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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Workplace Inclusion and employmeNt opportunities for youth WITH aUtism (WIN-WITH-U) project 

(Number of project: 2020-1-IT02-KA204-079826) aims to improve the inclusion of people with Autism (PwA) 

in the labour market, by providing training to employers and firms and supporting PwA in their journey 

toward employment. Running for three years from September 2020 to August 2023, this project is funded by 

the European Commission’s Erasmus+ Programme. 

PwA have many traits and abilities that make them competitive candidates for jobs in the labour market. 

Unfortunately, employers are not always aware of autistic people’s strengths or how to leverage their skills 

and potentials in an employment context. Given this, the WIN-WITH-U project will develop an innovative and 

open training approach, including two learning paths, one focusing primarily on PwA and the other on 

entrepreneurs/managers who want to improve their knowledge about autism. 

The project will work to break entry barriers to the employment for autistic people, raise awareness about 

autism and improve autistic people’s employment options. Project partners will research and produce a 

Learning Methodology document to improve the inclusion of young PwA along with a set of learning modules 

which will be freely available on a e-learning platform. Besides, a training package will be created and 

delivered in five languages of the project consortium including English, Bulgarian, Italian, Danish and French. 

A multi-sectoral team of five partners has been created for this project. LUISS Guido Carli University (Italy) 

will coordinate the project involving also the European Center for Quality – ECQ (Bulgaria), The Campus Bio-

Medico University of Rome (Italy), and two non-profit organizations including Specialisterne Foundation 

(Denmark) and Autism-Europe (Belgium). 

The projects planned the development of 3 Intellectual Outputs: 

1. WIN-WITH-U Learning Methodology (leader: Campus Bio-Medico University)  

2. WIN-WITH-U Resources and Learning Integrated Area (leader: ECQ) 

3. WIN-WITH-U Learning Contents (leader: Luiss University – Business School) 

The present document represents the final report of the activities developed during the Intellectual Output 

1.



 

 

2. PARTNERS’ KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER 

2.1 Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)  

2.1.1 Definition 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental disorder that affects social communication and 

social interaction and might include restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviours, activities or interests 

(Hodges, 2020). 

ASD is a complex lifelong disability, defined by some standardized criteria (APA, 2013). They are: 

1. Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts, as manifested 

by the following, currently or by history:  

(a) Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity, ranging, for example, from atypical social approach and failure 

of back-and-forth conversation; to reduced sharing of interests, emotions, or affect, to failure to initiate 

or respond to social interactions. 

(b) Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviours used for social interaction, ranging, for example, 

from poorly integrated verbal and nonverbal communication to atypical eye contact and body language 

or deficits in understanding and use of gestures, to a total lack of facial expressions and nonverbal 

communication. 

(c) Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships, ranging, for example, from 

difficulties in adjusting behaviour to suit various social contexts; to difficulties in sharing imaginative play 

or in making friends, to the absence of interest in peers. 

2. Restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities, as manifested by at least two of the 

following, currently or by history:  

(a) Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech (e.g., simple motor 

stereotypes, lining up toys or flipping objects, echolalia, idiosyncratic phrases). 

(b) Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of verbal or nonverbal 

behaviour (e.g., extreme distress at small changes, difficulties with transitions, rigid thinking patterns, 

greeting rituals, the need to take same route or eat the same food every day). 

(c)  Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus (e.g., strong attachment to 

or preoccupation with unusual objects, excessively circumscribed or perseverative interests). 

(d) Hyper- or hypoactivity to sensory input or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment 

(e.g. apparent indifference to pain/temperature, adverse response to specific sounds or textures, 

excessive smelling or touching of objects, visual fascination with lights or movement). 



 

 

3. Symptoms must be present in the early developmental period (but may not become fully manifest until 

social demands exceed limited capacities or may be masked by learned strategies in later life). 

4. Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas of 

current functioning. 

5. These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual disability (intellectual developmental 

disorder) or global developmental delay. Intellectual disability and autism spectrum disorder frequently 

co-occur; to make a comorbid diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder and intellectual disability, social 

communication should be below that expected for general developmental level.  

2.1.2. Epidemiology 

ASD affects one person every 100 births, all over the world, with no differences between countries, races, or 

cultures. The prevalence estimated is 1:54 children according to the last Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) report (2020), with a ratio male to female of about 4:1. Some clinical characteristics of the 

autism disorder are the presence of frequent seizures (up to 30%) [Woolfenden et al, 2012] and mental 

retardation (up to 80%) [Ghosh et al, 2009].  

2.1.3. Aetiology 

ASD has a clinical heterogeneity (maybe on an etiological basis) which is reflected, for example, by a broad 

phenotype (the “autism spectrum”) in first-degree relatives. A “hereditary” component is prominent in ASD, 

as demonstrated by twin concordance rates which are about 60-90% for monozygotic and 0-10% for dizygotic 

twins [Barrett et al, 2001]. More than 90% of clinic variability is explained by heredity. The rate of disease 

among brothers/sisters of autistic patients is about 10% (75 times higher than in the general population) 

[Ozonoff et al, 2011]. On the contrary, syndromic cases amount to 10% of cases [Zafeiriou et al, 2013] and 

de novo mutations or copy-number variants (CNVs) are responsible of up to 10% of idiopathic cases 

[Engchuan et al, 2015].   

Neuroanatomical abnormalities in autistic brains can by explained from: (1) excessive cell proliferation 

and/or reduced programmed cell death; (2) altered neuronal migration; (3) altered neuronal connections 

(excessive sprouting and/or reduced pruning of short-range neurites; reduced growth of long-range neurites; 

excess of dendritic spines in severe cases with MR); (4) possible neuroinflammatory responses (Hashem et 

al, 2020). These alterations are most consistent with the derangement of early neurodevelopmental 

processes (e.g. they occur in the first and second trimester of pregnancy).  

 

 



 

 

2.1.4. Idiopathic Autism and DSM-V definition 

Idiopathic Autism represents about the 90% of all cases of ASD [Bespalova et al, 2003]. Diagnosis is based on 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders DSM-V criteria or APA 2013 criteria (mentioned 

above). Diagnosis of ASD is mainly clinical and based upon some diagnostic instruments: Autism Diagnostic 

Interview-Revised (ADI-R); Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule (ADOS); Childhood Autism Rating Scale 

(CARS); Vineland Adaptive Behaviour Scales (VABS) and performance scales to value Intellectual Disabilities 

(ID). It is important to exclude “syndromic autism” which must be suspected in presence of dysmorphic traits 

or neurological symptoms, such as hypotonia and frequent seizures. Genetic and biochemical analysis or 

brain imaging have not a diagnostic value for autism.  

 

2.2 ASD and employment  

2.2.1 Introduction 

The employment of people on the spectrum is still rare today, although there have been small advances in 

the awareness of the business community about their value as productive workers. There are still many social 

and cultural prejudices and false beliefs about the ability and capacities of people on the spectrum to work. 

Companies usually believe that they are less qualified and less productive than other workers are. Hiring PwA 

is not a priority for most business companies, and opportunities of professional development according to 

their qualifications and interests are extremely infrequent. To promote access to the ordinary labour market, 

as a guarantee of full and effective participation of people in society under equal conditions, one of the 

measures used is employment with support.  

Supported employment is defined as a set of individualized services and actions focused on the person. This 

way, the disabled person can access, maintain and be promoted in a company with the support that they 

need (professional or other kinds of support). This kind of support is specifically aimed at people with 

disabilities and for people at risk of social exclusion who are at greater risk of being excluded from the labour 

market or have difficulties in accessing it. It provides support, throughout their working life, inside and 

outside the workplace and similar employment conditions (task, salary, etc.) as other workers without 

disabilities in a comparable position within the same company. One of the key elements of supported 

employment is the individualized support they have to access, perform and develop their career.  

People on the spectrum need continued support during their working lives. This support may vary in 

frequency, intensity and typology (Vidriales, Hernández y Plaza, 2017). Employment is a human right that 

influences the quality of life and the full participation of any person in society. Obviously, it is a central 



 

 

dimension for the life of PwA too. It is also an essential way to improve social inclusion and to enhance 

autonomy and independence in adulthood.  

The incorporation of PwA into the labour market is still rare, although there have been small advances in the 

awareness of the business community about the importance of social diversity during the last few years. 

According to Eurostat, even if people with disabilities are protected by employment legislation and receive 

social support from civil society, they will experience disappointingly low employment rates. With regards to 

autism, studies shown that between 76% and 90% of adults with the condition are unemployed (Gerhardt 

and Lainer, 2011). Furthermore, autistic workers usually tend to occupy unskilled and poorly paid roles. This 

underemployment is the outcome of working cultures which continue to underestimate the abilities of 

autistic people, and which takes into consideration only their limitations and disabilities, rather than their 

abilities and skills. Autistic employees may in fact prove to be a sound investment for employers provided 

those workers receive appropriate training and support.  

This approach resonates well with the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), as this recognizes 

that compliance with legal obligations is not in itself sufficient to improve all aspects of society. CSR 

recognizes that there is a need to go further and this implies investing in human capital, protecting and 

securing the environment, and developing relations with all stakeholders. Given the difficulties that 

employers may have in applying national regulations governing supported employment, a turn to CSR may 

offer a way forward. CSR requires, in particular, a human and intellectual rethinking of job positions and 

tasks, and a focus on the idea that work habilitates: it nurtures the ‘human’ aspect of work which is composed 

of desires, expectations, needs, and capabilities, and it is these, together, which can really help the worker 

achieving a sense of fulfilment. 

There are interesting examples, from around the world, of projects with the aim of promoting work inclusion 

for autistic people:  

- Prospect Employment Service (London): It provides programs to support PwA in enrolling, training and 

recruitment in the job market. 

- The Grundtvig Multilateral Project AUTO: It is an EU-funded project that involved 22 member states of the 

European Union, the United States, Turkey and Russia. The research aimed to study models of vocational 

training and work-related projects for autistic adults. After a detailed examination of training, working and 

rehabilitation opportunities for PwA, a survey was realized and shared with the various institutions with the 

aim of collecting detailed information about the organization and methods involved in employment success 

of this category.  



 

 

- Auticon Group: it was born in Germany as a social company that aims to hire PwA as consultants for 

businesses and in the service sector. At date, it includes more than 200 employees. It is located in Germany, 

United Kingdom, France, Switzerland, United States, Canada and Italy (Milan). The aim of the project is to 

valorize, instead of obstructing, the characteristics of people with autism by appreciating their diversity. The 

selection process involves a cognitive assessment and an initial period of introduction to work environment, 

particularly focused to the relationships with staff and colleagues. The project includes the support of job 

coaches and psychologists specialized in ASD. 

- “L’Oréal” experience: The business works with ‘Fondazione TEDA’ (an ASD association) to offer training and 

employment to adults with autism, aged 30-35 years. The activities proposed to PwA include administrative 

tasks such as working with databases, updating files, data entry and archiving, as well as packaging cosmetics, 

quality checking and security. The company ensures that the activities follow the interests of PwA and that 

they are able to complete tasks according to the company’s standards. As part of the project, the company 

promote specific training programs for individuals with autism and create dedicated staff members that act 

as ‘coaches’. Sensory issues in the work environment are also considered. The other employees also receive 

training and information materials about autism and the project itself.  

  



 

 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Background  

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) includes a great variability of phenotypes that - along with personal factors 

such as cognitive impairment (Farley et al, 2009) or early language ability (Magiati et al, 2014) and 

environmental factors such as family context and services received (Kirby et al, 2016) - could contribute to 

heterogeneous outcomes in adulthood life development, including job expectations.  

3.2 Employment rate of autistic individuals: epidemiology 

The employment rate of Australian autistic adults is of about 42% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009, 

2010). The situation is similar in the United Kingdom where, according to recent data, only 15% of autistic 

adults have a full-time paid employment (Mavranezouli et al., 2013) and only 34% in adult age have ever had 

a job (Howlin et al., 2004). In the United States, about the 58% of PwA between 18–25 years have some form 

of paid job and only 21% a full-time employment (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013; Roux et al., 2015).  

 

3.3 ASD - related abilities contributing to employment 

It is becoming evident that focussing on strengths and abilities of autistic people rather than on their 

impairments, is the key point to improve their outcomes in work and social environment and ensure them 

an overall good quality of life (de Schipper et al., 2015; Mawhood and Howlin, 1999).  

Autistic people are known to excel in jobs requiring repetitive and precision tasks (Baldwin et al., 2014; de 

Schipper et al., 2016;) and they possess skills that are potentially point of strength in work environment: 

attention to detail, strong sense of morality, intellectual functions, technical abilities, trustworthiness, artistic 

skills, visual perception, good memory, expertise in a specific area, creative talents, loyalty, mathematical 

abilities, kindness (Scott et al, 2018). However, most of adult outcome studies evidence that, at date, finding 

and maintaining employment for these individuals is a great challenge (Hurlbutt and Chalmers, 2004; 

Hendricks, 2010) and, when they do find employment, their abilities are not fully exploited or they are 

underpaid than their co-workers in same positions (Shattuck et al., 2012; Howlin et al., 2004). 

 

3.4 Challenges of PwA in job searching and employment 

This phenomenon is mainly a consequence of the challenges that PwA have to face in job searching and 

employment that could be divided into three categories: 

- Job tasks: difficulty in understanding and following instructions or in performing multiple tasks, 

inflexibility to unexpected situations (Baldwin et al, 2014); 



 

 

- Social and environmental factors: difficulty in communicating with co-workers and facing sensory 

issues in the workplace (Krieger et al., 2012); 

- Employers’ barriers: need of specific tutors/supervisors and additional costs (Ju et al., 2013). 

Common employment processes – that, for example, require job advertising and interviewing or implying 

team-working - represent barriers to secure employment for autistic individuals (Strickland et al., 2013; 

Richards, 2012). Actual instruments for employment support are often less than optimal for this category 

(Alverson and Yamamoto, 2016; Nicholas et al., 2014) and do not comprehensively meet the heterogenous 

needs of ASD (Chen et al., 2015). 

This phenomenon has important consequences on overall PwA’s quality of life (Fleming et al., 2013) with 

increased costs for society (Järbrink et al., 2007; Roux et al., 2013). 

 

3.5 Employment programmes and interventions for PwA  

It emerges how much urgent is the need of implementing employment success for PwA. Scott and colleagues 

in their review (2018) well summarised the overall outcomes of interventions and support programmes that 

have been proposed in different randomized control studies (RCT) to reach this goal. Three broad outcomes 

were evaluated: employment status, vocational skills and executive functioning skills.  

A total of k=12 of 36 studies reviewed evaluated employment status, defined mainly according to such 

performance measures like employment level and job retention. The most efficacious mean of intervention 

to gain an improvement in employment status emerged to be supported employment (SE) process. It refers 

to services that help people with disabilities in obtaining and maintaining community-based, integrated 

employment, with the support of a tutor or a coach (Schall et al. 2012).  

Three RCT by Wehman et al. (2014, 2016b) found a higher employment rate after a supported employment 

program (p=0.0001) called ‘Project SEARCH plus Autism’ intervention, with the 87% of treatment group 

participants who acquired and maintained employment at the 12-month follow-up compared to the control 

group’s 12% job retention rate. Similar results were observed by Mawhood and Howlin (1999) with an 

autism-specific employment support programme.  

