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This articleis based on Dr. Pierce's dissertation case study at Aspiritech, an organization
in the greater Chicago area that hires and supports employees on the autism spectrum
since 2008/ The results of this study revalve around eight emergent themes, each of
which is worthy of its own article. The hope is that parents find these themes and
topics useful in preparing their autistic children for employment, independence and
fulfilling lives. This article discusses how to advocate for yourself and others.

Advocating

The theme of advocating for self and others came about as a direct result of studying
a workplace that was already supportive of autistic employees. Leaders at Aspiritech
established the importance of accommodating autistic employees to such a degree
that other individuals within the organization would speak up on behalf of individuals
who faced various struggles." In fact, the workplace culture saw autistic employees
advocating for their fellow autistic employees and even for themselves. By creating a
work environment in which employees can advocate for their specific needs, the leaders
at Aspiritech were able to foster higher productivity in workers while simultaneously
securing the rewards of their labor. This process is described in labor process theory.2

Disclosing Autism

Disabled employees are generally reluctant to disclose the full nature of their disability
and the accommodations they need in the workplace, which can limit their contributions.?
Accordingly, an organization that focuses on employee support and accommodation
needs will likely achieve higher performance from its employees. Self-advocacy and
advocacy for others can prompt leaders to create an environment in which employees
who need support and accommodation are not only identified but are put on a path
toward receiving the support needed to maximize their potential.

Self-advocacy

Checklist for
Employers

v

v

Establish the importance of
accommodating employees

Create an open work
environment where
employees know their
concerns will be heard

Focus on employee support

Ensure an environment
in which employees are
comfortable disclosing autism

Ensure an environment

in which employees are
encouraged to advocate for
their needs

Do not dismiss supports that
are requested

Self-advocacy involves employees with disabilities informing their managers of specific supports or accommodations they need to
manage their daily tasks. While individuals with disabilities are required to disclose their disability under the Americans with Disabilities
Act and its associated regulations, many disabled employees do not disclose the full nature of their disability.>#> Self-advocacy
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remains an important facet of obtaining the requisite support or accommodations necessary to maximize productivity.®

Establishing Supports

Once disclosure has occurred, it becomes the responsibility of organizational leaders . .

to assess what supports and accommodations are appropriate and necessary in the Benefits of a”OWIng
workplace.” When leaders create a work environment that is inclusive and accepts employees to advocate
employees with disabilities, the latter feel empowered and experience fewer negative ;

psychological effects.® ' Employees also feel they belong and are appreciated. In essence, for their needs

they feel like they are valued members of the team. This highlights the fact that leaders

need to create a work climate and environment that are conducive to self-advocacy on v/ Employees feel empowered
the part of employees.' Positive and accommodating work environments flow from an

organization’s mission, vision and values, and its overall stance on social responsibility. Positive work environment

To help optimize the contributions of autistic employees in the workplace, leaders
need to create an environment that welcomes and supports those employees. When
appropriate supports and accommodations are put in place, autistic employees feel a
sense of empowerment, appreciation and belonging, which leads to higher levels of
productivity and a more engaged workforce. A work environment that allows for and
appreciates self-advocacy and advocacy for others will result in a workforce that is more v/ Amore engaged workplace
content, well-balanced and able to exceed expectations.

v
Conclusion v/ Higher productivity
v

Feelings of belonging and
appreciation
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This article is based on Dr. Jonathan Pierce’s dissertation case study at Aspiritech, an organization in the greater Chicago area that
has hired and supported employees on the autism spectrum since 2008. The results of this study revolve around eight emergent
themes, each of which is worthy of its own article. The hope is that parents find these themes and topics useful in preparing their
autistic children for employment, independence and fulfilling lives. This article discusses the vision, mission, values and corporate

social responsibility of organizations.

This theme of vision, mission, values and corporate social responsibility came about as a direct result of a workplace that was
already supportive of autistic employees. Leaders at Aspiritech established the importance of creating a workplace that values
autistic employees and the unique skillset they bring to the workplace.” Indeed, Aspiritech’s very foundation is centered on the

benefits that autistic employees bring to the workplace.

Vision, Mission and Values

It is important that leaders develop comprehensive training and learning programs that align
with the mission, vision and values of the organization as a means of supporting all employees,
including those with autism.? Companies should create an organizational environment based
on overarching strategies that attract autistic employees and that work to retain its employees
by providing a safe, productive and inclusive environment.? Leaders need to espouse the same
values held by the organization.?

