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Autistica is the UK’s autism research charity. This briefing summarises the most important scientific findings about employment 

in the autistic community. It was developed in collaboration with leading researchers and autistic people as an insight into the 

latest evidence. 

 

We strongly urge the Government, public research funders and public, private and third sector employers to act on this 

information. Employers are missing out on a vast talent pool. Many autistic people want to work but don’t experience a level 

playing field. There’s been a lot of discussion around employment and autism; we must now build an evidence base about what 

works in helping talented autistic people to flourish. 

“I don’t apply for jobs because I’m scared.” 1 

 

 

 

▪ Unemployment rates are exceptionally high amongst autistic people, even compared to other disability groups.2,3,4,5,6 
Although most autistic people want to work,3,7 and make positive contributions to the workplace when they do,8 autistic 
people with and without learning disabilities frequently struggle to find work.2,5,9 
 

▪ Autistic people also face high rates of underemployment. For those who do find work, it is disproportionately part-time, 
temporary, casual, or roles for which they are overqualified.3,4,10,11 
 

▪ Typical recruitment processes may be inaccessible for many autistic people. Unclear application forms, abstract 
questions, unsuitable sensory environments and the fact that interviews often operate as a test of social ability can 
disadvantage autistic people and make it harder for them to demonstrate their suitability for a role.1,3,12,13 
 

▪ Autistic people in work face a range of barriers to maintaining employment and reaching their potential. Autistic people 
can face extra challenges in navigating the sensory environment of an office, handling the social aspects of the workplace, 
dealing with unstructured working practices, managing anxieties at work and maintaining good mental health more 
generally.1,2,3,8,11,13,14,15 These barriers are compounded further for autistic people with learning disabilities, who may 
require continuous support in the workplace and have difficulty finding suitable employment opportunities to match their 
skills as well as transferring learning from one setting to another.6,7,9 

 

▪ It is likely that medium-to-large employers already have autistic people within their workforce. Autistic people are more 
likely to have strengths in areas such as attention to detail, focus and information processing which can be useful in various 
sectors.6,16,17,18 However, like the rest of the population, autistic people’s skills vary and they may find employment in a 
wide range of fields.10 Autistic people’s employment outcomes improve when they are matched with jobs that fit their 
skills and interests.6 Most autistic adults are undiagnosed19,20,21,22 and some do not disclose their diagnosis to their 
employer for fear of discrimination.1,3 

 

▪ There are known links between unemployment, health and wellbeing,23 and high unemployment amongst autistic people 
could further entrench health inequalities.24,25 In particular, unemployment is a risk factor for suicide,26 one of the leading 
causes of early death for autistic people.27,28 Employment can positively affect the quality of life and wellbeing of autistic 
people as well as improving productivity.8,18,29,30 

 

 
Supporting autistic people to maximise their potential in the workplace is one of the top research priorities for the autism 
community.31 Despite this, there is still little research on the best way to attract and retain autistic employees.6 Autistica and 
University College London (UCL) have recently launched Discover Autism Research & Employment (DARE), the only national 
evidence-gathering employment programme for autistic people.32 Vital things to find out include: 

 

“Despite feeling extremely stressed, the fear of judgements, stigma and discrimination 

prevents me from being open about being autistic, however I wish I could be.” 1 

What we know 

What we need to find out 

“The current interview system tends to discriminate against autistic people, as it calls for skills 

of communication, relating to people, and thinking on the spot that are often difficult for us.” 1 

 

www.autistica.org.uk/AutismStrategy 



 

 
 
 
 

▪ How can we develop standardised measures to assess employment outcomes for autistic people, taking into account the 
diversity in what individuals perceive to be successful outcomes?16,33 
 

▪ What does meaningful employment look like for autistic people with learning disabilities? How can we improve 
employment opportunities for autistic people with learning disabilities? 

 

▪ What are the experiences of autistic people in leaving employment? Are autistic people more likely to leave employment 
through dismissal, redundancy or burnout? What are the factors associated with each of these?16 

 
▪ What is the role of environmental supports in maintaining employment for autistic people?6 

 

▪ How effective are existing workplace assessment initiatives in supporting adjustments for autistic people? How can 
workplace assessments be improved for autistic people?34,35 

 

▪ What factors are associated with autistic people successfully maintaining employment? How is this affected by important 
life transitions and other challenging periods? 

 

▪ Is peer mentoring effective in maintaining employment for autistic people? 
 

▪ What strengths have been useful in enabling autistic people to become entrepreneurs? What support would be beneficial 
to autistic people seeking to become self-employed? 

 

▪ How can we improve opportunities for autistic people to work at senior levels? What barriers do people in these roles face 
in disclosing an autism diagnosis? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

▪ The “priority challenges for action” underpinning the most recent Adult Autism Strategy in 201436 included: “I want support 

to get a job and support from my employer to help me keep it.”37 The Government has also committed to get one million 

disabled people into work,38 which could include many autistic people who want to work but cannot find employment.3 

 The Government’s next Autism Strategy39 should commit to finding out what will work in ensuring that unemployed or 

underemployed autistic adults can succeed in their careers. To achieve this, the Department for Work and Pensions’ 

Work and Health Programme should partner with autistic people to explore what supports will help them find and 

secure suitable employment. 