Vocational skills have been evaluated in a total of 23 studies in the review. Group training (Bonete et al., 

2015), personal digital assistant (Gentry et al, 2015), video modelling (Hayes et al., 2015), interview skills 

training (Smith et al., 2014) and teaching interview skills (Strickland et al., 2013) emerged as useful means to 

improve organisation in workplace, increase verbal skills and interaction with co-workers. 



 

 

For what concern executive functional skills (examined in k=11 of 36 included studies), an RCT conducted by 

Hayes et al. (2015) demonstrated significant improvements in the treated group in performing a good 

interview. Moreover, the use of job coaches and technology increased productivity of participants.  

Consultation with stakeholders further emerged as fundamental to share with caregivers their perception 

of factors influencing the process of finding and securing a job for autistic adults.  

 

3.6 Discussion 

The effectiveness of employment interventions in autistic adults in improving employment status outcomes 

is supported by numerous RCTs. Nevertheless, the rate of unemployment following these interventions 

continues to be high by witnessing how impairment-focussed interventions alone are not sufficient in 

achieving and maintaining work for autistic individuals (Ellenkamp et al., 2016).  

Three main explanations to this phenomenon could be summarized as follow:  

- An overview of autistic individuals focussed mainly to their impairments rather than to their 

strengths and abilities (Armstrong, 2010). In this review, not a single study utilised a strengths-based 

approach in improving employment outcomes;  

- The lack of environmental factors as the primary target of intervention studies (of the 36 

intervention-based studies, no one addressed this aspect); 

- The lack of consideration of employers and co-workers as a main resource to promote integration in 

the workplace. 

 

  



 

 

 

4. SPECIFIC TARGET GROUPS SURVEYS 

4.1 Introduction 

In connection with the results from the research and the lack of sufficient information by official sources on 

crucial aspects regarding the employment of autistic people, we realized three types of surveys (one for PwA, 

one for their caregivers and one for employers) that could represent a useful tool to explore the point of view 

of autistic people, the consequences of the transition from school-based to adult services according to 

caregivers and the considerations of employers about strengths and difficulties of autistic adults in the work 

environment.  

 

4.2 Methods  

We used Google Form to realize three types of surveys: one for People with Autism; one for Caregivers and 

one for Employers. For the realization of PwA’s surveys, we utilized pictograms (gently offered by the Partner 

Autism-Europe) to simplify the compilation of the questionnaire with a sort of ‘graphic guide’ for PwA. For 

the survey of PwA, there was also the possibility of compiling the questions with the supervision of a caregiver 

(if the participant was not able to answer questions on his/her own). Each survey has been realized in English 

language and then translated in eight European languages: Italian, Spanish, Bulgarian, Icelandic, French, 

Danish, German and Belgian. Each Partner shared the surveys with associations for autistic people active in 

each European Country promoting PwA’s inclusion in work environment. In each questionnaire, an informed 

consent had to be firmed and an age of 16 years old was set as the minimum age to compile the 

questionnaire.  

 

4.3 Results 

4.3.1 Overall questions 

We collected a total of 179 answers for PwA’s surveys, 97 answers for Caregivers’ ones and 32 answers for 

Employers’ ones, for a complex number of 308 answers collected for all the surveys for all European 

Countries. 

In figure 1 the total number of answers to questionnaires and their distribution for each Partner Country is 

illustrated.  

 



 

 

 

Figure 1. Total of answers collected from People with Autism’s surveys (blue), Caregivers’ ones (red) and Employers’ 
ones (green) and their distribution for each Country (in the vertical axis). 

 

4.3.2 PwA’s surveys 

We received a total of 179 answers from PwA’s surveys, with the most coming from Italy (77), followed by 

Denmark (55) and England (21).  

The mean age of distribution was between 18-45 years old (Figure 2). Most of participants came from the 

Country for which the specific survey was realized (e.g., Italian surveys have been compiled almost exclusively 

from Italian participants).   

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 2. PwA’s surveys: distribution of age for each Country (‘under 30’ on the left and ‘over 30’ on the right). 

Data of our sample showed that the 85.5% of total participants (153/179) had a work experience in the past 

in contrast with a 14.5% (26/179) who never had a job. The 100% of participants from Iceland, Germany and 

Belgium, the 95.2% from England, the 92.7% from Denmark, the 91.7% from France, the 80.5% from Italy and 

the 44.4% from Bulgary have or had a work experience in the past. On the contrary, the 55.6% of participants 

from Bulgary, the 19.5% from Italy, the 8.3% from France, the 7.3% from Denmark and the 4.8% from England 

never had a job (no answers from Iceland, Germany and Belgium). See Figure 3.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Figure 3. Employment experience according to participants from each Country. The dark blue bar shows the percent 
of participants who have/had a job, while the light blue bar indicates the percent of participants who never had a 
job. 

 

The means most used to find employment was ‘Internet Search’ with a 68.7% of answers, followed by ‘parent, 

relative or friends’ with a 45.2% of answers and ‘word of mouth’ with a 39.6% of answers. The other options 

were so distributed: 25.7% ‘other’; 17.3% ‘job fair’ and 7.8% ‘school counselor’, as shown in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4. Means used to find employment, distributed for each Country.  

 

Work experience was considered ‘very good’ and ‘good’ for a total of 43.6% of participants, while it was 

considered ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ for a total of 26.2% of participants and ‘neither good or bad’ for a 24% of total, 

as shown in Figure 5.  

 



 

 

Figure 5. Evaluation of work experience according to participants, distributed for each Country. 

We asked participants to express the best part of their job experience. Most of them (47.5%) answered that 

they felt that their skills and abilities were fully utilized, followed by the consideration that their co-workers 

helped them in completing tasks and understanding instructions with a 18.4% of answers. The other reasons 

of a positive job experience were so distributed: ‘my employer and co-workers understood my needs’ with a 

11.7% of answers and ‘my employer helped me to integrate in work environment’ with a 12.3% of answers. 

See figure 6.  

 

 



 

 

Figure 6. Reasons of a positive job experience according to participants, distributed for each Country. 

The main challenges experimented at work by participants were, respectively, ‘difficulties in communicating 

with co-workers’ with a 62% of answers, followed by ‘difficulties in understanding the social rules of the 

workplace’ with a 53.1% of answers, ‘sensory issues that have not been accommodated by employers’ with 

a 42.5% of answers and ‘organising his or her workload’ with a 40.8% of answers. The other problems 

experimented at work were so distributed: ‘difficulties in understanding instructions’ with a 32.4%; 

‘misunderstandings that have led to formal or informal disciplinary measures’ with a 25.7%; ‘bullying’ with a 

20.1%. Only the 8.9% of participants said not to have experimented problems at work. See figure 7. 
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Figure 7. Problems experienced at work according to participants, distributed for each Country. 

The 60,3% of participants answered that they did not receive help for facing these problems at work (vs. a 

25.1% who received help and a 7.3% who did not experiment problems). The 78.2% said that they would like 

more help to face these problems at work (vs. the 8.9% who did not want help). See figure 8.  

 

Figure 8. Experience of participants in receiving help at work, distributed for each Country. 

 

 



 

 

Of note, most of participants (55.3%) answered that in their workplace people did not know they were 

autistic. The other answers were so distributed: ‘yes, everyone knows’ (19%), ‘yes, but only my supervisor 

knows’ (13.4%) and ‘yes, but only my peers / co-workers know’ (4.5%).  

The main reason of not revealing being autistic was attributed mainly to fear of being judged (35.8%), 

followed by the fear of discrimination (27.4%), indifference (25.7%) and difficulty of telling co-workers 

(16.8%). The 14.5% of participants preferred not to answer to this question. See figure 9 and 10, respectively.  

 

Did people in your workplace know that you are autistic? 

Figure 9. Distribution of participants who told co-workers and employer they were autistic. 

 



 

 

Figure 10. Reasons of not revealing to be autistic at workplace. 

The 57.5% of participants said to currently work, in contrast with a 42.5% who do not have a job. The 29.6% 

has a full-time paid employment, the 21.8% a part-time paid employment, the 8.9% is in volunteering/ 

internship (unpaid) and another 8.9% in a training to gain professional skills, the 4.5% is in full time education, 

the 3.9% in part time education and the 3.4% in internship/apprenticeship (paid), as shown in figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. Types of job activities in PwA currently with a job. 

Of the 42.5% of participants who do not work currently, the main reason for this was ‘other’ with a 46.9% of 

answers, followed by ‘difficulty in searching for employment’ and ‘difficulty in finding a satisfying job’ with 
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both a 19% of answers, followed by ‘fear of not being able to complete tasks’ with a 18.4%, ‘fear of bullying’ 

with a 7.8% and ‘no interest about searching for employment’ with a 3.9%. See figure 12. 

 

Figure 12. Reasons of not employment, distributed for each Country. 

In conclusion, the 79.3% of PwA without a job desired to be in employment, training or education, vs 4.4% 

who disagreed and 8.9% who was not interested about this. See figure 13. 

Figure 13. Willing employment distributed for each Country. 

 

 



 

 

In conclusion, the results of the survey show that, in our sample, the employment rate was of about a 60% 

with the most having a full-time paid employment or a part-time paid employment. The main reason of 

unemployment was ‘other’ for about the 50% of participants, but unfortunately, we did not know the reason 

because there were no other specifics for the answer itself. Our results confirmed that most of PwA face with 

relevant issues in searching and obtaining a job with a scares assistance received from employer and 

coworkers in overcoming them. These issues lead PwA to not reveal their disability to worsen their chances 

of inclusion in the working environment. 

 

4.3.3 Caregivers’ surveys 

We received a total of 97 answers from Caregivers’ surveys, with the most coming from Italy (43), followed 

by Denmark (18) and Bulgary (20).  

The mean age of distribution was 49 years old, 66% female and 15.5% male. Most of participants came from 

the Country for which the specific survey was realized. The mean age of the child assisted was 22.4 years old. 

The 73.2% of participants was the primary caregiver of the child vs the 8.2% who was not the primary 

caregiver. The 19.6% of participants had other children with disability in contrast with a 70.1% who had not.  

About the relationship status, the 57.7% of participants said of being married, the 8.2% divorced, the 5.2% 

single and another 5.2% cohabitating, the 4.1% separated and 1% widowed.  

About the current employment status, the 40.2% had a working full-time employment, the 9.3% a working 

part time and another 9.3% was student part time, the 7.2% was homemaker and another 7.2% was retired, 

the 5.2% was unemployed but looking for work and a 2.1% unemployed but not looking for work, the 1% was 

student part time and no participant was ‘disabled’. See figure 14.  



 

 

 

Figure 14. Current employment status of caregivers, distributed for Countries. 

 

For what concern the highest level of education, the 30.9% had an advanced graduate or professional degree, 

the 20.6% was high school graduated, the 19.6% was college graduated, the 5.2% made some high school, 

the 2.1% made ‘technical or trade school’, while no one answered ‘eighth grade or less’.  

The 61.9% of participants said that their family income did not come from public assistance vs a 19.6% who 

did. The most of participants (35.1%) had an annual household income between 20,001 - 40,000 euros.  

The 55.7% of caregivers said that planning/implementing their son's/daughter's transition from school-based 

to adult-based services (including job finding) required much effort, the 68% expressed worrying about this 

situation, the 43.3% found that this transition interfered a lot with their normal social activities and for a 33% 

also with their normal work activities.  

The 58.8% said of not having received help for implementing the employment success of their son/daughter 

and the 67% wanted more support. See figure 15. 

The 80.4% of participants said that finding job opportunities for their son/daughter was difficult. See figure 

16. 
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Figure 15. Support received for transition of autistic children. 

 

 

Figure 16. Finding employment opportunities for PwA according to caregivers. 

The 73.2% of participants said that their son/daughter was not currently in employment in contrast with the 

8.2% who was (see figure 17).  

 For whom answered that their son/daughter was in employment, the 27.8% said that her/his skills were not 

well used while a 30.9% did not know; the 19.6% considered that her/his pay was not fair while a 39.2% did 

not know; the 21.6% thought that she/he did not receive accommodation for autism and the 33% did not 

know.  
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Figure 17. Employment experience of autistic children according to caregivers. 

4.3.4 Employers’ surveys 

We received a total of 32 answers from employers’ surveys, with the most coming from Italy (24), followed 

by Denmark (3) and Bulgary (4).  

The mean number of employees in businesses of participants was 764,3. The 72% of participants said of not 

having autistic employees in their business, while a 19% had 1-5 autistic adults and a 9% had more than 10. 

See figure 18. 

 

Figure 18. Number of autistic employees for businesses according to employers, distributed for each Country. 
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For what concern the area of expertise of these employees, they were so distributed: the 59.4% said 

‘other’, the 18.8% ‘information/technology’ and another 18.8% ‘secretary/burocracy’ and a 3.1% 

‘assistance services’.  See figure 19.  

 

Figure 19. Area of knowledge/expertise for autistic people according to employers.  

 

The 59.4% of participants said of not being involved in the job matching process and the 75% said that their 

company did not receive support for employing people with disabilities. Only the 18.8% of participants said 

that their company included a specific employment program for autistic people in order to succeed in their 

job.  

For what concern the support given from businesses to allow these people to succeed in their job, they 

were so distributed: ‘personal assistance’ for a 15.6%; ‘specific inclusion programme’ for a 6.3%; ‘dedicated 

individual training’ for a 15.6%; ‘co-employees assistance in training’ for a 6.3% and ‘none of the above’ for 

a 56.3%. 

For what concern the challenges experienced from these people according to employers, the most 

important was ‘social-Inclusion problems in the workplace’ for a 68.8%, followed by ‘integration in the 

workplace’ (59.4%), ‘lack of flexibility’ (28.1%) and ‘difficulty in understanding tasks’ for a 12.5%. See figure 

20. 
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Figure 20. Challenges experienced by PwA according to employers.  

 

Conversely, for what concern PwA’s strengths according to employers, the most important was ‘attention 

to detail’ (68.8%), followed by ‘dedication to work’ (59.4%), ‘cognitive abilities’ (43.8%), ‘trustworthiness’ 

(37.5%), ‘good work ethics’ (31.3%) and ‘other’ (12.5%). See figure 21.   

 

 

Figure 21. PwA’s strengths according to employers.  
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5. STATE OF THE ART OF THE INCLUSION SYSTEMS IN COMPANIES IN EACH PARTNER COUNTRY 

5.1 Belgium  

5.1.1 Current situation 

Unemployment level of persons with disabilities is very high in comparison with other EU countries, despite 

Belgium emerged quite well from economic crisis. Problems at recruitment stage include remaining 

stereotypes making particularly hard for people with disabilities to find jobs. The so-called “benefit trap” 

(relatively small difference between integration allowance and regular income, as well as the fact that if 

people with disabilities lose their jobs subsequently they no longer receive replacement income) also is an 

important reason for high unemployment among people with disabilities. 

There is an insufficient number of people with disabilities active in regular employment. In Flanders (incl. for 

Dutch-speaking employees in Brussels) employers can apply for wage subsidy to support recruitment or 

employment of people with disabilities: covers 40% of wage (limited to double of minimum wage) during first 

year, 30% during second year and 20% until fifth year & possible to ask for increase up to 60% and 

prolongation after fifth year. Flemish government fails to achieve its own targets related to employment of 

people with disabilities in its administration: there is no quota for employment in private sector but system 

of incentives (premiums or reductions of expenses), however systems of sanctions foreseen are not applied 

and therefore not achieved. 

