GROCERY SHOPPING GUIDE FOR ALL AGES
Introduction

Grocery stores overwhelm children and teens with autism. Bright fluorescent lights buzz
constantly. Carts squeak. Announcements blare over speakers without warning. Crowds
block aisles. The fish counter, bakery, and cleaning supply sections emit strong smells.
Milk cartons feel cold, cart handles are sticky, and produce sprayers spray water
unexpectedly. For a sensitive nervous system, it's sensory chaos.

The good news: With planning, the right tools, and structured routines, shopping
becomes manageable—and eventually independent. This guide provides age-
appropriate strategies for children (5-10 years), tweens (10-14 years), and teens (14-18
years).

CHILDHOOD (5-10 YEARS)
Why Grocery Stores Are Hard

Grocery stores assault every sensory system simultaneously. The bright fluorescent lights
buzz loudly. Carts squeak down aisles. Announcements come over speakers suddenly.
There are crowds, strange smells from the fish counter and bakery, and lots of cold, wet, or
sticky things to touch. It's overwhelming for a sensitive nervous system.

With planning and the right tools, you can make shopping manageable. Go at quiet times,
keep the list short, bring sensory supports, and have a clear exit plan if things get too
overwhelming.

Sensory Triggers and Accommodations

Sensory . . i .
Specific Trigger Child's Response Accommodation
System
Squeaky cart wheels, . .
. Noise-canceling headphones
speaker Covering ears, . .
. . before entering; shop during
Sound [jannouncements, distress, shutting .
. . quietest hours (8-9 AM or 7-8
beeping freezer doors, |down, askingto leave PM)
produce sprayers




Sensory

Specific Trigger Child's Response Accommodation
System
Bright fluorescent o Sunglasses; choose stores
o . Squinting, headaches, || . o
) lighting, shiny end-cap . . with natural lighting if
Light ) . visual avoidance, . )
displays, reflective ) possible; avoid peak hours
closing eyes . .
floors when all lights are brightest

Move quickly through trigger

Fish counter, bakery, . . . N
i . Gagging, nausea, aisles; let child hold a familiar
cleaning supply aisle, . . .
Smell . . refusal to enter certain||scented item (small fabric
deli section, produce . . ] . .
aisles, holding breath |jwith lavender or vanilla); skip
sprayer water . . . .
aisles entirely if possible

. . . . Shop during off-peak hours
People blocking aisles, [|[Freezing, anxiety, .
i . (weekday mornings 8-9 AM);
long checkout lines, free|refusing to proceed, .
Crowds o use self-checkout; avoid
sample areas, weekend ||clinging to

. weekends and after 3 PM on
rush parent/caregiver
weekdays

. Resistance to holding ||Offer thin cotton gloves for
Cold milk cartons, . . . . .
. items, grimacing, cold items; wipe cart handle
sticky cart handles, .
Touch . refusal to touch, thoroughly; let child hold
plastic produce bags, o o )
wiping hands familiar fidget instead of
wet produce ] .
repeatedly touching cart or items

Before You Go: Preparation Is Everything
Step 1: Call the Store (2-3 Days Before)

Call during a non-busy time (Tuesday or Wednesday morning). Ask to speak with customer
service. Say this:

"Hi, I'm planning to shop on [day/time] with my child who has autism and sensory
sensitivities. Can you tell me your absolute quietest shopping hours? Are there any other
tips you can give me to make the visit easier for my child?”

What you're asking for (realistic expectations):
¢ Confirmation of quietest times

e Generaltips or awareness from staff



Most stores will tell you their quietest times (usually 8-9 AM on weekdays or 7-8 PM) and
may offer to have a manager nearby if you need help.

Step 2: Create a Simple Shopping List

Use a simple written list with 20 items or fewer. Write in large, clear print. Your child can
check off items with a pen or pencil as you shop together. Show your child what to mark
off as you find each item. This gives a sense of progress and accomplishment.

Sample Shopping List Format:

SHOPPING LIST - SATURDAY

L1 Bread

O Milk

L1Eggs

L1 Apples
[1Bananas

L1 Chicken

LI Rice

L] Pasta

I Yogurt
[1Cheese

L1 Carrots

L1 Broccoli

1 Orange juice
L1 Cereal

L1 Peanut butter
L1 Crackers
1Soup

[ Butter



L] Lettuce
[l Tomatoes
Step 3: Practice at Home (3 Days Before the Trip)
e Practice wearing headphones and sunglasses together for 10 minutes
e Practice carrying reusable bags
¢ Role-play: "We get a cart. We find bread. We check it off the list."
e Practice using fidgets while walking around your house
Step 4: Morning Preparation (Day of Shopping)
7:00 AM - Morning supplement dose (if applicable):
¢ Magnesium glycinate (consult physician before use) - calms the nervous system
¢ Probiotic (consult physician before use) - supports gut-brain connection
7:30 AM - Full protein breakfast:

e Eggs (safe alternative if egg allergy), yogurt (safe alternative if dairy sensitivity), toast,
oatmeal, or turkey sausage

e This prevents hunger-related crankiness at 9:00 AM
e Don'trush - calm morning sets the tone

What to Bring: Complete Sensory Kit

Category |Specific Iltems Purpose

Noise-canceling headphones; chewy necklace for i
Sensory . . . . . Regulates sensory input;
oral fidgeting; fanny pack with 3 fidgets (spinner, . ]
Tools . provides calming focus
pop-it toy, tangle toy)

. . . . . Provides comfort and
Comfort ||Sunglasses to dim bright lights; familiar hoodie; L .
familiarity; helps with

