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Autism and Employment

Conducting a Job Search: Quick Tips to Guide Your Journey
By Michael Giorgio
Spectrum Works, Inc.

Let us begin with facts: job search-
ing is not always easy - for any-
one. Most people, whether they 
are autistic or not, will experience 

several potential hurdles when finding the 
right job for them. Although there are addi-
tional challenges that are unique to autistic 
individuals, the initial steps of the journey 
are similar, and these core elements of any 
job search campaign can make a differ-
ence in a competitive job market. 

Spectrum Works is a non-profit dedicat-
ed to providing job training and life success 
skills for autistic young adults. While much 
of the curriculum and practical training are 
specific to autism, portions of our career 
planning are applicable to anyone and are 
key to identifying who you are and what 
you can bring to the professional world. 

Job searching is a complex process and 
no one article will offer an all-encompass-
ing solution. Most autistic individuals will 
need the support and guidance of profes-
sionals over time to become seasoned in 
all aspects of career planning. In the mean-
time, here are some quick tips you can 

take away today to get started and that can 
hopefully help you gain an edge in your 
personal marketing campaign. 

Who Am I? What Do I Want?

Our ultimate goal is to find meaningful 

employment - a job that inspires and fits 
“me.” Much has been written lately about 
“special interests” related to autism. Be-
yond challenges - which are individual to 
each person - there also exists your own 
unique attributes or strengths. Identifying 
and promoting these strengths to align with 

the myriad job requirements out there (that 
most of us never realized existed) can bring 
you to the top of the resume pile. That is the 
first step. That is where you need to be. The 
process of interviewing and winning the 
job is phase two of the process, which many 
other resources will cover further in depth. 

A recent article in Spectrum illustrates 
how one of the hallmarks of autism, an in-
tense and often narrow focus on a very spe-
cific topic, can lead to a career. In response 
to autistic blogger Pete Wharmby’s 2020 
Twitter post - “Anyone #autistic managed 
to make a living from a special interest?” - 
people with professions as diverse as librar-
ian, tattoo artist, train conductor, and even 
paleontologist responded that their passions 
inspired and informed their life’s work. 

Temple Grandin, PhD, whose passion 
for animals led to her becoming a preem-
inent expert and thought leader on animal 
behavior, and John Elder Robison, an auto 
enthusiast and highly recognized restorer 
of classic cars, are two prominent autism 
advocates who have turned their special 
interests into a profession. 

Try this (fun) exercise: make a list of ev-
erything you enjoy doing. It can be anything

see Job Search on page 25

Neurodiversity Hiring Programs - A Path to Employment?
By Marcia Scheiner
President
Integrate Autism Employment Advisors

Standard recruiting and interviewing 
processes are designed for the ways 
neurotypical candidates think. Un-
fortunately, these practices often 

obscure the talents neurodivergent candi-
dates can bring to an organization. While 
some autistic individuals do obtain em-
ployment through an employer’s standard 
recruiting process without disclosing they 
have a neurodivergent profile or request-
ing an accommodation, the unemployment 
statistics suggest that those individuals are 
in the minority. To address this, some em-
ployers are modifying their recruiting and 
interviewing practices to provide autistic 
candidates the opportunity to demonstrate 
their skill sets in ways that suit their pre-
sentation styles, while others have gone as 
far as setting up completely distinct pro-
grams for hiring autistic employees. 

The History of 
Neurodiversity Hiring Programs

Present day neurodiversity hiring pro-
grams have evolved from a combination of 

federal and corporate initiatives (see Histo-
ry Timeline, above). 

The Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 
1920, which provided funds for people 
with physical disabilities, laid the ground-
work for the current vocational service 
system for people with disabilities in the 
U.S. Over the years, the Vocational Re-
habilitation Act was expanded to include 
services for persons with other types of 
disabilities. The Rehabilitation Act of 
1973 was passed to include persons with 
severe disabilities and incorporate civil 
rights protection for persons with dis-
abilities (Idaho Department of Vocational 
Rehabilitation, n.d.). In 2014, the passage 
of the Workforce Innovation and Oppor-
tunity Act (WIOA) updated the laws gov-
erning vocational services. Unlike prior 

legislation, WIOA was meant to ensure 
disabled workers are provided with the 
skills to succeed in a competitive employ-
ment environment and engage employers 
in a more meaningful way in the process 
of creating employment opportunities for 
people with disabilities.