5.1.2 National Legislation  

United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disability (UNCRPD)  

In 2009, Belgium ratified the UNCRPD. This means that the country is committed to upholding and protecting 

the rights of people with disabilities including those on the autism spectrum.  

The Convention marks the passage from a medical model of disability to a social one, recognising that 

disability is an evolving concept resulting from the “interaction between people with impairments and 

attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal 

basis with others”. The full inclusion and participation of people with disabilities in society, including autistic 

people, is the cornerstone of the human rights approach.  

Autism plan in Francophone Belgium  

In April 2016, Walloon Government, Wallonia-Brussels Federation and Brussels government coordinated 

their actions with all sectors related to autism in order to develop common, proactive policy to improve care 

and living conditions of all individuals concerned (children, adults, families etc.). The strategy is known as 



 

 

Transversal Autism Plan (Plan Transversal Autisme). The main objective is to enable individualised and life-

long support and ensure inclusion in society.  

Autism plan in Flanders (Flanders & Brussels Capital region)  

Flemish government decided on strategic plan for autism on 27 of January 2017 focusing on 4 activity clusters 

underpinning evolution towards autism-friendly society:  

- Autism friendliness (accessibility for autistic people, involving people on the autism spectrum and 

their direct surrounding in realisation of tailor-made care and support).  

- Developing further expertise and professionalism (bundling of knowledge and advancement of easier 

access of knowledge on autism; investing in innovative scientific research). 

- Early detection and qualitative diagnosis. 

- Prevention of participation related problems (care-networks on structural and tailor-made level; 

early intervention through directly accessible support; adapted work and educational conditions). 

Policies to include people with disabilities in employment 

The UN CRPD Committee had recommended in 2014 that Belgium should ‘adopt and implement a plan for 

people with disabilities’. A decision of the Council of Ministers of 26 March 2015 undertook to take into 

account the needs of disabled people by endorsing the principle of ‘handistreaming’ (disability equality 

mainstreaming) and the Secretary of State was tasked with drawing up a Federal Action Plan including 

concrete actions (plan fédéral handistreaming/Het Actieplan Handistreaming). This was intended to 

mainstream the disability dimension throughout the cross-cutting actions and objectives of all Ministers and 

Secretaries of State, as well as specific measures and objectives. A federal plan was approved in July 2016, 

obliging all Ministers to integrate disability across 70 different policy lines, with annual reporting to the 

Council of Ministers by the Secretary of State for People with Disabilities about the implementation of these 

commitments. 

The 2017 annual report of UNIA (the Interfederal Centre for Equal Opportunities, an independent public 

institute that fights discrimination and fosters equal opportunities in Belgium) analyses federal measures 

taken to improve the work opportunities of people with a work disability. Despite ratification of the UN-CRPD 

in 2009, limited progress had been made in this respect and a coherent employment policy on all political 

levels is still missing. 

For the European action plan ‘Disability 2016-2020’, Belgium engaged five experts (C-5 members) 

representing different regional administrations within the Committee of Experts on the Rights of People with 

Disabilities (DECS-RPD): VAPH (Flemish Region), AWIPH (Walloon Region), PHARE (Brussels region), DPB 



 

 

(German speaking Region) and the Federal Service Social Affairs (with positive advice of the National High 

Council for People with Disabilities). This C-5 council for Belgium established several priority domains for 

action (for the period of 2016-2020). 

The Federal Royal Decree of 5 March 2007 concerning the organisation of the recruitment of people with 

disabilities states that 3% of all federal employees should be people with disabilities in all federal 

departments. Since 2009, The Committee of the recruitment of people with disabilities in a public office 

(BCAPH) controls the applications of this 3% quota objective. This is evaluated annually. In 2016 the 

employment rate of people with disabilities was 1.44% and only six of all federal organisations achieved the 

3% quota. A bill was voted which states that federal governments are now allowed to ‘outplace’ assignments 

to sheltered workshops/companies (Beschutte werkplaats/maatwerkbedrijven) in order to reach their 3% 

quota on disability employment, a measure in direct conflict with the UN CRPD principle of promoting open 

employment on equal basis with others. 

In Flanders, VDAB organizes ‘activation guidance’ (Activeringsbegeleiding) for people with a medical, 

intellectual, psychological or psychiatric disability. This involves guidance during a period of 18 months, with 

individual support and group education, resulting in four possible recommendations: regular labour market, 

social economy, labour care or not able to work. In 2017, 1,268 trajectories of this type began (15% more 

than was aimed for). 

 

5.2 Bulgaria 

5.2.1 Current situation 

There is no reliable information regarding the number of autistic people in Bulgaria. This fact is due to a 

number of reasons: 

1. The diagnostics are not easy and there are only a few clinics in the country that have the right to diagnose 

ASDs; additionally, there is no coordination of the existing centers; 

2. Parents still fear that children officially diagnosed with ASDs will be stigmatized in Kindergarten and school; 

3. In Bulgaria, attention is paid mainly to autistic children, not young people or adults. There are no statistics 

on the latter. 

The official statistics of the National statistical institute cover only “patients under the supervision of 

psychiatric institutions and structures”. The last data available on the website of the institute is for 2018 (99 

autistic people in such structures) and 2019 (131 people). However, according to some unofficial data, there 

are at least about 60 000 people in Bulgaria living with ASDs.  



 

 

The last statistical data of the National statistical institute on people with lasting health problems actively 

engaged in the labor market is provided under special research conducted in 2011. According to it, in 2011 

there were 878.3 thousand people with lasting health problems in the age of 15-64, of which 368.6 thousand 

were working, 58.9 thousand are looking for a job and 450.8 thousand were not active on the labor market. 

49.1 thousand were suffering from psychological, neurological, and emotional problems. Among them 14000 

people were the age 15-24 and 27 900 people in the age 25-34.  

There are no available data regarding the percentage of unemployed autistic people, the number of 

companies with autistic employees, and any specific data regarding the state of inclusion systems for autistic 

workers in companies in Bulgaria. People with disabilities are mostly employed in specialized enterprises and 

a protected work environment. 

 

5.2.2 National Legislation 

In Bulgaria, there is no special legislation regarding autistic people. Usually, autistic people have to undergo 

medical examinations to receive a document stating that they have a “disability”. Having these documents, 

they (or their parents) may apply for social assistance. The financial support depends on the degree of the 

“disability”. A big step ahead is the new Law for People with Disabilities effective from 1.01.2019 and the Law 

for Integration of People with Disabilities. All people with disabilities can apply for personalized support at 

the respective departments for social assistance. They fill in a form for Individual self-assessment of the 

disability. In the form, there is a special section for ASD. There are also sections where could be provided 

information on social relationships (including self-assessment of the ability to develop and sustaining of social 

contacts and the ability to participate in activities with other people) and psycho-social functions (including 

concentration and stability of attention and compliance with the social norms of behavior). The self-

assessment aims to provide social assistance directorates with information about the kind of disability so 

that they can provide the needed support to the individuals and their families. However, the ordinary result 

is providing the person with a personal assistant who takes all the responsibility.  

Regarding their participation in the labor market, autistic people can use the support of the National program 

for employment and training of people with disabilities under the Employment Agency.  According to the Law 

for People with Disabilities, all enterprises with more than 49 employees should employ at least one person 

with a disability.  

 

 



 

 

5.3 Denmark 

5.3.1 Current situation 

In 2019 the Danish Autism Association conducted a study examining the affiliation of PwA to the labour 

market. They found that 2.8% of the population in Denmark – around 160,000 people - have an autism 

diagnosis. Only 11% of the sample were on full-time jobs and 5% were part-time employed on ordinary terms, 

while 9% of the respondents were employed in a flex-job (a job on reduced time for people with physical or 

mental difficulties). This implies that the majority of autistic people are not in the labour market. 

However, being unemployed in Denmark is not equal to no income. In fact, Denmark offers a range of 

unemployment and sickness benefits which constitute the safety net in the society. The two most common 

and big full time public transfer payments are unemployment benefits - you are entitled to unemployment 

benefits (dagpenge) for up to 2 years if you are a member of an unemployment fund - and cash benefits - 

you can receive cash benefits (kontanthjælp) if you are out of work and not studying and are unable to 

support yourself financially. In the second quarter of 2021, there were a total of 90.115 people on 

unemployment benefits, 13.941 people retrieving cash benefits and 86.691 retrieving sickness benefits. 

According to the afore-mentioned research, unemployment benefits and sickness benefits account for a total 

of 7% of the incomes of the respondents. Temporary benefits at the level of cash benefits are a total of as 

much as 38%. Hence the proportion of people with autism on unemployment benefits or cash benefits are a 

lot higher compared to the rest of the population. 

An increase in the level of education will result in socio-economic benefits in terms of a productivity effect 

and an employment effect. This is due to the employment rate that is generally higher for those with higher 

education in terms of length of education, particularly people with disabilities. A higher level of education 

among people with mental and cognitive disabilities will, all other things being equal, lead to a higher 

employment rate. If 1 % more people with disabilities come into ordinary employment, there is 13.9 billion 

DKK in socio-economic gain and 8.5 billion DKK in budget economic profit to be gained over 10 years. Even if 

these people get flex-jobs, there is 3.9 billion DKK. to gain. Besides the fact that nine out of ten autistic people 

are without ordinary employment in Denmark, they are also often marginalized in the labour market. This is 

the conclusion of a qualitative study (concerning employment) made by two Danish organisations 

‘Landsforeningen Autisme’ and ‘Det Nationale Autismeinstitut’ in 2016. 

 

 

 



 

 

5.3.2 National legislation  

Overall, we have no political rules or laws for the employment of people with autism in Denmark. However, 

we have several settlements as well as the Discrimination Act that benefit people with autism.  

First, the Discrimination Act protects people with disabilities and prohibits, for example, an employer from 

negatively discriminating against applicants for vacancies due to disability. This applies to recruitment, 

dismissal, transfer, promotion or to salary and working conditions. In addition, public employers are obliged 

to give preferential access to a person who, due to disabilities, has difficulty in obtaining employment in the 

general labour market. This also helps the recruitment of people with autism. 

In relation to schemes, there are several compensatory schemes in favour of people with disabilities including 

autism diagnosed. The compensatory schemes allow the job centre to grant aid to compensate for disability. 

The schemes are: 

- Assistive devices: 

● People with disabilities can be granted aids if the disability entails barriers affiliated with a job, education 

or when participating in activities under the Act of Active Employment. 

- Personal assistance: 

● Personal assistance is an opportunity for support for people with disabilities who face barriers affiliated to 

jobs, education or participation in public employment activities. 

- Workplace devices: 

● Teaching materials, work tools and small workplace devices. 

- Icebreaker scheme: 

● For up to one year recent graduates with disabilities can be offered employment with a salary subsidy. The 

icebreaker scheme aims to provide recent graduates with disabilities with work experience in the field, for 

which their education has qualified them, as well as networks that can strengthen job search. 

- Preferential access: 

● People with disabilities can be offered preferential access which provides the opportunity to enter job 

interviews for advertised positions in the public sector, including the issuance of taxi licences, stalls, etc. 

- Mentoring support: 

● In order to achieve or maintain a job or employment-oriented course, the Job Centre can offer citizens 

mentoring support. 



 

 

The above-mentioned schemes should all strengthen and stimulate the employment opportunities of 

disabled people in order to provide them with the same opportunities for professional activity as people 

without disabilities. 

 

5.4 Italy  

5.4.1. Current situation 

It is generally thought that employment success is possible only for people with high-functioning autism. 

However, integration can be possible also for individuals with medium-severe forms of autism, mainly thanks 

to dedicated laboratories in social businesses, conceptualized as real workplaces with specific training 

programs and not merely intended as clinics for occupational therapy. 

Employment for autistic adults can be holistically conceptualised using the International Classification of 

Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) framework. ICF defines the domains (items) in which grouping the 

psycho-physical and social peculiarities of an individual to plan interventions, enhance skills, evaluate any 

progress and regressions (follow up) and improve social and work integration process through a retroactive 

programming system (feedback). ICF is a valid instrument that intends to remove any form of barrier that 

limits activity and participation in social life.  

In Italy there are some projects that promote professional opportunities for autistic adults: 

- Inclusion in protected laboratories: the easier way to obtain a job for PwA but with the limit that 

many of them are actually "containers" in which no real “work” with an effective market production 

is done, but individuals carry out simple activities.  

- Targeted job placement: this reality is present in most European countries and in USA. In Italy it is 

regulated by Law No. 68/99. In this case, people receive the support of an operator and/or specific 

information – training by the staff of the host company. 

- Job placement with initial training: In people with cognitive impairment, employment success could 

be higher if job placement is preceded by specific training programs dedicated to PwA, stakeholders, 

employers and co-workers. 

-  

5.4.2 National Legislation  

Law 68/99 «Right to work for people with disabilities»  

Italian legislation introduced the methodology of dedicated employment programs for people with 

disabilities, by supporting them with adequate incentives. The Article 1 of Law 68/99 is addressed to people 



 

 

"suffering from physical, mental and sensory disabilities and that have more than 45% of intellectual 

disability” (“ ... People with disabilities have to refer to a person in charge of the territorial competence 

Employment Office who will note, in a specific list, the working skills, nature and degree of handicap and 

analyze the characteristics of the businesses where they could be allocated, by allowing the consequent 

placement …”). 

In the “two-years program for disability” presented by Italian Government in 2013, the failure of Law 68/99 

emerged by collected data showing that only 22.000 of people with disabilities found a job in a year in 

contrast with 750.000 registered on the list. The unemployment rate for people with disabilities is four times 

higher than the number of PwA. At date, only 1:10 of PwA finds and maintains a job, especially in the fields 

of agriculture and gardening (Censis report. the hidden dimension of disability. Rome, February 2012). 

Law 134/15 «Instructions for diagnosis, care and qualification of autistic people and support for families» 

This law provides focused interventions to improve PwA’s quality of life through employment and social 

integration. The main contribute of this law is to consider, for the first time, the skills of autistic individuals 

and valorizing the fundamental role of caregivers in employment success. 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Data collected in the above Report show the progress made over the years also in terms of labor demand, 

both in public and private businesses, as in terms of brokerage services and suggest that the increase of start-

ups and recruitment has been possible thanks to the adoption of personalized services for the inclusion of 

people with disabilities and to regulatory measures that have simplified recruitment procedures. 

 

6. “STUDY ON THE RECENT RESEARCHES AND ADVANCES ON THE IMPACT OF AUTISM SPECTRUM 

DISORDERS (ASD) IN THE WORKPLACE” IN EACH PARTNER COUNTRY  
6.1 Belgium  

6.1.1 Projects and initiatives 

Autism-Europe identified two main projects acting in Belgium with the aim of promoting inclusion of autistic 

people in the labour market. 

PASSWERK 

Passwerk is a Cooperative company with a social dimension with a focus on testing software and performing 

very diverse quality assignments in the context of Support Processes. From 2017, Passwerk has expanded 

these specific expertises by also recruiting and getting software developers with autism to work. Afterwards, 



 

 

their services were further expanded with Business Intelligence (BI) and Managed Business Process Services 

(MBPS). Passwerk focuses on the unique and valuable qualities of people with autism. Customisation of 

autistic people’s needs and competence management are the core values of the company. Passwerk has 

been successful since 2008 in allowing more and more people with autism to take their deserved place in the 

regular labor market. In practice, Passwerk support autistic employees in recruitment and selection, 

placement with client based on their needs and ongoing supervision. The section criteria are covering a list 

of mandatory actions before placing the person in a company. Passwerk is working with people with autism 

diagnosis and interest in ICT. Therefore, the vast majority of PwA collaborating with Passwerk are software 

test engineers who can independently mobile with public transport. Moreover, there are various criteria that 

Passwerk professionals consider before placing an autistic person in a company. Some of which are: the site 

survey, relevant assignments, the workplace, matching profiles, possible advanced training for the company. 

