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Abstract:  
 
Background: Autistic people experience disparities in employment which may be exacerbated 
for individuals in skilled employment. Little is known about the experiences of autistic people in 
skilled employment or how they define success. Methods: We used a community-based 
participatory research approach to conduct a thematic analysis with an inductive approach at a 
semantic level through a critical realist paradigm. We interviewed 45 autistic people with skilled 
training, 11 supervisors, and 8 key informants. We purposively sampled to maximize variation. 
We addressed trustworthiness through multiple coders and peer debriefing. Results: Common 
themes included high stakes of disclosure, unconventional pathways to careers, disconnects 
with service and support systems, mental health challenges from trauma/burnout, autistic 
advantages in the workplace, and complex dimensions of discrimination. Participants defined 



success as opportunities for growth, work/life balance, financial independence, sense of 
community, and feeling valued, accepted, and like their work had meaning. Strategies to 
facilitate success suggested a multi-faceted and wholistic approach including attention to the 
role of supervisors. Conclusions: Our findings suggest a highly customizable, systems-focused, 
multifaceted approach to autism employment intervention could be useful in improving skilled 
employment outcomes. We recommend further work particularly in the areas of disclosure and 
destigmatizing disability in the workplace. 
 
Lay abstract:  
 
What is already known about the topic? 
 
Autistic people are less likely to be employed than the general population. Autistic people with 
skilled training (for example, training for jobs in acting, plumbing, science, or social work) might 
be even less likely to get a good job in their field. Little is known about the experiences of 
autistic people in skilled employment or what employment success means to them. 
 
What did the researchers do? 
 
We interviewed 45 autistic people with skilled training in a wide range of fields, 11 job 
supervisors, and 8 topic experts. We asked them about their experiences, what they felt helped 
them to be successful at work, and what employment success means to them. 
 
What did this research find? 
 
Participants talked about the high stakes of disclosure, taking unconventional pathways to 
careers, disconnects with service and support systems, mental health challenges from trauma 
and burnout, the autistic advantages in the workplace, and complex dimensions of 
discrimination. Participants said success meant opportunities for growth, good work/life 
balance, financial independence, sense of community, and feeling valued, accepted, and like 
their work had meaning. Things that helped them be successful included flexible, accepting 
workplaces, supportive and respectful supervisors, and direct communication. 
 
How does this research change practice, research, policy? 
 
What we learned suggests that an individualized, wholistic approach to autism employment 
intervention that considers both employers and employees and employee mental health could 
be useful. We also recommend more research into disclosure and destigmatizing disability at 
work.  
 
Keywords: [2-10] autism, employment, community based participatory research, employment 
services, adults, qualitative research, vocational/labor force participation 
 
 



Introduction 
 
Employment is a key determinant of health and life outcomes (e.g., healthy relationships, stable 
housing, good mental and physical health) (Benach, Muntaner, & Santana, 2007). In addition to 
the benefit of greater financial security on quality of life, employment satisfaction is associated 
with improved physical and mental health, including reduced anxiety and depression and 
increased self-esteem (Faragher, Cass, & Cooper, 2005). For autistic people and people with 
mental health conditions, stable employment has been shown to improve health and life 
outcomes, and adaptive functioning (Taylor, Smith, & Mailick, 2014), and to reduce the cost of 
hospitalizations, support, and service use (Bush, Drake, Xie, McHugo, & Haslett, 2009; Howlin, 
Alcock, & Burkin, 2005; Taylor et al., 2014). Yet, a disproportionate number of adult autistic 
people are unemployed or underemployed compared with the general population (Bernick & 
Holden, 2015; Foden, 2008). For example, only 58% of young adults on the autism spectrum 
who received special education worked for pay compared with all other groups of special 
education recipients, including 74% of peers with an intellectual disability (The National Autism 
Resource & Information Center, 2018). Employment inequities may be exacerbated by the core 
features of autism, which can affect an individual's ability to be competitive in job interviews, as 
well as the types of job opportunities available (e.g., due to restricted interests or 
discrimination) (Bernick & Holden, 2015). 
 
These employment disparities may also be exacerbated for individuals with advanced training 
seeking careers. Little information exists on the proportion of autistic people with advanced 
training who are competitively employed in their field. One nationally representative U.S.-
based study showed that while nearly 44% of autistic people ages 19-24 had some post-
secondary education, only 55% of them had held any paid employment—even that outside of 
their field—after high school (Shattuck & Narendorf, 2012). Many skilled jobs—defined for the 
purposes of this study as those requiring specialized training or certification beyond what can 
be obtained the first weeks on the job—have additional entry gates (e.g., obtaining auditions, 
entering a formal apprenticeship in a trade) which may increase barriers to employment. 
Further, most autism employment programs are not designed for a wide range of careers, 
either focusing narrowly on information technology and data management (e.g., Microsoft’s 
Autism at Work program, Specialisterne) or on unskilled labor (Chappel & Somers, 2010; 
Hagner & Cooney, 2005; McDonough & Revell, 2010). 
 
Additionally, little is known about what successful career paths look like for autistic people with 
postsecondary education or other skilled training, what types of jobs they might want, or what 
“successful employment” means to them beyond a floor (i.e., barest minimum) outcome of 
placement in a job. The existing literature largely focuses on transition-age youth who have not 
yet completed training (e.g., (Anderson, Butt, & Sarsony, 2021)) or, again, on unskilled 
positions. Much of the research on career pathways has focused on specific topics, such as 
ameliorating skill deficits in the workplace (e.g., (Lorenc et al., 2018)), with less attention to 
whole person and contextual perspectives (Hedley et al., 2017). Some studies have included the 
perspectives of autistic people in skilled positions, however the focus has been on research 
questions related to other topics (e.g., the experiences of autistic women at work (Hayward, 



McVilly, & Stokes, 2019)). Experts in the area of autism and employment are calling for more 
research that focuses on understanding success, engaging with the full ecosystem connected to 
employment, and understanding how to better support people in careers rather than just jobs 
(Nicholas & Klag, 2020; Nicholas et al., 2019). 
 
