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Abstract

Autistic individuals often struggle to find and maintain employment. This may be because many workplaces are not suited
to autistic individuals’ needs. Among other difficulties, many autistic employees experience distracting or disruptive
sensory environments, lack of flexibility in work hours, and unclear communication from colleagues. One possible way of
mitigating these difficulties is for employees to disclose their diagnosis at work. While disclosure may increase under-
standing and acceptance from colleagues, it can also lead to discrimination and stigma in the workplace. Research has
shown that disclosure outcomes are often mixed, but it is unclear what factors are associated with either positive or
negative outcomes of disclosure for autistic people. This study aimed to identify these factors and explore the reasons
why autistic employees choose to disclose or to keep their diagnosis private. Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with 24 clinically-diagnosed autistic adults (12 male and 12 female) who were currently, or had been, employed in
the UK (mean age =45.7 years). Through thematic analysis, we identified three main themes under experiences of
disclosure: 1) A preference for keeping my diagnosis private; 2) The importance of disclosure in the workplace; and 3)
Disclosure has mixed outcomes. We also identified three factors associated with disclosure outcomes: understanding of
autism, adaptations, and organisational culture. These results have implications for improving inclusive practices on both
the individual and organisational level to ensure more positive disclosure experiences for autistic employees.
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Introduction Society, 2016). An estimated 16% of autistic people are

Autistic adults have lower employment rates compared in full-time employment and 32% in any form of paid
to other disability groups in the UK (National Autistic =~ work, compared to 47% for other disability groups and

Corresponding author:
Anna Melissa Romualdez, Centre for Research in Autism and Education (CRAE), UCL Institute of Education, University College London, London, UK.
Email: anna.romualdez. | 7@ucl.ac.uk

Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-
o NonCommercial 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-commercial use, reproduction and dis-
tribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages (https://us.
sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6008-845X
mailto:Email:
mailto:anna.romualdez.17@ucl.ac.uk
http://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/23969415211022955
journals.sagepub.com/home/dli

Autism & Developmental Language Impairments

80% employment for the general adult population
(National Autistic Society, 2016). Despite these num-
bers, it is clear that the majority of autistic adults
want to work (Baldwin et al.,, 2014; Bennett &
Dukes, 2013; Wilczynski et al., 2013), and that there
are numerous important benefits from employment
including increased independence, a social network,
the opportunity to contribute to society, and higher
quality of life (Roux et al., 2013).

The low employment rates may be, in part, due to
specific challenges that arise from being on the autistic
spectrum. Autism is a condition marked by stereo-
typed, repetitive behaviours and differences in social
communication (American Psychiatric Association,
2013). Social differences may be particularly challeng-
ing in the workplace, for example differences in social
communication styles, and struggling with lack of clar-
ity in other people’s language (Remington &
Pellicano, 2019). This can make interacting with col-
leagues difficult for autistic people (Howlin et al., 2005;
Sperry & Mesibov, 2005), which may be misinterpreted
by others in the workplace, leading to negative percep-
tions. These challenges are not limited to established
roles. The recruitment stage can also pose difficulties
for autistic adults, due to the social interaction
that is integral to most job interviews (Bublitz et al.,
2017; Mawhood & Howlin, 1999; Morgan et al.,
2014; Sarrett, 2017; Smith et al., 2014; Strickland
et al., 2013).

Disclosing an autism diagnosis has been suggested
as one way to reduce misunderstandings and create
favourable impressions (Sasson & Morrison, 2017).
Research has shown that non-autistic people’s first
impressions of autistic people improved with disclosure
(Sasson & Morrison, 2017), and these impressions fur-
ther improved when the recipient of the disclosure had
more autism knowledge. This improvement has also
been demonstrated in workplace environments, where
employers who were more knowledgeable about autism
showed an increased willingness to hire autistic candi-
dates (McMahon et al., 2020).

While disclosure can greatly improve impressions of
autistic people in certain situations, it can also lead to
discrimination—especially when the recipient has high
stigma toward autism (Morrison et al., 2019).
Unfortunately, discrimination toward hiring autistic
people does exist. In studies involving autistic job can-
didates, potential employers showed a clear preference
toward hiring non-autistic over autistic individuals
(Ameri et al., 2018; Flower et al., 2019). Accordingly,
studies have shown that autistic employees often
choose not to disclose their diagnoses due to the fear
of this type of discrimination from employers and col-
leagues (Morris et al., 2015; Sarrett, 2017). As many
autistic people are aware of this risk of discrimination,

