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ABSTRACT 
 
 

EMPLOYMENT FOR AUTISTIC ADULTS IN A NEURODIVERSE 
 

WORKPLACE: A WEBSITE OF RESOURCES 
 

by 
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California State University, Chico 
 

Spring 2019 
 
 

Unemployment among autistic adults is estimated at between 70 and 90 

percent and employments outcomes are unfavorable compared to both their non-autistic 

and other disabled peers. Autistics face many challenges, especially during the transition 

into adulthood, a phase when support services are often limited. In addition, only two 

percent of federal-funded ASD research focuses on lifespan issues, such as the transition 

to adulthood, employment, postsecondary education, housing, and co-occurring 

conditions.  

This project specifically focuses on the transition to employment for young 

adults with autism. Unfortunately, most employers are unaware how to best 

accommodate autistic individuals in the workplace. Neurodiversity is an emerging 

philosophy that promotes the idea that autistic or neurodivergent individuals bring unique 

talents and strengths to a workplace. Creating a more inclusive, or neurodiverse 

workplace addresses both the needs of the autistic employee and the productivity needs 

of the employer. This project identifies: the barriers and facilitators of employment for 



x 

autistic adults, how neurodiverse workplaces lower employment barriers and promote 

successful employment, ways to establish a neurodiverse workspace, and available 

resources to support successful employment for autistic adults.  

In addition, this project includes a website of resources that promote 

meaningful employment for autistics. It identifies several prominent neurodiverse 

companies that may be attractive employment options for neurodivergent job-seekers and 

that are models for other non-neurodiverse companies wanting to make a change. The site 

provides ideas on how companies can create a more inclusive work environment for 

autistics and neurodiverse peers. Ultimately, it is an effort to bring awareness to the need 

of the autistic population, and how certain adjustments can not only benefit autistics, but 

also neurotypical co-workers, and company profits. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Purpose of the Project 

Autistic adults face barriers to workforce employment and face 

unemployment rates between 70-90 percent. Barriers include communication, repetitive 

behaviors, sensory difficulties, societal attitudes, and limited resources. Despite the 

growing number of autistic adults who seek employment, most employers are unaware 

how to accommodate them into the workplace (Harmuth et al., 2018; U.S. Department of 

Health and Human Services [HHS], 2017; Scott, Falkmer, Girdler & Falkmer, 2015). 

Employment outcomes for autistic adults show unfavorable results compared to both 

their non-autistic and other disabled peers (Sarrett, 2017; Shattuck et al., 2012).  

The concept of neurodiversity promotes the idea that autistic or 

neurodivergent individuals, people whose minds are wired differently such as ADHD, 

anxiety disorders, intellectual disabilities, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and dyslexia 

bring unique talents and strengths to a workplace. The idea that autistics can offer 

strengths to companies continues to develop and gain acceptance. For example, large 

companies such as SAP and Microsoft are changing their work environments, interview 

processes, and employee trainings to include those who are neurodivergent. The work 

environments created at these leading businesses embrace employee strengths for both 

those who are autistic and those who are not. Because of our growing awareness of 

neurodiversity in humanity, a strengths-based approach of neurodiversity can inform a 

more inclusive work environment for all. It is also important to empower autistic adults 

to seek employment using their talents and skill sets.  
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The purpose of this project is to create a website of resources that promote 

meaningful employment for autistics. This website will accomplish two goals. First, it 

will serve as a tool for employers who may want to hire autistic, or other neurodivergent 

individuals, but are not sure how to meet their needs, or identify strengths. Second, this 

project will serve as a tool for autistic adults, and other neurodivergent individuals, who 

seek employment and need resources to help them toward meaningful employment. The 

resources in this website will focus on job development, networking, identifying 

neurodiverse companies. It will list additional information such as books, articles, and 

conferences that are applicable to employment success.  

 
Theoretical Framework 

The neurodiversity movement’s concept to shift perspectives of society to 

acknowledge the value of neurodivergent individuals (Austin & Pisano, 2017; Lorenz, 

Reznik, & Heinitz, 2017). This holistic concept, to have equity for neurodivergent 

individuals, is being applied in the workplace by large companies. One way to better 

understand the how barriers of employment for autistic adults are being addressed 

through a neurodiverse workplace can be assess through the conceptual framework of the 

social-ecological model (SEM). SEM was originally proposed by Urie Brofenbrenner. In 

this model, “behavior is viewed as being affected by, and effecting, multiple levels of 

influence” (McLeroy, Bibeau, Steckler, & Glanz, 1998). This literature review will use a 

variation on Brofenbrenner’s model found in McLeroy et al. (1998, p. 355) that is 

structured in the following way: 

When each of these five SEM factors are taken into consideration for working 

autistic adults, meaningful employment is more likely to occur. These factors are 
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Table 1 
 
Variation on Urie Brofenbrenner’s social-ecological model (McLeroy et al., 1998) 
 
Factor Characteristic 

Intrapersonal factors characteristics of the individual such as knowledge, 
attitudes, behavior, self-concept, skills, etc. This 
includes the development history of the individual. 
 

Interpersonal factors formal and informal social network and social support 
systems, including family, work group, and friendship 
networks. 
 

Institutional factors social institutions with organizational characteristics, 
and formal (and informal) rules and regulations for 
operation. 
 

Community factors relationship among organizations, institutions, and 
informal networks within defined boundaries. 

Public policy local, state, and national laws and policies. 

 
 
interconnected and influence one another. For example, public policy such as federal 

funding for research and services of autistic adults can influence the quantity and quality 

of organizations, or institutional factors, that serve them. The community factors can 

influence the institutional factors through change in company policies and procedures 

such as hiring practices that better accommodate neurodivergent individuals. Another 

example of how the SEM concept relates to neurodiversity is the influence the 

interpersonal factors have on the institutional factors (i.e., increasing company profits) 

and how institutional factors can bring meaningful employment to the autistic adult (see 

Appendix B). 

Other concepts that support the neurodiverse approach are Person-Centered 

Practices (PCP) and Strengths-Based Strategies (SBS). PCP include both “person-
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centered thinking” and “person-centered planning.” Smull and Bourne (n.d., para 1) 

describes person-centered: 

To be person-centered means treating individuals with dignity and respect; building 
on their strengths and talents; helping people connect to their community and 
develop relationships; listening and acting on what the individual communicates; 
taking time to know and understand individuals and the things that make them 
unique. 
 

The PCP thinking encompasses respect for the individuals and for their 

equality and considers how an individual can work towards the life they want (Smull & 

Bourne, n.d.). The PCP practice is a skill that can be utilized by professionals who assist 

with life planning. These professionals could include teachers creating a graduation plan 

with a student, a social worker assisting in creating life goals for someone with a 

disability, or a life coach to help identify a life path.  

SBS is a similar concept as PCP. SBS focuses on accentuating what strengths 

the individual has and emphasizes those strengths, even taking into consideration the 

challenges a person may face (Jones-Smith, 2013). Both are identifying what is working 

in the person’s life, and what is not working.  

