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Abstract
Purpose of Review Roommate compatibility of adults on the spectrum with intellectual disabilities has been under-investi-
gated. Following the PRISMA-ScR guidelines, this scoping review explored the current research on the factors that influence 
the compatibility of Autistic adults’ roommates and their living arrangements.
Recent Findings Recently, literature has included the experiences and preferences of adults with intellectual disabilities in 
the arrangement of their living spaces. Factors that might inform compatibility were related to six domains (i.e., general 
house details, behavioural profile, sensory, lifestyle, health, and social interactions). Research also suggests that safety, 
choice, and culture should be considered.
Summary Although autistic adults with intellectual disabilities often live in community settings, no comprehensive assess-
ment has been found to inform placement decisions that consider all relevant aspects of compatibility. This scoping review 
could be used to inform an assessment to guide placement decisions of prospective housemates and improve the transition 
process.

Keywords Group living · Roommate compatibility · Autism · Living arrangements · Transition planning

Introduction

In Canada, approximately 1 in 66 children and youth is 
diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) [1, 2] and 
50,000 reach adulthood each year [3]. Accordingly, there 
has been considerable growth in the residential sector for 
persons on the autism spectrum with intellectual disabili-
ties1 [4], and housing has evolved from institutional to 
community-based housing models [5]. In group homes in 
community settings, adults usually have multiple room-
mates [5]. Longtin and colleagues [6] recently identified 
gaps in the transition to community living as persons with 

an intellectual disabilities felt a lack of accommodations 
and planning. Research suggests the need to consider room-
mate compatibility when planning living arrangements for 
people on the autism spectrum [7]. However, Emerson and 
Hatton [8] found that 53% of persons with an intellectual 
disability were not involved in decisions about where they 
live, and 67% had no say in their roommates. McCarron 
and colleagues [9] found that consideration for roommate 
compatibility positively impacts a person’s quality of life.

Compatibility is a broad and complex relationship 
dynamic that multiple variables can influence. Two of these 
elements are roommate compatibility and the fit between the 
person and their environment [10]. Within these elements, 
the literature suggests that general house details [11], behav-
ioural profile [8], sensory [12], lifestyle [11], health [13], 
and social interactions [14] influence compatibility.

To understand the dynamic interplay of these areas, 
we conceptualized compatibility consistent with a 
biopsychosocial approach to challenging behaviour [15]. 
According to Griffith and colleagues [16], challenging 
behaviour (e.g., self-injuries, property destruction, and 
aggression) is culturally abnormal behaviour that jeopardizes 
the safety of the person or others and can result in limited 
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community engagement. A biopsychosocial approach to 
challenging behaviour allows systematic consideration of 
the dynamic interplay of biological, psychological, and 
social/environmental influences [15, 17]. Challenging 
behaviours are considered potential outcomes or predictors 
of incompatibility. For example, incompatible roommates 
may be dissatisfied with their living arrangements due to a 
conflict in perceived cleanliness resulting in aggression. A 
thorough assessment of each factor and its interactions can 
identify the potential sources of incompatibility between 
roommates [15].

Residential placement decisions can be aided with 
reliable assessments [10], although few measures have been 
developed in this area [10, 18, 19]. Faso and colleagues [18] 
investigated the associations between autism-related traits 
and future roommate relationship outcomes. Thirteen college 
roommates completed a self-rating assessment called the 
broad autism phenotype questionnaire (BAPQ). The BAPQ 
consists of 36 questions across three subscales related to the 
characteristics of autism, including social aloofness (e.g., 
limited interest in social interactions), pragmatic language 
abnormalities (e.g., difficulty communicating effectively 
in conversation), and rigid personality (e.g., a strong 
preference for routine). Faso and colleagues [18] concluded 
that participants with similar preferences in aloofness or 
social motivation facilitate relationship satisfaction. These 
results indicate the importance of pairing people on the 
autism spectrum with similar personality profiles. However, 
the BAPQ has a limited scope as the assessment does not 
address the person’s compatibility with their environment, 
nor does it consider the unique characteristics and needs of 
persons with intellectual disabilities.