they may also feel the need to engage in camouflaging
as a result of their decision not to disclose.
Camouflaging, also called “masking”, is the hiding of
one’s autistic traits in social situations so as to appear
typical or fit in with non-autistic individuals (Hull
et al., 2017). There is some evidence that autistic
females tend to engage in camouflaging behaviours
more than autistic males in social situations (Hull
et al., 2019; Schuck et al., 2019; Wood-Downie et al.,
2021); in workplaces, this may mean females are less
likely to disclose their diagnosis. Other literature on
gender-related differences may offer some clues as to
how disclosure experiences for male and female
employees might differ. Baldwin and Costley (2016)
found that a significantly higher proportion of autistic
females identified social interaction as one of the worst
aspects of employment as compared to autistic males
interviewed in the same study. This may therefore lead
to gender-related differences in workplace experiences
of disclosure and camouflaging; however, this is still a
largely unexplored topic, and there is still uncertainty
surrounding disclosure for both males and females in
the autistic community.

In relation to this uncertainty about whether or not
to disclose and the mixed outcomes of disclosure, our
own preliminary research has shown that the decision
to disclose in the workplace is a complex one
(Romualdez, Heasman, Davies, Walker, and
Remington, 2021). Autistic adults identified many pos-
itive outcomes of disclosure. One such outcome was
appropriate workplace adjustments, including more
flexible work hours, noise-cancelling headphones, and
the option to work from home a certain number of
days a week. Other examples of positive outcomes
given by autistic participants were successful recruit-
ment, legal protections, and increased understanding
and acceptance from others. However, a number of
negative outcomes were also reported. Autistic adults
experienced bullying and purposeful discrimination, as
well as a lack of support, understanding, and accep-
tance in the workplace (blinded for review). Indeed,
many disclosure decisions were related to autistic
adults’ consideration of how others would respond to
their autism diagnosis. Desire for increased under-
standing and acceptance was the most common
reason cited by autistic individuals for choosing to dis-
close while fear of the negative perceptions of others
was the most common reason not to disclose (blinded
for review). This reflected a clear focus on the attitudes
and perceptions of others that contradicted previous
beliefs about autistic people being socially indifferent
(Dodd, 2005). Further, despite a number of autistic
employees disclosing in order to access workplace
adjustments, many autistic people are not satisfied
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with the adjustments they received after they disclosed
(Lindsay et al., 2019; Romualdez et al., 2020).

Clearly, disclosing an autism diagnosis is a complex
process, and the potential mixed outcomes of disclo-
sure may contribute to autistic employees’ struggle with
the decision. While our previous study showed several
possible outcomes of disclosure, it remains unknown
what factors are associated with these various out-
comes. Existing literature on the disclosure of other
conditions may provide clues as to what could lead to
positive or negative outcomes for autistic people. There
is evidence that the reaction of the confidant (i.e., the
recipient of the disclosure) may be one of the most
important factors affecting the outcome of disclosure
(Major et al., 1990; Rodriguez & Kelly, 2000).
Chaudoir and Fisher (2010) had a similar focus on
the social aspect of disclosure. The researchers based
their Disclosure Process Model (DPM) on the experi-
ences of individuals with concealable stigmatised iden-
tities, specifically those who had experiences related to
abuse or assault, mental health conditions, or HIV.
They identified three mediators by which disclosure
of such an identity may result in either a positive or
negative outcome: alleviation of inhibition, social sup-
port, and changes in social information (Chaudoir &
Fisher, 2010). Alleviation of inhibition refers to the
lessening of psychological stress for the person who dis-
closes; social support refers to how others might help
those who disclose; and changes in social information
arise because disclosure necessarily alters the dynamic
between the discloser and confidant, either in a positive
or negative way (Chaudoir & Fisher, 2010). While
autism is an entirely unique condition and comparisons
to other stigmatised identities may be limited, these
mediators may still be relevant to our understanding
of the outcomes of autism disclosure.

Understanding the relationship between character-
istics of a workplace and resulting disclosure experien-
ces is crucial if we are to promote good outcomes and
effectively advise autistic people on how and when dis-
closure is optimal. The current study examines this
issue and is, to our knowledge, the first UK-based
qualitative study to specifically examine the disclosure
experiences of autistic adults in the workplace. By iden-
tifying the determinants of positive outcomes of disclo-
sure, we aim to help employers and organisations
improve the disclosure experiences and ultimately the
employment outcomes of autistic individuals.

