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What	is	the	intervention?	
	
Sensory	 integration	 therapy	 was	 proposed	 by	 Jean	 Ayres	 in	 the	 1970s.	 She	 suggested	
difficulties	 with	 adaptive	 behaviour,	 language,	 academic	 skills,	 reading	 and	 motor	 co-
ordination	could	be	addressed	by	remediating	presumed	sensory	processing	disorders.	She	
posited	that	difficulties	in	neural	functioning,	specifically	sensory	processing	and	integration,	
underlie	 problems	 with	 behaviour	 and	 learning.	 The	 provision	 of	 controlled	 sensory	
stimulation	 was	 believed	 to	 improve	 integration	 of	 the	 sensory	 system	 and	 thus	 the	
approach	does	not	include	the	teaching	of	specific	skills.		A	range	of	passive	stimulation	and	
sensory-motor	 activity	 is	 provided	 in	 sensory	 integration	 therapies	 such	 as	 swinging	 in	 a	
hammock,	rocking,	joint	compression,	rubbing	with	brushes	and	activities	such	as	climbing	
and	jumping.	Sensory	integration	approaches	are	used	by	some	occupational	therapists	and	
are	claimed	to	benefit	educational	outcomes.	It	has	been	used	with	people	with	a	range	of	
disabilities,	 and	 more	 recently	 has	 been	 promoted	 for	 people	 with	 autism	 spectrum	
disorders	(ASD).	

Sensory	 processing	 disorders	 are	 diagnosed	 by	 interview	 and	 through	 scales	 based	 on	
observation,	often	completed	by	parents.	Sensory	processing	disorder	is	not	included	in	the	
DSM-V,	 but	 hyper	 or	 hypo-sensory	 sensitivity	 is	 one	 of	 the	 possible	 recognised	
characteristics	 related	 to	 restricted	 and	 repetitive	 patterns	 of	 behaviour	 that	 may	 be	
present	in	people	with	ASD.		

In	 a	 policy	 statement,	 the	 American	 Academy	 of	 Paediatrics	 (2012)	 stated	 that	 sensory	
dysfunction	should	not	be	a	diagnosis.	The	Academy	further	noted	in	the	policy	statement	
that	it	is	uncertain	if	sensory	processing	is	“an	actual	“disorder”	of	the	sensory	pathways	of	
the	 brain	 or	 whether	 these	 deficits	 represent	 differences	 associated	 with	 other	
developmental	and	behavioral	disorders.”	(p.	1187)	

	
What	information	is	available	to	evaluate	the	intervention?	
	
In	a	number	of	recent	reviews	and	meta-analyses,	the	effectiveness	of	sensory	integration	
therapy	has	been	examined,	and	although	earlier	reviews	(e.g.	Ottenbacher,	1982)	reported	
some	 positive	 findings,	 more	 recent	 reviews	 have	 not	 been	 positive.	 Vargas	 and	 Camilli	
(1999)	 carried	 out	 a	 meta-analysis	 and	 reported	 that	 when	 studies	 compared	 sensory	
integration	therapy	to	other	treatments	the	effect	size	approximated	zero.	This	means	that	



overall,	 sensory	 integration	had	no	effect	on	 the	outcomes	measured.	More	recent	meta-
analyses	of	group	studies	(Leong	et	al.	2015a)	report	weak	efficacy	and	the	authors	stated	
“There	 seems	 to	 be	 little	 convincing	 evidence	 that	 SIT	 was	 effective	 for	 any	 particular	
diagnostic	group	or	outcome	measure”	(p.	198).	These	authors	also	note	the	poor	quality	of	
the	research	designs	used.	Similarly,	 in	a	review	of	single	case	design	studies	(Leong	et	al.	
2015b)	the	authors	found	a	lack	of	evidence	for	effect	and	poor	quality	designs.	Lang	et	al.	
(2012)	reviewed	sensory	integration	therapy	for	people	with	autism	spectrum	disorder	and	
also	concluded	that	the	evidence	does	not	support	the	use	of	sensory	integration	with	that	
population.		
	
Barton,	Reichow,	Schitz,	Smith,	and	Sherlock	(2015)	carried	out	a	broader	systematic	review	
of	 sensory-based	 treatments	 that	 included	 any	 treatment	 based	 on	 sensory	 integration	
theory	such	as	Wilbarger	techniques,	sensory	diets,	 therapy	balls	and	weighted	vests.	The	
authors	 noted	 that	 findings	 do	 not	 allow	 the	 claim	 that	 the	 interventions	 would	 be	
ineffective	 for	all	 children	but	 stated	“However,	 the	 results	 indicate	 that	 for	a	majority	of	
children	 with	 developmental	 disabilities,	 sensory-based	 treatments	 are	more	 likely	 to	 be	
ineffective	 than	effective“	 (p.	74).	 	Barton	et	al.	 also	noted	methodological	 issues,	 lack	of	
treatment	 fidelity	 data	 and	 lack	 of	 standard	 outcome	measures.	 Case-Smith,	Weaver	 and	
Fristad	 (2015)	who	 reviewed	 sensory-based	 interventions	 for	 people	with	 ASD	 came	 to	 a	
similar	conclusion	and	noted	sensory-based	interventions	that	might	be	used	in	classrooms,	
such	as	weighted	vests	and	therapy	balls,	are	not	supported	by	current	research	evidence.		
	
In	 a	more	 recent	 review	 by	 proponents	 of	 sensory	 integration	 therapy,	 Schaaf,	 Dumont,	
Arbesan	 and	May-Benson	 (2018),	 limited	 to	 studies	 that	 used	Ayres	 Sensory	 Integration®	
included	only	five	studies	published	between	2007	and	2015.	They	reported	some	positive	
results,	particularly	with	Goal	Attainment	Scaling	(GAS).		As	GAS	is	a	measure	of	change	as	
perceived	 by	 parents	 or	 others	who	 are	 not	 blind	 to	 the	 treatment	 it	 is	 not	 an	 objective	
measure	 and	 is	 not	 a	 direct	 measure	 of	 either	 improvement	 in	 sensory	 processing	 or	 in	
educational	outcomes.	
	
	
Occupational	researchers	themselves		(Pfeiffer,	May-Benson	&	Bodison,	2018)	acknowledge	
the	 many	 problems	 with	 research	 in	 this	 area	 including	 lack	 of	 valid	 and	 reliable	
measurement	strategies,	lack	of	outcome	measures	for	both	changes	in	sensory	processing	
and	 in	more	distant	outcomes,	poor	 characterisation	of	 research	participants,	 and	 lack	of	
procedural	fidelity	measures.	
	
Summary	of	findings	
	
Despite	 ongoing	 popularity	 with	 occupational	 therapists,	 Sensory	 Integration	 Therapy	
should	not	be	used	outside	research	settings.	
At	 present	 existing	 extensive	 reviews	 find	 there	 is	 little	 evidence	 of	 it	 effectiveness	 in	
improving	sensory	processing	or	in	improving	education-related	outcomes.	
	
Advice	for	special	educators	
	



If,	 for	 any	 reason	 (such	 as	 parental	 preference)	 a	 special	 educator	 is	 involved	 in	 the	
provision	of	sensory	integration	therapy,	the	expected	outcomes	should	be	clearly	stated	in	
observable	and	measurable	 terms,	and	regular	monitoring	of	desired	outcomes	should	be	
undertaken.	
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