Aspiritech’s mission statement is a good example of this goal. It states: “Aspiritech empowers
individuals on the autism spectrum to fulfill their potential through meaningful employment
combined with social opportunity.”” The organization’s mission aligns with labor process theory,
which looks at how people work, what skills they use in their work and how they are paid.*

Parents and caregivers often worry about finding employment for their autistic teen, young adult
or adult. The following are some key questions to determine an organization’s preparedness
for hiring and supporting autistic employees.

+ Ask about the company’s mission statement.
+ Ask what training the company provides to support an inclusive environment.
+ Ask what the company does to attract autistic employees.

+ Ask how the company’s mission statement aligns with labor process theory, which considers
how potential benefit or power is extracted from employees, or labor.

Key Questions

v’ Ask about the company's
mission statement.

v’ Ask what training the
company provides to
support an inclusive
environment.

v’ Ask what the company
does to attract autistic
employees.

v/ Ask how the company’s
mission statement
aligns with labor process
theory, which considers
how potential benefit or
power is extracted from
employees, or labor
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One leader in Aspiritech made the following statement.

What is our end goal? Is our end goal to be a profitable business, or is our end goal to be a support to people on the spectrum? They
are one and the same. We need to make money; otherwise we can't exist. We need to make our employees feel as comfortable and
as safe as possible; otherwise we won't exist. So that's what we do here. Our mission doesn't only align with this idea, our mission is
this idea; and it always has been and always will be, even if it means that management is sometimes really thin; even if it means that
people step into a role they are not entirely comfortable with in order to accommodate, help or support somebody. It's not ever a
question, and our founders are incredibly serious about being there and providing support and helping the people who work for us.

Corporate Social Responsibility

Corporate social responsibility involves businesses considering social and environmental concerns. They aim to contribute positively
to society beyond just earning money. It entails taking responsibility for the impact of a company’s activities on the community and
the environment. It plays a key role in an organization’s overall effectiveness. An organization that engages in robust corporate social
responsibility initiatives will improve workers identification with the organization and the community, which ultimately benefits
the organization through improved effectiveness and outcomes.> A focus on social responsibility initiatives creates a competitive
advantage.®

The following are some corporate social responsibility initiatives put in place by several well-known companies that can serve as
examples of what is possible.
* Patagonia, Inc. is an American retailer of outdoor recreation clothing. It is known for its environmental advocacy, focusing
on fair labor conditions and charitable contributions. The company is committed to minimizing its environmental footprint.

* Microsoft is recognized for combating climate change and supporting education. The company aims to be carbon negative
by 2030.

* Unilever is a British multinational fast-moving consumer goods company. It is committed to sustainability and social responsibility
and aims to improve health and well-being, reduce environmental impact and enhance livelihoods.

* Salesforce is a company that makes cloud-based software designed to help businesses. It is known for its 1-1-1 model, donating
1 percent of its product, equity, and employee time to philanthropic causes.

* IKEA is a Swedish company that designs and sells ready-to-assemble furniture. IKEA is committed to sustainability and has
initiatives to reduce its environmental impact, including using renewable energy, promoting sustainable sourcing and creating
products that are more environmentally friendly.
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e Ben & Jerry’s is an American company that manufactures ice cream, frozen yogurt and sorbet. It is renowned for its social
activism. Ben & Jerry's is committed to using responsibly sourced ingredients, supporting fair trade practices and engaging in
social justice issues.

Although Aspiritech does not explicitly list a corporate social responsibility statement on its website, its very existence and purpose are
solely tied to hiring, supporting and accommodating autistic employees. Leaders, managers and front-line supervisors at Aspiritech
“are passionate about people, purpose, and the power of neurodiversity.” Its website states: “We believe kindness drives growth
and innovation. Watch it work. Aspiritech’s leadership team is committed to being a business with a mission. We strive to create
a kind and progressive work environment where our team members can reach their full potential. We believe that by creating a
space where innovation and people thrive, our clients and organization will thrive right along with them."