 
Scope (Description) of the Project 

This project aims to build a website of online resources for those seeking 

employment who are neurodivergent, and for employers who are interested in hiring this 

population by identifying best practices from both the individual and the employer. An 

overview of the neurodiversity movement and its importance to the autistic community 

will be explained. Employment barriers and facilitators autistic adults face in competitive 

employment environments will be identified, along with an overview of current 

employment statistics, and resources for those seeking employment. For employers, the 
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content will address how neurodiversity is applied to the workplace, identify companies 

that are implementing this structure and how they too could implement supportive 

practices within their own companies. The findings will illustrate how neurodiverse 

workplaces address employment barriers faced by autistic adults, why companies should 

hire autistic persons, and the significance of a neurodiverse workplace in addressing 

unemployment rates among autistic adults.  

 
Significance of the Project 

Overall, autistic individuals have considerably lower employment rates than 

those without disabilities (Abrams, 2016; Bernick & Holden, 2018; Harmuth et al., 2018; 

Hendricks, 2010; Sarrett, 2017). Services and funding for autistics transitioning into 

adulthood after leaving school-based programs, are limited, lack funding, and have 

insufficient research outcomes to determine the need for services (HHS, 2017). 

Furthermore, when autistics are employed, they receive lower wages and work fewer 

hours than neurotypical, or someone with a mind of societal standards of “normal,” 

employees, and opportunities for full-time employment are rarely achieved (Harmuth et 

al., 2018). The neurodiversity concept is an expectation that some, if not all, employment 

barriers can be addressed by creating the neurodiverse environment. Employment 

resources and central hubs of information for autistic adults are limited. The significance 

of this project is to provide a site of comprehensive resources for autistic adults and those 

who want to employ them, about facilitators to successful employment, with the intent to 

increase more diverse environments within a workspace. This diversity can potentially 

benefit both neurodiverse employees and the employer. Business leaders who are not 

familiar with neurodivergent individuals may find useful information in the website on 
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how to accommodate unique workplace needs, increase retention rates among employees, 

and assist employees to reach their maximum level of productivity. Neurodivergent 

individuals and their families may find the website useful to help them identify local 

programs to increase employment success, employment tools and resources, and 

information on businesses with a neurodiverse workplace. This project aims to answer 

the following questions:  

1. What are the barriers to employment for autistic adults and who is facilitating 

more employment for them?  

2. How do neurodiverse workplaces address these employment barriers and promote 

these facilitators?  

3. What is the process for establishing a neurodiverse workspace?  

4. What resources exist to assist with successful employment for autistic adults? 

Information for this project will be collected through a scoping review of the 

literature, including but not limited to peer reviewed articles, books, and company 

websites identified as using neurodiverse practices. The information collected will 

support the framework of the website of resources.  

 
Definition of Terms 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (Autistic) 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability that can cause 

significant social, communication and behavioral challenges (Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, 2018). The diagnostic criteria of Autism Spectrum Disorder are defined 

in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) (see Appendix A 

for details of diagnostic criteria). The DSM-5 is a manual for clinical use to guide 
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healthcare professionals in the diagnosis of mental disorders and well recognized by the 

American Psychiatric Association and “broad scientific community” (APA, n.d., p. 5).  

Competitive Integrative Employment (CIE) 

CIE is defined by the U.S. Department of Education (2017a) as an 

employment setting that is 1) typically found in the community, and 2) when an 

employee with a disability performs duties of a position as appropriate to the work 

performed of persons without a disability. 

Customized Employment (CE)  

CE, where a position is created or customized to be consistent with the 

individual’s unique strengths, abilities, and interests (U.S. Department of Education, 

2017b) while including ongoing support services. 

Neurodiversity (Neurodiverse) 

Lorenz et al. (2017, p. 4) “defines the neurodiversity concept simply as the 

fact that there are differences in brain structures among the population just as there are 

different skin colors and genders between people—a diverse neurology.” People 

represented in this category are those with typical diagnostic labels such as: ASD, 

ADHD, anxiety disorders, intellectual disabilities, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and 

dyslexia. This newer coined term is used in the following ways: neurodiversity 

movement, neurodiverse workplace/environments, and/or neurodivergent individuals.  

Neurotypical 

Neurotypical people are those individuals who do not have a neurodiverse 

diagnosis, such as ASD, ADHD, anxiety disorders, intellectual disabilities, 

schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and dyslexia.  
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Supportive Employment (SE)  

SE services that are aimed at finding CIE for persons with disabilities who 

need ongoing support services to learn and perform the work (California Department of 

Developmental Services, n.d.). 

Transitional 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2017) defines the 

“transition age” as a period of life that marks the transition from adolescence to 

adulthood and typically viewed from beginning adolescent ages 14-16 and ending in 

adulthood in ages 24 to 26. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Introduction 

As the prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) has continued to 

increase, many people, such as medical professionals and parents, seek to find a way to 

“fix” or “cure” the autistic person (Kapp, Gillespie-Lynch, Sherman, & Hutman, 2013). 

The intent of this project is contrary with focus on strengths of autistic individuals and 

adapting the workplace to accommodate those strengths. The identity-first language, 

using the term “autistic individual” will be used throughout this project, instead of the 

people-first language, “individual with autism.” Temple Grandin, autistic advocate and 

author, states “if I could snap my fingers and be nonautistic, I would not. Autism is part 

of what I am” (Jaarsma & Welin, 2012). The autism-related language in similar to 

language used in in Deaf and Blind communities where the identity is used to describe 

the person. The “general principle of placing positive pronouns in front of nouns, does 

not imply that autism is intrinsically negative” (Kenny et al., 2016, p. 443). Autism 

Network International (ANI) members give an example that “we talk about left-handed 

people, not ‘people with left-handedness,’ and about athletic or musical people, not about 

‘people with athleticism’ or ‘people with musicality’; it is only when someone has 

decided that the characteristic being referred to is negative that suddenly people want to 

separate it from the person” (Silberman, 2015, p. 441). Therefore, the preference to be 

called autistic, and not a person with autism, shows a positive concept as the autistic is 

accepted for who they are; ‘having’ autism would suggest otherwise.  
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The purpose of the neurodiversity movement was to make a shift in societal 

perspective away from “fixing” the autistic person. The neurodiversity movement wants 

society to be accepting of autistics as they are and use their unique and hidden talents for 

meaningful employment. There is a focus within neurodiversity on autistics who have an 

average to above average intelligence like characteristics found in former disorders such 

as Aspergers, or PDD-NOS (Pervasive Developmental Disability) (Jaarsma & Welin, 

2012; Singer, 2017). The neurodiversity movement has inspired big companies to re-

evaluate their workplace environment and procedures to be more diverse for autistics 

who seek employment, and other neurodivergent individuals. The literature review will 

focus on neurodiverse workplace environments and identify how these environments 

address employment barriers to the autistic’s experience.  

This literature review focuses on autistic youth transitioning into adulthood as 

they face challenges that differ from autistic children, autistic adults, and their 

neurotypical peers. Autistics transitioning into adulthood face challenges with 

postsecondary education, housing, and employment. It will also focus on the employment 

component and identify barriers to employment and pathways to successful employment.  

Before this project begins a review of the literature, specifically on the 

transition of young adults transitioning to the workplace, it is necessary to provide some 

background about the way that autism has been defines in order to understand how these 

programs target specific groups and no the whole population of autistic people.  