Items small blanket for car seat after shopping »
transition back to car
Prevents hunger;

Food Pre-opened snack (crackers, fruit, or applesauce || 5intains blood sugar;

pouch) before entering store; water tumbler or keeps child regulated




Category |Specific Iltems Purpose
electrolyte drink (consult physician before use if
child has medical condition)
. Simple written shopping list (20 items or fewer); . .
Shopping . ) Provides structure; visual
pen for checking off items; reusable bags
Tools . . progress; safety
(practiced at home); laminated allergen card
Backup Extra snacks in diaper bag or backpack; wet wipes; ||Emergency regulation
Supplies |jextra fidget in pocket; phone with timer app tools; time management

Your Complete Shopping Schedule (45 Minutes Total)

Time ||Activity Duration|Detailed Steps Parent/Caregiver Script
Full breakfast: eggs (safe
alternative if egg allergy),
245 Protein yogurt (safe alternative if dairy ||"Full belly before we go.
A.M breakfast at |15 min ||sensitivity), toast, oatmeal, or ||Let's look at our list. You'll
home turkey sausage. Eat without do great today."
rushing. Review the shopping
list together.
Put headphonesin car. Load |"Headphones are in the car.
8:00 ||Prepare for . . . .
5 min fidget fanny pack. Bring water [Your fidgets are ready. We're
AM ||departure
tumbler. Have snacks ready. ||all set."
"We're going to the quiet
. store. You'll wear
8:05 ||Drive to i Talk about what to expect. Use
10 min . . headphones. We'll get 20
AM |store simple, predictable language. .
things. Then we come
home."
Park close to entrance and
cartreturn. Puton "Headphones on.
8:15 ||Park near .
5 min headphones and sunglasses |Sunglasses on. Fanny pack
AM (cartreturn .
BEFORE exiting car. Strap on |on. Ready? Let's go."
fanny pack.




Time

Activity

Duration

Detailed Steps

Parent/Caregiver Script

Grab a cart. Wipe down

"Let's get a cart. Watch me

8:20 . handle with sanitizing wipe .
Getacart 3 min i wipe the handle clean. Here
AM from your bag. Let child watch .
. . are your fidgets."
you do this. Get out fidgets.
Show child the word "bread"
on the list. Walk to bread aisle ||"Show me where it says
8:23 . ) together. Let child help you 'bread' on our list. Let's find
Bread aisle (|3 min . . . I
AM find the bread. Show child it together. There itis! Now
how to check it off with the you check it off like this."
pen.
Offer thin gloves if your child
is sensitive to cold. Let child ||"Cold milk coming up. Want
8:26 ||Dairy o mi help put milk (safe alternative |gloves? Great. You found it.
min
AM |section if dairy sensitivity) in cart. Now check off 'milk' on the
Show child how to check off  ||list."
"milk" on list.
Show the words on the list. )
. . "Find the soup can. It says
8:28 ||Canned . Let child help you find the . ;
. 3 min . . . 'soup' right here on the list.
AM ||goods aisle items. Practice reading labels . .
You've got this. Check it off."
together.
Show the produce items on
the list (apples, bananas, .
. . "Find the apples. They're on
etc.). Let child help you find L
8:31 ||Produce . : our list right here. Good
. 5 min them and put them in bags. ) . .
AM |section . . . work! Spin your fidget while
Use fidget spinner while
. . we look for bananas."
browsing. Avoid produce
sprayers if possible.
Use self-checkout if available
8:36 (less waiting, quieter). Ifnot || Ve people ahead. Let's
AM Checkout 5 min available, pick shortest line. start the timer. Chew your

Use chewy necklace while
waiting. Set phone timer so

necklace. Almost done."




Time ||Activity Duration||Detailed Steps Parent/Caregiver Script

child can see how long the
wait is.

Let child help load bags into ||"You did it! You wore your

Load car . . .
8:41 g car. Immediately give snack headphones the whole time.
: an
. . 4 min reward (crackers, fruit, or You helped me find 20
AM |immediate ] . .
applesauce). Praise specific |items. Here's your snack.
reward

behaviors. I'm proud of you."

Parent/Caregiver Scripts for Common Situations

When picking a cart:
"Let's find a cart. I'll wipe the handle clean with this wipe. You put your fidget toys in your
fanny pack. Ready?"

If an announcement comes on:
"That's the store voice. Your headphones are working. We're still safe. Keep shopping with

me.

If the checkout line is long:
"Five people ahead of us. Let's start the timer on my phone. Chew on your necklace while
we wait. You're doing great."

When your child finds an item:
"Milk—Ilet's check it off the list! Nineteen more to go. Great job finding it! Show me how you
check it off."

If your child wants to touch everything:
"Hands on your fidget toy. We look with our eyes, we don't touch until we buy it and take it
home."

If your child is getting overwhelmed:
"I see you're getting tired. The car is waiting outside. | have a snack ready. We can finish
another day. It's okay to stop."

If your child freezes or shuts down:
"Take a break. You can sit in the cart for two minutes. We'll rest, then finish together."

Sibling Considerations

If you're shopping with a neurotypical sibling and your autistic child:



¢ Give the neurotypical sibling their own list with different items to find

e« Explain before the trip: "Your brother/sister needs headphones and fidgets to feel
comfortable in the bright, loud store. You're helping by staying calm and focused on
your own list."

e Avoid comparing: "Why can't you be calm like your sister?" creates resentment
¢ Reward both children after the trip with equal praise
Real Parent Example

"My 7-year-old has always hated grocery shopping because of the produce sprayers. |
used to avoid that section entirely, which made meal planning hard. Then | realized |
could just watch the spray pattern—they go off every 15 minutes on a timer. | started
timing our produce shopping for right after a spray cycle. My daughter now shops the
entire produce section without shutting down. Small timing change, huge difference."