 ▪ Autistica and University College London have launched DARE, an initiative to gather evidence and improve best practice 

for employing autistic people across all industries.32 The NHS Long Term Plan included a promising commitment to offer 

more supported internships and paid employment opportunities to autistic people.40 

 Public sector bodies like NHS England should consider participating in the DARE initiative to ensure they are securing 

the benefits of a neurodivergent workforce and that they are contributing to the continual learning about the most 

effective ways to support autistic people in employment. 

▪ Autistica and UCL have recently opened a Neurodiversity Employment Survey to understand the employment experience 

of neurodivergent people and identify evidence gaps.41 The survey is open to everyone, in order to compare 

neurodivergent experiences with each other and against the experiences of neurotypical people. 

 Individuals should consider taking the survey, and public, private and third sector organisations should promote the 

survey across their networks, to ensure the full range of experiences are represented. 

 
▪ At present, no information is collected regularly on the employment of autistic people. 

 The Department of Work and Pensions should explicitly include autism in the Labour Force Survey’s questions and 

statistics on disability.42 

 

What we should do now “Meltdowns have resulted in losing jobs and making my employment history patchy.”1 

▪ It is likely that most large employers already have neurodivergent people within their workforce. 

 Public sector bodies should develop a Neurodiversity Strategy or incorporate neurodiversity into their existing Diversity 

& Inclusion Strategy. 

 



1 Autistica (Unpublished). What would a more inclusive and supportive society look like? Online consultation of autistic people and supporters, conducted in October 2018. 
2 Hendricks D (2010). Employment and adults with autism spectrum disorders: Challenges and strategies for success. Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation 32, 125-134. <bit.ly/2Gc7dIC> 
3 National Autistic Society (2016). The autism employment gap: Too Much Information in the workplace. <bit.ly/2QW7m78> 
4 Howlin P, et al. (2004) Adult outcome for children with autism. J Child Psychol Psychiatry 45(2), 212-29. <onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2004.00215.x> 

5 Allen M & Coney K (2018). What Happens Next? 2018: A report on the first destinations of 2016 disabled graduates. The Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services. <agcas.org.uk/Knowledge-
Centre/7991a7d5-84a0-4fe1-bbdc-5313d9039486> 

6 International Society for Autism Research (2018). Getting People with Autism to Work: An International Society for Autism Research Policy Brief. <bit.ly/2Vc4I3l> 

7 Townsley R, et al. (2014) Employment and Young People with Autistic Spectrum Disorders: An Evidence Review. Welsh Government. <bit.ly/2DUh2dE> 

8 Remington A and Pellicano E. (2018) ‘Sometimes you just need someone to take a chance on you’: An internship programme for autistic graduates at Deutsche Bank, UK. J Manage Organ 1-19. 
<bit.ly/2Wxu2Nx> 
9 Holwerda A, et al. (2013) Predictors of work participation of young adults with mild intellectual disabilities. Res Dev Disabil. 34(6), 1982-90. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23584178> 
10 Baldwin S, et al. (2014) Employment Activities and Experiences of Adults with High-Functioning Autism and Asperger’s Disorder. J Autism Dev Disord 44(10), 2440-2449. 
<ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24715257> 
11 Taylor J, et al. (2015) Longitudinal patterns of employment and postsecondary education for adults with autism and average-range IQ. Autism 19(7), 785-793. <bit.ly/2KGsWO2> 