 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

Criteria for an ASD diagnosis is found in the Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders, Edition 5 (DSM-V). A person who is diagnosed with ASD 
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exhibits characteristics including “persistent deficits in social communication and social 

interaction” and “restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities” (APA, 

n.d., p. 50) (see Appendix A). In the DSM-V, the spectrum disorder is compiled of a 

large range of characteristics and defined by severity through three levels which depend 

on the level of support needed for “social communication” and “restrictive, repetitive 

behaviors” (Appendix A, Table A-1). Grandin and Panek (2014) would describe the 

spectrum as a complex disorder where “at one end of the spectrum, you might find the 

severely disabled. At the other end, you might encounter an Einstein or a Steve Jobs” (p. 

16). ASD has not always been categorized so broadly. 

ASD made its debut in the 1952 first edition of the “bible of psychiatry,” the 

DSM-I (Silberman, 2015). In this edition ASD was categorized as schizophrenic reaction, 

childhood type. It was not until the 1940s that the psychiatrist, Leo Kanner identified 

autism as a condition separate of childhood schizophrenia where he described 

characteristics such as a lack of interest social difficulties, or types of behaviors like 

resistance or routine (Mintz, 2017; Volkmar & Reichow, 2013). These characteristics are 

still utilized today’s diagnostic criteria. With Kanner’s observations and with various 

studies that followed, the term “autism” was validated with research and was later 

included in the 1980 DSM-III edition under the condition called pervasive developmental 

disorder (PDD).  

PDD consists of a group of disorders that are “characterized by a continuum 

of autistic features” (Mahoney et al., 1998, p. 279). PDD had developmental restrictions 

and required the onset of symptoms to begin before an individual was 30-months old. 

Additionally, if a child had some, but not all features of autism, but not all, and the 
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impairment of features were not severe enough to impact the child’s life, they would not 

have the justification to receive an autism diagnosis. In order to include this group of 

children who did not quite meet the “autism” criteria, a separate category introduced in 

the DSM III revision (DSM III-R) in 1987, included a diagnosis of pervasive 

developmental disorder not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS), or “atypical autism.” PDD-

NOS was created to address the lack of developmental orientation by eliminating the 

onset age requirement and to include children who did not quite meet ‘autism’ criteria. 

(Mahoney et al, 1998; Mintz, 2017; Volkmar & Reichow, 2013).  

PDD continued into the 1994 edition DSM IV and the text revision, DSM IV-

TR. In this edition, PDD was given five subtypes: Autistic Disorder, PDD-NOS, 

Asperger disorder, Rett disorder, and Disintegrative disorder; the last three are new 

disorders to the DSM. PDD became known as an ‘umbrella’ approach for these subtypes 

that would “share many diagnostic features but differ wither on age at onset, symptom 

count, or the absence of clinically significant cognitive and language delay” (Mahoney et 

al., 1998, p. 279). Mahoney et al. (1998) evaluated the reliability and accuracy of 

differentiating PDD subtypes and found the DSM-IV to show exceptional reliability with 

the diagnosis of PDD, Asperger’s disorder, and autism; however, there were high error 

rates among clinicians to differentiate between PDD-NOS and autism. These findings and 

inconsistencies showed the need for a more specific and reliable criteria.  

In the current edition, DSM 5 (2013), all PDD categories were eliminated and 

placed into a single ASD diagnosis. The edition notes that “individuals with a well-

established DSM-IV diagnosis of autistic disorder, Asperger’s disorder, or PDD-NOS 

should be given the diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder” (APA, n.d., p. 51). This 
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combination is what gives us the broad spectrum of characteristics for someone 

diagnosed with ASD. There are three levels of ASD identified in the DSM-5 diagnostic 

criteria that explain the severity of where someone is on the spectrum (see Table A-1) 

(Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2013). ASD must be presented in early childhood. This early 

diagnosis can be difficult because behavior and development must be observed to make a 

diagnosis and there are no medical tests to confirm the disorder (CDC, 2018). Mintz 

(2017, p. 50) explains the complexity of ASD by defining it as a “fusion of genetics, 

epigenetics, metabolomics, neurophysiology, neurology, immunology, endocrinology, 

and gastroenterology that can explain the aberrant behavioral, neurodevelopmental and 

intellectual.” Each person is unique in their distinctive composition of current symptoms 

and severity of behaviors, and characteristics may change over time or within different 

contexts (APA, n.d.; Mintz, 2017; Silberman, 2015). John Elder Robison (2017), an 

author and the first autistic person to serve in politics on the Federal Autism Committee, 

explained that ASD is a delay in development and how twenty years from now a person 

will be developmentally in a different place. Dr. Stephen Shore, an autistic professor of 

special education at Adelphi University, famously said, “If you’ve met one person with 

autism, you’ve met one person with autism” (Lime Connect, 2018). Despite emerging 

agreement about the uniqueness of each autistic person, attempts at diagnosis help to 

monitor the existence of the condition, which by most accounts appears to be quite 

prevalent, although estimates do vary.  

A recent study conducted by the Autism and Developmental Disabilities 

Monitoring (ADDM) Network from surveillance of data in 2014, found the prevalence of 

ASD is 1 in 59 births (Baio et al., 2018; CDC, 2018). Yet, results from another recent 
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study released by Kogan et al. (2018) with 2016 surveillance, show the prevalence to be 

closer to 1 in 40. Both studies were conducted in the U.S. and focused on children. Kogan 

et al. (2018) focused on a broader range of ages from 3 to17 years and conducted a 

nationwide survey. ADDM focused on 8-year-old children and limited their research to 

11 ADDM sites in the U.S. Although Kogan et al. (2018) had a large national 

representative sample, the results were based on the report of the parent of the ASD 

diagnosis and were not validated by clinical records. The ADDM gathered data from the 

children’s evaluation records and did not rely on diagnosis reported by family or 

practitioner.  

While each study has its limitations, they show similar results in ASD 

occurring about four times more in males than females; and suggest they represent about 

1 percent of the population (APA, n.d.; Baio et al., 2018; CDC, 2018; Kogan et al., 

2018). Silberman (2015) compares current estimates of prevalence in autistic people 

close to that of minority groups such as the Jewish community. Gassner (2018), an 

autistic advocate and researcher from Adelphi University, would argue that there is not an 

increase in prevalence, “it’s that we’re finding them.” Regardless, the data for prevalence 

specifically among autistic adults or autistic elderly are limited, so accurate prevalence is 

unclear (APA, n.d.). As autism is a lifelong condition, this represents an unacceptable gap 

in our awareness and the extent of ASD needs, particularly when transitioning into 

adulthood in areas such as employment and social inclusion.  

 
ASD Transitions into Adulthood 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) (2017) defines 

the “transition age” as a period of life that marks the transition from adolescence to 
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adulthood and is typically viewed as beginning in adolescent ages 14-16 and ending in 

adulthood at 24 to 26. During this lifespan, individuals would graduate high school, 

participate in postsecondary education, establish independent living and housing, and find 

gainful employment (Bernick & Holden, 2018; Hendriks, 2010; HHS, 2017; Kandalaft, 

Didehbani, Krawezyk, Allen, & Chapman, 2012; Pelt, 2008; Parsi & Elster, 2015). This 

section of the literature focuses on autistic individuals during this stage of life. 

