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Introduction Thesis Question
How can architecture and design be 
used to better accommodate the unique 
needs of neurodivergent people and 
improve the wellbeing of building users?

Abstract
Most resources available to neurodiverse 
people are provided by their K through 12 
schools� Once they graduate, there is no 
way for many to get the assistance they 
need to live happy and productive lives� 
This thesis explores how architecture can 
impact the well-being of neurodivergent 
people and what the built environment 
can do to better accommodate the unique 
needs of individuals in this population�

This project explores designing for 
neurodivergent people through the 
design of a community building centered 
around the needs of neurodivergent 
people that serves as a place to 
obtain resources and assistance that 
isn’t otherwise available� Accessibility 
for those with different neurological 
functions is currently under addressed in 
architecture� This thesis will demonstrate 
that by using calming environments, 
sensory zoning, wayfinding aids, limiting 
distractions, reducing stressful situations, 
and implementing escape spaces that 
architecture can better accommodate and 
provide benefit to neurodiverse people. 
This project also aims to improve the 
acceptance of neurodiverse identities 
and push back on the negative stigmas 
often associated with this population�

8



Neurodivergence

Neurodivergent refers to anyone who has 
different menal or neurological functions 
than the average range� This include 
anyone with Autism, ADHD, Dyslexia, 
OCD, Tourette Syndrome, and many 
more� The neurodiversity movement 
focuses on the strengths of these 
individuals rather than the deficiencies. 

Project Goals

1� Create a community resource 
center based around the needs of 
neurodivergent people that serves 
as a place to obtain resources and 
assistance that isn’t otherwise available

2� Improve the acceptance of 
neurodivergent identities by 
informing and making them visible 
to the neurotypical majority

3� Compile a list of considerations that 
help guide neurodivergent friendly 
design for this and future projects

4� Accessible design should not be an 
afterthought, it should be the default state�

Author’s Note

As someone who is Autistic 
and ADHD, I am a part of the 
neurodivergent community� 

Although I do not speak for all 
neurodivergent people, I hope 
that my work will be used to 
advance the conversation of 
neurodivergency and neurological 
differences within architecture. 

Everyone desserves their needs to be 
understood and considered� I hope 
to help take a step towards making 
architecture a more accepting and 
understanding dicipline for students, 
professionals, clients, and end users�

9



Research

1 Morgan, Heidi, “Connections Between Sensory Sensitivities in Autism; the Importance of Sensory 
Friendly Environments for Accessibility and Increased Quality of Life for the Neurodivergent Autistic Mi-
nority,” Portland State University McNair Research Journal 13, no�1 (2019): 10, https://doi�org/10�15760/
mcnair�2019�13�1�11�

Introduction
As time goes on, society has become 
a much more accepting place� It is 
generally accepted that buildings should 
be wheelchair accessible and have 
ramps for example� This is because of 
amazing work done by activists who 
pushed for change in the world and in 
policy� That being said, there is still much 
more work that needs to be done� One 
of these is that non-obvious or “invisible” 
disabilities are often left out of accessibility 
conversations� Neurodivergency is one 
of the topics currently being left out of 
architectural accessibility conversations�

In order to assess the topic in its entirety, 
this research paper will go into depth 
with three different issues affecting the 
neurodivergent population� These are 
experiential issues, environmental design 
issues, and social/cultural issues� These 
three sub-topics guide any continuing 
research and the design project goals�

Experiential Issues 
When it comes to the neurodivergent 
community, experiential issues are very 
important� These issues are made up 
of the various sensory experiences of 
various diagnosis and individuals� Each 
neurodiverse person has their own unique 
experiences relating to the world around 
them� The goal of this research category 
is to assess the differences in individual’s 
sensory needs, the best features to 
help neurodivergent people thrive, 
and different ways of meeting all these 
different needs. These ideas will be related 
back to the thesis idea of creating more 
accessible, comfortable, and welcoming 
buildings for neurodivergent people�

One of the most important aspects of how 
neurodivergent people experience space 
is sensory issues. Sensory differences 
are most often tied to autistic individuals, 
however, “it is important to note here that 
the autistic neurominority is not the only 
population that has divergent sensory 
experiences� Individuals diagnosed 
with ADD, ADHD, Bi-polar Disorder, 
Schizophrenia, Fibromyalgia, and PTSD 
have also reported these differences”.1 
Sensory differences are experienced 
by the majority of the neurodivergent 
community� Any accommodations aimed 
at creating a more inclusive environment 
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for neurodivergent people must include 
a well thought out sensory strategy�

The experiences of neurodivergent people 
are referred to as sensory differences 
because they are not experienced 
in the same ways as a neurotypical 
person would� “An individual with a Low 
Sensory Threshold (LST) will be more 
affected by external sensory experiences 
and may be sensitive to input that 
would not register with the general 
population”�2 Some of the most common 
sensory differences experienced by 
the neurodivergent population include 
sensitivities to light, audio, and scent� 
“Autistic people who report sensitivities 
to fluorescent lighting report feeling 
uncomfortable in environments where 
this lighting is present… Sensory 
sensitivities were not limited to visual 
processing differences however, they 
also included audio sensitivities (more 
than one radio playing at a time or 
volume level) and olfactory sensitivities 
(hand sanitizer and air fresheners”�3

The neurodivergent population faces 
daily challenges related to their sensory 
differences. For example, “Autistic people 
with hypersensitivities are profoundly 

2 Morgan, “Connections,” 11�
3 Morgan, “Connections,” 11�
4 Morgan, “Connections,” 11�
5 Dalton, Cathy, “Interaction Design in the Built Environment: Designing for the ‘Universal User’,” in Universal Design 2016: Learning from the Past, Design-
ing for the Future, 314�
6 Mostafa, Magda, “The Autism ASPECTSS Design Index,” ASPECTSS* Architecture for Autism� https://www�autism�archi/aspectss� Accessed September 
19, 2021�

impacted by their sensory environment 
which may make navigating public spaces 
uniquely challenging for them� There 
were very few studies in the literature that 
addressed how these sensory differences 
may be creating accessibility issues� 
Future studies would benefit by assessing 
the correlation of sensory sensitivities 
and accessibility”�4 The different ways 
that neurodivergent people experience 
their surroundings may not be thoroughly 
studied at the present time, but they are 
undoubtedly present� In order to make 
places more accessible and inclusive 
for neurodivergent people, the sensory 
differences they experience must be 
considered and planned for accordingly�

An environment that doesn’t consider 
the needs of neurodiverse people can 
cause harm to those individuals when 
they are in the space� “The resulting 
mismatch between their individual needs 
and abilities, and the environments they 
typically occupy, can give rise to states 
of chronic and acute anxiety”�5 Because 
the built environment is designed with 
neurotypicals in mind, most places a 
neurodiverse individual goes will cause 
unnecessary stress and anxiety� This 
stress can prevent someone from going 

to the doctor’s office to get medical 
attention or to the grocery store to feed 
themselves� It disrupts the major life 
functions of the individuals� Therefore, it 
is so important to consider the needs of 
neurodiverse people when designing�

