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Introduction

The employment rate among autistic adults remains
low. In the United States, over half of autistic youth were

reported to have no engagement in employment or postsec-
ondary education within 2 years after leaving high school.1

Only 14.3% of Canadian autistic adults (18–64 years) are
reported to be employed.2 Approximately 28% of autistic
adults in Australia report employment,3 and a survey of 2000
autistic adults (or someone answering on their behalf) in the
United Kingdom found only 32% in paid employment (either
part-time or full time).4 Pathways and processes associated
with autistic adults’ employment and career development are
not well understood.5 Recent literature increasingly supports
a range of considerations and resources to improve employ-
ment options and outcomes.6,7 Yet greater understanding is
needed in ascertaining what employment means to autistic
adults, and how to improve employment experiences and
outcomes. The following is a transcript of a recent roundtable
discussion on employment and autism, with edits for clarity
and article development.

Dr. David B. Nicholas: We have brought together five
discussants who come from different disciplines and bring
varying perspectives on this important topic of employment
and autism. Two discussants are autistic themselves. Our
goal in this roundtable is to amplify some key consider-
ations and priorities in moving forward. Would each of you
briefly introduce yourself?

Dr. Darren Hedley: I am a research fellow at the Olga
Tennison Autism Research Centre within the School of
Psychology and Public Health at La Trobe University, Mel-
bourne, Australia. My research has two main streams, the first
addresses co-occurring mental health conditions in autism,
and the second is focused on employment. We have been
doing employment research for nearly 5 years, with this work
funded by DXC Technology, the Australian Government
Departments of Human Services and Defence. My back-
ground is in psychology, and I have been working with
autistic individuals in various capacities, including inter-

vention, clinically, and in a research capacity, for >15 years.
I think of my role as translating the experiences and voices
of autistic individuals to reach different audiences (e.g., ac-
ademics and policy makers).

Dr. Jena K. Randolph: I am an assistant professor and the
Training and Education Division Director at the University of
Missouri’s Thompson Center for Autism and Neurodeve-
lopmental Disorders. I have >20 years of experience with
individuals with autism throughout the lifespan across home,
clinical, and school settings. Most recently, I am a codevel-
oper of the Self-Determined Transition Readiness through
the Individual Vocational Experiences program, which pro-
vides direct instruction, work experiences, and peer mentor-
ship to enhance employment readiness for young individuals
with autism, and the codeveloper of the Autism Friendly
Business program, which empowers businesses to support
employment for individuals of all abilities.

Dr. Dora M. Raymaker: I am a research assistant professor
at Portland State University’s Regional Research Institute for
Human Services. I am a systems scientist, and I conduct
applied social services research using a community-based
participatory research approach in collaboration with the
autistic and other neurodivergent communities. I am a co-
founder and codirector of the Academic Autism Spectrum
Partnership in Research and Education, and a long-time
neurodiversity and LGBTQ+ rights activist. My primary re-
search focus is on improving skilled employment for autistic
and other neurodivergent professionals, fueled, in part, by my
own experiences as a service user. I am also a science fiction
author, which is less of a nonsequitur than it may sound. My
stories, like my novel Hoshi and the Red City Circuit, fre-
quently explore themes of disability and employment.

Dr. Scott M. Robertson: I am an autistic adult in Wa-
shington, DC. I have served as a cofounder and the founding
vice president of the Autistic Self Advocacy Network, as well
as a public member of the Interagency Autism Coordinating
Committee. I have also served as a Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr.
Public Policy Fellow in the U.S. Senate Committee on
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Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions. During my career, I
have led and supported initiatives to improve access to
community living and employment for people with dis-
abilities through other roles in government and the nonprofit
world. I have also engaged as a collaborating researcher for
occupational therapy and interdisciplinary research studies.
My colleagues and I have conducted qualitative studies to
examine the perspectives and experiences of autistic people
on quality of life, employment, and related subjects. I feel
passionate about this work because of my own challenges in
securing work to fit my skills and talents.