Our aim was to better understand the experiences and career trajectories of autistic people 
with skilled training—including people who felt they were successful—and what might help 
facilitate skilled employment outcomes. Specifically, we aimed to 1) learn what successful 
skilled employment looks like for autistic employees, 2) understand barriers and facilitators of 
successful employment, and 3) consider what outcomes might be important to assess success 
in skilled employment. We used a community-based participatory research (CBPR) approach to 
obtain qualitative data from autistic employees/job seekers, supervisors and support 
professionals of autistic employees/job seekers. We also talked with key informants from 
within relevant systems (e.g., employment programs, disability employment policy, college 
internships) to further examine historical and contemporary thinking and support for autistic 
applicants and employees. Understanding these experiences is an essential first step in 
developing and evaluating effective, systems-focused interventions to improve employment 
outcomes for autistic people with skilled training in a wide range of careers.  
 
Methods 
 
Community-Based Participatory Research Partnership 
 
CBPR is an emancipatory approach to inquiry that acknowledges lived experience as equivalent 
in value to academic knowledge and equitably includes community partners in all phases of the 
research (B.A. Israel, Eng, Schulz, & Parker, 2005; B. A. Israel, Schulz, Parker, & Becker, 2001; C. 
Nicolaidis & Raymaker, 2015). The Academic Autism Spectrum Partnership in Research and 
Education (AASPIRE, aaspire.org) is a mature CBPR collaboration between academic researchers 
and the Autistic community based in the U.S. We describe our collaboration methods 
elsewhere (C. Nicolaidis et al., 2019; C.  Nicolaidis et al., 2011). 
 
Author Positionality and Contributions, and Community Involvement 
 
The Principal Investigator for the study (DR), who is Autistic and an AASPIRE Co-Director, 
oversaw the project, conducted most interviews, led the analysis, and coded all transcripts. The 
other AASPIRE Co-Director (CN), who is not autistic, provided mentorship through all phases of 
the project. AASPIRE Autistic community members identified the topic as important, co-
developed the research materials including the consent forms, fliers, and interview guides, 
assisted with recruitment, discussed preliminary findings, helped interpret and finalize the 
findings, and identified key recommendations and next steps. Academic co-investigators (KM 
and LP) assisted with study design and data interpretation. Non-autistic research assistants 
(including MS) conducted some interviews and served as secondary coders. An autistic research 
assistant (IM) participated in peer debriefing. All co-authors contributed to the development of 
this manuscript. Portland State University’s Institutional Review Board approved this study. 



 
Participants and Recruitment 
 
We aimed to obtain in-depth data from a national sample of autistic people with skilled 
training, people with experience supervising or coaching autistic people in skilled settings.  
 
Autistic employee participants had to be 18 years of age or older, reside in the U.S., and report 
having a professional autism diagnosis (autistic disorder, Asperger’s disorder, pervasive 
developmental disorder – not otherwise specified, autism spectrum disorder). They must have 
obtained or looked for a skilled job, defined as the type of job that requires more than short-
term (typically two weeks or less) on-the-job training to reach competency. Because we were 
interested in facilitators of success while recognizing that the perspectives of people who had 
not achieved success are also valuable, we purposefully sampled participants to ensure a 
majority (~70%) had a self-identified successful experience with a skilled job. We used 
maximum variation sampling (Palinkas et al., 2015) to ensure participants had a wide range of 
professions and demographic characteristics.  
 
Supervisors and support professionals needed to be 18 years of age or older, reside in the U.S., 
work in a skilled setting or provide services to people seeking skilled employment, and report 
having been successful in supervising or serving at least one employee who had disclosed a 
professional autism diagnosis.  
 
We recruited employees, supervisors, and support professionals through social media, word of 
mouth, and professional and community connections. We also asked employee participants to 
share a recruitment flier with their supervisors or support professionals, if they felt comfortable 
doing so, to generate a subsample of paired employee/supervisor-support professional 
participants. The study also received media attention in the Portland, Oregon area, which 
increased our response rate from that region. 
 
We conducted individual, one-hour, semi-structured interviews with 45 autistic employees/job 
seekers and 11 supervisors or support professionals. Participants ranged in age from 21-65 
years, came from all regions of the U.S., and represented a wide range of gender identities and 
educational backgrounds. In the autistic sample, 22% indicated that they communicated using 
alternative and augmentative communication (we did not ask about context or frequency), and 
42% used some form of disability services. Participants represented a wide range of skilled 
fields: arts/entertainment, athletics, law, education, engineering, health care, information 
technology, public administration, publishing, science/research, social work, and trades. 
Although we did not collect demographic information on when participants received their ASD 
diagnosis, enough participants disclosed this information during their interviews to indicate our 
sample included a relatively balanced mix of both people diagnosed in childhood and people 
diagnosed in adulthood. See Table 1 for demographic details. 
 
The supervisor/support professional sample was comprised of 3 support professionals (2 job 
coaches, 1 vocational rehabilitation specialist); 7 supervisors of autistic employees in jobs 



related to social services, mathematics, information technology, data management, and higher 
education; and 1 person who was both a support professional (case manager) and a supervisor. 
Five individuals (1 job coach, 1 VR counselor, and 3 supervisors) supervised or supported 
employee participants.  Supervisor/supporters ranged in age from 27-48 (mean 37, std. dev. 
8.5), were 55% female, and were all white. 
 
