareni‘s will priorii‘ise the needs of their autistic child and
cornprornise their enjogmeni and commitments to their extended family. They will also be aware that
ifomiiy members may perceive them as persona”y responsibie for their autistic child's behaviour and

their pareni‘ing si‘rai‘egies openiU criticised. Ti’ieg may feel consianﬂy on dony and unable to relax and



enjog the fami/g reunion as much as other fami/g members (/\/\ooﬂ%g, Carlstedt and Fischl. 2023).

They would greaﬂg benefit from family members slnaring the monn‘ormg and supervision
Christmas for autistic adults

A Christmas parfg at work may have different social codes and expec’raﬂons compareo/ to a famil
Christmas celebration. An autistic adult will benefit from an explanaﬁon of the schedule of events at a

Chrisfmas WOV‘I( parl‘y Gﬂd a WOfl( co”eague WtﬂO can PV‘OV!CJQ guia/ance Gﬂd SUPPO}’T.

An advam‘age of being an adult is the pofenﬁa/ to avoid a fami/y reunion at Christmas. as illustrated
b% the fo”owmg quofaﬁon‘ Im Iookmg forward to celebmﬁng Christmas here in [place] this Year. With
the familg [ choose. Not the familg [m born into

Conclusion

Christmas can be a stressful time for autistic children and adults. but ’(novvmg the schedule of
celebrations in advance. the social expecfaﬁons and Iikelg sensory experiences will reduce stress and
encourage successful engagemem‘ and the creation of happg memories for all Fami/g members.
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