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Abstract 
 
With the incidence of Autism Spectrum (ASD) on the rise, more and more individuals living 

with ASD are looking to enter into meaningful employment.  Research has clearly demonstrated 

that individuals with ASD may often meet and/ or succeed employer expectations in the 

workforce.  They are often punctual, professional, hard-working employees who work well in 

repetitive, routine situations where a high level of attention to detail is required.   Due to the 

nature of the ASD diagnosis however, some individuals with ASD may demonstrate difficulties 

multi- tasking, learning new skills and transferring skills from one situation to another and as 

such, employment opportunities for this demographic of individuals as a whole is limited.  The 

unemployment, and underemployment rates for individuals in this demographic are staggering 

demonstrating a clear need for education, resources and supports. In order for employers to see 

the true benefits of hiring an employee with ASD, it is important that they learn and implement 

strategies to ensure success.  Understanding the difficulties that some employees with ASD may 

face is as important as providing routine, structure and predictability. This website has been 

designed as an easily accessible and distributable toolkit to assist employers in the recruitment, 

hiring and retention of employees living with ASD.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is an umbrella term for a group of lifelong 

neurodevelopmental disorders characterized by varying degrees of impairment in seven core 

areas of functioning. These core areas of impairment include challenges in/with social-emotional 

reciprocity, nonverbal communication, developing friendships, repetitive behavior, routine & 

change and sensory stimulus.  Each is described in table 1. 

 

Core features of autism (dsm-5, 2013):  

 Challenges with social-emotional reciprocity: 

Might look like: 

- Awkward social interaction 

- One-sided conversations/ difficulty maintaining conversations 

- Difficulty joining in 

- Difficulty sharing interests, emotions, or affect  

 Challenges with non-verbal communication:  

Might look like: 

- Difficulty reading expression, tone, gestures 

- Literal interpretation 

- Differences with reading and using appropriate body language, facial expressions and eye contact  

Table 1- Core Features of ASD   
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 Challenges developing and maintaining relationships:  

Might look like: 

- Challenges with perspective taking 

- Difficulty understanding unspoken social rules 

- Difficulty developing and maintaining appropriate relationships with peers (rather than only caregivers 

- Difficulty adjusting behavior to suit different social contexts  

 Stereotyped or repetitive speech, motor movements or use of objects:  

Might look like: 

- Repetitive speech 

o Topics, repeating lines from TV/movies 

- Repetitive play/ use of object 

o Lining up pylons, stacking books, pacing in patterns 

- Repetitive motor movements 

Pacing, spinning, flapping hands, rocking 

 Excessive adherence to routines, ritualized patterns of verbal/nonverbal behavior, excessive resistance 

to change:  

Might look like: 

- Stress when the schedule changes or there’s someone new 

- Repetitive questioning 

- Pacing, other signs of anxiety 

Thriving in routine and ritual  

 Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus:  

Might look like: 

- Strong ‘special interests’ 

- Difficulty changing topics 

- Strong attachments to specific objects 

Strong interests in particular topics or objects  

Table 1- Core Features of ASD con't 
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 Hypo or hyper reactivity to sensory input or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment:  

Might look like: 

- Hands in ears 

- Under/over reacting to pain/ temperature 

- adverse responses to sounds or textures, etc  

o Fascinated by texture 

o Clothes too itchy 

o Hate to get dirty/wet 

Table 1- Core Features of ASD con't 

It is important to note that ASD may be diagnosed with OR without:  A) Intellectual 

disability, and/or B) Language impairment sensitivities (American Psychiatric Association, 

2013), and that often individuals who have an ASD diagnosis suffer with related sleep challenges 

and issues with adaptive living skills. 

Each person with ASD is unique and will have different symptoms, deficits and abilities. 

Characteristics of ASD can occur in any combination and can range from very mild to quite 

severe. As a result, individuals’ support and service needs vary greatly, and in some cases, these 

needs may change as individuals with autism age.  Because of this range of characteristics and 

the significant variability amongst those who share the diagnosis, this condition is named a 

“spectrum” disorder.  No two people with ASD are the same, and as such, each individual’s 

abilities and deficits can fall anywhere along a spectrum from challenged to typical to 

exceptional (Ofner, et al., 2018).  This range will be examined in depth later in this document. 

Although many individuals with ASD exhibit numerous strengths and unique abilities, 

autism is often defined based on “deficits” and “symptoms”.  In the 2013 publication of the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) all autism disorders—which had 

previously been separated into individual disorders and fell along a “spectrum” of different 

conditions—were merged under one umbrella diagnosis of ASD. ASD now encompasses 
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disorders previously referred to as “early infantile autism, childhood autism, Kanner’s autism, 

high-functioning autism, atypical autism, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise 

specified, childhood disintegrative disorder, and Asperger’s disorder” (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013, p. 53).   According to the DSM-5, ASD is now defined in terms of two 

categories: persistent impairment in reciprocal social communication and social interaction, as 

well as, restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests or activities, which were noted 

throughout the chart above (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. 53).   

A study conducted by the Centers for Disease Control (2014), revealed that the 

prevalence of ASD is on the rise and there has been a significant increase in the number of 

individuals diagnosed with ASD. There are many opinions as to the reason for this sudden 

increased incidence of ASD.  Some possible explanations include: 1) increased awareness and 

recognition of the disorder, 2) broadening the definition of ASD in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual (DSM) to include changes in the diagnostic criteria, and 3) increased screening, all 

which potentially contribute to increases of the ASD diagnosis (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013) 

With this increase in the prevalence of ASD, it is being termed an “urgent public health 

concern that could benefit from enhanced strategies to address the growing behavioral, 

educational, residential and occupational needs of this population” (Baio, et al., 2018, p. 15).  

With the above-mentioned challenges faced by some individuals with ASD, it is clear that for 

some, our standardized school learning environment may pose many challenges.  There has been 

a plethora of studies conducted regarding school-based interventions to aid districts, schools and 

teachers to incorporate inclusive education practices into their school communities.  There is 

research outlining the importance of early interventions, supports and training during the 



ASD INCLUSIVE EMPLOYMENT TOOLKIT  5 

formative elementary, primary and preprimary phases of childhood.   As such, the Government 

of British Columbia developed a provincial Autism Action Plan for education. As part of this 

government education plan, the Ministry of Education has committed to providing schools across 

BC with resources and information to help better support this growing population (British 

Columbia, 2000). The resources in this plan outline strategies and supports to help educators 

develop, plan, and implement efficient strategies for all students including those with ASD 

(British Columbia, 2000).  

Although there have been numerous studies conducted to support classroom instruction, 

there remains very limited research focusing on individuals with ASD obtaining and maintaining 

meaningful, competitive employment into their adult lives.  As school-aged children grow older, 

we see an increase in adults with ASD entering the workforce, yet there remain few practical 

resources to support employers in providing meaningful support to these individuals.  Although 

it would make sense that the complex issues seen in the classroom would be barriers to the 

transition from high school to adulthood and the attainment of successful employment, there are 

far fewer resources available to support these stages in life.   

With new regulations, there is becoming greater pressure to recruit, employ and retain 

employees with ASD.  Regulation like the Canadian Employment Equity Act are in place to help 

alleviate some barriers to employment and to help achieve equality in the workplace.  The goal 

of this regulation is to ensure that no person be denied employment opportunities or benefits for 

reasons that are not related to their ability to fulfill the job.  The core purpose of this act, like 

those in place to ensure equality in schools, is to “effect to the principle that employment equity 

means more than treating persons in the same way but also requires special measures and the 

accommodation of differences” (Government of Canada, 2019, p. 1). With the recent publication 
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of “Accessibility 2024”, the Government of British Columbia is placing further pressure on 

employers in all sectors to both attract and retain a more diverse workplace. This accessibility 

plan sets a lofty goal for BC to have “the highest labour participation rate for people with 

disabilities in Canada by 2024” (p.12).  The province is committed to “making B.C. the most 

progressive jurisdiction in Canada for people with disabilities” by 2024 (British Columbia, 2014, 

p. 2).  In the 2014 report Premier Christie Clark states the provincial goal to create a province 

where “disabilities are not a barrier to living full lives, contributing to communities, and where 

no British Columbian is ever told their goals and dreams aren’t realistic because of their 

disability” (British Columbia, 2014). In the Accessibility 2017 follow up report, Premier John 

Horgan echoes the provinces commitment to inclusivity (British Columbia, 2017), further 

emphasizing the vital need to educate employers on the benefits of hiring adults with ASD and to 

provide them with research based employment strategies, support and practical resources. 