DIVERSICOM 

DiversiCom pursues the mission of supporting diversity at the job market by facilitating the job application 

process for people with disabilities, including PwA, and being hired based on their competences. Their 

mission revolves around three core points:  

1. To increase the rate of disabled employees in Belgium. 

2. To support a diverse work team through an open recruitment process for disabled candidates.  

3. To encourage companies and employees with disabilities to advocate other organisations about their 

success.   

DiversiCom offers the following activities: 

- support for disabled jobseekers; 

- provision of advice to the company concerned throughout the various phases of the recruitment process; 

- the creation of links between jobseekers and companies; 

- communicating and sharing best practices, factors for changes in behaviour.  

Additionally, DiversiCom cooperates directly with high schools, such as the École des 4 Vents, by offering 

young autistic children, while they are still at school, work experience in companies to prepare them for their 

future integration into the workplace. The company ensures continuity of the support provided by high 

school to young autistic adolescents, by facilitating their access to the labour market after they have 

completed their training.  

 

 



 

 

6.2 Bulgaria 

6.2.1 Projects and initiatives 

ECQ identified three main projects acting in Bulgaria with the aim of promoting inclusion of autistic people 

in the labour market:  

“Development and Piloting a Model for Occupational Training and Employment of Autistic people in the 

ICT Sector”, PROGRESS project 

One of the main objectives of the project was the inclusion of 20 autistic people in preliminary practical 

training for working with IT. On the other side, under the project were organized a series of seminars and 

training for employers to provide them with guidelines for working with people with autism. According to 

the results, employees with autistic disorders were employed to test software products for errors, 

accessibility for people with disabilities, administering data, working in the offices of companies, etc. 

A group of experts provided support to people with autism and employers in the training and work process 

throughout the project and after its completion. The results of the pilot model were based on the constant 

search for the intersections between the needs of employers of qualified employees and the potential and 

limitations of people with special needs.  

Partners:  

o European Software Institute – Center Eastern Europe Home | ESI CEE www.esicenter.bg 

o Bulgarian association of IT companies (BASSCOM) www.basscom.org  

o “Autism Association” http://www.autism-bg.net 

o Center for social rehabilitation and integration https://autismbulgaria.com/ 

 

“SWICH U” EEA Grants  project: “Society and work inclusion technologies for autistic children and youths 

(SWITCH YOU)”, https://switchu.esicenter.bg/  

The main aim of the project was to create a functioning model for the inclusion of people with disabilities in 

education and the labor market with the support of all stakeholders via training and communication with 

employers and families. The project involved as direct beneficiaries 24 children and young people with 

autism, 32 families of people with disabilities, and 10 employers.  

The effective inclusion of young people with autism spectrum disorders in the labor market was supported 

by developing and providing practical training and facilitating adaptation to the real work environment in a 

simulated environment.  
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Partners:  

o European Software Institute – Center Eastern Europe Home | ESI CEE (esicenter.bg); 

o Bulgarian association of IT companies (BASSCOM) www.basscom.org;  

o “Autism Association” http://www.autism-bg.net; 

o “Fundación Adapta” https://www.fundacionadapta.org/; 

o “Varna Free University” Varna Free University "Chernorizets Hrabar" (vfu.bg). 

 

“Pages” Erasmus + Project: “Pathways for guiding employment skills for ASD”, www.pagesproject.eu  

The PAGES project was articulated around three axes: intervention, education, and inclusion in the labor 

market. The project objectives were to:  

o Train autistic people (Autism Spectrum Disorder) to join the labor market.  

o Contribute to a methodology of inclusion of autistic people in the labor market.  

o Facilitate a positive working environment for the autistic people training and also for employers, 

managers. 

o Guide the companies for the recruitment of autistic people and facilitate the adaptation to the jobs. 

The results of the project are very interesting and are available on the project’s webpage and in particular 

here: https://pagesproject.eu/en/node/75. 

The results of the study among employers on European level are stated as follow:  

o 66% of the companies that were included in the survey under the project employ at least a person 

with a disability,  

o 75% were “planning to employ people with disabilities” that gives the idea that the restrains 

regarding this kind of employment were decreasing, but not as fast as desirable.  

o 40% employed an autistic person for “Social commitment” or because the “Skillset of employees is 

beneficial to the company” and not for social policies benefits.  

The researchers state that, according to the survey, in most cases autistic people start working in a company 

through personal recommendations and previous practices instead of being contacted by a specialized 

service. This is coherent with the fact that 63.6% of the autistic people employed in these organizations do 

not have special support from a specialized service. 

Another important result from the survey is the developed guidelines for employers available here: 

https://pagesproject.eu/en/node/99. They include Recommendations for hiring autistic people and Good 

practices for companies to create suitable environment for autistic people. 



 

 

6.2.2 Stakeholders 

ECQ identified the following stakeholders. However, this is just a preliminary list that should be developed 

further:  

1. NGOs working with autistic people and their families: 

- Autism Association: http://www.autism-bg.net/about_us.html 

Its main goal is to protect the social and civil rights of children and young people with special needs 

(generalized mental retardation and autism spectrum disorders) and their families, to help them overcome 

social isolation. The organization supports the effective social integration of such children and young people 

and makes their problems public. It acts also as a support group for parents of people with autism and as a 

contact point for parents of newly diagnosed children, adolescents, and young people with autism. Also, this 

organization acts as a national umbrella group. 

- Center for social rehabilitation and integration: https://autismbulgaria.com/ 

The Center is a municipal structure that aims to offer services and specialized care for people - children, 

youth, and adults - with autism spectrum disorders. The center was implemented as a project of Sofia 

Municipality and the Autism Association and was opened in March 2007. It is a social service that offers 

therapeutic and counseling work for children, adolescents and adults with autism spectrum disorders. The 

center provides help and support to the relatives of people with autism, builds and supports their social 

network of relatives and acquaintances. There are also specialized services aimed at improving the condition 

and skills of its users mainly in the areas of: 

o creating and improving opportunities for communication; 

o building relationships through common activities and interests; 

o improving behavior, participating in social situations in different contexts and different 

environments. 

- Autism today: https://www.autismtoday-bg.eu/  

The Autism Today Association was founded by specialists in the field of applied behavioral analysis, members 

of the public, and parents of children with autism. The mission of the organization is the training of specialists 

and the creation of a professional society in Bulgaria for working with children with autism, which uses 

scientifically proven methods and adheres to the world and European professional and ethical standards of 

practice. Considering the high need in our country and referring to the world statistics, due to the lack of 

such for Bulgaria, the association has accepted the challenge to build Centers for the training of applied 

behavioral analysts in Bulgaria. 



 

 

- BAPID (Bulgarian Association for People with Intellectual Disabilities): https://bapid.com/bapid  

The Bulgarian Association for People with Intellectual Disabilities is a national network of parent 

organizations that works for the dignified and independent life of people with intellectual disabilities and 

their families. BAPID advocates for a national and local policy that respects the rights of people with 

intellectual disabilities and supports developing the necessary supportive environment and full integration 

of people with intellectual disabilities into society. 

BAPID believes and insists on the participation of people with intellectual disabilities and their families in the 

formation, monitoring, and control of policies that are relevant to their lives at all levels of central and local 

government. The organization supports its members in the implementation of activities for people with 

intellectual disabilities by providing information, expert and methodological advice, funding, and support for 

project implementation. BAPID is a member of national councils and other national, European, and 

international organizations. Where necessary and as far as possible, BAPID works together with other 

organizations and stakeholders to protect the interests of people with intellectual disabilities. 

- National Network for Children: https://nmd.bg/en/  

The National Network for Children is an association of civil society organizations and like-minded people 

working with and for children and families throughout the country. According to the Network, all policies and 

practices that directly or indirectly affect children should be designed, implemented, and monitored, taking 

into account the principle of the best interests of children and with the active participation of children and 

young people themselves. Another major priority in their work is to build a working and open civic network 

for children and families. The National Network for Children advocates for the rights and well-being of 

children by uniting and developing a wide, socially significant network of organizations and supporters. 

The Network could be helpful by providing easy access to psychologists and other stakeholders of the project. 

Since it is an umbrella organization, contacting it could be helpful for the project’s dissemination.  

- Companies and organizations in the IT sector having proven interest in the field of the project. 

2. BASSCOM (Bulgarian Association of Software Companies): https://basscom.org/  

BASSCOM is the industry association of leading Bulgarian software development companies. They promote 

competitive advantages and long-term traditions in software development, as well as encourage the 

acquisition of best practices to raise company excellence. By taking part in several projects for autistic people, 

they have shown a proven interest in the field of the WIN-with-U project. 

3. ESI (European Software Institute): https://esicenter.bg/  



 

 

Foundation European Software Institute Center Eastern Europe (ESI CEE) is а not-for-profit organization 

focused on applied research and services for the benefit of the ICT industry.  Their mission is to work for 

increasing the competitiveness of the ICT industry in Eastern Europe to support the development of 

Information Society and Knowledge Economy. They have a proven interest in working with autistic people by 

participating in several projects in the field. 

4. Facebook groups (parents, psychologists, etc.); https://www.facebook.com/groups/autismbulgaria  

Autism Bulgaria is a group that aims to provide information and news related to autism in Bulgarian. The 

members of the group can share their personal stories and find people involved in the problem. 

5. Advocating the rights of people with autism in Bulgaria; 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/Autism.Advocate.Bulgaria/ 

This group was established to protect the rights of people with autism in Bulgaria. The group discusses topics 

related to what we need to do to trigger a change in society and especially the legal framework to guarantee 

the right to a dignified life for people with Autism. Activities are also organized in case of reports of violations 

of the rights of people on the autism spectrum, on behalf of the group as a whole.  

 

6.2.3 National Recommendations  

The professional realization of autistic people is more and more in the focus of the state and the society. 

Achieving real and sustainable results would require constant and focused efforts at every level as well as 

precise coordination of all policies addressing the issue. Therefore, it is to be lauded that there are already 

long- term strategies in place aimed at fostering the right conditions for an adequate integration of autistic 

people in the economic and social life of the country through access to appropriate forms of vocational 

training and employment. Several measures can be undertaken in order to make the implementation of the 

strategic documents more efficient. For example, targeted efforts should be exerted with the aim to make 

the communication and relationship between autistic people and their potential employers less  

administratively burdensome for both parties. There should be a specialized system for monitoring and 

evaluation of the socio-economic status of the autistic people who have benefited from the existing policies 

to ensure efficiency of the applied measures and so that amendments can be made swiftly. The lack of 

adequate data on the beneficiaries of such programmes is one of the main obstacles for developing and 

coordinating programmes for stimulating employment among people from disadvantaged groups. Bulgaria 

is among the pioneers in the EU to develop Unified Information System for People with disabilities, which 

involves autistic people, but its existence won’t be of any help if it is not adequately used. There should be a 



 

 

greater diversity in the programmes aimed at improving the employment opportunities of autistic people 

which would make them more efficient. This may be achieved through better defined target groups, based 

on age, education, experience and other relevant factors. Stimulus programs can be used to encourage the 

business sector to develop their own programmes for integration of autistic people. Autistic people and /or 

their organisations might apply jointly to receive such funding. There should be more emphasis on the 

integrated working environments since specialized and protected workplace are rarely sustainable and they 

do not contribute towards social inclusion of people with disabilities. Funding should be more accessible to 

small enterprises. Currently only companies employing three people or more can apply for funding. This 

prevents a large amount of small businesses from participating which ironically contributes to the lack of 

employment opportunities in smaller and rural communities. 

 

6.3 Denmark 

6.3.1. Projects and initiatives 

Specialisterne Foundation identified seven interesting projects of inclusion of autistic people in labor marked, 

here reported. 

NETCOMPANY (IT-company, +3.500 employees) 

A consultant from Specialisterne solves daily ad hoc tasks in Netcompany's Group IT Services. 

The Client’s Challenge: Group IT Services in the IT company Netcompany, which provides business-critical IT 

solutions and consulting, needed extra hands for tasks such as machine deployment, equipment registration 

and automation of equipment and cleanup in scripts. 

The Solution: Netcompany has entered into cooperation with Specialisterne, in which the consultant will, 

among other things, resolve the following:  

- Deployment and automation of machines to be set up for new users. 

- Registration of equipment. 

- Reading, cleanup and documentation of PowerShell scripts and their features. 

- Servicing users who turn to the Group IT Service team for help. 

 

NORDEA BANK (Bank company, +29.500 employees) 

Specialisterne has facilitated a recruitment process which helped Nordea find seven new IT workers with an 

autism spectrum disorder for the bank’s automation team.  



 

 

The Client’s Challenge: Nordea wanted to expand its automation team, which provides new automated 

services for the bank’s own employees. Nordea was looking for IT workers with various competences. Some 

would build virtual bots for automation, while others would transfer data from the old system to the new 

version, which the automation team was working on. Nordea wanted to use the recruitment to help IT 

talented people with an autism spectrum disorder find a meaningful job.  

The Solution: Nordea entered a recruitment partnership with Specialisterne. The recruitment process was 

designed with inspiration from Specialisterne’s normal model for coaching and selection of several 

candidates at one time, but also addressing the specific needs of Nordea.  

- Specialisterne chose about 30 candidates among the applicants who had responded to the job 

advert. They were invited to participate in a workshop where LEGO robots, for example, were used 

to show how the candidates were performing in teamwork.  

- Next, 15 candidates were selected for a project phase lasting for four weeks, further testing their IT 

competences and cooperation skills. In the first weeks, the daily program was arranged by 

Specialisterne. In the last weeks, the tasks were given by Nordea, in order to test how the candidates 

solved IT challenges corresponding to the daily work at Nordea. 

- Workshops and the project phase both took place at Nordea. Generally, it is very important that the 

recruitment process primarily takes place at the actual workplace. It makes the adaption period 

easier for candidates with an autism spectrum disorder. Furthermore, it gives the company a better 

understanding of the needs of people with an autism spectrum disorder, and how these people 

perform at their best. 

- In the end, the result of the job interviews was that seven candidates were offered a job at Nordea. 

Some of the new employees with an autism spectrum disorder had a formal education within IT, 

while some were autodidact, but very skilled. 

 

SEMLER GROUP (Car importer, +2.000 employees) 

A consultant from Specialisterne helps the car import company Semler Gruppen with completing automated 

tests that are a part of maintaining systems regarding the communication with dealers and workshops. These 

systems are crucial for the company’s business.  

The Client’s Challenge: Semler Gruppen is a company that is importing cars, motorcycles and agricultural 

machines from brands such as Porsche, Audi, Lamborghini, John Deere, Seat, Skoda, VW, Ducati and Bentley. 



 

 

The communication with dealers and their workshops takes place on Semler’s electronic platform AutoCore, 

which integrates everything from quotations, customer directories, managing bills of sales and planning of 

workshop tasks. Errors within one functionality can affect other parts of the system. Therefore, Semler has 

continuously needed to make automated tests, in which existing and new functionalities from the developers 

are being checked, whilst also identifying errors that need to be fixed. 

