


Serene Vibe utilises calming therapies 
to reduce the prevalence of behavioural 
meltdowns in individuals with an 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD).



The Problem 
An estimated 1 in 70 Australians is diagnosed 
with an Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (Autism 
Spectrum Australia,  2018). 

Research suggests that over 85% of autistic children suffer 
from anxiety disorders and that they respond to anxiety 
with larger fluctuations in cortisol after an alarming event 
(Todd, 2009; Elspeth A. Bradley, 2004). 

In those with ASD, a meltdown is a common reaction to 
stress and anxiety. A meltdown is an intense, explosive, 
and uncontrollable response to a novel event or difficult 
situation. It is often characterised by self-harm, a loss of 
control, panic and is detrimental to the person’s health and 
wellbeing (National Autistic Society, 2016).



How can sensory overload be 
reduced in those with autism so 
that they lead a calmer life?



Meltdown Causes
Others can reduce the severity of a meltdown by 
providing distractions, comfor ting the individual, 
understanding and identifying its warning signs, 
and removing the tr igger or person from the 
presence of a tr igger (Lipsky,  2011). 

The most common triggers for problem behaviour can 
include, but are not limited to:

• Sensory overload
• Uncertainty/change in routine
• Being misunderstood 
• Anxiety

Right: Potential thoughts of those going through a meltdown



Reducing Sensory Overload 
Massage as therapy is an effective method of 
relieving stress and managing the delicate sensory 
needs of those with ASD (Tiffany Field,  2007). 

Massage provides haptic stimulation, distracting an 
overwhelmed individual from a potentially triggering 
situation (Angelica Escalona, 2001).

It has also been found to decrease depression and 
stereotypical problem behaviour in those with ASD.  
A reduction or complete halt to self-injurious behaviour is 
possible when an individual is exposed to massage over an 
extended period (Holtz-Yotz, 1991).



Precendent Exploration 
I consulted with an occupational therapist, 
who recommended hand massagers and 
f idget toys with varying sur face f inishes 
to meet the haptic and deep pressure 
stimulation needs of those with ASD.  

A common issue with existing electronic devices, 
such as hand massagers and headphones, is they 
are usually unable to withstand misuse from those 
with ASD in the event of a meltdown.

I undertook ideation into massage delivery 
methods to calm the user, with continual input 
from an occupational therapist and a behavioural 
psychologist.

Right: Mind map on effective calming methods



How can massage be 
delivered to the user?



Design Criteria
Once I decided upon the concept of a head 
massage, I commenced development of key 
objectives for ideation of form and function.

Durable
The massager should possess a durable structure to 
account for misuse from problem behaviour. 

Therapeutic
Noise cancelling and music playing capabilities are vital to 
the product’s success. The massaging capabilities are to 
be delivered in an unobtrusive and customisable manner. 

Simple Controls
The controls of the massager should be accessible whilst 
wearing the device. Easily decipherable controls are crucial 
to account for reduced understanding of commonplace 
symbols (Play/Pause, Skip backwards and forwards). 

Customisable
The design should have various massage modes, which 
can be changed based on the hyperesthesia that the user 
might encounter.

Soft , Smooth, and Inviting
The design language should follow a smooth and flowing 
silhouette. Soft and unique materiality that encourages 
inquisitiveness will assist with creating an effective 
therapeutic product. 

Tactile 
As the device is heavily touched and held, it must contain 
appropriately stimulating and exciting surface topology. 
The objective is to meet the deep pressure needs present 
in many with ASD.



Above: Massager concept development sketches Below: Massager mock-up concept evaluation 

Design 
Development 
During this stage, I 
considered how the user 
could wear and interact 
with the massager. 

The ideation explores 
methods for blocking noise, 
creating a durable structure, 
and delivering deep touch 
massage.

I completed this stage 
in collabration with the 
occupational therapist and 
behavioural psychologist to 
guide design features.



Form Trials 
CAD form trials were 
produced based on the 
most suitable forms 
developed during ideation.

I evaluated each form to find 
a suitable starting point for 
developing the aesthetic for 
the final massager concept. 

I noted the strengths and 
weaknesses of each mock-
up to emalgamate positive 
elements into one concept. 



Design 
Outcome 
Serene Vibe satisf ies the 
deep touch needs of the 
user by delivering massage 
to the ears and scalp. 

To create a product that is 
comfortable for long periods 
of use, the headphones utilise 
memory foam for padding and 
soft silicone for the outer skin 
of the cushions.





The interchangable tactile 
plates on the side offer a 
stimulating surface that can 
engage the user and distract 
from potential triggers. 

The plates can be removed 
from the massager to act 
as a f idget device, assisting 
with grounding the user in 
a foreign environment. 

If the user tires of massage to 
the scalp, they can remove the 
wearable to deliver massage to 
other body parts. 





Serene vibe utilises the 
strength of ABS for the exterior 
of the massager. 

The skeleton and hinges 
are constructed of steel 
and are capable of 
withstanding severe use.

Serene Vibe has the capability 
to lengthen or shorten the side 
frame to ensure a comfortable 
fit for the user. 





The user can play noise-
cancelled white noise 
through the massager 
to block and counteract 
potentially tr iggering 
sounds.

The cushions contain ‘L’ and 
‘R’ lettering on the inside to 
indicate the correct orientation 
to wear the massager. It is 
embossed to account for those 
with sight impediments so that 
the user can ‘see’ by touch. 





The uniquely speckled ABS 
surface finish and undulation 
of the tactile plates encourage 
touch and inquisitiveness.

Large controls along the 
sides of the massager 
imply audio playback 
capabilities and invite the 
user to wear the product. 



Serene Vibe App
The Serene Vibe mobile 
application works with 
the massager to offer 
customisation for most 
electronic product features.  

Some functions of the app include: 

• Access to pre-loaded white 
noise playlists

• Settings to customise the 
strength and massage pattern

• Massage activation options: 
ears, scalp, or both. 
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