Problems to Be Investigated 

  As the number of children diagnosed with ASD increase, so do the number of individuals 

who are transitioning into youth and young adults.  Although research about the employment 

outcomes and opportunities for youth and adults with ASD varies, all research clearly indicates 

that employment opportunities are statistically very low for individuals who have ASD (Walsh, 

Lydon, & Healy, 2014) Higher rates of underemployment and unemployment are evident in this 

demographic. 

In today’s rapidly increasing labour force, there is more and more pressure for businesses 

to be on the cutting edge of inclusive hiring practices.  Inclusive employment is an important 

means of social inclusion acceptance and purpose for individuals with ASD, yet nationwide, 
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there are approximately 500,000 working age adults with intellectual disabilities or ASD, but 

only one in four (~125,000) are employed in meaningful employment.   

 The problem guiding this project is the staggering unemployment and underemployment 

rates in this demographic as well as the difficulty that individuals with ASD face in accessing, 

securing and retaining meaningful employment opportunities. The question I wish to address in 

my project is “what resources and strategies do employers require to create an autism inclusive 

work environment?”  

Purpose of Project 

The Purpose of this project is to design a toolkit to support employers in constructing an 

inclusive vocational environment that meet the needs of all individuals including those with 

ASD. The focus of the toolkit is to help better educate employers, staff, parents and educators on 

the key features of autism, how these features could pose potential barriers to employment for 

individuals living with ASD, as well as practical strategies to pose as a quick access to inclusion. 

The toolkit with also help to demystify some employer concerns, and will demonstrate some of 

the key benefits of an autism inclusive workplace. 

This toolkit will be beneficial to individuals with ASD, as it will better prepare and 

support employers to create inclusive meaningful employment opportunities.  Research shows 

that inclusive, meaningful employment leads to improved quality of life, and greater mental 

health, life satisfaction and self-perceived physical health for individuals with ASD. The benefits 

of creating this toolkit translates beyond the individuals themselves.  Employers hiring 

individuals with ASD, gain hardworking, dedicated employees.  Coworkers and colleagues gain 

an inclusive work environment and strategies to help with overall productivity.  In creating a 

workplace culture of inclusion, this toolkit may also create a ripple effect of benefits for the 
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larger autism community, as parents, guardians, teachers, government agencies and employers 

all share a stake in seeing individuals with ASD succeed.   

Personal Context 

 Through a multitude of experiences teaching Adult Special Education in a University 

Worksite Essential Skills and Training program, I have had the opportunity to support 

individuals with barriers to learn the skills necessary to obtain and retain meaningful 

employment.  In addition to my education and teaching experience, I have a host of experience 

working with individuals with ASD as well as other cognitive and developmental disabilities.  

Through my role as regional coordinator for Canucks Autism Network, as a regional and 

provincial coach for Special Olympics British Columbia and through my many years working in 

day programs in my local community I have had the opportunity to work closely with many 

individuals with ASD. Through this work, I have recognized the importance of creating both 

learning and vocational environments where individuals are able to learn and grow to their full 

potential, regardless of perceived limitations.  

I believe that all individuals are entitled to equitable access to learn, achieve and pursue 

excellence in education, employment and adult life.  Through my career as an educator as well as 

through my work supporting individuals with ASD in extra-curricular sports and recreation 

programs, I have recognized the impact that such supports can offer.  I have seen the life 

changing impact that employment can have on the lives of individuals I work with.   

Employment situations almost always tend to be highly social situations, which pose 

many challenges to individuals living with ASD, as well as their employers.   As such, research 

demonstrates that employment opportunities are limited, many employers and job seekers may 

tend not to explore the opportunity of meaningful employment for individuals with ASD.  
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Through the development of a supportive employment toolkit for employers working with 

individuals with ASD, I plan to take the guesswork out of employing and supporting individuals 

with ASD.  The toolkit will outline the key features of ASD, strategies to support individuals 

with Autism and adaptations that may be required to ensure employment success.  I will use my 

vast experience using a variety of support framework derived primarily from the educational 

theories of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), Universal design for learning (UDL) and 

Positive Behaviour Supports (PBS). I know, and have seen firsthand the incredible impact that 

these strategies can have to support the needs of all individuals, not merely those with ASD.  I 

have also seen the direct impact that meaningful employment can have on the mental wellbeing 

and overall life fulfillment of all individuals (able bodied, neuro typical as well as those with 

various disabilities). My hope is that this toolkit will help to create equitable access to 

meaningful competitive employment opportunities for all individuals, including those with ASD.   

As mentioned above there is elevated pressure from governments and agencies to provide 

inclusive employment opportunities to individuals with disabilities. As our society becomes 

more progressive, so too do our understandings and social norms around inclusion and the rights 

of all individuals.  Changes in legislature have led to an increased push for children to be 

educated alongside their typically developing peer and for adults with ASD to be given equal 

opportunity to be meaningful members of society.  In my experience, I have noticed a shift in our 

social norms towards a recognition of the importance of more universally accessible 

environments, and a greater push towards equal opportunities for all. The purpose of my project-

based research will be to help provide employers with the means necessary to provide 

employment opportunities to individuals with ASD in a safe and supportive environment.  

Through this work, I will identify and examine successful approaches and strategies used to 
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support individuals with ASD in obtaining and retaining meaningful employment.  The intention 

is to create a digital, accessible toolkit, which will identify best practices and supports to help 

employers create an inclusive, safe and supportive workplace and ensure a work environment 

conducive of employment success for both the employee with autism and the employer/ business 

they are working for.  It will serve as a tool in which I can easily distribute to the job partners 

and agencies that I work closely with through my various roles supporting individuals with ASD 

in the community.  

Key Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms should be defined as such: 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) - A neurodevelopmental disorder that is characterized by 

persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts, 

including deficits in social reciprocity, nonverbal communicative behaviors used for social 

interaction, and skills in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships. The diagnosis 

also requires the presence of restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Recent revisions to the Diagnostic Statistical Manual 

(DSM) combined several previously separate diagnoses, including autistic disorder, Asperger 

syndrome, childhood disintegrative disorder, and pervasive developmental disorder not 

otherwise specified (PDDNOS) into one category called ASD. The diagnostic criterion for ASD 

defines a range of severity as well as describes the individual’s overall development status not 

only in social communication, but also in other relevant cognitive and motor behaviors 

(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 

Competitive Employment – “work that is performed on either a full- or part-time basis in which 

individuals are compensated for their work. The compensation paid must be at or above the set 
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minimum wage, but not less than the wages paid to individuals who are not disabled and 

performing work that is the same or similar”. (Volkmar, 2013) 

Executive functioning- A mental process of planning, organizing, and self-monitoring to 

complete a goal 

Meaningful employment - “working in an integrated job setting in the workforce at competitive 

wages (at least minimum wage) and benefits, and where employees with disabilities work 

alongside others who do not have disabilities, and have the same opportunities to participate in 

job and social activities as other company employees - The Association of People Supporting 

Employment First (APSE) 

Self-regulation - the ability to monitor and control our own behavior, emotions, or thoughts, 

altering them in accordance with the demands of the situation (Cook & Cook, 2009) 

Supported employment – Involves a person with a disability working in a community based 

setting with a range of supports including job development, job coaching, job retention, 

transportation, and individualized supports (Wilczynski, Trammell, & Clark, 2013). 

 As individuals transition from high school into higher education and employment 

opportunities, they find themselves also faced with fewer supports.  Regardless of the many 

positive skills and attributes that many individuals with ASD may possess, many find themselves 

at a crossroads during this time in their life and face serious difficulty in securing and retaining 

meaningful employment opportunities.  The next chapter presents a review of the literature 

involving individuals with ASD as they transition from high school into the world of 

employment. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature related to approaches, interventions 

and provisions to assists employers in supporting meaningful employment options for 

individuals with ASD.  There have been many research studies conducted concerning the cause 

of ASD, the increase in ASD diagnoses, and the importance of early diagnosis and intervention 

(Braudis, 2017).  There is however, very limited research focusing on individuals with ASD 

obtaining and maintaining meaningful, competitive employment.   