12 Strickland D, et al. (2013) JobTIPS: A Transition to Employment Program for Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders. J Autism Dev Disord 43(10), 2472-2483. 
<ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3706489/> 
13 Scott M, et al. (2015) Viewpoints on Factors for Successful Employment for Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder. PLOS ONE 10(11): e0143674. <bit.ly/2LtTqmC> 
14 Lorenz T, et al. (2016) Autism and Overcoming Job Barriers: Comparing Job-Related Barriers and Possible Solutions in and outside of Autism-Specific Employment. PLoS One 11(1). 
<ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4713226/> 
15 Bishop-Fitzpatrick L, et al. (2015) The Relationship between Stress and Social Functioning in Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder and without Intellectual Disability. Autism Res 8(2), 164-173. 
<ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4412754/> 
16 Scott M, et al. (2018) Factors impacting employment for people with autism spectrum disorder: A scoping review. Autism. <journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1362361318787789> 
17 de Schipper E, et al. (2016) Functioning and disability in autism spectrum disorder: A worldwide survey of experts. Autism Res 9(9), 959-969. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5064728/> 
18 Walsh L, et al. (2014) Employment and Vocational Skills Among Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder: Predictors, Impact, and Interventions. Review Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders 
1(4), 266-275. <bit.ly/2LmpUyP> 
19 Brugha T, et al. (2011). Epidemiology of autism spectrum disorders in adults in the community in England. Arch Gen Psychiatry.68(5), 459-65. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21536975> 
20 Brugha T, et al. (2016). Epidemiology of autism in adults across age groups and ability levels. Br J Psychiatry 209(6),498-503. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27388569> 
21 Public Health England (2019). Psychotropic drugs and people with learning disabilities or autism: results. <bit.ly/2Uti4GY> 
22 Public Health England (2015). Prescribing of psychotropic drugs to people with learning disabilities and/or autism by general practitioners in England. <bit.ly/2Fdklh9> 
23 Dorling D (2009). Unemployment and health. BMJ 333:b829. <bmj.com/content/338/bmj.b829> 
24 Rydzewska, E. et al. (2019) General health of adults with autism spectrum disorders – A whole country population cross-sectional study. Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders 60, 59-66. 
<sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946719300133> 
25 Croen, L. et al. (2015) The health status of adults on the autism spectrum. Autism 19(7), 814-123. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25911091> 
26 Van Orden K, et al. (2010) The Interpersonal Theory of Suicide. Psychol Rev 117(2), 575-600. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3130348/> 
27 Hirvikoski T, et al. (2016). Premature mortality in autism spectrum disorder. The British Journal of Psychiatry, 207(5), 232-8. <ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26541693>      
28 Autistica (2016). Personal tragedies, public crisis: The urgent need for a national response to early death in Autism. <autistica.org.uk/downloads/files/Personal-tragedies-public-crisis-ONLINE.pdf> 
29 Buescher A, et al. (2014) Costs of Autism Spectrum Disorders in the United Kingdom and the United States. JAMA Pediatr. 168(8), 721-728. <bit.ly/2DGsMAn> 
30 National Autism Project (2017). The Autism Dividend. <bit.ly/2vMnoaI> 
31 Autistica (2016). Your questions: shaping future autism research. <autistica.org.uk/downloads/files/Autism-Top-10-Your-Priorities-for-Autism-Research.pdf> 
32 Autistica (2018). DARE – employing autistic people. <autistica.org.uk/get-involved/become-a-corporate-partner/employing-autistic-people> 
33 Taylor J. (2017) When is a good outcome actually good? Autism 21(8), 918-919. <journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1362361317728821> 
34 Adams L, et al. (2018) Access to Work: Qualitative research with applicants, employers and delivery staff. Department for Work & Pensions. <bit.ly/2IqRc50> 
35 Minister of State for Disabled People (2018). Written Answer to Parliamentary Question 201149. <bit.ly/2v5DU5g> 
36 DHSC (2015). 'Think Autism': an update to the government adult autism strategy. <bit.ly/1eef55P> 
37 DHSC (2015). Think autism: updating the 2010 adult autism strategy. <bit.ly/2CXoDYi> 
38 DWP and DH (2017) Improving Lives: The Future of Work, Health and Disability. <bit.ly/2Kug3CO> 
39 Hansard (2019). Minister of State for Care, responding to Health and Social Care Oral Questions on 15th Jan 2019. <bit.ly/2RPpoLZ> 
40 NHS (2019). The NHS Long Term Plan. <longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/nhs-long-term-plan.pdf> 
41 Centre for Research in Autism and Education (2019). Neurodiversity Employment Survey. <bit.ly/NES2019discover> 
42 Minister of State for Disabled People, Health and Work (2019). Written Answer to Parliamentary Question 240584. <bit.ly/2UVIT81> 

https://bit.ly/2Gc7dIC
https://bit.ly/2QW7m78
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1469-7610.2004.00215.x
https://www.agcas.org.uk/Knowledge-Centre/7991a7d5-84a0-4fe1-bbdc-5313d9039486
https://www.agcas.org.uk/Knowledge-Centre/7991a7d5-84a0-4fe1-bbdc-5313d9039486
https://bit.ly/2Vc4I3l
https://bit.ly/2DUh2dE
https://bit.ly/2Wxu2Nx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23584178
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24715257
https://bit.ly/2KGsWO2
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3706489/
https://bit.ly/2LtTqmC
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4713226/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4412754/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1362361318787789
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5064728/
https://bit.ly/2LmpUyP
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21536975
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27388569
https://bit.ly/2Uti4GY
https://bit.ly/2Fdklh9
https://www.bmj.com/content/338/bmj.b829
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946719300133
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25911091
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3130348/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26541693
https://www.autistica.org.uk/downloads/files/Personal-tragedies-public-crisis-ONLINE.pdf
https://bit.ly/2DGsMAn
https://bit.ly/2vMnoaI
https://www.autistica.org.uk/downloads/files/Autism-Top-10-Your-Priorities-for-Autism-Research.pdf
https://www.autistica.org.uk/get-involved/become-a-corporate-partner/employing-autistic-people
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1362361317728821
https://bit.ly/2IqRc50
https://bit.ly/2v5DU5g
https://bit.ly/1eef55P
https://bit.ly/2CXoDYi
https://bit.ly/2Kug3CO
http://bit.ly/2RPpoLZ
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/nhs-long-term-plan.pdf
http://bit.ly/NES2019discover
https://bit.ly/2UVIT81

