
Pe e r- Ma t c h in g  fo r  
Ne u ro d iv e rg e n t  Yo u n g  Ad u lt s  

Ha n n a h  Sim o n , OTS 
De vin  Ba rth , OTR/ L

Aa ro n  Ea km a n , Ph D, OTR/ L, FAOTA

LITERATURE REVIEW/  THEORY
Ne u ro d ive rg e n t Yo u n g  Ad u lts  (NDYA)  e xp e rie n c e  s ig n ific a n t b a rrie rs  to  

s o c ia l p a rtic ip a tio n , in c lu d in g : 

Pe rs o n  Fa c t o rs  
➢ In te rp re tin g  s o c ia l s itu a tio n s  [10 ]

➢ Me n ta l h e a lth  [13, 14 ]

➢ Lim ite d  e xp e rie n c e  [10 ]

➢ Se n s o ry p ro c e s s in g  d iffe re n c e s  [12,3]

En v iro n m e n t a l Fa c t o rs
• Bu llyin g  o r s tig m a tiza tio n  [10 ]

• Re d u c e d  in c lu s ive  e n viro n m e n ts  [3]

• In c o n s is te n t s u p p o rt ( e .g ., re d u c tio n  in  tra n s itio n  s e rvic e s )  [11]

• Pre s s u re  to  m a s k o r c a m o u fla g e  [15 ]

• So c ia l s kills  p ro g ra m s  vs . e n viro n m e n ta l- fo c u s e d  p ro g ra m s  [3]

• Do u b le - Em p a th y Pro b le m  [13]

• Co m p e tin g  o c c u p a tio n a l d e m a n d s  ( e .g ., in d e p e n d e n t livin g , wo rk)  [13]

Th e  Mo d e l o f So c ia l In t e ra c t io n  ( MSI)  d e s c rib e s : [6 ]

PROGRAM GOALS
To  e n h a n c e  s o c ia l p a rtic ip a tio n , b e lo n g in g , a n d  s e lf- e ffic a c y 
a m o n g  NDYA b y fa c ilita tin g  m e a n in g fu l p e e r re la tio n s h ip s  th ro u g h  
a  s tru c tu re d  p e e r- m a tc h in g  p ro g ra m .

OBJ EC TIVES

Conduct a comprehensive needs assessment using surveys and interest flyers.

Implement a facilitated social meetup with interest-based roundtables 
and activities for NDYA 

Establish peer matches based on survey responses 
and observed connections at the social gatherings.

Implement a second facilitated social meetup using participant feedback. 

Facilitate up to 6 structured peer social activities. When peer matches are not 
established, continue with recurring group meet-ups. 

Assess program feasibility, acceptability, and effectiveness. 

Ta b le  1. AC TIVITIES –  PRO G RAM PRO C EDURES

Socia l Meetup 
Preparation

Facilita te  Socia l 
Meetup

Support Peer-
Matches

Support Hangouts

Decide on potential 
dates  and times

Environmental set-up Identify mutual peer-
matches (as  needed)

Outreach process to peer

Check for space 
availability

Assigning roles  and 
responsibilities

Send “peer-match” 
email

Planning (when, where, 
what activity)

Outreach (surveys, 
emails)

Facilitating engagement Provide support During the hangout (OT 
support) 

Gather all materials, 
games, and activities

Supporting regulation, 
inclusion, and peer 
interactions

OT guided facilitation Reflection post-hangout

Frequently check survey 
responses for 
attendance

Facilitate feedback 
forms

Follow-up support 

EVALUATION METHODS
Mixe d - m e th o d s  a p p ro a c h  to  e va lu a te  p ro g re s s  to wa rd  p ro g ra m  g o a ls  a n d  o b je c tive s  
wh ile  a d d re s s in g  p a rtic ip a n t o u tc o m e s . 