Method

Participants

Participants in the current study were 24 clinically-
diagnosed autistic adults with a mean age of 45.7 years

(range =26 — 66 years). The sample was predominantly
White, evenly split between males and females, and par-
ticipants were — or had previously been — employed
across a variety of sectors (see Table 1 for full partici-
pant information). Participants were recruited via a
database of those who had previously taken part in
research at [The Centre for Research in Autism and
Education at the UCL Institute of Education], social
media, and the researchers’ own networks. For the pre-
sent study, participation was limited to those who
reported a formal diagnosis of autism. We acknowledge
that self-diagnosis of autism is valid and that it is impor-
tant to include the voices of self-diagnosed autistic
people in research. However, many autistic people
choose to disclose in order to obtain legal protections
or workplace adjustments based on a clinical diagnosis.
We expect those without a clinical diagnosis to have
different reasons for disclosing and different experiences,
which we aim to explore in future research.

Measures

The interview schedule consisted of questions about pre-
vious and current employment experiences, as well as
questions specifically for individuals who were actively
seeking employment. The questions were divided into
three sections: personal background/demographic infor-
mation, employment background, and diagnostic disclo-
sure. The schedule included main questions about
employment and disclosure (e.g., “Are you currently
working?”) as well as probing questions (e.g., “Do you
think you might have had a different experience if you
had chosen to/not to disclose?”). See online Appendix A
for the full interview schedule.

Procedure

Interviews were conducted in person (n=2), over the
phone (n=6), or through video call (n = 8), online chat
(n=2), or email (n =6), depending on participant pref-
erence. These options were provided in order to make
the study as inclusive as possible. In-person, phone,
video call, and online chat interviews lasted between
30 and 45 minutes. For interviews conducted through
email, we sent participants the interview questions in a
Word document for them to complete in their own time
and send back to us. Ethical approval for this study
was granted by (The UCL Institute of Education) and
all participants gave written informed consent to take
part, and for their interview to be recorded.

Data analysis

All in-person, phone, and video call interviews were
transcribed verbatim and, together with the online
chat and email interviews, were imported into the
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Table I. Participant information.

N=24
Gender 12 females; 12 males
Ethnicity 22 White; | Black; | Mixed

Mean age (range)
Age when diagnosed

Method of diagnosis

Employment status

Mean years at current job (range)
Employment sectors represented

Current income level

Level of disclosure

Self-reported
Co-occurring
Conditions

45.7 years (26 — 66 years)

Under 18: n=1 (4%)
18-24: n=0 (0%)
25-34: n=6 (25%)
3544: n=6 (25%)
45-54: n=7 (29%)
55-64: n=4 (17%)

All clinically diagnosed
|9 employed full-time; 3 employed part-time; 2 formerly employed
8.6 years (I month — 25 years)
Administration, Communications and Marketing,
Creative and Performing Arts, Education, IT,
Public Sector, Research, Retail, Self-Employed (Entrepreneur)
Below £10,000: n=2
£10,001-£20,000: n=6
£20,001-£30,000: n= 10
£30,001-£40,000: n=2
£40,001-£50,000: n= 1
Above £50,000: n= 1
Not known (did not answer): n=2
9 disclosed selectively
I5 disclosed to everyone
Mental health challenges: n= 19
ADHD: n=4
Learning condition: n=2
Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome: n= |

QSR NVivo 12 Pro (2018) qualitative data analysis
programme for coding. We used thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2019) to identify themes and sub-
themes from the interview transcripts. MR conducted
the initial analysis using an open coding method, which
involved categorising sections of text from the data
without any existing framework. The coding frame-
work was developed by creating themes from these
sections of text, then further refining these themes
into various sub-themes. To identify factors associated
with the outcomes of disclosure, MR coded only the
sections of text where participants explicitly stated that
a certain adaptation, event, or characteristic of a
workplace/co-worker led to a certain disclosure out-
come. Through initial coding, MR identified overarch-
ing factors that were related to outcomes of disclosure
and further refined these into the three factors pre-
sented in the results section of this paper. MR inter-
preted participants’ statements about the factors that
led to certain outcomes of disclosure to determine
whether they had successful or unsuccessful disclosure
experiences. AR conducted secondary analysis by
reviewing quotes and their relevant sub-themes. Both
researchers then met several times to reach an

agreement on the themes and sub-themes, building a
thematic map that represented the data as accurately as
possible. In the interest of confidentiality, participant
names are pseudonymised in this study using assigned
ID numbers attached to their quotes.