Despite recognizing the value of determining room-
mate compatibility, no comprehensive assessment has 
been conducted that considers all relevant factors influenc-
ing compatibility for people on the autism spectrum with 
intellectual disabilities. Kerry’s Place Autism Services 
(KPAS) has developed a comprehensive assessment called 
the Group Home Living Compatibility Assessment Tool 
(GCAT). The GCAT was developed to predict the compat-
ibility of potential roommates based on factors related to 
a person’s lifestyle and preferences. The GCAT measures 
compatibility across the six domains. Preference ratings 
of each person are compared to potential housemates to 
improve the process of determining compatibility, increase 
a person’s quality of life, and improve the determination 
of staff ratios. The GCAT also aims to decrease housemate 
conflicts and the number of moves in a person’s life. To be 
effective, it was essential to ensure that the GCAT includes 
all relevant areas in the literature. To identify any gaps 
in the GCAT, this scoping review examined the current 
research on the factors that influence the compatibility of 
Autistic adult roommates.

Methods

A scoping review is an evidence synthesis method that 
systematically and transparently selects and summarizes a 
body of research on a concept [20]. The Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses exten-
sion for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) [21] was used 
to structure this review. The process involved determining 
the eligibility for sources, developing the electronic search 
strategy, screening resources, charting data, and synthesiz-
ing results. Although there was no registered protocol for 
this review, following the PRISMA-ScR guidelines was 
intended to improve the quality and transparency of this 
scoping review [21].

Eligibility Criteria

This review focused on (a) transitional-aged youth (16 years 
old and above) and adults (b) who are on the spectrum and 
may have intellectual and/or developmental disabilities (c) 
living within community-based settings (e.g., home environ-
ment, community living, and group homes). We included 
resources with a range of evidence (e.g., systematic reviews/
meta-analysis, non-systematic reviews, case studies/reports, 
randomized controlled trials and controlled trials, qualita-
tive, quantitative, and correlational studies) and publication 
types (e.g., journal articles, research in progress, disserta-
tions, thesis, and book chapters).

We included resources that incorporated the perspectives 
of the caregivers and family members, as they are valuable 
in determining preferred living arrangements and potential 
roommate compatibility [22]. Resources were excluded if 
they (a) included school, hospital, detention centres, institu-
tions, and vocational settings; (b) focused on only psychi-
atric or physical disabilities or (c) medical or genetic con-
ditions; (d) children under the age of 16; (e) focus on the 
transition from child supports to adults supports that does 
not include housing; or (f) romantic compatibility.

Search Strategy

The authors and a Brock University librarian determined 
the databases and included Web of Science, PsycINFO, 
and Google Scholar.2 Although Google Scholar should 
not be used as a standalone search due to challenges with 
replicability, lack of controlled vocabulary, and issues of 
scoping coverage [23, 24], it is highly sensitive as it can 

2 Although ProQuest Nursing and Allied Health are also relevant 
databases, they were omitted because they did not generate any rel-
evant results from the initial title and abstract reviews.
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produce a high volume of resources [24], which is relevant 
given the unique focus of the scoping review.

We also established the search strategies and selection 
criteria (Table 1) with the Brock University librarian. 
The key areas included variations of the following terms: 
“compatibility,” “autism,” “roommates,” “transition plan-
ning,” and “living arrangements.” Each term was searched 
as an Index Term to ensure relevant synonyms were 
included. To reflect the research objectives, three search 
permutations of the keywords were conducted in Septem-
ber 2021, including (a) compatibility, autism, and room-
mates; (b) compatibility, autism, and living arrangements; 
and (c) compatibility, autism, and transition planning.