Dr. Jonathan Vincent: I am a senior lecturer in the School of
Education at York St. John University in the United King-
dom. My research focuses on the barriers and pathways for
autistic students as they transition into, through, and from
higher education. Most recently, I have been studying the
employment ecosystem of autistic graduates to uncover their
experiences of accessing work, as well as the attitudes and
levels of knowledge among industry professionals. Where
possible, my research is participatory and I am the Director of
PRO Autism, which delivers training, cofacilitated by autistic
experts-by-experience, to employers on how best to recruit
and develop autistic talent.

Dr. Nicholas: Thank you and let us begin. What do you see
as priorities, goals, or desired outcomes related to employ-
ment for people on the autism spectrum?

Dr. Hedley: I will start by acknowledging the input of two of
my colleagues, Dr. Simon Bury and Dr. Rebecca Flower—
whose ideas I have incorporated into my responses.

First, employment needs to be meaningful,8 as well as stable
and reliable. It should match the preferences of the individual,
and the work environment should be respectful and inclusive.
It needs to provide opportunities for inclusion, but also not
force the individual to participate in, for example, extracur-
ricular work events if they do not want to. They need to feel
included and not separate from the nonautistic workforce.

How we get to this point is another matter. We need to be
thinking about removing barriers and providing career path-
ways, not just jobs. We need to break down myths and ste-
reotypes. We need to be strengths-based, while acknowledging
challenges and support needs on an individual basis. And we
need to ensure that we are not inappropriately applying values
from nonautistic groups to the autistic population.

There are some points about the strength-based approach
that Prof. Stephen Shore talked about.9 He noted that there is
a wide varying skill set within the autistic population: ‘‘Al-
though we may have incredible strengths in certain areas, it is
also important to realize there are often significant challenges in
need of support’’ (p.84). This aligns with the perspective that
we have taken in our research, reflective of the message that we
get from the autistic employees with whom we work.8,10 It is
really important to take an individualistic approach and look at
what each person offers. We really need to consider individual
preferences about what people actually want to do. It is also
incredibly important to identify and provide whatever supports
are required to ensure that people can achieve this potential.

Dr. Randolph: Many adults with autism are either unem-
ployed or underemployed. Our biggest goal is to increase

inclusion opportunities for them. We have come a few steps
forward in the United States with the passage of the Work-
force Innovation and Opportunity Act, which promotes op-
portunities within inclusive competitive employment settings.
But we have a long way to go to increase wages, hours
worked, and opportunities in general. As an offshoot of this,
and as a major goal, we need to look at how we support
employers and communities to truly be inclusive because
there are a lot of misconceptions, and some people seem to not
yet fully embrace inclusive employment. I think we can break
down those barriers.

Dr. Raymaker: I have always been interested in how good
employment outcomes in a lot of the service systems may be
somewhat different from what autistic people themselves
want. I recently did a large qualitative study wherein I asked
autistic professionals, ‘‘What does a successful employment
outcome look like to you?’’ I could summarize the whole
thing as, ‘‘We want what everybody else wants.’’ Some of the
things that people named were professional growth, work–
life balance, financial independence, a sense of community
from their workplace, feeling valued, doing meaningful
work, and having an accepting neurodiversity, or autistic
disability-friendly work culture—a place that they could go
where they felt belonging.

Another thing that I learned from the people whom I spoke
to is that this does not always necessarily look the way it does
for nondisabled professionals. We may need to work fewer
hours, skip certain office activities, or have hard skills priv-
ileged over soft skills.

And so, although inclusion and paying us all the same
wage and those types of things are really important, we do not
necessarily always want these elements to look or be the
same. But this must be balanced with the idea that we do want
the same outcomes as everyone else.

I would also add that employment is connected to a lot
of good health and wellness outcomes. So, people who are
employed are more likely to have better mental and physical
health. But to attain those benefits, you also need a work–life
balance wherein your work is not contributing to your men-
tal or physical health problems. I would like to see more of
a holistic approach in looking at employment and seeing
how it connects to the other parts of a person’s life and well-
being.

Dr. Robertson: The emphasis on tapping strengths is tre-
mendously important. We must strive to align the workplace
situation and environment to fit the person rather than try to
change the person to fit the environment. I also see a critical
need to expand the research literature on improving em-
ployment opportunities for autistic youth and adults. We need
more studies that examine the perspectives of autistic people
ourselves.