Results

The themes and sub-themes that we identified through
thematic analysis of the interview transcripts encom-
passed a variety of views on whether disclosure was
beneficial, and the mixed outcomes of disclosure (see
Figure 1). We also identified the factors associated with
outcomes of the disclosure (see Figure 2). Notably,
quotes from both male and female participants were
coded into all of the sub-themes, with no sub-themes
associated with only one gender. The complete table of
themes, sub-themes and illustrative quotes can be
found in online Appendix B.

Experiences of disclosure

A preference for keeping my diagnosis private. For many,
there was a desire to maintain privacy about their diag-
nosis when possible. Nine participants had chosen not
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Figure |. Thematic map of participants’ experiences of disclosure.

2. Willingness
to make
adaptations

Factors
Associated 98
with the Organisational
Qutcomes of culture
Disclosure

Figure 2. Factors associated with the outcomes of disclosure.

to disclose in previous roles, or only disclosed selective-
ly in their current roles. Participants spoke about using
camouflaging as a means of coping with difficult situa-
tions: “I do it automatically [at work], and I’ve done it
since I was a child, because I realised quite early on that
I was different to other children. And particularly, once
I got to high school, I realised that if I didn’t want to be
bullied anymore, I had to pretend I was like other
girls.” (p. 6). Another participant stated, “Obviously,
before your diagnosis, you don’t know you’re masking.
You don’t know you’re doing it. You just get the sense
that you don’t function the way other people do, and
that you’re trying to learn things in a kind of mechan-
ical way in order to fit in.” (p. 4). Many of the partic-
ipants who actively hid their diagnosis also talked
about the fear of discrimination from others as a
reason behind their decision: “By not disclosing, I do

not give people that weapon to use autism as a blanket
reason against me—or a blanket excuse if they are
trying to be kind or protect me.” (p. 24) One partici-
pant said, “My shortcomings could be attributed to my
autism and this is therefore seen negatively. I also feel
as though asking for accommodations might be seen as
looking for an easier way in, or that it might be per-
ceived that I am using autism as an ‘excuse’ for my
shortcomings.” (p. 21) Others simply saw no reason
to disclose, saying that disclosure is unnecessary or not
beneficial. Participants stated, “I have not disclosed to
any of my colleagues for this job, simply because it
didn’t seem relevant” (p. 24) and, “It’s a small piece
of work, not very intense, and I don’t see a reason to
disclose. It’s not worth the effort.” (p. 7)

Several individuals spoke about keeping their diag-
nosis as private as possible by disclosing selectively on a
trustworthiness or need-to-know basis: “1 haven’t actu-
ally told any kind of line managers or anyone in that
kind of formal way, it’s just people who I've felt com-
fortable telling.” (p. 12). One participant also said, “I
would usually tell somebody that had a direct impact
on my role such as a manager and I would consider
whether I trusted them to treat that information in a
sensible and kind way.” (p. 11).While some participants
chose to keep their autism diagnosis private for the
reasons mentioned above, some chose not to disclose
due to difficulty accepting or understanding their diag-
nosis. These individuals spoke about struggling with an
autistic identity, especially those who had received their
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diagnosis within the last few months or years. One par-
ticipant stated that, “My motivation to be normal was
because I hadn’t accepted my diagnosis. I definitely
masked as much as I could and avoided impossible
tasks.” (p. 13). Similarly, another participant spoke
about struggling with their diagnosis: “I have spent
most of my life under the impression that I am not a
proper person and trying to hide it.” (p. 3).

The importance of disclosure in the workplace. In contrast
to the views outlined above, a number of participants
highlighted how important it was for them to disclose
at work. In particular, many participants felt that dis-
closure was not just for themselves but for other autis-
tic people who might be also be dealing with difficulties
in the workplace. These participants discussed disclo-
sure as an expression of autistic community and identity.
They spoke about how their autistic identity was
important to them, and how they felt a sense of obli-
gation to disclose in order to pave the way for other
autistic people: “I have spent most of my life under the
impression that I am not a proper person and trying to
hide it. There came a point when I thought this was not
going to help younger autistic people.” (p. 14) One
participant spoke about their passion for advocacy,
saying, “In one way, it’s been one of the best things
that’s ever happened to me, because I'm absolutely pas-
sionate about it ...I've done a lot of stuff at work in
promoting neurodiversity and explaining to people
exactly what it is, and what it’s like to be an autistic
person, and what amazing qualities we have, and what
we can bring to work.” (p. 6)

