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Abstract  
United Nations declares that employment is a basic human right. Numerous public 

policies reference the devastating impact of unemployment on health and social inclusion and 
seek to promote the economic participation of people with disabilities. Some researchers reckon 
high levels of economic marginalisation are experienced by people with a disability in Australia, 
in comparison with other OECD countries. 

In the literature, 80% unemployment rates are reported among working-age people 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). This is a critical area of concern that is currently under-
researched and poorly addressed. 

“ASD-ness” (ASD behavioural characteristics) can be regarded as personal 
differences rather than disorders. Acknowledged experts such as Drucker and Cliffton & 
Harter argue that individuals gain more when they build on their talents rather than focusing 
on improving weaknesses. The authors, therefore, take an ASD-ness-strengths-based approach 
philosophy which, in a nutshell, regards ASD-ness as a source of employment strengths and 
autistic behavioural challenges as personal differences not deficits. 
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1. Introduction 

“Autism is a condition that defies simple generalisations. Except one: the potential of 
far too many autistic people is being squandered. Although around half of those with autism 
are of average intelligence or above, they do far worse than they should at school and at 
work… Globally, the United Nations reckons that 80% of those with autism are not in the 
workforce… These numbers represent a tragic toll, as millions of people live idle and isolated 
outside the world of work” (The Economist, April 16, 2016, p 9). 

The term autism can be described as a distinct category of developmental disabilities 
that share many of the same characteristics.  

The behavioural characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are described in 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (2013). Although people with 
ASD are all different, they all display “persistent deficits in social communication and social 
interaction across multiple contexts, as manifested by the following, currently or by history” 
(DSM-5, 2013, p. 50) in -  

• Social-emotional reciprocity; and 
• Nonverbal communication used in social interaction; and 
• Developing, maintaining and understanding relationships.  
Additionally, they may display “restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, 

or activities, as manifested by at least two of the following, currently or by history” (DSM-5, 
2013, p. 50) in  

• Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech; or 
• Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized 

patterns or verbal nonverbal behaviour; or 
• Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus; 

or 
• Hyper- or hypo- reactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory 

aspects of the environment. 
In DSM-5, autism is defined as a spectrum of disorders, which include Kanner’s 

autism (Kanner, 1943); Asperger Syndrome (Asperger, 1944) and pervasive developmental 
disorder-not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS). Kanner’s autism is often regarded as the most 
severe form of ASD. ASDs are believed to be “permanent developmental disorders that will 
continue into adulthood, creating lifelong challenges for the individual” (Hendricks, 2009  
p. 125).  

Hence, 
“The vast majority of autistic people cannot get a job – and when they do, bullying in 

the workplace seems to be on the rise. These are just two of the shocking findings in a new 
survey released today by the National Autistic Society, which is launching a petition for 
change” (The Guardian, Oct 27th 2016). 

“Just 16% of autistic adults are in full-time paid employment. And, in almost a decade, 
this appalling situation hasn’t improved. We are determined to change this … Once autistic 
people are work ready, many still face unnecessary difficulties when applying for a job and, 
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if they get one, [they face] further barriers in the workplace.” (The National Autism Society, 
2016). 

Autistic behavioural “disorders” often continue throughout adulthood (Matson & 
Rivet 2008) and contribute to challenges in employment for people with autism. The 
unemployment rates among people with autism are alarmingly high at 80% (Ban, 2015; 
Dudley, Nicholas & Zwicker, 2015). A growing population of adolescents diagnosed 
with autism are graduating from high school with limited employment opportunities 
(Roux et al, 2013). Promoting employment participation for people with autism is an 
important research issue that is currently not being adequately addressed (Ratto & 
Mesibov 2015, Billstedt et al. 2007; Seltzer et al. 2011; Shattuck et al. 2007). Despite the 
importance of research into adulthood in autism being a means of “improving the quality 
of life and functioning of adults with autism, with the overall goal of enabling adults to 
lead fulfilling and productive lives in the community” (Orsmon et al, 2013 p. 271), in 
Australia, 99% of all current autism research focuses on the early years and school years 
(Autism CRC, 2015). In the United Kingdom, some researchers have called for autism 
research to focus “in those areas that make a difference to people’s day-to-day lives” 
(Pellicano, Dinsmore & Charman, 2014, p. 756). 