The Solution: A consultant from Specialisterne has been sent on a secondment at Semler Gruppen. 

The consultant solves various tasks connected to the testing of Semler’s platform AutoCore, as well as the 

CRM system Salesforce. The tasks include: 

- Development of automated tests in Java by using the tool Selenium Webdriver. 

- Testing of both existing and new software within the test environment. 

- Reporting to the developers. 

- Clarification of the quality of the corrections that are being continuously made within the systems. 

 

NOVO NORDISK 

Through planning and facilitating a recruitment process, Specialisterne have helped Novo Nordisk recruit four 

new employees with autism in positions where the candidates’ special skills can create value. 

The Client’s Challenge: Novo Nordisk has put diversity and inclusion high on the agenda in its work with social 

responsibility. With Project Opportunity, which started in 2013, Novo Nordisk aims to include people with 

autism in the workforce. The main objective of the project is to give people with autism a chance in the labor 

market, and an opportunity to use their skills professionally. 9 out of 13 people with autism, who have 

participated in Project Opportunity, have been hired after the one-and-a-half-year project period. 

Novo Nordisk has working functions that match many of the special skills that neurodivergent people can 

have, e.g. IT in general, programming and quality assurance of data. In the latest round of Project 

Opportunity, Novo Nordisk wanted help with recruiting four new employees who would work in different 

departments with quality assurance, finance and accounting, data analysis and programming. 

The Solution: Novo Nordisk entered a recruitment collaboration with Specialisterne. The recruitment process 

was tailored to Novo Nordisk, based on Specialisterne’s model for recruiting several autistic employees at 

once. After Novo Nordisk found the four departments that wanted to hire an employee with autism, the 

recruitment project had this process: 

- Specialisterne gave presentations on autism and autism in the workplace at Novo Nordisk, and met 

with the four department heads to identify tasks and expectations of the candidates' competences. 



 

 

Subsequently, Specialisterne issued four separate vacancies. Among 40 applicants, Specialisterne 

selected 20 candidates, and each of them participated in a competenceclarifying workshop for one 

day at Specialisterne. 

- Eight candidates were selected for a two-week course with different tasks and group projects. The 

first week took place at Specialisterne. Here, the program was organized by Specialisterne for 

clarification. The second week took place at Novo Nordisk and consisted of work-related tasks and 

the presentation of a group task in front of department managers. 

- After the project process, recruitment interviews were held in the various departments. Some of the 

candidates had several interviews. The four new Novo employees were hired for a year and a half, 

where mentors from Specialisterne provided sparring for both employees and department heads at 

Novo Nordisk along the way. 

 

THE CONFEDERATION OF DANISH EMPLOYERS (Main Organisation, 170 employees) 

A consultant from Specialisterne helped the Confederation of Danish Employers making extra control tools 

in Excel and SAS; for quality control of wage statistics from the organization’s SQL environment. 

The Client’s Challenge: Production of statistics is a very important part of the work at the Confederation of 

Danish Employees (DA). In cooperation with Statistics Denmark, DA is responsible for, amongst other things, 

advanced wage statistics, which are used as a base for collective agreement negotiations and regulation of 

welfare payments in Denmark. The formulas behind the statistics are partly written out in Word, and partly 

coded into DA’s SQL environment. As a supplement to their existing quality control of the statistics 

production, DA wanted to create an extra control tool in Excel, so it would be simpler to calculate and check 

if the developers had interpreted the printing of the formulas correctly. 

The Solution: The consultant was at DA daily, and solved three main tasks by using Visual Basics in Excel and 

SAS Enterprise: 

- The consultant compared calculations from SQL code with DA’s mathematical formulas, and 

converted it into an Excel spreadsheet which could test the numbers relation to each other. DA 

already had a spreadsheet for the yearly statistic, but they also wanted one for the economic trend 

statistic. 

- Afterwards, the consultant made an Excel spreadsheet with data validation, which companies had to 

download, fill out and send back. The consultant made macros in the spreadsheet, which were there 

to check if the user’s input was correct. 



 

 

- Furthermore, the consultant made the Excel spreadsheets in SAS Enterprise, that could calculate key 

numbers, and could therefore find possible discrepancies. This was done for both yearly and 

economic trend statistics. 

 

YOUSEE (Telecommunication company, +1.200 employees) 

- The Client’s Challenge: Repetitive testing of smartphones, according to the same specifications every 

time, is a time-consuming and focus-demanding task that include an increasing risk of errors as the 

work hours proceed. That is why YouSee Mobile, back in 2008, allied themselves with Specialisterne.  

- The Solution: Three consultants from Specialisterne have been permanently employed at YouSee 

Mobile. Here they test all new smartphones, apps and services before they are released to 

customers. Specialisterne’s work helps to ensure a high quality of products, better customer 

satisfaction and less expenses for customer services, in reference to complaints. 

 

SUND & BÆLT HOLDING A/S (Develops infrastructure, 100 employees) 

- As a part of the modernization of Sund & Bælt’s management system, Specialisterne have cleaned 

up more than a hundred workflows in Microsoft Visio. 

- The Client’s Challenge: As a part of the modernization of their management system, Sund & Bælt 

Holding 

- A/S had to move all their documentation from an older system on a local server to a new cloud-based 

system. This meant, amongst other things, that more than a hundred workflows had to be cleaned 

up. The workflows of the company describe all working procedures and are, for example, important 

for the introduction of new employees working with monitoring the highway on The Great Belt 

Bridge. It was difficult for Sund & Bælt to find internal resources for the task, and in accordance with 

their CSR-policy, it led Sund & Bælt into entering a collaboration with Specialisterne. 

- The Solution: Since autumn 2018, a group of consultants from Specialisterne have been working on 

cleaning up Sund & Bælt’s workflows. The consultants have been continuously receiving the existing 

workflows on paper, and they have transferred and cleaned them up in Microsoft Visio, according to 

Sund & Bælt’s instructions and wishes. 

 

 

 



 

 

6.4 Italy 

6.4.1 Projects and initiatives  

In Italy, seven projects dedicated to the employment of autistic individuals, economically financed by public 

or private funds, have been identified by our group:  

⮚ Projects based on work in social and agricultural farms (ie. Cascina Rossago; ALI);  

⮚ Integration projects in private companies (ie. IDHP) 

⮚ Self-employment activities (ie. Laboratory of Multimedia Exploration).  

 

START AUTISMO (ABRUZZO) 

The Project “START AUTISMO” (Sistema Territoriale per l’Autonomia e la Realizzazione dei Talenti di persone 

con autismo – Territorial System for Independence and Realization of PwA’s talents) is born in Abruzzo with 

the aim of improving quality of life of adolescents and adults with autism. These are the project’s aims: 

professional formation of a figure called “technical of professional qualification of PwA”; supporting PwA in 

transition to the adult world by creating a network with local authorities; creation of specialized workstation 

(protected laboratories), brokerage service and job placements; courses to support families (parent training); 

promotion of “good practice” about employment in an interregional and European context. 

Cascina Rossago (LOMBARDY) 

Cascina Rossago is a health-care residence for people with disabilities located in Pavia. It was founded in 2002 

and is a structure accredited by the Lombardy Region with resolution VII/16780 of March 19, 2004. It is a 

pilot structure specifically targeted for adults with autism based on the model of the farm communities. The 

inclusion in a suitable environment and the support of specialized personnel offer the resident the 

opportunity to develop his/her skills and achieve higher levels of independence. A carefully planned insertion 

program is included which is realized after a period of observation and evaluation by a multidisciplinary team.  

SWANS (UMBRIA) 

It is a pilot project implemented by European Commission in 2011 in Umbria. Participants are 40 autistic 

people (aged 16-40 years). The aim of the project is to introduce autistic people in workplace through the 

assistance of a tutor. Work experience could last from 2 to 12 months. All employees were supported by a 

trained tutor/facilitator who gradually reduced his/her physical presence as the employee reached increasing 

independence and a major level of awareness and skills in the work environment. Outcomes were evaluated 

by three psychologists who focused both on performance indicators of PwA employed and globally on work 

environment. 



 

 

ALI (Autonomy, Work, Integration), ASCOT SERVICE CENTRE (TUSCANY) 

Ascot Service Centre SRL in Florence is a structure addressed to adults with psyco-cognitive and social-

relationship difficulties. The main project is to import a model of training and employment expressed in a 

continuum between catering activities and reception activities tourism, animal husbandry and gardening. 

The team operates in a refreshment point and a small hotel opened to public where the children with autism 

are included both for job training and for recruitment as employees. The project aims more globally to an 

effective integration of PwA into the job market with registration of regular contracts, by enforcing the 

existing networks with high schools and public local administration. 

Social Cooperative in Rignano sull'Arno, European Therapeutical Centre (CTE) (TUSCANY) 

It is an association located in Florence that, with its 40 hectares of land and forest, offers opportunities for 

relief and residentiality to autistic individuals and their families. The CTE includes various forms of social 

enterprise (Cooperatives A and B). The activities, guided by an operator staff, are focused to the inclusion of 

PwA in the social agriculture sector. The Region supports fundind thanks to the products realized by PwA that 

are sold outside the protected structure. 

PRO.PIL.E.I. ANFASS (SARDINIA)  

Dedicated to autistic people and those with cognitive impairments, it includes the activation of orientation, 

training and insertion/reintegration internships aimed at social inclusion, financially independence and 

rehabilitation and provides support for job maintaining. The project offers a system of training activities 

including seminars on issues related to the world of work, guidance laboratories for the construction of skills 

balance and professional project, training hubs, i.e. mini-experiences of internships, technical, relational and 

transversal skills expendable in the job market and that facilitate professional choices. 

IDHP (EMILIA ROMAGNA) 

The Integrated and Disability Health Program (IDHP), along with Alstom Ferroviaria SPA in Bologna, realized 

a highly innovative project for the employment of young and adults with high and low functioning autism 

spectrum disorder (ASD). The project consisted into an internship of six months, for a total amount of 560 

hours, and a renewal for another 6 months. It involved a group of 5 young adults with high functioning ASD, 

aged 18- 42 years, coming from Bologna or near provinces. Aim of the project was the acquisition of specific 

competences defined in the individual project, through a type C internship (Regional Law n. 7/2013) and the 

subsequent employment of autistic individuals, according to law 68/99. The specific objectives of the project 

can be listed as follows: experience in a work environment; personal and relational growth; acquisition of 

knowledge and skills certified by continuous education programs; verification and orientation of individual 



 

 

professional choices; finalizing the educational experience in employment. During the internship, a job coach 

specialized in autism spectrum disorders was provided by IDHP. The intervention was based on Behavioral 

Skills Training (BST).  

Laboratory of Multimedia Exploration: an example of self-management activity (LOMBARDY) 

It is a cooperative created by autistic individuals and located in Milan. It was founded in 2007 by autistic 

individuals that shared a common difficulty to find a satisfying job despite their technical and professional 

skills. The Laboratory of Multimedia Exploration offers comprehensive services in web design, graphic design, 

desktop publishing and translation.   

Godega4Autism (VENETO) 

It is a project aimed to provide home and job for adults with autism. It is the result of a no-profit organization 

called “Fondazione Oltre il Labirinto Onlus”. It is financially sustained by the products realized in the structure 

and by fundraising activities. It is a small village that includes a building and an agricultural land with a 

greenhouse. The employees work with the support of a supervisor and each task is explained through visual 

instructions. Work activities include assembling ‘hug bikes’ (tandem bicycles designed to enable a person 

with autism to ride a bicycle safely with the support of another rider), recycling cork and carrying out projects 

for local external organizations, such as packaging wine. 

 

6.4.2 National Recommendations  

The regulatory framework in Italy shows the evolution of the approach to disability from healthcare to 

recognition of the assurance of ‘quality of life’. Labour inclusion extremely contributed to the achievement 

of a good quality of life as it can guarantee the acquisition of integrating skills, meaning a series of skills that 

allow the disabled person to acquire a necessary autonomy and to have the means to take advantage of the 

services offered by the community and to activate rewarding relationships with the most diverse elements 

of the life (Cottini, 2009). Specifically referring to autism, the "normalization" process which prioritized the 

importance of providing support to autistic workers in order to improve their performance of ‘normal’ 

functional outcomes (e.g. social, intellectual and manual capabilities) has proved to be unsuccessful as it was 

motivated by the question ‘what symptoms he/she has’ and ‘how can be rehabilitated’ which tended to 

exacerbate disability and loose autonomy and competence. The alternative path that national initiatives are 

inspiring at, is aimed at allowing every person with autism the possibility of expressing one's own personality 

and potential through work, in a path of social and work inclusion.  



 

 

At this regards, here below we list the national recommendation to improve the labour inclusion of workers 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder: 

1. Incentivize work-based learning and traineeship in SMEs. In order to prepare autistic people to work it is 

necessary to provide specific work-based learning placement and traineeship programme even before they 

enter into the labour market. Subsequently, VET Providers that can benefit for instance of the work-based 

learning programme (alternanza scuola-lavoro) should design ad hoc placement service in accordance with 

the partner business in order to develop specific working skills. 

2. Incentivize SMEs in hiring autistic workers. If it is true that current legislation incentivizes the employment 

of people with disability in general with the provision of tax benefits, it is also true that main incentives and 

obligations refer to big enterprises while no reference is made in particular to micro, small and medium 

enterprises which effectively represent the main components of the Italian working environment. As a result, 

it would be necessary to promote the culture of labour inclusion also within this business system. 

3. Promote culture of social inclusion enterprises. Educating SMEs (managers and other employees as well) 

to recognize the talent of autistic workers, means to educate them to invest in people rather than simply 

meet commitments. As a result, it is advisable to promote among enterprises a culture of labour inclusion 

which not necessarily is in contrast with profitmaking and competition while instead can perfectly trigger a 

more attractive image which is in line with the requirements of responsible market.  

4. Design customized placement services for autistic workers. As demonstrated by the case studies above 

mentioned, the design of a customized placement to be specific for each single person in accordance with 

the support of experts and local authorities represents the best solution to effectively place and integrate 

autistic people. When speaking about autistic workers, it is impossible to apply the same placement 

mechanism adopted for other workers while it is required to have a customized plan which is built on the 

specific expectations, desires, capabilities, potential and needs of the single person. Furthermore, this is also 

enforced by the fact that standardized approaches do not fit Autism itself given the different aspects that 

this disorder – which is a ‘spectrum’ disorder - can show. 

5. Job security training customized for companies with autistic personnel. In Italy, all enterprises are obliged 

to provide job security training to its personnel to avoid and manage safety risks that may occur when 

performing their job. In case of emergencies, it is important to provide a structured and prompt reply in order 

to limit consequences. Considering that even in ‘normal’ conditions autistic workers can manifest difficulties 

in interacting and managing situations, it could be very hard for them to manage dangerous situation such 

as earthquake, fire etc. as they may not recognize the peril or show a hyper reaction. As a result, on the one 



 

 

hand Autistic workers have to be specifically trained about job security according to their needs in order to 

be able to identify a dangerous situation and behave in a correct way. On the other hand, also their colleagues 

have to be specifically trained in order to correctly behave and deal with their Autistic colleagues when such 

situations occur.  

6. Provision of accessible professional training for ASD. In a hyper-technological work where IT solutions have 

changed the way we perform work and access to training, it is necessary to keep an eye on the limitations 

that these tools represent from autistic workers. In this sense, the employer should evaluate the benefits 

and eventually identify alternative solution that match better with the profile and needs of autistic workers 

in order to make them comfortable. 

