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Project: The role of footwear in the experiences of parents and children affected by Autism Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD). 

 

 

Introduction  

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder with increasing prevalence 

globally. It is primarily a social communication disorder,1-3 however sensory and motor co-ordination 

problems are commonly observed in this population (Developmental Co-Ordination disorder, DCD). 

DCD is a disorder associated with deficits in both gross (walking, running, jumping) and fine (playing 

with toys, tying shoe laces) motor skills.4 Problems with movement skills can further compound social 

communication difficulties and can act as a barrier to participation in social-physical play activities.  

Children with ASD often have an awkward appearance when engaging in physical activities (e.g., 

unusual gait).  

 

According to the DSM-V diagnostic criteria for ASD, one of the potential diagnostic criterion is “hypo- 

or hyper-reactivity to sensory input or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment”. 5 Some 

children with ASD tend to be sensory seekers and try to seek sensory input such as tactile and 

proprioceptive feedback whereas others may try to avoid various forms of sensory input. 6,7 It may be 

that in some children with ASD, the sensory input from traditional footwear is distressing. This may 

manifest in behavioural problems, a reluctance to engage in physical activities that would benefit their 

overall health or a refusal to wear shoes. 

 

A preliminary study at the Institute of Technology Carlow confirmed anecdotal reports from parents 

that some children with ASD had an easier time wearing minimalist footwear. Secondly, a case report 

demonstrated differences in movement skills in a child with ASD when barefoot, in minimalist shoes, 

in school shoes and in athletic trainers. 

 

 



Study aims  

 

1. To survey the experience of parents of children with ASD in relation to footwear difficulties. 

2. To determine how traditional footwear affects the behaviour and movement skills of 

children with ASD. 

3. To determine how minimalist footwear effects the experience of parents of children with 

autism and the behaviour and movement skills of the children themselves. 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Study 1 will build on the preliminary study conducted at IT Carlow. Parents (n=7) were surveyed about 

the issues they faced in relation to finding suitable footwear for their children (6-12 years). A number 

of issues were identified as important such as comfort, weight, colour, durability, texture, laces, and 

the absence of lights on shoes.  

 

Study 2 will build on a case report of a child with ASD conducted at IT Carlow. Differences in jump 

height and sprinting biomechanics were noted in a child with ASD when performing the tasks barefoot, 

in minimalist shoes, in school shoes and in athletic trainers. 

 

Study 3 will build on the preliminary study conducted at IT Carlow. The majority (71%) of parents 

surveyed in study 1 had a positive experience when their children began to wear minimalist footwear. 

Most notably they had less issues with their children wearing the shoes and keeping them on. Methods 

from study 2 will be used to assess the movement skills in study 3. 

 

Timelines and significant milestones (as per truncated Gannt Chart below) 

study months 0-

3 

4-

7 

8-

11 

12-

15 

16-

19 

20-

23 

24-

27 

28-

31 

32-

35 

36-

39 

40-

42 

Literature review x          x 

Study 1 Identification of final 

survey 

 x x         

Recruitment of Parents   x x x x x x x x  

Study 2 Testing of a 

representative sample of 

children with ASD 

   x x       

Study 3 Determining the 

response of parents and 

children to minimalist 

footwear 

      x x x x  

         Measurement of 

outcomes 

      x x x x  

Report/Thesis writing    x  x  x   x 

 

Research milestones Three significant research milestones have been identified:  

 



1. The identification of parents of children with ASD and the challenges experienced in relation 

to footwear. 

2. The characterisation of movement skills in children with ASD while barefoot, in traditional 

and minimalist footwear. 

3. The implementation and evaluation of a minimalist footwear intervention on behavioural 

challenges and movement skills of children with ASD. 

 

Relationship to Health CORE  

Dr. Peter Francis is building critical mass in the area of musculoskeletal health within Health CORE. 

Specifically, Peter is building a research group which aims to look at human health and development 

from an evolutionary perspective i.e. how modern environments are contributing to the rising 

prevalence of certain conditions. The current project is of the upmost importance in creating critical 

mass in this area at IT Carlow. Currently, there is one student working in this area. Maisie Squibb is 

conducting research to determine the footwear habits of children and adolescents in the UK and 

Ireland for comparison with New Zealand.8 Maisie will then seek to determine the influence of 

footwear habits on musculoskeletal function. The proposed project has some natural synergies with 

Maisie’s research which should aid the new student in the development of aim 1, 2 and 3. Maisie’s 

research will also provide a neurotypical control sample for comparison with some aspects of the 

proposed project. 

 

Dr. Sharon Kinsella is an expert in Autism research and provides the ideal co-supervision for this 

project. She has vast experience implementing research with parents and children affected by ASD, 

including exercise interventions. Sharon’s involvement also helps to increase research capacity and 

internal collaboration at the Institute.  

 

Expected Impacts 

This research has never been conducted before. In this sense, it is ground-breaking research which 

has the potential to improve the lives of parents and children affected by ASD.  

 

The results from studies 1-3 will be presented at national/international research conferences (e.g. 

American College of Sports Medicine Conference, International Society of Behavioral Nutrition and 

Physical Activity (ISBNPA) Conference, International Physical Literacy Conference, Health Enhancing 

Physical Activity Conference, European College of Sports Science Congress, World Conference on 

Prevention of Injury & Illness) 

 

Studies 1-3 will be targeted for publication in International journals such as:  

- European Journal of Sport Science (Impact Factor 2.781) 

- Journal of Sports Sciences (Impact Factor 2.720) 

- Human Movement Science (Impact Factor 1.960) 

- Journal of Physical Activity and Health (Impact Factor 1.993) 

 
 

 
 
 



Application Procedure:  
 
Submit an electronic copy of Curriculum Vitae and a letter of interest simultaneously to:  
Dr Brian Jackson,  Head of Postgraduate Studies, Institute of Technology Carlow Email: 
brian.jackson@itcarlow.ie  
 
Dr Peter Francis, Department of Science and Health, Institute of Technology Carlow. Email: 
peter.francis@itcarlow.ie 
 
Closing date: Tuesday 28th September 5pm 
For further information please contact Dr Peter Francis.  
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