In the United States, the Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee (IACC) 
indicated in its 2017 strategic plan that - 

“Research focused on adult issues has lagged far behind other types of ASD-
related research, comprising only 2% of all autism research spending in 2015.” (IACC 
2017 p. 83) 

Roux et al. (2013) stated that young adults with ASD have lower employment 
rates than other disability groups. In a study by Shattuck et al. (2012), 55% of young 
adults with ASD, in the first six years after high school, were found to have never worked, 
not even one paid job, other than home-based work. For those who are in employment, 
most work in sheltered workshop environments (Taylor, et al., 2012).  People with ASD 
of average to above average intellectual ability experiences similar challenges in 
establishing and retaining employment (Howlin, Alcock & Burkin, 2005; Barnhill, 
2007). 

In the United States, the “10 Years of Progress Report: What We've Learned 
about Autism” (2016) indicates (Autism speaks, 2016): 

• Autism’s prevalence has skyrocketed from 1in 166 ten years ago to 1 in 
68 today. 

• Direct screening suggests that autism’s prevalence may be even higher. 
• Nearly half of 25-year-olds with autism have never held a paying job. 
• Most adults with autism (84%) remain living with their parents. 
• Each year, an estimated 50,000 teens with autism leave school-based 

autism services as they reach graduation age. 
• The cost of autism to families and society across a lifetime averages  

$1.4 million to $2.4 million. 
UN Secretary-General António Guterres’ message (United Nations, 2017) on 

World Autism Awareness Day indicated that. 
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“As the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
points out, legal capacity and equal recognition before the law are inherent rights 
that persons with autism enjoy on an equal basis with other members of our 
societies … 

When they enjoy equal opportunity for self-determination and autonomy, 
persons with autism will be empowered to make an even stronger positive impact on 
our shared future.” 

The importance of workforce participation for social inclusion, health and 
well-being (Kivimäki et al., 2001; Artazcoz et al., 2004; Kim et al., 2015) and the 
low work participation rates of people with autism, combined with the estimated 
limited [1%] autism research in Australia, currently focused on post-school 
participation (Autism CRC, 2015) led to the identification of the following research 
problems - 

Research problem one: Employment participation of people with ASD 
appears to be a critical area that is currently under-researched and poorly addressed. 

In the literature, from a sociological perspective, historically, the social and 
the medical models of disability have been used to identify and address barriers to 
employment participation for people with disabilities. However, both the social and 
medical models of disability appear to strategize policies focusing on the person with a 
disability and their lack of skills and abilities (medical model) or the barriers to 
participation including physical, sensory, organisational, legislative and attitudinal barriers 
(United Nations, 2014). Less emphasis is placed on the workplace leadership/and or 
management models as the key to resolving the issue of employment participation for 
people with disabilities and the complex interactions between the embodied experience of 
impairment and organisational practices (Falkmer, 2018). This has led to the 
identification of: 

Research problem two: There appears to be a lack of strategies and management 
models addressing issues of employment for people with ASD.   

To address the two research problems relating to employment participation for 
people with ASD, two research questions were developed - 

Research question one: What are the workplace factors critical for improving 
employment for people with ASD? 

Research question two: How can employment participation for people with ASD 
be improved? 

From the research questions, two research objectives were developed to specifically 
address workforce and employment management (as opposed to medical or social) needs. 

Research objective one: To identify and examine the factors influencing the 
   employment participation of people with ASD in competitive employment.” 

Research objective two: “To build an employment model that addresses factors 
critical for the employment participation of people with ASD in competitive 
employment.” 
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2. Positive Autism 

To address these critical research objectives, the authors take the view that 
“Individuals gain more when they build on their talents, than when they make 
comparable efforts to improve their areas of weakness” (Clifton & Harter, 2003,  
p. 111). 

Many psychotherapists find that 
“Concentrating on failures and inadequacies … can make patients feel worse rather 
than better, at least in the short run. If the focus on shortcomings and mistakes 
continues, the patient's self-esteem may decline and the situation may deteriorate.” 
(Harvard Mental Health Letter, 1999). 

Instead of identifying the two broad characteristics of people with ASD 
(DSM-5, 2013): as deficits in social communication/interaction (SC/I), and 
restricted/repetitive behaviours, interests and activities, some researchers 
(Pickavance, 2014; Lorenz & Heinitz, 2014; Harrop & Kasari, 2015) believe autistic 
restrictive, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities (R/RBIA) can be 
seen as strengths because they think and focus differently:  
“SAP [SystemAnalyse und Programmentwicklung] said that by 2020, 1 per cent of 
its global workforce of 65,000 employees would be people with autism. The 
company said it believes that ‘innovation comes from the edges’, and only by 
employing people who think differently and spark innovation will SAP be prepared 
to handle the challenges of the 21st century” (Pickavance, 2014 p. 139). 