With the knowledge that neurodivergent 
people experience spaces differently 
than neurotypical people, the next 
topic to tackle is determining how to 
create environments that are better 
for neurodivergent people� One tool 
developed that can help with this task is 
the ASPECTSS Index created by Magda 
Mostafa�6 The index identifies categories of 
ideas that help autistic people understand 
and function within spaces� These 
categories are Acoustics, Sequencing, 
Escape spaces, Compartmentalization, 
Transition space, Sensory zoning, 
and Safety� Recommendations for 
each category are compiled below�

Acoustics:

“This criterion proposes that the acoustical 
environment be controlled to minimize 
background noise, echo and reverberation� 
The level of such acoustical control should 
vary according to the level of user-focus 
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required within the space, as well as the 
skill level and severity of the autism of its 
users� For example, activities of higher 
focus should be allowed a higher level 
of acoustical control and be part of low-
stimulus zones, described shortly”�7 These 
criteria were developed with schools 
and classrooms in mind� In the case of 
a public building, acoustic environments 
should have a higher level of control 
in order to make the people sensitive 
to audio as comfortable as possible�

Sequencing:

“This criterion is based on the concept of 
capitalizing on the affinity of individuals 
with autism to routine and predictability� 
Coupled with the criterion of Sensory 
Zoning, which will be discussed shortly, 
Spatial Sequencing requires that areas 
be organized in a logical order, based on 
the typical scheduled use of such spaces� 
Spaces should flow as seamlessly as 
possible from one activity to the next 
through one-way circulation whenever 
possible, with minimal disruption and 
distraction, using Transition Zones which 
are discussed below”�8 One-way circulation 
helps with wayfinding and prevents choice 
paralysis in neurodivergent individuals�

7 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index
8 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index
9 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index
10 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index
11 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index

Escape spaces:

“The objective of such spaces is to provide 
respite for the autistic user from the over-
stimulation found in their environment� 
Empirical research has shown the positive 
effect of such spaces, particularly in 
learning environments (Mostafa, 2008, 
204)� Such spaces may include a small 
partitioned area or crawl space in a 
quiet section of a room, or throughout a 
building� These spaces should provide a 
neutral sensory environment with minimal 
stimulation that can be customized by the 
user to provide the necessary sensory 
input”�9 These rooms would be acoustically 
controlled and adaptable to what the user 
needs in order to calm themselves�

Compartmentalization:

“The philosophy behind this criterion is to 
define and limit the sensory environment 
of each activity, organizing a classroom or 
even an entire building into compartments� 
Each compartment should include a 
single and clearly defined function 
and consequent sensory quality� The 
separation between these compartments 
need not be harsh, but can be through 
furniture arrangement, difference in floor 
covering, difference in level or even 
through variances in lighting� The sensory 

qualities of each space should be used to 
define its function and separate it from its 
neighboring compartment� When coupled 
with this consistency in activity, this will 
help provide sensory cues as to what is 
expected of the user in each space, with 
minimal ambiguity”�10 For example, a quiet 
room would promote relaxation while a 
louder room would promote activity�

Transition space:

“Working to facilitate both Spatial 
Sequencing and Sensory Zoning, the 
presence of transition zones helps the 
user recalibrate their senses as they 
move from one level of stimulus to the 
next� Such zones can take on a variety 
of forms and may be anything from a 
distinct node that indicates a shift, to a 
full sensory room that allows the sensory 
re-calibration before transitioning from 
an area of high-stimulus to one of low-
stimulus”�11 The sudden change between 
two different sensory environments can be 
enough to overwhelm someone� In order 
to minimize this, transition spaces can 
be used to give an adjustment period�

12



Sensory zoning:

“This criterion proposes that when 
designing for autism, spaces should be 
organized in accordance with their sensory 
quality, rather than typical functional 
zoning� This requires grouping spaces 
according to their allowable stimulus level, 
into “high-stimulus” and “low-stimulus” 
with transition zones aiding the shift from 
one zone to the next”�12 This aims to put 
like sensory experiences together� For 
example, a library and quiet café seating 
could go together in a low sensory input 
space while a busy restaurant would 
be kept in a high sensory input area�

Safety:

“A point never to be overlooked when 
designing environments for children, 
safety is even more of a concern for 
children with autism who may have an 
altered sense of their environment for 
example using hot water safety fittings 
and avoiding sharp edges and corners”�13 
For a community space with children 
and adult neurodivergent people, this 
would include ideas like not creating blind 
spots� Allowing people to be aware of 
the room around them can create more 
safety than a tucked away area that may 
feel unsafe and like it’s trapping them�

12 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index
13 Mostafa, ASPECTSS Index
14 Lehman, Maria Lorena, “Adaptive sensory environments: an introduction,” (New York: Routledge, 201), 10
15 Lehman, “Adaptive sensory environments,” 45

Additionally, because every person’s 
needs are different, choices and 
adaptability should be implemented in 
order to better accommodate individual 
needs� This can be done by including 
lighting and temperature controls in 
private spaces so that people can be 
more comfortable based on their unique 
needs� If adapting is not a possibility, 
options should be given� For example, if 
there is a restaurant, one seating section 
would be permitted to be loud while one 
would be kept very quiet� This would give 
individuals the opportunity to choose 
which space to sit in and therefore be 
more comfortable than if there was only 
one option� Another example of this is 
giving choices for seating in a space 
that are different cushion levels and 
textures� The person could sit in whichever 
seat make them most comfortable�

With all of the different sensory 
experiences of neurodiverse individuals 
it is important to consider how choices 
and alternatives can be created� These 
choices give the individuals the opportunity 
to create a space that is more suited 
to their personal needs than the space 
may otherwise be able to provide� One 
way this can be done is using Adaptive 
Architecture techniques� “as architectural 
technology advances toward the adaptive, 

it should reconnect its inhabitants with 
each other, with built form, and with 
nature� In doing so, occupants would 
feel and experience environments more 
holistically through their senses, where 
building technology is embedded within 
architecture as a nervous system that 
filters the outside in, and the inside out”.14 
The goal of adaptive architecture is to 
use technology to sense the occupants’ 
comfort levels and adjust accordingly�

This type of technology could be 
used to improve the experience of all 
building occupants, neurodivergent 
and neurotypical alike� “Architects can 
more specifically design environmental 
stimuli to promote the ideal occupant 
response� For example, a particular light 
combined with the appropriate sounds 
can promote better learning for a student 
in the classroom… In providing more 
choice, adaptive architecture boosts 
meaning and value within occupant 
experience”�15 Such systems would be 
able to influence neurodivergent people’s 
lives in a great way� A system could 
sense that a neurodivergent individual 
is experiencing sensory overload and 
adjust settings in order to reduce the 
effect. This system could be used in 
individual and private spaces in order to 
seamlessly adapt to the everchanging 
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needs of the neurodiverse person� The 
system in a public space could work to 
keep sensory input at the desired levels 
for the space and improve the affect of 
sensory zoning and compartmentalization�

This section has assessed how 
experiential issues are related to creating 
better architecture for neurodivergent 
people. The differences between 
neurodivergent and neurotypical 
sensory experiences were introduced� 
Then the ASPECTSS Index and 
Adaptive Architecture were discussed 
as techniques to create better sensory 
environments for neurodiverse people�

Environmental Design Issues
The experiential design of buildings 
plays an important role in people’s lives� 
These issues can impact occupants’ 
behaviors and moods� Environmental 
design issues are important to understand 
for the design of any building, but 
particular attention must be given to 
their impacts on neurodivergent and 
disabled individuals� The needs of the 
neurodiverse population should be 
carefully considered� The goal of this 
research category is to assess how the 
needs of neurodivergent people are similar 
to or vary from those of neurotypical 

16 Baum, Andrew, Valins, Stuart, “Architecture and Social Behavior: Psychological Studies of Social Density” (New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 
Publishers, 1977), 5�
17 Baum, Valins, “Architecture and Social Behavior, 6�
18 Baum, Valins, “Architecture and Social Behavior, 7�

people and develop solutions for how to 
address them� These ideas will be related 
back to the thesis idea of creating more 
accessible, comfortable, and welcoming 
buildings for neurodivergent people� 

The way environments are designed has 
an affect on people’s stress levels. One of 
the ways this happens is through density� 
“Overload refers to a situation in which 
an individual or system experiences too 
much; this type of excessive stimulation 
leads to decreased ability to adequately 
process much of the informational input 
from the environment�”16 Overload can 
be experienced by anyone, but it is 
more common in neurodivergent people� 
Overload or sensory overload causes 
people to lose focus and have a harder 
time processing information� This is an 
unintended consequence of the way social 
spaces are designed� “Complex social 
environments in which individuals have 
difficulty in coping with social events, 
stress and withdrawal from involvement 
with others… [this becomes] an active 
and relevant dynamic within these 
environments�”17 Social environments 
can easily morph into stressful situations 
where the occupants can no longer 
successfully socialize as intended�

Baum and Valins in “Architecture and 
Social Behavior: Psychological Studies of 
Social Density” make recommendations 
based on their studies of density’s affect 
on stress levels� One of these suggestions 
is, “By including semiprivate spaces 
and by promoting the development 
of social groups and locally based 
territorial control, buildings and groups 
of buildings can foster healthy and 
satisfying user experience�”18 Rather 
than allowing a social space to be one 
big room like an event hall, a better 
solution would be to subdivide the 
space. Different social environments 
could be hosted in each space� This 
would create a more welcoming and 
productively social environment compared 
to the more stressful situation that 
would be created by an event hall�

Wayfinding is another major piece 
involved in environmental design 
issues. Wayfinding can be difficult 
for various disabled individuals� The 
environment can be designed in ways 
that aid these people in navigation� 
Different wayfinding strategies can 
be considered and used to develop a 
building that is easier for both disabled 
and nondisabled individuals to navigate� 
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There are many varying reasons 
why someone may have trouble with 
wayfinding. One example of this is 
someone who has trouble navigating 
because of poor spatial awareness� One 
of the two major wayfinding types is known 
as “Spatial Wayfinding.”19 This is when 
an occupant uses spatial understanding 
of a setting to navigate the space� Many 
disabled people can have diffi culty 
with this� For example, some autistic 
individuals have poor spatial awareness 
and coordination� (It should be noted that 
this is not a consistent trait of autistic 
people� Many autistics have excellent 
spatial awareness� This can cause them 
to be confused when proper spatial cues 
are not given� Others that can struggle 
with spatial understanding are people 
with Alzheimer’s, dementia, and ADHD� 
These users may become disoriented 
and lost without the use of proper 
wayfinding techniques. Extra guidance 
for these groups provides assistances 
with locating the things they need�

Strategies can be implemented to help 
improve spatial wayfinding for these 
people� One of these strategies is to 
create better visual awareness by making 
goals easy to see and identify� This could 
look like a transparent wall between a 
circulation hallway and a main room� It 

19 Passini, R., “Wayfinding: A conceptual framework,” Urban Ecology 5, no. 1 (1981): 17-31, https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4009(81)90018-8.
20 Mandel, Lauren Heather, “Lost in the Labyrinthine Library: A Multi-Method Case Study Investigating Public Library User Wayfinding Behavior” (PHD diss.,
Florida State University, 2012), 14�
21 Passini, R., “Wayfinding,” https://doi.org/10.1016/0304-4009(81)90018-8.

can create a better understanding of what 
is around than if all rooms are closed off 
and can’t be seen into� Another strategy 
that can be used is to visually distinguish 
main pathways  from their surroundings� 
“In general, a predominant segment (the 
one used most frequently) tends to be 
the straightest or most direct segment 
connecting two given nodes�”20 Because 
direct routes are more natural to be taken, 
buildings can be planned with this in mind� 
When a space is planned while thinking 
about where people will naturally walk, 
it will be easier for a person to navigate 
it. Visually differentiating the path from 
the rest of the space is of extra benefit 
to those with poor spatial awareness�

“Linear wayfinding”21 is the second 
major wayfinding strategy. This is when 
the occupant relies on signage to be 
directed to their goal� A great example 
of this is signs in grocery stores telling 
shoppers which isle the things they 
need are in� The signs allow them to 
locate the things they need without the 
need for spatial wayfinding strategies. 
Simply having signs like these are not 
enough to solve all wayfinding issues. 
Many individuals including people with 
Alzheimer’s, dementia, ADHD, visual 
impairment, etc. may have a difficult 
time reading signage� This can cause 

a delay while they try to read the sign 
and figure out where to go. Individuals 
may even give up trying to reach their 
goal location in some situations�

Strategies that can be used to improve 
linear wayfinding ability include using 
images, arrows, or symbols on signage to 
help with understanding, Using easy-to-
read text (font, size, contrast, style, etc�), 
and by including braille and tactile signage 
for those who are visually impaired� 

The most successful wayfinding systems 
include strategies from both types of 
wayfinding. Combining wayfinding 
strategies creates a more wholistic 
understanding of a place and makes 
it more accessible to not only those 
with disabilities, but to everyone�

Various aspects of buildings have a 
dramatic impact on occupant’s general 
wellbeing� These aspects include 
materials, views, etc� The presence of 
views and what they are of can greatly 
affect building occupants. One of the 
most recognized occurrences of this is 
that the presence of nature in hospital 
environments can aid the health and 
wellbeing of patients, medical staff, 
and visitors� “The research team found 
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rigorous studies that link the physical 
environment to patient and staff outcomes 
in four areas: 1. Reduce staff stress and 
fatigue and increase eff ectiveness in 
delivering care 2� Improve patient safety 3� 
Reduce stress and improve outcomes 4� 
Improve overall healthcare quality�”22 The 
inclusion of natural elements in buildings 
such as hospitals provides a great benefit 
to all of the building’s occupants� Natural 
elements can include views as discussed 
above, daylight, natural materials like 
wood and stone, and vegetation� 

This section has assessed how 
environmental design issues relate 
to people’s ability to use a building 
and their wellbeing� The needs of 
both neurodivergent and neurotypical 
individuals were addressed in order to 
find the gaps in design that need to be 
solved� These gaps are inappropriate 
density for an environment, wayfinding 
struggles existing typical design, and 
the lack of focus on designing buildings 
that foster wellbeing for its occupants� 
The deficits listed can be analyzed and 
used to develop designs that better meet 
the needs of neurodivergent people�

22 Ulrich, Roger, Zimring, Craig “The Role of the Physical Environment in the Hospital of the 21st Century: A Once-in-a-Lifetime Opportunity,” Report to The
Center for Health Design, September 2004, 3�
23 Remy, Charlie, Seaman, Priscilla, “Evolving from Disability to Diversity,” Reference & User Services Quarterly, 54, no�1 (Fall 2014): 25�
24 Remy, Seaman, “Evolving,” 25�
25 Dusenbery, Maya, “Jenara Nerenberg Seeks to Empower Neurodivergent Women,” June 9, 2020, https://www�bitchmedia�org/article/jenara-neren-
berg-neurodivergent-women

Social/Cultural Issues
Like any other group that isn’t in the 
majority, neurodivergent people have 
stigmas associated with them� Like other 
disabilities, the diffi culties faced by 
neurodivergent people are exacerbated 
by people’s misunderstandings� 
Discrimination is unfortunately a daily 
reality for many neurodivergent people� 
Although architecture cannot keep people 
from being discriminated against, it can 
help lead the way to more visibility and 
eventually greater acceptance overall� In 
order to better understand this situation, 
this paper will discuss the stigmas that 
neurodivergent people face, the eff ects of 
it on their mental health, and discuss how 
more inclusive environments would lead 
to better understanding and acceptance� 

Some neurodivergent people are more 
‘obvious’ than others� Many can appear 
normal� Some may even not realize 
that they are neurodivergent because 
they are so good at hiding it� “This 
class of disability is also sometimes 
referred to as ‘hidden’ or ‘invisible’�”23 
All neurodivergent people struggle with 
some aspects of daily life� That is why 
they are classifi ed as disabilities. Some 

people’s struggles may be even less 
visible to neurotypicals� “The more positive 
attributes of ASDs can conceal daily 
challenges, which can lead to unrealistic 
expectations on the part of others�”24 

Some groups experience the eff ect of 
appearing hidden more than others� 
For example, AFAB (assigned female at 
birth) individuals are often overlooked� 
“Since the majority of research on 
neurodevelopmental conditions like 
autism and ADHD have been focused 
on boys and men, women are often 
overlooked� Misdiagnosed as anxious, 
depressed, or simply ‘sensitive,’ many 
women don’t learn about their neurological 
differences until they are adults.”25 Since 
most of the research has been done on 
boys and men, AFAB people constantly 
struggle to be seen� This can come with 
struggles like expecting too much from 
yourself and experiencing burnout�

There are also struggles associated with 
being more obviously neurodivergent� 
Stigmatization is a big problem for 
various neurologically diff erent groups. 
“The claiming of a new identity term 
– ‘neurodiversity’ and its counterpart 
‘neurotypical’ – stands as a strategy to 
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disrupt the stigma long associated with 
‘autism-as-mental-illness�”26 The term 
neurodiversity was created to help lessen 
the stigma associated with autism and 
other disorders� It is slowly being taken 
up as the primary term used within the 
neurodivergent community, the vast 
majority of neurotypicals still use the 
language of “person suffering with autism” 
or even using the term “retarded” (referred 
to as the r-slur by many neurodivergent 
people)� “non-autistic individuals tend to 
make rapid unfavorable judgements about 
those on the autism spectrum�”27 This 
idea of jumping to conclusions applies 
to neurodivergent people as a whole, 
not just autistics� Although there is some 
development in public understanding of 
neurodivergence, harmful stigmatized 
ideas persist� There is still a long 
way to go before all neurodivergent 
people can be truly accepted� 

The societal difficulties associated with 
being neurodivergent can be a taxing 
experience� Dealing with a world that 
is not designed for people like you is 
exhausting enough, but with people’s 
outdated ideas added on top of that it 
can be even worse� “Factors external to 
the individual cause disabling features 

26 Grinker, Roy Richard, “Autism, ‘Stigma,’ Disability - A Shifting Historical Terrain,” Current Anthropology, 61, no�21 (February 2020): S55
27 Cage, Eilidh, Di Monaco, Jessica, Newell, Victoria, “Experiences of Autism Acceptance and Mental Health in Autistic Adults,” J Autism Dev Disord, 48
(2018): 474�
28 Cage, Di Monaco, Newell, “Experiences,” 473�
29 Cage, Di Monaco, Newell, “Experiences,” 474�
30 Cage, Di Monaco, Newell, “Experiences,” 478�

– for example, an employer’s attitudes 
or lack of understanding of autism could 
prevent the autistic individuals from finding 
employment, rather than diffi culties an 
individual may experience as a result 
of the autism itself�”28 A large number 
of the difficulties that neurodivergent 
people have can be attributed to this� 
An example of this is that one of the 
criteria for autism is that they have 
social diffi culties. This is only true when 
interacting with neurotypicals� When 
they interact with other neurodivergent 
people, there is often no diffi culty at all.

As a result of social pressures, many 
neurodivergent people develop a coping 
mechanism called “masking”� This is 
when someone acts in ways as to appear 
“normal” to the people around them� It 
may include not stimming, hiding how 
uncomfortable they actually are, holding 
back from participating in conversations, 
and more� “Recent research has also 
indicated that identifying positively with an 
autistic identity mediates the relationship 
between self-esteem and mental health 
difficulties, suggesting that personal 
acceptance of autism as part of one’s 
identity could protect against depression 
and anxiety� Despite this, many autistic 

individuals frequently report ‘masking’ or 
‘camoufl aging’ – that is, they may use 
strategies to camoufl age the fact that they 
are on the autism spectrum in order to ‘fi t 
in’ to the non-autistic world. Camoufl aging 
one’s identity as an autistic person could 
have a subsequent impact on experiences 
of acceptance, if one is not ‘out’ as being 
on the autism spectrum�”29 This is a 
very common thing for neurodivergent 
people to do� Some people don’t even 
realize that they are masking and assume 
that everybody acts in this way� 

Masking may be a useful tool in some 
situations, but often it doesn’t work at 
all� Many neurodivergent children are 
seen as the “weird” ones far before 
their peers know about neurological diff 
erences� “When asked whether they felt 
society, in general, accepted them as 
an autistic person, 7% of participants 
said ‘yes’, 43% said ‘no’ and 48% said 
‘sometimes’ (2% preferred not to say) … 
With increasing stress scores, participants 
perceived less autism acceptance from 
external sources�”30 For neurodivergent 
people, not being accepted as who 
they are makes them more stressed 
out and less likely to be happy� “Feeling 
accepted by others could be a protective 
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factor against depression�”31 The only 
way to fi x this is to remove the need for 
masking by making neurotypicals more 
accepting of neurological differences. 