The transition into adulthood is a unique time period for the autistic individual 

as they face challenges different to and in addition to those experienced by an autistic 

child (Pelt, 2008). Apart from the challenges that come along with being autistic, other 

co-existing health and mental conditions make life more complex for the adult. It is not 

uncommon for autistic persons to experience anxiety, mood disorders, ADHD, and 

depression (HHS, 2017; Horowitz et al., 2017). The DSM-5 (APA, n.d.) explains that 

many ASD individuals experience psychiatric symptoms with at least seventy percent 

having one ‘comorbid mental disorder’, and forty percent experiencing two or more of 

these. Horowitz et al. (2017) and Lever and Geurts (2016) found a higher percentage with 

seventy-nine percent of autistic adults having experienced a psychiatric disorder at least 

once in their life. It is shown that over sixty-five percent of autistics, aged 19-79 years 

with an IQ greater than 80, have an overlap of two lifetime diagnoses of mood and 

anxiety disorders (Lever & Geurts, 2016). 

The co-existing psychiatric disorders can often present within autistics; 

leading to significant suicide risks in this population (Horwitz et al., 2017). In fact, 

studies show that autistic adults are “nine times more likely to die from suicide than other 

adults” and “five times as likely to attempt suicide as the general public” (Mandell, 2018, 
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p. 234). Depression is the most common predictor of suicide ideation or attempts among 

autistics. Over 65 percent (Lever & Geurts, 2016) to 77 percent (Mayes, Gorman, 

Hillwig-Garcia, & Syed, 2012). However, very little research has been conducted on 

suicide behaviors among autistics (Hirvikoski et al., 2016; Mayes et al., 2012; Richa, 

Fahey, Khoury, & Mishara, 2014). There were differing results of suicide risk depending 

on the severity of where someone is on the spectrum. Hirvikoski et al. (2016) found 

significant elevated suicide risk for autistics who were at a less severe level (i.e., level 1; 

see Table A-1) than autistics on the opposite end of the spectrum (i.e., level 3; see Table 

A-1). Mayes et al. (2012) found suicide ideation and suicide attempts to be equal across 

the spectrum. Accurate research and prevention for suicide behaviors and ASD pose 

challenges as autistics have difficulties with communication such as reduced affect or 

sharing of emotions (Richa et al., 2014).  

One way to enhance a person’s well-being and mental health is through 

employment (Modini et al., 2016; van der Noordt, IJzelenberg, Droomers, & Proper, 

2014). Studies show overall increase in mental well-being, and a low incident rate of 

suicide associated with employment (Modini et al., 2016). This is parallel to findings that 

showed “strong evidence that employment reduces the risk of depression” (van der 

Noordt et al., 2014, p. 734). With at least seventy percent of autistic experiencing a 

mental health condition (APA, n.d.; Lever & Geurts, 2016), employment represents an 

important element for improved quality of life.  

For autistics transitioning into adulthood, there are few specialized resources 

that exist to help navigate the life challenges they will encounter. There is little 

acknowledgement that these young individuals are less represented and that they are 
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more neglected (Nord, Stancliffe, Nye-Lengerman, & Hewitt, 2015; Pelt, 2008). 

Compared to others, they lack life experience following high school (HHS, 2017). It is 

estimated that 50,000 youth in the United States are transitioning out of school-based 

services each year and of those youth, 17.4% of proceed onto postsecondary education 

although very few graduate (CDC, 2018; Todd, 2018). Furthermore, two-thirds of young 

autistics do not move onto employment or other education in the first two years after 

leaving high school (Abrams, 2016; HHS, 2017). There are gaps in understanding why 

statistics for success are so low in this transition period. A recent congressional report 

found little research was conducted on autistic youth and adults. This report also showed 

a lack of funding for such research (HHS, 2017). Unfortunately, federal projects on 

lifespan issues, including transition to adulthood, employment, postsecondary education, 

housing, and co-occurring conditions are dramatically underrepresented (HHS, 2017; 

Pelt, 2008). The smallest segment of funding, with only two percent of the federal and 

private funding went to these lifespan issues, compared to other research topic areas 

where higher funding is allocated including services (6%), treatments and interventions 

(17%), risk factors (18%), biology (32%) screening and diagnosis (9%) and infrastructure 

and surveillance (16%) (HHS, 2017).  

Despite this lack of research, there are programs dedicated to youth transitions 

to adult life. These include elements focused on autistic youth. The Workforce 

Innovations and Opportunity Act of (WIOA), established in 1998 and implemented 

through the U.S. Department of Education (ED), Department of Health and Human 

Services (HHS), and Department of Labor (DOL) is “designed to strengthen and improve 

our nation's public workforce system and help get Americans, including youth and those 
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with significant barriers to employment, into high-quality jobs and careers and help 

employers hire and retain skilled workers” (United Stated Department of Labor [DOL], 

2018, para. 1). In order to implement this mission, schools are required, per WIOA, to 

establish a transitional plan for autistic youth that include postsecondary goals. This plan 

must be implemented before the students’ 16th birthday, although, some would like to see 

the transition planning start as early as age 10 (HHS, 2017).  

According to the literature, researchers recommend the transition planning 

should contain postschool outcomes that include transition services, courses of study, and 

resources that address life qualities such as health care, housing, transportation, social 

services, education, independent living, or employment (Hendricks & Wehman, 2009; 

HHS, 2017; Parsi & Elster, 2015; Pelt, 2008). HHS (2017) gathered information through 

a listening session on February 6, 2017 from stakeholders “who included leading 

researchers in the field, advocacy groups, and individuals on the autism spectrum as well 

as parents of such individuals” (p. 47). Transition plan is typically delayed until the year 

prior to completion of school, focus only on the planning for the upcoming school year, 

and show  “little to no overarching planning toward preparing a student to achieve life 

goals and realize individual potential to maximize skills and abilities” (HHS, 2017, p. 

51). Additionally, research shows that only sixty-six percent of autistic students had goals 

that specifically matched their course of study to transition goals, and up to thirty-six 

percent are not receiving “specific instruction on the skills necessary to be successful in 

this process” (Shogren & Plotner, 2012, p. 24). Early intervention to develop a plan is 

recommended as the transition process has been found to be ineffective (HHS, 2017; 

Todd, 2018). Others would disagree, including the perspectives from parents, by rating 
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their experience with the transition plan process as “somewhat useful and very useful” 

(Shogren & Plotner, 2012, p. 27).  

Autistic youth face additional challenges than their neurotypical peers as they 

“transition from an entitlement-driven system (i.e., special education) to multiple 

eligibility-driven systems (e.g., adult services, postsecondary education disability 

services, housing supports)” (Shogren & Plotner, 2012, p. 16). Furthermore, services 

available to autistic youth transitioning into adulthood are limited. Autistic adults are 

faced with vast challenges, compared to neurotypical peers, to obtain meaningful and 

engaging competitive integrative employment (CIE) (Harmuth et al., 2018; Nord et al., 

2015; Pierce, 2018; Sarrett, 2017). With only two percent of the federal funding provided 

for ASD research in this area, services for this population will continue to be a dire need 

during this crucial time period.  

 
Employment 

Unemployment among autistic adults is estimated at between 70 and 90 

percent (Abrams, 2016; Bernick & Holden, 2018; Harmuth et al., 2018; Hendricks, 2010; 

Sarrett, 2017). Some employment barriers autistics face is clearly connected to the ASD 

symptoms, including difficulty with communications, social sills, recognizing social 

cues, and developing and maintaining social norms (Harmuth et al., 2018; HHS, 2017; 

Scott et al., 2015). Other barriers include restricted or repetitive patterns of behavior that 

display when routines are disrupted (i.e., such as computers shutting down). Other 

patterns include restricted interests, and/or unusual reactions to sensory input. These 

barriers are directly related to the individual’s autistic characteristics (Harmuth et al., 



20 

2018) and are identified in the intrapersonal factors of Social-Ecological Model (SEM), 

mentioned earlier (Anderson, Roux, Kua, & Shattuck, 2018; McLeroy et al., 1988).  