Whether it is SAP campaigning for workplace neurodiversity, or big 
businesses in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) seeking to 
harness the unique talents of people with ASD, they are suddenly in demand for their 
obsessive “concentration during long-lasting routine work, identification of logical 
rules and patterns, processing visual information, and the ability to remember facts, 
surpass neural-typical individuals” (Lorenz & Heinitz, 2014 p. 1). 

Difficulties in social communication/interaction (SC/I) skills in areas such as 
empathy, social skills, emotional control or flexibility (Kapp et al., 2012) may need to be 
accommodated to harness the identified employment strengths. While therapies to improve 
SC/I have rapidly advanced, the reasons, the mechanism, and the management of R/RBIA 
are still unclear (Harrop & Kasari, 2015). Making uninformed attempts to intervene may 
not be beneficial or welcomed by the autistic community particularly as the same 
characteristics can turn out to be valued strengths not deficits. 

Kral (1989, p. 32) believes that 
“If we ask people to look for deficits, they will usually find them, and their view of 
the situation will be colored by this. If we ask people to look for successes, they will 
usually find them, and their view of the situation will be colored by this.” 

Arguably, when deficits are viewed as individual differences, focusing on 
the ASD-ness (ASD behavioural characteristics) that could be employment strengths 
for people with ASD rather than balancing their strengths and deficits, opens doors 
to establishing and retaining competitive employment for people with ASD. As such, 
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the focus of this research is a strengths-based approach to employment success addressing 
the factors affecting the “employee-retention of people with ASD in competitive 
employment” and autistic behavioural challenges as personal differences not deficits.  

3. Auto-Ethnography 

Given the reality of the lived experience of people with autism in the workforce, 
a very good place to examine that experience is from the personal perspective of someone 
who has lived with autism and experienced the effects this has had upon employment. This 
paper, therefore, commences from an auto-ethnographic perspective, working towards a 
broader model of workplace acceptance of autism. 

Auto-ethnography, largely based on autobiographic vignettes (anecdotes) 
and ethnographic accounts. This method is “a form of research that involves self-
observation and reflexive investigation in the context of ethnographic field work and 
writing (Maréchal, 2010 p. 43).” Auto-ethnography can be seen as: 
“research and writing [are] socially-just acts; rather than a preoccupation with 
accuracy, the goal is to produce analytical, accessible texts that change us and the 
world we live in for the better … aspire to purposeful and tension-filled "self-
investigation" of an author's (and a reader's) role in a context, a situation, or a 
social world …speaking in and through experiences that are unspeakable as well 
as inhabiting and animating the struggle for words and often our failure to find 
them” (Jones, 2005 pp. 763, 767, 772). 

Tierney (1998, p. 66) believes - 
“Autoethnography confronts dominant forms of representation and power in an 
attempt to reclaim, through self-reflective response, representational spaces that have 
marginalized those of us at the borders.” 

Ellis (2004, p xix) states that auto-ethnography is 
“research, writing, story and method that connect the autobiographical and 
personal to the cultural, social and political”.  

John Maxwell “JM” Coetzee, 2003 recipient of the Novel Prize for 
Literature puts it that: 
“In a larger sense, all writing is autobiography: everything that you write, including 
criticism and fiction, writes you as you write it (Coetzee, 1992, p. 17).” 

In this research, the employment experiences of the first author (himself 
autistic) and his career trajectory spanning over 40 years were analyzed. This 
included the factors that influenced the researcher changing jobs 27 times in 27 years 
of his early to mid- career life. All job changes were initiated of his own accord. This 
also occurred in jobs that he liked and in which he excelled. The insights gained also 
explained the success of the strategies he used to stay in his last job for over 15 years before 
retirement.  Arguably these workplace barriers, specifically affecting the first author - may 
also be relevant to other employees with autism. However, the aim of auto-ethnographic 
research is to create intrinsic and instrumental interest among the readers for the 
experience of a person with autism. 
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For the readers to find points of resonance in their own experiences if they 
also happen to experience autism themselves and also for them to find resonance in 
the more than likely event that they know or work alongside someone who 
experiences autism. The employment insights resulted from analysis of extensive 
autobiographical materials that were then compared and contrasted with 
ethnographic interviews conducted with two neuro-typical participants who are 
age/cultural/ industry peers but who remained employed in a single organization for 
most of their careers. The first researcher’s personal voice and the voices of other 
participants (“A” and “B”) who were interviewed are written in indented 
parenthesized and italic text to indicate a verbatim quote. As a team effort, the first 
author’s auto-biographical materials were often interlaced with the research team’s 
voice switching in and out of first and third person writing styles in analyzing 
ethnographic materials. Individual aspects of the key findings will be systematically 
addressed and reported in the following sections. 

