
H O W -TO  G U ID E

TH A N K S G IV IN G
H O S TIN G  G U ID E

This guide is a m enu, not a rulebook. P ick w hat 

helps and skip the rest.

W hen you’re ready to plan, use the com panion 

Thanksgiving H osting P lanner for checklists and 

fill-in pages.

Y ou can host a great Thanksgiving by designing 

it around how  your brain and body w ork best.

M any autistic hosts bring real strengths to a gathering: careful planning, attention to detail, honesty, and a talent 

for creating calm , predictable spaces.

1 P IC K  A  FO R M A T TH A T FITS  Y O U

The right gathering is the one you can enjoy, not the biggest one you can m anage. C om pare a few  options:

S m all dinner

2–6 people. B est if you like deeper 

one-on-one talk.

E N E R G Y : LO W  TO  M E D IU M

P otluck

B est if you w ant to share the 

cooking w ork.

E N E R G Y : LO W  TO  M E D IU M

D essert and drinks

B est if you w ant a short, sim ple 

event.

E N E R G Y : LO W

Tim e-boxed m eal

2–3 hours. B est if you w ant a clear 

start and end.

E N E R G Y : M E D IU M

C o-host

B est if you w ant a partner for 

tasks or talking.

E N E R G Y : M E D IU M

O pen house

D rop in, drop out. B est if sm aller 

groups feel easier.

E N E R G Y : M E D IU M  TO  H IG H

TIP A  w alk outside before or after the m eal is a great option if m ovem ent or nature helps you feel calm .

Thanksgiving H osting G uide  |  N E X T for A U TIS M N E X TforA U TIS M .org 1



TH A N K S G IV IN G  H O S TIN G  G U ID E

H O W -TO  G U ID E

2 M A K E  TH E  FO O D  S IM P LE R

Y ou don’t have to cook everything from  scratch. C hoose one approach that fits your energy:

P IC K  A N  A P P R O A C H

A M ake one, buy the rest. C ook your favorite; buy 

sides and dessert.

B P otluck w ith a plan. A ssign sides, desserts, and 

drinks.

C R eady-m ade m eal. M any grocery stores sell full 

m eals. O rder early.

D S w ap the turkey. A  rotisserie chicken or a dish 

you know  w ell w orks too.

E M ake-ahead m enu. C hoose foods you can m ake 

1–2 days early.

TIP S  TH A T H E LP

Include at least one food you know  you’ll w ant to 

eat. Y our safe foods belong at your party too.

Tape a num bered recipe list near the stove.

S et a tim er for every dish so you don’t have to track 

them  in your head.

Label each dish w ith its nam e and any allergens.

S erve buffet style to skip passing plates.

3 S E T U P  Y O U R  S P A C E  FO R  S E N S O R Y  C O M FO R T

Y our hom e is your space, so set it up in a w ay that keeps you regulated. A  calm  space often helps guests too.

LIG H T U se lam ps instead of overhead lights. Try candles or string lights, and skip flashing décor.

S O U N D
K eep m usic low  or off and skip the TV  in the m ain room . R ugs and cloth napkins soften noise. 

K eep earplugs handy for you.

S M E LL S kip scented candles and air fresheners. O pen a w indow  or use the stove fan w hile cooking.

TO U C H W ear your m ost com fortable clothes and keep a fidget in your pocket.

S P A C E S pread seating out and set up a second room  for sm aller conversations.

4 M A K E  A  R E C H A R G E  S P O T

P ick one room  or corner just for breaks: a bedroom , porch, or even your car. S tock it w ith:

A  blanket W ater A  snack

H eadphones A  phone charger A  com fort item

TIP Y ou can step aw ay for 5–10 m inutes any tim e. A  break is part of the plan, not a failure.
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5 S E T C LE A R  E X P E C TA TIO N S  W ITH  G U E S TS

C lear details up front m ean few er surprises for everyone. P ick an invite script and m ake it your ow n:

S IM P LE

“ Y ou’re invited to Thanksgiving at m y place on 

Thursday, N ov. 26, from  2–5 pm . C ould you bring 

a side or dessert?

W ITH  A N  E N D  TIM E

“ D inner is 3–6 pm . I’m  keeping it cozy and 

w rapping up at 6 so w e can all rest.

S H A R IN G  W H A T H E LP S  Y O U

“ I’m  autistic, and a few  things help m e host w ell: a 

set end tim e, low er noise, and short breaks. If I 

step out, I’m  just recharging.

A S K IN G  A B O U T N E E D S

“ A ny food allergies or foods you avoid? Is there 

anything that w ould m ake you m ore 

com fortable?

6 P R O TE C T Y O U R  S O C IA L E N E R G Y

S tructure gives everyone som ething to do and takes pressure off sm all talk.

B U ILT-IN  A C TIV ITIE S

A  gratitude jar to read at dessert

B oard gam es, cards, or a puzzle

The parade or football for side-by-side tim e

A  short w alk after the m eal

A  job for anyone w ho w ants one

C O N V E R S A TIO N  S TA R TE R S

“ W hat food do you look forw ard to every year?

“ W hat’s som ething you’re into right now ?

“ W hat’s the best thing that happened to you this 

fall?

S C R IP TS  FO R  B R E A K S  A N D  B O U N D A R IE S

S TE P P IN G  A W A Y “I’m  going to take a quick break. H elp yourselves to m ore food.”

C H A N G IN G  TH E  TO P IC “I’d rather not get into that today. W ho w ants pie?”

A S K IN G  FO R  Q U IE T “C ould w e turn the m usic dow n a bit? Thanks!”

E N D IN G  TH E  E V E N T
“This has been so nice. I’m  going to start w rapping up. Let m e pack you som e 

leftovers.”

TU R N IN G  D O W N  H E LP “Thanks, I’ve got a system  going. Y ou could grab the drinks, though!”

TIP Y ou don’t have to m em orize these. W rite your favorites on a card or in your phone notes.
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7 IF IT S TA R TS  TO  FE E L LIK E  TO O  M U C H

N oticing early signs gives you m ore choices. S igns m ight include:

Feeling irritable Losing w ords S ounds getting louder W anting to hide

Q U IC K  R E S E T P LA N

1 S ay your break line: “B e right back.”

2 G o to your recharge spot.

3 Low er input: headphones, dim  light, close your 

eyes.

4 D o one thing that helps: breathe, stim , sip cold 

w ater, or have a snack.

5 C heck in: D o I need 5 m ore m inutes, help, or to 

end early?

6 C om e back w hen you’re ready, or let your helper 

take over.

P LA N  B  IS  A LLO W E D

A sk a co-host to run the rest of the m eal.

E nd early: “I’m  running low  on energy, so I’m  going 

to call it a night. Thank you all for com ing.”

S et up a code w ord w ith a trusted person that 

m eans “please help m e w rap things up.”

8 A FTE R : R E S T A N D  R E C O V E R

R ecovery tim e is part of hosting. Leave the dishes for tom orrow  if you need to, block off quiet tim e the next 

day, and do som ething low -energy you enjoy.

R E M IN D E R

Y ou don’t have to m ask 

or perform to be a great 

host.

P lan in w ays that low er your stress, ask for w hat you need, and 

rem em ber: being autistic is a strength. Y our care, honesty, and 

attention to detail can m ake a gathering feel w elcom ing for everyone. 

A nd rest afterw ard is part of the plan.
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