While some felt that it was their responsibility to
disclose, other participants felt that they had to disclose
due to certain situations that they found themselves in.
These participants explained how negative experiences
have led me to disclose. In some cases, this referred to
previous situations where choosing not to disclose had
resulted in negative outcomes; this prompted partici-
pants to make the decision to disclose so as to avoid
the same outcomes. One participant said, “I disclosed
to my manager because I just wanted to ensure that
nothing happened like in my previous job and so I
thought it was best to bring it up as soon as I could.”
(p. 11) In other cases, the participant disclosed once
they encountered issues at work (i.e., retrospective dis-
closure): “I got into a situation at work where I was
being bullied and I didn’t want it to be thrown at me,
so I wanted it to be known that I had Asperger’s so it
wasn’t just that I was antisocial or difficult.” (p. 2)

For many, disclosure was seen as a means of obtaining
workplace adjustments (“The decision was taken so as
not to have any problems. Now no one asks me to go
down the night before for meetings. They are organised
to allow for early morning travel.” (p. 15)) or ensuring

personal safety and legal protections: “‘1 think disclosure
is important, because it has meant that I have the pro-
tections that go along with the Equalities Act. That is
100% absolutely crucial in my situation.” (p. 3)

Lastly, participants spoke about disclosure as a
means of ensuring true acceptance and understanding:
“There’s no point going to work somewhere if they
don’t know in advance and are not accepting and wel-
coming of me right from the start. I'd just encounter
more problems and end up being fired probably. So at
least it filters out the places that would be bad for me to
work.” (p. 17)

Disclosure has mixed outcomes. Just as participants had
mixed views on whether to disclose, we also identified
mixed outcomes of disclosure, sometimes even within
the same situation.

For some, disclosure resulted in problematic stereo-
typing: “. .. unspoken assumptions, people assuming I’'m
good at everything because I am good at one thing, and
people assuming I am terrible at everything because I am
terrible at one thing. In other words, the assumption of a
flat autistic profile is hugely problematic.” (p. 22)
Sometimes, the negative impact of disclosure went as
far as active discrimination in the workplace, with one
participant describing this situation: “[She] asked me
to speak privately and told me, ‘I didn’t mean it that
way, it’s just that everyone else would have understood.’
Really? Are you actually saying that you spoke to me
disrespectfully because of my autistic traits? So that was
direct discrimination.” (p. 21)

Some participants also viewed disclosure as having a
negative impact on hiring practices, referring to disclo-
sure as a disadvantage in recruitment. One participant
talked about a situation where disclosure led to not
getting the job: “They had been very happy with my
written tasks during the application process, but the
feedback I got about the interview was that I didn’t
fit in there, and they were concerned I'd need adjust-
ments to the training process. Which are both thinly-
veiled code for “You’re too autistic.”” (p. 18)

While these negative outcomes were common in the
data, positive outcomes were also frequently discussed.
Participants spoke about having improved mental
health and well-being after disclosing their autism diag-
nosis: “I have become much more open about it
because the response to disclosure has always been pos-
itive, so I feel able to mask a little less and live more
authentically, which is good for the well-being.” (p. 19)
They also gained acceptance and support from others,
with one participant expressing that, “I’ve had some
good experiences certainly as well and I feel a lot
better in terms of people accepting me.” (p. 9) This
acceptance and support led to managers’ increased will-
ingness to help their autistic employees: “The managers
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were very interested in learning more about autism.
The two managers supported me on the shop floor
and at the tills.” (p. 13)

Disclosure sometimes had a wider impact; not only
impacting the individual but also leading to positive
organisational changes. One participant, despite being
made redundant, still spoke about a welcome effect of
disclosing an autism diagnosis: “I don’t regret disclos-
ing in that organisation because I believe it did good
even for the organisation. Now they have a proper
procedure where, if someone needs a disability adjust-
ment, it is dated, it is in black and white, it can be
followed.” (p. 21)

Factors associated with the outcomes of disclosure. We iden-
tified three factors that appeared to be linked to wheth-
er disclosure had positive or negative outcomes:
understanding of autism, willingness to make adapta-
tions, and organisational culture (see Figure 2).