A desired outcome is to explore how to achieve greater
access to meaningful careers and employment opportunities
that can effectively harness our talents and skills. Speaking
from my personal experience as an autistic person, I have the
good fortune of building and enhancing a career that fits my
own focused interests. I strongly agree with the focus on
careers—not just jobs. Many autistic people regularly en-
counter numerous barriers to attaining supports and accom-
modations to grow careers.
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Thus, I believe we need to encourage a paradigm shift
toward supporting talents and skills. Equally, we need to
ensure that employment supports for autistic people can align
with employers’ business needs for valued talents and skills.
The literature has begun to improve in this area as we are
seeing more studies focusing on employer engagement and
support systems to facilitate work skills.

An equally important goal is to examine how employment
opportunities drive economic well-being for autistic people.
Despite limited research on the economic well-being of au-
tistic people, first-hand narratives give us strong reason to
believe that many autistic youth and adults face substantial
socioeconomic adversity; this represents the reality for the
cross-disability community. Some studies from the United
Kingdom indicate that autistic people may have a higher rate
of homelessness than nonautistic people. Thus, we must
consider socioeconomic status and the overall quality of life
of autistic people when conducting employment research and
innovating best and promising practices to increase em-
ployment opportunities. We must also ensure that employ-
ment studies include diverse autistic people; autism research
has not historically prioritized this focus.

Dr. Vincent: When I was thinking about this question,
‘‘What do I see as the goals or desired outcomes?’’ I thought
it is not for me to identify what the goals are, it is for the
individuals themselves. Dr. Julie Lounds Taylor wrote an
article in which she asked the question, ‘‘When is a good
outcome actually good?’’11 That is about going back and
concluding, ‘‘it is about people,’’ and how do we make sure
that our goals and outcomes are what are right for the person
in particular. In terms of goals and outcomes, it is really for
autistic people to identify their goals.

I am interested in the capability approach developed by
Amartya Sen, an Indian economist,12 who looked at well-
being as the ultimate goal. Sen would say, ‘‘The best thing is
whatever leads to a flourishing life.’’ What that ultimately
means is that it is about having choice, having capabilities to
choose what your life is, how you lead your life, and what you
can be and do. Rather than having a predefined set of goals, it
is diverse, which I think also speaks of the autistic population
more generally, which is diverse. Autistic people want to do a
whole range of different jobs. My research has shown that not
all autistic students want to work full time or in traditional
employment. But they all want to be in control and have
freedom and opportunities to make choices about their lives.
So, I think that the goal should be to shift the discourse to-
ward asking autistic people about what they see as their goals.

Dr. Nicholas: What are both the greatest barriers
and facilitators toward achieving the aims that you have
conveyed?

Dr. Hedley: Better physical and mental health outcomes can
be associated with employment. However, a stressful work
environment may actually contribute to poor outcomes. For
example, a poor fit with the environment or an environment
that does not accommodate needs or support the autistic indi-
vidual could contribute to stress and anxiety-related problems.

Another barrier reflects a point that Dr. Robertson raised in
describing the need for a paradigm shift. The traditional re-
cruitment process—one wherein you have a job description,

and the person selected for that job will be the best fit to that
job description—does not help autistic individuals get work.
We need a paradigm shift; we need to turn that process on its
head and identify the strengths of the individual, their abili-
ties, and what contribution they might make to an organiza-
tion or work environment—rather than the other way around.

When we talk to participants in our program, they describe
benefits from being involved. The program that we work with
provides supports for individuals, and also targets autistic
individuals for employment. They convey that the benefits of
the program are getting a foot in the door and having an
opportunity, and they describe how important this is to being
competitive for open employment later. The flip side of this is
the difficulty that autistic individuals have getting a foot
in the door. Again, this has a lot to do with traditional re-
cruitment practices and human resource processes.13 The job
interview, we have found, is a massive barrier to accessing
employment,8 particularly when autistic individuals are
competing against nonautistic individuals in an interview that
is reliant on making a good first impression and social in-
teraction between the interviewer and the interviewee.