On the corporate side, in 2008 Wal-
green’s started hiring a significant number 
of employees with disabilities to work in 
two major distribution centers, and in 2010 
started the Retail Employee Disability Ini-
tiative to train people with disabilities in 
their retail pharmacies. In March 2013, 
SAP announced its intention to have 1% of 
its workforce be comprised of autistic em-
ployees by 2020. For a Fortune 500 com-
pany, this was an incredible commitment 
at that time. 

With SAP’s announcement, hopes rose 
that doors would begin opening at large 
employers interested in including autistic 
jobseekers in their ranks. SAP was fol-
lowed by several other global employers 
in making significant commitments to im-
plementing autism hiring programs – DXC 
Technology (2014), JPMorgan Chase and 
Microsoft (2015) and EY (2016). Today, 
these five employers have the largest 
neurodiversity hiring efforts, measured 
by number of employees hired, among 
multi-national corporations. Additional-
ly, at least fifty other major corporations, 
worldwide, have launched hiring initia-
tives targeting neurodivergent talent. 

Hiring Approaches

The approaches employers take to in-
clude autistic individuals can range from 
hiring initiatives developed solely for neu-
rodivergent candidates to creating inclu-
sive processes within the company’s exist-
ing hiring practices. 

Distinct Hiring Processes - Some compa-
nies choose to establish an autism hiring 
program that is distinct and separate from

see Hiring on page 34
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Safety from page 4

disability learns through the real-time ex-
ample of watching another person perform 
the same task. This can also be the function 
of a job coach if the employee receives that 
type of support mentioned earlier within 
this article. Consult with local and state-
based providers to learn more about re-
gional support offerings. 

While these recommendations are 
largely related to the function of Human 
Resources, they are steps which can limit 
the risks associated with managing an in-
clusive workforce. Supervision and clear 
responsibilities set the tone for an environ-
ment which is safe. In these environments, 
each person works within their hired ex-
pectations. When adhering to concrete job 
duties there is less risk than one would ex-
perience in a more subjective role where 
responsibilities shift or may be a bit gray. 
Supervision and mentorship which meet 
the employee’s needs leave little risk for 
accident or injury. This is because there 
is always a helpful member of the team 
available to provide guidance and support 
from keeping the employee on task to rec-
ognizing if they are in a potentially haz-
ardous situation. 

The benefits of creating an inclusive 

workplace environment can far exceed the 
risk when making minor changes to the 
traditional way that jobs function. These 
modifications are worth implementing. 
They lead to meaningful employment op-
portunities for people with Autism. 

Heather Purcell has earned a Bachelor 
of Science degree in Community and Hu-
man Services. She is the chairperson for 
the Orange County Community Services 
board I/DD subcommittee with thirteen 
years of experience in the human service 
field. Irwin Siegel Agency (ISA) has been 
the leading Program Administrator for the 
Human and Social Service industry for de-
cades. Members of the Risk Management 
Division from ISA come from a Social Ser-
vice background, giving them an accurate 
perspective of the day-to-day challenges 
that provider agencies face when it comes 
to managing risk. For more information 
contact riskmanagement@siegelagency.com.
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By Nancy Fraher
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SEARCH Autism Enhancement
The Arc Westchester 

According to the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention 
(CDC), 1 in 54 children has been 
identified with autism spectrum 

disorder (CDC, 2020). Since there is no 
evidence to suggest that the prevalence 
of ASD will decrease, the need for tran-
sitional services, especially those related 
to employment, has become even greater. 
Over the next decade, approximately half 
a million young people on the autism spec-
trum will transition to adulthood (Demer, 
2018), and it is critical that they receive the 
supports and learn the skills needed in or-
der to do this successfully. 

At The Arc Westchester, our Project 
SEARCH Autism Enhancement Program 
(PSAE) is a one-year internship program 
targeted for young adults, ages 18 to 28, 
with ASD whose goal is competitive em-
ployment. PSAE uses the proven curric-
ulum from the original Project SEARCH 
program at Cincinnati Children’s Hospital 
Medical Center that has been enhanced by 
NEXT for AUTISM and UNC TEACCH 
evidence-based practices in partnership 
with The Arc Westchester, New York-Pres-

byterian Hospital, and New York-Presby-
terian’s Center for Autism and the Devel-
oping Brain.

For an individual with ASD, being em-
ployed means integration into a social 
network, contributing to society, making 
their own choices and decisions and being 
less reliant upon publicly funded programs 
(Roux et al, 2013). But for many individ-
uals with ASD, finding and keeping a job 
can be difficult, with challenges includ-
ing navigating the social dynamics of the 

workplace, coping with sensory overload, 
organizing and completing tasks, and com-
municating with coworkers (Roux, Rast, 
Anderson and Shattuck, 2017). We have 
found that helping individuals learn the 
skills needed to be successful in the work-
place starts with preparing them for the in-
terview process. 