Understanding of autism. Colleagues’ and employers’
understanding of autism appeared to be associated
with whether the disclosure of an autism diagnosis
had a positive or negative effect. Where colleagues
had prior knowledge and understanding of autism, dis-
closure experiences were often positive: “A colleague 1
was working quite closely with said, ‘I understand, my
son has autism’ so that was really encouraging, that
was a positive experience.” (p. 7) However, a lack of
understanding was typically associated with more neg-
ative outcomes: “The third job didn’t show any under-
standing at all. They were busy and short-staffed and
the manager was only temporary. There was a high
staff turn around there. So, the disclosure had no
effect at all.” (p. 13)

Willingness to make adaptations. We also identified a
second factor related to disclosure outcomes: the will-
ingness to make adaptations in the workplace for autis-
tic individuals. In situations where appropriate
adjustments were made, participants often had positive
experiences: “Some adaptations have been made with-
out me asking. Employer is tolerant of my bad
memory, which I really appreciate and need. She
reminds me of some things.” (p. 22) Participants
spoke about negative outcomes when employers were
unwilling to make these adjustments: “On their part
they told me that they didn’t know and then when I
did disclose it in an HR meeting, I said that I would
like some special agreed adjustments to be put in place
but they refused.” (p. 11)

Organisational culture. Acceptance and understanding
from colleagues, as well as willingness to make adapta-
tions, were often reflective of the wider organisational

culture. Some participants spoke about their workpla-
ces as being more inclusive and understanding of dis-
ability, which was linked to positive outcomes of
disclosure: “Because I am disabled, I now get to work
on our disabled resources! So, when the people in the
office or the advisors come across someone that has
additional needs, they will redirect them to me.” (p.
3) Others spoke about some organisations having a
negative view of disability, which could lead to negative
outcomes: “I think unfortunately there are certain neg-
ative attitudes towards people with disabilities and it’s
depending on the culture of where you work. You
might make your own employment position less
secure by disclosing so I would advise people to con-
sider whether or not it is a good idea according to the
culture of the organisation.” (p. 9)

Discussion

The decision to disclose an autism diagnosis is a strug-
gle for many autistic individuals, especially within a
workplace environment. This struggle can be com-
pounded by the uncertainty surrounding the outcomes
of disclosure. Our study aimed to decrease this uncer-
tainty by identifying factors in the workplace associat-
ed with the various outcomes of disclosure. We first
asked people if they had disclosed and why, then ques-
tioned them about the outcomes of their disclosure
decision.

Disclosure is a process that begins with weighing the
decision to disclose. Our study identified many partic-
ipants who chose to keep their diagnosis private or to
disclose selectively based on trust or necessity.
Withholding their diagnosis involved the use of
camouflaging as a coping mechanism, which previous
studies have identified in everyday social situations
(Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019; Hull et al., 2017
Schneid & Raz, 2020) and which we have identified
as a strategy also employed by autistic individuals in
the workplace. Research has identified an association
between camouflaging and gender, with higher rates of
camouflaging behaviours observed in females com-
pared to males (Hull et al., 2019; Schuck et al., 2019;
Wood-Downie et al., 2021). Contrary to these findings,
the results of the current study did not confirm this
association; both male and female participants spoke
about using camouflaging to cope within their work-
place environments. In fact, our results showed no dif-
ferences in disclosure experiences based on gender, as
both male and female participants were represented
under each sub-theme. Main reasons to avoid disclos-
ing were the fear of discrimination from others, and the
belief that disclosure is unnecessary or not beneficial.
These findings were consistent with those of our previ-
ous study (Romualdez et al., 2021) and those of
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Johnson and Joshi (2014), who identified fear of dis-
crimination as a common reason why autistic employ-
ees do not disclose. We also found that individuals
struggling with their autistic identity chose not to dis-
close their diagnosis to their employers or colleagues.

Conversely, many participants did disclose widely
within the workplace, and spoke about disclosure as
an expression of their autistic identity and a responsi-
bility to the autistic community. There is growing evi-
dence of a link between autistic identity and disclosure
(Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2020), and our results show
that this is also relevant to the decision to disclose at
work. Consistent with previous findings (Romualdez
et al., 2020), we also found that people chose to disclose
for adjustments, legal protections, and increased under-
standing and acceptance, as well as in response to neg-
ative experiences.

The mixed outcomes of disclosure determined by
past research (Lindsay et al., 2019; Romualdez et al.,
2020) were also confirmed by the current study. These
included negative outcomes (i.e., problematic stereo-
typing, active discrimination, and disadvantages in
recruitment) as well as positive ones: improved
mental health and well-being, acceptance and support
from others, and positive organisational changes.