FINDINGS
Ove ra ll, fin d in g s  s u g g e s t th a t a tte n d in g  m e e tu p s  le d  to  s m a ll b u t m e a n in g fu l 

in c re a s e s  in  s o c ia l a wa re n e s s , c o m fo rt, a n d  e n g a g e m e n t ra th e r th a n  la rg e - s c a le  
c h a n g e s . So m e  p a rtic ip a n ts  re p o rte d  g re a te r n e e d  fo r o r fre q u e n c y o f s o c ia l in te ra c tio n , 
p a rtic u la rly in  m e e tin g  p e e rs  a n d  m e e tin g  d a ily s o c ia l n e e d s , wh ile  o th e r a re a s  s u c h  a s  
m a kin g  n e w frie n d s  re m a in e d  u n c h a n g e d . De c re a s e s  in  c o n fid e n c e  o r p a rtic ip a tio n  
m a y re fle c t in c re a s e d  s e lf- a wa re n e s s  o r e xte rn a l fa c to rs  ( e .g ., s c h e d u le  o r h e a lth  
c h a n g e s )  ra th e r th a n  re d u c e d  m o tiva tio n . Ove ra ll, re s u lts  h ig h lig h t a  p e rs is te n t g a p  
b e twe e n  d e s ire d  a n d  a c tu a l s o c ia l p a rtic ip a tio n , s u g g e s tin g  th e  n e e d  fo r c o n tin u e d  
s o c ia l o p p o rtu n itie s  a n d  e n viro n m e n ta l s u p p o rts  to  p ro m o te  g ro wth  in  a re a s  im p o rta n t 
to  NDYAs .

Domain Increas e  /  
Improvement

No Change Decreas e  /  Ongoing Need

Confidence ↑ Comfort discussing 
feelings (Alex)

→ Interest in friends (all) → 
Difficulty making friends 
(Alex, Eric)

↓ Ease discussing feelings (Eric) ↓  
Confidence making friends (Sam)

Engagement ↑ Meeting frequency 
(Eric) ↑  Daily social 
need (Eric)

→ Stable engagement (Sam) ↓ Meeting frequency (Alex) ↓ 
Satisfaction with frequency (all)

Community ↑ Friend visits  (Alex) ↑ 
Transportation & events  
(Sam)

→ Many activities  unchanged ↓ Social groups (all) ↓  
Classes/structured activities  (Eric, 
Sam)

Experience ↑ Connection reported 
(Alex, Sam)

→ Mixed experiences ↓ Desire for more opportunities  (Eric) 
↓  Sensory barriers  (Sam)

*Na m e s  a re  c h a n g e d  t o  p ro t e c t  p a rt ic ip a n t s ’ r ig h t s  
r ig h t s *

DISC USSION/ C ONC LUSION

DELIVERABLES
A c o m p re h e n s ive  d o c u m e n t wa s  c re a te d  fo r p ro g ra m  s u s ta in a b ility 

a n d  o n g o in g  fa c ilita tio n . Th is  in c lu d e d : 

1. Pro c e d u re s  fo r  Im p le m e n t in g  a  So c ia l Me e t u p : 
• Ro le s  a n d  re s p o n s ib ilit ie s
• En viro n m e n ta l s e tu p  with  la b e ls  
• Sp e c ific  m a te ria ls  n e e d e d  fo r m e e tu p s  ( e .g ., m e e tu p  s c h e d u le s , 

vis u a l la b e ls , QR c o d e s  fo r g a m e  ru le s , p o ll with  a va ila b le  g ro u p  
g a m e s , c o n ve rs a tio n  c a rd s , c o m m u n ic a tio n  c a rd s , p rin ta b le  
fe e d b a c k fo rm s , e tc .)  

2. Pro c e d u re s  fo r  Fa c ilit a t in g  a  “Pe e r- Ma t c h ”: 
• Pe e r- m a tc h  e m a il te m p la te  
• OT ro le  in  s u p p o rtin g  p e e r- m a tc h e s  
• Po te n tia l ”m is m a tc h e d ” p e e r- m a tc h e s  

3 . Pro c e d u re s  fo r  Su p p o rt in g  t h e  Ha n g o u t  Pro c e s s : 
• Pla n n in g  a  Ha n g o u t –  Pa rtic ip a n t Ve rs io n  u s in g  h yp e rlin ks  fo r m o re  

in fo rm a tio n  
• Pla n n in g  a  Ha n g o u t –  Fa c ilita te d  Ve rs io n  u s in g  OT s u p p o rt d u rin g  th e  

p ro c e s s  
• In d e p e n d e n t a n d / o r fa c ilita te d  re fle c tio n  p o s t- h a n g o u t 