Three key ASD-ness strengths-based employment insights emerged (Figure 1): 
• Workplace Individuals Experience Insights; 
• Workplace Institutional Expectations Insights; and 
• Workplace Employee-Retention Insights. 

 

 

Figure 1. Auto-Ethnographic Investigation Framework 

4. Positive Autism: ASD-ness Strengths-Based Employment Auto-
Ethnographic Insights  

“In retrospect, I was in a way lucky in that I did not realise I had autism till 
long after my retirement. Had I known that I had ASD then, I may have been 
constantly struggling to balance my autistic strengths with my autistic deficits in life 
and particularly in relation to establishing and retaining employment. I would not 
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have been able to develop my occupational self-confidence (self-efficacy over 
different jobs, organizations, levels of employments …) and my entrepreneurial 
spirit to achieve what I’m today – the Chancellor Emeritus of Ruijie University, 
China.” (Wong, 2018 p 134, unpublished) 

The first author is the person at the centre of the ethnographic research. 
Before his retirement in 2009, he was a sales and marketing consultant where his 
clients included Microsoft, Cisco and many other Fortune 500 companies. He also 
completed a doctorate in business, designed curriculum and authored publications 
on management and sales. Tables 1a and 1b summarise the first author’s 
education/career summary in Hong Kong, Australia and overseas. 

“Although with the exception of two jobs, I had never been able to remain 
in a job for longer than 18 months, I demonstrated competence in my performance 
in every one of my jobs when I was working in Hong Kong and Australia. I had great 
success establishing employment but my challenge was keeping them.” (Wong, 2018 
p 90, unpublished). 

To reiterate, the first author’s employment-experiences were then compared and 
contrasted with the thematic analysis of interviews with two neuro-typical participants “A” 
and “B” regarding their own long employment history and employment experiences. As each 
of them only worked for a single organisation throughout most of their careers until starting 
their own business, they had only one job interview experience. Personal interviews on the 
job would have been focused on career development as they progressed within their single 
organisation. Table 2 is an outline of their employment history. 

Table 1a. First Researcher’s Education/Career Summary in Hong Kong 
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Table 1b. First Researcher’s Education/Career Summary in Australia and Overseas 

 

Table 2. Outline of Employment Situations of Participants “A” and “B” 
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5. Building Blocks Descriptors  

A building block approach was adopted to analyse the ethnographic data. 
Building blocks provide a common language unpacking information. 

“So if I have a process that can discover building blocks, the combinatorics 
start working for me instead of against me. I can describe a great many complicated 
things with relatively few building blocks.” (Holland, 1992 p. 170) 

Holland explained his building block concept with an illustration of the way police 
artists make a drawing of a suspect from witness’s description before the days of computers. 

“The idea was to divide the face into, say, 10 building blocks: hairline, 
forehead, eyes, nose, and so on down to the chin. Then the artist would have strips 
of paper with a variety of options for each: say, 10 different noses, 10 different 
hairlines, and so forth. That would make a total of 100 pieces of paper... the artist 
could talk to the witness, assemble the appropriate pieces, and produce a sketch of 
the suspect very quickly... by shuffling those 100 pieces of paper, the artist could 
make a total of 10 billion different faces, enough to sample the space of possibilities 
quite widely.” (Holland, 1992 p. 170). 

Based on Holland’s building-block concept, four descriptors labelled from 
A to D were developed. Descriptor A is about ASD-ness employment strengths, 
Descriptor B is about workplace characteristics, Descriptor C is about interview 
assessment descriptors and Descriptor D is about entrepreneurial. For illustration 
purpose, Descriptor A is described in Table 3 below. Descriptors B, C, D and their 
applications in unpacking the biographic materials and interview transcripts will be 
discussed in the next article to come.  

5.1 Descriptor A: ASD-ness Employment-Strengths (AES) 

Descriptor A: The first set of building blocks (Table 3) describing ASD-
ness employment strengths was developed from the ASD-ness characteristics 
identified by the Autism Spectrum Australia (2016) and Asperger/Autism Network 
(2017), as well as DSM-5 ASD Diagnostic Criterion B (2013). They are colour-
coded to denote employment strengths (AES 1 to 4) followed by a letter of the 
alphabet. For example, “ES1a” refers to the sub-descriptor under “Fixation on 
Details or Intense Focus: Preference for spending time alone” and “ES3c,p” refers 
to sub-descriptors under “ ‘ASD-ness Personality-Behavioural Pattern: Relishing 
life’s absurd, dark, or incongruous side’, and ‘Fair and Just: Tendency to relate to 
and defend animals’ ”. 
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Table 3. Descriptor A - ASD-ness Employment-Strengths Descriptors (ESD)1 