7. National health authority (ISS) enhances cooperation with Ministry of Labour, business sector and social 

partners for developing specific guidelines. National authorities should cooperate altogether in order to 

provide official guidelines for companies and managers in order to support the placement of autistic workers. 

The inter-sectoral cooperation between the National health authority and the Ministry of Labour will in fact 

assure the coverage of both parties’ needs facilitating the demolition of prejudice and facilitating 

comprehension. 

8. Develop additional assessment criteria / indicators for autistic workers: Quality of Life. As the effective and 

customized Personalized Plan, as above mentioned, is focused on the identification of desired life 

experiences and goals and of needed support of the single worker, it is subsequently necessary to monitor 

and evaluate progress based on the effective enhancement of personal outcomes in terms of expressed in 

terms of: - personal satisfaction and happiness; - improvement of the Quality of Life; - behavioural, functional, 

health, clinic and environmental progression giving priority to the accomplishment of personal satisfaction 

and happiness rather than on the improvement of social, practical and intellectual capabilities. 

 

7. ANALYSIS OF PROJECT TARGET GROUPS OF LEARNING FEATURES AND NEEDS  

ASD is heterogeneous in nature and this has consequences in challenges and supports needed by PwA. There 

is the lack of highly individualized transition plan for young people on the autism spectrum. Eligibility criteria 

for public services depend usually on having an intellectual disability (ID) but only one-third of PwA has an 

ID.  

Unmet transition needs. PwA do not receive an adequate support for the introduction in work environment 

during the last year of high school, with 30% of them having three or more unmet needs. Specific needs 

include career counseling/job skills training and life skills training but youth with autism without intellectual 



 

 

disability (ID) were far less likely to receive these services. Barriers included cost, access to services, and lack 

of providers who accepted their insurance.  

Lack of ongoing employment support. For many autistic people, maintaining work or post-secondary 

educational positions is a significant challenge. The few studies that have examined employment beyond 

young adulthood did not show patterns of improvement over time. Most adults who are unemployed or 

underemployed in early adulthood are usual to maintain this condition with a progressive decline of 

independence in vocational positions over time.  

Good news. Poor employment outcomes are not universal. Some autistic adults successfully obtain and 

maintain jobs. The success factors of job finding and maintaining are not fully explained. One important factor 

is self-care skills which consistently predict employment and is amenable to intervention. Another well-

known predictor of outcomes in adulthood is level of cognitive functioning because it has been observed that 

autistic adults who have an ID are significantly less likely to be employed or living in the community. However, 

there is few evidence of how to support autistic adults and co-occurring intellectual disability in reaching 

their maximum potential.  

Recently, some factors that influence the outcome of the employment in autistic people have been 

highlighted: a more advanced age, a higher level of education, the absence of comorbidity. Therefore, it 

seems of particular importance to pay attention upon completion of the study course (supported education) 

and treat as soon as possible the onset of some psychiatric problem.  

Some measures of intervention to improve PwA’s employment success should be considered:  

(a) Preparing autistic individuals to the transition to the adult world. 

(b) Strengthening the role of education and training. 

(c)  Supporting families (psychologically and economically). 

(d) Creating new services that help PwA to reach financially independence. 

(e) Creating targeted job contexts. 

(f) Developing programs of “autism awareness” 

(g) Realizing specific guidelines for employment.  

Here we provide the example of PAGES, a successfully list of recommendations for job integration of autistic 

people. 

The aim of PAGES (‘Pathways for guiding employment skills for ASD’) is to support companies to understand 

the added social and market value that autistic workers can provide. In doing this, it provides practical 

recommendations and guidelines which can help ensure the suitable placement of autistic individuals in 



 

 

employment. In particular, these recommendations will provide guidance to employers in facilitating the 

inclusion of autistic individuals, but more importantly aims to help them identifying the appropriateness of a 

role for the autistic person.  

The recommendations are structured in nine sections, reflective of a typical recruitment exercise and the 

career stages that might be encountered: (1) On-the-Job Training; (2) Advertisement; (3) Application; (4) Pre-

selection; (5) Interview; (6) Offer; (7) Follow-up. 

Work-based learning 

Work-based learning schemes such as traineeship or apprenticeship are the first opportunity that both a 

trainee/apprentice and company have to get to know each other and to plan the transition to work. 

If a company provides on-the job training activities to young people, it will come across people who may be 

autistic but do not have a diagnosis. Trainees with a demand avoidant profile - people with a demand 

avoidant profile share difficulties with others on the autism spectrum in social communication, social 

interaction and restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviours, activities or interests - will need differing 

interventions and approaches. Young people on the autism spectrum often need routine in order to help 

them understand the world around them. This means that they can find unstructured times such as lunch 

and break times particularly difficult. They may need longer to process information and can also find 

socialising and communicating challenging. Many want to make friends but find it hard as they lack the 

appropriate social skills. They are often bullied as their peers can lack awareness of autism and do not accept 

diversity. Some may have intense interests, or lack organisational and planning skills that can affect their 

ability to take part in activities during the day. In addition to this, many will have difficulty when processing 

sensory information. This can occur in one or more of the seven senses. Their senses can be intensified 

(hypersensitive) or under-sensitive (hyposensitive). The degree of difficulty will vary from one individual to 

another and according to other factors such as mood and levels of stress and stimuli. Trying to cope with the 

above during the working day can lead to anxiety, behaviour that challenges and meltdowns. Often, autistic 

trainees will not show the stress they are feeling for due to school-work transition. The behaviour of some 

autistic young people can be challenging in this transitory time. This behaviour is often due to an underlying 

anxiety, frustration or sensory sensitivity. It is not always clear what has triggered it, making it hard to control 

the situation and identify useful strategies. It is helpful to monitor this behaviour to start to recognise when 

anxiety or frustration is starting to build. The employer can then talk to them about what would help and put 

appropriate support in place. 



 

 

Here are some simple tips the employer can put into practice to help autistic trainees who perform on-the 

job training in his/her company: 

1. Profile the trainee. Find out additional information about the trainee including their sensory profile 

and communication preferences. 

2. Match students’ skills. Match the skills and interest of the trainee to the demands of the appointed 

position in order to assure that the assigned tasks are appropriate. 

3. Define the training programme. Prepare for the induction programme and ensure the trainee is 

prepared and knows what is going to happen, where it’s going to happen, who is going to be there, 

how the induction will happen and for how long, and when the working day is going to end.  

4. Set the learning outcomes. Focus the induction programme on the acquisition of key working skills 

such as organisational and planning skills and on the acquisition of self-awareness and self-

determination. 

5. Focus on social aspects. Simplify communication and allow time for them to process information. 

The use of social stories to develop greater social understanding as well as the introduction of social 

skills programmes such as time to talk and socially speaking may be helpful. 

6. Schedule. Use a routine they have created or which has been mutually agreed and make sure that 

you prepare them for any change to their routine. 

7. Provide supports. Use visual supports to help them better understand their routine and the working 

day; this can include resources such as a time timer. 

8. Adapt the working environment. Consider the working environment and think about how you can 

make it more comfortable. For example, a trainee who struggles to block out background noise may 

benefit from wearing ear defenders. 

9. Manage stress. Use a stress scale to turn emotions into more concrete concepts. For instance, the 

Incredible 5 Point Scale (Figure E) is a much-used resource allowing autistic apprentices to have a 

time out card or exit pass to indicate to staff that they are feeling anxious and need to leave the 

room. A good idea may be to have an agreed safe and quiet place for autistic apprentices to go to 

when they feel anxiety building or are overloaded by sensory stimuli. 



 

 

 

Figure E. The Incredible 5 Point Scale (Adapted from Buron & Curtis, 2003) 

10. Communicate with parents. Establish good communication with parents/carers/teachers. They know 

the young person best and may be able to suggest interventions to use. Please, note that the parents 

may also be autistic. Trying these informal techniques can help autistic young people to feel better 

supported in an on-the-job training programme. However, it is important to remember that each 

autistic person is an individual and what works for one autistic apprentice may not work for another. 

Job advertisement & application 

The job advert is the first step for a company to recruit new personnel to the company. For potential 

candidates, job adverts can be their first interface with an organisation. If a company wants to ensure the 

advert is inclusive, there are some requirements which need to be included in order for the company to be 

effective and successful:  

1. Network with ASD-related organizations. Contact organisations or social networks that promote 

employment to have a clearer idea and vision about the strengths of autistic applicants as well as 

being supported in the planning and publicising of job vacancies. 

2. Clear language. Job adverts are always concise and written in clear language. 

3. Essential information. They should list essential skills, avoid jargon or unnecessary information, 

focusing on functions and tasks to be performed in the position. 

4. Simple layout. The advert should be clearly presented, avoiding complex designs. Make sure that the 

company logo is visible.  



 

 

5. List necessary skills. Try to be really objective about what abilities and experiences are genuinely 

essential for the job to be done well and leave out any that are not. Job descriptions and job adverts 

can sometimes inadvertently include items which that are likely to deter potential autistic applicants. 

Common examples include "must be a strong communicator", "good communication skills required", 

or "excellent written and spoken communication skills". If these skills are crucial for the position they 

need to be clearly identified and specified in terms of tasks (e.g. ability to speak over the phone, 

attend networking events, speak and work appropriately with people of varying levels in the 

company).  

6. Be autism-friendly. Reassure candidates that the organisation will accept candidates from diverse 

backgrounds and encourages applications from the autism community. Conduct targeted outreach 

to attract qualified candidates on the autism spectrum. 

7. Provide a reference contact. Add contact details for candidates to obtain clarity about the advert. 

This contact should be an email or online portal as well as a telephone contact. It is advisable to 

appoint someone who can prepare and support applicants on how to apply for the position. It is 

crucial to specify how candidates can apply for the advertised job: different methods can be 

proposed such as replying by e-mail, uploading a request on job portals. However, in most cases 

there will be a face to face interview. Another option may be to use written communication (e-mail), 

however, a telephone call should be avoided: if the selection procedure involves a telephone 

interview, many applicants with autism will fail at this stage. 

Pre-selection 

Pre-selection is an early step of the recruitment process. The aim of this task is to filter out candidates that 

do not match the job profile. The ability to identify and deselect the people that will not perform well in the 

job (negative selection), and to look for the best candidates that meet the job requirements (positive 

selection). Pre-Selection is an activity in which the organisation or the company selects a fixed number of 

candidates from a large number of applicants. Selection means the placement of the right person to the right 

job. The process of selection is a time-consuming one because the HR managers have to identify the eligibility 

of every candidate for the post.  

Below are some tips or recommendations about the pre-selection stage: 

1. Establish internal recruitment policies. In order to prioritise employing autistic people and those with 

disabilities, a company’s overall recruitment plan should be developed. There should be more than 

one person carrying out the recruitment process to reduce the risk of prejudice or bias. It is necessary 



 

 

to provide training in ASD for in-company professionals, especially for HR professionals, to ensure 

they take into account the needs of each candidate, both in the selection process and in the 

workplace. Keep in mind that not everything fits all so, in order to avoid a “Procrustean Bed” (ie. plan 

or scheme to produce uniformity or conformity by arbitrary or violent methods), design specific 

actions in relation to the size of the enterprise.  

2. Define a reasonable adjustment policy. In many companies, there are misconceptions about the cost 

of making reasonable adjustments for the autistic employees, which could have a positive impact on 

the organisation and the work environment. Determine the company policy such as the inclusion of 

a job coach in the recruitment and employment process. A job coach can create universal tools for 

communication. A job coach can assist in setting up schedules, managing time strategies, etc.  

Providing comprehensive information, communicating in a direct manner, and giving clear 

expectations is key. 

3. Communicate effectively. Be direct. Say exactly what is meant and identify exactly what the company 

wants. The more detail provided, the better the employee will understand. Put instructions in 

writing, and then follow up verbal instructions with an email. Avoid any indirect pattern of speech, 

including clichés, implied meanings, and idioms. Provide clear expectations. Provide details such as 

deadlines (time frames, schedules) and outcomes (what it looks like, formatting). 

4. Communicate clearly. When communicating with the job applicant with ASD it is better to use written 

communication (e-mail) than a phone call. It is helpful to be systematic with clear instructions that 

are concrete and concise. This will avoid ambiguous and abstract messages that can create 

misunderstandings and difficulties for the candidate. 

5. Implement reasonable adjustments. In many cases there is a lack of flexibility during the recruitment 

process. It is important to consider whether reasonable adjustments could be made to enable autistic 

candidates to meet company’s requirements. This should guide the process of recruitment. A 

reasonable accommodation is a modification or adjustment to a role, the work environment, or the 

way things are usually done that enables a qualified individual with a disability to enjoy an equal 

employment opportunity: 1) to ensure equal opportunity in the application process, 2) to enable a 

qualified individual with a disability to perform the essential functions of a job, and 3) to enable an 

employee with a disability to enjoy equal benefits and privileges of employment.  

6. Extract unwritten information. An autistic person will not necessarily know and be able to identify 

and describe soft ‘skills’ , especially communication and interpersonal skills and, therefore, they may 



 

 

not be able to work towards improving these, or demonstrate them on their CVs or during the 

interview, even if they happen to be very skilled for the position. It is necessary to review in depth 

the applicants’ previous experience and to be aware of this in the PRESELECTION stage. It is important 

to remember that during this stage the company is seeking the best employee for the job, and not 

for the job seeking procedure itself. Always keep in mind that working tends to be even more 

important to PwAthan it is to the rest of the workforce, as it is likely to be their primary route to 

social inclusion; it also offers them an opportunity to engage with their skills and interests in a 

structured environment with clear rules and goals. 

Interview 

When employers know that they are dealing with an autistic candidate, reasonable adjustments can be 

implemented to the interview process. Reasonable adjustments are adaptations that are made for people 

with disabilities in the workplace. Sometimes it may be possible that some suggestions and requirements 

come directly from the candidate.  

Here below, there are some key adjustments that companies have to take into consideration before, during 

and after the interview with an autistic person. 

Adjustments before the interview: 

1. Be informative. Provide clear information on what will be expected at the interview, how long the 

interview will take, what needs to be brought along and how to get to the interview. Describe any 

tasks that they will have to do and the types of questions that may be asked. Provide an opportunity 

for an accompanied interview where the autistic person is supported by an expert/coach of autism 

(Fostering a barrier-free society for people on the autism spectrum, Autism Europe). 

2. Request a support. Companies can ask for a support worker to attend the interview to act as a 

facilitator or ‘translator’. They could help with: - rephrasing unclear questions; giving context to a 

question; - prompting to give more information. 

Adjustments during the interview: 

1. Ask for concrete examples. Ask clear and specific questions such as, ‘Describe your work history for 

the last three years’, rather than, ‘Tell me about yourself.’ Ask questions based on past experience, 

relating specifically to skills needed for the job applied for, such as, ‘In your last job, did you do any 

filing or data input? What processes or procedures did you use to do this effectively?’ Avoid 

hypothetical (‘What if?’) questions such as, ‘How do you think you’ll cope with working if there are 



 

 

lots of interruptions?’ A better question would be, ‘Think back to your last job. Can you tell us how 

you coped with your work when people interrupted you?’ 

2. Guide the interviewee. Prompt and ask additional questions to get all the information needed. Tell 

the interviewee clearly if an answer is too long. A polite but direct way of the interviewer doing this 

would be to say, ‘Thank you, you’ve told us enough about that now and I’d like to ask you another 

question.’ 

