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WHAT IS AUTISM?

1.1 AN INTRODUCTION TO AUTISM

Autism is a lifelong neurological disability that affects how a person communicates with, 
and relates to, other people. It also affects how they make sense of the world around 
them. Autism, or Autism Spectrum Disorder, refers to a range of conditions 
characterised by challenges with social skills and interactions, repetitive behaviours, 
speech and non-verbal communication, as well as by unique strengths and differences.  

It is a spectrum condition, which means that, while all people with Autism share certain 
difficulties, there will be subtle differences within their condition that will affect them in 
different ways. Some people on the Autistic Spectrum will be able to live relatively 
independent lives, but others may have accompanying learning disabilities and may 
need a lifetime of specialist support. Furthermore, we know now that there is not one 
form of Autism, but many variants caused by different combinations of genetic and 
environmental influences. The most obvious signs of Autism tend to be appear between 
the ages of two and three years old. In some cases, it can be diagnosed as early as 
eighteen months.  

People on the Autistic Spectrum experience three main areas of difficulty, which are 
often known as the triad of impairments. These will be discussed in more depth later, 
but they are principally; social interaction, social communication and social imagination. 
Many people with Autism also have sensory difficulties, meaning that they can be over- 
or under- sensitive to certain sights, sounds, smells, tastes or touch. Some sounds or 
bright lights, for example, can cause extreme anxiety and sometimes even pain.

1.2 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 an 
 inappropriate subject of conversation.

• Appear insensitive, as they have not recognised how someone else is feeling.

• Prefer to spend time alone rather than actively participating in workplace 
 socialising.

• Have difficulty recognising and expressing their needs or feelings.

• Want to interact with others, but be unsure of how to do this.
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1.3 SOCIAL COMMUNICATION

Many people with Autism have a very literal understanding of language and can 
struggle to understand metaphors, similes, idioms, irony and sarcasm. For example, 
expressions like ‘it’s raining cats and dogs’ or ‘pigs will fly’ can be taken literally. 
People with Autism can often be taken as very blunt, and have difficulty reading the 
facial expressions of other’s, or tone of voice. 

Some people with Autism may not speak, but communicate using signs or visual 
symbols. Others may have extremely good language skills, but may find it hard to 
understand the ‘give and take’ of conversations and may talk in length about their own 
subjects of interest and not appear interested in others’ interests. It will help when 
communicating with someone to speak clearly and give them time to process what you 
have said. 

1.4 SOCIAL IMAGINATION

Difficulties with social imagination should not be confused with a lack of imagination; 
some people with Autism are very creative and are successful musicians, artists and 
writers. 

People with Autism may find it difficult to:

• Understand and interpret other people’s feelings, thoughts and actions.
• Predict what will happen next.
• Understand the concept of danger.
• Prepare for change and plan for the future.
• Cope with change and unfamiliar situations.

Many people with Autism have one or more special interests, which they often pursue 
passionately and tenaciously. This can lead to them gaining a vast and detailed 
knowledge of a subject- something which employers should be capitalising on. 
Common examples of this type of behaviour are a passion for computers or 
bookkeeping, leading to possible employment opportunities in computing or finance. 

The difficulties associated with Autism can make it hard for someone on the Autism 
Spectrum to find and keep a job. But, with the right support and training for both them, 
their employer and colleagues, people with Autism have much to offer a business. It is 
about harnessing the potential of Autistic employees and tapping into their strengths to 
allow them to fulfil their potential, whilst also improving the effectiveness of the 
business in training and developing their management teams in understanding how to 
get the best out of Autistic employees with the organisation. 
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EMPLOYING PEOPLE WITH AUTISM
2.1 WHY IS EMPLOYMENT FOR AUTISTIC PEOPLE 
 IMPORTANT?

The ability to get, keep, and then to progress in work, is the best route out of poverty, 
and a central part of social inclusion. Autistic people are significantly under 
represented in the labour market and the Department for Health has committed to 
doing more to help them into employment. Currently as a disability, Autism costs the 
UK taxpayer £32bn a year in social care costs, educational support (including pupil 
referral units post-school exclusion), and welfare support from the state through 
Universal Credit and other benefits. Only 16% of people with high functioning Autism 
(Asperger’s Syndrome) are in full-time employment, only 32% of people with Autism are 
in part-time employment and only 47% of people as a whole on the Autistic Spectrum 
are in full-time employment. The government is committed to a figure of 64% of 
people with Autism in employment by 2035, yet employers need to recognise that they 
too have a social and ethical responsibility to help get people with Autism into 
employment. By helping more people on the Autistic Spectrum into employment, the 
dependency rate of Autistic people relying on support from the state will inevitably 
drop. The consequence being that there will be less Autistic people in poverty and 
greater social mobility for those on the Autistic Spectrum to maximise their potential 
and develop careers in the way they see fit, with employers who understand the 
benefits of employing Autistic people into their organisations.

2.2 WHY EMPLOY SOMEONE WITH AUTISM?

People with Autism can make effective and highly valued employees. As is the case 
with all employees, it’s important to match the person’s particular skills to the require-
ments of the post. People with Autism are often very focused and have considerable 
skills in specific areas. Some of the most transferable skills include attention to detail, 
a methodical approach, strong research skills, good long-term memory and excellent 
record-keeping.

