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Design and printing by people with autism 

PASPARTA Publishing (Czech Republic)

This report has been designed by employees who have autism 
at PASPARTA Publishing, a social enterprise founded by the 
autism organisation, APLA Prague, in the Czech Republic. Its 
objective is to offer employment opportunities to people with 
autism in an adapted environment where they can make use 
of their unique skills. PASPARTA publishes books on education, 
special needs education, sociology, law and other topics. 

More information: www.pasparta.cz 

Autism-Europe
Autism-Europe is an international association whose objec tive is 
to advocate for the rights of people with autism spectrum disor-
ders (autism, ASD) and their families, to help them improve their 
quality of life. 

This is achieved through:

■   Representing people with autism before all European Union 
institutions;

■   Promoting awareness of appropriate care, education and 
well-being for people with autism;

■   Promoting the exchange of information, good practices and 
experience in the fi eld of autism.

Autism-Europe is the umbrella organisation for a network of 
more than 80 associations of parents of people with autism 
across 30 European countries. Autism-Europe has established 
a structured dialogue with the institutions of the European Union 
and the World Health Organisation, to advocate for the rights 
of people with autism. To maximise its impact on European Un-
ion policies, Autism-Europe also works in strategic alliances with 
other relevant organisations, including the European Disability 
Forum and the Platform of European Social NGOs. 

More information: www.autismeurope.org

PASPARTA staff at work.
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Despite over seven decades of research in autism since the condition 
was fi rst described by Kanner in 1943, studies of adults with autism are 
few in number compared with the many thousands of studies on chil-
dren. Research on treatment is particularly insuffi cient, and the lack of 
appropriate interventions for adults with autism has many negative impli-
cations. Rates of mental health problems are signifi cantly raised, levels of 
dependence are high, social inclusion is limited and too many adults face 
a lifetime of loneliness and isolation. As well as the costs to individuals 
and their families, the cost to society is also signifi cant. Thus, a recent 
economic analysisi suggests that autism costs the economies of the Unit-
ed States and the United Kingdom $175 billion (£104 billion) and £32 
billion per year respectively; more than any other medical condition and 
greater than the cost of cancer, strokes and heart disease combined. The 
costs are particularly high in adulthood because of the huge loss in pro-
ductivity due to lack of employment. Indeed, unemployment rates among 
adults with autism are signifi cantly higher than among adults with intellec-
tual disabilities or other developmental disorders. 

It is against this background that the present report was compiled. 
It highlights the unacceptable situation with regard to employment for 
people with autism, and the challenges they face in fi nding or keeping 
appropriate jobs. For, despite the diffi culties associated with the condition, 
many individuals possess particular strengths or areas of skill that have 
considerable potential in the workplace. Such a waste of potential is ineq-
uitable and highly discriminatory. 

However, the report goes much further than simply documenting the 
many diffi culties experienced. Instead it highlights strategies that can be 
used to help adults with autism enter the workplace. The focus through-
out is on gaining successful employment in the open labour market and 
a range of different programmes across Europe are described. These 
vary widely, as is necessary for a condition as heterogeneous as autism, 
but the evidence shows that strategies to support individuals into and dur-
ing employment, although initially relatively expensive, ultimately result in 
economic as well as personal gains. 

As the report concludes, access to employment is a fundamental right, 
enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities. It is the duty of society to uphold these rights and here 
we have many examples of how this can be achieved, to the benefi t of 
both individuals with autism, their families, the organisations in which they 
work and society as a whole.

Patricia Howlin
Emeritus Professor of Clinical Child Psychology
King’s College, London

FOREWORD
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Across the European Union, 11.5 per cent of adults are currently unemployedii. For people with au-
tism, the unemployment rate is much higher – studies indicate between 76iii and 90iv,v, per cent. This 
situation is clearly unsustainable and requires urgent action. The European Union has signed the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, obliging its Member States to 
take action to address the needs of people with disabilities, including autism, in all aspects of their 
lives, including employment. This report outlines the diffi culties faced by people with autism when 
trying to gain and maintain employment and provides many examples of initiatives that have been 
created to employ people with autism that can serve as positive examples for others to follow and 
build upon. 

People with autism usually struggle to gain and maintain employment for a range of reasons. The 
most obvious of these is their inherent diffi culties with communication and social interaction, which af-
fect their abilities to understand employers’ expectations and communicate effectively with managers 
and colleagues. The defi cits in executive functioning and hyper-sensitivity to sensory stimuli, such as 
sound and light, that some people with autism experience can also make it diffi cult to get, an/dor keep, 
a job. Yet, the greatest challenges that people with autism face in relation to employment do not come 
from within. The greatest challenges they encounter are usually a lack of access to opportunities and 
stigma and discrimination in relation to their condition.

These barriers to employment are raised long before a person with autism starts looking for a job. 
Across Europe, there is a serious lack of adapted education and training that could enable peo-
ple with autism to gain the vocational, social and communication skills that are required for work. 
When a person with autism does seek employment, regardless of whether they managed to gain 
a relevant education or not, they are often confronted with stigma and discrimination related to their 
autism. Even if a person does not reveal the fact that they have autism to a potential employer, 
many will be turned away because employers interpret their diffi culties in communication and social 
interaction as clear signs that they are not suitable employees, rather than seeing that the individual 
needs specifi c forms of support to enable them to perform well in the job. For those who do manage 
to gain a job, keeping it is another challenge. The combination of inherent diffi culties, lack of support 
and social attitudes can be overwhelming for a person with autism. 

Despite the internal diffi culties and societal barriers that confront people with autism, they have 
many strengths that can make them potentially outstanding employees. These can include the 
ability to focus on details, the ability to excel at logical and repetitive tasks, and the tendency to 
be very loyal and reliable.  

To enable people with autism to gain employment and fulfi l their potential at work, support is es-
sential. A range of approaches to, and structures for, providing this support are emerging around 
Europe. This report outlines some innovative practices in this fi eld, including individual transition 
planning from school to further education to employment, adapted further education and training, 
work experience programmes, adapted recruitment processes and diverse forms of support in 
the workplace.

Support in the workplace can include making adaptations in cooperation with the person with autism 
to accommodate their diffi culties and capitalise on their strengths, such as adjusting the job descrip-
tion, working hours, workplace communication practices and the physical work environment. It can 
also include providing assistance with transport to and from work, and/or using assistive technolo-
gies such as tools for communication through text and images and tools for daily scheduling. One of 
the most signifi cant emerging forms of support for people with autism at work is the practice of having 
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identifi ed support people such as ‘job coaches’ or other staff members who are designated to assist 
a person with autism with the diffi culties they encounter. 

Of course, the types of support that are required depend on the needs of the individual with au-
tism as well as the nature of the organisation for which they are working. From assisting people 
with autism to participate as individuals in the mainstream labour market, to creating businesses 
specifi cally designed to employ the strengths of people with autism, a diverse range of approach-
es and structures for successfully employing people with autism are emerging to provide good 
practice case studies for others to follow. 

When considering the possibilities for people with autism in relation to employment, it is essential 
to ensure that their rights are at the centre of our concerns. People with autism have the right 
to employment in inclusive settings and the right to reasonable accommodation and support to 
enable them to work effectively. These rights are described in detail in Article 27 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Moreover, the solutions devel-
oped to provide support in employment for people with autism should always be tailored to each 
person’s individual needs. The employment solutions for people with autism must be as diverse 
as the individuals themselves. At all times, people with autism and the parents or guardians 
of those in need of a high level of support, should be empowered to make informed decisions 
about their employment. Given that like all other people, the needs and abilities of people with 
autism in relation to employment can change over time, support should also be provided on an 
ongoing or as required basis, from preparation for employment through to retirement. In the 
evolving fi eld of autism and employment, we must continuously develop our knowledge and con-
front stereotypes about people with autism, ensuring that the solutions developed are based on 
evidence, not assumptions, and that positive emphasis is placed upon their abilities rather than 
their disability. 

Across Europe, many organisations are putting these principles into action. Yet, as the vast ma-
jority of adults with autism remain unemployed, further action is urgently required. It is not only 
the role of progressive employers and autism organisations to create pathways for people with 
autism into employment, it is also the role of national governments. The European Union and all 
of its Member States have signed, and or ratifi ed, the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities, obliging them to take action to implement the rights of people with 
disabilities in all aspects of life, including employment. 

Supporting people with autism to gain and maintain employment undoubtedly entails costs. Edu-
cation, training and supported employment programmes all involve public expenditure. This public 
expenditure must be considered as an investment. When an organisation employs a person with 
autism, it is not simply an act of charity or corporate social responsibility, there is a mutual benefi t – 
given the right support, the employee with autism becomes an integral part of a team of employees 
that helps the organisation to succeed. In addition, when people with autism are employed, they 
are not only able to support themselves (or at least partially support themselves) fi nancially, they 
are also able to contribute directly to society through their work and through their tax contributions. 
When a person with autism is employed, it is clearly a sound investment benefi ting not only people 
with autism, but the organisations they work for and society as a whole. 

Above all, for people with autism, employment is about more than just having an income – it ena-
bles them to become active members of society and to live more fulfi lling and independent lives.
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Throughout this report, real examples of good practices in employment for people with au-
tism from across Europe and beyond are provided to illustrate key principles and concepts. 
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PASPARTA Publishing (Czech Republic) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  2

Addressing the need for employment and support through national legislation 
and strategies

The Autism Act 2009 and the Autism Strategy (England). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  18
Employment opportunities in public administration

The National Autistic Society and the National Archives (United Kingdom) . . . . . . . . . . . . .  19
An individualised approach to fi nding the right jobs for people with autism

Salva Vita Foundation (Hungary)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  21
Turning life around through education and training

Specialisterne (Iceland)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  23
Gaining skills through raising awareness and advocating for autism culture

Puoltaja online magazine (Finland). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  24
Working hand in hand with local companies to create jobs for people with autism

Autismo Andalucia (Spain)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  25
Capacity building among those who support people with autism at work
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(United Kingdom)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  27
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L’Oréal (Italy). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  32

Individual support in multinational contexts
Specialisterne & SAP (Multiple countries)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  36

Mobile work group testing access gates in metro stations
Passwerk (Belgium)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  38

Small business created out of the passion and skills of a young man with autism
Green Bridge Growers (United States). . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  39

Research evidence backs the supported approach to employment
The Prospects initiative (United Kingdom)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  41

Ensuring a minimum income for people with autism in an adapted work environment
ESAT Les Colombages (France)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  43

A step-by-step approach towards the workforce
Rainman’s Home (Austria)  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  45
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INTRODUCTION
Today, between 1 in 100 and 1 in 150vi children are diagnosed with autism, amounting to around 
3.3 million people with autism in the European Union. While access to diagnosis and therapies for 
children with autism is improving across Europe, in most regions, they grow up to face widespread 
unemployment and little or no support as adults. 

Studies have shown that between 76vii and 90viii,ix per cent of adults with autism are unemployed. 
Perhaps these statistics are not surprising, given that people with autism commonly experience dif-
fi culties with the social and communication aspects of work, including job interviews, understanding 
managers’ instructions, managing their time and interaction with colleagues. 

Yet, the barriers to employment that people with autism face are not only caused by their disability. 
They also face much stigma and discrimination when trying to get or maintain a job. Despite that, 
adults with autism often really want to work and can be exceptionally capable of doing particular 
jobs. A study in the United Kingdom showed that the vast majority of adults with autism who are 
currently unemployed and dependent on support from government and family members say they 
would like to work, with the right support.x They simply need assistance to overcome the barriers 
and diffi culties they face.

This report aims to articulate the issues and diffi culties faced by people with autism in relation to em-
ployment across Europe. In the context of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities, it outlines various forms of support that can be utilised to enable individuals with 
autism spectrum disorders to participate in employment. It also provides examples of good practic-
es in providing this support which can inspire relevant organisations to create further employment 
opportunities for people with autism. Overall, this report provides a foundational guide for people 
with autism, their families, employers, policy-makers and anyone else working towards the goal of 
employment for people with autism.

This report has been produced on the basis of a review of the academic and professional literature 
on the topic of employment and autism, as well as a questionnaire conducted among Autism-Eu-
rope’s members (associations for people with autism from across Europe). Some of the examples 
of good practices in the fi eld of employment for people with autism have been provided on request 
by Autism-Europe’s members and other relevant organisations.
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Autism is a lifelong developmental disability that affects how a person communicates with, and re-
lates to, other people. It also affects how they make sense of the world around them. It is a spec-
trum condition, which means that, while all people with autism share certain diffi culties, their 
condition will affect them in different ways. Some people are able to live relatively independent 
lives but others may have accompanying learning disabilities and need a lifetime of specialist 
support. 

Each person with autism is different, however they have impairments in three main areas: reci-
procal social interaction, communication, and restricted, stereotyped, repetitive behaviour.1 They 
can also experience hyper- or hypo- sensitivities to tactile, auditory, and visual stimuli, and have 
unusual responses to heat and cold and/or pain. 

Due to their impairments, people with autism often experience the 
following diffi culties that hinder their ability to participate effectively in 
work:2 

■   Social interaction: People with autism may not understand the 
unwritten social rules that others usually pick up without thinking. 
For example, they may stand too close to another person or start 
a conversation on an inappropriate subject. They may appear in-
sensitive, as they have not recognised how someone else is fee-
ling. They may also prefer to spend time alone rather than actively 
participating in social conversations and events in the workplace. 
Thus, people with autism can experience diffi culties interacting 
with managers and colleagues, which can hinder their inclusion in 
the workplace. 