The chapter is divided into 8 sections.  The first section examines the core features, 

medical diagnosis and key statistics about ASD and how this may influence the workplace.  The 

second section explores the transition from high school to adulthood while the third analyzes the 

barriers to employment for some individuals with ASD.  Section four will explore the limited 

employment opportunities for individuals with ASD while section five and six review the 

literature about the concerns for and benefits of hiring workers with ASD.  The final sections 

examine current employment initiatives, best practices for training and supporting individuals 

with ASD to obtain and maintain successful, competitive employment and the need for such 

employment strategies.  

Core features and medical diagnosis/ statistics about Autism 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental disorder that affects a 

person’s interactions, behaviors, learning styles, and communication. The diagnosis is 

characterized, by varying degrees of impairment in six core areas of functioning including: 

social-emotional reciprocity, nonverbal communication, developing friendships, repetitive 
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behavior, difficulty with routine & change and sensory sensitivities (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2013).  With the prevalence of ASD on the rise, there has been a significant 

increase in the number of children diagnosed with ASD. Autism was once thought of as a rare 

disorder, but this is no longer the case.  The prevalence of ASD has increased significantly from 

1 in 5,000 of the populations being diagnosed with autism in the 1970’s, to 1 in 1,000 in the 

1980’s and more than 1 in 100 of the population being diagnosed in 2009 (Baron-Cohen, et al., 

2009).   The results of research conducted by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) show that in 

2010, one in 68 children identified as having an Autism diagnosis.   This marks a 23% increase 

since 2009, and a 78% increase since 2007. The CDC now reports a prevalence of 1 in 59 

children living with Autism in the USA. This is a 150% increase since 2000 (Baio, et al., 2018). 

 The Public Health Agency of Canada recently reported similar prevalence rates for 

children and youth with autism in Canada as 1 in 66.  This is the first time there has been a 

Canadian-based prevalence rate reported by a health authority.  The total number of children and 

youth with autism in BC has also been updated to reflect an estimated prevalence rate of 1 in 49 

for children ages 6-18, more specifically 1 in 29 boys and 1 in 114 females currently living with 

ASD.  This amounts to more than 16,000 British Columbians living with Autism, as per the 

Ministry of Children and Family Development  

ASD in the School System 

 As was noted in chapter one, due to increased resources and supports, our school systems 

are becoming much more progressive in their beliefs about inclusive policies. Many school-aged 

individuals with ASD and those who work with them are being given the opportunity to provide 

personalized learning opportunities to meet the individual needs of each learner.  Students are 

provided with and have access to a variety of learning specialists, special education teachers and 
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highly trained professionals to support their specific learning, personal and social needs.  

Individualized Education Plans provide professionals the opportunity to see each individual for 

their unique skills and challenges.   

 Along with the Government of British Columbia’s Autism Action Plan which is 

committed to providing resources and information to schools across BC (British Columbia, 

2000), legislation like The No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2002) and the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education act (IDEA, 1997) are placing substantial government pressure on school 

districts for inclusive practices in schools.  In British Columbia, the pressure for inclusion brings 

the need for school based interventions, strategies and supports to meet the needs of all learners.  

Current BC Special Education policy (2006) states that “all students with special needs should 

have equitable access to learning opportunities for achievement, and the pursuit of excellence in 

all aspects of their educational programs” (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016).  

Transitions from School to Adulthood 

 As the number of children being diagnosed with ASD increases, so to do the number of 

youth and young adults with an ASD.  This transition into adulthood is a vulnerable time for 

young adults on the autism spectrum. Each year approximately 50,000 adolescents with ASD 

turn 18 years old (Shattuck, et al., 2014). As students conclude their high school experience, so 

too is the conclusion of the many resources and supports they receive at school.  With this in 

mind, there is legislation in place that require every student with an Individualized Education 

Program (IEP) in high school to have a transition plan that supports achieving post-secondary 

education, employment, and/or independent living upon graduating (IDEA, 2008). The 

expectation is that the IEP should help individuals with disabilities to highlight their individual 

strengths and interests, to set goals and to develop/ identify supports and accommodations 



ASD INCLUSIVE EMPLOYMENT TOOLKIT  15 

needed in their transition to employment or post-secondary education. Research shows that 

participation in transition planning has been associated with improved outcomes in 

postsecondary education and vocational participation after high school (Wehman, et al., 2014). 

However, despite these regulations and the results of extensive research, studies demonstrate that 

transition planning does not always happen (Landmark & Zhang, 2013). The National Autism 

Indicator Report (2015) indicated that only 58% of youth on the autism spectrum received 

transition planning by the required age (Roux, Shattuck, Rast, Rava, & Anderson, 2015).  These 

results clearly demonstrate that many students with ASD are not receiving adequate transitions 

plans and thus may have limited supports and strategies in place as they transition from our 

highly structured schools into the world of adulthood and employment.  In addition to these 

statistics, according to Chapel and Somers (2010), if an individual with ASD does not obtain 

employment directly following graduation from college, there is a 70% chance of never being 

gainfully employed, further emphasizing the importance of supportive transition plans and 

education (Chapel & Somers, 2010).  Although, according to the BC Special Education Policy 

(2006), students with special needs are better equipped for the adult world when they receive 

supported, inclusive education and adequate transition planning in secondary school, these 

supports and inclusive strategies tend to be more dominant and utilized during primary and 

elementary years.  Current ideology in many BC schools assume that students with special needs 

, including those with ASD, cease to benefit from academic or career education during their 

secondary years, which in turn is leaving many students unprepared for adult life and in turn 

these individuals are facing high rates of unemployment. 
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Transition to Post-Secondary 

 As individuals begin their transition from high school to adulthood, they are faced with 

the decision to attend post-secondary school, or to transition straight into the workforce.  With an 

increase in disability resources offered in post-secondary institutes as well as progressive 

programs specifically designed for individuals with barriers to education and employment, there 

has been an influx in these individuals choosing post-secondary education (Vanbergeijk, Klin, & 

Volkmar, 2008).  A 2011 study found that 46.6% of students with ASD enroll in a postsecondary 

education program within six years of transitioning from high school (Sanford, et al., 2011).  

Through my own personal experience, It is my belief that, of this 46.6%, many are enrolling in 

vocational programming specifically targeted at individuals with barriers to employment, with 

the intention of learning strategies towards gaining meaningful employment upon completion. 

Barriers to Employment 

 Research demonstrates that the social deficits related to Autism pose a significant barrier 

to successful employment for individuals with ASD (Hendricks D. , 2010).   Research by 

Hurlbutt and Chalmer (2004) demonstrated that individuals with ASD reported struggles with the 

social aspects of employment but not with the actual job tasks.  Many of these individuals 

reported having difficulties with communication.  The main concerns reported were “asking too 

many questions”, “speaking too loudly”, “lack of ability to read facial expressions and tone of 

voice” and an “inability to “read between the lines”” (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004, pp. 218-219). 

Similar difficulties with communication have been shown to pose difficulties in interactions with 

supervisors and coworkers (Sperry & Mesibov, 2005). In their 2013 study, Chiang, Cheung, Li, 

and Tsai, found that individuals with low social skills were significantly less likely to be 

employed, while various other studies found that the lack of these social skills in some instances 
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resulted in job termination (Baldwin, Costley, & Warren, 2014); (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004); 

(Muller, Schuler, Burton, & Yates, 2003); (Giarelli, Ruttenberg, & Sengal, 2013).   According to 

Giarelli et al. (2013). Individuals on the Autism spectrum believed that being perceived as 

“socially awkward” was a significant impairment in the workplace further emphasizing the 

importance for transition plans and education to help students and young adults recognize their 

own abilities and the adaptations they may require to be successful. 

Challenging behaviours pose an additional barrier to successful employment for 

individuals with ASD (Chiang , Cheung, Li, & Tsai, 2013); (Hendricks D. , 2010); (Wehman, et 

al., 2014). Ritualistic activities, inflexible routines, and difficulty in coping with change were 

found to be significant barriers to successful employment for individuals with ASD (Schall, 

2010); (Baldwin, Costley, & Warren, 2014); (Sperry & Mesibov, 2005). When individuals with 

ASD faced difficulties at work and were without support, their levels of stress and anxiety, along 

with the occurrence of these challenging type behaviours were shown to significantly increase 

(Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004). 