A second category of barriers to successful employment exists within the 

characteristics of an organization. These characteristics are examples of institutional 

factors of SEM. These barriers include the lack of long-term workplace support, negative 

attitudes of employers due to the stigma ASD can carry, and the level of social 

expectations a work environment has such as “small talk” (Anderson et al., 2018; Bernick 

& Holden, 2018; Harmuth et al., 2018; McLeroy et al., 1988). Moreover, once 

employment is established, autistics find they receive low wages, work in poor 

conditions, receive shortened hours, have limited opportunities for growth, work in 

positions that are a poor fit, and receive inadequate training for the job (Bernick & 

Holden, 2018; Harmuth et al., 2018; Hendricks, 2010). Employees all depend on each 

other for a majority of institutional factors including emotional supports, social skills, and 

job training (Anderson et al., 2018; Sarrett, 2017), most of which are taken for granted by 

those without autism but hugely challenging for people who are autistic. Only a small 

percentage of autistic adults obtain employment in their community and when they do, 

they experience low retention rates due to various factors mentioned earlier such as poor 

job fit, communication barriers and lack of long-term workplace support (Abrams, 2016; 

Bernick & Holden, 2018; Harmuth et al., 2018; Hendricks, 2010; Hendricks & Wehman, 

2009; Lorenz et al., 2017; Sarrett, 2017; Todd, 2018).   

While employment programs are limited, some autistic adults have had 

success finding employment with the support of a vocational counselor through programs 

such as the California Department of Rehabilitation (DOR). This program administers 
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vocational rehabilitation (VR) services and provides support to independent living centers 

throughout the state (Nord et al., 2015). “VR is the largest public funder of employment 

services in the United States for people with disabilities including autism” (Roux, Rast, 

Anderson, & Shattuck, 2016, p. 16). These programs are crucial services for youth in 

transition and those seeking Competitive Integrative Employment (CIE) (HHS, 2017). 

CIE is defined by the U.S. Department of Education (2017a) as an employment setting 

that is 1) typically found in the community, and 2) when an employee with a disability 

performs duties of a position that are also performed by persons without a disability. The 

VR services provide various pathways for autistics to find CIE. These pathways include 

supported employment (SE), services that are aimed at finding CIE for persons with 

disabilities who need ongoing support services to learn and perform work (California 

Department of Developmental Services, n.d.). The next pathway is customized 

employment (CE), where a position is created or customized to be consistent with the 

individual’s unique strengths, abilities, and interests (U.S. Department of Education, 

2017a) while including ongoing support services. The U.S. Department of Education 

(2017b) considers both SE and CE forms of CIE.  

One support offered through DOR include funding job coaching services for 

90 days when employment is obtained. This program gives companies an incentive to 

hire by providing extra support that may be needed to train autistic employees (Todd, 

2018). Wehman et al., (2015) conducted a qualitative study on sixty-four autistic adults 

referred to them by state vocational rehab counselors between 2009-2014. These 

individuals had the goal of CIE and would start in a SE or CE setting. Sixty-three of these 

people secured employment. A larger qualitative study through the National Autism 



22 

Indicators Report: Vocational Rehabilitation report 17,753 autistic individuals used the 

state-funded VR programs in 2014, an increase of over 10,000 from 2009, with 60 

percent of them exiting the program with employment (Roux et al., 2016). Of the 60 

percent who found employment, 80 percent worked part-time and received wages that put 

them below the poverty line. Although, 60 percent is significantly different from 

Wehman et al. (2015), 48 percent of autistics most commonly exited without employment 

with refusal of further VR services and with reasons unknown through the data available 

(Roux et al., 2016). VR services are only one way towards finding employment and not 

everyone utilizes these services. More research is needed to determine how all autistic 

adults find employment.  

Additional activities available to people to increase their chances of CIE 

success include participation in an internship or part-time employment while in high 

school to establish work skills and to identify work interests and strengths. Wehman et al. 

(2015) notes the individuals who participated in a school-based internship needed fewer 

intervention hours from a state rehabilitation counselor to complete a job seeker profile, 

job development, and career search after completing school. Postsecondary education can 

also improve CIE by providing an individual with growth in various areas including 

academics, life skills, independence, self-determination, and self-confidence (Wehman et 

al., 2015).  

Newer programs that help increase skills and personal growth include 

UCLA’s Program for the Education and Enrichment of Relational Skills (PEERS) 

(https://www.semel.ucla.edu/peers), an evidence-based program that primarily focuses on 

teaching important social skills and providing opportunity to practice these skills for 



23 

autistic adolescents and young adults. Another program, Mursion (https://mursion.com), 

is a virtual reality environment where professionals practice and master complex 

interpersonal skills that can specifically focus on communication and social skills for 

autistic individuals. Programs like these for adults may be funded through government 

agencies, such as DOR, or Regional Centers, but can be a financial burden and barrier for 

many individuals and their families.  

John Elder Robison, an autism advocate, says programs available through 

government funding such as vocational programs can help autistic individuals adapt their 

behavior at work and train employers to understand how basic accommodations can help 

autistic adults succeed (Abrams, 2016). Few studies show the perspectives of the 

employer and employers’ needs for the successful employment of autistic adults (Hedley 

et al., 2017). Some programs, such as National Autistic Society Prospects, strive to 

change employers’ perceptions about employing autistics and provide training on support 

and accommodations in the workplace. Regardless, few studies show outcomes on these 

efforts (Hedley et al., 2017).  

An option for autistics is to find work in an autism-specific job environment 

instead of trying to gain employment in a nonspecific workplace that might not be 

accommodating to them (Lorenz et al., 2017). Autism-specific job environments are 

developing through major companies as they embrace the concept of neurodiversity. 

They will be referred to here and in the attached website as a “neurodiverse workplace.”  

 

Neurodiversity 

The term “neurodiversity” was created by Judy Singer, an autistic ASD 

advocate and sociologist, with expectation that political change in “neurological 
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diversity” would be better represented as its own political category such as class, gender, 

and race. The neurodiversity concept is based on “the fact that there are differences in 

brain structures among the population just as there are different skin colors and genders 

between people—a diverse neurology” (Lorenz et al., 2017, p. 4). People represented in 

this category are those with typical diagnostic labels such as ASD, ADHD, anxiety 

disorders, intellectual disabilities, schizophrenia, bipolar disorder, and dyslexia. 

Neurodiversity has become a political movement to further the equality, acceptance, and 

inclusion of the neurologically different within our society. The neurodiversity movement 

(NDM) advocates for continued changes in society to reflect the needs of those of 

“different minds.” 