Neurotypical people do not accept 
neurodiverse people because they think 
that would mean making things harder 
on themselves. It is not a trade off . Just 
because one group benefits, it doesn’t 
mean that another suff ers. “Developing 
a better understanding of the unique 
characteristics and needs of patrons with 
ASD can result in improved reference 
and instruction experiences for all patrons 
regardless of neurology�”32 In reality, 
many of the accommodations that could 
help neurodivergent people would be a 
benefit to neurotypicals as well. If spaces 
were being designed with neurodivergent 
accommodations in mind, the general 
public would begin to accept them over 
time� The more familiarity people have 
with an idea, the more they will accept it� 
“The curb-cut eff ect refers to the fact that 
designs created to benefit people with 
disabilities often end up benefiting a much 
larger user group. The curb-cut effect 
takes its name from the ramps cut into 
the surfaces of sidewalks – as you see 
in the image above� In many countries, 
curb cuts are omnipresent in areas with 
foot traffic, allowing people with strollers, 

31 Cage, Di Monaco, Newell, “Experiences,” 473��
32 Remy, Seaman, “Evolving,” 25�
33 Mortensen, Ditte Hvas, Spillers, Frank, “3 Reasons Why Accessible Design Is Good for All,” June 2020, https://www�interaction-design�org/literature/arti-
cle/3-reasons-why-accessible-design-is-good-for-all�

bikes, etc� easy access to the street when 
they need to cross the road� While curb 
cuts are used by all kinds of pedestrians, 
they were originally created for the sole 
purpose of allowing people in wheelchairs 
to cross the road� Curb cuts only started 
to become commonplace through the hard 
work of political activists who demanded 
that wheelchair users should be able 
to move freely about in cities, but they 
turned out to have more universal benefits. 
Most of us no longer think of curb cuts as 
accessible design, but simply as the most 
logical and user-friendly way to design 
sidewalks – hence the term ‘curbcut 
eff ect’.”33 As discussed in this article, 
features that assist with disabilities are 
often also good for the general population� 
Another example of this effect is closed 
captioning� It was originally implemented 
to help people with hearing impairments, 
but it also helps people with auditory 
processing disorders, ADHD, autism, 
and non-disabled people who are in loud 
environments� Captioning isn’t quite at 
the same level of acceptance as curb 
cuts yet. Many people find it frustrating to 
have captions on while watching a show 
or movie� But having the option available 
and new technologies like auto-captions 
are making it more accepted over time�

No solution is instant, but the first step 
to acceptance is better visibility� The 
implementation of neurodivergent 
accommodations would allow the 
neurotypical population to begin 
seeing it in their every day lives, and 
eventually would be able to accept 
it as the “norm”� By discussing the 
stigma attached to neurodivergent 
individuals, its effect on them, and 
how the visibility of accommodations 
would lead to acceptance, this paper 
provided an argument that these 
neurodivergent accommodations can 
and should be implemented into design�

Research Conclusion
The roles of experiential, environmental 
design, and social/cultural issues are 
essential to understanding the needs 
of neurodivergent people and how they 
are impacted by the built environment� 
These three topics have guided 
research, criteria development, and 
overall goals for the rest of the project�
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Precedents

Figure 1�   New Struan 
School hallway and skylight, 
Scotland� (Photograph by 
Wardell Armstrong, “New 
Struan Centre for Autism,” 
Archdaily, October 19, 
2011, https://www�archdaily�
com/177293/designing-for-
autism-lighting/dsc_0020a)�
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Precedent 1: New Struan 
School (Scotland)
The New Struan School, Centre for 
Autism, in Scotland is a school designed to 
meet the specific needs of autistic children. 
It features many neurodivergent design 
ideas that both make the building function 
better for its users and make it unique� 

The main corridor through the school 
connects the public certre for autism 

in the front of the building to the 
classrooms in the back� The hall 
has a completely glass ceiling that 
allows for light to flood the area. This 
means that the hall can be lit naturally 
throughout the school day� (Figure 1)�

The classrooms on either side of the 
corridor also have skylights in addition to 
their normal windows� The classrooms 
are naturally lit throughout the day when 
being used by students and staff.

The classrooms all have noise isolating 
features in order to create a better learning 
environment for the neurodivergent 
students� The wall dividing the rooms 
consists of two sound insulating walls 
and an air gap between them� This type 
of wall is also utilized in the auditorium� 

In addition to the isolation between the 
classrooms, there is isolation between 
them and the hallway� Bathrooms 
and “escape spaces” are placed 
between the classroom and hallway 
in order to create a buffer zone and 
reduce sound transfer� (Figure 2)�

The classrooms all have noise isolating 
features in order to create a better learning 
environment for the neurodivergent 
students� The wall dividing the rooms 
consists of two sound insulating walls 
and an air gap between them� This type 
of wall is also utilized in the auditorium� 

In addition to the isolation between the 
classrooms, there is isolation between 
them and the hallway� Bathrooms 
and “escape spaces” are placed 
between the classroom and hallway 
in order to create a buffer zone and 
reduce sound transfer� (Figure 2)�

Figure 2�  New Struan School 
Sound Isolation Diagram (By 
Author)
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Figure 3�  Medical Care 
Home courtyard� (Photograph 
by Pierre Pommereau, 
“Medical Care Home / 
K&+ Architecture Globale,” 
Archdaily, 2019, https://
images�adsttc�com/media/
images/60b0/1479/ae1c/
b201/6506/2012/slideshow/k-
plus-pommereau-web6�
jpg?1622152329

Figure 4�  Medical Care 
Home reading room� 
(Photograph by Pierre 
Pommereau, “Medical 
Care Home / K&+ 
Architecture Globale,” 
Archdaily, 2019, https://
images�adsttc�com/media/
images/60b0/1476/ae1c/
b201/6506/200f/slideshow/k-
plus-pommereau-web3�
jpg?1622152322
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Precedent 2: Medical 
Care Home / K&+ 
Architecture Globale
This project is a care facility for autistic 
individuals who require caregivers� The 
facility is a staffed with 24/7 caregivers 
to help residents while allowing them to 
remian semi-independent� The homes 
were designed to improe well-being and 
avoid feeling like a typical medical facility�

Spaces within the building are designed 
to give residents the option of a retreat 
space or a public gathering place� 
The ability to choose between various 
sensory options is very important to 
autistic and other neurodivergent people� 
Having Plenty of spaces ranging from 
completely private to very public allows 
residents to choose which spaces are 
right for them at a particular time� 

Figure 5�  Medical Care 
Home public and private 
spaces (By Author)

Private Public

23

I Li. 