Other barriers include myths and stereotypes surrounding
autism.10 In our research, participants say that when they
go into a workforce, people are expecting a Rain Man or
a computer genius or a hacker, and there is not enough
awareness of what autism actually is—at least that first im-
pression. After time, these barriers break down. When we talk
to coworkers, they say, ‘‘Oh, actually, these people are a lot
like us. We did not realize there were so many similarities.’’8

In terms of facilitators, we have found that autism awareness
in a workplace is important.8 Coworkers report benefits from
some understanding about autism in working with their col-
leagues on the spectrum, including understanding why certain
behaviors or difficulties may occur, and how these might be
related to autistic traits.

Flexibility is really important—flexibility in work hours,
for example. Participants in our program report the impor-
tance of receiving positive feedback and predictability in
the workplace. One of the most important things that we
have identified in our research is having someone to whom
the autistic person or the work colleague can go to resolve
issues.

If work problems are related to soft skills, most seem to be
resolved by having a person who understands autism, serving
as a mediator between the autistic individual and wherever
the problem is occurring in the workplace. Champions and
advocates in the workplace are important to success.

Dr. Randolph: We still have limited access to the varied
services and opportunities that could help individuals to meet
their goals. Barriers that feed into that include underutiliza-
tion of braided funding streams to make more opportunities
available. Adults with autism from rural areas and with fewer
socioeconomic resources have even greater barriers to access.

Employer readiness is a huge key. There are many barriers
in the recruitment and interviewing process. Employers need
to understand how to be more flexible, not just in those ini-
tial stages, but also in job modification. Are we looking at
carving positions that feed into individual strengths? Are
we modifying on the job the type and amount of work? Can
we better utilize peer mentors and peer mentorship programs?
There are a lot of universal and natural supports within
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employment sites that could readily and easily help facilitate
better employment outcomes.

For rural areas specifically, technology could be used to
provide better access to services. We need more employer
training and incentives for businesses to participate in such
training, including opportunities for businesses to access
consultation when needed.

Dr. Raymaker: The human resources issues are huge. A
huge facilitator of success was reported to be nontraditional,
odd pathways that you would never expect like, ‘‘I was the
first person who ever used this type of equipment. So, I be-
came the only expert in it.’’ An added layer is workplace
trusted allies—not just workplace supervisors and coworkers,
but also job coaches and employment support professionals.
Having an actual friendship relationship or someone who
genuinely cares is key.

A huge barrier to success in our studies consisted of pres-
sures to mask autism or other marginalized identities—having
to hide who you are, not being able to get accommodations,
and working in an environment where you did not feel com-
fortable disclosing or asking for accommodations. The com-
bined strain of that led to a lot of bad situations. In contrast, job
cultures that accommodated and led autistic people to be
themselves, including safe disclosure, as well as just being able
to act autistic at work, were huge facilitators of success.

Another big barrier is a history of ‘‘failure’’ in getting and
keeping jobs, and also abuse, bullying, and trauma. Trauma
that has been picked up usually early on transfers into work
settings where you then expect the boss to be mean to you, are
afraid to talk to anyone, and have to say ‘‘yes’’ to everybody
because you are afraid that you are going to get hurt and lose
your job if you say ‘‘no’’ to something you cannot do. Those
sorts of historical traumas and failures build up. So, in talking
to people who were fresh out of their training and looking for
a job, they were generally pretty optimistic and could shrug
off some failure, and they felt good about their career. But
when talking to people who for 50 years have been having
successive failures and abuse, their ability to really be suc-
cessful in the workplace is impeded by all of that trauma and
fear that gets carried through, and then employers often do
not understand it, and just think, ‘‘Oh well, they are being
difficult. We do not want this person here.’’ So, early suc-
cesses are a facilitator—if there can be some early fast wins.

Dr. Robertson: Autistic people often experience trauma and
adversity from bullying and other challenging life circum-
stances throughout childhood and adult life. Many of us may
develop negative perceptions from these experiences that can
lead to frequent worrying about doing things wrong. We are
also often told that we are broken or not competent. These
negative experiences can collectively hamper a person’s
ability to seek employment, which means we need greater
supports, including in the workplace, to cultivate more pos-
itive life experiences.