The goal of the current study was to understand
what might contribute to positive or negative outcomes
after the disclosure of an autism diagnosis. By analy-
sing the participants’ experiences, we suggest three fac-
tors associated with these outcomes: understanding of
autism, adaptations, and organisational culture. A
better understanding of autism for both employers and
colleagues of autistic individuals is associated with pos-
itive disclosure experiences. The participants in our
study commented that when others in the workplace
had more knowledge of autism and showed a greater
understanding of autistic traits, this led to better dis-
closure outcomes. The importance of colleagues’
understanding of autism is in line with research outside
the employment field which has shown that increased
autism knowledge in social situations may lead to more
positive outcomes of disclosure (Sasson & Morrison,
2017). Similarly, disclosure had negative outcomes
when people already had a negative view of autism
(Morrison, 2019). This demonstrates how the reaction
of the confidant is connected to the outcome of disclo-
sure, as seen in research on other stigmatised identities
(Major et al., 1990; Rodriguez & Kelly, 2006). Our
findings show that this is also relevant to autistic indi-
viduals; diagnostic disclosure may be successful based
on autism knowledge and therefore the understanding,
and favourable reaction, of the recipient of the
disclosure.

One way in which recipients of autism disclosure can
react positively is to make appropriate adaptations for

the autistic individual. The willingness to make adapta-
tions appears to be a second factor associated with dis-
closure  outcomes. Participants who received
adaptations that were both timely and appropriate to
their needs often associated these with positive experi-
ences of disclosure. These workplace adjustments
included changes to the work environment, such as
blue light filters for computer screens and noise cancel-
ling headphones, as well as adjustments to workplace
policy. Some examples mentioned by participants were
being allowed to work from home on certain days of
the week and having an assigned desk despite hot desk-
ing being used in their workplaces. Conversely, some
autistic adults spoke about going through a long, pro-
tracted process to obtain adjustments, not receiving the
right adjustments, or encountering resistance from
employers toward making these adjustments; these
individuals had negative experiences of disclosure.
Research has shown that obtaining workplace adjust-
ments is a common reason to disclose; in fact, many
autistic adults only disclose in order to receive adjust-
ments (Romualdez et al.,, 2020). However, autistic
people are often dissatisfied with the adjustments
made by employers and colleagues (Lindsay et al.,
2019; Romualdez et al., 2020), and in such cases, the
decision to disclose may be viewed negatively. It is
therefore crucial to ensure that, following disclosure,
appropriate adaptations are put in place to improve
productivity and work participation, and also support
well-being and mental health (Baanders et al., 2001;
Charmaz, 2010).

While understanding autism and making adapta-
tions on the individual level are important, it is an
inclusive organisational culture that underpins both of
these determinants. Our findings showed that autistic
employees whose workplaces were perceived to be
more accepting of diversity also experienced positive
outcomes after disclosing their diagnosis. We found
that an inclusive workplace culture often involved a
better understanding of autism from employers and
colleagues, as well as a greater willingness to make
adaptations. This is consistent with research on dis-
abled employees more generally which highlights char-
acteristics of the organisation, managers and employees
that pose barriers to employment for disabled individ-
uals (Stone & Colella, 1996). Two main influences
emerged: organisational leadership, and human
resource personnel. Regarding the former, Schein
(2017) underscored the importance of leaders in not
only representing organisational culture but also
being agents of change in their workplaces. While
organisations as a whole must adopt inclusive practi-
ces, it is organisation leaders such as CEOs and man-
agers who can influence the attitudes of their
employees toward diversity. This has a direct impact
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on how autistic employees can thrive in their workplace
environments.

In addition to the role of leadership, Bruyere et al.
(2003) emphasised the importance of the attitudes of
human resource personnel toward supporting disabled
employees, and identified this as an influencing factor
on the ability of these employees to maintain their jobs.
As the avenue by which organisations support and pro-
tect their employees, human resource departments are
representative of organisational culture. An inclusive
organisation must show an interest in supporting all
of its employees and creating an environment that
accommodates their different needs. This naturally
influences employees to be more understanding and
willing to adapt for autistic individuals. In fact, this
type of workplace may not even necessitate disclosure
by its autistic employees if adjustments, such as flexible
working hours and quiet spaces, are already in place
for every employee. In truly inclusive workplaces, dis-
closure is entirely the choice of the autistic employee
and not a necessity.

Overall, our findings lead to key recommendations
based on the factors associated with disclosure out-
comes. We recommend three specific practices that
will facilitate the development of better understanding
of autism, meaningful workplace adjustments, and
inclusive organisational cultures. First, organisations
must work to increase the understanding of autism
within their workplaces, but general autism training
can often promote problematic stereotypes and ulti-
mately be harmful to autistic employees. Instead, we
recommend individualised autism training, ideally
involving the autistic employee. This will ensure that
the understanding of autism is tailored to the employ-
ee’s own experiences, strengths, and needs. Second,
while disclosure often leads to workplace adjustments,
disclosure must also be supported by having the right
infrastructure in place to ensure adjustments are both
timely and appropriate. Having a clear process for dis-
closure is merely the first step; employers need to make
sure that there is follow-through with supports put in
place so that disclosure has tangible, lasting effects. We
also recommend regular evaluations by autistic
employees of the adjustments put in place to ensure
satisfaction, and a pathway for autistic employees to
provide feedback when adjustments are not working.

