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Different studies report that many autistic adults live either with their families or in some form of 
supervised residential setting (Billstedt et al., 2011) (Howlin et al., 2014) (Steele & Ahrentzen, 
2015). Compared to persons with other types of impairment, autistic adults are more likely to 
live with their parents and less likely to live independently after leaving high school (Anderson 
et al., 2014). The observation that most autistic adults, regardless of their IQ level, are behind 
their peers regarding independent living raises questions about what living independently 
means to them and the role of their housing environment therein. Focusing on the latter, this 
paper aims to provide insights into the role of the built environment in the independent living 
of autistic people. This paper summarizes insights gained in the context of a PhD research 
project about ‘Home Tailoring: The Built Environment in Experiences of Independent Living on 
the Spectrum’ (Nguyen, 2022).

Compared to prevailing research on design for autistic people (e.g., Ahrentzen & Steele, 2009) 
(e.g., Mostafa, 2010) (e.g., Steele & Ahrentzen, 2015), this research takes a different approach. 
First, while other scholars consider the built environment as the phenomenon of their study 
and search for its impact on autistic people (e.g., Mostafa, 2010), our approach focuses on 
autistic people and brings their lived experiences to the fore. Second, whereas other scholars 
attempt to reinforce positive effects on autistic behavior in the built environment (Khare, 2010) 
(Mostafa, 2008, 2015), this research attempts to shed light on autistic people’s interaction with/
response to their living space/the built environment without any attempt to change their reac-
tion/response. By foregrounding spatial aspects in autistic adults’ experiences of living inde-
pendently, the research seeks to shed light on what aspects of the built environment potentially 
support or hamper them. 
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abstract
Studies show that many autistic adults are less likely to live independently regardless of their 
abilities. This paper summarizes insights into the role of the built environment in the independ-
ent living of autistic people. Existing architectural research concerning autism has focused 
predominantly on the built environment. By contrast, our research focuses on autistics’ lived 
experience. The role of the built environment in autistic people’s independent living plays at 
different scales: from a location over the spatial organization to interior finishing and detail-
ing. Additionally, the built environment’s design can facilitate or hamper independent living in 
various ways, not only through sensory qualities but also through what it affords and what it 
means. 
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The phenomenon of the study is autistic adults in their living context. We conducted empirical 
studies about the lived experience of autistic adults in their living spaces and the role of the 
built environment therein. Efforts were put into recruiting participants who live in different resi-
dential settings – group homes, an inclusive housing project, and regular apartments – in dif-
ferent regions of Belgium. The research is built around three empirical studies. Since existing 
design guidelines related to autism pay much attention to sensory aspects, our first empirical 
study explored the relationship between sensory preferences in designing a group home for 
20 people on the autism spectrum and the sensory experiences of actual end-users. The two 
other studies focused on the lived experience of four autistic men, Steve and Leo live in an 
inclusive housing project but in two different settings. (1) (2) Thomas lives in a group home 
of 22 people with diverse needs, and Mathieu rented regular apartments. Empirical data was 
collected through a triangulation method: in-depth – walk-along – interviews, visual methods 
– participant-made drawings, photos –, and participant observation. Besides the first-person 
perspectives, we included insights from parents, support staff, architects, and housing devel-
opers/coordinators. To guard the quality of the analysis, we discussed preliminary findings with 
two expert panels composed of autistic adults, family members, parents, architects, housing 
developers, support staff, and academics/researchers. The panel discussions confirmed and 
reinforced the preliminary findings and allowed refining them.

The findings suggest two things. First, the role of the built environment plays at different 
scales in autistic residents’ lives: from location to spatial organization and interior finishing and 
detailing. Second, the built environment’s design can facilitate or hamper independent living 
in various ways, not only through sensory qualities but also through what it affords and what it 
means. In what follows we explain these findings in more detail.  
In terms of location, it is essential that autistic residents live in proximity to public facilities, 
different types of stores, services, and social contacts for different reasons. For example, Leo 
drew that he lived nearby different types of stores, public facilities. Mathieu chose his first-ever 
apartment because of its location. It was on an animated street, next to an entrance of a univer-
sity and a bar. He hoped that he could have more social contacts living there. Steve lived next 
to a supermarket, and as he explained, “doing a small amount of shopping is easier than buy-
ing many things at the same time.” Also, he needs to live near public transport. He said, “I think 
living in the city where you’re close to everything. I don’t have a car. I have to do everything 
with public transport. It’s more living alone nearby my parents”.
The findings show that the spatial organization of the building can afford – or not – social 
interaction for residents living independently. Living in the same inclusive residential project 
but in different buildings, Steve and Leo had different experiences related to social interaction. 
Steve appreciated the “good neighbors”, and he met them regularly in the building. He said: “a 
good neighbor also motivates each other. It’s not about therapy; it’s about the first step to help 
me to feel better. It’s motivating”. Leo’s experience was different from Steve’s. Leo felt some-
what isolated, he did not see many people, and he communicated with the “good neighbors” 
by sending messages. He said, “we’re actually pretty Isolated from each other [...] I don’t see 
much people”. We found that types of housing, the apartment’s position within the building, its 
relation to the apartment of the good neighbors, and the number of neighbors per floor affect 
the social interaction experiences of the autistic residents (Nguyen et al., 2020a).

