Highlights in Business, Economics and Management GEFHR 2024
Volume 43 (2024)

How to Help People with Autism Return to Normal Society --
Autism Employment Study

Langning Zhao ! *, Muhan Zhang 2, Muhong Cao?, Yuanxi Ge !
1 Beijing National Day School, Beijing, China
2 Beijing SMIC Private School, Beijing, China
* Corresponding Author Email: zhaoln_bnds@sina.com

Abstract. This paper aims to analyze the difficulties faced by autistic people in employment and
explore possible solutions to promote the employment of autistic people. In this research, we used
a combination of literature research and questionnaire surveys. The literature research reviews the
academic views that support and oppose the hypothesis that "autistic individuals face various
barriers to employment" and identifies specific obstacles. The questionnaire survey investigates the
employment ability and difficulties faced by autistic individuals within a selected sample range.
Findings reveal that societal misunderstandings, prejudice, and business considerations have led to
employment difficulties for autistic individuals. However, with understanding and support, autistic
individuals can become excellent employees. Based on this research, suggestions are offered to
help autistic individuals find better employment. We believe this study advances efforts toward
improving the welfare of those with autism.
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1. Introduction

Autism, also known as autism spectrum disorder, describes a series of developmental disorders,
including difficulties in interpersonal communication and social reciprocity, as well as unusual
repetitive behaviors [1]. In modern society, the number of autistic individuals has increased
dramatically. However, there have been no cases of complete treatment success, which means that
autism cannot be cured for the time being. Therefore, those with autism spectrum disorder are in need
of social support, especially employment-related services [6]. This is because employment is one of
the most desired achievements after entering adulthood [4].

One of the typical symptoms of autism is poor communication skills, and many autistic individuals
struggle with communication. In employment - the inevitable interactions with colleagues - amplify
challenges for those with autism. In addition, the work environments may also serve as a barrier to
employment, as autistic individuals may have heightened sensitivity and struggle to adapt to the
excessive visual or auditory stimulation [11].

Based on the assumption made in this article that "autistic individuals face various barriers to
employment”, our literature search mainly focuses on the specific employment barriers, task
execution, the advantages and disadvantages of autistic individuals’ work, as well as several other
modern practices.

2. Literature Review

Firstly, we decided to explore the perspective of autistic patients themselves, to prepare for
subsequent questionnaire surveys and analysis. Therefore, our literature search mainly revolves
around the characteristics of autism, task execution of autistic individuals, and their employment
strengths and weaknesses. To ensure scientific rigor, we also included the notable challenges autistic
individuals face generally within our research scope.
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2.1. Factors that support employment for people with autism

After reviewing literature analyzing autistic individuals’ working abilities, we reached the
following conclusions: various autistic individuals are capable of employment and can contribute to
the workplace [22]. Although autistic individuals face significant challenges in social skills, which
exists as a considerable barrier in employment, autistic individuals may demonstrate certain strengths
in work performance and quality.

2.1.1. Special Skills

Autistic individuals typically show special interest, which provides internal motivation to engage
in a career. Simultaneously, autism can lead to altered cognitive abilities, allowing for more in-depth
studies within a specific field while being less affected by external changes [9]. However, this
situation accounts for 28% to 42% of autistic individuals [20]. In a 2015 study, 62.6% of individuals
with autism had at least one special skill, including memory, visual-spatial ability, reading ability,
drawing ability, music ability, and calculation ability [16].

2.1.2. Concentration

Some disadvantages of autistic individuals in social skills may give them certain advantages in the
workplace. Individuals spend more time focusing on details, because no traditional social tasks are
present to interrupt their thinking. The main source of this attention to detail may be due to the higher
perceptual capacity and visual acuity stimulated by high sensitivity [5]. This is mainly reflected in
accurate recognition of repetitive patterns or tasks, especially in details others tend to overlook.

2.1.3. Obedience

Individuals with autism show obedience and strict compliance with rules, which is difficult for
some companies to accurately identify among non-autistic employees. Their communication style
leads to direct interactions, minimizing the likelihood of ambiguity, allowing for problems to be
efficiently identified. Autistic individuals also display creative and innovative ideas, which allows for
more productively work under workplace constraints [5].

2.1.4. High Tolerance

Autistic individuals rarely feel bored with repetitive work, showing a high tolerance for repetitive
and lengthy work positions. They can also maintain a high level of tension to reduce the error rate,
saving costs for the company. They also show a longer concentration than ordinary people, which
helps them complete work tasks efficiently without interference [9].

2.2. Factors that discourage employment for individuals with autism

In addition to the literature describing the employment advantages of autistic individuals, various
articles also show disputes to the above conclusions, which can be used as a limitation of this article.
Various related literature also show skepticism about the employment abilities and advantages of
autistic people.