While the term “neurodiversity” became widely known through a 1998 article 

by Havery Blume titled “Neurodiversity” in the Atlantic, it has only been in recent years 

that the autism-rights movement, or NDM, has created a shift of perspective in the autism 

community in “a way of being” (Bernick & Holden, 2018; Kaufman & Doutsiopoulos, 

2013; Silberman, 2015). Blume (1998) states “neurodiversity may be every bit as crucial 

for the human race as biodiversity if for life in general” (para. 4). The movement 

advocates for society to be reflective of the hidden talents people acquire and excludes 

the perspective that neurodiverse people have a disease that needs to be “fixed,” cured, or 

otherwise normalized (Bernick & Holden, 2018; Grandin & Panek, 2013; Kaufman & 

Doutsiopoulos, 2013; Robison, 2008; Sarrett, 2017; Silberman, 2015; Singer, 2017; 

Todd, 2018). The NDM challenges the medical model which is to find causation and a 

cure. NDM strives for acceptance and inclusion of their differences. Autistics are less 
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likely to place their efforts into the research for causation; however, their parents are least 

likely to reject the medical model of finding a cause (Kapp et al., 2013). 

The neurodiversity concept excludes autistics who have most significant 

symptoms (i.e., level three severity), sometimes referred to as “low-functioning” or 

“severe” autism (Jaarsma, & Welin, 2012; Singer, 2017). These symptoms may include 

self-injurious behaviors (picking, head banging, etc.), little to no social interaction, and 

more complex co-occurring medical conditions such as Fragile X syndrome, anxiety, 

tuberous sclerosis, and epilepsy (National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke 

[NINDS], 2018).   

The neurodiversity movement is by no means expressed in a single voice. 

Some of the internal dissension centers around the normalization of autism, as noted by 

Singer (2017, p. 20): 

As in every social movement, contestation and conflict are inevitable, thus any 
animosity, whether within the neurodiversity movement or against its opponents, 
should come as no surprise. Some parents claim that their children have enriched 
their lives, while others claim that they cannot cope. Some autistics claim they are 
fine the way they are, others claim that life is hard, and the neurodiversity 
movement tries to gloss over their difficulties. Some claim that a lack of empathy is 
a real symptom of AS while others are outraged by the notion. As for the Curists 
versus the Anti-curists, who has ever been able to stop the march of science?  

There is therefore a range of views in the neurodiverse movement which 

question in different ways what it means to the autistic community. Despite a range of 

opinions in and about the movement, most neurodiverse advocates encourage a wider 

social acceptance and understanding of autistic difference so autistic individuals can be 

better incorporated into wider communities (Sarrett, 2017). The neurodiversity movement 

aims to break down the barriers that currently limit the potential for autistic youth and 

adults and obtain cultural pride within a minority group (Kapp et al., 2013; Silberman, 
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2015; Singer, 2017). Neurodiversity is a move forward to educate society about the 

untapped pool of skilled individuals, and how accommodations to communities and 

workplaces can create productive and engaging environments for all. This is a concept 

similar to Universal Design (UD)  by Milton, Martin, and Melham (2016, p. 81):  

the pragmatic nature of the UD approach to eliminating barriers via to initial design, 
rather than trying to overcome them subsequently through individual adaptation. 
Principles of UD originated from the field of architecture and environmental design 
and were taken up within education as Universal Design for Learning (UDL). By 
planning to meet diverse requirements, UD is an integrative holistic approach that is 
for everyone’s benefit, rather than an inefficient system of multiple individual 
adjustments fitted retrospectively to try and solve access issues. 

With this concept of UD, companies could adjust the workplace with changes 

such as removing fluorescent lighting and reducing noise (Pelt, 2008), providing clarity 

with communication that can be simple and easily understood, and providing visuals (i.e., 

time tables) (Milton et al., 2017). Gassner expresses without such changes, long-term 

employment is often taxing (as cited in Pelt, 2008). “Creating a triad of community, 

work, and research, connected through reciprocal communication, will help enormously 

to overcome prejudices and to establish realistic expectations for all parties” (Lorenz et 

al., 2017, p. 10). Neurodiversity is an effort to bring awareness to society and public 

acceptance of neurodivergent differences and strengths of autistic persons. 

 
Implementing Neurodiversity in the  

Workplace 

The implementation of the neurodiverse workplace (NDW) originated with 

the work of a Danish consulting company, Specialisterne (“the specialist”). Their work 

supported the neurodiversity movement’s philosophy that there must be a shift in 

perspectives in order to acknowledge the value of neurodiverse individuals (Austin & 
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Pisano, 2017; Lorenz et al., 2017). The founder, Thorkil Sonne, created the program to 

hire autistics in 2004 after his young son was diagnosed with the disorder. The program 

quickly became a success, hiring 10,000 people in just 15 years in 20 countries, including 

the United States (Todd, 2018). The approaches to this program are “strengths-based” 

and “person-centered,” which means that they focus on the individual’s strengths and on 

finding a job placement that is a good match for the person’s preferences and interests. It 

is therefore similar to the CE approach discussed above. Support and accommodation 

come in varying forms and contexts and are typically customized for each individual.  

The foundation of Specialisterne’s approach has seven major elements (Austin 

& Pisano, 2017, pp. 7-10):  

 Team with “social partners” for expertise you lack  
 Use nontraditional, no interview-based assessment and training processes  
 Train other workers and managers  
 Set up a support ecosystem  
 Tailor methods for managing careers 
 Scale the program 
 Mainstream the program  

The creation of a neurodiverse work environment in the Specialisterne model 

overlaps with Reasonable Accommodation standards established by the Americans with 

Disabilities Act of 1990. Reasonable Accommodation requires employers to determine 

the need of an individual on a case-by-case basis (Konrad, Moore, Ng, Doherty, & 

Breward, 2013; Schur et al., 2014; Stein, Silvers, Areheart, & Francis, 2014). 

Accommodation and support may include short-term job alterations (Schur et al., 2014), 

workplace accessibility, workspace modifications, alteration of work schedules, or 

specific devices (Konrad et al., 2013; Stein et al., 2014), all of which allow autistic 

workers to perform required duties. (Pierce, 2018). Specialisterne considers the unique 
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individual and their skills, need for a support system for personal employee success, and 

establishment of an environment that works for both neurodiverse and neuro typical 

employees.  

Other companies also strive for neurodiverse work environments. Systems, 

Applications and Products (SAP), is one of the longest running U.S. programs to adopt 

Sonne’s approach and to promote an Autism at Work program. The Autism at Work 

program aims to have one percent of its global workforce represented by autistic 

employees by 2020. SAP expects that number to reach 650 people (Austin & Pisano, 

2017; Schuller, 2017). Similar to Specialisterne, Autism at Work has expanded to other 

countries and plans to grow. Companies who have implemented the Autism at Work 

program for at least one year can participate in the Autism at Work Employer 

Roundtable. These “roundtable” companies share first-hand experiences, guidance for 

other businesses, and provide an online community connecting employers with job 

candidates (Disability:IN, 2018). The following companies participate in the Autism at 

Work Employer Roundtable (Disability:IN, 2018): Microsoft, Ford, Ernst & Young, 

Hewlett Packard Enterprise, SAP, Fidelity Investments, Freddie Mac, JP Morgan Chase, 

Cintas, Spectrum Designs, Travelers, Ultra Testing, Willis Towers Watson, DXC 

Technology, and Rising Tide Car Wash. 