If There's a Meltdown: Step-by-Step Protocol
Step 1: Put on headphones and sunglasses immediately (if not already on).

Step 2: Leave the cart where it is. Walk directly to the car. Do not stop to explain to store
staff.

Step 3: Buckle your child into their car seat. Turn on the AC or heat for comfort.

Step 4: Offer food and water. Give a snack (crackers, fruit, or applesauce) and water. Do
NOT talk about what happened yet.

Step 5: Stay in the car for 20 minutes. Sensory quiet time. Windows up. No talking. Let your
child decompress.

Step 6: Decide next steps. If your child is calm after 20 minutes and wants to try again, go
back in with a shortened list (5 items only). If not, go home.

Step 7: Order groceries online. Use Instacart, Amazon Fresh, Walmart+, or store pickup for
the rest of your groceries.

Step 8: Debrief later (not immediately). That evening, calmly ask: "What was hard about
the store today?" Write down the answer. Adjust your plan for next time.

Parent Fatigue Warning: If shopping consistently causes meltdowns, you don't have to do
it every week. Your mental health matters. Order online most weeks and shop in-person
only once per month when you're both rested. Consistency matters less than your
wellbeing and your child's nervous system regulation.






TWEENS (10-14 YEARS)

Why Tweens Struggle at the Store

Tweens are developing social awareness and self-consciousness. They notice when they're

different. They worry about peers seeing them with "baby" fidgets or accommodations.

They want to fit in and look independent. At the same time, sensory sensitivities are still

very real, puberty increases hunger and emotional volatility, and executive function skills

(planning, organizing, decision-making) are still developing.

Your job as parent/caregiver: Let your tween have some control. They can manage their

own section of the shopping list, practice using self-checkout, earn a small budget for

choosing items, and build real independence skills while still having support.

What Might Be Hard for Tweens

Challenge

Why It's Hard

What You'll See

How to Support

Social Anxiety

Tweens worry about
friends from school
seeing them shopping,
judge themselves against
peers, feel embarrassed
by visible
accommodations

Refusing to go to
certain stores,
wanting to hide
fidgets, avoiding
aisles where they
might see
classmates, asking
you to act "normal"

Use discreet tools
(phone case fidget,
hoodie strings); shop
at stores less likely to
have school friends;
validate feelings
without dismissing
them

Smells (bakery, fish
counter, cleaning aisles)

Subtle signs: quiet
withdrawal, staying
very close to you,

Offer discreet earbuds
instead of over-ear

what to buy, organizing
coupons

losing focus halfway
through, decision

Sensory are more noticeable, . headphones; move
. refusing to enter . .
Overload crowds trigger shutdown, L quickly through trigger
. . certain aisles, .
fluorescent lights still . aisles; honor requests
suddenly wanting to . .
cause headaches to skip sections
leave
Following a list, watching Forgetting what you
c . a budget, comparing came for, picking up Use phone list app with
xecutive prices, remembering : - checkboxes; give a
Function ) items not on the list,

specific budget with
calculator app; limit




Challenge Why It's Hard What You'll See How to Support
paralysis in front of 50||choices to 2-3 pre-
cereal options approved options

Always bring protein-
Growth spurts and Irritability, poor rich snacks; schedule
Hunger from |[lhormonal changes decision-making, shopping after a full
Puberty increase appetite grabbing junk food, breakfast; keep
dramatically wanting to leave early ||[shopping trips under
40 minutes
Pushing you away but ||Give controlled
. then panicking when |lindependence: one
Tweens want to do things . .
. ) overwhelmed, aisle alone while you're

Desire for alone but aren't quite .
refusing help then nearby; self-checkout

Independence (ready for full . .

. getting frustrated, with you 5 feet away;

independence . o
wanting to look budget for their items
capable only

Before You Go: Building Independence

Step 1: Create the Weekly Meal Plan Together (Sunday Evening)

Sit down with your tween and plan 5 dinners for the week. Let your tween choose 2-3 of

those dinners. This builds buy-in and teaches meal planning.

Step 2: Build the Shopping List from the Meal Plan

Use a shared list app (like AnyList, Google Keep, or the Notes app) so your tween can see

and check off items in real time. Alternatively, write a simple list on paper that your tween

can carry.

Sample Tween Shopping List:

TWEEN'S LIST - MY SECTION

Budget: $40

[ Cereal (my choice - under $5)

1 Granola bars (nut-free)




1 String cheese (10-pack)
L1 Apple juice (64 o0z)

L1 Crackers

I Yogurt cups (12-pack)
[1Bananas

1 Apples

[0 Sandwich bread

Running Total: $
Step 3: Assign Your Tween a Budget

Give a specific amount: $20, $30, $40. Explain: "This is your budget for the items you
chose. Use the calculator app on your phone to track your total. Stay under budget."

Step 4: Load Digital Coupons Together

Open the store app together. Clip digital coupons. Show your tween how to stack a sale
price with a coupon for maximum savings.

Step 5: Review the Goal

"We're shopping for the dinners you picked. You have $40 for your section. We're using
coupons to save money. You'll handle self-checkout for your items. I'll be nearby but not
hovering."