The first study investigated the relationship between architects’ design intentions and resi-
dents’ experiences regarding interior finishing and detailing. The findings give insights into 
residents’ experiences in visual stimuli in private units, temperature, noise, and the size of the 
shared rooms, which were different from architects’ design intentions (Nguyen et al., 2020). 
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They tried to minimize visual stimuli in multiple ways regarding visual design. For example, 
the architects introduced a curved corridor to avoid hard edges and minimize unexpected 
confrontations between residents. They minimized window details by installing a window fitting 
to be flush with the wall and used floor heating to avoid seeing radiators in the room. However, 
in residents’ experiences, many little things and objects were observed inside the private units. 
Finding suggests that minimizing visual stimuli could benefit public and shared spaces, yet 
was not always required in private rooms because it depends on individual needs. 
The architects paid particular attention to sensory issues concerning the room temperature. 
Using floor heating was for multiple reasons: to reduce visual stimuli, avoid potential noise from 
water running in the radiators, and for safety reasons. However, it was difficult for residents 
as they could not control the room temperature. Support staff said: “it’s hard to explain to the 
technician to arrange the temperature, because they say ‘No, it’s 21 degrees, it’s fine like that’. 
But no, we have cold, and we have to use trousers. Because the feeling is not like that.”
The finding showed that the architects made all-out efforts for acoustic design. Some examples 
were: situating the building centrally on the site to create a buffer area which reduces noise 
from the surroundings; ventilation shafts running separately to a basement to avoid sound 
traveling between residential units, double walls between residential units, sand-lime bricks 
absorbing sounds, and using underfloor heating avoided sounds from running water inside 
radiators. Nevertheless, the biggest concern from the users’ perspective was noise inside the 
building. Because of the robust material, the noise occurred as echo sounds along the corridor 
in the middle of the building. A small detail like a lock created a loud sound each time a door 
was locked or unlocked, and residents tended to check the lock multiple times. A resident 
said, “they are very nervous, very angry, noise cannot escape.” In terms of sensory quality, 
despite all-out effort from architects, something as small as a lock could become a big issue in 
terms of acoustic comfort.  

In addition to sensory qualities, findings suggest that the built environment’s design can 
hamper independent living through what it affords. For example, Mathieu’s first-ever apartment 
hindered him from using it. He claimed that the interior detailing of his apartment was displeas-
ing and hampered him. Examples include a border of a narrow sink, a shower cabin that was 
difficult to clean, the limited depth of a desk, and a window without views outside. He asked for 
references on his social media site, “my apartment continues to displease me; what to do when 
you realize that you don’t like to live independently?”. Then after eight months, Mathieu moved 
to a studio. The new studio affords him to use it. He showed that the interior detailing was more 
convenient for him to live independently. Examples are the border of the sink is larger, the 
shower cabin is easier to clean, a desk with a good depth, and a window with views of outside.  
In addition to sensory qualities and affordances, findings suggest that the built environment’s 
design can facilitate independent living through what it means. For example, it was important 
for Steve to choose furniture and decorate the apartment in his way. Steve painted each room 
in different colors. He said: “it’s my personal style, a mixture of shiny colors [...] Some people 
say it’s ugly. But I like the flashy [...] It’s funny, it’s optimistic of flashy color. The vision of my 
flashy – laughing – like me”. Leo loves Marvel. He said, “It’s like the power of me [...] I started 
to live here and designed all the stuff”. He chose a one-bedroom apartment, and he had spac-
es in his living room for exhibiting and expressing his passion for Cosplay and Marvel. Interest-
ingly, Thomas expressed that he lives in two homes. He described his parents’ house as his 
“favorite home”, where he comes back once per two weeks. He explained that the “comforta-
ble home” is his group home, where he has fun with friends and lives with his housemates. The 
findings show that the meaning of space was significant in facilitating independent living. The 
built environment can play a role in expressing and building up self-identity and self-esteem 
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notes
(1) Residents’ names are pseudonymized.

(2) In an inclusive housing project, autistic residents rent their apartments through social housing agen-
cies and receive personalized support from a coaching center. There are no shared living spaces and no 
professional caregivers in the building. Instead, “good neighbors” who live in the same housing project are 
the contact persons if residents need urgent support. The “good neighbors” are also residents who have a 
contract with the coaching center that supports residents, and in return pay a lower rent.
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through interactions between residents and spaces. These interactions could occur at diverse 
levels, depending on residents’ choice and control over their places.

In conclusion, the research broadened the understanding of the role of the built environment 
in relation to autism. We learned that this role plays at different scales in autistic people’s 
independent living: from location, over the spatial organization, to interior detailing. The built 
environment’s design can thus facilitate or hamper independent living in various ways, not 
only through sensory qualities but also through what it affords and what it means. As the built 
environment combines existing manufactured products that architects do not design and may 
not have control of, the research highlights the importance of taking into account neurodiver-
gent end-users in design theories and practice not only in architecture but also in other design 
domains. 



(image 1) Examples of minimizing visual stimulation in design strategy were installing a window fitting to be 
flush with the wall to diminish window details and using floor heating to avoid seeing radiators in the shared 
living room. ©The architect.

(image 2) Visual stimuli were visibly essential for some residents in observed private units.
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