It is said that by employing and providing supports to autistic employees, 

employers attain a competitive edge by “tapping into a pool of talent” (Bernick & 

Holden, 2015; Elias, 2017; Todd, 2018). Sonne observed that in a NDW there is an 

increased employee engagement and productivity amongst both autistic employees and 

the neurotypical (Todd, 2018). Pierce (2018) asserts that autistics with less severe 
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symptoms can positively affect an organization’s competitiveness and success with their 

creative and innovative qualities. Elias (2017) adds that employers, such as SAP, observe 

that autistic individuals can add strong skills and a determined work ethic that bring real 

value to their businesses.  

The advantages to a neurodiverse workplace can provide success for both 

neurodiverse employee and the employer. In cases where great attention to detail and 

analysis of patterns are required in the workplace, the autistic person often has an 

advantage over neurotypical employees. This is due to the autistic person’s tendency for 

repetitive behavior and restricted interest to complete monotonous tasks, such as 

conducting a series of tests or examining security systems for abnormal patterns. For 

example (Pierce, 2018, p. 212),  

Autistic employees possess a keen ability to detect subtle defects or a large number 
of issues in a program which help shape subsequent development efforts, have 
superior ability to spot irregularities, provide a fresh perspective on potential 
defects that may not be as apparent to the neurotypical team or written in the test 
scripts, and correctly identify defects that otherwise were undiscovered. 

Companies have saved millions of dollars because of significant innovations 

autistic employees have brought to the workplace and their ability to fix technical 

malfunctions with intricate detail, or design 4 patents in 6 weeks (Austin & Pisano, 2017; 

Robison, 2008; Todd, 2018). The advantages continue in how the NDW address the 

barriers autistic employees typically face. 

Intrapersonal, or individual, barriers are overcome by various innovative 

interview strategies. One of Sonne’s foundation elements are nontraditional interviews. 

The changes in the interview process include longer assessment periods to identify a 

person’s strengths, and the incorporation of construction or programming projects, such 
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as Lego Mindstorm kits, to identify job skills in both individual and group work settings. 

This is a person-centered approach which takes time to know and understand individuals 

and the things that make them unique (Smull & Bourne, n.d.). The nontraditional 

interviews are an attempt to diminish the social pressures of a traditional face-to-face 

interview, which autistics state is a main barrier to employment. Terry Cunnigham, CEO 

of U.S.A’s Specialisterne, recommends asking open ended questions and agrees with the 

longer interview process where a task-based approach is applied (Todd, 2018).  

Additionally, some companies will have a “soft skills” workshop that 

candidates would complete to allow them time to familiarize themselves with a 

professional environment and norms and practices of a workplace setting (Austin & 

Pisano, 2017) such as “small talk.” In addition, it is important that employers recognize 

that social rules such as expectations to smile can be challenging for autistics (HHS, 

2017). In order to create a positive interpersonal connection in the workplace, businesses 

must also train other (neurotypical) workers and managers including supervisors, hiring 

managers, mentors, counselors, and key office staff on the concept of neurodiversity. 

This training could address negative attitudes on the stigma ASD can carry and educate 

existing employees on what to expect from their new colleagues (Ernst & Young LLP, 

2017; Pierce, 2018). 

For a most affective integration of NDW, companies must consider the SEM 

of community factors by building relationships among organizations, institutions, and 

informal networks. One of the first steps in Sonne’s foundation is to team up with other 

organizations for expertise that the companies lack. This is a critical key component in 

the success of both neurodiverse employees to receive ongoing support, and of the 
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business (Bernick & Holden, 2015). Neurodiverse companies connect with government 

or nonprofit organizations who focus on supporting people with disabilities, including 

Department of Rehabilitation or nonprofits like EXPANDability and the Arc (Austin & 

Pisano, 2017). Connecting with these organizations provides a resource to the 

neurodiverse companies to seek candidates of the ‘untapped talent’, guidance on 

employment regulations that apply to people with disabilities, and the ongoing support 

and mentoring both in and out of the workplace. With a strong community factor, the 

businesses can provide a solid interpersonal factor, or ecosystem, so autistic employees 

have continued supports within work and personal life environments.  

The company Ernst & Young has their new hires work in small groups to feel 

comfortable, build relationships, and create a sense of community. These cohorts can 

become a part of the autistic person’s new “ecosystem.” Other people in this circle of 

support could include family, counselors, job coaches, and mentors who support the 

individual with their career development (Ernst & Young LLP, 2017). Having a strong 

interpersonal SEM element addresses the barriers such as lack of long-term workplace 

support. SAP said it has a “high return on investment” which includes a 94 % retention 

rate (Elias, 2017). One element that may contribute to the successful retention rates the 

tailoring of methods for managing careers. This is similar to a transition plan youth with 

disabilities receive in high school, discussed earlier. Each autistic employee has ongoing 

assessments to determine the progress they are making within the program, such as 

Autism to Work, and sets goals toward mainstream jobs. Ultimately, it is the goal for the 

neurodiverse workplace to mainstream the program where recruiting, hiring, and 

development become a typical talent process for all seeking employment. The NDW 
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provides focused attention on customized, long-term supports and accommodations 

within an encouraging and informed community where autistic employees find 

successful, meaningful, and gainful employment (Harmuth et al., 2018). Overall, the 

neurodiversity movement can bring greater public awareness and knowledge of ASD, 

which lead to a better understanding of the gifts and talents of autistic youth and adults. 

This will improve the likelihood that autistics will reach life goals and contribute in 

greater ways to society, including through meaningful gainful employment opportunities 

(HHS, 2017). 

 
Conclusion 

The current literature provides insight to the challenges and barriers 

transitional autistic youth face when entering adulthood. There are many qualitative 

studies on the perspectives of autistics and their families. However, there is limited 

understanding of the supports needed on life after completing secondary school, and how 

to reach better outcomes in successful or meaningful employment for autistics. While the 

neurodiversity concept is relatively new in the workplace, many well-known companies 

are implementing this change and literature from Autism to Work conventions and 

various company materials provide insight on specific changes the companies make to 

create a more diverse environment in the workplace.  

Finding literature specific to autistic adults is limited; especially on the topic 

of employment. Lack of funding for research towards the transitioning youth and adult 

age groups prevent a true viewpoint on the need for services. Additionally, the limited 

services available to autistics transitioning into adulthood restrict information on 

outcomes of these programs and how they address the needs. Therefore, the need for this 



33 

unique population is not fully understood and is unrepresented. While the neurodiversity 

concept has been around for some time, the implementation within the workplace is still 

relatively new, and therefore lack studies in this area for reliable and valid outcome 

measures. As new programs start to emerge, they are not yet evidenced based (due to lack 

of research and studies), can be an out-of-pocket expense for the individual and their 

family, and may not be available to access. To strengthen the literature, more funding is 

needed for research on autistic youth transitioning into adulthood and adults, specifically 

within the neurodiverse workplace. Additional research and studies will provide 

information on a more accurate need of services, which could help improve government 

funding.  
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CHAPTER III 
 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 
 

Participants 

Although there are no human subjects in this project, the website on 

neurodiverse workplaces will focus on three main future populations of users. First, the 

autistic youth and autistic adult population, who seek resources to build skills for 

successful employment, job development, and employment opportunities (possible 

through neurodiverse companies). Second, the business owners who want to create a 

more diverse work environment for their employees who seek information on how to 

make accommodations and to bring more awareness to the employer about autistics and 

possible needs. Last, the circle of support (i.e. family, friends and community members) 

that can use the website information to support someone who is autistic.  