4 . Re la t e d  De fin it io n s  

5 . So c ia l Pa rt ic ip a t io n  a s  a  Hu m a n  Oc c u p a t io n a l Rig h t  

6 . Ac t io n a b le  Ne xt  St e p s  fo r  Im p le m e n t a t io n  

7. Im p a c t  o f So c ia l Pa rt ic ip a t io n  in  t e rm s  o f Ac c e s s in g  
Co m m u n ic a t io n / La n g u a g e  

8 . Re la t e d  De fin it io n s  

7. En v iro n m e n t a l Ad ju s t m e n t s  fo r  So c ia l Me e t u p s  & it ’s  Im p lic a t io n s  

8 . OT Ro le  in  Su p p o rt in g  a  Ne u ro a ffirm in g  Ap p ro a c h  
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Peer-Matching for NDYA 
may support long-te rm 
indirec t outcomes , 
including: 
• Reduced loneliness  
• Improved quality of life 
• Increased likelihood of 

future friendships 
• Greater community 

participation 

The program’s direc t goals  
focused on: 
• Enhancing feelings of 

social connection 
• Encouraging repeat 

attendance at meetups 
• Increasing comfort in 

sensory-safe, low-
pressure environments  

Pre liminary outcomes  
sugges t pos itive  impact, 
including: 
• Multiple participants  

returned for additional 
meetups 

• Reported positive and 
comfortable social 
experiences 

• Indications of sustained 
engagement and early 
social connection 

NDYA are at increased risk 
for negative  or 
overwhe lming soc ia l 
experiences , highlighting 
the importance of: 
• Structured, predictable 

social opportunities  
• Sensory-informed and 

supportive environments  

Occupational therapy 
contributes  uniquely 
through: 
• Environmental 

modifications to support 
participation 

• Sensory processing 
supports  

• Facilitation of occupation-
based, meaningful social 
programming

Environment > Socia l Skills  = Neuroaffirming Approach [3,7] 

Relationship between 
individuals  and the contexts  

of social interaction (e.g., 
work, community, home)

Emphasizes the influence of 
sociocultural environments

Highlights  factors  such as  
volition, habituation, and 

social performance

• In q u iry s u rve y to  b e tte r u n d e rs ta n d  p a rtic ip a n t in te re s ts , 
s o c ia l g o a ls , s e n s o ry d iffe re n c e s , s u p p o rt n e e d s , a n d  p re fe rre d  
c o m m u n ic a tio n  s tyle s / m o d e s . 

• Th e  CFQ m e a s u re d  frie n d s h ip  q u a n tity, frie n d s h ip  q u a lity, 
b e lie fs  a n d  va lu e s  re g a rd in g  frie n d s h ip s , a n d  s a tis fa c tio n  
with in  frie n d s h ip s . [15 ]

• Th e  TUCPM a s s e s s e d  th e  fre q u e n c y a n d  im p o rta n c e  o f 
va rio u s  fo rm s  o f c o m m u n ity p a rtic ip a tio n  a m o n g  fo u r 
p a rtic ip a n ts . [4 ]

Pre -Tes ting: 

• On g o in g  e va lu a tio n  in c lu d e d  q u a lita tive  d a ta  g a th e re d  
th ro u g h  in fo rm a l in te rvie ws  a n d  s u rve y re s p o n s e s , s u c h  a s  
p e rc e ive d  c o n n e c tio n s  m a d e  a t  th e  m e e tu p s , fe e d b a c k fo r 
im p ro ve m e n t, p re fe rre d  s u p p o rt d u rin g  p e e r- m a tc h  h a n g o u ts , 
a n d  fe e lin g s  o f re la te d n e s s  to  o th e r NDYA p a rtic ip a n ts . 

• Mo d ifie d  ve rs io n s  o f th e  a s s e s s m e n ts , th e  CFQ- M a n d  TUCPM-
M, we re  a d m in is te re d  d u e  to  p a rtic ip a n t t im e  c o n s tra in ts  a n d  
th e  p rio rity to  m a in ta in  a  lo w- p re s s u re  p ro g ra m .  

Pos t-Tes ting/  
Ongoing : 
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