3. Correctly interpret body language. To be aware that body language and eye contact may be different 

from other candidates and this should not be interpreted as a lack of interest in the job. An 

alternative to interview may be to suggest to an employer that a work trial or placement  evaluation 

would be a more suitable method than an interview to assess whether the candidate has the suitable 

skills to perform the appointed role. Some employers have found that a placement evaluation – a 

period of work experience – is a better way of assessing individuals’ talents than a formal interview. 

Offer 

The approach to informing the candidate that he/she is selected for employment will depend on their 

preferred communication style. The selected candidate can be communicated with either by phone, by e-

mail or inviting him/her to a second face-to-face meeting in order to have a detailed conversation with 

him/her to explain the conditions for starting work, the induction process and to discuss any adjustments. 

In order to make a job offer, it is crucial to follow these instructions in order to ensure the positive conclusion 

of the recruitment process: 

6. Give time.  After the official offer is made to the candidate, the employer should give him/her sufficient 

time to consider and make the final decision. The deadline for this should be clearly stipulated to the 

candidate. 

7. Consider job expectations. Be aware that the job offer has taken into consideration the specific needs of 

the appointed autistic person. This requirement is very important when providing a working environment 

which enables him/her to succeed in the workplace. 

8. Make an individual plan for placement. Develop an individual plan aimed at empowering and supporting 

the employee. This plan should be drawn up with and agreed by the employee. In order to be supported 

in this phase, social services can be involved in order give tutoring support to both the company and the 

autistic worker in making choices aimed at personal self-determination and self-awareness and in 

training employees who are preliminary introduced with the qualities of the new candidate. 

 



 

 

Follow-up 

The employment of people on the autism spectrum is still rare today, although there have been small 

advances in the awareness of the business community about their contribution to the labour market. 

There are still many social and cultural prejudices and false beliefs about their ability to work. It is believed 

that they are less qualified and less productive. Hiring PwAis not a priority for most companies and much less 

giving them the opportunity to develop a professional career. As discussed earlier, to promote access to the 

ordinary labour market for autistic people, as a guarantee of their full and effective participation in society 

under equal conditions, it is necessary to ensure specific and specialized support systems. One of the most 

relevant support systems related to work is supported employment. This methodology is defined as an 

individualised set of services and actions focused on the person’s needs and interests that facilitate their 

performance in the work place. This support system contributes to accessing employment, maintaining 

employment and professional development in the labour market. It provides professional support for people 

with additional needs in the work place to be included in the employment environment. This specialized 

support includes the learning of technical tasks, but also the acquisition of social and communication skills 

that are important in the work place. One of the key elements of supported employment is the individualised 

support, adapted to the individual’s needs. PwA need continued support during their working lives. This 

support may vary in frequency, intensity and typology (Vidriales, Hernández y Plaza, 2017).  

In order to ensure follow-up and professional development, we have to take into account the following 

issues: 

1. Provide a detailed activity and time schedule. One of the characteristics of ASD is the difficulty to 

adapt to changes in the environment and daily life. Therefore, autistic people may need structure 

and routine in which they feel comfortable. It is important for them to have a clear schedule, with 

established breaks and a weekly work plan. Details about the order and priority of each task should 

be established and clarified, as well as other important details, as the period of implementation or 

the delivery calendar.  

2. Communicate simply and clearly. ASD affects social communication and interaction and social skills, 

so social interaction could be a great challenge in the working environment. For example, autistic 

people may have a good understanding of the formal aspects of language but they may have 

difficulties with the interpretation of non-literal meanings, such as ironies, jokes, metaphors. 

Therefore, it is important to avoid ambiguous and abstract language. In addition, they may need 

more time to process verbal messages and instructions simultaneously. These instructions must be  



 

 

clear, direct and concise, avoiding ambiguity. In addition, it is recommended to structure information 

and to give this as clearly as possible. It could be useful to use visual aids, as lists of written tasks or 

pictograms, and to break down every task into different phases to develop it in an ordered way. 

3. Equip the employee with social rules. Autistic people may also have problems extracting the key 

information and meaning of the social context when it is not very explicit, so adapting their behaviour 

to the non-written social rules could be a very challenging task for them. As well, they may have 

difficulties understanding the diverse types of relationships and may not adjust their language and 

behaviour to the familiarity of the relationship in each case. For these reasons, a facilitating resource 

in the work places may be to have a list of all those unwritten rules and to review them one by one 

with someone that can clarify them in the working context. Explaining those unwritten codes helps 

to avoid and prevent conflicting situations and misunderstandings. Examples of unwritten rules could 

be: knowing the hierarchy of the company, respecting the dress code, prioritising tasks, etc.  

4. Set a suitable environment. Autistic people process environmental stimuli differently. They can be 

hypo or hypersensitive to different sensory stimuli related to visual, auditory, olfactory, gustatory, 

and tactile or proprioceptive senses. It is important to be aware of this when hiring autistic people, 

in order to adapt (if possible) the working environment to the person’s needs. For example, the 

artificial lights could be ameliorated; the person could be seated next to a window in order to use 

only natural light; the person could use ear plugs or other devices in order to minimize noise levels 

even if they are tolerable for other people. The company must know the person’s preferences and 

sensibilities, and should provide him or her with specific adaptations that can help to manage the 

environmental sensory demands. 

5. Identifying social and natural supports. Social and informal support is essential at the work place for 

autistic people. This kind of support should be oriented to facilitate social participation and social 

inclusion, and to manage difficult situations. This non-professional support should be provided by 

other workers at the company, or by working colleagues. Sometimes it should be monitored by the 

job supervisors, detecting emerging needs and anticipating difficult situations for the person. During 

the adaptation period to the work place, the person could have a professional support that helps him 

or her with these demands. However, and after the adaptation period, this professional support 

should be substituted by an informal and natural one, provided by other colleagues or partners at 

the working place. The natural support role should help the autistic person with the organisational 

and performance demands of the job and also with the social challenges at work. The intensity of 



 

 

this kind of support could be gradually withdrawn once the autonomy and independence of autistic 

employees increases. However, this natural support is fundamental to help people on the spectrum 

to manage the new demands and challenges that can appear at the workplace. It is recommended 

to assign a peer mentor who can support the autistic employee, both in their work and in managing 

the social demands of the employment context, trying to maintain the consistency of this support 

person, and his or her coordination with the formal or professional support system that assists the 

autistic person. 

Conclusions 

This guide provides some recommendations that can help the companies to adapt and include autistic people 

in the labour market. The guide has taken into account the complexity and heterogeneity of autism spectrum 

disorders and the need for a coordinated approach, which integrates the employee interests and priorities; 

with the support systems provided by institutions, professionals and families. 

It is possible for people on the autism spectrum to be included in the labour market and to perform as 

valuable employees. It has been shown in different international experiences with social enterprises and 

cooperatives where it is possible to create real working environments and adjusted contexts that include 

and multiply the employees’ talent. A company that invests in employing people on the autism spectrum 

shows itself to be forward-looking and socially responsible. It increases the social awareness and the   

productivity of the company and contributes to the motivation and engagement of its staff. 

  



 

 

8. FOUR KEY PERFORMANCE INDICATORS (KPI) 

We identified four scientific and validated scales as Key Performance Indicators (KPI). They should be 

administered by expert neuropsychologist for a specific assessment of cognitive abilities and skills 

 

8.1 WAIS IV (Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale – Fourth Edition) 

The Wechsler scales is the “gold standard” in cognitive assessment and the most used measure of IQ 

(Wechsler, 2003a). It contains a series of scales called ‘Indices’ that assess different types of cognitive 

domains including processing speed, working memory, verbal comprehension, and perceptual reasoning.  

Here there is a summary of the four Indexes of the scale: 

- Verbal Comprehension Index (VCI): it values the ability of listening, elaborating and expressing 

thoughts; 

- Perceptual Reasoning Index (PRI): it assesses the ability of facing problem solving tasks; 

- Working Memory Index (WMI): it values the ability of memorising new information and use 

information acquired to produce some results.  

- Processing Speed Index (PSI): it is focused on attention and on the ability of ordering information to 

perform a task.  

8.2 FSIQ (Full Scale Intelligence Quotient) 

FSIQ explores the individual’s cognitive functioning and it is divided in subtests scores that examine specific 

cognitive functions. 

8.3 GAI (General Ability Index) 

The GAI is an optional index score for the WISC-IV and the WAIS-IV. It is derived from the core Verbal 

Comprehension and Perceptual Reasoning subtests. The GAI provides an estimate of general intellectual 

ability, with reduced emphasis on working memory and processing speed relative to the FSIQ. 

Theoretically, the GAI represents an individual’s overall cognitive ability, if working memory and processing 

speed abilities were similar to verbal and non-verbal abilities. 

In the WAIS-IV, the GAI includes three core verbal comprehension subtests (Similarities, Vocabulary, and 

Comprehension) and three core perceptual reasoning subtests (Block Design, Matrix Reasoning, and Picture 

Concepts).  

8.4 Cognitive Proficiency Index (CPI) 

The CPI is an optional index score for the WISC-IV and the WAIS-IV. It explores the proficiency with which a 

person processes certain types of cognitive information in order to acquire more advanced skills. 



 

 

 

9. SUCCESSFULLY INCLUSION CASES AND RELATED MANAGERIAL PRACTICES IN COMPANIES AND SMES 

FOR EACH PARTNER COUNTRY 

We reported some case reports of successful employment of PwA in the partners’countries. 

 

9.1 Belgium (Autism-Europe) 

Autism-Europe provided five successfully examples of work inclusion for PwA in Belgium. 

Roeland’s Testimonial 

Roeland’s testimonial found via Passwerk. He was interviewed and explained his experience as test engineer 

with many years of experience. You can find below part of his interview.  

- With your autism, what do you find to be the greatest challenge in your assignments?  

“The greatest challenge for me still is being able to communicate at a sufficiently high level. I try to determine 

the best way to communicate from the feedback I get. I now know some handy technical tricks, especially 

when it comes to composing data”. 

- Is the coaching from Passwerk helpful? And if so, why do you find it so important? 

“The coaching from Passwerk allows me to talk about situations. The main advantage is that I don’t have 

to wait until the biweekly meeting to contact a coach. A conversation is seldom about ‘alert signals’ but 

more typically about what I could do to better handle certain situations. If the client asks me to adapt my 

way of working, it often isn’t too hard for me to do that and adhere to it”.  

Dimitri’s Testimonial  

Dimitri had succeeded in joining Passwerk in October 2020 after a long recruitment process of almost two 

months, during which he also received training in software testing (ISTQB).  

Dimitri’s SPOC (Single Person of Contact) in the company, Mr Vianney Maerte, elaborated on his experience 

working with an autistic person: “Dimitri’s main mission is to take charge of testing all new developments 

related to the above applications, and to be an integral part of the team that manages them. Personally, I’d 

already been lucky enough to meet some Passwerk consultants at another company, so for my part I didn’t 

have any doubts. But for the company it was completely new, and I think it’s quite normal to have some 

fears, to wonder how the dialogue with the consultant will work out: what it’s OK to say and do, and 

conversely what should be avoided. Because of this, at the beginning of the collaboration Passwerk proposed 

a meeting to raise awareness about autism among Dimitri’s future coworkers. This made it possible to 

alleviate some fears right from the start. I think working with an autistic consultant as a tester is a real asset. 



 

 

They will generally have the ability to perform the same task multiple times with exactly the same level of 

accuracy. Moreover, for the consultant’s well-being within the business, I think it’s better to take things one 

step at a time, not to get ahead of yourself, so that’s what we did with Dimitri in terms of his contacts with 

other people. Initially we let Dimitri work alone, with regular monitoring, and then we gradually integrated 

him into the team. Today, Dimitri is fully integrated into the team, and even participates every morning in 

the daily Stand Up with around ten people.” 

Dimitri also explained his experience working for the company: 

- What are you most proud of in your collaboration with Forem so far (NB: Forem is the Walloon Office 

for Vocational Training and Employment)? 

“So far, I think I’m especially proud of the fluidity of my relationships and how I’ve adapted, and of the 

way I’m taken care of, supported and guided by the various parties involved. I think my willingness has 

made the difference in my work for Forem”.  

- How do you view the interventions of your jobcoach in your collaboration with Forem? 

“These interventions do me a huge amount of good. They allow me to benefit from a support that, in 

addition to highlighting and informing me about the assessment of the work I’ve done during the 

previous weeks, is above all psychological and gives me the assurance that I’m staying on track”. 

- Overall, how satisfied are you with your collaboration with Forem? 

“I am extremely satisfied with my collaboration with Forem. On a scale of 1 to 10, I’d put my satisfaction 

level above 8.5. Things have gelled quickly. I feel I’m where I belong. I don’t think it would be pretentious 

of me to say that I’m a link in a chain”. 

Baptiste’s Testimony  

Baptiste is a twenty-four-year-old autistic man. Since May 2018, he has had a job as a groom with the Cavalry 

of the Federal Police, mainly known to the general public for its missions of maintenance of 

order and for the royal escort. Outside of his professional activity, Baptiste has many hobbies. He is a 

scout leader and an indoor soccer leader and he is the president of the school's alumni committee. He is 

also a member of a musical group in which he sings and plays percussion. It must be said that, until a few 

years ago, Baptiste's socio-professional integration was far from assured, 

and was even considered an unattainable dream. However, Baptiste has been involved with horses for 

many years. He knows how to care for them, he knows how to ride them; he appreciates them 

enormously. This experience was acquired during his leisure time as a child. It finally allowed him to get a 

job in this sector of activity which suits him perfectly, within a federal institution. 



 

 

Baptiste is an early affiliate of DiversiCom. So, as soon as he entered the job market, he benefited from 

appropriate coaching and has multiplied his internships. At the end of the last of these internships, which 

took place at the Federal Police, Baptiste was offered a full-time job. On the occasion of his engagement 

he and his family were assisted by DiversiCom in the various administrative procedures. When Baptiste 

started his job, DiversiCom was instrumental in to prepare Baptiste's integration into his new 

professional environment, both with the authorities of the Cavalry Service and with his new colleagues. 

Other testimonies from DiversiCom participants: 

- “I needed help, I didn't think I could do it alone and I was going around in circles at home. DiversiCom 

offered me the support I needed to regain hope of working.” 

- “Before DiversiCom, I only saw my disability as something negative, but DiversiCom has made a 

complete turnaround in my home.” 

- “Beyond this new professional impetus, I also completely changed my mentality and regained 

confidence in myself!” 

- “This is an unexpected help. DiversiCom has taken on the role that manages all the professional side: 

administrative support, accompaniment, follow-up etc.” 

Alexandre’s Testimonial  

Alexandre is starting his last year of Master in Civil Engineering in Louvain-la-Neuve. His autism does not 

prevent him from leading a typical student life. Prior to this, he attended the Institut de l'Assomption in 

Boistfort, supervised by teachers who were keen to make the most of his strengths. 

They were right: Alexandre will be "their" finalist in the 2009 Mathematics Olympiad 2009! 