■   Social communication: Many people with autism have a very 
literal understanding of language, and can struggle to understand 
metaphors, idioms, irony and sarcasm. For example an expression 
like “it’s raining cats and dogs” can be taken literally. Thus they can 
have diffi culties in understanding and interpreting instructions and 
unspoken expectations. People with autism can often appear very 
blunt, and have diffi culty reading facial expression or tone of voice. 
Some people with autism may have very good language skills but 
might fi nd it diffi cult to understand the back and forth nature of 
conversations, and may talk at length about their own subjects of 
interest and not appear to be interested in what others are saying. 
Other people with autism may not be able to speak at all, and may 
instead communicate using gestures or visual symbols.

1. 
ISSUES AND DIFFICULTIES FACED 

BY PEOPLE WITH AUTISM 

IN RELATION TO EMPLOYMENT

Restocking and tidying the shelves 
in a supermarket in Spain.

Working in a canteen in Italy.
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■   Social imagination: While some people with autism have active imaginations, are very 
creative, and may be successful musicians, artists and writers, people with autism generally 
lack social imagination. They may fi nd it diffi cult to understand and interpret other people’s 
feelings, thoughts and actions. They can also have diffi culties to predict what will happen 
next and to understand the concept of danger. This can also affect the way they prepare 
for change and plan for the future. They often display diffi culties to cope with change and 
unfamiliar situations.

■    Cognitive functioning:3 Many people with autism have diffi culties in completing tasks at 
work due to problems with planning, attention shifting and working memory. Even those who 
have an average or above-average level of intelligence may still have diffi culties with pro-
blem solving and organisation, which can affect their performance at work.

Due to their diffi culties, as well as a lack of support and widespread 
stigma and discrimination, people with autism experience many bar-
riers to gaining and maintaining employment. According to the Inter-
national Labour Organisation, the proportion of people with disabilities 
not participating in the labour market is at least twice as high as that 
of average EU citizens, and the unemployment rate is even higher 
amongst some specifi c disability groups, such as those who have au-
tism.4 There is no consistent international statistical data available for 
the employment rate of people with autism but various surveys indi-
cate that only a minority are employed. A study in the United Kingdom 
in 2009 found that only 15 per cent of people with autism are in full-
time employment and 9 per cent are in part-time employment. The 
same study also found that 79 per cent of people with autism who are 
dependent on fi nancial support from the government say they would 
like to work, with the right support for their diffi culties.5 

The barriers to employment faced by people with autism start long before a person reaches wor-
king age and begins to look for a job. These barriers can be summarised as follows:6 

■   Lack of access to all levels of education and vocational training: Many adults with 
autism have not had consistent access to education that is appropriate for their needs du-
ring their childhood and youth. A study in the United Kingdom in 2006 found that one in fi ve 
children with autism has been excluded from school, many of them more than once. The 
same study found that over 50 per cent of children with autism are not in the kind of school 
that their parents believe would best support them.7 France has been condemned twice by 
the Council of Europe for failing to provide education to children and young people with au-
tism. In France, the number of children with autism in school decreases signifi cantly at each 
stage of compulsory schooling: 87 per cent of children with autism attend primary school, 
11 per cent attend lower secondary school and 1 per cent attend upper secondary school.8 
These statistics refl ect the widespread lack of access to primary and secondary education 
for people with autism across Europe. Research has also demonstrated that many adults on 
the autism spectrum achieve academic results below their potential.9 For those adults with 
autism who have successfully completed secondary school, there are also many barriers 
to vocational training and higher education. Across Europe, there is a widespread lack of 
vocational training and higher education options that are suited to the needs of adults with 
autism. While some adults with autism who have a high level of intelligence do manage to 

Mechanic’s assistant sorting 
out tools in Spain.
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gain a university education, many of them experience signifi cant challenges as a result of 
their autism, such as diffi culties with personal organisation and planning, and high levels of 
social anxiety. Many do not fi nd adequate support for these diffi culties, leading them to leave 
higher education before graduating. Those who do graduate often do so only to fi nd themsel-
ves unprepared for the social and communication demands of the workforce. 

■   Lack of support for the transition to adult life: Across Europe, there is a serious lack of 
services to assist adults with autism to make the transition from school to adult life. This tran-
sition includes not only gaining vocational training or a higher education, but also developing 
skills for independent living and social and communication skills for employment that are not 
taught in mainstream education institutions because people who do not have autism usually 
learn these skills from context. As a consequence, long-term outcome studies of adults in the 
United Kingdom, Canada, the United States and Japan have consistently reported low levels 
of independence and poor employment prospects. Even for individuals who have autism and 
only require a low level of support, the proportion in work rarely exceeded 30 percent, and 
the majority of their jobs were unskilled and poorly paid. Research suggests that outcome, in 
terms of independence and employment, amongst more able individuals with autism is likely 
to be determined as much by the services to which they have access as adults, as by their 
own innate abilities.10 The lack of support for the transition to adult life is even greater among 
those adults with autism who require higher levels of support.  

■    Barriers during the recruitment process: Getting a job can be very diffi cult, given that 
the usual recruitment processes adopted by employers are not accessible for people with 
autism. The challenges for a person with autism begin with the job application and interview 
process, which are challenging given the diffi culties they experience in communication and 
social interaction. Even when people with autism are highly educated, they still tend to get 
jobs that are below their level of ability. It is also common for adults with autism to have their 
employment terminated by their employer due to problems with their performance at work 
related to their diffi culties in communication, social interaction and executive functioning. 

■   Discrimination in relation to employment: This can occur at many different stages of the 
employment process and can take a multitude of forms. Perhaps the most obvious form of 
discrimination affecting people with autism is discrimination by potential employers during 
the recruitment process, which can be very diffi cult for a job applicant to prove.11 While 
a person with autism may face discrimination at work, they may not recognise when they 
are being discriminated against, and lack understanding of their rights and how to exercise 
them. A study of legal cases in the United States in which people with disabilities who were 
employed alleged that they had experienced discrimination from their employers found that 
people with autism were less likely to make claims about discrimination than people with 
other disabilities.12

AutismusAN-1.indd   14AutismusAN-1.indd   14 19.11.14   0:0819.11.14   0:08



15
AUTISM

AND
WORK

STRENGTHS OF PEOPLE 

WITH AUTISM IN RELATION 

TO EMPLOYMENT

Despite their diffi culties in certain areas, people with autism also have a great deal to offer in the 
labour market and some of the characteristics linked to their disability can sometimes prove to be 
an asset. While offering support for their diffi culties, it is also important to recognise and make full 
use of their individual strengths. Each person with autism is unique, and many have characteris-
tics13,14 and an above-average level of skills in specifi c areas15 that could help an organisation that 
employs them to thrive, including:

■   High levels of concentration and ability to excel at repetitive tasks: People with autism 
often fi nd focusing on detailed work rewarding, and can tend to work persistently and without 
being distracted, paying close attention to detail.16

■   Reliability, low level of absenteeism and loyalty: People with autism can be very conscien-
tious and committed to their work, often with good levels of punctuality, honesty and integrity. 
For example, their rate of absenteeism is often lower than that of other employees.17

■   Detailed factual knowledge, specialist technical skills and interests: The tendency of 
some people with autism to develop specialist interests can lead them to develop very detailed 
factual knowledge in that area.18 They can also develop highly specialist skills, especially in 
technical fi elds, which can be very valuable in the workplace, as well as an above-average 
level of systematisation skills, including understanding of rule-based systems and patterns.19 

■    Excellent record-keeping and memory: People with autism tend to have strong memori-
sation skills and a tendency to be good at record keeping.

■   Problem-solving skills: People with autism tend to prefer logical and structured approaches 
to their work, and often think in a very visual way. They may enjoy problem-solving and can 
bring new ideas and take fresh approaches to their jobs.20

■   Retention: People with autism have a preference for routine and once settled in a job will 
often stay in that role considerably longer than others.21

■   Resourcefulness: People with autism may also have had to fi nd ways to overcome challen-
ges and so can be very resourceful.22

People with autism can be particularly suited to jobs that most people are not suited to, such as 
positions that require work of a repetitive nature and positions that are socially isolated due to the 
nature or location of the work.23 

2. 
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EMPLOYMENT RIGHTS IN THE 

INTERNATIONAL, EUROPEAN 

AND NATIONAL CONTEXTS

There are instruments in place at international, European and national levels to protect the rights 
of people with autism in relation to employment. 

People with disabilities, including people with autism, have equal rights and are entitled to dig-
nity, equal treatment, independent living and full participation in society. These principles are 
enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which was 
adopted in December 2006. The Convention does not establish new rights, but restates, rein-
forces and updates rights contained in other international instruments, and confi rms that all such 
rights apply to persons with disabilities.24 Among the rights outlined in the Convention, the rights 
of people with disabilities in relation to employment are detailed in Article 27, which is quoted 
throughout this report. 

The European Union ratifi ed the Convention in 2010. As the European Union and national gov-
ernments share responsibility for policy in the fi elds of employment, social affairs and inclusion, 
the responsibility for implementing these aspects of the Convention is also shared.25 

On the part of the European Union, the European Commission makes 
laws and monitors their implementation in areas like employment rights 
and coordination of social security schemes; coordinates and monitors 
national policies; and promotes the sharing of best practices in fi elds 
like employment, poverty, social exclusion and pensions. 

The European Union also has the power to address discrimination 
based on sex, race or ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age 
or sexual orientation.26 Thus, in 2000, the European Union adopted 
the Employment Equality Framework Directive 2000/78/EC27 which re-
quires all Member States to adapt and develop national legislation to 
prohibit direct and indirect discrimination against people with disabili-
ties (among others) in the area of employment and vocational training. 
The Directive applies, inter alia, to selection criteria and recruitment 
conditions, vocational guidance, vocational training, employment and 
working conditions, including pay. Importantly, the Directive states that 
“reasonable accommodation” shall be provided, which means that em-
ployers are to take appropriate measures, where needed, to enable 
a person with a disability to have access to, participate in, or advance 
in employment, or to provide training, unless such measures would 
impose a “disproportionate burden” on the employer. While all Euro-
pean countries now have such legislation in place, the impact of this 
directive remains limited in practice.28 

3. 

Restocking supermarket shelves 
in Hungary.

Computer-based work in the 
United Kingdom.
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Autism-Europe considers that the scope of this directive does not provide adequate redress for 
the discrimination in employment that is commonly faced by people with autism. In addition, under 
this directive, an employer may simply justify a decision not to hire a person with autism because 
the training and adaptations required for a person with autism, especially for a person in need 
of a high level of support, would impose a disproportionate burden. Autism-Europe believes that 
a directive with a broader scope to address discrimination that people with autism face could be 
far more effective.29 

In this vein, a European Union directive to combat discrimination in other fi elds of life, outside of 
employment, was proposed in 2008. This directive has since unfortunately been withheld in the 
policy development process due to lack of consensus among the Members of the Council of the 
European Union.30 While such a directive could be a useful instrument to protect the rights of peo-
ple with autism and prevent discrimination, this is not the only legal and policy issue that people 
with autism face in relation to employment.

At the national level, most Member States of the European Union have signed and ratifi ed the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. The degree to which the 
Convention has been implemented in Member States is diverse at this point in time, especially 
in relation to Article 27 on employment. In order to meet their obligations for the implementation 
of the right to employment, many Member States need to review and critically evaluate all other 
relevant existing national legislation and modify it as appropriate.

Legislation is not enough, however, as even where sound legislation is in place, discrimination 
against people with autism and other disabilities still occurs and signifi cant barriers to their partic-
ipation in the workforce continue. Positive measures from governments are also necessary, such 
as coordinated national or regional strategies to support people with disabilities into employment, 
funding for programmes to support people with disabilities to gain and maintain employment, 
fi nancial incentives for employers to hire people with disabilities, fi nancial support for employers 
to provide reasonable accommodation for people with disabilities and effective implementation of 
quota systems that require employers to hire a percentage of employees with disabilities. 

National and regional employment strategies should be comprehensive and encompass all ele-
ments necessary to foster the inclusion of people with disabilities in the labour market, such as 
habilitation, education, vocational training, guidance, counselling, fi nancial incentives for employ-
ers to hire people with disabilities, support programmes and services, support for developing the 
skills of disability professionals, and promotion of innovative practices. Strategies should also be 
designed to take into account the diversity of disabilities. In this vein, specifi c employment strate-
gies for people with autism have already been launched in some countries. 

“1. States Parties recognise the right of persons with disabilities to work, on an equal basis 
with others; this includes the right to the opportunity to gain a living by work freely chosen 
or accepted in a labour market and work environment that is open, inclusive and accessible 

to persons with disabilities. States Parties shall safeguard and promote the realisation 
of the right to work, including for those who acquire a disability during the course 

of employment [...].”