What to Bring: Discreet Tools for Tweens

Category Specific Items Why It Works

Looks "normal" to

Di t Phone case with small spinner attachment; peers; still provides
iscree
hoodie strings to play with; bracelet tangle toy; |sensory regulation;
Sensory Tools
earbuds (not over-ear headphones) tween feels less self-
conscious
Tech Shopping list app on phone (AnyList, Google Builds tech literacy;

Keep, Notes app); calculator app for budget teaches budgeting;




Category

Specific Items

Why It Works

tracking; store loyalty app to check sales and
digital coupons

looks mature and
independent

Food

Granola bar (nut-free option if allergy risk),
cheese stick (safe alternative if dairy sensitivity),
or apple with sunflower seed butter (safe
alternative if peanut allergy) in pocket; water
tumbler or electrolyte drink (consult physician
before use if tween has medical condition)

Prevents hunger-related
irritability; maintains
blood sugar during
puberty growth spurts

Organization
Tools

Reusable bags (trendy designs, not "baby"
patterns); eco-friendly shopping tote (appeals to
environmental awareness); phone wallet case
for cash or debit card

Builds responsibility;
looks mature; teaches
organization

Your Shopping Schedule (35-40 Minutes Total)

i L . . Parent/Caregiver
Time ||Activity Duration||Detailed Steps .
Script
Eat together: eggs (safe
alternative if egg allergy), toast,
. g8 gy) "Full breakfast first.
Protein oatmeal, turkey sausage, or .
7:45 . . . Let's look at your list
breakfastand |15 min |[protein smoothie. Go over the
AM || . . . . and your budget.
list review shopping list on phones or .
. You've got this."
paper. Confirm budget and
coupons are loaded.
Your tween can navigate using
GPS on their phone (teaching o
. . "You're navigating
8:00 . . skill). Discuss the plan: "You'll
Drive to store 5 min . today. Tell me when
AM handle aisles 1 and 3. I'll handle| | .
. we're close.
aisles 2 and 4. We'll meet at
checkout."
8:05 |Pick a cartor 3 min Your tween selects the cartor ||"You pick the cart.
AM | basket basket (basket if buying fewer ||Wipe the handle with




i L . . Parent/Caregiver
Time ||Activity Duration||Detailed Steps .
Script
items). They wipe the handle. this wipe. I'm right
You stay 3 steps behind. behind you."
Your tween handles .
. . "You've got aisle 5 -
. cereal/snacks/drinks aisle . .
Splitup your list. I've got aisle
8:08 . alone. You handle .
(controlled 12 min ) o 7. Text me if you need
AM || proteins/produce. Stay within .
independence) ] . . me. Meet at the frontin
eyesight but give space. Text if i
10 minutes."
needed.
Meet at designated spot. "Show me what you
8:20 |[Meet and o mi Quickly review what each of you||got. Let's add it up.
min
AM |[compare carts found. Check budget using How close are you to
calculator app. your $40 budget?"
Your tween scans and pays for )
o "Scan each item.
their items. You're nearby (5 feet
8:22 . . Check the total. Use
Self-checkout (|8 min away) but not hovering. Let your .
AM ) your card. I'm here if
tween handle the entire
. you need me."
transaction.
Your tween carries their own "You stayed on budget.
8:30 ||Load car and 5 mi bags to the car. Give immediate [[You handled self-
min
AM ||debrief positive feedback. Offer snack |(lcheckout alone. How
reward. did that feel?"

Parent/Caregiver Scripts for Teaching Independence

When comparing prices:
"The granola bars (nut-free options if allergy risk) are on sale this week. Compare the price

per ounce on the shelf tag. Which box is the better deal?"

When comparing nutritional value:
"Look at the protein and sugar in each one. Pick the one with more protein and less sugar.
That'll fuel your body better."




When teaching self-checkout:
"Scan the barcode. Press 'total.' Insert the card. You've practiced this before. You've got
this."

To build budget awareness:
"You spent $18.47 out of your $20 budget. You have $1.53 left. That's smart shopping. You
stayed under."

If your tween sees a friend:
"Quick wave. Focus back on your list. Everyone shops—it's normal. No big deal."

If your tween is decision-paralyzed:
"Stuck between two options? Which one fits your meal plan better? Pick that one and move

on.

If your tween is getting overwhelmed:
"Let's step outside for five minutes. Get some air. We'll finish when you're ready, or we can
order the rest online."

Real Parent Example

"My 12-year-old son was incredibly anxious about self-checkout because he was
convinced everyone was watching him and judging his speed. | told him, 'Everyone's in
their own world. They're thinking about their own groceries, not watching you. Eyes on
your screen, not on anyone else.' Now he's the one teaching his 9-year-old sister how
to use self-checkout. Turns out he just needed permission to ighore the social
pressure and focus on the task."

If There's a Meltdown: Tween Protocol

Step 1: If your tween signals distress (text, gesture, or verbal cue), stop shopping
immediately.

Step 2: Step outside together. Go to the car if needed. Don't force conversation.

Step 3: Offer discreet earbuds. Give a granola bar (nut-free option if allergy risk), cheese
stick (safe alternative if dairy sensitivity), or apple with sunflower seed butter (safe
alternative if peanut allergy), and water. No pressure to talk yet.

Step 4: Wait 10-15 minutes. Let your tween decompress in the car. Silence is okay.

Step 5: Ask, don't assume. "Do you want to try again with a shorter list, or should we go
home and order online?" Respect their answer.



Step 6: Debrief later (not immediately). That evening, ask: "What was the hardest part
today?" Write it down. Adjust your plan for next time.