Resource Screening

All identified references were exported to the system-
atic review software, Covidence [25]. We also included 
resources that were located as part of a brief literature 
review conducted as background for a larger research 
project. In Covidence, the first author and a research 
assistant examined resource titles and abstracts indepen-
dently (Kappa = 0.33). The low intercoder agreement 
likely occurred because of the unique and detailed focus 
of the scoping review. Few resources clearly identified if 
they were exampling aspects of compatibility within the 
title or the abstract. Accordingly, the first author and a 
research assistant continued to review all resource titles 
and abstracts independently (instead of a subsample of 
resources). All disagreements were addressed at weekly 
meetings that included the second author. Resources were 
carried forward for full-text review when it was unclear 
if the resources met inclusion criteria from the title and 
abstracts. Resources without abstracts were included for 
further full-text review unless the title indicated exclu-
sion criteria. The same process was applied to the full-
text review. When resources identified any relevant 
assessments, the assessments were located, recorded, and 
included.

Data Charting

The first author developed the data extraction form in Covi-
dence and reviewed it with the second author and research 
assistant. The first author calibrated the form with the first 
ten resources. The first author and a research assistant inde-
pendently charted the items from eligible resources and 
compared answers for accuracy. Resource characteristics 
included the first author, publication date, country of publi-
cation, research design, and participant characteristics (e.g., 
age and diagnosis). Ta
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Synthesis of Results

Following data charting, a content analysis [26] was con-
ducted. The first step involved preparing the data in writ-
ten form and uploading all relevant resources to MAXQDA 
software 2020 [27]. The next step was to define the unit of 
analysis. The unit of analysis ranged from a paragraph to a 
word depending on the context used in the resources. For 
example, a sentence was enough to capture relevant infor-
mation in one text, but a paragraph was required in another. 
The third step was to develop a coding scheme. Both induc-
tive and deductive coding processes were used using the 
predetermined GCAT domains [28]. The first author coded 
all 41 eligible resources [29]. Afterwards, a research assis-
tant coded 30% of the resources (Kappa = 0.61).

The predetermined categories were the eight domains in the 
GCAT with associated subdomains, including general house 
details (e.g., preferences for urban living and needing bolted 
furniture), health needs (e.g., restricted access to water, being 
a light sleeper, and ability to follow requests), sensory prefer-
ences (e.g., light, temperature, and smell), lifestyle (e.g., com-
fort with animals and preference to be busy), social interac-
tion (e.g., willingness to have visitors), and behavioural profile 
(e.g., comfort with others touching your stuff and engaging 
in verbal and physical aggression). As new areas influenc-
ing compatibility were uncovered in the resources, they were 
added to the codes as part of the inductive analysis.

Some resources referenced the compatibility factors but 
associated them with different domains or categories than 
our coding system. Differences in terminology were resolved 
by examining the resource content and relevant paragraphs 
to establish consensus during meetings with the research 
team. For example, Bruininks and colleagues [30] outlined 
cleaning as adaptive behaviour, and Gaudion [31] suggested 
that wanting a tidy environment is a preference or lifestyle. 
For this scoping review, cleaning and self-care skills were 
considered behaviours and a preference for cleanliness in the 
environment is considered a general house detail.

Results

Selection of Evidence

The database searches resulted in 1227 resources after remov-
ing 174 duplicates (see PRISMA flow diagram, Fig. 1). Titles 
and abstracts review determined that 927 resources were irrel-
evant. One hundred and twenty-six resources were carried for-
ward for full-text review. We excluded 93 resources because 
they (a) did not directly focus on roommate compatibility or 
living arrangement (n = 80), (b) included the wrong popula-
tion (n = 5) or setting (n = 4), (c) did not provide a full review 
(i.e., conference presentation) (n = 2), or (d) was a duplicate 
not removed by Covidence (n = 1). Thirty-three resources 
were included for extraction, and eight assessments were 
added [8, 27, 30, 32–36], for a total of 41 resources included 
in this scoping review.

Characteristics of Evidence

Most resources were published in the USA (n = 20), followed 
by the UK (n = 5), and Ireland (n = 5) (see Table 2). The popu-
lations represented were adults on the autism spectrum (n = 8), 
intellectual/developmental disabilities (n = 15), or adults with 
disabilities (not otherwise specified) (n = 5). The most com-
mon research designs were cohort (n = 7), mixed-methods 
(n = 7), and non-systematic review or book chapter (n = 6).