Leaders need to espouse the same ideals as the company to create a work environment that promotes inclusion of people with
disabilities.® Values have the greatest impact on organizations when they are shared with organizational stakeholders, including
employees with disabilities.”® Leaders sometimes implement supports and accommodations for employees based on core values
and organizational missions.’ In the case of Aspiritech, its very foundation and reason for existence are to provide employment to
individuals with autism who need specific workplace supports and accommodations.
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Part 3

Supporting
Challenges

Jonathan Pierce, PhD

This is an article based on Dr. Pierce’s dissertation case study at Aspiritech, an organization
in the greater Chicago area that has hired and supported employees on the autism spectrum
since 2008! The results of this study revolve around eight emergent themes, each of which
is worthy of its own article. The hope is that parents find these themes and topics useful in
preparing their autistic children for employment, independence and fulfilling lives. This article Chall enges

focuses on providing support to autistic individuals in the workplace. Faci ng Autistic

Common

The Need for Support Individuals in

The theme of supporting autistic individuals came about as a direct result of observing
leaders and managers who portrayed autism in terms of its associated challenges. Autism is the Workplace
a developmental condition. While it may come with significant strengths, it can also include

challenges within social settings, such as isolation, and issues related to managing anxiety, « Communication
anger and emotions.?2 Some autistic employees also have difficulty with verbal communication,
which means they are unable to request necessary accommodations.®# In addition, they may + Sensory Sensitivities

be afraid to disclose their disability for fear of prejudice, stigma or harassment.
* Social Interactions

Disclosing Autism

Research shows that organizations that employ autistic individuals often place the burden of * Routine and Structure
disclosing a disability on the employee.? In the case of Aspiritech and other companies that - .
embrace and value autistic employees, leaders are aware of the challenges associated with * Task Organization and Time
autism and make every effort to anticipate possible supports or accommodations that may Management

be needed. This ensures that the entire onus is not placed on the autistic individual to request

such supports. + Training and Awareness

There are different types of disabilities and impairments, and they present in symptoms that can
be physical, mental, intellectual, cognitive, visual and auditory in nature. Autism is associated
with intellectual, cognitive and social impairments, and affects a segment of the population
that benefits from workplace accommodations and support.® Disabilities of other types have
their own presenting symptoms, such as impaired vision, reduced mobility, or speech issues.”
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Providing Support for Challenges

Leaders at Aspiritech provide supports and accommodations directly related
to the specific challenges associated with autism. The organization’s support
staff manual addresses this concern in the following direction provided to
staff:

As a member of Aspiritech’s support team, one of your primary responsibilities
will be to work directly with our employees, most [of] who[m] have been
diagnosed with some form of social-communication disorder, including autism.
Aside from social challenges, members of this population frequently have N
difficulties in areas such as executive functioning (planning, organizing, time
management), anxiety and mood disorders, sensory processing, and regulating
certain behaviors, all of which may have limited their vocational opportunities.

One participant in the study was asked about the process used to determine
whether an autistic employee needs additional support or accommodation.
The participant responded with the following statement:

There are situations where it is just one thing. So many of these diagnoses
come with just a whole boatload of other things, and so a lot of our people
have autism in addition to something else. They are autistic in addition to,
and it’s usually something like anxiety, generalized anxiety or depression, or
a lot of obsessive-compulsive behavior.

Strategies to Support Challenges

Supporting autistic individuals in the workplace involves recognizing and addressing the unique challenges they may
face. The following are some common challenges facing autistic individuals in the workplace and some suggested
strategies to help address them.

Communication
Encourage clear and direct communication, and provide written instructions or visual aids when possible. Offer
regular check-ins to ensure understanding.

Sensory Sensitivities
Create a sensory-friendly work environment. This can include minimizing fluorescent lighting, providing adjustable
desks or chairs, allowing for flexible work arrangements, and establishing quiet zones for relaxation or concentration.

Social Interactions
Provide clear guidelines for expected behavior and offer social skills training or mentoring programs. It is important
to foster a supportive and inclusive work environment.

Routine and Structure
Provide clear expectations and schedules, and minimize unexpected changes whenever possible. Offer flexibility
when changes are necessary.

Task Organization and Time Management
Provide tools such as calendars, task lists or productivity apps to help with planning and prioritizing tasks. Break
down complex tasks into smaller, manageable steps and offer support as needed.

Training and Awareness

Educate coworkers and supervisors about autism, including the common challenges associated with autism and
appropriate accommodations. Foster a culture of acceptance, diversity and inclusion to create a supportive workplace
environment for all employees.
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Workplace accommodations and support generally lead to reduced anxiety in the workplace.® Accordingly, when organizational
leaders provide the necessary remedies for the presenting symptoms associated with autism, they foster higher productivity in
employees while securing the benefits from their labor. This process aligns with the conceptual framework outlined in labor process
theory.? Similarly, providing the necessary supports or accommodations to autistic employees means leaders can maximize the use
of rare resources, a practice that is in keeping with a resource-based view of companies and organizations.'®
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Part 4

Nonphgsmal
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Thisis anarticle based on Dr. Pierce’s dissertation case study at Aspiritech, an organization
in the greater Chicago area that has hired and supported employees on the autism spectrum
since 2008 The results of this study revolve around eight emergent themes, each of which
is worthy of its own article. The hope is that parents find these themes and topics useful
in preparing their autistic children for employment, independence and fulfilling lives. This
article looks at the provision of nonphysical supports in the workplace.