[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
Table 1: Employee/Job Seeker Demographics 
 
We contextualized the data from employees, supervisors, and support professionals by 
speaking with eight key informants who were not otherwise involved in the study. We 
identified individuals with expertise and experience in a range of targeted systems related to 
skilled employment and autism and recruited them directly by email, telephone, or in-person 
conversation. Key informants included academic researchers, employment specialists, small 
business owners, vocational rehabilitation specialists, policy/community leaders, disability 
service directors, and directors of corporate autism at work programs. Expertise included high 
school transition programs, customized employment, small business needs, job development, 
service system integration, employment policy, internships, accommodations, and autism 
employment programs at large corporations. 
 
Procedures 
 
Prospective employee/job seeker and supervisor/support professional participants contacted 
us for more information by telephone or email from a recruitment flier which provided study 
and eligibility information. We then gave them a link to an online screening survey or 
conducted the screening survey by telephone. The first author selected people to invite to the 
study based on the screening data to obtain a maximum variation sample. Participants had a 
choice to complete the informed consent and interview by email, telephone, video conference, 
text-based chat, or in person (with an option to change modes if desired). Like others (McCoyd 
& Kerson, 2006), for over a decade we have successfully collected qualitative interview data 
using these multiple modalities in order to maximize accessibility and diversify the range of 
individuals who can participate at no cost to the richness of the data; more examples and 
process-related information is available elsewhere (e.g., (C. Nicolaidis et al., 2015; C. Nicolaidis 
et al., 2019; Raymaker et al., 2020)). We audio-recorded the spoken interviews. Trained 
research assistants deidentified and transcribed the recordings verbatim, and deidentified and 
reformatted email and text chat transcripts to provide consistent formatting with the audio 
transcripts.  
 
Data Collection 
 
For employees, we first asked them to tell the story of their career path, starting with when 
they began thinking about their career and ending with where they are now. We prompted for 
the following key ideas if they did not emerge organically: career timeline, successes and 
failures, things that helped or hurt, and whether autism or any other aspects of their identity 



(e.g., race, gender, sexuality, religion) had any impact on their experiences. We then asked 
more focused questions related to participants’ insights on what successful employment means 
to them, what advice they would give to other autistic people and to supervisors, what they 
would change if they could redo things, and what services and supports they wished were 
available to them. For supervisors and support professionals, we asked the same questions but 
to relate the story of their time supervising an autistic employee and reversed the advice 
question (i.e., what advice would you give other supervisors and to autistic employees). We had 
unstructured conversations with the key informants over the telephone, asking them to frame 
the discussion by describing their position, and to share their ideas around autism and skilled 
employment given their area of expertise. 
 
Analysis 
 
For the employe/job seeker and supervisor/support professional interviews, we conducted a 
thematic analysis, using an inductive approach, at a semantic level, with a critical realist 
paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Qualitative Research 
Guidelines Project, 2008). Specifically, we looked for overarching meanings to emerge from 
people’s words at face-value, acknowledging that the interviews represent a co-constructed 
reality by the participant and the researcher within a social context and exhibiting ontological 
depth. (Vincent & O’Mahoney, 2018) We focused the analysis with the central question: “what 
about people’s skilled work experience impacts the overall outcome?” We used Atlas.ti 
(ATLAS.ti, 2018) software to manage data. DR did most of the initial coding for the autistic 
participants concurrently with secondary coding by a non-autistic research assistant. The two 
met to check that they were finding similar constructs; they came to consensus on the initial 
codes and continued using that set with MS replacing the initial research assistant as secondary 
coder. DR shared the preliminary themes and representative quotes with the full AASPIRE 
team, asking the autistic members if it felt consistent with their experiences and community 
conversation in a process similar to member checking. Autistic partners felt the preliminary 
themes were consistent with community experience and did not recommend removing any. DR 
completed the employee coding, DR and MS coded the supervisor/support professional and key 
informant interviews, and DR synthesized themes and findings across the corpus. Lastly, DR 
brought the findings to the full team for finalization and interpretation. 
 
To help ensure trustworthiness of qualitative findings (the qualitative analogue to validation) 
(Morrow, 2005), we employed multiple coders and peer debriefing. An autistic research 
assistant (IM), who was conducting a secondary analysis with the full data corpus provided 
detailed peer debriefing and additional checking from the perspective of lived experience. 
Discussions among DR and IM included, in addition to academic lenses, reflections and personal 
frames as autistic people with skilled training. All coders agreed that we had theme saturation 
from both participant groups. 
 
We used key informant interviews to help contextualize and better understand details of our 
findings; we did not include key informant interviews in the primary analysis described above. 
 



Results 
 
Themes 
 
The primary themes from the thematic analysis of the career story portion of the interviews 
were the high stakes of disclosure, unconventional pathways to careers, disconnects with 
service and support systems, mental health challenges from trauma and burnout, autistic 
advantages in the workplace, and complex dimensions of discrimination. Although the 
discussion of the themes here centers the employee sample, supervisor/support professional 
stories reinforced and supported the same themes; that is, supervisor/support professionals did 
not bring up substantively different themes from employees. Quotes have been edited for 
brevity and clarity; brackets indicate text added by the authors and an ellipsis indicates text 
removed by the authors. 
 
High stakes of disclosure – Participants described disclosure of an autism diagnosis as having a 
substantial impact on their employment experiences and outcomes, both positively and 
negatively.  
 
