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Abstract

Introduction:

Autistic children attend an annual average of 41.5 outpatient visits, while typically developing
children attend an average of 3.3 visits (Liptak, Stuart, & Auinger, 2006). Autistic children
generally experience sensory processing and self-regulation differences. Outpatient therapy
waiting rooms are frequented by autistic children for outpatient services. These settings consist
of unpredictable and uncontrollable stimuli that may be difficult for children with different
sensory needs to tolerate, leading to high stress levels and struggles with self-regulation
impacting their experience (Higuera-Trujillo et al., 2020; Schaaf et al., 2011). However, there is
scant occupational therapy research informing the design of supportive waiting room
environments for autistic children in the outpatient therapy setting (Pfeiffer et al., 2017). Due to
the increased prevalence of autism and significant differences in sensory and self-regulation
needs it is essential to design inclusive healthcare environments to improve the experience of
outpatient settings and improve access to healthcare for this population (Pfieffer et al., 2017;
Tola et al., 2021).

Purpose:

This study aimed to better understand the experience of a pediatric outpatient therapy waiting
room for autistic children and to identify facilitators and barriers in the environment’s design
that impact the child’s ability to transition to and from and participate in their therapeutic
services.

Methods:

Data collection included participant observations, semi-structured interviews with the
participant and their family, administration of parent surveys, and the Sensory Processing
Measure™, Second Edition (SPM-2, Parham et al., 2021). Multiple data sources allowed for data
triangulation to capture the impact of the environmental design on the participants’ experience



of the outpatient therapy waiting room. Data analysis followed Kiger and Varpio’s (2020) six-
step recursive method to arrive at themes and subthemes.

Results:

Three children and their families participated in this study. Three qualitative themes emerged:
waiting room triggers, facilitating regulation, and supported inclusion. Specific barriers and
facilitators of the current waiting room design that impacted the participants’ and their families
experience were identified. Conclusions: Findings indicated that the current design and features
of the outpatient therapy waiting room did not always meet the sensory or regulatory needs of
the participants. A multi-disciplinary collaboration between designers and occupational therapy
practitioners would be beneficial to design inclusive outpatient therapy waiting rooms to
support a positive experience for autistic children and their families and to improve access to
healthcare.
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Synopsis: This study was an important step towards understanding the impact of the outpatient
therapy waiting room design through autistic children’s lived experiences. Findings from this
study inform designers of potential facilitators to create a positive experience when designing
future outpatient therapy waiting rooms to maximize children’s ability to access therapeutic
services. This study also highlights the unique skillset of occupational therapy practitioners to
address sensory processing, self-regulation, and the person-environment fit. A collaboration
between designers and occupational therapists is warranted to create environments that enable
children to participate more successfully in healthcare environments.
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