Work is the culmination and sum of all efforts put forward by individuals within organizations
aimed at initiating and preserving organizations.? It is the responsibility of leaders to structure,
lead and influence employees’ work and labor processes.>* Organizational leaders must
rely on workers to perform their tasks at optimal levels to achieve organizational goals and
objectives.? As such, the former need to provide the necessary accommodations and supports
to maximize employee productivity.® Supports and accommodations come in various forms,
including nonphysical supports. The present article confirms and extends knowledge related
to the findings of a 2015 study in which employers who had previous positive experiences
hiring individuals with cognitive disabilities continued to seek out those employees.® In the
study, the organizational leaders focused on continuous provision of nonphysical support
as a means of maximizing employee performance. This created a work environment that
was supportive for future employees who were part of the autistic community.

The list on the right outlines 25 distinct supports provided to autistic employees. By providing
nonphysical supports to autistic employees, leaders at Aspiritech are better equipped to
extract benefits derived from labor, which aligns with labor process theory.”

The supports most often referenced by employees include: breaks; flex time; interviewing,
onboarding and training; social activities; general supports; and supportive culture. Given
their importance to employees, these supports merit further consideration.

Breaks: This involves providing ample flexibility throughout a shift for breaks, especially if
an autistic employee is exhibiting emotions and distress.

Types of
Nonphysical
Supports

+ Assessing needs

* Check-in meetings

+ Counseling support

* Interviewing

* Life skills

* Noise reduction

* Recognition

* Structure

+ Opportunity for growth and
advancement

+ Behavioral support

+ Coaching

* Flex time

* Onboarding

* Hygiene

* Minimal talking

+ Competitive pay

+ General supports

* Breaks

+ Communication system

* Gender neutral restrooms

* Training

* Morale

* Patience

* Social activities

+ Supportive culture
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Flex time: Flexible schedules and absence policies, as well as a focus on work-life balance, are important. One of the support
personnel at Aspiritech said the following to one of the analysts: “If you don't feel good, it's perfectly fine for you to go home. Go
ahead, and thanks for coming in and trying.” This level of flexibility is vital to help autistic employees mitigate their challenges.

Interviewing, onboarding and training: Comprehensive training and development programs are essential elements of employee
supports that may lead to a reduction in overall costs associated with hiring and training new employees.®®

Social activities: This support focuses on the social aspects in and out of the workplace, and on overall employee well-being.
Leaders at Aspiritech established a formal employee socializing event called “Stepping Up and Out” that is also open to members
of the local autism community.

General supports: This involves creating an underlying philosophy and overall organizational awareness about autistic employees
and the varying approaches that can be used to support and accommodate them. It's an environment in which all employees can
reach their full potential and capitalize on their strengths.®

Supportive culture: Creating a positive and supportive organizational culture is an essential element for supporting and accom-
modating employees." Leaders need to create and maintain an organizational culture that is accepting of people with disabilities,
particularly since organizational norms and values predispose the organization to inclusion and support.'?

Conclusion

The supports mentioned highlight the singular focus of leaders on creating a work environment that is conducive, supportive
and accommodating for employees with autism. As noted previously, this focus flows from the organization’s mission statement:
“Aspiritech empowers individuals on the autism spectrum to fulfill their potential through meaningful employment combined with
social opportunity.”

One of the study participants said the following about the supports by Aspiritech:

We are sitting in a room right now that we call a sensory room. If [individuals] were to have sensory overload, we have different things
in here to help them get [their] mind off what's happening and relax a little bit. There are snacks being provided. There's encouragement
to go take walks outside; we have a Stepping Up and Out program on Sundays that motivates people to be more social with each other.
So, there are a lot of opportunities that are provided here to make people feel welcomed and wanted and needed.

Parents and autistic individuals should prioritize advocating for non-physical supports in the workplace. Seeing Aspiritech as a
model can help employers recognize the advantages of implementing such support systems.
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