Sometimes the disclosure—either to human resources or a few trusted co-workers, or to the 
entire workplace—is what helped the person keep or sustain employment, or feel their job was 
successful. Being able to receive accommodations, increased understanding from co-workers, 
and feeling accepted at work without the burden of masking were some of the most frequently 
stated reasons for positive outcomes. For example, an autistic employee explained: 
 
“I outed myself [as autistic] to my [supervisor] about a year [in]...and saw an immediate positive 
shift in our rapport, my results, and my overall demeanor. I was no longer stressed about 
passing. He was immediately receptive to my needs.... He showed a genuine interest in how my 
brain works, remained completely respectful of me, and kept an open dialogue with me about 
how I was doing. In turn, my mood changed and the quality of my work improved dramatically.” 
(employee, higher education) 
 
Other times however, the disclosure led to discrimination and/or loss of work. Another autistic 
employee described: 
 
“I disclosed my [diagnosis] and had a group meeting with the two supervisors and the unit 
supervisor... I had to pay $180 out of pocket to have a phone conference with the psychologist 
who DX [sic] me and how it affected my employment. After that, they hammered me on the 
smallest things and I had the union rep knowing about it. She even mentioned...how that 
wouldn’t have occurred with other employees.... I got nailed for [something perceived as petty] 
and fired two weeks later. I appealed the termination and lost....disclosing my DX, it has been 
nothing but hell when it has come to employment.” (employee, photography) 
 
Participants were well aware of the high-risk—and potentially high-reward—nature of 
disclosure and made complex risk assessments. An autistic participant advised employers to:  



 
“Recognize that the employee may be taking a massive personal risk in making their disclosure, 
and that they must have calculated that the extra measure of vulnerability prompted by 
disclosure was worth it.” (employee, electrical engineering) 
 
Unconventional pathways to career – In relating stories of their career paths, many participants 
described accessing jobs in ways that bypassed typical gatekeeping processes like interviews, 
which were frequently noted as an insurmountable barrier. They made strategic use of special 
interests, took advantage of the ability to demonstrate skills, used opportunities provided by 
mentors or family, or found specialized niches through design or chance. One participant 
related that the conjunction of special interests, a mentor, and the luck of timing started them 
on a long-term career path:  
 
“[The editor] showed me…some of the basics of using like graphic design software….and it was 
really the earliest early days of that stuff publishing, and somehow he and this other guy talked 
to student congress and they gave them like ten thousand dollars…to buy this computer system, 
which was like gonna be a publishing system....so I learned like really early on…how to use this 
stuff when even professional graphic designers didn’t know what to do with any of it and they’re 
just floundering, so that gave me a step into that kind of world.” (employee, printmaking) 
 
Disconnects with service and support systems – A number of participants related their 
experiences with employment service and support systems (e.g., job corps, vocational 
rehabilitation), most of which were challenging. Participants described how programs designed 
for autistic people or people with disabilities struggled to understand and connect them with 
skilled settings. For example, one participant related: 
 
“I was a highly qualified candidate for WRP [a government program for people with disabilities] 
positions, but I never received any offers …. I later found out the government agencies mostly 
use disability hiring programs such as WRP…to hire employees for unskilled positions….This is a 
problem, since those on the autism spectrum often do much better with positions involving 
analytical thinking than positions involving unskilled labor.” (employee, law enforcement) 
 
However, participants also described how programs that might have access to skilled 
employment opportunities struggled to understand the needs of autistic people. For example, 
another participant related: 
 
“…my VR [vocational rehabilitation] job developer found…a call center position that I think was 
probably an easy fit for her. Unfortunately, this job was incredibly stressful for me and my then 
VR counselor suggested I take Xanax during the day while at work. I eventually gave my notice 
as this was not the right fit for someone with my condition.” (employee, literary arts) 
 
Mental health challenges from trauma and burnout – Although participants described some 
challenges related to their autistic traits (e.g., sensory sensitivity in the workplace, meeting 
social expectations in job interviews), they often placed more weight on co-occurring mental 



health conditions and mental health needs, especially from long histories of discrimination, 
bullying, and abuse, both within and outside of the workplace. Even when not actively 
triggered, many employees struggled with enforcing work boundaries or with pervasive fear of 
abuse from co-workers. One autistic employee who did not feel successful summarized:  
 
“Finding a job…has been agony. It hurts so much to put myself out there and be tossed aside…. 
When I found work and tried to keep it, most times I would end up getting bullied by people 
there. I have a lot of PTSD [post-traumatic stress disorder] issues with bullying, so I do not take it 
well [and it leads to bad outcomes].” (employee, veterinary science) 
 
This theme was echoed strongly by supervisors, many of which emphasized the need for 
trauma-informed approaches and mental health support when working with autistic 
employees. One supervisor related how this played out daily practice: 
 
“I felt like [the autistic employee’s stress over not working fast enough even though he was] was 
getting better and then I figured out this big data tangle problem and his reaction was, ‘Oh my 
gosh I made a huge mistake and now she's definitely gonna fire me.’ So the other thing that I've 
been...helping him succeed [at]... is realizing that if you have an employee who's on the 
spectrum and they are—they have like a nervous kind of low self-esteem... He apologizes a 
lot...[and is] like, ‘I'm not doing a good enough job.’ So what I've tried to do...[is give] very 
specific positive feedback at the time that things happen.” (supervisor, program evaluation) 
 
Autistic participants also often worried about the impact of work on their mental health, 
including working too much without sufficient recovery time, or working in a toxic or 
unaccommodating workplace where they needed to expend extra effort to manage the 
environment. Many worried about work contributing to autistic burnout (an independent 
concept from professional burnout that is characterized by overall exhaustion, increased 
sensory sensitivity, and decreased abilities (Raymaker et al., 2020)) with its potential to destroy 
their ability to work. One autistic employee offered this advice for other autistic people: 
 