While these challenges do exist, it is important to remember that ASD is a spectrum disorder 

and that each person with ASD is unique. As such not all individuals will demonstrate each of 

these problem behaviours to the same degree.  No two people with ASD are the same, and as 

such each individual’s abilities and deficits can fall anywhere along a spectrum (Ofner, et al., 

2018).  In fact, many individuals with ASD may have exceptional skills and talents that far 

outweigh these deficits (Hagner & Cooney, 2005). Individuals with ASD often excel in a 

structured environment, are comfortable with repetitive tasks, are reliable, and have a strong 

work ethic. They are detail focused, and possess excellent pattern memory along with a 

multitude of other strengths, which will be discussed in more detail. 
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The Benefit of Employing Individuals with Autism 

 The cost of unemployment is high for both the unemployed individual with ASD and for 

society. The need for meaningful employment and inclusive hiring practices is evident from 

society’s perspective in the sense that being chronically unemployed guarantees that individuals 

with ASD rely on a lifetime of government and social programs throughout adulthood (Roux, 

Shattuck, Rast, Rava, & Anderson, 2015).  From the perspective of an individual with ASD, 

meaningful employment means not having to rely on government/ family supports, a connection 

to the community and greater independence.  Finding and retaining employment could mean 

financial independence along with increased confidence, independence and overall quality of life 

(Shogren & Plotner, 2012).  Some additional benefits include improved emotional state, greater 

financial gain, decreased anxiety, greater self-esteem, and greater independence ( (Mawhood & 

Howlin, 1999); (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004).  Many adults, including those with ASD, consider 

employment a central component of their lives and fundamental to their well-being (Chen, 

Leader, Sung, & Leahy, 2014).  Employment has been linked to many positive outcomes 

including but not limited to increased self-esteem and economical independence ( (Fleming, 

Fairweather, & Leahy, 2013); (Gerhardt & Lainer, 2011)).   

 Like all adults, individuals with ASD are seeking meaningful employment that they 

enjoy, and for employers who recognize value and support their strengths and potential for 

advancement (Autism Speaks 2012).  According to Roux, Shattuck, Rast, Rava, and Anderson 

(2015), “Our current indicators of how young adults with ASD are doing largely fail to consider 

what young adults want for themselves, how they feel about their lives, and other important 

measures of quality of life” (Roux, Shattuck, Rast, Rava, & Anderson, 2015).   Individuals with 

ASD may not be motivated by money. Therefore, for the majority of individuals with ASD, their 
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motivation to work may be directly correlated to the extent to which they feel accepted, valued, 

and how much they enjoy the work they are being asked to do (Autism Speaks 2011). 

 The benefits of employing individuals with ASD are not limited to the individual who has 

ASD.  Several studies regarding ASD have highlighted several positive traits demonstrated by 

individuals with ASD.   Traits, such as punctuality, attention to detail, honesty, reliability, 

attention to tasks, thoroughness, and dependability are all qualities that individuals with ASD 

have been shown to exhibit.  Each of these traits, it could be argued, bring value to the workplace 

emphasizing the benefits to employing individuals with ASD found in several studies (Hurlbutt 

& Chalmers, 2004); (Hagner & Cooney, 2005); (Schall, 2010); (Hillier, et al., 2007).  

 Based on a multitude of research, however, the most common concerns employers have 

when considering hiring an individual with a disability include: decrease in productivity, safety 

concerns for the employee, lack of time and resources to mentor and support, questionable 

return-on-investment, effect on team performance and corporate culture (Ready, Willing and 

Able, 2015).  In reality, however, evidence demonstrates that these assumed barriers are untrue.  

This evidence highlights the importance of educating potential employers as well as the public 

about the reality of ASD, as well as equipping them with the knowledge, skills and tools to 

support the individuals they employ.  According to a report by the Institute for Corporate 

Productivity, “The profile of a worker with Intellectual or developmental disabilities reads like 

that of an ideal employee- Descriptors of individuals with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities include: dependable, engaged, motivated, great attendance, attention to work quality, 

and high productivity” (p.1). Nearly three-quarters of those surveyed say hiring workers with 

Intellectual and Developmental Disorder has been a positive experience. Of those, nearly one-

third say the experience has exceeded their expectations (Martin, Jamrog, Jamrog, & Dixon, 
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2014). Employers hiring individuals with ASD gain employees with many valuable workplace 

skills.  Hagner and Cooney (2005) found that individuals with ASD often have the skills and 

talents valuable to the business world. In their study of 14 supervisors, most employees with 

ASD were viewed as outstanding. Other research demonstrated that adults with ASD display 

many positive workplace characteristics such as honesty, efficiency, precision, consistency, low 

absenteeism, and a disinterest in “office politics” (Muller, Schuler, Burton, & Yates, 2003); 

(Hagner & Cooney, 2005) (Hillier, et al., 2007). According to Chen, Leader, Sung, and Leahy 

(2014), adults with ASD are detail-oriented, prefer repetitive tasks, and bring high concentration 

and concrete thinking to the workplace, again emphasizing the benefits of supporting such 

individuals in the workplace.  

 A deeper look at the research indicates that the success demonstrated in hiring an 

individual with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities is directly correlated to the level of 

commitment an organization has toward inclusive and integrative hiring practices (Martin, 

Jamrog, Jamrog, & Dixon, 2014). These findings indicate that through education, support and 

commitment from employers, many of the employment barriers that individuals with ASD face 

may be diminished.   

Aside from the social aspects, there may be financial benefits to employers in hiring 

individuals with ASD as well.  Employers who hire individuals with disabilities may qualify for 

various tax credits and deductions through government initiatives for inclusive employment.  

With the abundance of evidence to support the benefits of employing individuals with ASD, 

there is an equal amount of research to demonstrate the limited opportunities available. 
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Limited Employment opportunities for individuals with Autism 

 Statistics clearly demonstrate that employment opportunities for individuals with ASD 

are very bleak and that higher rates of underemployment and unemployment are evident in this 

demographic. Despite research documenting the benefit of community-based employment, the 

majority of people with ASD continue to be unemployed and underemployed.  A 10-year 

longitudinal study conducted by the US department of education found that young adults with 

ASD are less likely to work than most other disability groups (Holmes, 2007). Their findings 

suggested that low employment rates could be largely due to a lack of proper preparation for 

work during adolescence and school years, fewer supports, and a lack of employment laws to 

entitle adults with disabilities to the same rights as those afforded to children under IDEA 

(Holmes, 2007).   According to Hough (2014), the current employment rate for adults with ASD 

is under 40%, compared to 86% for those with other disabilities (Hough & Koenig, 2014).  

Various other studies have found this number to be even lower, with as few as 20- 25% of 

individuals with ASD employed in the labour market (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009); (Taylor & 

Selzer, 2011). Of the 20 - 25% of working individuals, research shows that 49% are in paid roles 

while 36% remain on social security benefits (Taylor & Selzer, 2011). Another study of adults 

with ASD found that the number of individuals who are competitively employed is even lower at 

11% (Cedurland, Hagberg, Billstedt, Gillberg, & Gillberg, 2008).   

  With the research that demonstrates high unemployment and underemployment rates, 

research also suggests that individuals with ASD who are competitively employed tend to switch 

jobs frequently, have difficulty adjusting to new job settings, make less money than their 

counterparts, and are much less likely to remain employed than their typically developing peers 

(Howlin, 2000); (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004); (Jennes-Coussens, Magill-Evans, & Koning, 
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2006); (Muller, Schuler, Burton, & Yates, 2003) (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009).  Other studies 

found that often when individuals with ASD did find and obtain employment, the positions 

tended to be part-time, menial and low skilled (Taylor & Selzer, 2011); (Levy & Perry, 2011). 

Other employment challenges for individuals with ASD indicate difficulty in the hiring process, 

with job interviews that require social skills and pose additional barriers due to lack of 

accommodation in the workplace (Richards, 2012). 

