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Safety risks of idle time for severe
autism
Self-injury, aggression, and elopement rarely arrive without warning.
For many adults with significant support needs, they follow boredom
the way smoke follows fire, predictably enough that the environment
and the staffing around a person can prevent most of it before it starts.

B Y J I M  PA L A S T Y ·  1 3  M I N  R E A D  ·  P R E V E N T I O N  T H R O U G H  E N V I R O N M E N T,
N O T  J U S T  R E S P O N S E

3
B E H AV I O R S  I D L E  T I M E  P R E D I C T S

Self-injury, aggression, and elopement all rise
measurably when a high-support adult's day

has no built structure.

How it works THREE STEPS

Environmental and staffing checklist

Sightlines Can staff see the whole space from a working
position?

Exit security Is every exit near an unstructured area
secured or supervised?

Sensory features Are regulation tools built into the space, not
stored away?

Transition staffing Is coverage highest during transitions, not just
steady-state?

Active engagement Are staff facilitating activity, or supervising from
a distance?

A  S T O R Y  W E  K N O W

“A group home serving four adults with
significant support needs logged its self-injury
incidents by time of day for three months and
found nearly all of them clustered in the twenty
minutes between dinner cleanup and the
evening activity, an unstructured window
nobody had ever named as a problem. The
home added one staff member during that
specific twenty minutes and built a simple
sensory station in the common room. Incidents
in that window dropped by more than half
within six weeks. The fix wasn't a new behavior
plan. It was noticing exactly when the risk
actually happened.

T W E N T Y M I N U T E S ,  M A P P E D  H O N E S T LY,
C H A N G E D  M O R E  T H A N  A Y E A R  O F
R E A C T I V E  R E S P O N S E  E V E R  H A D .
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S T E P  1

Map the environment
Sightlines, exits, and sensory conditions
each either invite or prevent the behaviors
you're trying to reduce.

S T E P  2

Match staffing to risk
The ratio and positioning of support staff
during unstructured windows predicts
incidents more than almost any other
variable.

S T E P  3

Fill the window before it opens
Prevention beats response. A filled
transition beats a fast reaction to the
behavior it would have caused.

→ →
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What matters, at a glance

Self-injury and boredom
For many adults with significant support
needs, self-injurious behavior functions,
in part, as self-stimulation when nothing
else is available.

Aggression and unstructured
time
Frustration with an unpredictable,
undirected environment often reads,
from the outside, as aggression with no
clear trigger.

Elopement and open windows
of time
Elopement attempts cluster
disproportionately in unstructured
transition periods, not during active,
engaging tasks.

Environmental modifications
Clear sightlines, secured exits near
common areas, and sensory-regulating
features built into the space itself, not
added after an incident.

Highest-risk windows
Transitions and unstructured stretches
are where staffing ratios matter most,
even if the rest of the day allows a
lighter ratio.

Staffing strategy, not just
headcount
Where staff stand and what they're
actively doing during a window predicts
incidents more than the raw number of
staff present.

B R I N G  T H E S E  ·  C H E C K  A S  Y O U  G O

A two-week incident log by exact time and location An environmental walkthrough checklist

A filled-activity plan for the highest-risk window A staffing schedule that weights coverage to that window

A six-week re-check on the calendar

Y O U R  M O V E
When incidents keep happening and nobody's mapped when or where, here is
how you find the pattern

1 Log every incident by exact time of day for two weeks.

2 Identify the highest-risk window, transition, or location.

3 Walk that specific space and check sightlines and exits.

4 Add a filled activity or sensory station to that window.

5 Adjust staffing to that window specifically, not the whole day evenly.

6 Re-track for six weeks to confirm the pattern actually shifted.

The behavior isn't random. The window it happens in almost never is either.

R E S O U R C E S  N A M E D  I N  T H I S  P O S T
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Informational only. Not legal or medical advice. Verify current program rules before acting.

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R

JP
Jim Palasty
Jim Palasty is the founder of OASIS for Autism and
a single father of an adult autistic daughter in
Michigan.
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