2.2.1. Barriers and Transition Needs

Some researchers have concluded that people with autism face multiple barriers to employment,
including being unable to pass interviews and not knowing what jobs to apply for, and have certain
transition needs [7,10].

2.2.2. Existence of Defects

In terms of employment advantages, relevant literature points out that individuals with autism also
have some defects that prevent them from working normally. Some researchers have pointed out that
people with autism not only have communication difficulties impact daily life, but also that such
difficulties often affect their attention [2].
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2.2.3. Low self-efficacy

Results of one survey showed that respondents with autism were more likely to report that they
were less likely to have stable full-time employment than those without autism [12].

3. Research Methods

3.1. Questionnaire survey

We conducted a questionnaire survey to gain a deeper understanding of the current challenges
autistic individuals face by using a scale to measure participants’ awareness of autism and their
attitudes towards people with autism. These participants are mainly from big cities in China, such as
Beijing, Shanghai, Shenzhen, with almost all having participated in work or are currently
participating in work.

3.2. Literature research method

Additionally, we conducted an extensive review of relevant literature, both domestic and
international, to develop a comprehensive understanding of autism. This included analyzing
employment statistics, examining the current employment status of autistic individuals, and exploring
the challenges and strategies observed regarding autism employment practices.

4. Research Analysis

4.1. Questionnaire analysis

By publishing a questionnaire online, we received a total of 105 responses. After analysis, we
found the following:

1. The respondents had different understandings of autism and had little contact with autistic
patients. Only 1/3 respondents answered that there were autistic people around them and 2/3
respondents answered that they had never come into contact with those with autism. This shows that
most people's impression of autism comes from non-first-hand information.

2. A small number of respondents (15%) believed that the intelligence level of autistic patients
was lower than that of normal people, and more people believed that it was the same as that of normal
people (60%) or even higher than that of normal people (25%).

3. More than half of the respondents believed that the workability of autistic patients was greatly
different from that of normal people. The respondents were most concerned about the communication
difficulties and emotional problems of autistic patients at work. This is consistent with the core
symptoms of autism.

4. The respondents tend to think that autistic people are more suitable for physical labor or
computational repetitive work, rather than for jobs that require strong thinking and communication
skills. Even if some respondents believe that autistic people are proficient in certain fields, only 3%
of the recruiters among the respondents mentioned that they would let them work in their areas of
expertise, resulting in the advantages of autistic people not being fully employed.

5. More than 2/3 of the respondents who have considered recruiting have concerns about the
autistic symptoms of the applicants, which will form certain obstacles for autistic job seekers.

4.2. Literature analysis

Autistic individuals mainly face the following two difficulties:

First, misunderstandings and stereotypes can lead to anxiety, lack of social support, job mismatch,
or discriminatory managers [15].

Second, hiring autistic employees may be seen as reducing a company’s commercial
competitiveness.
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As a result, many capable autistic individuals are unable to secure or maintain employment, often
relying on state subsidies or family support. Statistics show that around 85% of autistic individuals
do not have full-time jobs [14].

The first difficulty can be intuitively felt in the questionnaire data. Less than 50% of the
respondents said that they would not treat an autistic interviewee differently.

Among the common phrases used by respondents to describe those with autism, "difficult to
communicate with others" appeared most frequently, suggesting the widespread belief that autistic
individuals struggle with social interactions. Other frequent phrases like "weird behavior" and
"irritable mood" reflect stereotypes about behavior and emotional control.

Notably, 76% of the participants have never interacted with people with autism, and 73% have
encountered depictions of autism in film, TV, or books, indicating that these stereotypes mainly stem
from media representation. For example, in the film "Mercury Rising”, an autistic character is
portrayed with both savant syndrome and autism, which is rare. However, this portrayal led to the
belief that all autistic individuals possess exceptional intellectual abilities. When encountering an
autistic person without such abilities, they may view them as facing a “double challenge” and as more
pitiable [8]. This explains why 35% of respondents think autistic individuals are highly skilled
intellectually in a certain area.

The data also reveals that 50% respondents misunderstand the work ability of autistic individuals,
with contrasting ratings of their skills (0-2 points or 5 points). Additionally, 40% believe there is a
large gap between the work abilities of autistic and non-autistic individuals, with some answering
that autistic individuals have no work ability at all (0-2 points). However, research has shown that
certain autistic individuals can work effectively in the workplace [22,9,16,5].

The second difficulty is also reflected in the questionnaire data: 86% of respondents do not oppose
autistic individuals (0-2 points), 60% think there is little or no working ability difference autistic and
non-autistic individuals (3-5 points). However, as recruiters, 68% of respondents worry about the
candidate being autistic (3-5 points), fearing a negative impact on the company's commercial
competitiveness.