Concerns with Hiring and Employing Individuals with Autism 

 With the growing push and government recognition of the importance to employ 

individuals with disabilities a number of companies and organizations have established 

initiatives to increase hiring of individuals with disabilities. Often employers are fortunate to 

establish supportive employment partnerships with community advocacy agencies to aid in the 

recruitment, hiring, training and support of such employees (Nicholas, Kauder, Krepcio, & 

Baker, 2011).  Research has demonstrated the benefits of support workers, vocational programs 

and employment coaches, in varying degrees, to aid individuals with ASD in successful 

employment (Nicholas, Kauder, Krepcio, & Baker, 2011). However, this is not always a viable 

option for all employers due to lack of available resources or knowledge about resources 

available. 

  Although it is a benefit for employers and employees to have the support of disability 

organizations to aid in the training and retention of individuals, it is equally as important to arm 

employers with the skills/interventions required to independently assist workers with ASD to be 

successful.  In their 1999 study, Mawhood and Howlin found that the majority of difficulty at 

work for individuals with ASD were related to the core features of this spectrum disorder.   Lack 

of social competency, failure to respect “personal space”, communication related issues, an 
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overreliance on supervisors, poor time management skills, anxiety, rigidity, lack of job related 

speed and inappropriate habits were the most clearly demonstrated challenges (Mawhood & 

Howlin, 1999).  These same supervisors however also noted that the employees with ASD 

demonstrated high standards of work and levels of conscientiousness (Mawhood & Howlin, 

1999).  A longitudinal follow up study found similar results in that staff reported typical problem 

behaviours to be concentration, coping with multiple tasks, difficulties with communication, 

socially inappropriate behaviors, general anxiety and difficulties coping with change (Wehman, 

et al., 2012); (Muller, Schuler, Burton, & Yates, 2003).  However, again many of these same 

individuals demonstrated exceptional aptitude in other areas relevant to the job. 

 Individuals with ASD often require additional vocational supports in the workplace to 

meet the demands of the complex diagnosis.   Many employers are fearful of what this may look 

like to their business and/or the additional time needed to provide these supports and the research 

regarding strategies and accommodations required to foster an inclusive, employment 

environments is very limited (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009). There also appears to be many gaps 

in the research surrounding employer needs for supports and strategies to aid in creating such 

inclusive employment opportunities to meet the demands of individuals with ASD.   With this 

knowledge, it is clear that with adequate supports, training, education and knowledge, employers 

may feel more equipped to make adaptations and provide supports to fulfill the needs of 

employees with ASD and thus reap the multitude of evident benefits. 

Best Employment Practices and Successful Initiatives for Employment of Individuals with 

ASD 

 A growing number of employers and businesses are realizing the value of hiring people 

with disabilities. “A broad range of America’s leading companies view people with disabilities 
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as a valuable resource in meeting their needs for reliable, skilled employees and they are 

recruiting them” (Nicholas, Kauder, Krepcio, & Baker, 2011, p. 121).  As such, the need for 

support, such as this tool kit, in inclusive employment settings is becoming more and more 

relevant and necessary.  It is important for individuals with ASD to find job matches that meet 

their needs and to establish required on the-job supports at the very beginning of employment 

(Lee & Carter, 2012). Many organizations, vocational programs and Post-Secondary programs 

offer job coaching and supportive employment opportunities to individuals with autism.  In 

Nanaimo, the Workplace Essential Skills and Training Program (WEST) at Vancouver Island 

University, Community Living British Columbia, and Vancouver Island Vocational and 

Rehabilitation Services (VIVERS) are a few examples of such organizations and Institutions.  

Each of these programs offer various job coaching and vocational planning services to meet the 

demands of their individual clients.  They work closely with both the individuals they serve as 

well as employers in the community to ensure a work environment conducive of success for all 

parties involved. 

 Supportive work environments are improved when employers are willing to recognize the 

assets that someone with ASD may bring to the workplace (Higgins, Koch, Boughfman, & 

Vierstra, 2008). It is important to note that when hiring employees with ASD, they may initially 

require substantial support in the workplace, however, as individuals become more comfortable 

in their role they have been shown to achieve a more a sound level of independence (Wehman, et 

al., 2012).  According to Dr. Daniel Baker (as cited in (Jaffe, 2011)) “Corporations and 

businesses of all sizes are reaching the conclusion on their own that this underserved population 

of potential workers is valuable and capable of contributing in the workplace” (p.34). 
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 One of the greatest examples of this is Walgreens, who in 2003 sought to hire a 

workforce that consisted of one-third individuals with intellectual and cognitive disabilities.  The 

largest US drugstore partnered and collaborated with community agencies to ensure supports 

were in place to create a supportive inclusive employment environment for all of its workers.  

The goal was to create an environment where people with disabilities could work side by side 

with workers who did not have disabilities, and successfully perform the same job tasks, while 

earning the same pay and benefits (Lewis, 2018). Randy Lewis, Senior Vice President of Supply 

Chain and Logistics at Walgreens said, 

  “Throughout the planning of this initiative, we held the belief that people with 

 disabilities, given the right training and support, could work as fast, as accurately  and as 

 safely as our current workforce. In addition, we believed that people with  significant 

 disabilities could work full-time jobs and be on time. We have seen this proven to be true 

 in all of our buildings; the higher our expectations, the more our workers with 

 disabilities achieved” ( (Nicholas, Kauder, Krepcio, & Baker, 2011, p. 13). 

In 6 years, Walgreens far exceeded its goals, and they saw efficiency rates increase and 

absenteeism rates and turnover rates decrease for the employees with disabilities. This further 

highlights the many positive results of hiring and accommodating individuals with barriers to 

employment.  Lewis is a great testament to the impact that inclusion, training and resources, such 

as this toolkit, can have to positively influence business success.   

Workplace Strategies 

 With ample research to demonstrate that individuals with ASD have the capacity to 

demonstrate exceptional workplace attitudes and skills ( (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004), (Garcia-

Villamisar, Ross, & Wehman, 2000); (Keel, Mesibov, & Woods, 1997), the unemployment, 
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underemployment and retention rate for this demographic is still staggeringly low.  Studies that 

report successful employment of individuals with autism demonstrate that an appropriate level of 

support, for both the individual with ASD and their potential employer, is essential to ensure 

successful, inclusive and meaningful employment for individuals with ASD (Smith & Paulippen, 

1999). In their 1997 study, Keel et al. (1997) found that when individuals with ASD were 

provided with supports and accommodation in the workplace, this resulted in an 89% job 

retention rate after 1 year.  Not only do these job supports help individuals in the workplace, but 

often the acquisition of newly acquired skills as well as the ability to retain a job correlate with 

higher levels of social inclusion and social acceptance on the job as well (Belcher & Smith, 

1994). 

Conclusion 

 It is my belief that all individuals, including employers, want to support individuals living 

with ASD to live full, successful lives. Determining effective strategies to support individuals in 

the workplace however, can be challenging. With federal legislation regulating the establishment 

of services in schools filled with references about the need to employ research-supported 

interventions (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004; No Child Left 

Behind, 2002) it should be expected that these provisions carry on to adulthood and employment.  

The Province of British Columbia has set a goal to have the highest labour-market participation 

rate for people with disabilities in B.C. of any province in Canada by 2024. This is one of the 

goals of Accessibility 2024, government’s 10-year action plan to make B.C. the most progressive 

place for people with disabilities in Canada (British Columbia, 2014).  This legislature will drive 

the need for a more diverse and inclusive workforce in BC.  With this push for inclusion though 

also comes a need for research based supports and strategies for hiring and employing 
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individuals with disabilities, including those with ASD as well as a greater demand for training 

and resources to help employers create inclusively diverse workplace environments.   

 Transferring the plethora of ASD research into practice, as well as determining which 

interventions are backed by reputable research, can be very challenging.  For this reason, I have 

created a toolkit for employers to help take the guesswork out of employing and supporting 

individuals with ASD.  This toolkit will provide employers with quick access to the knowledge 

and strategies needed to create a diverse, ASD inclusive workplace. 
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Chapter 3 

Considerations for Implementation of the Project 

 The purpose of this chapter is both to describe the purpose, and to outline the need for an 

“Inclusive Employment Toolkit to support Meaningful Employment of Individuals with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder.” As we see from the research, individuals with ASD are a broadly skilled, 

yet highly underutilized employment resource.  Although individuals with ASD possess many 

sought after employment attitudes and skills, some employers are still cautious to hire employees 

from this demographic due to lack of supports, knowledge or understanding of employees with 

ASD (Ready, Willing and Able, 2015).  This chapter will outline the “Employer Toolkit to 

Support Inclusive Employment Practices for Hiring Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder” 

which will support employees with ASD, employers, teachers and parents to prepare and support 

individuals for employment success. 

