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What You Should Know
Approximately 1 in 36 children in the United States has been identified with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). During an emergency shelter activation, you will likely encounter families who have a member with autism. These individuals may have difficulty with communication, sensory processing, social interaction, and adapting to sudden changes in routine. A hurricane evacuation and shelter stay can be extremely distressing.
You do not need specialized training to help. You need awareness, patience, and a few practical strategies.

How to Recognize That Someone May Have Autism or Sensory Differences
A caregiver may tell you directly. If they do not, watch for these signs:
1. Covering ears, eyes, or face in response to noise, light, or crowds
1. Repetitive movements such as rocking, hand-flapping, or pacing
1. Difficulty making eye contact or responding to verbal instructions
1. Extreme distress when asked to change location, wait in line, or follow a new process
1. Use of a communication device, picture board, or sign language instead of speech
1. An older child or adult who appears to need more support than expected for their age
Important: Do not attempt to diagnose anyone. If you notice these signs, simply ask the caregiver if there is anything you can do to help their family member feel more comfortable.

How to Approach the Family
Talk to the caregiver first. Introduce yourself calmly. Ask: "Does anyone in your family have any special needs or things that would help them feel more comfortable here?" This gives the caregiver an opening without requiring them to disclose a diagnosis.
Listen to the caregiver. They are the expert on their family member. If they say their child needs a quiet space, headphones, or a specific food, take that seriously. These are not preferences. They are needs.
Speak directly to the individual with autism if the caregiver indicates they can understand you. Use simple, clear sentences. Give one instruction at a time. Allow extra time for a response.

What You Can Do at the Shelter
Environment
1. Designate a quiet, low-traffic area where families can go when the main shelter becomes overwhelming. This can be a classroom, storage room, or cordoned section with lower lighting.
1. Warn families before making PA announcements, or provide advance notice by walking to the area first.
1. Allow flexible sleeping arrangements. Placing a family near an interior wall away from doors, foot traffic, and generators reduces sensory triggers.
1. If fluorescent lights are the only option, allow families to use hats, sunglasses, or blankets to block light.
1. Post simple visual signs showing where key areas are: bathrooms, food service, medical station, quiet area, exits.
Communication
1. If the individual uses a communication board or device, allow them to use it. Do not remove it or set it aside.
1. If the individual does not speak, do not assume they cannot understand you.
1. Use gestures, pointing, and visual cues to supplement verbal communication.
1. Family Initiative provides printable communication boards in this packet. Offer them to families who arrive without one.
Behavior
1. Repetitive behaviors (rocking, humming, pacing) are self-regulation strategies. They are not disruptive and should not be stopped unless they create a safety risk.
1. If an individual becomes agitated, reduce stimulation first: move them to a quieter area, reduce lighting, and decrease the number of people nearby.
1. Do not physically restrain or touch the individual without the caregiver's guidance. Physical contact can escalate a crisis.
1. If the individual attempts to run (called elopement), follow them calmly to ensure safety. Alert shelter security. Do not chase aggressively or shout.

What NOT to Do
1. Do not force eye contact. Many individuals with autism find this distressing.
1. Do not take away comfort items (stuffed animals, fidget toys, blankets, headphones). These are essential regulation tools, not luxuries.
1. Do not separate the individual from their caregiver for administrative processing. Process them together.
1. Do not use the PA system without warning near the quiet/sensory area.
1. Do not assume noncompliance. If someone does not respond to instructions, they may not understand, may be overwhelmed, or may need more processing time. Repeat calmly. Simplify. Use visuals.
1. Do not scold or discipline the individual. Defer to the caregiver for all behavioral guidance.

Elopement and Wandering Safety
Wandering (also called elopement) is one of the most dangerous behaviors in a shelter setting. Individuals with autism may leave a designated area without warning, especially when distressed. Many are attracted to water, roads, or open spaces.
1. Upon intake, ask caregivers if their family member has a history of wandering or elopement.
1. If yes, flag the family for shelter security staff.
1. Assign the family a sleeping/resting area away from exits and high-traffic zones.
1. Offer a wristband or identification tag with the caregiver's name and phone number.
1. If the individual goes missing inside the shelter, begin a systematic search immediately. Check bathrooms, exterior doors, parking areas, and any water features first.
1. Notify shelter management and security within 5 minutes if the individual is not located.

When to Escalate
Contact the shelter manager or medical staff if:
1. The individual is injuring themselves (hitting their head, biting, scratching) and the caregiver cannot safely intervene.
1. The individual has left the shelter building and cannot be located.
1. The caregiver is in medical distress and cannot supervise their family member.
1. The individual needs medication that was lost, damaged, or left behind during evacuation.
1. The family is in conflict with other shelter residents and the situation is escalating.

Resources in This Packet
Family Initiative has provided the following materials that you can offer to families or use yourself:
1. Communication Boards: Picture-based tools for individuals who do not use speech. Boards cover basic needs, emotions, yes/no responses, environment, and preferred items.
1. Visual Schedules: Icon cards that can be arranged to show a daily routine at the shelter. A "First/Then" board helps set expectations for transitions.
1. Social Stories: Short illustrated stories that explain what a hurricane is, what a shelter is like, and what to expect. Caregivers can read these with their family member.
1. Behavioral Strategy Guide: Detailed guidance for caregivers on de-escalation, sensory regulation, and managing high-energy or low-energy states.
1. Energy Gauge: A visual tool that helps individuals and caregivers identify their current energy/emotional state and select appropriate calming strategies.

Questions? Contact Family Initiative at info@fi-florida.org or visit fi-florida.org.
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