“2. States Parties shall ensure that persons with disabilities are not held in slavery or in ser-
vitude, and are protected, on an equal basis with others, from forced or compulsory labour.”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
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It is also necessary for national governments to ensure that people with disabilities benefi t from 
suffi cient social protection. This includes access to forms of support that enable them to partic-
ipate in the workforce. Social welfare systems in Europe often create disincentives for people 
with disabilities to work, by removing state-provided forms of support such as travel support and 
medical care once a person begins to work. This approach creates a "benefi t trap"‚ in which 
people with disabilities must either pay individually for, or live without, the forms of support they 
need. When an individual has to pay for these forms of support individually, it can mean that they 
spend all of their salary on basic living costs and necessary forms of support, leaving them with 
little or no additional income for other expenses in life, and therefore, no incentive to work. These 
systems reinforce the exclusion of people with disabilities from the labour market and must be 
reformed. Social welfare systems for people with disabilities should make a distinction between 
basic living support payments and other forms of support such as travel support and medical 
care. While an individual may lose their basic living support payments when they are employed, 
there should be no loss of other forms of support. People with disabilities should be able to enter 
employment and/or return to receiving basic living support payments when necessary without 
fear of being unfairly penalised. 

In order for positive measures adopted by national governments to be effective, it is also neces-
sary to combat stigma and prejudices associated with disability amongst employers by demon-
strating the potential of people with disabilities and mobilising local communities in strategies to 
employ them.31 In this respect, public authorities have a duty to lead by example, and take an 
inclusive and anti-discriminatory approach by employing people with autism and other disabilities. 

Addressing the need for employment and support through 
national legislation and strategies

The Autism Act 2009 and the Autism Strategy (England)

The Autism Act 2009 is the fi rst ever disability-specifi c law in England. It was created to address 
the lack of support for, and understanding of, people with autism among the relevant authorities 
in the country. 

The Act required the Government to produce a strategy to ad-
dress the needs of adults with autism, as well as statutory guid-
ance for local councils and local healthcare organisations on 
how to implement the strategy. Thus, in 2010 the ‘Fulfi lling and 
Rewarding Lives’ strategy was created to ensure that adults 
with autism receive the support they need, ranging from assis-
tance at home to support to gain employment. 

The priorities of the strategy were: 

■    improved training of frontline professionals in autism;

■    improving access to diagnosis and post-diagnostic support;

The British Parliament adopted the Autism Act, 
the fi rst disability-specifi c law in England, 
in 2009. 
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“g) Employ persons with disabilities in the public sector;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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■    development of ‘local autism teams’ to provide assessment and support;

■      better planning and commissioning of services, including involving people with autism and 
their parents or carers in service development;

■    leadership structures at national, regional and local levels for service delivery.

Following a review of the strategy in 2014, a new strategy called ‘Think Autism’ was created. 
While the obligations and recommendations from the previous strategy still apply, the new strat-
egy focuses on building communities that are more aware of the needs of people with autism 
and more accessible to them (including employment support services). It also aims to encourage 
innovative local ideas, services or projects that can benefi t people with autism and to improve 
coordination among service providers. The Government has also allocated £4.5 million in funding 
which will be used by the Department of Health to implement the new strategy. 

More information: www.autism.org.uk 

Employment opportunities in public administration

The National Autistic Society and the National Archives 
(United Kingdom)

The National Archives of the United Kingdom now provides training 
and employment opportunities for adults with autism.

In collaboration with the National Autistic Society, the National Ar-
chives has recruited and trained new employees who have autism. 
Managers have received training to ensure that suitable adjustments 
are made to create an inclusive working environment and ensure 
their staff with autism are meeting their workplace potential. 

The National Archives also offer work placements to give people 
with autism the opportunity to gain valuable work experience and 
develop a range of interpersonal and life skills.  

A structured work placement provides the opportunity to learn more about what it is like to work in 
an archive, and to get some practical, hands-on experience of working as part of a team. A typical 
placement is no more than two weeks in duration, within the Document Services department. 

The tasks at the National Archives include:

■    withdrawing and returning original documents accurately to and from different locations within 
the archives;  

■        using computer systems to log and track document movements accurately; 

■    working in a customer service environment; 

■        learning how documents are preserved and cared for; 

■        learning about the document relocation processes; 

■      working as an effective member of a team.

More information: www.autism.org.uk/employmentservices 

The National Archives building 
in London, United Kingdom.
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PATHWAYS TOWARDS 

EMPLOYMENT 

It is clearly established that people with autism have the right to employment. In order to fully enjoy 
this right, most people with autism require some support to gain and or maintain employment. This 
section outlines various approaches to, and structures for, providing support for people with autism 
to overcome the diffi culties they face and work effectively in a diverse range of work environments. 

Individualised planning and evolving support throughout 
the lifetime

Support for a person with autism to participate in employment begins with support for planning their 
education, training and employment options. As they become adults, many people with autism – 
even those who have successfully completed high school within the mainstream education system 
– face a lack of post-school programmes and support services, jeopardising their chances to access 
employment and be included in society.32 Long-term transition planning for children with autism is an 
important element to ensure a person with autism has the best possible chances of reaching their 
potential in the future.33 

Planning should include adapting support to meet each individual’s needs, based on their motiva-
tions and strengths, in order to fi nd the best possible options for employment. A wide range of op-
tions could be considered, including structured day-care centres, sheltered employment, supported 
employment programmes and employment in a mainstream work environment. 

To ensure that planning is individualised, the staff in organisations that provide planning services 
for people with autism to facilitate their transition into employment must have enough fl exibility and 
autonomy within their roles, as well as fl exible budget structures, to fi nd options that meet the needs 
of each individual with autism.34 

Research evidence shows that having a job does not necessarily lead a person with autism to live 
a more independent life. Signifi cant challenges beyond just getting a job remain for people with au-
tism to become more independent.35 In order to foster their participation in society, and in the labour 
market, an array of other support services (based upon an up-to-date knowledge of autism) must 
be fully accessible and tailored to the needs of people with autism. People with autism are likely to 
require assistance in developing a wide range of skills for their personal lives that enable them to be 
independent and support their ability to work36, such as: budgeting, banking, paying bills; personal 
care and hygiene skills; cleaning, cooking and household maintenance skills; using public transport; 
time management skills; problem-solving skills; etc.  

Just as planning and support should begin long before a person reaches working age, support 
should also continue during and after employment. It is particularly critical to consider the transition 
periods in the life of the person. This includes not only the transition from school to further education 
and employment, but also transitions from one job to another and the transition from work to retire-
ment. Most people with autism require support in various areas of their life, according to their indivi-
dual needs, and this support should evolve with the changes in their lives, throughout their lifetime.  

4. 

AutismusAN-1.indd   20AutismusAN-1.indd   20 19.11.14   0:0819.11.14   0:08



21
AUTISM

AND
WORK

An individualised approach to fi nding the right jobs for 
people with autism 

Salva Vita Foundation (Hungary)

Salva Vita Foundation is the fi rst non-profi t organisation in Hun-
gary to provide specialised support to facilitate the inclusion of 
people with autism in the open labour market. 

The foundation launched a specifi c support programme for peo-
ple with autism in 2011, after realising that their needs were not 
accommodated suitably by using existing services designed for 
people with mental or learning disabilities. 

The programme offers a fl exible approach to assess the needs 
of support of individuals with autism and match them with ad-
equate jobs. The level of assistance and accommodation re-
quired by each person with autism is assessed by a multi-disci-
plinary team, via a three-phase process: 

■    Interview phase: general questions about their desires and needs, their medical and educa-
tional history and their interests.

■     Comprehensive skills assessment: reading, writing, maths skills, but also social interaction, 
time management and spacial orientation.

■    Trial work experience: assessment of the persons’ abilities in the work environment, including 
their communication and interpersonal skills in different work placements, for a maximum of 
four hours at a time. This can be repeated if needed.

Matching people with autism with the right job also involves confronting prejudice and stigma 
against people with autism and creating a network of potential employers. The Foundation raises 
awareness among employers and trains them to provide tailored support for the needs of the 
person with autism. 

Since its creation, the programme has supported the inclusion of 11 people with autism in the 
labour market and ten of them are still employed. 

More information: www.salvavita.hu/en/

Adapted post-school education and work skills training 
programmes 

Education is a key factor in accessing employment. As already highlighted in this report, children 
and adults with autism are still often excluded from the education system. It is thus necessary that 
governments adopt national policies and strategies to ensure access to lifelong education, from pre-
school facilities to post high-school education, including vocational training. Training for maintaining 
and improving communication, social and personal skills should also be available to people with 
autism compensate for their diffi culties in these areas. 

Salva Vita Foundation helped a young man 
whose interests were cleaning and trains 

to fi nd a job in Budapest cleaning city trams. 
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Some people who have autism are able to succeed in higher education, 
although they may need some extra support to settle into, or manage, 
university life. For example, they may require assistance with timetabling 
and structure, fi nding their way around university, developing strategies 
to manage anxiety and support in lectures and laboratory sessions.

For people with autism who cannot attend university, vocational training 
courses can be an excellent way to develop skills for employment. Voca-
tional education and training offered to people with autism should adopt 
evidence-based approaches to teaching and learning, and according 
to individual needs, may also involve adapted educational settings and 
specially trained teachers. Vocational education for people with autism 
often takes place within organisations that specialise in working with 
people who have autism, although in some countries, mainstream edu-
cation institutions are now offering specifi c support to enable people with 
autism to participate and succeed in vocational courses alongside other 
students.37  

People with autism should also benefi t from training in interpersonal 
skills for the workplace and work-related daily living skills to compen-
sate for their diffi culties. This can include support to learn appropriate 
communication skills and behaviours for the workplace, such as email 
etiquette, appropriate topics of conversation in the workplace, asking 
for help and accepting constructive criticism.38 While most people learn 

these skills from context, these skills are diffi cult for people with autism to learn, and need to be 
taught explicitly. They are also likely to need assistance with searching for a job, including preparing 
a resumé, searching for jobs, completing job applications, developing interview skills, and dressing 
appropriately for interviews and workplaces.

It should be noted that many adults with autism have received a diagnosis later in life (or haven’t 
received a diagnosis at all), and have not had the same opportunities to develop through education 
and training as many children who are diagnosed today. Yet, adults with autism are able to continue 
learning and developing new skills throughout their lifetimes. Employment and training options must 
be designed to accommodate the needs and skills of adults with autism who are diverse in age, eth-
nicity, skills and prior educational experiences. Among adults with autism who have been employed, 
many report that they have spent a limited amount of time in employment in which their needs were 
not met and their experiences of work have been quite negative. In these cases, programmes to 
support their return to work and job retention may be required, and should include assessment of 
individual strengths, skills, interests, career aspirations, challenges and (re)training and support 
needs. Such programmes should be evidence-based, multidisciplinary and take into account the 
individual needs of each person with autism.

“d) Enable persons with disabilities to have effective access to general 
technical and vocational guidance programmes, placement services 

and vocational and continuing training;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

In training to prepare for work in 
a warehouse in Hungary.

Preparing meals as a vocational train-
ing and therapy activity in Austria.
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Turning life around through education and training

Specialisterne (Iceland)

Participation in specialised vocational education and trai ning is 
leading adults with autism in Iceland to turn their lives around.

Specialisterne is an organisation that provides vocational ed-
ucation, training and employment for adults with autism in nu-
merous countries around the world. 

In Iceland, the organisation has provided training and found 
jobs for 40 people with autism over the past three years. 

Specialisterne’s assistance has helped many individuals with 
autism turn their lives around, not only developing skills for em-
ployment, but also for social interaction. 

For example, a 35 year-old man who came to Specialisterne for training was socially isolated, 
had poor personal hygiene habits, and his daily routine consisted of sleeping during the day and 
staying awake all night, always on his computer. 

Specialisterne’s comprehensive training prioritises the need for individuals with autism to be able 
to follow a regular schedule before assisting them to fi nd a job. 

The man’s participation in the training led him to follow a healthier daily routine, to develop better 
personal hygiene habits, and enabled him to begin socialising in the cafeteria and the gym, as 
well as to maintain better relationships with members of his family.

More information: www.specialisterne.is

Career exploration and gaining work experience 

Perhaps even more than other young adults attempting to enter the labour market, people with 
autism can benefi t signifi cantly from introductory experiences in the workforce such as work ex-
perience programmes, internships, ‘job shadowing’ opportunities, apprenticeships, part-time jobs 
and volunteering. If structured to accommodate the needs of people with autism, these can provi-
de very useful experience in learning and practising the behaviours and communication required 
in workplaces.39 These experiences can also provide an opportunity for people with autism to par-
ticipate in assessing and developing their own abilities, skills and interests in relation to potential 
jobs before making the transition into the workforce. 

It can therefore be useful to provide a person with autism with the opportunity to try a job during 
a limited period of time in which both the potential employer and employee can determine whether 
the individual is suited to the position or not.40 A programme in the United Kingdom called the 
Job Introduction Scheme (JIS) allows people with disabilities to try out a job to see if it’s suitable, 
with government funding provided to pay the salary of the worker with a disability for the fi rst few 
weeks.41 

Specialisterne in Iceland offers vocational 
training to people with autism in order to help 

them fi nd employment
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Gaining skills through raising awareness and advocating 
for autism culture

Puoltaja online magazine (Finland)

‘Puoltaja’ is an online magazine produced in Finland by volunteers on 
the autistic spectrum; most of them with Asperger’s Syndrome. 

The Finnish Association for Autism and Asperger’s Syndrome came up 
with the idea to create Puoltaja after noticing that many people with au-
tism were actively writing in online forums and social media websites.