“As far as keeping a skilled job goes – I would say that the most important thing is to monitor 
yourself for signs of burnout and act sooner, rather than later, to thwart it…. I would suspect 
that burnout is by far the biggest contributor to lack of long-term success.” (employee, law) 
 
Autistic advantages in the workplace – Participants and supervisors told stories about how 
special interests, autistic traits, or lived experience as an autistic person made them better at 
their job, love their work more, or succeed at their work. One autistic employee shared how 
being autistic helps them connect with others at their work: 
 
“From the people I’ve chosen to share [my diagnosis] with it’s usually a positive response...like 
they know me and from seeing how I work with kids [with disabilities] they’re like, oh that would 
explain why you’re able to really zero in on that and you have this good rapport with that kid 
who’s hard to reach, and I’m like oh yeah I guess so [laughs] using my superpowers [laughs]” 
(employee, para-education) 



 
Another autistic employee gave an example of special interests at work: 
 
“In the course of my education, anatomy, physiology, pathology, and symptom pattern 
recognition…became a special interest. This meant I could focus my autistic superpowers on 
succeeding at work.” (employee, nursing) 
 
A supervisor working in a scientific field gave examples of ways they feel being autistic helped 
their employees excel: 
 
“In general [the autistic people I've supervised] have really good analytical skills. Sometimes 
it['s] how they quantitate...mathematical [sic], sometimes it's logic and reasoning [and] being 
able to see things more clearly.... [One person I supervised]...didn't have as much [sensory] 
filtering as most of us have, maybe that's given them some training that gives them the ability 
to process more information than many of us would be able to process and I think that's 
probably pretty useful in our field!” (supervisor, research) 
 
Complex dimensions of discrimination – Most people described experiences of autism-related 
discrimination. Experiences of ableism were pervasive, and their impact extended beyond the 
workplace to influencing decisions about disclosure, people’s mental health, and people’s 
ability to trust others. For example, one person discussed deciding to hide their autistic identity 
in the future after a particularly painful experience of discrimination: 
 
“I've acquiesced to the--the world view that we don't live in a... post-ableism world, and so once 
I acquiesced to that view... I've had to treat my disability like it's a thing that should be shamed 
even though I don't believe that.... I realized that once I acted like that I was able to work a lot 
better...” (employee, social work) 
 
Participants who also identified as a racial, ethnic, gender, or sexual minority described 
additional layers of workplace discrimination, such as racial typecasting, getting fired for being 
gay, or navigating the amplified risk of managing gender or sexual identity disclosure in addition 
to autism disclosure. For example, one participant, a white-passing transgender person of color, 
stated that she typically disclosed her autism even though “this can cause people to be a little 
worried about hiring me.” Later in the interview, she discussed the additional layers of 
complexity she needed to navigate: 
 
“[After coming out trans] …I was told…that I was ‘fired for being gay.’ I also acknowledge that 
my privilege as a white-passing person has also helped me.…I feel if I had the double-whammy 
of being a trans woman and a person of color, I would have almost no chance of getting a job. 
As it is, I have only a few strikes against me in the ‘not-employable identities’ column.” 
(employee, social services) 
 
The Meaning of Successful Employment and Facilitators to Achieving it 
 



We asked participants what successful employment meant to them and what they thought 
would be important to measure in order to identify employment success. Participant answers 
converged around: opportunities for professional growth, good work/life balance, financial 
independence, sense of community at work, feeling valued, doing meaningful work, and being a 
part of an accepting work culture. One participant summed up: 
 
It really helps if it means something, if I feel like what I'm doin' is meaningful to someone 'cause, 
I mean money's important too [laughs]...and also a job that has opportunity for growth, that 
can lead to somethin' else which--because people change over their lives and what's good for 
you at one point is not always...don't wanna do the same thing for twenty years. ...[And] if it 
uses my skills that--or skills that I'm proud of... I guess there's a bit of, like, recognition, 
recognition's important and [I] don't wanna just be like a cog in the machine, like, that sounds 
boring. (employee, para-education) 
 
Autistic participants made it clear that workplace cultures that allowed them to be openly 
autistic and in control of their work were key to their success. Supervisors supported what the 
employees said and further clarified strategies for success. Specifically, supervisor strategies 
converged around the following: 
 
• being flexible and creative about hiring and carving job tasks to fit skills and passions 
• normalizing and accommodating disability and autistic differences 
• taking a trauma-informed approach and supporting employee mental health  
• respecting and valuing employees, and making use of their autistic advantages 
• providing authentic mentorship and friendship; and 
• being direct about feedback and expectations.  
 
We synthesized findings into a model (see Figure 1) that includes the experiences, facilitators, 
and dimensions of success, described by participants.  
 
 [FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
Figure 1: Model of Findings: Experiences and Facilitators that Interact with Dimensions of 
Success 
 
Discussion 
 
Little is known about autism and skilled employment, despite an increasingly urgent need. Our 
study focused on understanding the experiences of successful skilled employment, barriers and 
facilitators to successful employment, and what successful skilled employment outcomes are 
from multiple stakeholder perspectives. At its core, successful skilled employment meant 
professional growth, financial security, healthy work/life balance, sense of workplace 
community, feeling valued, the opportunity to do meaningful work, and an accepting and non-
toxic workplace; these constructs are consistent with those often measured in the general 
population (e.g., (Tharanga Sumanasiri, Ab Yajid, & Khatibi, 2016), (Burroughs & Eby, 1998), and 



(Brough, Timms, & Bauld, 2009).). Positive outcomes were achieved by workplace factors such 
as flexible hiring and job crafting, a culture that normalizes and accommodates autism, genuine 
friendships with mentors and supervisors, explicit valuing of skills, and direct communication on 
the job. They were also achieved by employee factors such as safe, effective disclosure, 
advocacy, and skills. External, mutual (i.e., both workplace and employee), or additional factors 
playing a role included trauma-informed mental health support, employment support services 
that understood both autism and skilled work, and sensitivity to employees who may be 
multiply marginalized.  
 