0 
0 



Figure 6�  London 2012 
Olympics main stadium� 
(Image by Eu-Hyung Han, 
“London 2012 Main stadium 
wayfinding strategy,” 
Behance, October 12, 
2011, https://www�behance� 
net/gallery/2305208/
London-2012-Main-
stadiumwayfinding-strategy.)
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Precedent 3: London 2012 
Olympics Main Stadium
The main stadium for the 2012 olympics 
was designed with wayfinding in mind. 
Diagrams are used to show people what 
routes they can take and what color to 
follow through the building� (Fig� 6) 

Each staircase and route of travel are 
color coded to make it easy to find your 
section� (Figs� 7-9) The diagram also 
indicates which routes are accessible 
and lead to accessible seating areas�

Since the olympic stadium is used by 
people from many different countries, 
language can be a barrier when 
considering wayfi nding signage. This 
problem was avoided by using roman 
characters and numbers to code 
everything in the building� A person who 
doesn’t speak english could easily identify 
which section to go to from their ticket 
and get to their seat without the need for 
possibly time consuming translations�

Figure 7�  London 2012 
Olympics main stadium� 
(Photograph by Morley 
von Sternberg, Archdaily, 
June 27, 2012, https://www�
archdaily�com/247935/
london-olympicstadium-
populous�)

Figure 8�  London 2012 
Olympics main stadium� 
(Photograph by Morley 
von Sternberg, Archdaily, 
June 27, 2012, https://www�
archdaily�com/247935/
london-olympicstadium-
populous�)

Figure 9�  London 2012 
Olympics main stadium� 
(Photograph by Morley 
von Sternberg, Archdaily, 
June 27, 2012, https://www�
archdaily�com/247935/
london-olympicstadium-
populous�)
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Figure 10�  Wall nook seating� (Photograph by: Bilyana 
Dimitrova, 2018, https://www�workdesign�com/2019/12/
designing-for-neurodiversity-and-inclusion/)�
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Precedent 4: Convene 
(Los Angeles, CA)
This building is a coworking space 
designed to accommodate the 
needs of neurodivergent people� 

The main ideas behind the design 
were to create a variety of workspaces 
so that users can choose which 
spaces work best for them� 

The overall goal of including these 
features was to improve visability� The 
hope was that increased visability 
would lead to more awareness and 
allow more people to be diagnosed�

Figure 11�  Corner group 
seating and social space� 
(Photograph by: Bilyana 
Dimitrova, 2018, https://www�
workdesign�com/2019/12/
designing-for-neurodiversity-
and-inclusion/)�

Figure 12�  Floor Plan 
showing locations 
of various spaces� 
(Convene, 2018, https://
convene�com/wp-content/
uploads/2018/06/333-S-
Grand_Meeting-Planner-
Package_web�pdf)
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Programming Program Introduction
The program of the building is designed 
around the main goals of the project� 
The overall goal is to use the design 
of the built environment to better 
accommodate the needs of neurodivergent 
people� The smaller goals under this 
umbrella include designing sensory 
comfort, physical accessibility, spatial 
character, and the safety of the building 
to assist with specific challenges 
faced by neurodivergent people� 

Space Adjacencies
The program is composed of various 
uses that a neurodivergent person 
may find helpful. Some of them like 
the store and restaurant give a lower 
stimuli alternative to what can typically 
be found� Others like the art gallery 
and library branch can help encourage 
learning, social engagement, and activity 
related to specific interests common 
among neurodivergent individuals�

Library Branch:

Some neurodiverse people have specific 
interests that they love to focus on� 
Others enjoy learning about various 
topics and switch their focus regularly� 
An accessible library branch could be 
used to encourage neurodivergent people 
to learn about what they want to� 

Restaurant / Cafe:

A restaurant or cafe would provide 
neurodivergent people with a low 
stimuli option for going out to eat� This 
is important because of how stressful 
typical restaurants can become�

Store:

The goal of the store is to make 
shopping less stressful to neurodivergent 
individuals� This can be done using 
ASPECTSS and other techniques� Some 
of these include a logical sequencing of 
spaces, compartmentalization, and logical 
wayfinding strategies. The implementation 
of these features would greatly improve 
a person’s ability to shop for themselves 
without causing unwanted stress�

Clinic:

The clinic would serve as a lower 
stimuli alternative to typical clinics 
and pharmacies� There would be 
a focus on mental health services 
and specific resources to help 
various neurodivergent people�
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Art Gallery:

One of the most common neurodivergent 
traits is creativity� The gallery and art pods 
would serve as an outlet to use these 
skills and display them for people to see� 

Theatre:

An accessible theatre would prove to be 
a great benefit to this population. Various 
neurodivergencies such as Tourrette’s 
Syndrome have ‘tics’ associated with 
them� These can be physical movements 
or sounds and words� In a typical theatre, 
these tics would be seen as disruptive 
by neurotypicals and cause stress for the 
neurodivergent individuals� This theatre  
could be a lower stimuli environment that 
does not put shame on tics and other 
actions done by the people� It could also 
serve as an accessible  
movie theatre� This would mean having 
subtitles on, devices that describe action 
to visually impaired viewers, etc� 

Outdoor Areas:

The outdoor areas would provide 
choices in stimuli level that allow people 
to be as comfortable as possible while 
getting fresh air and enjoying nature� 

Figure 13�  Spatial 
adjacencies bubble diagram 
(By Author)

Figure 14�  Bubble diagram 
with stimuli level zones (By 
Author)
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Design Guidelines Since the neurodivergent community is 
made up of so many different individuals 
with vastly differing needs, developing 
a set of guidelines that can be used 
to help everyone is difficult. Many 
existing guidelines focus specifically 
on autistic users because of this� 

The guidelines developed for this project 
were created using a combination of 
research into the needs of specific 
neurodiverse populations, precedent 
evaluation, and existing guidelines 
that can be applied to this use case� 
Combining information from these 
different sources assists in ensuring all 
needs are accounted for in the design� 

It is important to note that some people’s 
needs contradict the needs of others� The 
guidelines proposed have been carefully 
considered as to avoid any contradicting 
ideas and to make them helpful to as 
many different people as possible. 
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Calming Environment
• Reduces anxiety

• Creates enriching spaces

• Improves general well-being

Reducing Stressful Situations
• Removes situations that are 
likely to cause anxiety

• Creates a welcoming and 
friendly environment

Sensory Zoning
• Spaces are grouped based 
on sensory experience

• Sensory environments 
are more predictable

Escape Spaces
• Sensory-neutral private rooms

• Can be used by individuals 
experiencing sensory overload or 
other extremely stressful situations

Wayfinding Aids
• Intuitive and explicit wayfinding aids

• Helps anyone navigate an unfamiliar 
space, especially anyone with poor 
spatial reasoning or memory difficulties
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Figure 15�  Chart showing 
which strategies were 
designed to help each 
neurodivergnet condition (By 
Author)
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Site Site Selection
The project site that was chosen 
is located next to the Lafayette 
Square Mall in Indianapolis, IN� 
This site was chosen becasue it 
provides opportunities for community 
engagement, good access potential, 
and because neurodivergent related 
services could be of use in this area� 

As seen in Figure 17, Many of the 
neighborhoods surrounding the 
commercial center are at a low income 
level� Schools in lower income areas have 
less funding and therefore less resources 
available for neurodivergnt students� 
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Site Field Notes and Analysis
The area directly surrounding the 
proposed project site is zoned for 
commercial use� Across the interstate 
to the northeast of the site there 
are a large residential development 
and various industrial zones� 

The zones surrounding the proposed 
site offer opportunities to connect to 
the surrounding areas� The commercial 
use areas around the site include job 
training resources and job opportunities 
that could be utilized by the project’s 
neurodivergent target population� Various 
groups in the neurodivergent community 
may struggle with finding employment 
so nearby job training is a great asset 
that can be used by the center� 

