Freedom to choose leisure activities
benefits people with autism
1 March 2011
Free time is not always a fun time for people with
autism. Giving them the power to choose their own
leisure activities during free time, however, can
boost their enjoyment, as well as improve
communication and social skills, according to an
international team of researchers.

communication skills, according to Dattilo, who
worked with Domingo Garcia-Villamisar, professor,
psychopathology, Complutense University of
Madrid Spain.

"The big measure for us in this program was the
improvements in social behavior and interaction,"
"For many of us, we look at recreation as a time to said Dattilo. "The defining quality of people with
autism is that they have difficulty in social
spend on activities that are fun and that are
situations."
designed for our enjoyment," said John Dattilo,
professor, recreation, park and tourism
The participants also improved their ability to carry
management, Penn State. "But for some people
with disabilities, particularly those who have autism out executive functions, such as setting goals and
maintaining attention.
, these activities can be a source of frustration,
simply because they didn't have a chance to make
Dattilo said recreation programs that encourage
their own leisure choices."
people with autism to make their own leisure
choices create a cycle of increasing independence,
Dattilo said that a group of 20 autistic adults who
participated in a yearlong recreation program that rather than a pattern of reliance on caregivers to
offered them a chance to choose activities, scored provide recreational activities.
higher on personality tests that measure social and
"While people are learning, you can also give them
communication skills than the control group of 20
autistic adults who were randomly assigned to the choices," said Dattilo. "And as they make those
choices, they are also learning and are empowered
program's waiting list. Participants met for two
to make even more choices."
hours each weekday and could choose among
several activities that promoted engagement and
interactivity, including games, exercises, crafts and The works of University of Rochester psychologist
Edward Deci and author and psychologist Mihaly
events.
Csikszentmihalyi inspired the researchers to pursue
The researchers, who released their findings in the the experiment, Dattilo said. Deci and
Csikszentmihalyi emphasize self-determination as
current issue of Research in Autism Spectrum
Disorders, said that after completing the program, a critical component of human fulfillment.
participants showed significant improvement at
recognizing and labeling emotions. The
participants scored about 24 percent higher than
Provided by Pennsylvania State University
the control group in the ability to recognize
emotions in a person in a picture. The score of the
participants' ability to label those emotions
correctly was 50 percent higher than the control
group's score.
Since people with autism are less willing to interact
socially, caregivers are particularly interested in
programs that help improve social and
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