While communication differences are a key feature of autism, no coherent themes about 
communication experiences emerged from participant stories. However, communication was 
pervasive in both strategies for successful employment (e.g., providing direct feedback and 
expectations) and types of reasonable accommodations employees related as being helpful to 
them as part of the disclosure theme (e.g., using alternative and augmentative communication 
in the workplace, receiving written instructions). Strategies for supervisors to accommodate 
communication—as well as a number of the other strategies for facilitating successful 
experiences—were echoed in the qualitative findings by Dreaver et al. (2020) of supervisors 
and employers in unskilled settings in Australia and Sweden. In addition to lending support to 
our findings related to communication strategies, the similarity more broadly suggests our 
findings related to facilitating success may be transferrable to other countries and that there is 
some overlap in supervisor strategies in both skilled and unskilled settings. 
 
Our findings suggest that to be effective and inclusive, employment services must be 
customizable, multifaceted, and target both autistic employees/job seekers and workplaces. 
Multifaceted employment services currently exist, but a number of recent systematic reviews 
of such interventions concluded that while they showed promise, the small number of studies, 
lack of rigorous research methodologies, and small samples limited data on efficacy (Gross, 
Monroe-Gulick, Davidson-Gibbs, & Nye, 2018; Hedley et al., 2017; Nicholas, Attridge, 
Zwaigenbaum, & Clarke, 2015; Taylor et al., 2012). More research is needed to rigorously 
understand, develop, implement, and evaluate multifaceted interventions in real-world settings 
for autistic adults whose training and aspirations include skilled careers in a range of 
occupational domains. AASPIRE is currently working in this direction. 
 
Research on autism workplace disclosure is still in its early stages, although it is increasingly 
pointing to its high-stakes nature and urgent need for more understanding and tools (Lindsay, 
Osten, Rezai, & Bui, 2021; Romualdez, Heasman, Walker, Davies, & Remington, 2021). In 
contrast to research suggesting that non-autistic people are more likely to perceive the effects 
of disclosing autism more positively than autistic people (Thompson-Hodgetts, Labonte, 
Mazumder, & Phelan, 2020), we found similarities among the views of autistic employees, 
supervisors, employers, and other key informants. Given the impact disclosure has on 
outcomes, more guidance is needed for autistic employees, employers, job coaches, and other 
support professionals on safely and effectively navigating disclosure, especially for people 
navigating multiple disclosures (e.g., autistic and gay).  
 



The general population of LGBTQ+ adults in the U.S. experiences significant employment 
inequities including discrimination, stigma, and loss of employment despite improving (though 
still limited and insufficient) protections (Human Rights Campaign Foundation, 2018); likewise, 
racial and ethnic minorities experience significant employment disparities in the U.S. with more 
than twice the rate of unemployment as white people (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). 
Given the large number of participants who related experiences of discrimination for being 
racial, ethnic, gender, or sexual minorities in addition to being autistic—and the finding that 
gender and sexual minorities are overrepresented in the adult autistic population (Pasterski, 
Gilligan, & Curtis, 2014; Rudolph, Lundin, Åhs, Dalman, & Kosidou, 2018)—this points to an 
urgent area for more attention. Autism employment programs and initiatives need to consider 
race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and other aspects of identity affecting employment in their 
services, and workplaces may need to consider ways to merge siloed diversity and inclusion 
efforts. 
 
Of existing disability employment approaches, customized employment (often used with, but 
not limited to, disability services focused on personalizing and optimizing the joint needs of 
employer and employee) (US Department of Labor, 2021) was endorsed as a good approach for 
achieving a successful employee/employer/job fit in skilled settings either explicitly by key 
informants and support professionals or implicitly by autistic employees and supervisors (in the 
very general sense of describing the value of collaborative negotiations between employers and 
employees). Research that focuses on the autistic population in customized employment shows 
some potential promise; however it remains limited and not focused on skilled work (Wehman 
et al., 2016). While not named, some aspects of supported employment (often used with 
mental health services and focused on supporting people to work concurrently with addressing 
other needs) (Kinoshita et al., 2013), such as integrating mental health therapy with 
employment coaching, could be useful for addressing trauma, and other mental health needs if 
integrated within a customized employment framework. Although these approaches are 
unlikely to provide a universal solution for all skilled autistic people, aspects of them could 
provide a foundation for future services, additional service components, or starting places for 
new solutions. 
 
This study has several limitations. It is an exploratory qualitative study from a convenience 
sample and not structured to demonstrate causality, efficacy, or effectiveness. While over a 
third of our sample used disability services, and nearly a quarter used alternatives to speech, 
we did not deliberately sample for people with high support needs or who are non-speaking. 
Similarly, although we oversampled for racial and ethnic diversity, people who identify as Black 
and Latin/Hispanic are under-represented in our sample and may have different experiences 
from the non-white individuals we talked to. Based on the content of the narratives, rural 
perspectives may be under-represented in our sample and the application of findings outside of 
the U.S. is unclear. Lastly, we struggled to engage supervisors despite our assurances that we 
were only interested in their opinions and the interview would not ask them to disclose any 
employee or other confidential information. Our supervisor perspectives were limited primarily 
to science, technology, engineering, and mathematics fields; supervisors from other professions 
might have offered additional insights. Despite these limitations, we feel our data displays 



authenticity in presenting a range of realities, provides a more sophisticated understanding of 
the phenomena of interest, and suggests potential actions. We encourage future research on 
autism and skilled employment that includes people without a formal diagnosis particularly 
from demographics that have more trouble obtaining a diagnosis, centers people with high 
support needs, or otherwise learns from demographics not reached in our study. 
 