 
Employment Strengths Descriptors 1 (ESD1a-l): Fixation on Details or Intense 
Focus— 

Intense Focus: 
a. Preference for spending time alone; 
b. Interest in arcane or off-beat fields of 

knowledge; 
c. Concentration for long periods of time 

on reading, experimenting, writing etc; 
d. Avoidance wasting time in some 

activities that appeal to neurotypical 
people; 

e. Some special interests to be channelled 
into productive hobbies or even 
careers, where the person may be 
creative or make new discoveries. 

Fixation on Details: 
f. Systematic information processing; 
g. Attention to detail; 
h. Precise technical abilities; 
i. Ability to notice small details of an idea, 

theory, number pattern, book, film, object or 
visual image; 

j. Ability to perform repetitive tasks where 
accuracy, rules and routine are important; 

k. Commitment to quality; and 
l. Accuracy of work. 

 
EmploymentStrengths Descriptors 2 (ESD2a-i): Cognitive/Visual Thinking— 
a. Very high intelligence; 
b. Good verbal skills; rich vocabulary; 
c. Ability to absorb and retain large amounts of information, especially about topics of 

special interest; 
d. Ability to think in visual images; 
e. Self-motivated, independent learners; 
f. Tendency to think outside the box and generate novel solutions to problems; 
g. May show a strong aptitude for a particular field of study or topic; 
h. Diversification in occupations; and 
i. Education qualifications exceeding the requirements of the Australian and New Zealand 

Standard Classification of Occupations. 
 
Employment Strengths Descriptors 3 (ESD3a-p): ASD-ness Personality-Behavioural 
Pattern— 
Atypical/Unique Humour: 
a. Playing with language and create puns; 
b. Enjoyment of sarcasm and satire; 
c. Relishing life’s absurd, dark, or 

incongruous side; and 
d. Seeing through empty rhetoric or 

conventional pieties. 

Honesty: 
e. Tendency to speak the truth—even if it’s not 

tactful or in one’s self-interest; 
f. Desire and tendency to follow rules. 
g. Strong work ethic; 

Desire to Learn to Connect: 
h. Expended effort and energy to learn 

social skills that do not come 
naturally; 

i. Persevere in the face of rejection, 
confusion or frustration; 

Fair and Just: 
l. Tendency to be unconventional, open-minded, 

and tolerant; 
m. Intensely responsive when made aware of injustice; 
n. Advocate for the underdog, victims of bullying 

or member of an oppressed group; 
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6.  Conclusion 

To sum up, it is envisaged that the insights gained from this auto-
ethnographic analysis will contribute to sustaining employment for people with 
ASD in competitive employment by adopting a positive autism philosophy of a 
strengths-based employment approach which, in a nutshell, regards ASD-ness as a 
source of employment strengths and autistic behavioural challenges as personal 
differences not deficits. 

The next article will continue with discussions on 
1. The emerging themes (Figure 2) upon unpacking the auto-ethnographic data 

based on the four descriptors developed from Holland’s building block 
concept; 

2. Developing strategies to understand and minimize points of dissonance 
caused by negative workplace barriers affecting employment participation 
for people with autism; 

3. Enabling ASD-ness employment sustainability facilitators enhanced by 
positive workforce factors; and Encouraging knowledge-worker productivity 
practice in today’s knowledge-based connected economy; and 

4. Implementing Drucker-based ASD-ness entrepreneurial employment 
enhancement framework in order to inform an ASD-ness-strengths-based 
approach to success in employment of people with autism and their retention.  

 

j. Belief in the best of everyone 
(sometimes naively); 

k. Acceptance of quirkiness or 
imperfection in others, and become a 
loyal friend. 

o. Propensity to express caring in non-traditional 
ways; and 

p. Tendency to relate to and defend animals. 

Employment Strengths Descriptors 4 ( : Hyper- or hyporeactivity to 
sensory input or unusual interests in sensory aspects of the environment2 —  

a. Apparent indifference to pain/temperature; 
b. Adverse response to specific sounds or textures; 
c. Excessive smelling or touching of objects; 
d. Visual fascination with lights or movement. 

1 Coloured background and/or letters codes are used for the purpose to distinguish different descriptors. 
2 SC4a-d can be viewed as strengths to some people with ASD when they are drawn/indifferent to 

these conditions.   
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