I will emphasize that our discussion has universal design
implications; for instance, mentoring, training, and custom-
ized work environments benefit all workers. We have also
discussed the work–environment fit, which can present a
double-edged sword. When work–environment fit is poor and
the focus is on changing the person, this situation does not
support equal access for autistic people. We often adjust work

opportunities to bring in talented workers. Yet, when some-
one has a disability, work situations often do not incorporate
these same kinds of workplace adjustments that equally
benefit companies.

I also find it important to consider the context for autistic
job seekers. Many individuals may have a work history that
looks significantly atypical; they may have worked for a few
or several months at a job and then moved on, and then again
move to other jobs, and so forth. Many autistic people are not
receiving the supports and accommodations needed to be
successful and, thus, they often must change jobs frequently.
This work history can hinder attaining a future good job that
aligns with their talents and skills; employers may have
concerns about whether a job candidate is going to stay at the
job. Employers should seek to understand this context, and
try to develop a perspective from the job seeker on how
accommodations and supports can ensure that the talents and
skills of the individual will benefit the company.

The autism research literature also tends to center on
deficits of autistic people while underemphasizing our assets
and core strengths. Employment studies and initiatives on
autism should focus more on elements of positive psychol-
ogy, such as resilience. Likewise, we should value how self-
determination and self-advocacy can facilitate employment.

Dr. Vincent: Fundamentally, I think the biggest barrier is a
lack of knowledge, but it is also misinformation—myths and
expectations that are unfair or untrue. That feeds into recruit-
ment processes, job advertisements that are written in particular
ways, interview processes, and psychometric testing—which
are set up with little if any consideration for neurodiversity. All
of these come from a lack of understanding.

From my research, a barrier is a lack of trust in employers
among autistic students and graduates. And I think that re-
lates to a sense of failure, and particularly fear and a lack of
trust in terms of how employers will respond to disclosure.
Will they respond positively or put the application to one
side? Will they perhaps offer an interview but if so, it feels
like it is out of sympathy or charity? So, not feeling confident
to disclose definitely seems like one of the biggest barriers.

Other people on the spectrum do not necessarily see their
diagnosis as a disability. Many people with whom I have
spoken say, ‘‘I don’t tick the box to say I am disabled, be-
cause I don’t see it as a disability.’’ A kind of catch-22
emerges as employers say, ‘‘If we don’t know that someone is
autistic, we cannot make adjustments, and then it is not our
fault if we don’t employ them.’’ So, they are saying, ‘‘We
want you to disclose,’’ but autistic people do not feel confi-
dent in doing that.

From my perspective related to autistic students, but
probably for many people, a helpful facilitator can be
working with individuals to map out a plan toward achiev-
ing personal goals, and not waiting to do so until the end of
university.

Dr. Nicholas: Are there key elements to improve employ-
ment outcomes?

Dr. Hedley: I want to pick up on something that Dr. Vincent
mentioned about disclosure. Feedback that we got from
people in our research is that there may be some middle
ground related to considerations like who you disclose to. For
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example, is it necessary to disclose to everyone in a work-
place? It might be helpful to disclose to a supervisor or a
manager, but not more broadly. It may depend on the
knowledge that a person has about autism. And is it safe?
When do you disclose—in the interview, before you get the
job, or after you have got the job? And asking the question
‘‘why?’’ seems important. This might relate to the job–person
fit. Is it necessary to get supports to do the job? So, in terms of
disclosure, there needs to be more discussion around that.

There is need for appropriate support in the workplace,
including mental health support.14 Mental health and well-
being are so important to sustainability, and a lack of mental
health is possibly one of the biggest barriers to employment.

Internships and placements are an excellent way of in-
creasing participation in the labor force through helping indi-
viduals get experience, and exposing industry to individuals.

There seems to be a cliff at the end of higher education
relative to employment. People finish their degrees or cer-
tificates, but then are not able to transition to employment.
There needs to be something in place in postsecondary edu-
cational institutions to assist with that transition period.
A good example is providing internship opportunities and
connecting industry to the higher education system. Industry
needs to be informed about autism, including supports that
might be required to create sustainable employment.