Four decades were represented (ranging from 1980 to 
2020). In the 1980s, resources were focused on determining 
and measuring resident life satisfaction (n = 3). In the 1990s, 
more resources targeted the movement toward community 
inclusion and developing daily living skills (n = 7). Entering 
the 2000s, more research emerged (n = 15) and was related 
to satisfaction with community living, friendship, housing 
options, and barrier-free housing designs. The purpose of 
resources shifted in the 2010s (n = 14) towards actively seek-
ing and implementing the opinions of adults with intellec-
tual disabilities and determining the best housing options. 

Fig. 1  PRISMA flow chart
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Finally, only two resources were published in the 2020s 
(n = 2), and they focused on the value of designing inclu-
sive spaces with autistic adults to meet quality standards in 
living arrangements.

Results of Individual Sources

All resources included at least one domain, and 13 resources 
contributed to additional suggestions for compatibility of 
roommates or living environments (see Table 1).

Factors of Compatibility

Behavioural Profile The behavioural profile domain was 
identified in 20 resources and was the greatest represented 
influence on roommate compatibility in this scoping review. 
Fifteen subdomains were identified, including (a) adaptive, 
(b) aggression, (c) attention-seeking, (d) cleaning skills, (e) 
destruction, (f) disruption, (g) frustration, (h) hurtful to oth-
ers, (i) repetitive, (j) ritualistic, (k) self-injury, (l) stealing, 
(m) uncooperative, (n) holding grudges, and (o) wandering. 
Helpfulness was measured in a friendship rating scale, room-
mate friendship rating scale, and an independent behaviour 
scale [30, 37, 38]. Green [39] found that roommates who 
were rated highly by peers in their willingness to help were 
perceived as more popular. Regarding disruptive behaviours, 
several resources suggested that housemates were affected 
by the noise disturbances or self-injurious behaviour of oth-
ers [9, 40, 41].

General House Details General house details were identi-
fied in 16 resources. Subdomains included (a) accessibil-
ity, (b) layout, (c) location, (d) outdoor space, (e) space, 
and (f) tidiness. A sequential and organized layout (design 
of furniture and decorations within a room) was important 
for compatibility with a living environment [12, 31, 42]. 
Living arrangements should be predictable and organized 
to fit with their daily routine [12, 31, 42]. To achieve this 
aim, Atsmon and colleagues [42] recommend that visuals 
are used throughout the home and that sensory preferences 
be considered, suggesting an overlap between general house 
details and sensory preference domains. Adhering to a sen-
sory preference typically involves changing the environment 
[31, 42]. Moreover, the subdomain of location included 
proximity to essential services (hospital, transportation, or 
groceries), neighbourhood (rural or urban), and structure 
type (house or condominium) [44–46]. Similarly, O’Doherty 
and colleagues [22] found that family members of adults 
with intellectual disabilities rated location and the property 
as important to community participation and satisfaction.

Health The health domain had the fewest factors impacting 
compatibility (n = 6), with three subdomains endorsed: (a) Ta
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mental health, (b) physical health, and (c) sleep. Physical 
health considerations were vision and hearing [35]. For men-
tal health, Wiltz and Reiss [19] found that anxious people 
tend to be more incompatible with other housemates. For 
sleep, an overlap was found between sleeping and the health 
and behavioural domains [46, 47]. Sleeping was frequently 
associated with behavioural disruptions [9, 40]; however, 
we kept sleeping in the health domain as sleep is a universal 
need rather than a behaviour [46].

Lifestyle The lifestyle domain was noted in 12 resources 
and included (a) culture, (b) interests, (c) pets, and (d) room-
mate preferences subdomains. Several resources suggest that 
roommates are more compatible when they have similar age, 
ability, gender, and prior knowledge of each other [43, 48*,49]. 
Similarly, some resources suggest that roommates prefer 
people with similar personalities [50, 51]. A clear overlap 
exists with a preference for similar personalities, interests, 
and sociability (see social interactions). When investigating 
pet preference, Autism Speaks [43] asked people to consider 
if they want or have a pet before moving. However, details 
of how wanting or having a pet impact compatibility were 
not explicitly addressed.

