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How good
design can
influence ASD
behaviour 
Each of us feels the impact of our environment and will behave accordingly.
A noisy restaurant forces us to shout to be heard, a crowded train forces us
too close to other passengers, a building with steps up and down and a
‘rabbit warren’ layout where it is easy to get lost is frustrating.
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ALL THESE examples will affect
our mood and so our behaviour.
In the case of those with Autism

Spectrum Disorder (ASD), whose
sensitivities are several times greater,
this frustration and anxiety translates
into challenging behaviour.
Consequently, if these features can be
designed out, the level of frustration
and anxiety goes down, there will be
less challenging behaviour and staff and
carers will have an easier time helping
their residents.

When GA Architects took the
decision back in 1996 to specialise in
the design of environments for children
and adults with ASD, the general
awareness of the importance of
environment was generally low. “We
saw many premises, both residential
and educational, that fell well below
what might be called an appropriate
understanding of the design needs of
people with ASD,” says founding
partner Christopher Beaver. 

“Common features were long noisy
corridors, harsh lighting, shiny and
reflective surfaces creating a poor
acoustic, windows with no ability to
control glare and most common of all a
complicated building geography which
made way-finding very confusing.”

Sixteen years later, awareness of the
impact that good or appropriate design
can have on behaviour has increased
significantly. However, local authorities,
charities and private companies are
understandably nervous about building
a provision for a specific use only to find
that styles of care change and they are
left with a building that is no longer
marketable. So there is pressure on
architects to design buildings that will
work as accommodation for those on
the autism spectrum but which could
easily be adapted for elderly care or
even for the residential market.

Anomaly
“An anomaly we meet from time to
time is whether a provision is being
built as a care home or for supported
living,” says Christopher Beaver. “If it is
a care home the standards and room
areas are regulated by the Care Quality
Commission; if it is for supported living
there appear to be no such standards
applied. This results in some providers
going for supported living for the
wrong reasons because it is a way of
building smaller rooms. This is
particularly so in refurbishment projects
where a bedroom of 10 sqm will do for
supported living but not for a care
home where the minimum requirement
is 12 sqm.

Christopher Beaver finds it
heartening that there is a greater
emphasis now on adult care. “In 1996 it

was all to do with children and it
seemed to be forgotten that children
turn into adults and what then? Maybe
it is the recent coming into force of the
Autism Act that has encouraged more
provision for adults. But one thing that
seems to be missing is the ability of
some providers to offer training or life
skills facilities to their residents. Many
adults on the autism spectrum are
perfectly capable of holding down a job
but without appropriate training, their
prospects are few.”

Where this requirement is missing
from the brief, GA tries to get it written
in so that it is seen as an essential part
of the project from the outset. ‘Autism-
friendly’ features that can be
incorporated into a design, include:
• A good acoustic throughout the
building to create a calm interior with
no reflective surfaces
• Good natural lighting and glare control
on windows; preferably by means of
integral blinds between the double
glazing which minimises damage
• Underfloor or ceiling heating so that

radiators of any kind can be eliminated
• Lighting with dimming control and
indirect light source to achieve a
‘glowing‘ interior with no harsh
fluorescent fittings
• A minimum of corridors and where
possible a ‘circulation space’ which is
more generous in terms of personal
space and can be used for other
activities
• The use of curved walls to design out
sharp corners and add a domestic feel
to the spaces
• A simple geography in terms of the
layout of the building and way-finding
with opportunities for unobtrusive 
staff supervision.

Christopher Beaver says dialogue
with professional carers and teachers
provides unequivocal evidence of the
value of design in improving conditions
for children and adults with ASD. 

Acoustic treatments to classrooms in
a special school in Bow, East London,
saw an immediate improvement in
behaviour and concentration levels.
Pupils on the spectrum at another4

Colour scheme with input from students with ASD

Food technology lab. Some providers neglect to offer training or life skills facilities to their residents
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London school responded positively to
the brigher colours in the entrance area
and the softer colours in the
classrooms. And, on a GA project for
Sunfield in Worcestershire, parents said
their son “no longer walks around with
his fingers in his ears or making his own
loud noises to drown others” due to a
reduction in noise levels.

A research paper on the Sunfield
scheme (1) concluded that the building
has considerably influenced the mood
of the children living there: “There was
a noticeable reduction in challenging
behaviours and improvement in the
children’s general well being.” 

The ultimate challenge for designers
is to design a building that is robust
and will stand up to challenging
behaviour without looking like a prison,
says Christopher Beaver. “We just have
to remember that for those that are on
the spectrum, the response to
environmental pressures is magnified by
ten times or more depending on the
individual. We can do a lot to reduce
levels of frustration and anxiety by
means of appropriate design.”

(1) Teresa Whitehurst’s research paper in Good
Autism Practice (2006 Volume7 Iss.1. pp31-38
‘The impact of building design on children with
autistic spectrum disorders Research’). 
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Acoustic panel strip (in blue) installed as an architectural feature

Designing out sharp corners and using curved walls

Circulation space