Many of the commercial buildings 
nearby are used for automobile sales 
or services� There are also many other 
commercial spaces such as stores and 
restaurants� These direct adjacencies 
could provide variety in job opportunities 
for the project population� It should 
also be noted that these would not be 
the only opportunities available� Public 
transportation routes through the area 
make it possible to easily connect to 
opportunities that are further away� 

Figure 16�  Lafayette Square Mall - Location in Indianapolis (By 
Author)

Figure 17�  Income map of Lafayette Square and surrounding 
neighborhoods� (Justice Map, justicemap�org/2020)
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Community Connections

The communities around Lafayette 
Square have very good access via 
car� However, they have very poor 
connections for walking, biking, etc� 

Many neurodivergent people do not 
drive and use alternative means of 
transportation� For some, the sensory 
experience of being in a car can 
be overwhelming, while for others 
it may be unsafe for them to drive� 
Whatever the cause may be, it is 
important to consider how alternate 
transportation interacts with the site� 

In order to improve the access to the 
site, a network of bike and walking 
paths is proposed� (Fig� 19) These paths 
would connect each of the surrounding 
neighborhoods to eachother and the 
commercial center of Lafayette Square� 

The addition of these paths would 
help grow community engagement, 
and make the site more accessible 
to everyone regardless of if they are 
neurodivergent or neurotypical�
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Figure 18�  Lafayette Square 
Mall - Vegetation and 
Circulation (By Author)

Figure 19�  Proposed 
bike paths in and around 
Laffayete Square (By Author)

Bike Paths

Water

Green Spaces

Roads on site
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Lafayette Square Revitalization

Like most other malls, the Lafayette 
Square mall is dying� It isn’t used as 
much as it used to be and much of the 
space is being underutilized� In order 
to spark community engagement with 
the mall and the community resource 
center proposed in this project, the 
mall needs to be revitalized� 

To accomplish this, many of the unused 
parking areas surrounding the mall would 
be transformed into green space for the 
public� These could include parks, plazas, 
and art installations just to name a few� 

The other major change to the mall 
is that it would become an outdoor 
shopping center� The building’s 
hallways would be opened up and 
transformed into green cooridors� 

These features would work together 
to reinvent the mall space and allow 
it to return to it’s intended purpose of 
creating community engagement� 

Figure 20�  Mall revitalization site plan (By Author)

Figure 21�  Community resource center gardens site plan (By 
Author)

Figure 22�  Community resource center site plan (By Author)
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Site Design
The existing parking lot, old 
community garden, and drainage 
ditch would be transformed into 
garden spaces for this new project� 

The drainage ditch would be replaced 
by several raingardens located around 
the site� The raingardens would provide 
the same benefits as the drainage ditch, 
but in a much more appealing way� 
They would be planted with grasses 
and other native plants to encourage 
ecosystem growth and provide a natural 
backdrop for the other garden spaces� 

The existing community garden located 
in the northern corner of the site would 
be redone and expanded� Several pods 
aroudn the gardens would be dedicated 
to community garden spaces that can be 
used by the public and anyone visiting the 
building� This would further encourage 
community interaction with the site� 

Other potential garden spaces would 
include sensory gardens and play spaces� 
The sensory gardens would be a relaxing 
environment where visitors can interact 
with nature� They would have plans such 
as lavender (known for its calming scent) 
and lamb’s ear (known for its soft leaves)� 
The playground would have equipment 
designed for both children and adults�
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Figure 23�  Rain Garden 
Section (By Author)
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Figure 24�  Rendering of 
private community garden 
space
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Figure 26�  Rendering of 
sensory garden (By Author)
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Figure 27�  Rendering of 
community garden (By 
Author)
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Building The building is a neurodivergent friendly 
community recource center� Its goal is to 
act as a place for neurodivergent people 
to receive support and assistance that 
they otherwise wouldn’t have access to� 

To accomplish this, the building 
includes a library, theatre, restaurant, 
store, clinic, and resource offices. 
They were all designed using the 
neurodivergent centered design 
guidelines discussed in this book� 

Additionally, the center would 
serve as a way for the neurotypical 
population to become more aware and 
accepting of neurodivergent people, 
their needs, and their strengths�
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Figure 28�  Exterior View of 
Building Front (By Author)
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Material Choices

Figure 29�  Rendering 
of building cooridor with 
material callouts (By Author)
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Dark Wood Paneling 

Notes: Inside on the walls dividing spaces 
from the cooridor, and outside as the 
rainscreen material. 

Reasoning: Wood was chosen because it 
helps to create a natural and relaxing 
environment. 

Diffusion Glass 

Notes: Most glass in the building is this type. 
The diffusion layer scatters the light as it 
passes through . 

Reasoning: Diffused lighting provides a mor 
evenly lit space than direct lighting. It makes 
the space more comfortable for everyone, 
but especially those with a hypersensotivity 
to light. 

• 
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Acoustic Ceiling Baffles 

Notes: This is one example of acoustic 
,. .... ,-----!..-"""!!l .. """'9 .... --'"".,..'"--------+------t treatment used throughout the building. 

1 1Y 
I 

Others include curtains and fabric barriers. 

Reasoning : The large open cooridors require 
acoustic treatment in order to maintain the 
desired ambient noise level and sound 
quality. Baffles were chosen for the cooridors 
because they can help reinforce the 
directionality of the path of travel. 

• o 

Cork Flooring 

Notes: Cork flooring dyed in shades of blue 
are used for flooring throughout the building . 
Floors in bathrooms and other areas that 
may have contact with water are sealed with 
a coating that makes it waterproof. 

Reasoning : Cork floors provide acoustic 
benefits and a softer feel under foot. 



Color Palette

The project’s color palette was chosen 
with certain characteristics in mind� 

The first is that neutral colors are used. 
Natural wood tones, graytones, and 
other earth colors can help relieve stress 
and create a calming atmosphere� 

The second is that accent colors being 
used should not be visually overwhelming� 
This is particularly important to autistic 
people who experience sensory 
overload from things such as too 
many bright colors. It is also a benefit 
to non-autistic people as it helps to 
reinforce the calming environment�
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Daylighting

The shape of the building allows for 
many benefits. The main benefit is the 
opportunity for great daylighting even 
in the center areas of the building� 

The raised upper roof level creates 
a place for clerestory windows that 
can let light into center rooms� There 
are also clerestory windows along 
the edge of the lower roof level� 

The windows are covered in a film 
that diffuses the sunlight as it passes 
through� This helps to avoid harsh light 
and shadows that may cause headaches 
and sensory overload� It also ensures 
that the spaces are more evenly lit� 

Figure 30�  Exterior View of 
Building Front (By Author)

Figure 31�  Section diagram 
showing building form and 
diffused sunlight (By Author)
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Sensory Zoning

For this project, the building is broken 
into two halves� The upper left half is a 
lower stimuli level zone and the lower 
right is a higher stimuli level zone� 

The yellow spaces at either end 
of the building are where the main 
entrances are located� They also serve 
as sensory transition spaces between 
the two halves of the building� 

This arrangement is a benefit to 
anyone with sensory sensitivities� 

For example, if someone was in the library 
in the lower stimuli level half and were 
becoming overwhelmed by the lights and 
sounds around them, they could move to 
an exit quickly without having to pass by 
higher stimuli zones like the restaurant�

Figure 32�  Sensory zoning 
diagram (By Author)
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Wayfinding

This project uses a combination of 
intuitive and explicit wayfinding aids. 