Meaning ‘advocate’ in Finnish, Puoltaja is published four times a year 
and has around 2,000 readers. Its main purpose is to advocate for au-
tism culture, raise awareness about autism among the public and the 

mainstream media, and give a voice to the positions and opinions of people with autism. It also 
aims to challenge some predominant stereotypes about autism. 

For the voluntary staff who work as editors, Puoltaja provides practical skills that could help them 
in the labour market. 

More information: www.puoltaja.fi / 

Networking 

Finding a job is challenging for anyone. For people with autism in particular, building on the per-
sonal and professional business contacts of the individual with autism, their family, neighbours, 
friends and support organisations can be a more effective strategy for fi nding employment than 
sending applications for advertised positions in the open labour market and making ‘cold calls’ to 
potential employers.42

The ability to create meaningful work experience and employment opportunities for an individual 
with autism through community contacts is likely to be more successful if the individual has built 
a relationship with people in the local community over time. This allows the individual with autism 
to develop a level of comfort with others and vice versa. These relationships can for example be 
built through regular contact with people in local businesses, cafés and recreational facilities.

Volunteers working at Puoltaja online 
magazine.

“j) Promote the acquisition by persons with disabilities 
of work experience in the open labour market;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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Technical assistants archiving videotapes 
in a local organisation. 

Working hand in hand with local companies to create jobs 
for people with autism

Autismo Andalucia (Spain)

In the south of Spain, Autismo Andalucía works with 
a wide range of local companies to create jobs that are 
individually suited to people with autism.

Autismo Andalucía networks extensively with local or-
ganisations, from small local businesses to local offi ces 
of multinational companies, to create opportunities for 
the inclusion of people with autism at work. 

The programme provides people with autism with indi-
vidual support, such as specially trained job coaches, 
to help them develop the skills required for their jobs, 
and to provide support in communication with their 
managers and colleagues. The support is gradually withdrawn when the presence of the job 
coach is no longer necessary and can be replaced by natural supports, such as colleagues who 
can understand and support the needs of the individuals with autism within the workplace.

The programme – the fi rst of its kind in the south of Spain – was launched in 2006. Since then, 
it has supported 120 people with autism, aged between 17 and 50 years, and mostly with very low 
levels of education, into employment. The programme has contributed to the creation of 100 work 
contracts and 36 professional training experiences in companies within the open labour market 
of the region. The jobs are created according to individual skills and interests including kitchen 
assistants in restaurants, shop assistants, laundry workers and cleaners. 

The positive role that these companies play in including people with autism in society is acknowl-
edged through awarding them for their action and media campaigns to draw attention to the posi-
tive examples they set for others. This acknowledgement contributes to raising awareness among 
new companies that can, in turn, hire people with autism.

More information: www.autismoandalucia.org 

Intermediaries and specialist support to create pathways 
into work

Even when a person with autism has completed education and/or training programmes and iden-
tifi ed a career that would suit their skills and abilities, in most cases, support is still required to 
assist the individual to gain and maintain employment. 

Due to the social and communication diffi culties that people with autism face (to varying degrees), 
most still fi nd that the social and communication skills required to gain and maintain a job are a signifi -
cant barrier. To overcome these barriers, support from intermediaries such as individuals or organisa-
tions providing specialist services in employment for people with autism can be very effective.
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Intermediaries provide an interface between the person with autism and the employer or potential 
employers with the aim to bridge gaps in communication and understanding. Intermediary sup-
port for people with autism to gain and maintain employment is a relatively recent phenomenon 
and various approaches to providing this support have emerged across Europe and around the 
world, including: 

■   organisations specialising in employment support for people with autism;

■    staff within general employment support services who specialise in working with people with 
autism; 

■   staff within autism organisations who specialise in supporting people with autism to gain and 
maintain employment.

A common approach to supporting people with autism to gain and maintain employment is to 
appoint ‘job coaches’ whose role is to ensure that a job seeker or employee with autism receives 
the support they need during most or all stages of the employment process, from recruitment to 
retirement or termination of employment. As described above, job coaches can be employed by 
companies, employment support services or autism organisations. They are specially trained in 
understanding the common and individual needs of people with autism in relation to employment 
and they provide signifi cant support based on their own skills and knowledge as well as drawing 
upon other resources to support people with autism when required.

While different approaches can be effective in different contexts, research evidence suggests 
that an interdisciplinary approach, in which a team of professionals and relevant people are in-
volved in the process of assisting a person with autism to gain and maintain employment, can be 
very effective. Such a team can include job coaches, managers, occupational therapists, special 
educators, psychologists, family members and others.43 Research evidence also suggests that 
specialist employment support services for people with autism can lead to better employment 
outcomes than more general employment support services.44 

Assessment and monitoring 

A key aspect to consider when supporting an individual with autism to fi nd employment is to as-
sess whether the potential position is a good job match. It is imperative that the job corresponds 
to the interests, motivations and strengths of the person. 

However, it should not be considered as essential that the skills of the person perfectly match the 
job. Indeed, people with autism can acquire new skills throughout their lives. Training and adequate 
support can bridge the gap between the requirements of a job and an individual’s existing skills. 

“e) Promote employment opportunities and career advancement for persons 
with disabilities in the labour market, as well as assistance in fi nding, obtaining, 

maintaining and returning to employment;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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Working together at the National Autistic Society’s Employment, 
Training and Consultancy Service.

Capacity building among those who support people with 
autism at work

The National Autistic Society’s Employment Training and Consultancy 
Service (United Kingdom)

In the United Kingdom, there are an estimat-
ed 700,000 people with autism and a wide 
range of organisations that exist to support 
them across the country. There is also an in-
creasing number of employers who are hiring 
people with autism. 

With so many people involved in this grow-
ing area of work, the National Autistic Soci-
ety has developed an effi cient way to help 
employers, intermediaries and other autism 
support organisa tions to develop productive 
working relationships with people who have 
autism.

The National Autistic Society’s Employment Training and Consultancy Service utilises a capacity 
building approach, providing customised training to managers and staff of companies, employ-
ment services and autism organisations. The training aims to increase their skills and knowledge 
in working with people who have autism, covering topics such as: 

■    autism awareness;

■    recruitment and management of employees with autism;

■    engagement with employers to secure work experience placements and jobs;

■     identifying reasonable adjustments for people with autism;

■    communication strategies;

■    supporting people with autism to talk to managers and or colleagues about their disability; 

■    understanding equality legislation;

■    mentoring people with autism at work;

■    relevant funding to support individuals in the workplace.

The service also takes a personalised approach to working with individuals with autism to ensure 
that their needs and abilities are taken into account in their work situations to ensure their jobs 
are sustainable.

By assisting relevant organisations through high quality training and consultancy services, the 
National Autistic Society’s approach to employment builds capacity among organisations all over 
the country to work effectively with people who have autism.

The service employs seven staff members and over the past year they have trained over 700 
people on understanding autism in the workplace.

More information: www.autism.org.uk/supportedemployment 

AutismusAN-1.indd   27AutismusAN-1.indd   27 19.11.14   0:0819.11.14   0:08



28
AUTISM

AND
WORK

To defi ne the level of accommodation required for the position, the assessment should be com-
prehensive and take into consideration the specifi c demands of the job, notably the social inte-
raction skills and behavioural skills required, as well as the general work environment, including 
the sensory environment. 

The potential employers and co-workers should be fully involved in the assessment process. The 
individual’s level of awareness of their own strengths and challenges and their ability to advocate 
for their own needs should also be considered.45 If necessary the family, friends or support staff of 
the person should also be consulted. The assessment should be followed by an ongoing process 
of monitoring that examines how a person with autism performs in response to various supports 
and their evolution at work over time.46 

Making the recruitment process accessible for people with 
autism

In recognition of the fact that people with autism have inherent diffi culties in communication and 
social interaction, support measures are required to assist them to participate in processes such 
as recruitment interviews and performance reviews.

Simple adjustments at the recruitment stage, such as those outlined below, can make the process 
of applying for jobs much more accessible for people with autism:47 

■   Job advertisements, job descriptions and person specifi cations: The key skills needed 
for a job should be carefully considered and indicated in a clearly worded, jargon-free ad-
vertisement, job description and person specifi cation. If excellent communication skills are 
not necessary for the position, this could be omitted, as it may unnecessarily deter someone 
with autism from applying.

■   Application forms: A section can be added to the job application form where candidates 
with autism are asked to provide information about any adjustments they may require during 
the recruitment process and in the workplace to help overcome potential barriers or disad-
vantages.

■    Interviews: Interviews can be especially stressful for people with autism. Diffi culties with 
communication, sensory issues and meeting someone new in an unfamiliar place all pre-
sent a challenge. The interviewees should be informed in advance about the people who 
will be on the interview panel (their names and job titles), exactly where the interview will be 
held and what they can expect to happen during the interview itself. Interviewees should be 
asked whether they require any adjustments to the interview room, such as changes in the 
lighting or seating arrangement. 

Below are some key pointers for the interview:48

■   Allowing a person with autism to prepare a set talk in advance, or to view the interview 
questions in advance before an interview could be useful.49

“a) Prohibit discrimination on the basis of disability with regard to all matters concerning 
all forms of employment, including conditions of recruitment, hiring and employment, contin-

uance of employment, career advancement and safe and healthy working conditions;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

AutismusAN-1.indd   28AutismusAN-1.indd   28 19.11.14   0:0819.11.14   0:08



29
AUTISM

AND
WORK

■   A concise interview, asking clear and direct questions, asking for concrete examples, 
together with a work trial or test may be a good way to test a potential employee’s skills 
and suitability for the job.

■   Idioms and abstract language should be avoided, as many people with autism interpret 
language literally. 

■   Hypothetical or abstract questions, such as “Where do you see yourself in ten years’ 
time?” can be very diffi cult for people with autism to answer, as they may fi nd it impos-
sible to make future projections.

■   Open-ended questions are also problematic, as a person with autism may fi nd it diffi cult 
to determine what, and how much, to say about their experience.

■   The candidate with autism could be permitted to be accompanied by someone who can 
rephrase questions to make them easier to understand.

■    Candidates may also benefi t from extra time to complete written tests, which should be 
comprised of short and concise questions.

■    Candidates could also benefi t from the opportunity to show examples of their previous 
work or to demonstrate their practical skills.

Support at work

Ongoing support is usually required to help a person with autism maintain a job. The type and 
level of support required will depend on the person’s individual needs, but could include the fol-
lowing measures: 

■   Job design: Adjusting the job description and responsibilities according to the abilities and 
strengths of the employee with autism and or reassigning tasks between employees can be 
a useful way to ensure that an employee with autism can function to the best of their abilities 
in a specifi c job. Employers reassign tasks among employees according to individual stren-
gths and weaknesses at other times as well, so this is not anything unusual. A high degree of 
structure, predictability and routine can help the person with autism perform in the position, 
though this does not necessarily mean that the role should be tedious or boring.50 

■   Working hours: People with autism may fi nd full-time work too 
overwhelming at the beginning of their employment. Commencing 
employment on a part-time basis and gradually increasing hours 
of work could be an effective way to support an employee with 
autism to adjust to their new role and environment.51 Also, unstruc-
tured, non-defi ned time (breaks, for instance) is usually diffi cult. 
Reducing unstructured time or providing meaningful activities for 
the person with autism during these times can be helpful. 

■   Workplace communication: As people with autism have diffi -
culties in communication and social interaction, an important step 
for employers in adapting a workplace is to identify, understand 
and articulate the workplace’s normative behaviour and commu-
nication practices, and to explain these to employees with autism 
and or adapt practices to accommodate employees with autism.52 
Allowing a person with autism enough time to respond to verbal 

Developing woodwork skills with 
personalised assistance in Austria.
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communication can also assist them to communicate 
more effectively. In addition, modifi able scripts may be 
used to teach and assist a person with autism how to 
communicate effectively in various situations.53 Advice 
regarding the use of clear and direct language (as out-
lined in the section on conducting job interviews) of 
course also applies when the person has been hired. 

■   Work environment: This should be calm, structured, 
consistent, dependable, reliable, supportive, accom-
modating, comfortable and predictable. Adapting the 
work environment can include adjustments to the 
noise level, lighting, degree of crowding and ease of 
navigation in the workspace, as well as the number of 
interruptions during work time.54

■   Raising awareness in the workplace: It can be par-
ticularly benefi cial to organise general and specifi c au-
tism awareness training for other staff who work with 
the employee(s) with autism to inform them about the 
challenges experienced by the employee(s) with autism 
and how to support them. It should of course be under-
taken with the consent of the person with autism. More 
information on this topic is provided in the section of this 
report on managing a person with autism. 

■   Natural supports/mentoring: Identify additional support people such as supervisors, co-wor-
kers, employment specialists, family members or friends who can assist the person with autism 
to perform in their role in various ways, such as assistance with transportation to and from work, 
and explaining and reminding them about work tasks. A staff member can act as a mentor, 
through helping them with any issues that arise and advocating on their behalf if necessary. 
This can be a person who develops their skills in working with the person with autism to a higher 
level than other colleagues and can provide supports such as ‘translating’ communications for 
the person with autism into language that is easier to understand.55 This can be a very cost-ef-
fective strategy for support that also promotes inclusion in the workplace. If natural supports are 
the main form of ongoing support offered to a person with autism, it is essential to ensure that the 
colleagues involved are aware of and agree to being in this role, have an understanding of the 
person with autism’s needs and how they can assist them, and can also fi nd support for being in 
this role when they need it. Any potential confl icts of interest between the person with autism and 
their natural supports should also be acknowledged and avoided. 