Implications 
 
Employment is complex, for people with and without disabilities. Our findings highlight the 
need for customizable multi-faceted employment service interventions; changes to service 
systems to better meet the needs of people with skilled training; a more wholistic view of 
autistic employees including sensitivity to discrimination, trauma, and mental health; and the 
need for more research and resources related to disclosure. Employment researchers and 
service programs may want to begin including employment outcome measures related to job 
satisfaction, work/life balance, professional growth, and other constructs used in employment 
research with the general population. Our findings point to the need for a more systems-
focused approach to autism and employment that engages multiple stakeholders (e.g., 
supervisors, co-workers, job developers), that is developed in partnership with or fully directed 
by the autistic employee, and that, consistent with legal definitions of disability discrimination, 
does not focus all the effort for remediation on the autistic employee. We recommend further 
work on autism and skilled employment in both research and practice be conducted in 
collaboration with the Autistic community. 
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Table 1: Employee/Job Seeker Demographics 
 

N 45  
Age 

 
 

Mean 36  
Std. dev. 11.3  

Range 21-65  
Gender 

 
 

Female 21(47%)   
Male 18(40%)  

Other gender identity 6(13%)  
Race /ethnicity   

Asian 3(7%)  
Black/African-American 2(4%)  

White 35(78%)  
Multiracial 4(9%)  

Latino 1(2%)  
Education  

High school or GED 
Associate’s degree 
Bachelor’s degree 

Master’s degree 
Doctoral degree  

6(13%) 
6(13%) 
20(44%) 
11(24%) 
2(4%) 

Additional Training  
Professional 

certification/licensure  
Graduate certificate 

Formal apprenticeship 
Formal intern/externship 

 
20(44%) 
6(13%) 
3(7%) 
3(7%) 

Successful Employment 31(69%)  
Alternative & augmentative 
communication use 

10(22%)   

Disability service use 19(42%)  
Interview Mode 

 
 

email 22(49%)  
text chat 3(7%)  

telephone 3(7%)  
video conference 5(11%)  

in person 12(27%)  
U.S. State 
 

AZ (1) 
CA (2) 
CO (2) 
FL (1) 

 



IL (2) 
KS (1) 
LA (1) 
MA (2) 
MD (1) 
ME (1) 
NE (1) 
NJ (1) 
NM (1) 
NY (3) 
OR (18) 
RI (1) 
VA (3) 
WA (1) 

 
  



 

 
Figure 1: Model of Findings: Experiences and Facilitators that Interact with Dimensions of 
Success 
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

Interview Guide – Employee / Job 
Seeker Participants 

 

Introduction:  

Hello, my name is ___, and I am [the principal investigator/research assistant] for this study. 
You have a valuable perspective that can be used to help improve skilled employment 
outcomes for people on the autism spectrum.  
 
Doing this interview is your choice. You can stop any time you want. You can take a break any 
time you need to. During the interview, I’m going to ask you some questions. You can take as 
much time as you need to answer. You can skip a question if you want to come back to it later 
or skip it completely if you do not wish to answer. You do not need to share anything you don’t 
want to share. 
  
We want to learn about the experiences you’ve had with employment, particularly experiences 
you’ve had with work in fields for which you have special training. We want to hear your stories 
and opinions. Colorful stories are more helpful than short answers. Give us as much detail as 
you can so you can “take us there,” as though we were watching a movie. Your stories and 
opinions will help us better understand how to make skilled jobs easier for autistic people to 
get and keep. 
 
Before we start the interview, do you have any questions? 
 
Are you ready to start the interview?  

Interview Questions 

 

Employment Experiences 

 
You said you [work as {profession} / are looking for work as {profession}]. Some people take a 
straight path from training to a job in their career, but others take a more complicated route, 
sometimes working in more than one career over time, changing their minds about what they 
want to do for a career, ending up in a career they did not intend to work in, or picking up their 



training in informal ways. This journey over time from when you first start thinking about 
employment to your current employment situation can be called a “career path.” 
 
Start by telling me about your career path. Tell me the story of where you started from and 
how you got to where you are now. What happened? 

- How did you end up in that career? 
- What was going on in your life during those times? 
- When was that, in time? 
- What do you think made your career path easier? Did any people around you, at 

work or in your personal life, make it easier? 
- What do you think made your career path more difficult? Did any people around 

you, at work or in your personal life, make it difficult? 
- Do you feel that anything about being autistic influenced your career path—either 

positively or negatively—and if so, how so? [if examples are needed: For example, 
some people might look for a career that relates to their special interests, while 
others might change career paths after learning that where they were headed would 
require more interpersonal skills than they feel comfortable with. As another 
example, some people might have felt discriminated against for being autistic, while 
other people might have been helped by a policy for increasing diversity in the 
workplace.] 

- Do you feel your race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference, or religion affected your 
career path—either positively or negatively—and if so, how so? 

- Other than what you’ve told me already, are there any other people, services, 
organizations, or events that you feel influenced your career path? [if examples are 
needed: For example, mentors, job agencies, spiritual communities, or a move.] 