Parent Fatigue Warning: Tweens are still learning. If a shopping trip goes poorly, that's
data—not failure. Adjust the list, the time, the store, or the budget and try again next week.
Progress isn't linear, and your tween is building skills even when it doesn't feel like it.



TEENS (14-18 YEARS)

Why Shopping Independence Matters

Shopping skills are genuine life skills. Teens who can manage a budget, use coupons, read

nutrition labels, compare prices, and navigate a store independently are building

competence for college, first apartments, and adulthood. For your teen with autism, this

isn't just about getting groceries—it's about proving to themselves that they can handle

real-world tasks independently.

What Might Be Hard for Teens

Challenge Why It's Hard What You'll See How to Build the Skill
i Use digital lists with
Stacking coupons, . . .
- o Overwhelm in the store, reminders; practice at
comparing unit prices, . . .
i o forgetting items, taking too |[home with mock
Executive deciding between . o . .
. . . long, inefficient routes scenarios; start with
Function options, managing ) . . .
. o through the store, impulse |[10-item lists and build
time efficiently, i
. . buying up; use store layout
remembering the list
maps on phone
Dating involves Avoiding stores where they o
. . Normalize: "Everyone
cooking meals might see classmates, L.
. . shops. This is an adult
. together; part-time refusing to ask store ) .
Social . . . skill." Practice at less-
. jobs may involve food ||employees for help, taking )
Anxiety . busy stores first. Role-
service; awareness of ||much longer than needed, .
) i } play asking employees
being different from wanting you to shop for tor hel
or help.
peers them P
. . Teach label reading
Growth spurts, sports, ||[Not knowing which foods L
. o . (protein, fiber, added
weight training, or new ||[support athletic goals,
. ) o . ] sugars). Create meal
Physical physical activities poor nutrition choices,
L . . plans together based
Demands mean significantly relying entirely on . .
. . . . on their activity level.
increased caloric and ||parent/caregiver, buying .
. ) Give them autonomy
nutritional needs junk food . .
with guidance.
Money Managing cash, debit [|Overspending, losing track ||Start with cash in an
Management cards, tracking of money, buying envelope. Move to
receipts, expensive items without debit card with daily




Challenge

Why It's Hard

What You'll See

How to Build the Skill

understanding value
VS. price, resisting
impulse purchases

comparing, no receipt
organization

spending limit. Teach
receipt photo
organization. Review
spending weekly.

Before They Go: Building Real Independence

Step 1: Create the Weekly Meal Plan Together (Sunday)

Your teen chooses all 5-7 dinners for the week. You guide them on balanced nutrition

(protein, vegetables, complex carbs), but they make the final decisions. This is their meal

plan.

Step 2: Give a Specific Budget

Depending on your household: $50, $75, $100 per week. Explain: "This is the weekly
budget. Everything on your meal plan needs to fit within this amount. Use coupons to save

money."

Sample Teen Shopping List with Budget Tracking:

TEEN SHOPPING LIST - WEEK OF JAN 20

Total Budget: $75

PROTEINS:

[ Chicken breasts (5 lbs) - $12.35

0 Ground turkey (2 lbs) - $8.98

] Eggs (18 ct) - $4.29

PRODUCE:

0 Broccoli (2 heads) - $3.98

[ Carrots (2 lb bag) - $2.49

[0 Bananas (bunch) - $1.99

O Apples (6 ct) - $5.49




GRAINS:
OO Whole wheat bread - $2.99
O Brown rice (2 lb bag) - $3.49

[ Pasta (2 boxes) - $2.98

DAIRY:
I Milk (1 gallon) - $3.79
[ Greek yogurt (12-pack) - $9.99

[0 Cheese (8 0z block) - $4.29

PANTRY:
O Olive oil - $7.99
O Peanut butter - $3.99

[0 Canned beans (4 cans) - $4.00

RUNNING TOTAL: $
AMOUNT LEFT: $
Step 3: Load Digital Coupons Together

Open the store app. Clip digital coupons for the items on the meal plan. Show your teen:
"This chicken is on sale for $2.99/lb, plus there's a $1 off coupon. That brings it down to
$2.49/lb—great deal."

Step 4: Discuss the Goal

"You're shopping for your meals this week. You have $75 budget. Digital coupons are
loaded. Self-checkout. You're doing this solo, or | can come and stay in the car as backup."

Step 5: Decide on Solo vs. Nearby Support



¢ Option A (Solo): Your teen drives alone, shops alone, drives home. You stay home.

Your teen texts when they arrive, when they're checking out, and when they're

leaving.

¢ Option B (Nearby Support): You drive separately and wait in the car. Your teen

shops alone, texts if they need you, and you're there for backup only.

What to Bring: Full Independence Kit

Category |Specific ltems Why It Works
Store app with digital coupons pre-loaded; Teaches real-world digital
Tech calculator app for budget tracking; photos of ||literacy; builds
meal plan saved on phone; GPS app for independence; looks
navigating to/from store professional
. . . . . |[Teaches financial
Debit card with daily spending limit OR cashin o o
Payment |envelope (teach one method first, then the responS|b|F|ty; “m_lts
other) overspending; b%ulds money
management skills
Provides support without
Sensory drawing attention; most
Tools (if Discreet earbuds (if still needed); sunglasses [teens at this age can manage
needed) without visible
accommodations
Water bottle or electrolyte drink (consult
physician before use if teen has medical
condition) for mid-shop hydration; granola bar ||Maintains energy and focus;
Food (nut-free option if allergy risk), cheese stick prevents poor decisions
(safe alternative if dairy sensitivity), or apple from low blood sugar
with sunflower seed butter (safe alternative if
peanut allergy) in backpack
Basket instead of cart (lighter, easier to Builds organizational skills;
Shopping |maneuver, looks more independent); eco- teaches environmental
Tools friendly tote or reusable bags; phone for taking |responsibility; creates
photos of receipts receipt tracking system

Your Shopping Schedule: Full Independence (45 Minutes Solo)




Parent/Caregiver

Time ||Activity Duration||Detailed Steps Script (Before They
Leave)
Your teen eats a full
breakfast: eggs (safe "Eat first. Calm mind
alternative if egg allergy), makes better choices.
7:00 ||Protein breakfast turkey sausage, toast, Let's look at your list

15 min . .