He also seized the opportunity to take his first steps his first steps in a company. BNP Paribas Fortis offered 

him a job within the Operations and Infrastructure Department. On the agenda for Alexandre: the creation 

of cost models, including their oral presentation to users and their adaptation. His team leaders admire his 

logical sense and his concern for to assimilate the concepts before getting down to work. Alexandre comes 

out of this first experience aware of the constraints and the richness of teamwork. DiversiCom put Alexandre 

in touch with BNP Paribas Fortis, participated in his first interviews and followed the progress of his 

internship. It will also explore with him new job opportunities that match his skills. The Head of the 

department said: “We were very pleased with the work done by Alexandre. He took up the challenge with a 

lot of will, perseverance and patience. We were impressed by his ability to learn quickly and independently 

and we are convinced of the added value of his work.” 

 



 

 

9.2 Bulgaria (ECQ) 

Involvement of children and young people with autism spectrum disorders in IT training and employment 

People with disabilities in Bulgaria are one of the most vulnerable groups to social exclusion. The current 

practice is addressed to the inclusion of people with disabilities in training activities for working with IT and 

employment in the information technology sector through practical internship training and support in finding 

a suitable job. The model was first developed in 2007 and in 2010, the pilot phase started with 20 young 

people with autism spectrum disorders. Eight of them have undergone theoretical and practical internship 

in IT organizations, and three of them continue to work in companies. Two of the young people continue to 

work in an IT company on part-time basis, one girl currently works part-time on a civil contract continuing 

her higher education.  

The model for inclusion of the young people with autism was implemented in 4 main stages: 

1) promotion and analysis – the society was widely informed about the new social service, analyzis of 

the needs and opportunities for employers and people with autism and their families was conducted; 

2) theoretical and practical individual trainings of young people with autism for IT work and preparation 

of employers for involving young people with autism; 

3) adaptation of young people to the working environment; 

4) youth employment and the day to day support for employers and young people. 

The practice has been developed, piloted and by 2015 is being upgraded by the European Software Institute 

- Center for Eastern Europe (training organization), Autism Association, member of BALIZ (social service 

provider), Bulgarian Association of Software Companies (BASCOM), Varna Chernorizets Hrabar Free 

University (training organization) and Adapta Foundation, Valencia (research organization) based on 

elements of international good practice in the field of support and employment of people with autism in the 

IT industry. 

The practice has been developed and applied in IT companies and organizations in Bulgaria. The innovative 

nature of the practice consists of: 

-support for people with disabilities to engage in highly qualified training and employment in a real business 

environment. The practice so far is to include people with disabilities in a protected work environment or in 

low-skilled economic activities; 

-all parties in the model (people with disabilities, employers, families, social partners) have to adapt  pro-

active approach, ie. all stakeholders are actively developing and refining the model. 



 

 

Impact: The model was developed and applied in Sofia and Varna. It covers about 50 families of people with 

autism spectrum disorders. The model is applicable to all groups of people with disabilities. For example, in 

large customer service centers by telephone, the so-called call centers have an advantage in hiring people 

with various motor and other disabilities. 

 

9.3 Denmark (Specialisterne Foundation) 

Specialisterne Foundation provided seven examples of successfully inclusion cases of autistic adults 

(Denmark). 

CASE 1: NETCOMPANY (IT-company, +3.500 employees) 

The Client’s Testimonial: "We gave the consultant a buddy who supported him with his work and joined 

him for lunch. At first, we also shielded him a bit in relation to the users who came in and needed help. But 

as time went on, he became more comfortable with the situation and had direct contact with the users. 

It might have taken a little longer than we expected. But suddenly, it became apparent that he had spent 

time trying to make all things come together and then be able to do the tasks flawlessly” (Aya Ahm, Group IT 

Services Manager, Netcompany).  

CASE 2: NORDEA BANK (Bank company, +29.500 employees) 

The Client’s Testimonial: “Testing of updated and newly developed software is a central and significant part 

of our work. In the consultant from Specialisterne, we have incredibly safe hands maintaining our testing. 

The consultant is a fantastic tester, who is stable, persistent and always delivers great work on time, 

regardless of how complex the task is. You are never nervous about giving the consultant a task, because you 

can rest assured that it will be solved in the consultant’s own way – and always to our huge satisfaction.” 

“By virtue of their prowess and years of experience with us, the consultant is today involved in defining test 

cases. The consultant contributes with qualified input that improves our work and our products.” (Pernille 

Bigom, Team Lead, Portal & Sector, Advisory & Sales Banking, SDC).  

CASE 3: SEMLER GROUP (Car importer, +2.000 employees) 

The Client’s Testimonial: “Testing new versions and functions on our IT systems demands persistence and 

an extraordinary overview. The consultant approaches every single task with the same thoroughness and 

solves all tasks in the exact same manner. This provides our testing function with a high level of efficiency 

and reliability. The consultant quickly notices errors that can be found in existing or new functions.” 



 

 

“It has been of great value for us that we, through the consultant’s very stable work, are being continuously 

notified about errors that need to be fixed immediately” (Claus Thornberg Højmann, Head of Test, Semler 

Gruppen).  

CASE 4: NOVO NORDISK 

The Client’s Testimonial: "The recruitment was so good from the start that all the candidates in the final 

two-week course could have taken a job with the skills they had. They were all very good. The departments 

chose who they wanted to hire. Of course, it was a lot about the personality of the candidates, but we also 

factored in who we would help best by giving them a job. It's a core value in Project Opportunity. Once I had 

found the departments and we, with the help of Specialisterne, had trained the managers that had to hire, 

it was minimal how much I participated in the recruitment process myself. I have had the greatest confidence 

in Specialisterne’s professionalism and competences. It has worked perfectly. It has been very trust-based 

and a collaboration like this must be this way" (Henriette Ipsen, HR Consultant, Novo Nordisk). 

CASE 5: THE CONFEDERATION OF DANISH EMPLOYERS (Main Organisation, 170 employees) 

The Client’s Testimonial: “The consultant ran it all through and found multiple mistakes that were important 

to correct. He solved the tasks surprisingly fast and proved to be so sharp that he also made the formula 

collection for us, using SAS. The consultant was also good at seeking clarification, when he ran into issues 

that stopped his work. He didn’t like wasting time. The consultant was very well functioning and a nice 

addition to our day-to-day operations. He liked socializing with us, and clearly prioritized coming along to 

lunch and meeting early for morning coffee on Friday mornings. We are looking forward to the next project, 

where the consultant continues his work with SAS” (Lars Knudsen, Statistics Chief, DA). 

Case 6: YOUSEE (Telecommunication company, +1.200 employees) 

The Client’s Testimonial: “In our more than 10 years of collaboration with Specialisterne, we have yet to 

experience a wrongly executed test. We know with a 100 percent certainty that when Specialisterne has 

done a test, it has been done exactly as specified. The consultants never procrastinate and they don’t burn 

out as other testers do; on the contrary, they test on a broader and deeper spectrum than most. The quality 

of Specialisterne’s work is very high and they work fast. If a problem arises with a product, or if a new launch 

is delayed, it is never due to bad performance on Specialisterne’s part.” 

CASE 7: SUND & BÆLT HOLDING A/S (Develops infrastructure, 100 employees) 

The Client’s Testimonial: “Not only did the consultants expertly master using Microsoft Visio – they also had 

the ability to stay focused on the task, even though it was very monotonous. The time and economic expenses 

spent on the task have been very reasonable, and we are very happy and satisfied with the collaboration. 



 

 

When I sent a template for a workflow to Specialisterne, I got the finished one back quickly, and 

communication and possible corrections have been done in a very sensible manner” (Carsten Ehlers 

Thomsen, Senior Engineer, Process & Planning, Sund & Bælt). 

9.4 Italy (LUISS Guido Carli University and Campus Bio-Medico University of Rome) 

LUISS Guido Carli University and Campus Bio-Medico University of Rome provided also five successful 

inclusion cases of autistic adults in labor market, here reported: 

CASE 1: “PWA AND GARDNERS” 

The project generates communication and inclusion opportunities for Universities (faculty, administratives 

and students), institutional stakeholders, scientific interlocutors on the topic of neurodiversity, professionals 

and the business communities. 

The Challenge: “Autistici & Giardinieri” is a horticulture project addressed to young autistic people, their 

families, entrepreneurs, and professionals. The project has been developed by Insettopia Onlus and Luiss 

Guido Carli University and supported by Foundation Terzo Pilastro. The experience has involved the Luiss 

community and also medical specialists on youth and clinical psychologists working at Aita Onlus. The project 

is focused on ASD needs such as supporting families and giving young people effective possibility of job 

placement. Moreover, Luiss engagement aims at providing students with diversity management tools and at 

developing innovative best practices to be transferred in several working sectors. 

The Solution: The project goal is to put young autistic people close to a concrete training activity, by 

promoting personal and working abilities which can realize real job pathways. Another objective is to draw 

the attention to the recovery of the social life of young autistic people. In 2018-2020 period the piloting 

phase has become an established corporate social responsibility project with the aim to replay it also in 

university, enterprises, and institutional contexts. The project is characterized by several innovative elements 

in the field of clinical and social issues: 

- Clinical assessment (in psychological and behavioral terms) of involved target group; 

- Division into homogeneous small groups on the basis of the operation; 

- Specialized tutoring (psychologists and educators) in the ratio 1:1 or 1:2; 

- Activities managed by specialized staff (agronomists); 

- Skills integration (clinical and botanical); 

- Structured programme in terms of space, time and methods for provision; 

- Personalized activities based on each person’s skills, but inserted in common activities to be carried 

in group; 



 

 

- Technical monitoring through tabs; 

- Specialistic supervisory control (coordinator psychologist and clinical psychologists); 

- Integration of peers without disabilities in the working activities. 

The Best Practice: The benefit that health workers and families living in certain realities and also involved in 

a positive environment should also not be underestimated. The project represents an innovation in the sector 

and it aims at building a model of social inclusion of autistic young people of enabling, replicable and 

structured type. Actually, the project can be considered a best practice because it has established a 

continuous university-work link focused on adolescents and post-adolescents. All of this thanks both to the 

highly specialized project staff and to the involvement of Luiss staff in the field of diversity management 

through the establishment of a specifical training course in 2018. This activity has also allowed to start the 

vegetation census of the garden in the historical Villa de Heritz, which nowadays is one of the Luiss 

headquarters. The creation of the garden, which hosts vegetables, fruit trees, grapevines, and olive trees, 

has followed a specific training vision based on cooperation and inclusion among different kind of people. 

Essentially the project generates in real terms communication and inclusion opportunities for Universities 

(faculty, administratives and students), institutional stakeholders, scientific interlocutors on the topic of 

neurodiversity, professionals and the business communities. 

CASE 2: “SUPER GIO’” 

Super Giò project is NOT a film about autism, but WITH autism. It is a project about reciprocity, transferring 

and integration because not only autistic people will take advantage from this creative and managerial 

experience. It is an opportunity for young people to be present and at work on a film set. 

The Challenge: Super Giò is not a film about autism, but with autism. The authors’ objective is to tell an 

autistic person’s real story. Since it is almost impossible to perform autism, Giò will be interpreted by an 

autistic actor. Super Giò is not only a film with autism, but it is meant to be a laboratory for PwAwhich will 

have the possibility to take part to the film production through internship. It is a project about reciprocity, 

transferring and integration because not only autistic people will take advantage from this experience. The 

film production is under MOVI Production and WEBREAK Production with direction by Gianni Aureli. Other 

project partners are CuoreMenteLab and Spazio Asperger ONLUS, Università Popolare Eretina A. Martinoia, 

Panatronics and Digital Cinema Crew. Main actor will be Paolo Ruffini and Gabriele Dentoni (as SuperGiò). 

The Solution: The main goals of this film project are to reach the most possible wide audience to raise 

awareness and to show that working integration and diversity can bring benefits for all the parts involved. 

Lastly, the project is meant to demonstrate that the fully integration of autistic people is useful for the 



 

 

whole society: Giò, the main character, thanks to his autistic mind can create such artistical artworks 

marketable and available for all. Actually, the entire film crew will be able to realize a real and honest 

production through the interaction with autistic people. The project is based on the principle of transferring, 

that is the film will be constructed from integration between the film crew and the autistic trainees giving 

life a one-of-a-kind product. The production intends to offer internship possibilities in the following 

professional areas for autistic people: 1 photography assistant; 1 scenographer assistant; 1 actor assistant; 1 

assistant director; 3 actors and 2 production assistants. The film crew will be supported by specialists in the 

field (such as Dr. Roberto Keller, psychiatrist, Director responsible for Regional Center of Autistic spectrum 

disorders in adulthood, Piedmont, Italy; Dr. Costanza Colombi, Lead researcher - IRCCS Stella Maris/Adjunct 

Assistant Professor - University of Michigan and Dr. Rosaria Ferrara, psychologist, President OISMA) in order 

to manager at best the internship activities and to offer to trainees a significant experience in view of 

cooperation and reciprocity. 

The Best Practice: OISMA – a beacon for autism is an association which has as objective inclusion and autistic 

youths development of their skills and autonomy. Among its several activities, also about research, 

laboratories have a special place. In this view SuperGiò project, a short film with one of the OISMA boy with 

the actor Paolo Ruffini, has been ideated. Moreover, the project offers also to other youths the possibility to 

work on a film set playing an active role both in training and job. In this filmic experience families and youths 

from both the OISMA headquarters (Roma and Battipaglia) have been involved. A fundraising campaign has 

been launched for its realization, because when it comes to cinema and social life, there is always a lot of 

enthusiasm, but it does not materialize so easily! Super Gio is not only a film with autism, but it aims to be a 

laboratory for people with autism who will have the opportunity to participate in the creation of the film 

project thanks to the activation of internships. It is a project of reciprocity, translation, and integration. It is 

not just people with autism who benefit from this experience. In fact, the film crew, through interaction with 

people with autism, will be able to produce a true production. The project is a best practice, because from 

the integration between the crew and trainees with autism. It can be co-constructed and give rise to a unique 

product in which the whole is much more than the sum of its parts.  

CASE 3: “I am 36 years old. I have been working from ten years as a secretary at the Child Neuropsychiatric 

Service in Viterbo’s Hospital, as a full-time paid employment. I found this job thanks to a state competition 

for protected categories. My experience at work is very positive. I feel satisfied in my job occupations and I 

have a good relationship with my co-workers and employer. The healthcare staff at the Neuropsychiatric Unit 

of Viterbo followed me since I was a child, so I feel very integrated in this group. All my co-workers and 



 

 

employer know that I am autistic” (L.F., secretary, Child Neuropsychiatric Service in Viterbo’s Hospital, 

Viterbo, Tuscany). 

CASE 4: “I am 37 years old. I work as an office clerk at “Cittadella degli Archivi” in Milan, where I perform an 

activity of documents’ demateralization. My job is an internship paid (from October to December 2021) of a 

pilot project promoted by three ASD associations: DIESIS, BES and CELAV. I found this job thanks to the 

Association DIESIS and BES which deal with autistic people. I have been followed by a tutor who helped me in 

finding job opportunities. My experience at work is very positive because I feel satisfied in performing office 

tasks which require precision and repetition. I did not experiment problems at work and I did not have 

problems in communicating with my co-workers and employer. All the people in my workplace know that I 

am autistic” (A.D.A., office clerk at “Cittadella degli Archivi” in Milan, Lumbardy).   

CASE 5: “I am 33 years old. I work as a newsagent in Rome. I am the business owner. It’s a family business so 

I found this job thanks to the help of my parents. I feel some worries about my job because I feel scared of 

economic precariousness, but I like this job very much because I like to meet people and talk to them. All the 

people in my workplace know that I am autistic” (C.A., Newsagent in Rome). 
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