Sensory The sensory domain was addressed across seven 
resources. Nine subdomains were identified including (a) 
food texture, (b) movement, (c) sensory space, (d) smell, (e) 
sound, (f) temperature, (g) touch, (h) transition, and (i) vis-
ual. Visual stimuli considerations include colours, lighting, 
and too many decorations [3, 12, 31]. The sound stimuli con-
siderations include household noises, loud sounds, music, 
and conversation sounds [31, 42]. The high prevalence of 
disruptive behaviour and sound sensitivities suggests care-
fully considering an individual’s preference or tolerance 
of sounds. Some examples of how sensory preferences for 
sounds are collected include asking if the individual avoids 
loud sounds, is attracted to loud sounds, or is sensitive to 
household sounds like a vacuum [31].

Social Interaction The social interaction domain was dis-
cussed in 17 resources and included seven subdomains of 
(a) communication, (b) conflict resolution, (c) offensive, 
(d) privacy, (e) sociability, (f) trust, and (g) understanding. 
Sociability was described by Wiltz & Kalnins [51] as a per-
son’s preference to be social with others. Wiltz and Kalnins 
[51] established that preference for sociability was linked 
to roommate compatibility, for example, roommates who 
dislike being social are likely to be compatible. For privacy, 
Stavanovic [52*] was the only resource that placed privacy 
into a larger category of social interaction. Most references 
to privacy suggest that it is lacking within current hous-
ing options, and to achieve a successful living arrangement, 
people should have access to privacy from others [8, 40]. 

Finally, investigating conflict resolution skills involved ask-
ing people if they were comfortable saying sorry if they 
had made a mistake, being able to compromise, and could 
talk about personal problems [32, 38, 50]. Wiltz [50] noted 
that conflict and fighting were prevalent across incompatible 
roommate pairs. Therefore, the ability to solve conflicts is 
useful for roommates and friends.

Additional Domains Two domains, safety and choice and 
control, were added based on the outcomes and sugges-
tions of the resources. Safety included two subdomains of 
(a) access and (b) durability. Safety overlapped with both 
general house details and health domains. Safety was empha-
sized as crucial for a person’s and their environment com-
patibility. The subdomain of access was initially included 
in the health domain but placed in the literature as a safety 
consideration, including restricting access to water, sinks, 
refrigerators, stairs, and having lockable cabinets [12, 45, 
53]. Durability was another safety subdomain that included 
designing sturdy environments, securing cabinets, and hav-
ing easily cleaned surfaces [12, 53]. Keeping a durable envi-
ronment helps maintain a predictable environment and keeps 
cleaning and tidiness manageable [12]. Because access and 
durability were widely discussed in the literature as safety 
[12, 45, 53], it is recommended that the health domain be 
renamed health and safety and include access and durability 
subdomains.

The choice and control domain were mentioned as nec-
essary elements of a quality environment [54]. Choice and 
control represent an overarching domain, which should be 
reflected within each domain and area. Ensuring control and 
choice across all domains will increase satisfaction with liv-
ing arrangements [54, 55].

Discussion

Summary of Evidence

We reviewed current research on adults on the autism spec-
trum living in the community to identify factors that influ-
ence compatibility between roommates and their living 
arrangements. A deductive and inductive content analysis 
was conducted on 41 resources. Current literature supports 
the need for consideration of roommate compatibility when 
establishing or transitioning autistic adults living arrange-
ments [9, 40, 41]. However, there is a gap between this 
concept and the practice of predicting roommate compat-
ibility. More recently, it appeared that the literature actively 
includes the experiences and preferences of adults on the 
spectrum with intellectual disabilities in the arrangement of 
their living spaces.
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Each of the domains was supported by the literature (i.e., 
behavioural profile, general house details, sensory, lifestyle, 
social interaction, and health) before determining a place-
ment. The behavioural profile and social interaction were 
the most endorsed domains in the literature, and the health 
and lifestyle domains were the least supported. The limited 
support of the lifestyle and health domains suggests that they 
have been researched the least and require more research in 
the future. Within the biopsychosocial approach, the life-
style domain can be considered part of the social area and 
health can be biological. Using a holistic biopsychosocial 
approach to compatibility can help us equally consider each 
area when planning the living arrangements of adults with 
intellectual disabilities. More research on how the health and 
lifestyle preferences of roommates influence their compat-
ibility with roommates and living arrangements is needed. 
Despite the evidence that compatibility with roommates and 
living arrangements is valuable, little guidance was provided 
as to how to measure or predict potential roommate compat-
ibility. With this, more research is necessary to assess what 
relevant factors influence compatibility with roommates and 
living arrangements. That is, although compatibility factors 
were identified, we cannot determine how much each area 
may inform compatibility. Future research should examine 
the degree to which each factor influences compatibility.