AM |lathome oatmeal, or protein one more time. You
smoothie with fruit. Review |know where everything
meal plan together one last ||is."
time before they leave.

Your teen drives
independently. They text you
i "Text me when you get

7:30 . . when they arrive at the store. .

Solo drive to store |15 min L there. Drive safe. You've

AM You stay home (or waitin )

. . . done this before."
your car if doing Option B
support).
Your teen parks, opens store

245 app, reviews digital "Check your list. Check

A.M Pre-shop check (|5 min coupons, confirms shopping |your coupons. You've
list on phone, checks budget ||got your budget. Go."
one more time.

Bulk buying (5 lbs of chicken .
. o "Bulk is almost always
breast instead of individual

7:50 o . . cheaper. Do the math.

Protein aisle 5 min packages). Compare price o
AM Which is better per
per pound. Choose the best
pound?"
value.
Fresh vegetables and fruits
for the week's meals. "Organic berries or
7:55 . . Compare organic vs. regular bananas? Which
Produce section |[10 min . . )
AM conventional prices. Make |[fits your meal plan and

choices based on budget
and meal plan.

your budget?"




Parent/Caregiver
Time ||Activity Duration||Detailed Steps Script (Before They
Leave)
Whole grain bread, pasta, "Read the label. Which
8:05 . . . rice, oats. Read labels for bread has the most fiber
Grains/carbs aisle ||5 min ] ) .
AM fiber content and protein. and protein? That's the
Compare brands. one."
Milk (safe alternative if dairy
sensitivity), yogurt, cheese
. . o . "Check the dates. Buy
8:10 ||Dairy/alternatives . (safe alternative if dairy
. 3 min L the freshest one. It'll last
AM |aisle sensitivity), or plant-based .
. longer.
alternatives. Check
expiration dates.
Grab any remaining items
(pantry staples, snacks, "Add it up one more
8:13 |[Finalitems and 5 mi condiments). Do a final time. Are you under
min
AM |budget check budget check with calculator|budget? If yes, proceed
app before heading to to checkout."
checkout.
Your teen scans every item,
bags groceries, pays with
8:18 . g‘ g pay "Scan. Bag. Pay. Take
Self-checkout 7 min debit card or cash, takes .
AM . . your receipt. Done."
receipt, loads bags into
basket or cart.
Load bags into car. Take
photo of receipt and save in ||"Take a photo of the
8:25 ||Load car and 5 mi phone folder labeled receipt. Save it in your
min
AM |organize "Grocery Receipts." Text folder. Text me your total
parent/caregiver: "Leaving |land thatyou're leaving."
now. Totalwas $__ "
8:30 . . Your teen drives home "Drive safe. See you at
Drive home 10 min ||,
AM independently. home."

Parent/Caregiver Scripts for Real Independence




When teaching coupon strategy (before the trip):
"A digital coupon plus the sale price equals big savings on that item. Stack them every time
you can. That's smart adulting."

When teaching bulk buying math:
"Five pounds of chicken at $2.47 a pound is $12.35 total. Four individual packages at $4.99
each is $19.96. You save $7.61 by buying bulk. Do the math every single time."

For label reading and nutrition:
"Compare the protein: this yogurt has 15 grams, that one has 5 grams. You're working out
four times a week—which one supports your goals better?"

When checking the total:
"$72.18 total. You came in under the $75 goal. That's success. You stayed disciplined."

For receipt organization:

"Take a photo of every receipt and save it in a folder on your phone called 'Grocery
Receipts. When you need to return something or check your spending, you'll have it. That's
adulting."

If they're stuck on a decision (via text):
"Feeling stuck? Google the store layout. Find the aisle number. Move on. You've got this."

When they successfully complete their first solo trip:
"You just proved you can handle a real-world adult task independently. That's huge. I'm
proud of you."

Real Parent Example

"My 16-year-old daughter was terrified of solo shopping—mostly because of social
anxiety. She was convinced everyone would stare at her or judge how long she took. |
told her, 'Everyone's in their own world shopping for their own stuff. Put your earbuds
in, pull up your list on your phone, and go. No one is watching you.' Her first solo trip,
she texted me a selfie in the checkout line with the caption 'I'm actually doing this!
She's been shopping solo every Saturday morning for six months now. The
independence boosted her confidence in every other area of her life. It wasn't just
about groceries—it was about proving to herself she could do hard things alone."

If There's a Meltdown: Teen Protocol
Step 1: Your teen puts in earbuds immediately for sensory regulation.

Step 2: Exit the store. Abandon the cart and exit through the nearest door (self-checkout
area or main entrance).



Step 3: Get to the car. Sit in the driver's seat (if they drove) or passenger seat (if you drove
separately). Turn on AC or heat for comfort.

Step 4: Sensory reset. Eat a granola bar (nut-free option if allergy risk), cheese stick (safe
alternative if dairy sensitivity), or apple with sunflower seed butter (safe alternative if
peanut allergy), and drink water. No talking yet.

