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Goals For This Training

Define a crisis situation

Strategies for environmental changes to help prevent 
crisis situations from occurring in the future

Strategies to de-escalate and recover from a crisis 
situation

Building a crisis plan

Potential resources
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What is Considered a 
Crisis?

A crisis occurs when 
immediately available 
resources are 
not enough to de-
escalate an 
unsafe behavioral 
situation. When a 
crisis begins, changes 
to the environment and 
additional external 
support may 
be necessary.

What needs to be assessed:

§ Do the demands exceed the capabilities of the family?

§ It's possible you don't have enough hands to go around to maintain 
everyone in the 
family, that's completely understandable! Increasing therapy/service 
hours may be ideal, if possible.

§ How are you managing/coping with these demands?

§ It is tough work to try to juggle everything life throws at you, it is okay to 
ask for help!

§ Similarly, it is just as difficult to put on a 'happy face' when everything 
seems to be going askew; look for your support system, find what works 
for you to try to feel like your usual self again.

§ Is there a lack of support?

§ Whether it’s financial support, social support from family and friends, or 
emergency support that are lacking, these support systems can have an 
impact on the severity of a crisis.

Weiss, Wingsiong, and Lunsky (2014)



z Setting Events: What's Happening 
Before the Crisis-Evoking 
Behavior?

§ An environmental change can make an item/activity/behavior more or less desirable
and thus increase the likelihood of a crisis event occurring.

§ Examples: 

§ It's the dead of winter and you return home to find out your heater has broken. This event serves as 
an environmental change and makes sweaters and blankets more desirable.

§ Dad usually gives Bobby a lot of cuddles and love when getting Bobby dressed for the day. Dad had 
to leave for a work-business trip for the week, which leaves Bobby to be dressed by Mom for the 
week. The lack of attention from Dad (due to being out of town), serves as an environmental change 
and can make getting dressed less desirable. This can potentially lead to a crisis situation of Bobby 
running out of the house without any clothes on.

§ Lilly did not eat her lunch at school and now has to finish the rest of the school day on an empty 
stomach. This event serves as an environmental change and can make most activities less
desirable (hangry – we've all been there) and therefore lead to more challenging behaviors at 
school.

Cooper (2007)



z Setting Events: What's 
Happening Before the Crisis-
Evoking Behavior?

§ Potential antecedents that could have a negative effect on an individual's behavior:

§ Changes in environment that can affect behavior throughout the day: colder than usual, hotter 
than usual, parents out of town, new therapist, different or lack of a schedule/routine.

§ Scenario examples

§ Favorite activity or snack is unavailable.

§ Give choices for different activities or items that are available.

§ Transitioning away from play time to another less preferred activity.

§ Use a visual schedule, timer, and/or vocal reminders of when play time will be over.
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Setting Events: How to Help 
Prevent Problem Behaviors

§ It is important to note that sometimes when setting events are a factor, it may 
be necessary to decrease the amount of demands placed.

§ It is more important to follow through with fewer demands than to place several 
demands and not follow through when challenging behaviors occur.

§ This is important for specific setting events that do not occur daily.

§ Set yourself and your child up for success, even on tough days!
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De-escalation
§ When a problem behavior occurs and has potential to escalate into a crisis, it may be helpful to engage in 

de-escalation strategies:

§ Call for assistance if needed.

§ Move potentially vulnerable individuals away.

§ Decide which adult will be the leader.

§ Have a plan, if the situation escalates quickly, what will you do?

§ Remove potentially dangerous objects from the area.

§ Make sure you have an exit.

§ Communicate respect and treat individual with dignity.

§ Talk quietly, even if the individual is loud.

§ Stay calm: try to control your verbal behavior, facial expression, and physical behavior.

§ Avoid sarcasm and demeaning comments.

§ Praise safe, desirable behaviors.

Safety-Care Training – QBS Inc.
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De-escalation
§ Depending on the severity of the behavior, there are three de-escalation strategies to consider:

§ Help: If the problem behavior is minimal, such as whining and swearing, it could be beneficial to try to 
understand the individual's wants and needs. Try offering acceptable items/activities and asking what you can 
do to help that individual.

§ Prompt: Instead of asking the individual to calm down, try prompting the individual to engage in a behavior 
that will disrupt the challenging behavior. For example, if the individual is yelling, prompt them to drink some 
water.

§ Another strategy would be to prompt the individual to engage simple behaviors that they already know how to do and will 
likely cooperate with, such as taking slow breaths or placing shapes in a shape sorter. This will allow the opportunity to 
praise the individual for successfully completing a task, even if it is a simple one.

§ Wait: If the individual seems to have escalated to the point that any little thing you try to do irritates them, it 
may be in your best interest to just wait and give that individual some space and time to calm down while 
continuing to monitor them from a distance for their safety. Try avoiding eye contact or responding to 
provocations. Once the individual behaves calmly, switch to the Help or Prompt strategies.

§ When de-escalation does not work, it may be necessary to look into external resources, such as 
school professionals, social workers, and police support.

Safety-Care Training – QBS Inc.
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Recovering
§ Once the crisis situation has been resolved, engage with the individual in things that 

they like to do.

§ Don't use preferred items and activities as a way to calm down the individual, but 
rather once the individual has already calmed down and is compliant.

§ Although having fun is probably the last thing on your mind after handling a crisis situation, 
once the individual has begun calming down and complying to simple demands, it is 
important to engage in fun activities together.

§ It is important to be a part of the individual's fun time, not just in disciplinary or crisis events 
to promote appropriate behavior

§ Choose an activity that was readily available prior to the crisis occurring to make sure we 
are not praising Whether it's playing with Play-Doh, cuddling, coloring in a color book –
most activities will work as long as you are participating together and having a good time!
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Building Crisis Plan
1. Identify crisis space

§ Do we need to move the individual to a safe 
space to de-escalate?

2. Identify crisis materials

§ First-aid kit, personal protective equipment, etc.

3. Removal items

§ Do we need to clear potentially dangerous 
objects out of the de-escalation space?

4. Additional support

§ Calling in other staff and/or adults who are 
trained in the crisis plan.

5. Physical Management

§ Identify methods that will keep 
both the individual and caregiver safe

6. Local crisis team

§ Community resources such as paraprofessionals, 
social workers, police support can assist during 
crisis situations

7. Hospitalization

§ Identify which adult will accompany the individual 
in case of hospitalization and method of transport
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Crisis Resources
§ Crisis Supports for the Autism Community

§ Autism Speaks Crisis Tools

§ Texas Autism Society Crisis Intervention

https://www.sprc.org/sites/default/files/resource-program/Autism%2520Crisis%2520Supports.pdf
https://www.autismspeaks.org/crisis
https://www.texasautismsociety.org/crisis-intervention/
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Article Links
§ Defining Crisis in Families of Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders

§ A Tutorial on the Concept of the Motivating Operation

§ The Effects of an Abolishing Operation Intervention Component on Play Skills, 
Challenging Behavior and Stereotypy

§ Safety-Care Training

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1362361313508024
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2859803/%3F_escaped_fragment_=po=6.81818
https://free.openeclass.org/modules/document/file.php/SOC176/stereotypy%2520during%2520play%2520skills.pdf
https://www.qbs.com/safety-care/
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