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Managing Your Child's

Public Behavior

Practical strategies for staying calm and in control during outings with your
child.

The information in this guide is drawn from the clinical expertise of Dr. John Carosso, Psy.D. and
Dr. Robert A. Lowenstein, M.D., current research findings, and authoritative sources including the DSM-5
and the National Institute of Mental Health. It is intended for informational purposes and does not replace

a professional evaluation.
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Why Public Outings Are Challenging

Public outings with children — especially those with ADHD, autism, or behavioral challenges — can be
demanding for everyone involved. Children may find busy environments overstimulating, and they often
want to run the outing on their own terms. The good news: with advance planning and consistent

strategies, outings can become more manageable — and even enjoyable.

Prepare Before You Go

Preparation is the single most effective tool for successful outings.

e Role-play the outing at home before you go
e Start with short, simple outings and gradually increase duration and complexity

e Agree on rules before leaving home; provide a clear explanation of where you're going, what will
happen, and what is expected

e Show photos ahead of time of where you're going

e Develop social stories about public outings

¢ Bring favorite toys, snacks, or a familiar comfort item

e Go at off-peak hours when stores and venues are less crowded

e Make sure neither you nor your child is tired or hungry before leaving

e Have another adult with you when possible

Tip: Know the store or venue layout in advance — locate bathrooms, quiet spaces, and exits before you

need them.

Managing Overstimulation

Busy environments can be genuinely overwhelming for children with sensory sensitivities. Signs include

increased agitation, covering ears, seeking escape, or behavioral escalation.

e Take regular breaks and keep initial outings short

¢ Use noise-reducing headphones in loud environments

e Redirect attention to details — counting items, naming colors, identifying shapes
¢ Avoid large crowds, long lines, and noisy environments when possible

e Deep breaths and counting to ten can help a child self-regulate
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For Your Child

e At times it is best to simply not take your child — that's a valid choice, not a failure

Behavioral Strategies

What works at home will generally work in public — the key is consistency.

e Apply the same behavior management strategies you use at home

e Reinforce good behavior specifically and immediately ('You're doing such a great job staying beside
me!')
e Make eye contact and intervene as soon as a misbehavior begins; redirect to a replacement behavior

e Use time-out in the store — step outside briefly; frame it as a calm-down, not necessarily a
punishment

e Never lose your cool in public; stay matter-of-fact and calm

Distraction and Redirection

e Tell your child what TO do, not what not to do

e Use 1-2-3 Magic counting

e Give choices: 'Stand beside me or wait at the end of the aisle’

¢ Get eye contact before giving any direction

e Make shopping a game — 'What cereal is in the yellow box?' / 'l Spy..."

e Have a Plan B ready before you need it

Get your child involved: Children who are given a job stay occupied and feel valued. Let them help find

items, count things in the cart, compare sizes or colors, or manage a short list of their own.

Safety First

e Never leave your child alone unsupervised in a car or public place

e Use a name tag or ID bracelet in crowded venues

e Have a clear plan in case you become separated

e Keep your child close — hold hands, stay near the cart, or have them steer it

e Some families use a tethering harness in situations where safety is a serious concern — fade it over
time with positive reinforcement
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For Your Child

Dealing with other people's judgments: Not everyone will understand. You can choose to ignore
comments, acknowledge the situation briefly ('Thank you — we're working on it'), or use autism awareness
cards that explain the condition. Remember: all children have difficult moments in public. You're not
alone.

Frequently Asked Questions

My child falls apart every time we go to the grocery store. Where do | start?

Start much smaller — a brief trip to a local deli or a five-minute visit to the market. Success builds on
success. Gradually increase the duration and complexity of outings over several weeks. Practice the routine
at home before you go, and debrief afterward: what went well, what was hard, and what you'll try
differently next time.

What do | do when my child has a full meltdown in public?

Stay as calm as possible — your calm is contagious. Move to a quieter area or exit the store if needed. Use a
low, even tone. Don't threaten or lecture in the moment. Once your child is calm, you can briefly and
matter-of-factly review expectations. Avoid using the car ride home for extended processing — keep the
debrief short and forward-looking.

Should | avoid outings altogether during difficult periods?

Not necessarily, but it's reasonable to limit duration and choose lower-stimulation environments during
high-stress periods. Avoidance isn't a permanent solution — skills are built through practice. Work with
your clinician to develop a gradual exposure plan that builds tolerance over time.

Ready to take the next step?

Doctors Carosso and Lowenstein and our experienced team are here to help. Contact us to
schedule an evaluation or to ask any questions.
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