Step 5: Wait 15-20 minutes. Let your teen decompress. Silence is okay. If they're alone, text
them: "Take your time. I'm here when you're ready."

Step 6: Order the rest online. Use Instacart, Walmart+, Amazon Fresh, or store pickup to
get the remaining groceries. No shame in using technology.

Step 7: Debrief later (not for at least 30 minutes). After they're fully calm, ask: "What was
the hardest part today?" Write it down. Adjust the plan for next time.

Parent Fatigue Warning: Your teen will have off days. Meltdowns aren't failure—they're
information about what didn't work. Maybe the store was too crowded that day. Maybe they
were already stressed from school. Maybe they skipped breakfast and their blood sugar
crashed. Adjust the routine, the timing, the store, or the budget and try again. Progress
involves setbacks. Your job is to help them learn from setbacks, not avoid challenges
entirely.

BIOMEDICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Sensory sensitivities, decision fatigue, and emotional dysregulation during shopping are
often worse when the body isn't functioning optimally. Addressing biomedical factors—
sleep quality, nutrition, gut health, micronutrient levels—makes shopping easier,
compliance faster, learning more efficient, and progress more lasting.

This isn't about "fixing" autism. It's about removing biological barriers so your child
can function at their best.

When your child's body is optimized—they're sleeping well, eating adequate protein, their
vitamin and mineral levels are sufficient, and their gut is healthy—everything else
improves. Shopping becomes easier. Focus improves. Meltdowns decrease. Skills develop
faster.

Observable Symptoms in the Store and Biomedical Management



Biomedical

Likely Immediate In- .
Observable What It Looks . Intervention to
. . Underlying Store k i
Symptom Like Right Now Discuss with
Cause Management .
Physician
Magnesium
Covering ears, glycinate (consult
wincing at physician before
. . Remove from :
normal noise Auditory . use); reduce high-
. . loud aisle . i
levels, askingto |processing histamine foods

Hypersensitivity

leave

dysregulation;

immediately; use
noise-canceling

(aged cheeses,

immediately, low processed meats,
to sound . . headphones; go
distress at magnesium; ) fermented foods);
. . . to quiet area of
announcements |high histamine . address gut
. store or exit to .
or beeping response dysbiosis with
car
checkout probiotic (consult
scanners physician before
use)
Ensure protein-
rich breakfast
before shopping;
melatonin 0.5-3
i Low blood Offer protein-rich|{|mg for sleep
Moving slowly,
. sugar; poor shack support (consult
losing focus . . . o
sleep quality; |[immediately; physician before
. halfway through | . . . . .
Extreme fatigue . vitamin D reduce shopping |juse); vitamin D3
. |lshopping, - . :
or low energy in . . deficiency; time to 20 supplementation
needing to sit . . . .
store . iron minutes; let child||(consult physician
down, asking to o . .
deficiency; sit for 5 minutes; ||before use); check
leave early, . . . ol .
. mitochondrial ||consider cutting |liron and ferritin
dragging feet ) . i
dysfunction trip short levels with
physician;

coenzyme Q10
(consult physician
before use)




Biomedical

Likely Immediate In- .
Observable What It Looks . Intervention to
. . Underlying Store k i
Symptom Like Right Now Discuss with
Cause Management .
Physician
o Zinc
Freezing in front .
) o . supplementation
of multiple Limit choices to o
. . . (consult physician
options, asking . 2 options only; .
Executive ) . before use); iron
the same . use visual list .
. . . function . supplementation
Difficulty with question . with checkboxes; o
L. . dysregulation; . ||[(consult physician
decision-making|repeatedly, shorten shopping

low zinc; low

before use);

or executive unable to choose||. trip; provide
. iron; poor . omega-3 fatty
function between two . simple verbal . . .
. . sleep; high . acids from fish oil
items, forgetting . prompts ("Pick
anxiety . or algae (consult
what they came the one with "
. . physician before
for, losing track more protein")
. use); address
of the list .
sleep quality
Avoiding cold ) Fish oil or algae-
) . Offer thin gloves
items, recoiling . based omega-3
Sensory for cold items; let o
from textures, . . (consult physician
. . processing parent/caregiver
Tactile refusing to touch before use);

defensiveness
(refusing to
touch items)

cart handle,
using excessive
hand wiping,
wearing gloves

dysregulation;
low omega-3
fatty acids;
gut-brain axis

handle items;
provide familiar
fidget to hold
instead; wipe

probiotic for gut
health (consult
physician before
use); address

Emotional
dysregulation
(quick to cry,
anger, or
meltdown)

. dysfunction cart handle .
eveninwarm inflammatory
thoroughly L
store foods in diet
Overreactingto |CGutdysbiosis; |comfort Probiotic (consult

small problems,
sudden tears,
frustration over
minor
inconveniences,
shutdown with
no warning,

low
magnesium;
poor sleep;
blood sugar
instability;
high
inflammation

immediately
without
judgment; pause
shopping; offer
protein snack
and water; exit to
car if needed;

physician before
use); magnesium
glycinate (consult
physician before
use); consistent
sleep schedule;
balanced meals




Biomedical

Likely Immediate In- .
Observable What It Looks . Intervention to
. . Underlying Store k i
Symptom Like Right Now Discuss with
Cause Management .
Physician
difficulty give 10 minutes |with protein and
transitioning to reset healthy fats;
between aisles reduce
inflammatory
foods (gluten,
dairy, sugar for
sensitive
individuals)
Use visual timer |Vitamin B complex
. showing time including B6
Resistance to o . L
] remaining; give ||(consult physician
moving to o .
Rigidity from ||5-minute, 2- before use);
. . checkout, . . .
Difficulty with autism; minute, and 1- consistent
. meltdown when - . ) .
transitions transition minute warnings;||routines to reduce