2.3 AUTISTIC TALENT CAN ENHANCE YOUR BUSINESS

Autism-specific strengths are highly individualistic, but frequently include:

• Distinctive logical and analytical abilities.
• Sustained concentration and perseverance even when tasks are repetitive.
• Conscientious, loyalty and sincerity.
• An exceptional eye for details, deviations and potential errors.
• Continuously thorough target/actual comparisons and a genuine awareness for 

quality.
• A strong interest in factual matters and comprehensive technical expertise.
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MAKING ADJUSTMENTS WHEN 
RECRUITING AND EMPLOYING 

SOMEONE WITH AUTISM

Although people with Autism have a great deal to offer employers, getting a job in the 
first place can be difficult. Simple adjustments at the recruitment stage can make the 
process applying for jobs much more accessible for people with autism.

3.1 JOB ADVERTISEMENTS, DESCRIPTIONS AND 
 PERSON SPECIFICATIONS

Consider carefully the key skills needed for a job and put these into a clearly worded, 
jargon-free advertisement, job description and person specification. If ‘excellent 
communication skills’ are not necessary for the post, avoid stipulating this is as a 
requirement, as it may unnecessarily deter someone with Autism from applying.

3.2 APPLICATION FORMS

If you do not already do so, include a section on the form for the applicant to provide 
information about any reasonable adjustments they may require during the potential 
recruitment process and in the workplace to help overcome potential barriers or 
disadvantages.

3.3 EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES MONITORING

It is good practice to ask job applicants to complete, separate to the application form, 
a confidential monitoring form. If you provide a tick-list of disabilities on your form, add 
Autism as a separate category, as it is important to note that it is neither a learning 
disability, nor a mental health problem. 
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Interviews can be very stressful for people with Autism. Difficulties with communication, 
sensory issues and meeting someone new in an unfamiliar place all present a challenge. 
It is good practice to let interviewees know in advance of the interview who will be on 
the panel (name and job titles), exactly where the interview will be held and what they 
can expect to happen during the interview itself. The more you are able to tell them, 
the more they will be able to prepare and the less stressful the experience will be. It is 
also good practice to ask the interviewee if they need you to make any adjustments to 
the room itself, for example, to the lighting. 

During the interview it is important to adjust the type and wording of the questions you 
ask, in order to give candidates with Autism an opportunity to demonstrate their ability. 
Below provides some key guidance:

• Avoid idioms, and abstract language, such as ‘ballpark figure’, ‘blow your own 
trumpet’ or ‘cast your mind back’, as many people with Autism interpret language 
literally and perhaps will not understand what you mean.

• Hypothetical or abstract questions, such as “Where do you see yourself in ten years’ 
time?” can be very difficult for people with Autism to answer, as they may find it 
impossible to project themselves into the future. 

• Open-ended questions are also problematic, as a person with Autism may find it 
difficult to talk about their experience, will not understand the concept of ‘selling 
themselves’ and will simply tell the truth and be factual rather than elaborating and 
expanding on their good points. 

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

• You could allow the candidate with Autism to be accompanied by someone who can 
rephrase questions, or duties, to make them easier to understand.

• Candidates may also benefit from extra time to complete written tests, which should 
comprise short and concise questions. 

These allowances, should be regarded as ‘reasonable adjustments’ under the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1995.

3.4 INTERVIEWS
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SUPPORTING PEOPLE WITH AUTISM 
IN THE WORKPLACE

By making some reasonable adjustments in the workplace you could provide a person 
with Autism with the environment and support they need to excel at their job. The 
type and level of support required will depend on the person’s individual needs, but 
could include:

• Appointing a colleague to act as a mentor.
• Bringing in help from external support organisations that offer job mentoring, 

coaching and general and specific job assistance to people with Autism.
• Arranging general and specific Autism awareness training for staff who work along-

side employee(s) with Autism. 
• Using a job coach to help both you and the employee to establish a successful 

employment partnership. 

4.1 MANAGING SOMEONE WITH AUTISM

Good support from a manager is the key to successful employment for both the 
employee with Autism and the employer. Effective communication is central to this 
support. 

Some communication strategies for managers include:

• Not making assumptions
• Using direct and precise explanations
• Giving detailed instructions for tasks
• Being clear about your expectations of the employee
• Avoiding figurative speech or idioms
• Showing respect for difference
• Using written as well as oral instructions
• Checking that you have been understood

In addition to these communication strategies, successful management of a person 
with Autism can include:

• Holding regular one-to-one meetings for feedback and monitoring
• Making sure that the person is involved in the team
• Giving one-to-one, rather than group training
• Raising staff awareness of the employee with Autism’s particular strengths, difficul-

ties and needs

Many of these strategies are applicable to managing any team but will especially 
contribute towards a successful employment experience for a person with Autism. 
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EMPLOYMENT SCHEMES AND 
PROGRAMMES TO HELP 

BUSINESSES SUPPORT THEIR 
AUTISTIC EMPLOYEES

5.1 SCHEMES AND SERVICES AVAILABLE TO HELP 
 EMPLOYERS AND AUTISTIC JOB SEEKERS

AUTISM INITIATIVES

AUTISM WORKS

BASE 

FINDING WORK

LIVING AUTISM
 

AUTICON 

Offers opportunities for supported employment 
across the UK and Ireland.

A limited company and charity which promotes 
employment for those with Autism in the IT 
sector, working to offer sustainable employment 
opportunities.

The British Association for Supported 
Employment, is a national trade association 
representing agencies across the UK who are 
involved in securing employment for people 
with disabilities, including Autism.

A handbook produced by The National Autistic 
Society for prospective employers, as well as 
individuals with Autism to help with job 
searching and work preparation. It contains 
worksheets, information sheets and templates on 
a range of useful subjects including finding work 
experience, interviews and managing anxieties. 

A directory of agencies offering employment 
support in your area.

An award winning multi-national IT and compli-
ance consulting business. All Auticon consultants 
are on the Autistic Spectrum. 
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