Considerations for Implementation of Project 

 Employers in all sectors of the Canadian economy are now, more than ever, focused on 

attracting and retaining a diverse workforce. While all individuals with ASD may have different 

strengths and abilities at the workplace, research points to the benefits of mentoring and 

employing people with developmental disabilities; including those with ASD.  People with ASD 

are very capable of performing their job and working for pay alongside others in the workplace.  

Most employers who have hired people with ASD have had positive experiences and would hire 

again (Muller, Schuler, Burton, & Yates, 2003); (Hagner & Cooney, 2005); (Hurlbutt & 

Chalmers, 2004).  Employees with ASD have excellent work habits and it is clear that with 

adequate supports and tools, for both employees and employers, that employing individuals with 

ASD can be successful.  
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 Research has also demonstrated that individuals with ASD want to work, and that 

employers want to hire them, however, there have been many clearly demonstrated hesitations 

on the part of employers. These hesitations tend to be founded primarily on the preconceived 

idea of struggles they may face. If employers are educated and equipped with strategies and ideas 

to better support such individuals, they may be more inclined to hire and accommodate these 

individuals toward meaningful employment (Ready, Willing and Able, 2015). With adequate 

accommodation and supports at work, research has also shown that the employment rate and job 

retention rate for individuals with autism increases substantially (Belcher & Smith, 1994). 

 The” Inclusive Employer Toolkit for ASD” is a website designed to provide employers 

with specific strategies to equip them with the skills and confidence to help create a more 

inclusive and accepting work environment for all people.  

Educational Foundation 

 The Inclusive Employer Toolkit is grounded in part on Vygotsky’s (1980) constructivist 

theories of learning, in which he believed that social interaction plays a fundamental role in 

cognition. Vygotsky believed that much of what we know and learn is based upon both 

interactions with others as well as the “Zone of Proximal Development”.   The zone of proximal 

development and the idea of scaffolding refer to a variety of instructional techniques used to 

move students progressively toward stronger understanding and, ultimately, greater 

independence in learning. The Zone of Proximal Development emphasizes the area for growth 

and exploration in which an individual is cognitively prepared, but requires help and social 

interaction to fully develop (Edosomwan, 2016). According to Vygotsky, humans use tools to 

facilitate their social environments. Children initially develop tools to serve solely as social 

functions, and ways to communicate need, but over time the internalization of these tools lead to 
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higher thinking skills (Vygotsky, 1980). With these “tools” in mind, this toolkit will serve as a 

selection of resources, tools and strategies to help equip employers, staff, parents and teachers to 

help foster greater job knowledge and success for individuals with ASD.   

 The strategies in this kit have been developed using the education framework derived in 

theories of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), Universal design for learning (UDL) and 

Positive Behaviour Supports (PBS), making them effective strategies for all individuals, not 

merely those with ASD.   

 Applied Behaviour Analysis is a highly researched, scientifically proven theory that 

utilizes principles of behaviour to successfully teach and support the learning of adaptive, 

constructive behaviour while reducing excessive problem behaviours.  Using this theory, 

behaviours and expectations are explicitly defined, and taught, allowing individuals to easily 

duplicate them. The ABA model addresses behaviour scientifically and views behaviour from a 

functions vantage point. Its main focus is on building age and developmentally appropriate skill 

to increase independence (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2014). ABA theory aims to answer the 

following questions: 

1. What skills are interfering with the learning process, and how can we decrease 

them? 

2. What skills are needed for the individual to function within the setting? 

3. What skills are needed for the individual to be able to transition to a less 

restrictive setting? 

4. What skills are appropriate to the individual’s developmental level? 
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The cornerstone of this foundation is differential reinforcement, in which desired behaviors are 

reinforced, and undesired behavioral excesses are not reinforced (Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 

2014). 

 The PBS strategies used are highly effective to help alleviate unwanted behaviours and 

they are focused on teaching individuals positive behaviors and changing their environment so 

that using the positive behaviors becomes more effective for them than using negative behaviors 

(Sailor, Dunlap, Sugai, & Horner, 2009).   

The Universal Design for Learning approach is one that will be woven into the entirety of 

this toolkit. The foundation of the UDL approach is a set of principles that give all individuals 

equal opportunities to learn and to be successful. UDL is not a one-size-fits-all approach to 

learning, but rather a flexible approach that can be customized and adjusted based on an 

individual’s needs (Meyer, Rose, & Gordon, 2014) UDL sees variability as a strength to be 

leveraged, not a challenge to be overcome, and focuses on an individual’s needs instead of 

focusing on their core deficits.   

 UDL requires educators, or in the case of this toolkit, employers, to be mindful of these 

areas for growth and encourages that information be presented by providing multiple means of 

representation, expression and engagement. UDL helps educators and employers to design 

meaningful environments that provide equal opportunity for all to acquire, access and present 

knowledge and achievement, thus being a universal fit in the workplace setting. 

The Inclusive Employer Toolkit for ASD 

 This toolkit will serve as a selection of resources, tools and strategies to help equip 

employers, staff, parents and teachers with the skills and strategies necessary for greater job 

knowledge and success for individuals with ASD.  With the help of the toolkit, employers will be 
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able to provide each employee with "scaffolding" to support the individual with ASD’s evolving 

understanding of job knowledge and development of complex skills. Scaffolding will help both 

employers and employees ensure that skills are being learned efficiently and that adequate 

knowledge and skills are being obtained (Edosomwan, 2016).  Modelling, “show and say”, and 

scaffolding are strategies that are emphasized in the toolkit as they are strategies that I have 

personally used with great success when working with individuals with ASD. With the 

knowledge from Vygotsky, and ABA theory, the toolkit will also encourage the use of prompt 

fading as individuals become more consistent and successful in their role. 

 This Inclusive Employer Toolkit for ASD is a digital, interactive, easily distributable web 

resource.  It has been designed as a quick access tool, which is easily accessible to help 

employers become better educated and equipped. It will help employers to more successfully 

understand, accommodate and support individuals with autism in their workplace. The toolkit 

clearly outlines the core features of autism, as well as many potential ways in which these 

features may influence an individual and his/her ability to complete certain tasks at work. For 

each of the core features of autism, the toolkit provides a plethora of support strategies to help 

negate the negative impacts associated with this diagnosis and to help accommodate individuals 

for the deficits associated with their disability.  

 The website consists of a number of available sections to meet the learning needs of all 

employers and those who work with individuals with ASD.  The core features of ASD are clearly 

demonstrated, with clear, real life examples of how each of these features may look in the 

workplace and how they could serve as barriers. For each of the noted barriers and deficits, the 

toolkit outlines an array of potential strategies to help alleviate the barriers associated. The 

toolkit outlines key strategies, resources and lesson plans to help educators better prepare 
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students for the transition from school, where they likely receive a great amount of support, into 

their adult life where theses supports may be more limited.  It also serves to help employers 

recognize and adjust to support all staff to create a healthy, happy, supportive and successful 

work environment for all. 

 The Inclusive employment toolkit is comprised of seven sections separated into the 

following categories: Home/Introduction, What is Autism Spectrum Disorder?, Preparing 

Students for Employment, Employer Benefits of hiring someone with Autism, Testimonials and 

the Employers Corner separated into ASD at Work, Accommodating and Supporting Employees 

with Autism. 

 Home/Introduction. This initial landing page will give a brief synopsis of the 

“Employer Toolkit to Support Inclusive Employment Practices when Hiring Individuals with 

Autism Spectrum Disorder.”  It will outline the features of the website, as well as who will 

benefit from the tools and resources it presents (individuals with ASD, employers, teachers, 

parents).  It will clearly indicate that the intent of this toolkit to provide “tips, and strategies to 

help recruit, hire and support employees with autism spectrum disorder (ASD)”. 