(refusing to
leave aisles or
store)

told it's time to
leave, insisting
on "one more
thing," difficulty
with the concept
of "last item"

dysregulation;
low vitamin
B6; anxiety
about change

offer transition
comfort object;
provide specific
script ("Three
more items, then
checkout, then

surprise; practice
transitions at
home; magnesium
glycinate for
calming (consult
physician before

car") use)
Grabbing items Sensory- Provide heavy Heavy work
off shelves, seeking work before activities before
Sensory-seeking| it ,ching every NErvoUS entering store shopping;

behaviors
(touching
everything,
running, loud
vocalizations)

product, running
down aisles,
making loud
sounds or
repeating
phrases,
difficulty staying

system; need
for
proprioceptive
or vestibular
input; low zinc;
hyperactivity

(carry bags, push
cart, do wall
pushes); give a
weighted
backpack; assign
a physical job
(pushing cart,

weighted vest or
backpack; zinc
supplementation
(consult physician
before use);
omega-3 fatty
acids (consult




Biomedical

Likely Immediate In- .
Observable What It Looks . Intervention to
. . Underlying Store k i
Symptom Like Right Now Discuss with
Cause Management .
Physician
with carrying basket); ||physician before
parent/caregiver redirect to use); address
appropriate underlying
sensory input hyperactivity

causes with
physician

Key Biomedical Points for Parents and Caregivers

Protein at breakfast is non-negotiable. A protein-rich breakfast (eggs, Greek yogurt,
turkey sausage, protein smoothie) stabilizes blood sugar for 3-4 hours, improves focus,
reduces irritability, and supports better decision-making. Avoid sending your child
shopping on a carb-only breakfast (cereal, toast, pastries).

Sleep quality affects everything. If your child is sleeping poorly, every other strategy will
be less effective. Address sleep first. Consider melatonin 0.5-3 mg (consult physician
before use), consistent bedtime routines, and eliminating screens 1-2 hours before bed.

Gut health drives behavior. The gut-brain axis is real. If your child has chronic
constipation, diarrhea, bloating, or other digestive issues, their behavior and sensory
regulation will suffer. Address gut health with a probiotic (consult physician before use) and
elimination of trigger foods.

Micronutrients matter. Low magnesium, zinc, iron, vitamin D, and B vitamins all
contribute to sensory dysregulation, poor focus, and emotional volatility. Work with your
physician to test levels and supplement appropriately.

Addressing biomedical needs makes all tasks—including grocery shopping—more
efficient, compliant, faster, and lasting. When the body is optimized, your child can
access their skills more consistently.

AFTER EVERY SHOPPING TRIP: TRACKING PROGRESS

After each shopping trip, sit down with your child or teen and ask these questions. Write
down the answers over time to identify patterns and track improvement.



Progress Tracking Checklist:

SHOPPING TRIP DEBRIEF - DATE:

1 How many items did you buy compared to your list?

out of items (Goal: most or all)

[ How much did you spend?
Budget: $ Actual: $

Under/Over by: $

1 Rate your self-management today:
12345678910

(1 =very hard, 10 = very easy)

LI What helped you the most today?
[1Headphones
1 Fidget tools
L1 Visual list
L1 Time of day (morning/evening)
1 Having a specific job
1 Short shopping trip

O Other:

L1 What was the hardest part today?




0 What should we change for next time?

PARENT/CAREGIVER NOTES:

Why This Matters:

Over time, you'll see what strategies work best for your child. Maybe you'll notice that 8 AM
trips are always easier than 5 PM trips. Maybe your child does better with a basket than a
cart. Maybe self-checkout reduces anxiety compared to regular checkout. This data helps
you refine your approach and builds your child's self-awareness.

Your child will also see their own progress. When they can look back and say, "Three
months ago | could only handle 5 items and today | handled 20," that builds real confidence
and motivation.

NEED MORE SUPPORT?

SpectrumCareHub offers additional resources, courses, community support, and
guidance for families implementing these strategies.

LEGAL DISCLAIMER

SpectrumCareHub LLC provides this guide for educational purposes only. This is NOT
medical advice, diagnosis, treatment, nutritional guidance, therapeutic intervention, or
professional counseling of any kind.

SpectrumCareHub LLC, its founders, employees, affiliates, agents, and representatives
disclaim all liability for any injury, loss, damage, or adverse outcome resulting from use,
misuse, or reliance on this information.



Sensory sensitivities, social anxiety, executive function challenges, and behavioral
difficulties during grocery shopping are complex issues with multiple contributing factors.
All strategies, accommodations, nutritional recommendations, supplement use, and
medication adjustments require consultation with licensed professionals including
physicians, psychiatrists, registered dietitians, psychologists, and relevant specialists.

Parents and caregivers are responsible for obtaining appropriate medical evaluation,
ensuring safety, and monitoring their child's health and wellbeing. Never start any
supplement, including over-the-counter options like magnesium, melatonin, probiotics,
zinc, iron, vitamin D, fish oil, or any other supplement, without physician consultation and
approval.

By using this guide, you agree that SpectrumCareHub LLC bears no responsibility for
outcomes and that you will consult qualified professionals for all health, behavioral,
nutritional, and safety decisions specific to your child.

SpectrumCareHub — Science-grounded autism family support
Educational resource only—not medical advice
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