Working in small teams to avoid stress 
in France.

Working in hospitality in the United 
Kingdom.

“b) Protect the rights of persons with disabilities, on an equal basis with others, to just 
and favourable conditions of work, including equal opportunities and equal remuneration 
for work of equal value, safe and healthy working conditions, including protection from 

harassment, and the redress of grievances;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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■   External support organisations: Organisations that offer job mentoring, coaching, and gene-
ral and specifi c job assistance to people with autism can be called upon to provide assistance. 
Some good practices in supported employment can include ensuring that the support workers 
are available (for example via mobile phone) for after-hours support calls and identifying and 
training a secondary support person for when the person with autism’s main supporter is una-
vailable.56 

■    Assistive technology: Tools such as Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs), email programs and 
other software programs can offer daily scheduling and task management functions that can 
assist a person with autism to manage their time and meet deadlines at work. Alternative forms 
of communication can also assist an employee with autism, such as email, instant messaging 
or software programs program to communicate through pictograms. Earplugs, noise cancelling 
headphones or white noise machines can assist a person with autism to block out other sounds 
that would otherwise be distracting.57

■   Organisational assistance: The use of instruction sheets, 
checklists, labels and notebooks may also be benefi cial 
for a person with autism to maintain their schedule and 
meet deadlines at work.58

■   Stress and anxiety management: Taking regular breaks 
or having a designated place to go or activity for an em-
ployee with autism to do in order to avoid becoming 
overwhelmed when experiencing stress or anxiety in the 
workplace can also be a useful coping strategy.59 An indi-
vidual with autism may benefi t from developing relaxation, 
emotion and anxiety management strategies that can be 
applied within the workplace.60

■    Consistency and fl exibility of support: The support needs of employees with autism are li-
kely to change over time. At times of organisational change (new staff, new managers, moving 
to a new work location, during periods of stress, deadlines, etc) their support needs are likely 
to be higher. Managers and intermediary support organisations must be prepared and fl exible 
enough to quickly accommodate these changing needs.61 It is necessary to ensure that support 
structures in place to accommodate people with autism do not break down during periods of 
high workload, deadlines, stress and when the organisation as a whole is under pressure to 
meet core organisational objectives.62

■   Occupational health and safety: With regards to occupational health and safety, people with 
autism may require additional guidance in ensuring that they can understand and follow safety 
procedures.  

“i) Ensure that reasonable accommodation is provided 
to persons with disabilities in the workplace;”

“k) Promote vocational and professional rehabilitation,
 job retention and return-to-work programmes for persons with disabilities.”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

Making gifts in the Czech Republic.
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Working with an external organisation to integrate 
people with autism into the company 

L’Oréal (Italy)

Since 2011, L’Oréal in Italy has been working on a project to provide training and employment op-
portunities for people with autism. 

The project aims to bring adults with autism, aged 30 to 35 years, into the company for training with 
the possibility of employment. 

L’Oréal is working with Fondazione TEDA (an autism association) to identify people with autism who 
could participate in the project. 

The activities proposed to people with autism include administrative tasks such as working with 
databases, updating fi les, data entry and archiving, as well as packaging cosmetics, quality check-
ing, security and other tasks. The company aims to ensure that the activities match the person’s 
interests and abilities, and that the person with autism will be able to complete the tasks according 
to the company’s standards.

As part of the project, the company has created training for employees with autism, managers and 
other staff, and specifi c staff members have been designated to act as coaches for trainees and 
employees with autism. People with autism also receive individual support from external coaches 
(one external coach is available for every three employees with autism).  

In the beginning, people with autism work part time to avoid exhaustion and the level of support they 
receive is progressively reduced as each person becomes more competent in their job. 

Sensory issues in the work environment are also considered according to individual needs, and vi-
sual communication methods are used to communicate concepts and procedures clearly to people 
with autism. 

L’Oréal’s other employees also receive training and information materials on autism and the project. 

L’Oréal has an internal policy to ensure they employ people with disabilities in at least two per cent 
of positions within the company. 

More information: www.loreal.com/diversities/our-main-actions/italy.aspx

Managing someone with autism

Adequate support and direction from managers is essential for successful employment, for both 
the employee with autism and the employer. 

Effective communication is very important. The employee with autism should be given clear ins-
tructions about exactly how to carry out each task, from start to fi nish. It is advisable to give written 
and visual instructions, as well as oral instructions, and to be clear about what is expected from 
the employee (and any consequences of expectations not being met). Managers should always 
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check that the person with autism has understood their 
instructions. Since people with autism are often perfectio-
nists, it is advisable to explain what is seen as a successful 
achievement in order to avoid frustrations. In addition to 
explaining tasks and achievements, it is also useful for ma-
nagers to explain policies and/or expectations about staff 
conduct and workplace behaviour. Managers should also 
explain any changes in the routine in advance, and slowly 
introduce new interactions and environments that might 
present challenges. 

When employing people with autism, like employing anyone 
else, there will of course always be some diffi culties at work 
that must be resolved. These problems could involve time 
keeping, concentration, coping with more than one task, low 
productivity, communication diffi culties, anxiety, and diffi cul-
ties coping with change, socially inappropriate behaviours, 
poor hygiene and other issues. The active involvement of 
the manager and any relevant colleagues in resolving these 
issues is crucial. Methods of resolving these problems can 
include conducting autism awareness training, increasing 
understanding of the specifi c diffi culties of the person with 
autism among the other staff and adapting workplace proce-
dures to suit the person’s abilities.63 Holding regular one-to-
one meetings to provide feedback to a person with autism 
can be a useful way of assessing and improving his or her 
work, conduct and inclusion in the team.

Diffi culties at work are not only a result of the internal diffi culties of a person with autism. Issues of 
bullying and harassment at work are a commonly reported problem faced by people with autism. 
Taking action to prevent bullying and harassment is an ideal way to handle this issue. This can 
begin with managers and colleagues gaining an understanding of autism and the vulnerability 
of employees with autism in relation to bullying and harassment. Ensuring that managers and 
colleagues have an understanding of the specifi c challenges and/or behaviours of each employee 
with autism, and how best to interact with them, will foster a supportive environment. Encoura-
ging staff to seek help from managers or relevant colleagues when they encounter a diffi culty 
with a person with autism and to continuously engage in further understanding of the person with 
autism, can help to encourage respect and avoid frustration among other staff. When seeking re-
dress of grievances, people with autism may need support in understanding their rights, commu-
nicating their grievances and participating in processes to resolve them. Adults with autism often 
remark that their concerns are not taken seriously enough by those who are in a position to help 
them address these concerns. It is also imperative that those responsible for handling grievances 
at work have an awareness of the employee with autism’s specifi c challenges and take these into 
account during processes for handling their grievances. 

When opportunities arise for career advancement, individuals with autism may require additional 
encouragement and support. This may include support in discussions and negotiations over new 
roles and responsibilities, as well as reasonable accommodation of their needs in the transition to 
a new role. Due to the nature of autism, many individuals on the spectrum prefer to avoid changes 

Working in a warehouse in Hungary.

An IT consultant at work with the founder 
of German company, Auticon.
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in their routine and/or their physical environment, as these can cause signifi cant stress. While this 
should be respected, opportunities for career advancement should not be avoided on this basis. 
Rather, appropriate support should be offered in the processes related to career advancement. 

Managers and staff who act as mentors or job coaches, or provide other forms of support for 
people with autism in the workplace should also receive support in their roles. This support can 
include training, external support organisations from whom they can seek guidance and recogni-
tion for their work. 

Self-advocacy skills at work

While support is often required by people with autism to gain and maintain employment, self-ad-
vocacy skills are also necessary. People with autism should be provided with training to develop 
skills to advocate for themselves and their own needs at work, wherever possible. 

Ideally, self-advocacy skills should be taught as early in life as possible. The earlier that an indivi-
dual with autism starts to learn self-advocacy skills, the more practice and skills they can gain for 

their own empowerment throughout the rest of their life. 

People with autism have diverse capacities for self-advocacy, 
however all people with autism should be given the oppor-
tunity to develop self-advocacy skills to the extent possible 
within their capabilities.

Self-advocacy begins with self-awareness. When an indi-
vidual has a better understanding of their own condition, 
challenges and their own needs for support and reasonable 
accommodation, the more likely they are to be able to express 
these needs.

Self-advocacy at work for people with autism can include:64

■   knowing one’s own rights and responsibilities; 

■   explaining one’s own needs and/or disability through the 
use of words, pictures or gestures;

■   where possible, identifying obstacles and diffi culties that 
arise;

■   asking for assistance when needed;

■    speaking for oneself (rather than someone else speaking 
for them);

■   using resources and supports that are available;

■    negotiating with others;

Computer software testers at work in Belgium.

Making coffee and assisting teachers at a school 
in Denmark.

“c) Ensure that persons with disabilities are able to exercise their labour and trade union 
rights on an equal basis with others;”

– Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
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■     deciding whether (and to which extent), when and to whom one’s diagnosis of autism could 
be disclosed.

People with autism need to receive adapted information and/or training on understanding their 
rights at work, recognising violations of their rights and developing their skills in self-advocacy.65 
People with autism may also need support in exercising their trade union rights, such as assistan-
ce in understanding their rights in specifi c circumstances and participating in processes related to 
labour rights and trade union membership.

Peer support groups and professional networks

While individual support is necessary to enable each person to 
gain and maintain employment, support from a peer group may 
also be benefi cial. 

Many adults with autism experience social isolation and a lack of 
friendships and relationships with other adults to whom they can 
relate. Employment can certainly help to overcome this isolation, 
yet in can also reinforce a sense of isolation when a person with 
autism regularly feels unable to participate in social and other ac-
tivities at work in the same way as their colleagues.  

Supported discussion groups for adults with autism can provide 
a regular opportunity to share experiences, concerns and strate-
gies to overcome diffi culties at work.66 If supported by a trained 
professional, such groups can also be an opportunity for group 
counselling and professional development. 

For job trainers, mentors, managers and colleagues who support 
someone with autism at work, peer support networks can also be 
benefi cial. Inclusion of people with autism at work is an evolving 
fi eld of knowledge and such groups can be an opportunity for pro-
fessional development.67

An example of such a group has emerged at the international le-
vel, when a group of 19 representatives from organisations around 
the world that employ people with autism met in Belgium recently 
and formed a network. Their network aims to share knowledge 
and provide a platform for networking among business professio-
nals involved in the employment of people with autism.  

IT consultants at work in Germany.

Making leather accessories in Spain.
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A diversity of approaches for a diversity of needs

This section outlines some of the emerging trends in approaches to, and structures for, the em-
ployment of people with autism, highlighting the circumstances in which they can be most effective.

Supported employment 
Employment in the open labour market for people with autism usually requires the provision 
of various forms of support, as outlined in earlier sections of this report. Despite the diverse 
needs of people with autism, all forms of supported employment could be considered to have 
three crucial elements: paid employment, an integrated work setting and ongoing support.68 
Several researchers have made some further categorical distinctions between some of the 
most common approaches as outlined below. These can be useful to consider when iden-
tifying which structures and supports could be most appropriate for specifi c individuals and 
within specifi c circumstances.69,70

Individual placement in a mainstream workplace

This approach entails an individual with autism being sup-
ported by an intermediary (such as a job coach who works 
for an external organisation that assists people with autism 
in employment) to gain employment in a mainstream work-
place through the open labour market. The employee re-
ceives ongoing individual assistance from the intermediary 
to develop skills to function well in their role and to establish 
support structures within the work environment. Once the 
person with autism is equipped to perform independently 
in their role, the job coach’s support is reduced to periodic 
consultations or telephone support to ensure that the indivi-

dual with autism is supported to maintain their job. While this approach aims for the individual 
to be as independent as possible within their role, support is only reduced to a minimum, 
never removed completely. This approach is appropriate for individuals with autism who have 
the capacity to work within a mainstream workplace with a limited amount of support.71

Individual support in multinational contexts

Specialisterne & SAP (Multiple countries)

Danish organisation, Specialisterne, ta kes mul-
tiple approaches to inclusion and support for 
people with autism in workplaces around the 
globe. 

Founded in 2004 by the father of a young man 
with autism, Specialisterne is a pioneer in em-
ployment for people with autism and has a grand 
vision: to enable the creation of one million jobs 
around the world for people with autism. 

Working as a cleaner at McDonald’s in Spain.
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The organisation is now operating in 12 countries around the world and has already assisted sev-
eral hundred people with autism to gain jobs, including the majority of its own staff. 

Specialisterne provides training to adults with autism in all aspects of employment, from vocation-
al skills to social skills. Working with each person individually, specially trained staff identify their 
strengths, interests and preferences in relation to employment as well as their needs for support, 
guidance and workplace adjustments.

After successfully completing the training, candidates are matched with jobs in the IT fi eld, such as 
software testing, programming and data entry. Most positions for people with autism are created 
within Specialisterne, while others are within corporate partner companies. 

Specialisterne has worked with companies including Nokia, Deloitte, Cisco, Microsoft and Oracle and 
is currently working with multinational software company, SAP, to create jobs for people with autism. 