The above recommendations are targeted toward
employers, whom we urge to take more of an initiative
in improving the disclosure experiences of their autistic
employees. The current study identified positive organ-
isational changes as one outcome of disclosure, but
these changes were often brought on by the autistic
individuals themselves. The organisations in these sit-
uations were forced to define their disclosure and
adjustment protocols because their autistic employees

either took legal action or demanded change. While
making these changes is a step in the right direction,
we recommend that organisations take a more proactive
approach to embracing and supporting diversity, rather
than relying on their disabled employees to show them
where they can improve. This could involve diversity
training and clear guidelines on legal protections for dis-
abled employees, as well as using hiring practices that do
not unfairly disadvantage autistic people (e.g., practical
evaluations rather than face-to-face interviews).

While we urge employers and organisations to adapt
their businesses to become more inclusive, we also rec-
ognise that the push for more inclusive workplace envi-
ronments may not bring about immediate change. It
may, unfortunately, take some time before the move-
ment toward acceptance of neurodiversity in workpla-
ces translates to practices that are beneficial for autistic
individuals. We therefore have certain recommenda-
tions for autistic employees and job seekers who may
currently be weighing the decision to disclose. Autistic
employees should first seek to review their organisa-
tion’s policies on disclosure and legal protections for
disabled employees. There may be some precedent
within the organisation for disclosure of disabilities,
which can help autistic employees identify how their
workplaces respond to disclosure. In workplaces
where the outcomes of disclosure may be unclear, dis-
closing selectively at first to an immediate supervisor
will give the autistic employee some insight into whether
disclosure will be beneficial. Employees may also involve
HR personnel to explore their options for how and
when to disclose. However, employees may also
choose to seek outside help from organisations, such
as AS Mentoring and the National Autistic Society,
that can provide advice on disclosure and the protec-
tions afforded to disabled individuals in workplaces.

While we feel that the data offer important insights
into outcomes of disclosure, we also acknowledge that
our study has certain limitations. First, our study
employed qualitative methods which means we are
unable to draw conclusions about causation. Though
we propose that the factors outlined above may predict
the outcomes of disclosure, we recommend that future
studies employ quantitative methods with a much
larger sample of participants in order to establish
these causal relationships. Second, the sample of autis-
tic people who took part in this research was fairly
small (N =24), and was predominantly White (n =22,
91.6%). Although approximately 38% of autistic indi-
viduals have a co-occurring intellectual impairment
(Center for Autism Research, 2016), this study only
offers insight into the experiences of autistic individuals
without an intellectual disability (ID). It may be that
autistic individuals with ID have different employment
and disclosure experiences. Research has shown that
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autistic adults with a co-occurring intellectual impair-
ment have more difficulty finding and maintaining
employment (Bush & Tassé, 2017). However, there is
also evidence that those without ID are more likely to
be malemployed (i.e., doing a job not consistent with
their skills and abilities) or underemployed (i.e., doing
a job for which they are overqualified) (Baldwin et al.,
2014). As such, our participants may not represent the
wider autistic population in the UK, which makes it
difficult to generalise our results. Third, we also lacked
equal representation between those who disclosed and
those who had not disclosed to anyone in the workplace.
This was expected, as the nature of the research tends to
attract people who are more open about their autism
diagnoses. It limits, however, the conclusions that can
be drawn about the motivations behind deciding to
avoid disclosing a diagnosis of autism in the workplace.
Despite these limitations, we believe that our
research offers an important step towards helping
employers and autistic employees understand the fac-
tors associated with better disclosure outcomes. These
results have implications for improving both individual
and organisational practices. Our findings bridge the
gap between the act of disclosure and its possible con-
sequences, which can lessen the uncertainty surround-
ing the decision to disclose for autistic people. Through
these results, we hope that autistic people will be able
to make an informed decision with less difficulty, ulti-
mately resulting in better employment experiences.

Author’s note

We have chosen to use identity-first (e.g., autistic individual
rather than individual with autism) language throughout this
paper, as this reflects the preferences of many members of the
UK autistic community, their families, and other stakehold-
ers (Kenny et al., 2016).
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