The Introduction section will provide access to each area of the pages of this toolkit 

through interactive buttons and links.   

The eleven pages accessible from the home page will be: 

1. Autism Spectrum Disorder 

2. Preparing Students for Employment 

3. Employer Benefits 

4. EMPLOYERS CORNER 

a. ASD at Work 
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b. Strategies for Successful Employment 

i. Recruitment and Selection 

ii. Communication 

iii. Increase Predictability 

iv. Motivation 

5. Testimonials 

 Autism Spectrum Disorder. This section of the toolkit will give an overview of Autism 

Spectrum Disorder. It will clearly demonstrate the prevalence of the disorder, and the staggering 

statistics about employment for individuals in the sector. This section will explain autism as a 

group of lifelong neurodevelopmental disorders characterized by varying degrees of impairment 

in six core areas of functioning which include: Social-emotional reciprocity, nonverbal 

communication, developing friendships, repetitive behavior, routine & change, sensory 

sensitivities (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Embedded in this section is a video to 

depict the story of a select group of young adults living with ASD. 

 Preparing Students for Employment? Although students often receive many supports 

and tools for success during their school years, often very little is done to help prepare them for 

their transition from high school to adult life in post-secondary education and/or employment.  

This section of the toolkit will share helpful information to support educators in preparing 

students through this transition to adult life.  It will provide useful lesson plans and classroom 

resources as well as community employment agencies at resource for individuals with ASD. 
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 Employer Benefits of Hiring Someone with Autism? The benefits sections of the 

toolkit will examine the literature that clearly states the high socioeconomic costs of 

unemployment for individuals with ASD as well as research that states an overwhelming 

abundance of benefits to hiring individuals with ASD.  Using testimonials from employers and 

current research, this section will outline the benefits of employment to not only individuals with 

ASD, but also to their family, caregivers, employers and to society as a whole 

 ASD at Work. This section will further explore the core features of ASD and how these 

may affect an individual in the workplace.  The page includes a chart (see table 2) to indicate 

how each of these core features may potentially affect an individual in the workplace.  The page 

also clearly states that because autism is a spectrum disorder, people with autism may exhibit 

some of the core features of the disorder, but very seldom does one individual exhibit all six.  

The degree of strength and limitations for individuals with autism will vary greatly.   
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Core features of 

ASD 
What might this look like? How this could be a barrier at work. 

 

Social-emotional 

reciprocity 

• Awkward social interaction 

• One-sided conversations  

• difficulty maintaining 

conversations 

• Difficulty joining in 

• Difficulty sharing emotions 

Awkward, little or no social initiation 

• Arriving and leaving work 

• Completing a job task 

• In the lunch room 

One-sided conversations 

• Job interview  

• difficulty answering figurative questions  

•  answers in one word responses 

 

Nonverbal 

communication 

• Difficulty reading  

• expression,  

• tone,  

• gestures 

• literal interpretation 

• Differences with reading and 

using appropriate body 

language, facial expressions 

and eye contact 

Can’t ‘read’ information that is not verbal in nature  

• Someone has been fired  

• When people are  busy  

Difficulty reading tone of voice and body language 

• When is good time to chat? 

• How long should be talking for?  

Taking you literally or being too blunt 

• Shared food and treats 

• How to receive a gift  

Don’t look you in the eye or struggle to stand still 

• Receiving instructions  

• Working while standing up 

 

Developing 

friendships 

• Challenges with perspective 

taking 

• Difficulty understanding 

unspoken social rules 

• Difficulty developing and 

maintaining appropriate 

relationships with peers 

(rather than only caregivers 

• Difficulty adjusting behavior 

to suit different social 

contexts 

Hard time joining in groups 

• Interrupting a meeting or Groups talking  

Getting too personal  

• Lack of small talk skills  

• Wanting friends 

Table 2- Barriers at work 
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Core features of 

ASD 
What might this look like? How this could be a barrier at work. 

 

Repetitive 

behaviour/ 

Routine & change 

• Repetitive speech 

• Topics, repeating 

lines from TV/movies 

• Repetitive play/ use of object 

• Lining up pylons, 

stacking books, 

pacing in patterns 

• Repetitive motor movements 

• Pacing, spinning, 

flapping hands, 

rocking 

 

Excessive adherence to routines and resistant to 

change 

• Repeating questions 

• Changes to seating arrangements, staffing, 

schedules  

Ritualized patterns of verbal or nonverbal behavior  

• Scripting  

• Pacing  

Highly restricted, 

fixated interests 

that are abnormal 

in intensity or 

focus: 

• Strong ‘special interests’ 

• Difficulty changing topics 

• Strong attachments to specific 

objects 

• Strong interests in particular 

topics or objects 

 

Highly restricted, fixated interests 

• Very strong ‘special interests’ 

Difficulty changing topics 

Sensory sensitivities 

• Hands in ears 

• Under/over reacting to pain/ 

temperature 

• Fascinated by texture 

• Clothes too itchy 

• Hate to get dirty 

• adverse responses to sounds 

or textures, etc. 

Sensory Sensitivities  

• Noise 

• Volume 

• Distractions  

• Hands in ears 

• Don’t react to pain 

• Restrictive diets 

• Picky about clothing materials 

• Distracted by lights 

 

Table 2- Barriers at work cont'd 

  



ASD INCLUSIVE EMPLOYMENT TOOLKIT  38 

Core features of 

ASD 
What might this look like? How this could be a barrier at work. 

General 

 • Less motivated  

• Difficulty initiating and maintaining conversations 

• Repetitive themes/topics 

• One-sided conversations (interview) 

• Difficulty in asking for clarification or 

advocating for self 

• Lack of spatial awareness 

• Difficulty taking perspective of others 

Table 2- Barriers at work con't
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 Accommodating and supporting employees with Autism. People with Autism may 

have some of the limitations discussed throughout this toolkit, but they seldom have all of them. 

The degree of limitation will vary widely among individuals with ASD.  It is important that 

employers are aware that not all people with Autism will need accommodations to perform their 

jobs and that some individuals who do require accommodation may only need a few. The 

accommodations suggested in this toolkit are only a sample of the many possibilities available. 

Several other accommodation strategies may exist.  This section of the toolkit is broken down 

into four key areas of support.  These areas provide support strategies for Recruitment and 

Selection, Communication, Increased Predictability and Motivation.  Each section provides 

specific strategies that employers may wish to implement to help mitigate the challenges 

sometimes faced in each area of employment. 

 The Recruitment and Selection section in the toolkit will provide employers with a 

questionnaire they may choose to provide to an employee during the hiring process to help 

outline the support they may require as well as interview and hiring tips and tricks. 

  Some examples of Suggested Accommodations for Addressing Barriers for employees 

with ASD that will be found in the other support sections of the inclusive employment toolkit are 

adapted from table 3: 
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Table 3- Accommodations (note: Adapted from the Job Accommodation Network 
http://askjan.org/media/intcog.html) 

Barrier 
Challenges for 

employee 
Accommodations to implement 

Emotional 

limitations in adaptive 

skills including 

o communication, 

o understanding 

emotions 

o social cues 

o Give positive feedback 

o Use visual performance charts 

o Provide tangible rewards 

o Use co-workers as mentors 

o Use Employee Assistance Program (EAP) 

o Provide job coach 

Interacting  

with  

coworkers 

limitations in adaptive 

skills and difficulty 

with demonstrating 

appropriate social 

skills such as: 

o communicating 

with others 

o cooperating 

with others 

o maintaining 

interpersonal 

relationships 

o Provide policies and procedures and go over, in detail,  

o Model appropriate social skills 

o Where and when to eat at work 

o Who to approach if he/she has questions 

o What to do if s/he becomes upset or mad 

o When it is ok to leave workstation 

o What to do when s/he is finished an assigned task 

o Assign employee a mentor; someone who can be his/her “go 

to” individual 

o Use training videos to demonstrate appropriate behavior in 

workplace 

o Use role-play scenarios to demonstrate appropriate behavior in 

workplace 

o Explicitly teach appropriate workplace social skills 

http://askjan.org/media/intcog.html
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 Accommodation Strategies Put Into Practice – Samples & Resources. In this section 

of the toolkit, I will share videos and resources of accommodation strategies that employers may 

choose to use. These examples will be drawn from my work with Canucks Autism Network and 

my experience working in the Workplace Essential Skills and Training Program at Vancouver 

Island University.  I will share strategies that may be very quickly and easily implemented.  A 

sample of the types of examples I will share are: 

1. Communication - Visual Supports- A visual support is a picture or other visual item 

to increase communication and show learners what you are saying. They help provide 

a concrete representation of what you are trying to communicate when you are using 

strategies to increase engagement, motivation, and predictability. Visual supports can 

be pictures, drawings, objects, words, or lists. 

a. Some examples include: 

i. Choice Boards - Increase motivation by providing two or three choices 

ii. Visual Schedules - Display the order of activities and increase 

predictability and structure  

iii. Token Boards - Reinforce small steps and celebrate with a preferred 

item or activity after individual receives all 10 tokens. 

iv. Countdown strips, timers - increase predictability and motivation. 