The intuitive aids are the pattern on the 
floors and the shape of the ceiling baffels. 
The floor pattern forms lighter walkway 
sections that direct people in the right 
directions. (Fig. 33) The baffels hanging 
above these areas match the shape and 
reinforce the intuitive path� (Fig� 34)

These paths are used in many places, but 
one to hilight is the store� (Fig� 36) The 
path in the store guides people through 
the isles� This would function similar to 
IKEA where there is a direction of traffic 
that everyone follows. This simplifies the 
decison making process of where to go 
and in what order that may overwhelm or 
make neurodivergent people anxious�

The explicit wayfinding aids being 
used are a variety of signs. The first 
sign type is a visual directory� (Fig� 37) 
This sign uses arrows to point people 
towards their intended destination� 

The icon and “large type” signs both 
help people understand what each 
place is and when they have arrived 
at their destination� (Figs� 38, 39)

Figure 33�  Overall floor plan 
that shows flooring materials 
(By Author)
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Figure 34�  Interior rendering 
of building cooridor showing 
floor materials and ceiling 
baffels creating a path (By 
Author)
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Figure 35�  Enlarged library 
plan showing floor materials 
(By Author)

Figure 36�  Enlarged store 
plan showing floor materials 
(By Author)
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Figure 37�  Directory sign 
example (By Author)

Figure 38�  Icon sign example 
(By Author)v
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Figure 39�  Large text sign 
example (By Author)
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Acoustic Isolation

Noise isolation is important in any 
building, and especially in one that will 
be inhabited by neurodivergent people� 

In order for a wall to properly isolate 
noise between spaces, it needs to 
have a Sound Transmission Class 
(STC) rating minimum of 50�

The wall types used in this project 
were designed to be even better than 
this standard� The walls between each 
area are double stud walls with an STC 
rating of 58� It uses the air gap and an 
acoustical membrane to greatly restrict 
sound movement between rooms�

Figure 40�  Double-stud wall 
construction (By Author)

Figure 41�  Double-stud wall 
section showing acoustic 
materials (By Author)

Wood Plank ½”

Wall Blokker Lite 
Membrane

1/16”

Stud @ 24” oc 6”

Air Gap 12”

Stud @ 24” oc 6”

Wall Blokker Lite 
Membrane

1/16”

Wood Plank ½”

Double Stud Walls (STC 58)
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In other areas, a single-stud wall type 
is more appropriate� For these cases, a 
wall with an STC of 52 is used� This type 
uses the same acoustical membrane 
to reduce sound transmission�

Figure 42�  Single-stud wall 
construction (By Author)

Figure 43�  Single-stud wall 
section showing acoustic 
materials (By Author)

Drywall (double layer of 
5/8”)

1 1/8”

Wall Blokker Lite 
Membrane

1/16”

Stud @ 24” oc 6”

Wall Blokker Lite 
Membrane

1/16”

Drywall (double layer of 
5/8”)

1 1/8”

Single Stud Walls (STC 52)
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Flexible Space

Theatres are places that could become 
very stressful to neurodivergent 
individuals for a variety of reasons� 

One reason may be that it is difficult 
for them to sit still in a chair for 2 hours 
to watch a movie or performance� This 
theatre helps to alleviate this problem 
by allowing people to move around and 
choose alternative seating� There would 
be normal movie theatre type seats 
as well as beanbag chairs and other 
types so that people can choose what 
would make them most comfortable� 

The large levels allow for more 
adaptability than a typical theatre� 
Seating could also be switched out 
for tables and chairs and transformed 
into a banquet hall type space� 

Another example of a situation would 
be if someone who has vocal tics 
they can’t control is around stressful 
situations, often they will have more 
tics� An environment like a theatre could 
normally be very stressful to them if they 
are worried about disrupting the people 
around them� A theatre adapted to the 
needs of neurodivergent people would 
be a more understanding environment 
for someone in this situation� 

If a new movie comes out, a few small 
showings could be done in this space 
so that neurodivergent people can 
enjoy the experience more fully�

Figure 44�  Section drawing 
showing flexible theature 
levels and building structure 
(By Author)
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Escape Spaces

Escape spaces are small sensory-
neutral rooms that allow someone to 
remove themselves from a situation 
that is causing them stress, recover 
and calm down, and then eventually 
return to what they were doing before� 

This project has a mix of escape 
spaces and private rooms that could 
be used as escape spaces� 

Figure 45�  Plan indecating 
which rooms are private and 
escape spaces (By Author)
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Figure 46�  Axonometric 
image showing what an 
escape space may look like 
(By Author)
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The escape spaces in this building 
would be simple rooms that can be used 
by any individual to suit their needs� 
Several different seating options would 
be available to choose from, including 
a rug on the floor if that is desired. The 
rooms would have storage for “fidget toys” 
that can be used� They are an important 
tool for many with sensory issues and 
may also be calming for others� 

The space would also allow users 
to control their environment in more 
technological ways� There would be 
a speaker that can be used to play 
calming music or white noise if desired, 
lighting that can be controlled, and 
temperature controls to make the room 
more comfortable to the person using it� 

In order to have temperature controls 
in each of these spaces, a VRF heating 
and cooling system would be used� 
Each individual space would have 
its own indoor unit and controls� 

Several features of VRF systems make 
them desirable for this application� They 
are silent because they do not use 
forced air to deliver temperature change 
to different areas. They could also be 
set in different modes such as in the 
example image. The units in different 
mode can “swap” the heat between 
rooms to change the temperatures 
while remaining energy efficient. 

Figure 47�  VRF system 
diagram� https://www�
esmagazine�com/
articles/99646-vrf-
technology-the-missing-link-
to-lower-utility-bills
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Project Conclusion As society’s understanding and 
acceptance of neurodivergence continues 
to grow, it is more important than ever to 
focus on this population and how we as 
designers can help� By incorporating the 
ideas of a calming environment, sensory 
zoning, wayfinding aids, reducing stress, 
and escape spaces architecture can 
become more accessible and inclusive 
of this underserved population� 

Architecture has the ability to change 
people’s lives for the better and it should 
be used to do so� By addressing the needs 
of neurodivergent people, architecture 
can become better for everyone�

Recommendations 
for Further Study

Neurodivergent centered design is 
largely a theoretical set of ideas at the 
current point in time� This thesis has 
explored many of the different aspects of 
architecture that can be impacted by these 
ideas� In order to move forward, research 
should be done into the concrete aspects 
like what STC and absorption values are 
best for neurodivergent design, or what 
light brightness is best� This information 
is essential in order to move forward�
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Topics to Study Moving Forward

• STC ratings

• Sound Absorption coefficients

• Light brightness

• Sensory Zoning specific guidelines

• Transition space requirements

• What situations cause the most stress 
that can be alleviated by architecture
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