Strong interview skills begin with basic 
communication skills, and this is some-
thing that should be an integral part of any 
employment training program curriculum. 
Individuals with ASD may have difficul-
ties with some behaviors related to social 
skills including eye contact, engaging in 
reciprocal conversation and responding to 
another person’s interactions, which can 
pose a challenge in the work environment 
(Hendricks, 2010). From day one, it is im-
portant to work with individuals on hon-
ing these skills, from making small talk 
in the hallways, to conversing with their 
peers and staff, to having phone conver-
sations and virtual meetings. Individuals 
build upon this foundation throughout their 
training so when it comes time for a formal 
interview, they are comfortable with the 
interaction and have had a variety of expe-
riences. It is important to maintain routine 
practice reviewing topics that are appropri-
ate to discuss at work (sports, the weather, 
etc.) and what is not, including personal 
information. 

Another tool we have found to be helpful 
is the creation of a slide presentation that 
allows participants to visually share more 
about themselves and the work and train-
ing they are doing throughout the program. 
This presentation uses photos and/or video 
clips of the individual working throughout 
the various phases of the program and de-
scriptive captions explaining what they are 
doing. We have found that our interns with 
ASD sometimes struggle with open-ended 
or direct questions, and utilizing the slide 
presentation provides another avenue for 
discussion and takes a bit of the pressure 
off the situation. All of the information 
from the visual presentation is also includ-
ed on their resume, which we help them 
write and update throughout the program. 

If using a visual component like the 
above, it is important to give individuals 
the opportunity to practice presenting their 
story prior to any formal interview. This is 
also something that can be expanded on 
over time to help increase their confidence. 
Participants can start with presenting to a 
member of the staff, then their peers, then 
familiar faces who they do not interact 
with every day, but who they know, and so 
on. Gradually build out that circle, so that 
when it comes time for them to show the 
presentation to a potential employer, they 

see Interview Skills on page 29

How Practicing and Building Interview Skills Can 
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By Mike Dierdorff
Autism Self-Advocate
Autism Society of Iowa

A question that is widely debated 
in the Autism community is 
whether a prospective employ-
ee should disclose during the 

interview process they are autistic (I use 
identity first language). Opinions vary on 
this topic. It is my opinion that the comfort 
level the interviewee has is a determining 
factor in disclosing.

Personally, I choose to disclose. When 
the interviewer asks to tell me a little bit 
about myself, that’s when I choose to dis-
close. From my experiences interviewing 
(I’m 56), it puts me at ease. I have dis-
closed since 2016, and my disclosing defi-
nitely makes me feel more comfortable. 
The public as a whole is understanding 
autism more. When I first spoke to Talk 
To Me Technologies in Cedar Falls, IA, I 
had an idea as to what they did, and I dis-
closed at the first informal meeting. I sent 
several emails to them, telling them I was 
still interested in working for their com-
pany. In August 2017, I was unemployed, 
so I looked at their website to see what 
openings they had. There was an opening 
for a shipping/inventory clerk, which was 
something I had experience in. I didn’t get 
the original job, but they created a new po-
sition in which I would disinfect AAC de-
vices that came in from loans and devices 
that were in need of repair. I accepted their 
offer, and at the age of 56, this is the best 
job I’ve ever had.

Marie Ugorek, who is an employee of a 
church, says she disclosed during her in-
terview. She was recently diagnosed (in 

comparison, I was diagnosed at the age of 
four). She was open with the pastor and 
the lay people during the process. She also 
was involved in writing the description for 
the job, including the flexibility in which 
she needed before she was diagnosed. Her 
disclosing explained why she did things 
the way she did. She works with families 
with loved ones who have ADHD and are 
autistic, and one autistic parent. Her boss 
at the church has learned her insight as be-
ing autistic and having ADHD is seen as a 
valuable resource in planning events that 
are neurodivergent friendly, and not only 
does this benefit churches, but all business-
es would benefit from having neurodiverse 
employees on their staff to provide view-
points from an autistic’s point of view.

