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Approaching an architectural language for autistic individuals

We usually assume that everyone else think like us and experience the world in the same way as we do. 
When we walk on a busy street and think that everyone would feel welcome there. We stand in a well-lit room 
with ventilation humming quietly and a clock ticking. It’s peaceful, we think. For the person next to us the 
ventilation sound like thunder, the clock as a mechanic saw and the lamps are stroboscopes.

This project is about autism, or to be clear, a certain demographic within the autistic spectrum. What that means is that 
while some autistic individuals can cope and function well within society, others have more severe difficulties to com-
municate, interpreting, understanding their surroundings and the people in it. These individuals goes under the Autism 
Spectrum Diagnosis (ASD) but are also considered having an Intellectual Disorder (ID). And it is them this project is 
really about. They have a hard time adjusting and coping within society and for them the world can be an unintelligible 
and chaotic place, where few things make sense and the wider perspective is lost. The overflow of sensory impressions 
and the unpredictability of an unknown environments can make the person lash out and retreat to avoid a setting in 
which the individual doesn’t feel safe. 

“Because of the difference in information processing, autistic people deal with their 
environment in a unique way, which influences their spatial experience and interaction with 
the surrounding world.”
              - Kinnear, Baumers & Heylighen (2015)
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Autism is a common diagnosis, but within the field of architecture most people are unfamiliar how to design 
buildings which take those needs in consideration. Architects has in many ways failed to address this group and 
have therefore locked them out from the city and confined them to their homes, as the outside for them feels chaotic 
and hostile. This project is an experiment to create spaces outside of home where autistic individuals with an ID can 
feel safe and thrive in an environment designed for their needs.

We need to find ways for everyone to have the possibility to participate in the city-life, 
on their own conditions, because that is their right.

A second home, a place for activities and learning, that is the basis for this project. But it is also something more. 
The project will also take a small piece of Umeå to allow its users to inhabit the city.

A power outlet has the frequency of 50 hertz. 
This causes a LED light to turn on and off as many times every second. 
Some individuals within the autistic spectrum register every flicker.

1 in 160
worldwide is estimated to have an autism spectrum diagnosis (ASD)

some country-based studies have found much higher prevalence with the US estimate being 1 in 58
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1. Marijke Kinnaer, Stijn Baumers & Ann Heylighen (2015) Autism-friendly archi-
tecture from the outside in and the inside out: an explorative study based on 
autobiographies of autistic people 
2. WHO and U.S. Department of Health & Human Services 
3. Center for Autism Research - The Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia

38%
with an autism spectrum diagnosis have also an intellectual disability (ID)

with another 24% considered borderline
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applied to Umeå’s population of 125 000 inhabitants there is atleast 300 individuals with both an ASD and an ID in the municipality

LSS daglig verksamhet
The centre would be a part of LSS daglig verksamhet 
(eng. daily occupation), a nation wide programme that exist 
in every municipality, intended to activate and provide 
stimulation for mentally disabled during working hours.
Activities within the programme varies between different 
individuals depending on their abilities. At the centre the 
following activities could be performed  during a stay with 
daglig verksamhet:

- Media
- Music
- Sensory stimulation (sensory room)
- Bathing/Swimming
- Dance
- Simple computer/ipad activities
- Movie
- Gymnastics (simple movements)
- Loud reading
- Walking

hamnmagasinet
In connection to the centre is Hamnmagasinet, a youth 
centre, whose facilities could be used for short activities by 
the users allowing movement and limited stimulation in a 
new environment that is still controllable through the 
possibilty with a fast return to a familiar environment. The 
youth centre has several activities and facilities aimed 
towards young people that could be used within the 
programme. Trips could be made such as going to the café, 
playing music, or using their larger facilites for certain 
occations and events.

the centre
The building would be a place for the users where they are 
allowed to thrive in an environment where they are the 
intended users. A place outside of home accessible during 
most hours with three distinct programmes/areas of the 
building:

- Activity
The activity area will for the most part be connected to 
daglig verksamhet but could also be used by families and 
schools. Room is made for both physical tasks and calmer 
ones.

- Sleep over
Some nights could be spent by the individual at the centre, 
allowing free time for their usual carers.

- Swimming
A pool area exist in the building, available by booking  to 
train swimming or to just spend time in the water as a posi-
tive activity.

the goal of architectural design towards individuals with both an ASD and an ID is to reduce as many negative impacts from the surrounding environment as possible

the aim should be to make possible for the individual to control what amount of sensory stimulation and social interaction they encounter in a healthy way

spaces for autistic individuals in Umeå
Few spaces exist in Umeå with a specific aim to care for autistic individuals. Other facilities with 
clients within the spectrum exist, but they are mixing them with other diagnoses, which could have a 
negative effect as the structure is not based around the specific needs that autism creates.

In the city centre there are two facilities, one connected to the municipal program LSS Daglig 
Verksamhet (eng: daily occupation) and one for staying over short periods of a couple of days. 
Outside of the city there is one permanent group living and a second facility for the occupational 
program.  The two occupational facilities, have by the municipality been decided upon to be merged 
together in a new location to save money. This will ruin necessary routines and could easily create 
unrest as the group becomes too large, further lowering the quality of life for the individuals.

Hamnmagasinet
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The one issue on the site is the heavy traffic from the bridge 
next to it, being one of the major routes through Umeå. The 
noise can have some negative impact during busy hours, 
although quite low already from a short distance, due to the 
sensitiveness of some of the users.