 
<If having difficulty in establishing a coherent story> 
Let’s take a break for a minute so I can better understand your story. Could you list for me, in 
order, the jobs you’ve had leading up to where you are at now? If you’ve had a lot of jobs, just 
tell me the ones that are important to your career. <If needed, you can offer back details from 
what you have already heard. For example, “So, you told me about your jobs doing x and y. 
Which came first? Did you have any jobs before that…”> 
 
<for people who have been successful in finding and keeping skilled work> 
You said you have had successful employment in a job in a field for which you’ve been trained, 
[refer to the job/s they talked about in the prior question or on the screening sheet]. I’d like to 
talk about that/those experience/s more in depth.  
 
Tell me about your successful experiences in your career. 

- What happened? 
- How did you find the job? [if examples are needed: networking, prior experience, 

unique qualification, particular training/education, etc.] 
- How did you keep the job? [if examples are needed: accommodations, relationships 

with colleagues, work ethic / excellence, etc.] 



- How did this affect you? 
- What do you think helped make the experience successful? Did any people around 

you, at work or in your personal life, make it more successful? 
- What challenges did you face during these experiences? Did any people around you, 

at work or in your personal life, make it more challenging? 
- What helped you in working through these challenges, if you did work through 

them? 
- Do you feel that anything about being autistic influenced your job experience—

either positively or negatively—and if so, how so? [if examples are needed: For 
example, some people might look for a career that relates to their special interests, 
while others might change career paths after learning that where they were headed 
would require more interpersonal skills than they feel comfortable with. As another 
example, some people might have felt discriminated against for being autistic, while 
other people might have been helped by a policy for increasing diversity in the 
workplace.] 

- Did you receive any accommodations in the workplace, either formal or informal? 
What was that like? Did it help? [if examples are needed: For example, job carving 
(tailoring the job to fit the employee), exemption from office social activities, 
different workspace lighting, flexible hours, or alternative communication methods] 

- Do you feel your race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference, or religion affected your 
job experience in any way—either positively or negatively—and if so, how so? 

- Other than what you’ve told me already, are there any other people, services, 
organizations, or events that you feel influenced your job experience? [if examples 
are needed: For example, mentors, job agencies, spiritual communities, or a move.] 

- What do you think might have made your experiences even more successful? 
 
<for people who have not been successful in finding and keeping skilled work> 
Tell me about your experiences trying to find and keep work in your career. 

- What happened? 
- How did that affect you? 
- How did you go about looking for a job? 
- If you found a job, what happened when you tried to keep it? 
- What challenges have you faced during these experiences? Did any people around 

you, at work or in your personal life, make it more challenging? 
- What helped you in working through these challenges, if you did work through 

them? 
- What do you think has helped you in your search so far? 
- Do you feel that anything about being autistic influenced your experiences—either 

positively or negatively—and if so, how so? [if examples are needed: For example, 
some people might look for a career relates to their special interests, while others 
might change career paths after learning that where they were headed would 
require more interpersonal skills than they feel comfortable with. As another 
example, some people might have felt discriminated against for being autistic, while 



other people might have been helped by a policy for increasing diversity in the 
workplace.] 

- Did you ever ask for or receive any accommodations in the workplace, either formal 
or informal? What was that like? Did it help? [if examples are needed: For example, 
job carving (tailoring the job to fit the employee) exemption from office social 
activities, flexible hours, different workspace lighting, or alternative communication 
methods? ] 

- Do you feel your race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference, or religion affected your 
job experience in any way—either positively or negatively—and if so, how so? 

- Other than what you’ve told me already, are there any other people, services, 
organizations, or events that you feel influenced your job experience? [if examples 
are needed: For example, mentors, job agencies, spiritual communities, or a move.] 

- What do you think might have made your experiences successful? 
 

Ideas About Success 

 
Thanks so much for sharing your experiences with employment. I’m going to switch topics now 
to ideas about success in employment. A lot of research into autism and employment has 
focused on understanding where problems happen. Also, many employment programs 
determine “success” to simply be placement in a job. In this research study, we’re interested in 
learning more about how employees and job-seekers define “success” for themselves. 
 
What do you consider to be a successful career or successful employment experience for you? 

- How do you know success when you see it; what does it look like? 
- If you could define a successful professional employment experience, how would 

you define it? 
- Were you ever in an employment situation other people considered successful, but 

you did not? What happened? 
 
Sometimes organizations or researchers need to report employment outcomes. What types 
of things do you think should be included in their definition of successful employment for 
adults on the autism spectrum? 

- [if examples are needed: For example, some people might say a good employment 
outcome is finding and keeping a job for more than a year, or that a good outcome is 
being happy with the job, or that a good outcome is the job being in the employee’s 
chosen field, or that a good outcome is being in an inclusive employment setting.] 

 
You’ve learned from the things that have gone well and the things that haven’t gone well 
during your career path. Based on your experience, what would you say are the three most 
important ingredients of being successful at a professional job? 
 
What advice or strategies about getting or keeping a skilled job would you give to other 
people on the autism spectrum? 



 
What advice or strategies would you give people who supervise or support autistic people in 
skilled jobs? 
 

Reflections and Wrap-up 

Thank you so much for sharing your experiences and opinions. I have a few last questions 
asking you to reflect on your employment experiences as a whole. Then we’re done. 
 
Looking back on your career, do you wish anything had played out differently; what changes 
would you make if you could go back and redo things? 
 
Are there any supports or services that you wish had been available to you; if so, what would 
they have been like? 
 
Thinking back on all you’ve told me today, what is the most important message you want the 
research team to know from your story? 
 
Thank you, again, so much for your willingness to share your stories with me. Is there anything 
else you would like to add? 
 
Are there any questions you have for me? 
 
 
 
 