To ensure a realistic analysis, we also examined company value chains and key functions. By
analyzing the data and literature, it can be concluded that the modules marked in green are the areas
where autistic people are more suitable. (Figure 1)
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Figure 1. Basic business operation structure

Although 35% of the total number of respondents believed that autistic people are proficient in
specific aspects, only 3% of them suggested that these proficient autistic individuals can be employed
in the fields they are good at. This shows that the advantages of some autistic people have not been
discovered and fully utilized.

5. Discussion

We focused on three aspects based on the survey results and literature review to improve the
employment and work experience of individuals with autism and to support their reintegration into
society:

657



Highlights in Business, Economics and Management GEFHR 2024
Volume 43 (2024)

1. Misunderstandings and stereotypes caused by employers or colleagues’ lack of understanding
of autism.

2. Autistic individuals struggle to fully adjust to work environments

3. The role of government support and social environment.

To address these, we applied the "person-environment-occupation” model, which considers
intrinsic factors (physiological, cognitive, spiritual, neurobehavioral and psychological), extrinsic
factors (social support, social and economic systems, culture and values), and tasks and activities
related to employment. By combining these components, we can better the factors that affect
individual success and enhance the effectiveness of employment support [19].

Regarding the first aspect, conflicts mainly arise from the misconceptions of colleagues and
managers. Studies suggest that when autistic people are surrounded by supportive colleagues,
managers, family members, and friends, their employment experience improves (Harmuth, E., Silletta,
E., Bailey, A., Adams, T., Beck, C., & Barbic, S. P., 2018). Active coping strategies, such as positive
feedback and affirmations, can boost their overall as well as career self-efficacy [17].

Employer attitudes towards the employability of individuals with autism are also crucial to success
[18]. However, misconceptions such as the belief that all autistic people possess savant abilities can
deepen distrust if these expectations aren’t met [8]. Employers should be informed of the unique
strengths autistic individuals offer, such as heightened attention to detail [3], and adopt personalized
hiring practices that consider their specific needs.

Regarding the second aspect, autistic individuals may struggle with sensory overload in new
environments, which can reduce their productivity and confidence [21]. Companies should provide
autistic people with the opportunity to adapt to the work environment, by offering support from work
coaches or experienced staff. Long term provision of personalized support has been shown to be the
most [11]. In addition to task-related assistance, helping autistic employees interpersonal and basic
communication skills is key to ensuring a positive work experience [13]. Minimizing distractions by
creating a personal workspace and assigning roles aligned with their specific interests can also
enhance their productivity [15].

Regarding the third aspect, while policies require the hiring of people with disabilities, including
autistic individuals, the number of jobs provided is far from the demand. Here, we suggest that the
government encourage and formulate relevant policies to reduce or exempt employers' taxes on
training funds for autistic employees, provide subsidies to enterprises that employ autistic people who
meet the standards, and formulate anti-discrimination policies and regulations to protect the
employment rights of autistic people.

In addition, the social environment and corporate practices also have a significant influence the
employment of people with autism. Some companies have made noteable efforts in these areas. For
example, Microsoft integrated accessibility and inclusion into its competitive strategy with its
"Autism Hiring Program”, stating: "The purpose of this program is to attract talented people, build
inclusive pathways, and support people on the autism spectrum to contribute to building the company
and developing the company's products." To emphasize this commitment towards accessibily,
Microsoft has established the position of Director of Accessibility (CAQO), at the Vice President level.
The company’s message to autistic employees is clear: "...we hired you not only because of your
skills, but more importantly because you bring unique experience and talents to Microsoft, and you
will help the company go further™ [23].

6. Conclusion and Suggestion

Our hypothesis that "autistic individuals face various barriers to employment™ is valid. This study
aimed to identify ways for people with autism to enter the job market by exploring the obstacles they
may face and strategies to overcome them. Based on the questionnaire data and literature review, we
propose the following suggestions to improve employment opportunities of autistic individuals:

1. Analyze employment needs of autistic individuals: conduct research and to classify autism
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subtypes evaluate the employment capabilities of each group.

2. Develop effective communication: use clear and concise language. If verbal communication is
challenging, offer written means of communication.

3. Implement employment support programs: create specialized vocational training courses for
autistic individuals, establish a mentor system within the companies, and provide dedicated
workspaces to reduce external interference.

4. Address social and corporate influences: evaluate the media's role of shaping stereotype,
promote positive images and success stories, and encourage companies to implement autism-friendly
recruitment and training systems.

5. Enhance policy support: offer tax reductions for autistic employee training funds, provide
government subsidies to companies that employ autistic people who meet standards, implement anti-
discrimination policies and regulations to protect employment rights.

6. Conduct comprehensive research: Explore employment expectations and challenges by families,
understand employers' concerns and suggestions, promote awareness and volunteer activities
supporting autistic employment.
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