Specialisterne recruits and trains candidates for jobs at SAP, and so far, employees with autism 
have been hired by SAP in Germany, Ireland and India in permanent positions in which they work 
on software testing and similar tasks. 

At SAP, every employee with autism is supported fi rst by autism experts from Specialisterne, as 
well as by a ‘buddy’ within his or her team at SAP. Later, specifi cally trained SAP staff will serve 
as job coaches in case of diffi culties.

Training is provided to managers and colleagues to assist them to interact with, and support, 
colleagues with autism at work. 

Based on the success of the programme so far, SAP has decided to increase the proportion of its 
employees with autism to around one per cent by 2020. 

More information: www.specialisterne.com
          www.sap-tv.com/video/#/13436/autism-at-work 

An autism-specifi c work group 

This approach involves a small group of people with autism working together with a job coach 
on an ongoing basis. The employees who have autism are initially provided with training in 
a group setting that is tailored to their needs. The employees with autism may work inde-
pendently or together as a group on specifi c tasks, with the job coach providing ongoing 
support to them, as required. An autism-specifi c work group may exist within in a mainstream 
workplace, enabling employees with autism to interact with ‘neurotypical’ colleagues (those 
who don’t have autism), but at the same time bringing the employees with autism together 
due to their specifi c roles and or their common need for support. The group may be located 
within a larger offi ce, or it may be a mobile group that works on location-based projects, 
such as landscaping, grounds keeping or cleaning. This approach allows for a higher level of 
supervision and support for the employees with autism as the job coach is always nearby.72 
Autism-specifi c work groups can be an effective structure for individuals who require ongoing 
support to perform well in a workplace, and in the case of a mobile work group, for those who 
can handle regular changes in the work location and environment.73 
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Mobile work group testing access gates in metro stations

Passwerk (Belgium)

A Belgian company, called Passwerk, employs 40 people 
with autism in software testing and quality assurance proj-
ects, both in the offi ce and on location-based projects. 

The company was created in 2008, designed around the 
strengths and needs of people with autism. Passwerk em-
ploys one job coach for every eight employees with autism. 
The job coaches work closely with the employees with 
autism, providing ongoing training and support tailored to 
each employee’s individual needs. 

While most of Passwerk’s work is conducted in their offi ce 
in Antwerp, some projects involve a mobile crew of workers 
going out to work on location-based projects together.

For example, in 2011, four Passwerk staff members completed a project for the Brussels de-
partment of public transport testing software and electronic chips for the access gates in metro 
stations around Brussels. 

Passwerk’s staff who have autism are recruited at fi rst to participate in technical and social 
skills training and assessment. Those who succeed in the initial training period are employed 
by Passwerk and provided with additional training from professionals experienced in software 
testing. While no previous experience or formal qualifi cations are required, Passwerk employees 
have ordinary to high levels of intellectual ability.

The company has shareholders who receive limited dividends and the rest of the profi ts are used 
to raise awareness of the positive qualities of people with autism and or to fund other projects to 
benefi t people with autism.

More information: www.passwerk.be 

Integration within a small business 

Under this approach, a small number of employees with autism work alongside neuroty-
pical colleagues within a small business setting. The needs of employees with autism are 
incorporated into the business’ processes and may even be the reason for starting the 
business in the fi rst place. An intermediary organisation may be involved, or may have 
even initiated businesses adopting this approach. In any case, the management of the 
business usually has a sound knowledge of the support needs of people with autism and 
how to work cooperatively with employees with autism. The small and personal nature of 
such organisations allows for much supervision and support for employees with autism. It 
can also help them to feel at ease among supportive managers and colleagues who know 
and understand them, truly increasing their social inclusion.74 This approach can be suited 
to a wide range of businesses (for example, baking, commercial kitchens, printing, garden 

Passwerk employees on location, testing 
access gates in metro stations
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shops or greenhouses) and can also be appropriate for a wide range of individuals with 
autism. As the business is small, the suitability of this approach is very much determined 
by the individual business’ purpose, work environment and staff.

Small business created out of the passion and skills of 
a young man with autism

Green Bridge Growers (United States)

Green Bridge Growers, a small business in the Unit-
ed States was founded to create a job for a young 
man with autism who has a passion for, and skills in, 
organic farming.  

After graduating from college, Chris Tidmarsh 
gained a job as an environmental researcher, but 
the social challenges of being in a traditional job 
were very hard for him. Despite his best efforts at 
self-advocacy, he lost his job after a few months.  

Realising that unemployment was very common 
among adults with autism – even those who have 
college degrees – Chris’ mother, Jan Pilarski, began 
to search for solutions.

After two years of research, Chris and Jan founded 
Green Bridge Growers; a small business growing 
organic vegetables using a method called aquapon-
ics where fi sh and vegetables grow in harmony.

They found that aquaponics was a great match not only for Chris’ skills, but for other adults with 
autism. The farming method requires precision and attention to detail as well as routine. 

The business employed Chris and others on the autism spectrum to produce organic vegetables 
for local markets.

Following the success of its work, the business is now taking its next step: creating commercial 
aquaponic greenhouses. 

The growth of the business has been partially funded by a crowdfunding campaign conducted 
online to raise funds. 

Each greenhouse that Green Bridge Growers builds creates fi ve jobs for young adults with autism 
and can produce 45,000 pounds of vegetables annually.

More information: www.greenbridgegrowers.org

The ‘aquaponics’ method of farming in which fi sh 
and vegetables grow together.
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These are just a few of the approaches to, and structures for, supported employment for 
people with autism that are emerging around Europe and across the world. Of course, there 
is an endless number of different possibilities, and most initiatives to employ people with 
autism do not follow any model precisely and are in reality more often structured according 
to some combination of the above approaches. 

The supported employment approaches to employment in which intermediaries assist 
people with autism to gain and maintain jobs do, however, have one thing in common when 
compared to other approaches: research evidence demonstrates many positive outcomes 
for people with autism who are in supported employment. 

Several studies have found that supported approaches to employment for people with au-
tism have proved very effective in assisting them to gain and maintain jobs that are appro-
priate to their skills and abilities.75,76

Research has also indicated that the more specialised the employment support is, the better 
the outcomes for people with autism are likely to be. A study in the United Kingdom in 1997 
compared the employment outcomes for clients of an early supported employment sche-
me designed specifi cally for people with autism with the employment outcomes for clients 
of a closely matched control group who had access only to generic disability employment 
services. The study found that the supported employment scheme resulted in signifi cantly 
higher rates of employment amongst its clients than the control group. Even more important 
was the fi nding that the types of jobs found (predominantly in administrative or computing 
work) were far more appropriate to clients’ intellectual and educational levels than was the 
case in the control group.77 This was mostly due to the fact that staff in generic employment 
support services for people with disabilities had neither suffi cient knowledge of the needs of 
people with autism, nor the skills and resources to assist them with these needs.78

Additional, non-employment related, positive outcomes for people with autism in supported 
employment have also been reported. A study in the United Kingdom and Spain in 2007 
found that supported employment improved cognitive performance among adults with au-
tism. The study compared the results of cognitive tests that measured executive functioning 
on non-work related tasks between a group of people with autism who were in supported 
employment and a group of people with autism who were unemployed. The study found 
that the group who were in supported employment achieved higher test scores for memory, 
strategy, planning and problem solving tasks after being employed for around 30 months, 
while the unemployed group’s test results showed no change over time.79 

Research has demonstrated that among the diverse range of people with autism, those 
who are in need of a medium to low level of support can benefi t the most from supported 
employment.80 Several studies also indicate that the outcomes of supported employment 
programmes appear to be superior to sheltered workshops or other day service options, in 
terms of fi nancial gains, wider social integration, increased worker satisfaction and higher 
self-esteem.81,82 

“h) Promote the employment of persons with disabilities in the private sector through 
appropriate policies and measures, which may include affi rmative action programmes, 

incentives and other measures;”

- Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
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Research evidence backs the supported approach to 
employment

The Prospects initiative (United Kingdom) 

Research evidence from an employment initiative 
in the United Kingdom found that people with au-
tism who received specialised support were 2.5 
times more likely to gain and maintain appropri-
ate and satisfying jobs than those who received 
non-specialised support.

A two-year pilot study 83 of the ‘Prospects’ initia-
tive compared the employment outcomes for two 
groups of people with autism: one group who re-
ceived specialised support designed to meet the 
specifi c needs of adults with autism from the Pros-
pects initiative and another group who received 
support from a generic disability support scheme.

The study found that 63 per cent of the group who received specialised support were able to gain 
jobs that were suited to their intellectual abilities and education levels, while only 25 per cent of 
the group who received non-specialised support were able to fi nd such suitable jobs.

Following this success, the initiative was expanded to several locations in the United Kingdom. 
A follow-up study84 conducted on the initiative over eight years found that the overall proportion 
of participants in employment had risen to 67 per cent and the majority of jobs they had attained 
were permanent contracts. The average salaries they received had also risen signifi cantly since 
the beginning of the initiative. Most of the jobs they had attained were professional, technical or 
administrative in nature, with some participants of lower intellectual ability or with more severe 
social or language impairments also taking up other roles that were appropriate to their level of 
ability. Satisfaction with the initiative among all participants was high.

The follow-up study also found that managers of employees with autism also found the support 
provided as part of the Prospects initiative to be a very important factor in the employees’ suc-
cess in their roles. Almost all of the managers felt that the initiative had supported them well to 
resolve any issues that arose and felt that they had personally gained something from working 
with employees who have autism. Some of their comments included: “It has increased my ability 
as a manager in general”; “I often apply many of the techniques taught to me by the Prospects 
employment consultant to the rest of my team”; “I feel it is quite an accomplishment and I’d love 
to do it again”; “The employment consultant designed a manual for the client on how to do tasks. 
We have now adapted that manual and use it for all our new starters.”    

Prospects was an initiative of the National Autistic Society in the United Kingdom, funded by the 
United Kingdom’s Department of Work and Pensions.

Sorting the daily mail in Glasgow, Scotland, 
as part of the Prospects initiative.
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Sheltered workplaces and day activity centres
Sheltered workshops are certainly not a new concept, and they have quite justifi ably been the 
subject of much controversy over recent decades. In some circumstances, however, these re-
main an appropriate structure for employment of people with autism who are in need of a high 
level of support. 

The term ‘sheltered workshop’ generally refers to an organisation or environment that employs 
people with disabilities separately from others.85 These workshops usually involve people with 
disabilities working in manual labour jobs. They can take various forms, such as day care centres 
where people with disabilities participate in occupational therapy programs that involve producing 
goods and services for non-profi t purposes, or where people with disabilities participate in em-
ployment activities from which they receive an income.

Criticisms of sheltered workshops have mainly centred around the 
segregation and exploitation of people with disabilities and the denial 
of their rights that has taken place in some of these workshops. For 
example, workshops in which people with disabilities work in jobs that 
are below their level of skill, for pay that is below minimum wage, for 
organisations that profi t substantially from exploiting their labour and 
offer them little or no opportunity to develop their skills for the open 
labour market.86 The people with autism who work in these sheltered 
workshops have often been those who have been institutionalised and 
their participation in sheltered workshops has not been a result of the 
free choice of the individual or their family members.87 Clearly, these 
practices cannot, under any circumstances, be considered acceptable. 

When considering the employment options that can be appropriate for 
the diverse spectrum of people with autism, it is necessary to consider 
the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Per-
sons with Disabilities carefully. 

Article 27 of the Convention states that people with disabilities have 
“the right to the opportunity to gain a living by work freely chosen or ac-
cepted in a labour market and work environment that is open, inclusive 
and accessible to persons with disabilities.” While this Article that deals 
specifi cally with employment certainly emphasises the right to employ-
ment in the open labour market, which is important for the majority of 
people with disabilities, it should not be interpreted in a way that pre-
cludes sheltered employment as an alternative for those who cannot, 
or choose not to, work in the open labour market for valid reasons. Ar-
ticle 27 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities must be understood in the context of the whole Convention 
which also emphasises “Respect for difference and acceptance of per-
sons with disabilities as part of human diversity and humanity” (Ar-
ticle 3.d), “Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy including 
the freedom to make one’s own choices” (Article 3.a) and states that 
“Nothing in the present Convention shall affect any provisions which 
are more conducive to the realisation of the rights of persons with dis-
abilities.” (Article 4).

Developing skills in the Czech Republic. 

Taking care of the cattle 
on a farm in Italy.

Developing woodwork skills in Austria.
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Ensuring a minimum income for people with autism in 
an adapted work environment 

ESAT Les Colombages (France)

ESAT Les Colombages, a sheltered em-
ployment service in France, provides paid 
jobs for adults with autism in sheltered 
working environments that meet their 
needs.

The organisation runs fi ve workshops in 
which employees with autism produce 
goods and services. These are sold in the 
open market or through the organisation’s 
retail store, which also employs people 
with autism. 

The workshops include:

■   wood – furniture restoration;

■  packaging – sorting, mailing and similar tasks;

■   green spaces – mowing lawns, pruning hedges and shrubs; 

■   production of frames – for art, advertising and exhibitions;

■   catering – preparing meals to be consumed within ESAT Les Colombages and related ser-
vices for people with autism.

Each employee receives a salary and continuously develops practical skills in the various work-
shops, according to their abilities and choices. 

Each employee is paid on an equal basis with others, and their salaries are partially subsidised by 
funding from the state to ensure a minimum income for people with disabilities. 