The placement on the outskirts of the city centre gives a chance 
for the user to explore the city in a more controlled environ-
ment. With a short distance back to a familiar 
location if needed, a trip into the more central parts could be 
experienced as positive day activity.

The slow pedestrian flow along the quay could be a positive 
aspect of the project. It could help the building create a 
presence within the city as people encounter its purpose and its 
users in a place where everyone would be more comfortable.

The biggest asset on the site is the river. It removes many 
elements that could be disturbing for the users such as fast 
movement, smells, lights and high noises. Keeping all movement 
to one side of the building, an outdoor area is created where the 
user can spend time with few distractions.

Placing the building along the shape of Hamnmagasinet creates 
a natural flow between the two buildings, facilitating exchange 
and visits between the two.
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Plan 1:1000
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Programmatic Design

The areas are designed to encourage both active and calm 
activities. The room to the right of the entrance is for 
movement and therefore kept open without much furniture. 
The left room is for the calmer tasks, aiming for a more 
peaceful environment.

In case of staying over for the night, a user can sleep in one 
of the four rooms available. They are all identical to reduce 
the stress if the individual can’t sleep in the same room as 
usual. The bedrooms also have each their own bathrooms 
with showers.

A bit separated from the other areas of the building is the 
pool area. It consists of a changing room and a large room 
for the pool. The staff area is directly connected it, 
including a window to help with additional supervision in 
case of an emergency.

A person with autism is sensitive to sensory input, this can 
also take its form in understimulation. A sensory room is 
based on the idea of keeping focus on a few senses at a time 
such as certain lights or noise/music, allowing enjoyment 
from those without interuption from other stimulus.

If overstimulated, a sanctuary room could be an escape. 
A small and calm room with just a bed and no other thing 
things can provide solitude in a moment when the 
surroundings outside has become too much.

the activity area

the night rooms

the brick wall

the pool area

the sensory room

the sanctuary room

movement within different areas of the programme

Almost under they quay is lowest floor of the building. It can be 
reached only through the ramp on the backside of the building. 
The room has no furniture except for some pillows with glass 
windows towards the river. A calm place with only the view and no 
other disruptions, it is a good place to just calm down.

For many of the users a visit to the center will have the intention of using only 
one part of the programme. To be able to enjoy a visit there must be a clear 
intention of what is going to happen as he/she enters one of the doors. To swich 
to another area within the building without the intention of using it for its 
purpose could be very confusing for some of the users. This diagram shows 
examples of possible movements of a single user using the different pro-
grammes. As you can see, some programmatic mixing might still occur if the 
user wishes for it and can handle it but for the most part this is not the case.

Plan 1:100

Taking into consideration the users and the programme, focus has been laid on creating a plan which is 
comprehensible for the users with a natural flow and with a clear distinction between different parts of 
the programme. Some individuals within the autistic spectrum have difficulties to interpretate spaces 
and can therefore easily lose themselves in difficult spaces. The basis to tackle this was to create a 
simple way of moving through the building with no risk of getting lost with distinct features along the 
way. The exterior wall has its defining features with the brick wall moving along through the building 
and with the slanted windows in the activity area. Both is also based on curvature making a further 
distinction from the interior ones.

A room can easily be experienced as claustrophobic for a user, this is why most rooms in the building 
have larger area than usual and with a higher roof. The width of the room and also the availability to a 
nearby exit allows the users to distance themselves from others and hopefully leave without having to 
pass by close, avoiding an escalated situation if the user should panic.

Throughout the building are thick noise cancelling walls as many autistic individuals are sensitive 
sounds. The sensitivity can take shape in avoidance but also in an active search for it depending on the 
individual. The walls are necessary throughout the building to ensure everyone’s comfort.

Section 1:100

Plan 1:200
GSEducationalVersion
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Axonometric 1:200

GSEducationalVersion

Many individuals with autism have problem with spatial 
vision and remembering he way from one place to the other. 
The wall serves as a guide and as a transition through the 
building, following the corridor created partly by it. It’s a 
visual and tactile clue as you move through the building.

The wall creates an easily recogniseable shape to the 
building. It also makes the entrances for the different parts 
distinct from each other, helping the user setting the right 
expectation of what is going to happen as you enter which 
is important to reduce the stress of not knowing for sure.

Windows are an issue for some autistic individuals. The 
movement outside can be distracting and the direct sunlight 
can be very overwhelming. To avoid this while also getting 
enough light into the building, the windows are faded and 
most of them placed on the roof. The wall also serves as 
protection from the direct sunlight as it places many of the 
windows in the shadow during most hours of the day.

The issue with noise from the nearby road is reduced 
through the height and thickness of the wall creating out-
door areas with lower noise pollution.

The Brick Wall

Process
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As an idea to work against the sounds from the bridge, the 
idea of a wall came to be.

The work started with defining the size of the spaces needed 
and their places accoring to each other and the site. 

To work against sharp corners and creating fluid movement 
through the building I started to move away from the 
squares I used when organising the spaces. I also started to 
move into creating a basic plan to work from.

To break the squares further I started to play with the wall, 
finding new ways the wall could work from a user perspective 
more than just a noise barrier.

Further exploration of the shape of the building was done through sketches in plan, 
evolving into a clear idea of the basic shape and concept of the building.