Alternative or entrepreneurial-type ventures need to be
supported. This might include small or family businesses that
could support one’s autistic talents, for example, artistic
talents.15 There is often a focus on large organizations and
industry, but there are many small-to-medium-sized busi-
nesses that need to be tapped into; accordingly, the big or-
ganizations are only part of the solution.

There is also a need for greater focus on policy change.
This might include guidelines and recommendations at the
government level that are aimed at increasing diversity in
work settings. Needed advances include training, incen-
tives, and changes to HR policy and recruitment strategies—
possibly even workplace quotas.

Dr. Randolph: I want to focus on earlier years—long before
employment is on the table (i.e., pretransition years). I think
that the approach is twofold. It is not only how we empower
individuals at a young age to reach their goals, but also how
we prepare the community and employers to not only accept,
but also embrace, the benefits of a neurodiverse workforce.
We need schools to embrace a transition-focused mindset
earlier, emphasizing individual strengths and personal goals,
as well as focusing across the spectrum of ability and
teaching skills for independence. In terms of challenges on
the job, it is never the hard skills that we hear about; it is
always the soft skills, such as executive functioning or the
social nuances of navigating the work environment.

Employer engagement is necessary, including multifac-
eted employer training. It starts with the benefits of em-
ploying neurodiverse individuals, and emphasizes the use of
natural and universal supports, such as mentorship to foster a
fully inclusive environment for everyone to succeed.

Dr. Raymaker: I particularly appreciate that people have
been talking about ways to improve employment that do not
place additional burden on the autistic person. That is some-
thing that is really important to me and to the community, and

I am glad that we are at a stage wherein we are talking more in
those terms. I think that what is required is a systems-wide
solution. I do not think you can target any one piece of what
we are talking about without looking at the whole, even things
that are somewhat outside of the employment system, such as
the supports that somebody is receiving. I remember talking to
someone who could not get a job because they lived in a very
rural community, but they could not leave the rural commu-
nity because their disability supports existed in that commu-
nity. If they were to go to an urban center, they would lose
their ability to make life happen.

So, I think that my answer to what is required to improve
outcomes is a greater amount of systems-thinking about how
all of these components interact—where leverage might be
found for different sorts of scenarios within that broader
system.

People have mentioned policies and training. I also think
we must consider cultural and historical context, which is part
of what Dr. Robertson is getting at with the notion of a
paradigm shift. I think that all of these things have to work
together as a unit to really improve employment as a whole.

Dr. Robertson: Supporting disclosure is critical to improv-
ing outcomes since autistic people may have concerns about
how to disclose in the workplace. Autistic employees and job
seekers need to be met where we are when ensuring that we
can disclose in ways that address our concerns. Sometimes
that may mean selective disclosure. Some autistic people may
not necessarily always want to discuss their autism. Others
may want to disclose to their supervisors, but not tell co-
workers. I find it critical to support flexibility for disclosure.
Selective disclosure may mean that autistic workers can state,
for instance, ‘‘Fluorescent lights bother me,’’ or, ‘‘I just need
a quieter space.’’

Supporting disclosure ensures that autistic employees can
access needed workplace accommodations, adjustments, and
supports. Many of these accommodations and supports that
we have been discussing do not have a high associated cost,
but just require thinking differently.

Improving outcomes requires adjusting attitudes, and
emphasizing approaches that can support better outcomes.
Autism studies often lack depth in identifying specific strat-
egies for improving employment outcomes. It is also tre-
mendously important that researchers and practitioners seek
to learn more from autistic people, including strategies, ap-
proaches, technology aids, and other supports.

This situation has begun to improve in the past 5–10 years.
However, historically, researchers have often not tapped the
perspectives of autistic people. Autistic people like me who are
researchers have frequently lacked supports to ensure we are
integrated and fully included in the research process. I think
that researchers have increasingly heeded this concern, in-
cluding when they are conducting community-based research.
Partnerships, including those with initiatives and organizations
run by autistic people and allies, can critically drive improved
outcomes; we can learn firsthand from successes, achieve-
ments, and accomplishments of autistic people, including
which supports, services, and accommodations facilitate ac-
cess to jobs matching our interests, skills, and talents.

