
This research 
is helping a 
large national 
retailer to 
improve the 
shoe shopping 
experience for
autistic 
children and 
their families.

Parents told us about their children’s experiences with
wearing shoes & shopping for shoes 
85% experienced autism-related issues with wearing shoes

92% experienced autism-related issues in a shopping centre
93% experienced autism-related issues in a shoe store

So we asked parents to rate some possible adaptations
that could improve the shoe shopping experience 

Project team

Shopping for shoes with an 
autistic child: facilitators for an 
autism-friendly experience.

BACKGROUND
A large Australian shoe retailer asked Aspect 
for guidance on how to provide a shopping 
experience that meet the needs of autistic 
children and their families.

Anecdotal reports from families of autistic 
children have indicated these children 
experience numerous difficulties wearing 
and shopping for shoes, however, to date, no 
published research has examined these issues.

AIMS
Investigate what are the issues experienced 
by autistic children and their families 
regarding wearing shoes and shopping for 
shoes.

METHODS 
Online questionnaire by 106 parents of autistic 
children aged 3 to 21 years across Australia, 
about their child’s experiences wearing shoes 
and shopping for shoes, and their perceived 
utility of a range of possible adaptations that 
could improve these experiences.

FINDINGS
The children commonly experienced issues with 
both wearing shoes and shopping for shoes that 
were related to their autism.

These issues are exacerbated by the range of 
discomforts experienced by the children when 
they visit a large shopping centre.

Parents reported that a range of adaptions 
would improve the shoe shopping experience 
for children with autism.

The key action that parents said would 
improve the shoe shopping experience was for 
store staff to having training so that they can 
understand the needs of autistic children and 
their parents, and know how to best help them.

IMPLICATIONS
Provides empirical evidence for the anecdotal 
reports of difficulties experienced by autistic 
children with wearing shoes and shopping for 
shoes.

Indicates that an ongoing program of autism 
awareness training for in-store staff and a 
range of adaptations to in-store services could 
improve the in-store experience for children 
on the autism spectrum and their families.

Indicates that there is a significant market 
demand for shoes styles that could meet the 
particular needs of autistic children across all 
ages.

Find out more www.autismspectrum.org.au/
about-autism/our-research/
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Dislikes change

Walks on their toes 

Has an unusual gait

Dislikes smells in store 

Says ‘yes’ just to please/comply

Dislikes being touched 

Visual stimuli in store overwhelming

Anxious in unfamiliar environment

Personal space is intruded upon

Finds it difficult to make choices

Communication difficulties 

Noise in store overwhelming 

Difficulties waiting and queuing

Children’s age & gender
 3-4 years 11%

5-8 years 41%
9-11 years 24% 
12-17 years 17%
18-21 years 7% 

 

Female 26%
Male 73%
Other 1%
Prefer not to specify 0%

Making a difference
Using this research, Aspect has 
developed a program of training 
and in-store adaptations, now 
implemented by the retailer 
across all stores, providing 
autistic children and their 
families with a more enjoyable 
and successful shoe-buying 
experience.
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Shoes with easy fasteners (e.g. velcro) or no fasterners

Shoe gauge available to buy online for use at home before store visit

Visual supports or picture schedules available in store

Social story about shoe shopping available online

Store sells seamless socks

Selection of shoe styles to meet sensory needs of autistic children

‘Quiet Hour’ outside of standard  hours with reduced noise & l ights 

Appointments available for fittings in a quiet room, in standard hours

Store staff are autism trained
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Experiences other individual issues with wearing shoes
Require orthotics

Frequently loses their shoes
Dislikes shoes that are tight or stiff

Will only wear one pair or stye of shoe
Dislikes wearing socks

Prefers tight-fitting shoes
Will not wear shoes that are open (i.e., not closed in)

Likes to take shoes on and off frequently
Dislikes wearing shoes and prefer bare feet

Dislikes the feel of various textures on shoes
Dislikes the feel of seams in their socks

Has discomfort when wearing shoes
Needs or prefers shoes that are easy to fasten

Unable to tie their own shoelaces