Brian Johnson, who works at a small ru-
ral newspaper, also chose to disclose to his 

current employer of several years. When 
he was working with the Vocational Rehab 
people several years ago, it was suggest-
ed  to him that he disclose so businesses 
weren’t surprised with any behaviors he 
may exhibit or any needs he may have. 
He had overheard a conversation between 
two women at a local television station (a 
worker at the station and the person who 
interviewed him), and one of them com-
mented that it was an odd conversation. 
He wasn’t sure what it meant, but he never 
heard back. Despite this setback, he feels it 
is best to disclose so there aren’t any sur-
prises down the road. He’s hoping in the 
future that conversations about autism will 
become less awkward and it just becomes 
a normal part of himself. He realizes some 
members of society are a long way from 
being accepting to those who are autistic, 

but it is his hope that everyone will be 
accepting of those on the spectrum. With 
his last two jobs, he has disclosed with no 
issues. He believes his strengths and chal-
lenges balance out, but a person not famil-
iar with autism may not give that person a 
chance, which my honest opinion is most 
unfortunate. He believes in being upfront 
when being interviewed or you’re going to 
have a tough working for that employer.

This is just a small sample of people I 
asked this question to. I’m sure there are 
other who do not disclose, and it’s strictly 
a personal choice. I do believe that more 
people in personnel decision making are 
starting to understand what autism is and 
how it may affect them throughout the 
workday, and thusly, it may open up more 
avenues for autistic people in the future. 
Autism education needs to happen every 
single day. My goal is to see the unem-
ployment rate within our community in 
line with the national average. Will it take 
lots of hard work? Absolutely it will. But 
business leaders and autistics need to work 
together to come up with solutions. Here’s 
a quote from a former colleague of mine: 
“Be proactive, not reactive;” this has stuck 
with me for many years. I believe some 
day this can happen. It won’t happen 
overnight, but we need to keep moving 
forward. Educate people in power about 
Autism. We as a community need to keep 
making progress.

Special thanks go out to Marie and Brian 
for contributing to this article. Your help is 
greatly appreciated, and I hope more autis-
tics will have the courage to come forward. 
We must keep educating.

For more information, you can email 
Mike at mikedierdorff1965@gmail.com.

Disclosing Autism During an Interview

Mike Dierdorff

Interview Skills from page 23

are as comfortable as possible. 
When there is an opportunity for an in-

dividual with ASD to participate in an ac-
tual interview, there are several additional 
steps that can be done to help them prepare. 
It’s imperative to practice for the formali-
ty of a one-on-one interview. While many 
employers are now conducting interviews 
over Zoom, it should be stressed that these 
should be treated the same as an in-person 
interview and go over what is appropriate to 
wear for the interview and how to conduct 
themselves in this virtual format, which 
may include having a neutral background, 
learning to mute and unmute their micro-
phone, turning on their camera and refrain-
ing from distractions. We have found that 
many of the interns in our program are more 
relaxed in the virtual setting. Another great 
tip is to help job candidates prepare ques-
tions for the prospective employer about the 
job responsibilities and the company. This 
often impresses the interviewer and shows 
they are truly invested in the opportunity for 
employment at that particular business.

Helping individuals learn how to answer 
questions is also an important skill as they 

are working towards an in-person inter-
view. For example, if they do not know 
the answer to a question, let them know it 
is okay to say, “I don’t know,” but to fol-
low that up with, “But I’ll find out.” This 
may alleviate some anxiety in the moment 
while indicating to the interviewer that the 
question and answer are important.

Another helpful practice is to partner 
with employers that will allow potential 
candidates to participate in a “working 
interview.” This allows the employer to 
observe the candidate performing the job 
that they are interviewing for, while allow-
ing the candidate to showcase how they 
have prepared for the role and their skills. 
We have found that this type of interview, 
when possible, has successfully positioned 
our interns for employment. 

One of the most important things I have 
learned throughout my career is how crit-
ical it is to find the right fit for each in-
dividual candidate. While preparing them 
for an interview or a certain role can be 
similar, everyone has their wstrengths and 
something different to bring to the work 
environment. We work tirelessly with The 
Arc Westchester’s Supported Employment 
Program to find the right fit for each intern 

that completes our program. Finding that 
right match is so important – that first job 
may not always be a forever job, but every 
person deserves to be in a role where they 
can use their skills and make a difference.

Consideration of individual character-
istics including strengths, needs, as well 
as specific interests, coupled with imple-
mentation of proper supports can result in 
successful and ongoing employment (Hen-
dricks, 2010). As previously mentioned, as 
more people with ASD transition out of high 
school and into adult programming such as 
employment, there is a clear need for pro-
grams to help these young adults reach their 
goals. It is my hope that programs like Proj-
ect SEARCH are more widely funded and 
adopted to help individuals with ASD learn 
the skills needed to find gainful employ-
ment in integrated work settings alongside 
their neurotypical coworkers. 

Nancy Fraher is Program Coordinator 
for Project SEARCH Autism Enhancement 
at The Arc Westchester.
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