The employees benefi t from work conditions that are adapted to their needs, such as working in 
small teams and taking breaks as often as necessary to avoid stress.

While ESAT Les Colombages offers its services on the open market, its focus is not on profi tabil-
ity. The well-being of the employees with autism is the highest priority, as supervisors pay close 
attention to each individual’s needs and assist them to develop social skills as well as work skills, 
and employees are not punished if they are not highly productive.

ESAT Les Colombages is managed by AFG-Autisme (Association française de gestion de ser-
vices et établissements pour personnes autistes), a French organisation that was created by 
parents of people with autism. 

More information: www.afg-web.fr

Furniture restoration at ESAT Les Colombages. 
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The lifelong diffi culties experienced by some people with autism, especially 
those in need of a high level of support, can lead them to face extreme dif-
fi culties in trying to participate in employment in the open labour market, no 
matter how much education, training and exposure to the work situation that 
they have had, and even when reasonable accommodation is provided. 

In the open labour market, the needs of the organisation determine the work 
to be done, the availability of jobs and the specifi c roles available for indivi-
duals to fulfi l. Reasonable accommodation can certainly be made for people 
with disabilities in these circumstances, yet for some adults with autism who 
are in need of a very high level of support, it is not reasonable to expect that 
most employers could meet their very high level of support needs. For many 
of these adults with autism who are in need of a very high level of support, it 
is also likely that work environments in the open labour market environment 
will continue to be too challenging because they require more support than 
can reasonably be provided. To subject a person to situations that are highly 
stressful or even completely overwhelming for them, without adequate sup-
port, when this can be avoided, can be dangerous for the individual and can 
also be regarded as an abusive practice. 

For adults with autism who are in need of a high level of support, sheltered workshops can pro-
vide an alternative in which their needs can not only be accommodated, they are the top priority 
of the organisation. Sheltered workshops can offer adults with autism a safe, calm, stable and 
predictable environment in which support is provided at all times according to each individual’s 
high level needs and activities are arranged according to individual abilities. They can provide 
education and practical training on-the-job, using methods and a pace suited to the individual 
needs of people with autism. They can provide an environment in which individuals with autism 
can develop skills for the open labour market. 

In some sheltered workshops, people with autism produce goods and services that are sold on 
the open market and receive salaries commensurate with their work and equivalent to the salaries 
of other workers who do the same type of jobs. Where adequate habilitation, education and trai-
ning are provided, these workshops can provide a stepping stone towards future jobs in the open 
labour market, depending on individual abilities and preferences. 

Other sheltered workshops (also referred to as ‘day activity centres’) exist primarily to provide on-
going habilitation activities for people with autism who require a high level of support. While these 
centres do not require people with autism to work, in the context of habilitation, their activities can 
include productive work on craft and other manual activities. Primarily funded by governments 
and or charitable sources, some of these workshops sell the products made by the people with 
autism to raise nominal funds to support the non-profi t organisations that operate them, reinves-
ting any money raised in the continued development of the workshop in the interests of the people 
with autism. The existence of these workshops is not fi nancially dependent on any productive 
output from the people with autism that they support. 

While sheltered workshops operate outside of the open labour market, that does not mean that 
they prevent people with autism from interacting with broader society. On the contrary, shelte-
red workshops can provide a social environment in which people with autism can interact with 
the broader public, though usually for limited periods, such as through shops connected to the 
workshops in which the goods produced by people with autism are also sold by people with autism 

Working in a greenhouse in 
France.
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or contact with clients who contract the workshop to produce goods. Some people with autism, 
especially those who are in need of a high level of support, can fi nd interaction with people they 
don’t know to be a stressful experience, and they can prefer to limit these stressful experiences. 
Sheltered workshops usually adapt the level of contact with broader society to each individual’s 
preferences. Just as a large proportion of other jobs in the open labour market do not involve 
a lot of interaction with the general public, social interaction can also come from interaction with 
the local community. Sheltered workshops in which the rights and needs of people with autism 
are paramount often foster links with their local community to actively encourage the inclusion 
of the people with autism that they support through regular trips to shops, sporting facilities and 
community activities.

Sheltered workshops can be an employment solution for those individuals with autism who are in 
need of a high level of support for whom the open labour market cannot meet their needs and for 
whom a sheltered environment is more suited, and better able to support, their needs. They can 
be a viable alternative to the open labour market when, and only when, they prioritise the rights 
and complex support needs of the individuals that they support. Whenever possible, they should 
also ensure the transition of people with autism to the open labour market. Certainly, like all other 
organisations that aim to meet the needs of people with autism, sheltered workshops must strive 
to make continuous improvements as the fi eld of autism and employment develops and new 
knowledge becomes available.

More information on sheltered workshops and their relationship to the United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is available at:

http://www.autismeurope.org/publications/rights-and-autism-2/

A step-by-step approach towards the workforce

Rainman’s Home (Austria)

For more than 20 years, a day care centre in Austria – called 
Rainman’s Home – has been supporting adults with autism to 
develop their cognitive and vocational skills.

Rainman’s Home supports around 40 adults with autism each 
day in two locations in Vienna. 

The participants are divided into three groups according to the 
three stages of the centre’s education and training programme. 

The fi rst stage (the ‘basic ‘group) enables participants to work 
on their basic communication and practical life skills such as 
cooking. 

The second stage (the ‘focus’ group) engages participants in 
cognitive training, computer work, cleaning the work area, silk-
screen printing, working with wood and clay, outdoor and social 
activities, sports and music.

Woodwork at Rainman’s Home.
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The third stage is the group for people with a higher level of autonomy, which focuses on further 
autonomy training, woodwork, ceramics, housekeeping and gardening.

At all stages, the programme incorporates therapeutic methods to assist cognitive and vocational 
skills development. It aims to slowly prepare participants for employment, based on the beliefs 
that transition from the rather protected environment of the day care centre to the ‘real working 
world’ should come step by step. 

The centre was an initiative of a group of parents who wanted to create daytime activities and fur-
ther education and employment opportunities for their children with autism upon fi nishing school, 
as no such services existed at that time. 

More information: www.rainman.at

Roles for people who need a high level of support

TERLAB (Spain)

For adults with autism who are in need of 
a high level of support, it can be very diffi -
cult to fi nd suitable employment. TERLAB 
is a ‘sheltered workshop’ near Barcelona in 
Spain which is creating meaningful roles for 
these adults through activities such as farm-
ing, gardening and recycling paper.

Most adults who come to TERLAB usually 
arrive with very limited skills. TERLAB staff 
make detailed assessments of each individ-
ual’s cognitive abilities and functional skills, 
then create plans for therapeutic treatment 
tailored to their needs and work according to 
their abilities. 

There are currently 42 adults who participate in TERLAB. Specialised staff work with each par-
ticipant to improve their skills in relation to interpersonal relationships, communication, behaviour 
problems, personal autonomy, work activities, physical activities and community involvement, 
through both therapy and work. 

Staff include professionals in the fi elds of medicine, psychiatry, psychology, teaching, social work 
and occupational therapy. The participants benefi t from the assistance of approximately one staff 
member for each four participants.

The TERLAB workshop, agricultural land and greenhouses are located in the centre of La Garriga 
(near Barcelona) to promote the social inclusion of the participants in the local community.

TERLAB is a non-profi t initiative of the organisation, Autisme La Garriga. 

More information: www.autisme.com

Paper recycling at TERLAB.
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Self-determined structures 

Another approach to employment of people with autism is for people with autism to determine 
the structure and circumstances of their own employment. This can include a person or group 
of people with autism commencing self-employment or starting their own businesses or other 
self-managed organisations such as a not-for-profi t organisations or co-operatives. 

This approach can enable people with autism to overcome diffi culties they face in fi nding a job 
and working within mainstream work environments; it can be an empowering alternative to the 
frustrations and challenges of trying to ‘fi t in’ amongst those who don’t have autism. Those who 
choose to develop these structures can gain greater autonomy in making decisions that affect 
their lives. When considering the rights of people with autism in relation to employment, it is 
important to acknowledge the right of people with 
autism to make decisions in relation to their own 
employment, as outlined in Article 3 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities which identifi es “Respect for inherent 
dignity, individual autonomy including the freedom 
to make one’s own choices, and independence of 
persons” as a general principle of the Convention. 
Despite having the right to work within a mainstream 
workplace, not segregated from the rest of the com-
munity, some adults with autism may prefer to work 
alone or in an environment among others who have 
autism. Just as most other human beings seek wor-
king environments where they feel comfortable, for 
a person with autism it may be both comforting and 
empowering to choose to work alone or in a group 
of other people who have autism. 

In self-determined structures, people with autism 
are still likely to require various forms of support, 
however, they can be in a position to determine 
which kinds of support they receive, from whom and 
when. This can include, for example, support in or-
ganisational tasks such as establishing the self-de-
termined structure and setting out work routines, as 
well as support in social and communication tasks 
such as seeking and interacting with clients. Given 
the low economic status of the majority of adults 
with autism, fi nancial support to establish self-ma-
naged employment is also likely to be required.

Self-determined structures for employment of peo ple with autism can be most effective when they 
involve people with autism who have a relatively high level of intelligence, a good understanding 
of their own challenges and needs, and relatively strong organisational skills. 

Offi ce work in Germany.

Administrative work in the Czech Republic.
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Empowerment at work through a self-managed 
coopera tive

Laboratorio di Esplorazione Multimediale (Italy)

In Italy, a group of adults with autism who couldn’t fi nd satisfying and 
accommodating jobs in the open labour market have created a coop-
erative in which they work together.

Based in Milan, the Laboratorio di Esplorazione Multimediale (Labora-
tory of Exploratory Multimedia) offers comprehensive services in web 
design, graphic design, desktop publishing and translation.

It was formed in 2007 after its founders discovered through their con-
versations on an email list for people with Asperger syndrome that they 
had a common diffi culty to fi nd a satisfying job despite their technical 
and professional skills. 

The cooperative has also translated books on Asperger syndrome into 
Italian and published them, and completed a project to train a small 
group of people with autism in digital archiving. 

Not only focused on work, the cooperative also organises social and cultural activities for people 
with autism. 

More information: www.lem.coop 

Other options 

Employment for people with autism should be suited to, or adapted to, each individual’s needs in 
relation to their disability. Therefore there are as many possible approaches to, and structures for, 
employment for people with autism as there are individuals with autism. 

As time goes on, more and more approaches and structures for employment of people with au-
tism are emerging and these can provide useful case studies for ongoing analysis and develop-
ment of knowledge in this fi eld. 

“f) Promote opportunities for self-employment, entrepreneurship, 
the development of cooperatives and starting one’s own business;”

- Article 27, United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

Staff at the cooperative talking about 
their work.
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A different approach to work and inclusion in the 
community

Godega4Autism (Italy)

In the Italian province of Veneto, a small vil-
lage designed to provide homes and jobs 
for adults with autism is being created.

The village, called Godega4Autism, is an 
evolving social enterprise project. So far, 
it includes a building with a dining hall, 
a kitchen and a workspace as well as agri-
cultural land with a greenhouse. 

Since January 2014, two adults with autism 
have been employed; one of whom is in 
need of a high level of support and the oth-
er is in need of a low level of support. The 
employees work with a supervisor and an 
ABA educator, ensuring ongoing education 
and skill development is part of their work.

The employment activities developed so far include assembling ‘hug bikes’ (tandem bicycles de-
signed to enable a person with autism to ride a bicycle safely with the support of another rider), 
recycling cork and carrying out projects for local external organisations, such as packaging wine. 

For each new work activity, the tasks and processes involved are analysed and visual instructions 
are produced for employees with autism to follow. 

The provincial location, employment and social activities aim to enable the village’s residents to 
interact with, and play a meaningful role in, their local community.

The village is the project of non-profi t organisation, Fondazione Oltre il Labirinto Onlus. It aims to 
be fi nancially sustainable as a result of the work activities as well as ongoing fundraising activities.

More information: www.oltrelabirinto.it / www.hugbike.it

 

The Godega4Autism team with one of their ‘hug bikes’.
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Advocacy to gain employment support for people with 
autism

Autism organisations and other supporters of people with autism can play a key role in 
creating employment opportunities through advocacy at all levels – from advocacy for 
individuals to fi nd work, to advocacy with employers and government decision-makers.88

As already highlighted in this report, raising awareness about autism, the opportunities, 
the challenges and skills of people with autism is an essential element to make them 
visible and foster their participation in the labour market. It is also important to celebrate 
and promote the organisations that employ people with autism, while emphasising the 
fact that hiring individuals with autism is not an act of charity – it can be a win-win 
business decision in which both the business and the individual benefi t. Raising awar-
eness about local companies hiring people with autism, for example through media 
coverage, can help to encourage other businesses to follow their example. Autism or-
ganisations should be pro-active in approaching the media through press releases and 
personal contact.

It can also be effective for autism organisations to regularly network and team up with 
employers and businesses who already hire people with autism to advocate the be-
nefi ts to others who could do the same. Creating networking opportunities can also 
allow exchange of views and expertise between the various interested stakeholders to 
improve employment practices for people with autism. 

Autism organisations can also host public events or meetings on the topic of autism and 
employment, inviting relevant participants who are in a position to make a difference, 
such as employers, government decision-makers, media, non-government organisa-
tions, philanthropists, people with autism and their families. These events should be po-
sitive and aim at inspiring participants about how they can make a difference, initiating 
a collaborative spirit with participants towards achieving real measurable employment 
outcomes for people with autism. 