At the same time, research and initiatives should explore
key challenges and barriers because it is equally important to
examine what went wrong, and what we should learn not to
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do. We must also remember that autistic people need the
flexibility to shift our careers as our interests and experiences
change; we should support self-determination for autistic
people to make job shifts and change careers as for non-
autistic people.

Dr. Vincent: In terms of what is required to improve em-
ployment outcomes, a word that kind of sums it up for me is
dialogue. It comes from an autistic colleague of mine and
former company owner himself who said it simply comes
down to having a conversation at industry or sector levels, as
well as at a more granular workplace level. I think that notion
of having a dialogue is central.

An important facilitator of success is having people—allies
in a workplace—who typically are not the manager but can
advocate and care. There is also something around dialogue
between employers. For improved outcomes, an important aim
is changing employers’ and industry professionals’ percep-
tions. That is very hard to do from the outside. I think the best
way that this will happen is for people within companies who
have seen the success of autistic people, to move beyond and
advance this notion not as merely socially good but rather as
good for companies.

The last thing that is important is the idea of the ecosys-
tem. Quite often within research, employment is seen as just
something that an individual does, which is never the case.
There are so many other factors, it is multifactorial. As
Dr. Robertson mentioned, the socioeconomic context is im-
portant. And the political context is important, as is the
support of employment providers. There are parents, carers,
and schools and universities—all of those elements work
together. The more we can understand the ways in which
people are looking for employment and being successful in it,
as well as being deprived of employment—and how that
happens within a complex ecosystem—the better we will get
at finding solutions.

Dr. Nicholas: How should we ensure that employment
is proactively addressed across the diversity of autism, in-
cluding demographic diversity?

Dr. Raymaker: We have talked about disclosure as being
about support and getting accommodations, but I believe that
it is more than that. Disclosure is also about being able to take
off the mask. Even if you do not need accommodations, being
able to fully be yourself and feel accepted as yourself is very
important.

There is a lot more to a person than just their disability, and
autism disability programs are really focused on autism.
People have intersectional identities, and they may be mul-
tiply disabled. They may be multiply marginalized. And es-
pecially when you are talking about employment, these other
identities have a huge impact. I have talked to people for
whom their racial identity was actually a much larger barrier
to employment than their autism. Some would choose what to
disclose based on what they can or cannot hide.

People making these types of decisions and negotiations
between their identities know that each of those identities is
going to cause them risk—risk of not getting or losing their
job, or of being bullied. So, I think that the idea of diversity is
one that has been insufficiently looked at and is absolutely
critical to bring into a broader context.

We need to find better ways to connect and capacitate ex-
isting support and service systems to recognize and convey,
‘‘We are going to work on getting you a job that takes into
consideration that you are on the spectrum, but do you want to
talk about the fact that you are trans? Do you worry about how
people will react to that in the workplace? Can we help?’’

Dr. Hedley: There are multiple diversities we need to con-
sider—gender is one. Most of our hiring programs seem to be
hiring males. I think this is an area for future research.

It has been good to see that large multinational organiza-
tions are working together to address and increase diversity in
the workplace. There is a lot of work that needs to be done
around how we do this, but it is good to see that there is a
dialogue.

My final point is on demographic diversity. Dr. Daniel
Leong, an autistic advocate from Malaysia, has been travel-
ing to promote autism awareness for both industry and uni-
versities. He has set up a group of autistic individuals for
autistic individuals, ranging from those who are highly verbal
to those who are more limited with regard to verbal abilities.
Group members advocate for one another. They are doing an
amazing grassroots-level job of raising awareness about the
capabilities and potential contributions of autistic individuals
to the workplace, as well as the barriers preventing access.
Change requires work from individuals themselves as well as
from families, interested groups, and organizations at dif-
ferent levels. We know that individuals can be competitive
and productive at work, but need to be given the opportunity
to tell their story, and they need employees and others to
listen to that story.

We need to make sure that we are not concentrating only
on Western countries. It is important to give attention to
success stories and the amazing work that is occurring
globally, as well as to the work that needs to be done.

Dr. Randolph: We need more research exploring technology
to serve rural communities. I would also like to see tech-
nology utilized for employment site readiness and, where
appropriate, more individualized and ongoing support.