According to Woolford and colleagues [56], it is essential 
to consider the dignity of risk (DoR) when arranging living 
environments. The DoR principle states that personal growth 
and dignity can be achieved by taking risks in their daily 
life [56]. The additional domain of choice and control can 
contribute to providing DoR in a person’s living arrange-
ments. Choice and control can be provided by allowing the 
choice of who you live with or where you live. Choice can 
also include choosing what activities you do in a day (life-
style), how you decorate your room (general house details), 
what food you eat (sensory), or how often you interact with 
other people (social). The balance of providing choice and 
maintaining safety depends on the specific person and living 
arrangements and should therefore be considered individu-
ally [56]. The additional domains of choice and control and 
safety both require an understanding of the person and living 
arrangement to achieve a safe environment and DoR.

Limitations

There are a few limitations regarding this scoping review 
that warrant consideration. According to Zhang and Wil-
demuth [29], the coding scheme should be tested during a 
content analysis, where one researcher is intended to test the 
coding scheme for clarity and consistency by sampling the 
first ten resources. It would have been valuable to have the 
coding scheme reviewed by an additional researcher prior to 
coding the sources. Due to time constraints, this process was 

completed after the first author reviewed the coding system 
with the research assistant. However, a high degree of agree-
ment was found (Kappa = 0.61).

Another limitation was the ambiguity across compatibility 
factors. As mentioned, different sources had different labels or 
areas for behaviours and preferences. These differences made it 
challenging to ensure transparent coding and decision-making. 
To mitigate this challenge, each decision regarding where to 
locate the compatibility factor was supported by the literature 
and outlined in the results of the individual sources section. Simi-
larly, the terminology for compatibility also varied, and compat-
ibility was often inferred. For example, Green [39] stated that 
residents rated as helpful were perceived as more popular and 
rated highly by other residents. While the term compatibility 
was not used, it could be inferred that a higher rating of helpful-
ness from the residents would suggest greater compatibility with 
other potential roommates. Overall, each instance of ambiguity 
or inference was discussed between researchers and based on 
the context of the source. These discrepancies may have influ-
enced the low intercoder agreement during the screening process 
(Kappa = 0.33). Each title and abstract were screened by the first 
author and research assistant independently. All disagreements 
were addressed at weekly meetings that included the second 
author. Another limitation was that the factors were identified, 
but we cannot determine how much each area may directly 
inform compatibility. Future research is necessary to understand 
to what degree each factor impacts compatibility.

Based on the results of the scoping review, some sugges-
tions are made to improve the clarity of the GCAT domains. 
The overlaps between general house details and sensory, social 
interaction and sensory, and behaviour and privacy need to 
be addressed. Several areas not included in the GCAT were 
reported to impact roommate compatibility, including help-
ful behaviour [30], disruptive behaviour [39], self-injurious 
behaviour [9], holding grudges [19], tidiness [31], mental 
health [19], culture [57], communication [58], and conflict 
resolution [50]. Consideration of these new additions to the 
GCAT may improve its ability to predict roommate compat-
ibility. These areas and suggestions could guide the develop-
ment of a second version of the GCAT.

Conclusion

Assessing the compatibility of Autistic roommates with 
intellectual disabilities will allow them more control 
and input when determining housemates and living arrange-
ments. As a population with limited input regarding their 
living options, including their preferences and needs in 
deciding living arrangements and potential roommates are 
essential. When the compatibility of roommates is consid-
ered before moving, adults with intellectual disabilities can 
have a higher quality of life [9, 40].
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