In this process, it is also crucial to inform relevant government offi cials about autism, 
the need for inclusive employment opportunities and the methods by which these can 
be made a reality. Autism organisations should initiate close cooperation with relevant 
government representatives, which can be achieved through the creation of a working 
group or task force to create employment outcomes for people with autism, aiming at 
delivering measurable outcomes to increase employment among people with autism.
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Bringing key stakeholders together to create employ-
ment opportunities

APLA’s Together We Can Manage project (Czech Republic) 

The Together We Can Manage project is evalu-
ating approaches to employment for people with 
autism from across Europe in order to develop 
a successful model for the Czech Republic.

The project brings together organisations that 
work with people with autism and similar target 
groups to evaluate the approaches to employ-
ment in various countries. 

The project also brings together other key stake-
holders including people with autism, politicians, 
government representatives and employers in 
the process of creating a policy proposal for the 
development of supported employment opportu-
nities for people with autism in the Czech Republic. The policy proposal will be presented to 
policy-makers and legislators with the aim to have it adopted and implemented.

As part of the project, regular workshops and training sessions on employment for people with 
autism are also organised with stakehol ders. 

The Together We Can Manage project is an initiative of APLA, an advocacy and support organisa-
tion for people with autism and their families in Czech Republic, with funding from the European 
Social Funds. 

More information: www.twcm.cz

Employing people with autism in disability organisations

Hiring people with autism within autism or other disability 
organisations is of course a really good way to lead by exa-
mple and contribute to raising awareness about their skills. 
Autism organisations are also in a good position to foster 
innovation and design effi cient models for employing people 
with autism. 

A meeting bringing together stakeholders as part of the Together 
We Can Manage project.

People with autism are increasingly being 
employed by autism support organisations.
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Changing attitudes and overcoming stigma 

Kuwait Center for Autism (Kuwait)

It is not only from Europe that we can fi nd good practices emerging in the 
employment of people with autism. The Kuwait Center for Autism currently 
employs four adults with autism within its own services.

The staff who have autism work as library or teaching assistants within 
a training course for students with autism to learn vocational skills such as 
wood crafting, life skills, social studies and geography. 

They have gained the skills to work in their jobs as a result of participating 
in the Kuwait Center for Autism’s vocational training programme.

The vocational training programme was launched in 2000 with the aim to help people with autism 
prepare for, and fi nd, suitable jobs. The programme has trained many young people already and there 
are currently 120 young people with autism participating in it, with the aim to start working in 2015. 

The staff of the centre network with companies and other organisations in Kuwait to fi nd suitable 
jobs for the young people with autism who complete the training. 

The employees with autism provide positive role models for the students with autism, as well as 
demonstrating to other potential employers that people with autism can be very capable at work, 
thus helping to raise awareness and break down stigma associated with autism. 

The Kuwait Center for Autism was created in 1998 and is the fi rst centre for autism established in 
the Middle East region. Its main purpose is to raise awareness of autism and to offer a range of 
evidence-based educational services to people with autism.

More information: www.autism2014.net/KuwaitCenterForAutismActivities.aspx

People with autism providing training to professionals

The National Autistic Society’s ‘Ask Autism’ project (United Kingdom)

‘Ask Autism’ is a new training service of the National Autistic Society, of-
fering a range of products for professional development. Developed and 
delivered by people on the autism spectrum, Ask Autism provides an ‘in-
sider’ perspective of autism to give professionals and relevant stakehold-
ers a unique understanding of how people with autism would like to be 
understood and supported.

The ethos behind Ask Autism is in line with England’s autism strategy, 
titled ‘Fulfi lling and Rewarding Lives’, which recommends that training 
and service development should be conducted in partnership with people 
who have autism. The language used by Ask Autism refl ects the preferred 
terminology of people with autism and others involved in the project.

More information: www.autism.org.uk

The National Autistic Society’s ‘Ask 
Autism’ online training is delivered by 
people on the spectrum. 

One of the teaching assistants 
working with students.

AutismusAN-1.indd   52AutismusAN-1.indd   52 19.11.14   0:0819.11.14   0:08



53
AUTISM

AND
WORK

5. 
COSTS AND BENEFITS OF PUBLIC 

INVESTMENT IN EMPLOYMENT 

SUPPORT FOR PEOPLE WITH AUTISM 

When analysing the costs and benefi ts of initiatives to support people with autism to gain and 
maintain employment, it is useful to fi rst consider the costs of unemployment. 

A recent study in the United Kingdom has estimated the cost of support for a person with autism 
over a lifetime to be between £0.8 million and £1.23 million, depending on their level of support 
needs.89 A similar study in the United States estimated the lifetime cost per person with autism to 
be US$3.2 million.90 This study also found that adult care is the largest direct cost within the life-
time of an individual with autism.91 Most of these adults – between 7692 and 9093,94 per cent – are 
unemployed. While it is very diffi cult to truly quantify the lifetime differences in costs for a person 
with autism who is employed and one who is not in employed, these fi gures clearly demonstrate 
that the costs of support for unemployed adults with autism are very high. 

The cost of unemployment is not limited to the cost of support for unemployed adults with autism. 
When adults with autism who manage to complete a secondary or tertiary education, cannot gain 
and maintain employment that is appropriate to their level of skill, or cannot gain employment at 
all, the costs of their education have, to an extent, been wasted. In addition, the costs of people 
with autism being unemployed can also include the cost of treating secondary mental health prob-
lems resulting from unemployment and social exclusion.

When adults with autism are employed, they are not only able to support themselves (or at least 
partially support themselves) fi nancially, they are also able to contribute directly to society through 
their work and through their tax contributions. When a person with autism is employed, the eco-
nomic advantages are clear – less reliance on government-provided support and a greater contri-
bution to taxes.95,96 

Of course, support to assist adults with autism to gain and maintain employment requires public 
investment, and policy-makers must consider the fi nancial, as well as the social, benefi ts of this 
investment. Studies have shown that initial costs to establish models of employment support that 
are effective for people with autism in local contexts can be relatively high, yet their costs can be 
reduced over the longer term as effective programmes are developed and replicated, and effi -
ciencies are gained.97 Early studies in the United States demonstrated that employment support 
services for people with autism required around fi ve years of development before the cost per 
individual with autism of the service could reach a minimal or even negative level.98 While it may 
not be realistic for all employment support services to recuperate their costs, the overall fi nancial 
benefi ts of supporting people with autism into employment clearly outweigh the costs. 
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From social welfare payments to a more independent 
life through employment

Auticon (Germany)

A German IT company is helping adults with autism to 
support themselves and live more independent lives 
through employment. 

Auticon was founded in 2011 by the father of an autistic 
son, with the aim of providing jobs in the information 
technology (IT) sector for people with autism. The com-
pany recruits, trains and employs people with autism to 
work as consultants on IT projects for external clients. 

Being employed directly by Auticon enables the staff 
who have autism to work in a supportive environment 
with the assistance of job coaches. 

Auticon’s job coaches and other staff ensure that the business is fi nancially sustainable by han-
dling the management of staff as well as the communication and client-related aspects of the 
business.

After just a few years, the company now has 49 employees, 26 of whom have autism. It is aiming 
to employ a ratio of one job coach for each eight employees with autism. 

The company is making a big difference to the lives of the adults with autism whom they employ 
by enabling them to earn their own incomes and live more independently. For example, prior to 
gaining a job with Auticon, one of the company’s employees was living on a disability-related 
social welfare payment and needed the support of two social workers. After six months, his em-
ployment at Auticon enabled him to support himself fi nancially and to develop skills that enabled 
him to live without the help of the social workers.

Auticon is already operating in six German cities and plans to expand further. 

More information: www.auticon.de

An Auticon consultant at work.
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FUTURE DEVELOPMENT 

OF EMPLOYMENT SOLUTIONS 

Autism and employment is a relatively new fi eld of knowledge and practice that remains to be 
explored further. Some areas of this fi eld that could be developed further in the immediate future 
include enhancing knowledge through research and sharing good practices, as well as linking job 
seekers with autism to potential employers. 

Developing knowledge through research 
At present, there is limited research available on the topic of autism and employment. Research 
of high academic quality is required to develop an evidence-based body of knowledge in this fi eld. 
This should include research on approaches to, and practices in, employing people with autism, 
with a focus on positive outcomes for people with autism.99 The outcomes measured should be both 
quantitative and qualitative, including not only employment outcomes but also other outcomes such 
as of quality of life, educational attainment, residential outcomes and social outcomes.100 

Research should certainly take into account the diverse spectrum of people with autism, and should 
aim to identify effective practices and interventions that could serve as the basis to develop guidelines 
or manuals for others to follow when developing employment services for people with autism.101

Future research should also consider outcomes over a longer period of time, rather than just at one 
specifi c point in time.102 Longitudinal studies would be a useful method to evaluate the lasting impact 
of intervention strategies to assist people with autism into employment, and to inform the develop-
ment of cost-effective support services.103 

Sharing good practices and networking
Those working in the fi eld of employment for people with autism, and people with autism them-
selves, could benefi t signifi cantly from opportunities to share information and learn from each 
other’s experiences. For example, an innovative new international network of organisations that 
are focused on employing people with autism has been created.104 Representatives from organi-
sations that assist people with autism into employment from six countries around the world met 
in Belgium in 2014 to exchange information and discuss the development of new services, me-
thodologies, models, training programs, best practices, and to network around business opportu-
nities. This network, and others like it, could prove to be a very useful way in which knowledge in 
the fi eld can be developed and shared.

Linking job seekers with autism to potential employers 
Two new websites posting job advertisements specifi cally for people with autism and for profes-
sionals who work with people with autism have recently begun operating in the United Kingdom 
(www.autismjobs.org) and in the United States (www.autismjobboard.com). Websites such as 
these have the potential to become very useful resources for people with autism and their suppor-
ters, enabling them to search for jobs as well as connecting them to employers who are searching 
for employees with autism. 

6. 
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Access to employment is a fundamental right, enshrined in the United Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities. Yet, the vast majority of people with autism are unemployed. They 
are unemployed not only as a result of their diffi culties in communication and social interaction, 
but also as a result of lack of access to education, training and support, and the stigma and dis-
crimination they often face. 

The growing number of people with autism and the diversity of their abilities and needs in relation 
to employment is a signifi cant challenge for national governments and employers across Europe. 
In this report, we have highlighted a wide range of initiatives from companies, governments and 
other organisations that are rising to this challenge. These initiatives are connecting people with 
autism to jobs that match their skills and abilities, and providing the support that is required to help 
them succeed at work. They are all demonstrating that people with autism can be exceptionally 
capable and proving that hiring a person with autism can be a mutually benefi cial decision. 

Supporting people with autism to gain and maintain employment requires public investment in 
education, training, supported employment programmes and awareness-raising initiatives. As 
demonstrated in this report, this investment benefi ts not only people with autism, but the organi-
sations they work for and society as a whole.

With so many adults with autism who are willing and able to work, initiatives to employ people 
with autism are succeeding all over Europe and around the world. With further investment, the 
possibilities for the diverse spectrum of individuals with autism to be included in society through 
employment are endless. 

CONCLUSION
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EASY-TO-READ 
REPORT ON AUTISM 
AND EMPLOYMENT

People with autism are able to work.

Some people think: 

●    that people with autism are not able to work; 

●   that people with autism are too diffi cult to work with. 

This is not true. 

We call it discrimination when someone will not give a person with autism 
a job because they think like this. 

People with autism have diffi culties in communication and social interaction. 
These diffi culties make some parts of working harder for them. 

People with autism need support with the parts of working that are harder 
for them.

People with autism have the right to get support at work. 
This right is written 
in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 

When people with autism have jobs they get paid money.

They can use the money:

●  to pay for things they need;

●   to live more independent lives. 

When people with autism have jobs, they feel more included in society. 
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In many countries, people with autism are given support 
to help them to work. 

The support includes:

● helping people with autism:

– to make plans;

– to prepare for the work they want to do in the future; 

●   helping people with autism to understand:

– what they are good at; 

– their diffi culties; 

– their needs.

● giving people with autism education and training that is made for them;

● helping people with autism to gain experience in working;

●  helping people with autism to apply for jobs and go to job interviews;

● helping people with autism to understand how to talk 
   to other people at work;

● helping other people at work to understand people with autism;

● helping people with autism to stand up for their own rights at work;

●  offering people with autism a support person. 

The support person can help them at work when needed.

This support is not available everywhere right now. 

More support is needed so that all people with autism can work.

Autism-Europe published this report to help everyone 
to understand the rights of people with autism in relation to work. 
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People with autism and organisations that support people with autism 
can use this report to talk to employers and politicians about:

●  what makes some parts of working harder for people with autism; 

● the rights of people with autism;

● the support that people with autism need to help them to work;

●   the benefi ts of giving people with autism a job.

Autism-Europe is an organisation that works to:

●   protect the rights of people with autism and their families;

●  share information about the best ways to support people with autism;

●   tell people about autism;

● change laws in Europe so that people with autism can have a better life.

This information follows the European standards for making  
information easy to read and understand. 
It is designed for people who have an intellectual disability.
More information: www.inclusion-europe.com/etr
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