We need to be better at sharing success stories across the
spectrum, including individuals with autism and intellectual
disability. I think that this could help break down some of the
stereotypes that we see perpetuated through the media.

Dr. Robertson: We are becoming better at seeking to include
people with intellectual disability and other co-occurring dis-
abilities in autism research on employment. We also are
making some strides in the inclusion of individuals re-
presenting diversity of race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status,
gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, and age in research
and innovation of practice. Autism research has reflected a bias
toward autistic people who are male, white, from higher so-
cioeconomic status, and not users of augmentative and alter-
native communication (AAC). We should effect change by
reshaping this paradigm and shifting perspectives and norms in
research and professional communities.

Many autistic people use AAC part-time or all the time,
and employment research and initiatives should represent this
range of communication experience. Community-based re-
search, partnerships with organizations run by and for autistic
people, and connection building with online communities of

ROUNDTABLE 167



diverse autistic people can support efforts to include diverse
autistic people.

Dr. Vincent: For too long, research has focused on one par-
ticular demographic within the autistic population. It has been
positive to see a shift more recently in terms of the intersec-
tions between autism and gender. But I think we still have a
long way to go in terms of recognizing that there is a wide
range of identity intersections—multiple factors that can make
employment much more difficult. This is definitely an area in
which we need to do better, particularly for individuals with
higher support needs whose voices are rarely heard.

Dr. Nicholas: If you had to select only one or two priorities
to improve employment outcomes, what would they be, and
how would you move them forward?

Dr. Raymaker: My priority right now is workplace culture
shift. And as far as how am I going to push it forward, I just
received a grant to look at the general employment organi-
zational psychology literature and solutions because there
actually is much known about workplace culture shifts with
other populations. I want to look outside of autism at the way
that some of these problems may have been understood in
other contexts and populations.

Dr. Vincent: A priority is to develop understanding in cre-
ating genuine productive dialogue that needs to take place in
workplaces. And I think that is only going to come about
when autistic people and their allies are enabled to be in-
volved in training, and to advocate for themselves and others
about the potential that they have—the autistic strengths that
they can bring to the workplace, with the right kind of ad-
justments. To this end, a priority is more knowledge and un-
derstanding generated around these considerations. Out of that,
I think, comes better recruitment processes and strategies that
enable people to be successful throughout their careers.

Dr. Hedley: We definitely need to break through some of the
myths and stereotypes surrounding autism, and spread
evidence-based knowledge about autism and what it is like to
be autistic, how diverse autism is, and the contribution that
autistic individuals can and do make to society. My second
priority is around the need for government-level policy that
recognizes and rewards employment diversity compliance,
and enables organizations to increase diversity targets. We are
finding that organizations are very motivated, but they lack the
how (i.e., knowledge for implementation), and they are risk
averse. We need education for employers, including large
multinational organizations, small or medium enterprises, and
government organizations. They need to be provided with
knowledge and tools to achieve these goals. Most importantly,
diversity goals must be genuine and not tokenistic.

Dr. Randolph: My biggest priority is increasing employer
knowledge and readiness. This goes beyond broad-based
training to businesses and people in managerial positions, and
includes giving businesses access to ongoing support and
individualized consultation when needed.

Dr. Robertson: My first priority is better data on con-
crete strategies and approaches that are working. We also

need more communities of practice and outlets for sharing
resources, information, and data. My second priority is to
ensure that autistic people can serve as partners and collab-
orators in research and other initiatives. For instance, autistic
researchers who study employment can connect with prac-
titioners and other researchers. Community-based participa-
tory research supports this goal. My final priority is diversity
of background and experience. We need to drive the inclu-
sion of autistic individuals with broad support needs, varied
talents and skills, and diverse backgrounds, such as race/
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, and so-
cioeconomic status.

Dr. Nicholas: Thank you to our panelists for these rich
insights and considerations. As I reflect on your commen-
tary, it seems that some headway has been made in recent
years, but there is much yet to be done. I hope that this
important conversation moves forward, along with proac-
tive action in advancing employment opportunity for au-
tistic adults.
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