 

Figure 1- Countdown 

v. First/ Then Board - incorporate a fun/preferred activity and increase 
motivation. 
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vi. Wait/Stop Card - provide a concrete representation of the abstract 

concept of “waiting”. 

vii. Checklists with or without supporting pictures of individuals doing the 

job expected -  decrease anxiety, increase predictability 

2. Motivation - Tips to Build Rapport  
 

a. Build rapport with the employee 

b. Try to ensure success 

c. Alternate ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ activities, build momentum 

d. Be sure to use praise  

e. Small steps  

 All of the above visual cues are great ABA strategies.  Visual Schedules and checklist 

specifically work to help break down a task (task analysis) that has multiple steps to ensure that 

the steps are all completed and correct.  These strategies are helpful in decreasing anxiety and 

rigidity surrounding transitions by communicating when certain activities will occur throughout 

the day or part of the day.    The use of checklist may require some teaching and additional 

prompting as employees become familiar with the task, but as mastery develops the aim is to 

fade this prompting away and have individuals rely solely on the checklist to guide their work 

and encourage independence (Pratt & Steward, 2019). 

Figure 2- First- Then 
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• An example of a written checklist of closing procedures used in the WEST Café 

Training lab at VIU  

Figure 3- WEST Café closing  checklist 

*This strategy could be further enhanced by incorporating pictures to help demonstrate 
each step and to help those with more limited literacy skills. 
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3. Task Analysis - Providing written instructions, and clearly breaking down each major 

task into smaller, sequential sub-parts (task analysis).  

An example of a task analysis for emptying the office dishwasher may look like  

Emptying the Dish Washer 

o Wash hands with soap or hand sanitizer 

o Make sure dishwasher is off.  

o Open dish washer, be careful dishes may be hot 

o Put away cups in cupboard #1 (make sure mugs are beside mugs and cups are beside 

cups) 

o Put away plates and bowls in cupboard #2 

o Put away spoons, knives, and forks in far left, top drawer next to the fridge 

o Gently close dish washer when empty  

o Make sure the sign on the front of the dish washer says “Dishes are dirty” 

Figure 4- Dishwasher Checklist 

 
4. Frontloading - Providing information about what is going to happen, before it happens.  

This helps to Increase predictability and decrease anxiety.  This can be done for schedules, 

rules and policies as outlined in the policies and procedures used in the WEST Café training 

lab at VIU 
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Figure 5 – Policies and Procedures 

5. Support Self-Regulation:  encourage staff to take regular breaks.  Watch for signs of 

escalation. It is always better to take a break and deescalate instead of trying to push 

through and having problem behaviour 
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6. Communication tips: 

a. Be Specific and direct 

i. Say exactly: 

1. What to do 

2. Where to do it 

3. When to do it 

b. Show and Say 

i. Pictures, models or gestures 

c. Short, clear phrases 

d. Repeat or rephrase  

e. Allow for delayed responses to questions  

f. Rule of 3  

i. No more than 3 pieces of information at a time 

7. Provide Closed Choices 

8. Colour-code for easy reference.  (Green means start and red means stop) 

As well as these written document samples, this page of the employer toolkit will house many 

videos to clearly demonstrate the practical use of the strategies outlined throughout this toolkit as 

well as direct links to the resources themselves . 

 Real Life Success Stories. In this final page of the toolkit, I will share a variety of 

stories, from various agencies, that clearly demonstrate real-life situations where workplace 

accommodation have led to success. This section of the tool kit will remind employers to always 

consider “person first” language and strategies and maintain that individuals with autism are 

people first and their disability is merely a part of who they are.  It encourages employers to 
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remember that each individual with autism may present themselves and this array of core deficits 

in a large spectrum of ways, thus, it is important to tailor strategies and accommodations for each 

individual employee and to focus on their strengths first. 

 
“Hiring people with disabilities changes workplace culture for all my employees. They’re now 
working for a company that’s inclusive, a company that obviously get’s it and they want to be 

part of that”.   
 

Mark Wafer, President of Megleen Inc. and Tim Hortons Franchise Ownwer. 
 

  



ASD INCLUSIVE EMPLOYMENT TOOLKIT  49 

Chapter 4 

Reflection and Conclusions 

 From the onset of my research about this topic, I felt that I brought a great deal of 

knowledge and understanding about ASD and the struggle that individuals with this diagnoses 

face when searching for employment. Through my experience and training, I felt that I possessed 

the ability to change the way that employers may view these individuals and to demystify some 

myths that may exist about employing individuals with ASD.  I have worked with many 

individuals with an ASD diagnosis and through these experiences have seen firsthand the 

incredible things that they are capable of.  It wasn’t until I fully immersed myself in this research 

and started developing a website that I realized the impact that a small amount of education and 

support may have to help create and sustain meaningful employment for individuals in this 

demographic, and those who employ them. 

 With a strengths-based approach to employment, this toolkit aims to help employers to 

feel confident in their capacity, and ability to hire and support individuals with ASD.  This final 

chapter is a culmination of my research, personal experience, development and the final creation 

of this toolkit to support employers in the recruitment, hiring and support for individuals living 

with ASD.    

 The development and implementation of this toolkit has further emphasized the need for 

education and supports for industries and employers interested in hiring individuals living with 

ASD.  The immeasurable benefits of hiring individuals with ASD have been proven to far 

outweigh the time and cost to implement strategies and accommodations for successful 

employment, yet employers are still hesitant to hire due to the lack of education and support. 

 When I initially planned to create a toolkit, my intention was to develop a static pdf 
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document that could be printed and distributed to employers and housed in any and all 

workplaces.  As I did my research and began to better understand the dynamic world of 

employment, and more specifically employing individuals with ASD, I realized that this world is 

not static, but rather fluid and ever changing.  As such, what once would be a paper document 

that would likely be lost in the mountain of paperwork on an employer’s desk became an online, 

easily accessible and adaptable website.   With easy access to these support strategies and 

resource through the use of this online toolkit, my hope is that employers will feel better 

equipped to engage in more inclusive hiring practices.    

 Through sharing the Inclusive Employment Toolkit with my various contacts in the 

ASD community, I have had very positive feedback and through this experience, I have been 

fortunate to connect with and consult with a number of agencies and service providers who have 

assisted me to adapt and improve this toolkit throughout this process.   Although this is a 

resource that will be ever evolving and shifting to adapt to the  ever changing world of ASD and 

inclusive employment, the core of this website will provide insurmountable support for 

employers in all industries.   

 Though the resources provided are designed to assist with the employment of individuals 

with ASD, the positive impact and strategies may be used universally.  By using resources and 

strategies based in Universal Design for Learning, this toolkit will aid and support in many 

employment environments, for many individuals regardless of their barriers.   With the various 

literature to prove the benefits of hiring individuals with disabilities, specifically those with ASD 

outlined above and on the website, it makes good sense to provide employers with a toolkit such 

as this, to help ensure a successful experience for all individuals involved in the inclusive 

employment experience.  With easy distribution of this toolkit/ website I hope to see the statistics 
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for employment of all individuals with ASD improve.  The implementation of, and sharing of 

this toolkit should provide employers with a greater understanding of ASD and an improved 

confidence in hiring and supporting these individuals from all demographics, regardless of 

perceived barriers. 
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Appendix 

URL to access applied project (Inclusive Employer Toolkit) 

https://asdemployertoolkit.weebly.com/ 
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