 
Design 

The content and design of the website is based on qualitative and quantitative 

information found throughout the literature review that create the general structure of 

content. Images used on the website are obtained through Squarespace stock photos, and 

free usable media files through websites such as Burst (https://burst.shopify.com/) or 

Unsplashed (https://unsplash.com/). The website will include a purpose statement to 

inform users of the intent of the website and provide information on when the site was 

created and last updated. The scope of information on the website will be specific to 

employment tools for autistic adults and/or other neurodiverse individuals, their circle of 

support, and employers. Each resource will include a brief description, link to the 
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resource’s website, date last updated, and authors with their credentials. Any resource 

that is not active or has not been updated within the last 10 years (2009 – 2019) will not 

be included. The website structure includes components of SEM and will consist of the 

following categories and subcategories: 

For Job Seekers (an individual or SEM intrapersonal approach)  

 Assessments 

 Résumé and tool kits 

 Work experience and professional coursework 

 Communication 

 Programs and Community 

 Connect Online 

 Self care 

For Community (community or SEM interpersonal approach). 

 Guides and tools 

 Professional coursework 

For Employers (organization or SEM institutional approach) 

 Neurodiverse companies 

 Creating a neurodiverse workplace 

 Advocates and leaders 

Information (applicable to all SEM factors) 

 Fact sheet 

 Books 

 Articles 
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 Conferences  

 Policy and government 

The website will be created through Squarespace (www.squarespace.com), a 

service used for website building and hosting, where pre-built website templates are 

available to input information and elements to provide the content of this project. 

Squarespace was chosen based on personal and professional references and reviews 

found online. A Business Plan was purchased through Squarespace for $18 per month to 

be billed annually. In addition to purchasing the website service, a two-hour consultation 

with a professional website developer, approximately fifty dollars an hour, will be 

conducted to better understand how to utilize the website components and obtain 

information on marketing techniques to best launch the website and reach out to the 

targeted populations. The website services include the following attributes within the 

Business Plan (https://www.squarespace.com/pricing): 

unlimited bandwidth and storage, mobile-optimized website, advanced website 
metrics (tracks website visits, traffic sources visitor geography, site paths, popular 
content, etc.), free custom domain (with annual purchase), SSL security included, 
24/7 customer support, unlimited contributors, professional email from Google, 
$100 Google ads credit, promotional pop-ups, fully integrated e-commerce, sell 
unlimited products and accept donations, 3% transaction fee, mobile information 
bar, complete customization through CSS and JavaScript, premium blocks and 
integrations, and announcement bar.  

The website title “Neurodiversity Network: learn, connect, work, achieve” 

(www.neurodiversitynetwork.net) is the concept to have resources for neurodivergent job 

seekers, community members, and employers to network information available in one 

location. For the neurodivergent job seeker, it’s a network to learn about themselves and 

their strengths, how to apply vocational skills to work, and to develop a professional self. 

This will be achieved through taking “assessments’ to identify strengths and skills, 
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building a “résumé” and utilizing “tool kits” for a professional portfolio, gaining 

knowledge through “work experience and professional coursework,” increasing 

“communication” skills, identify “programs” for professional guidance, and “connect 

online” with peers and potential employers. This network of information is the attempt 

for the job seeker to achieve meaningful employment in a supportive and positive 

workplace.  

For the “community” (i.e., family, friends, co-workers, etc.), a network of 

information is provided to increase neurodiversity awareness. “Guides and tools” are 

provided for ways the community can best support a neurodivergent with their path to 

employment. Furthermore, it is important for the community to be aware of ongoing 

development in autistic adults and their neurodivergent peers by continued knowledge 

through “professional coursework” resources. 

For the employer, “Neurodiversity Network” identify “neurodiverse 

companies” as a network of role models for businesses that are not yet onboard, and 

resources on “creating a neurodiverse workplace.” Employers can connect with 

“advocates and leaders” for guidance on neurodiversity and increase their neurodiversity 

awareness through “books,” “articles and website,” “facts” and by attending 

neurodiversity “conferences.” The website will include information for businesses on 

why they should hire autistics and neurodivergent peers, along with success stories of 

both the neurodivergent employee and employers within a neurodiverse workplace. 

Overall, the “Neurodiversity Network” is a place for all to learn, work towards 

employment, connect with potential employers, experts, or talented neurodivergent 
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employees, and to achieve professional growth, meaningful employment, and positive 

and enriching work environments for all.  

To attempt to reach autistics, their circle of support, and employers, the link to 

the website will be included on social media outlets (i.e., Facebook, Instagram, etc.), 

community flyers (see Appendix C) placed in common spaces such as coffee shops, 

supports agencies (i.e., DOR, Regional Centers, schools, universities/colleges, etc.), and 

on websites of organizations who advocate for the autistic population (i.e., Autism 

Speaks, National Autistic Society, etc.). To attempt to include resources others have 

found useful, and are not listed on the website, a feedback component will be available 

for users to submit ideas on content to add that may be useful to the target population.  

 
Reliability and Validity 

A rubric will be used to assess the quality of the website’s content and design. 

The quality of the website’s content is assessed and evaluated through University of 

Washington TRIO Training’s Website Evaluation Questions; “funded in part by grants 

from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Federal TRIO Programs” 

(http://depts.washington.edu). For this project the website evaluation questions were 

edited into statements and include an addition of a five-point rating scale (“strongly 

disagree,” “disagree,” “undecided,” “agree,” “strongly agree”) (see Appendix C1) as a 

tool for this author to assessment and evaluate the website. The assessment and 

evaluation criteria of the survey will include the following categories: accuracy, 

authority, objectivity, currency, coverage, accessibility, design, content (the average of 

accuracy, authority, objectivity, currency, and coverage), technological aspects and 

interactivity, and originality. The self-assessment and evaluation support revisions for the 
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final product of the website and identify components that need improvement or are 

missing (see Appendix C3). Components that are missing or need improvements, and are 

unable to be accomplished in this project, will be included in the “Recommendations” on 

how to enhance the project. 

 
Limitations 

As identified through the literature, programs and services are limited for 

autistics after exiting school-based services. Newer programs and services available 

supporting neurodiverse employment or employment skill building, lack long-term 

research outcomes and may not be evidence-based reducing the validity of the website 

content. Research on autistic youth and adults transitioning into adulthood receive limited 

federal and state funding. Literature on the neurodiverse workplace and their 

effectiveness to address barriers and facilitators are bias, as most information at this point 

is derived from self-reported information and neurodiverse company materials. There is a 

lack of research on the neurodiverse workplace setting, limiting accurate outcomes of the 

success of such environments for the autistic employees and the companies that employ 

them.  

Maintaining and marketing a successful website takes time and money, which 

are limited for this project. Only free stock photos and free usable media were used in the 

project and may limit the quality of the website’s content.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 
 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND  
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 

Summary 

Creating a website of employment resources for autistics, their circle of 

support, and businesses helps address the issues that are identified in the literature. 

Autistics face many challenges, especially during the transition into adulthood, where 

services are limited for support with various components to life (i.e. employment, 

housing, post-secondary education, healthcare). This project specifically focuses on the 

component of employment. Resources for this project are not only focused on the autistic 

individual seeking employment, but also their circle of support, and potential employers.  

The comprehensive target populations are in accordance with components of 

SEM as it takes multiple levels of influence for a change in behavior (intrapersonal: the 

individual, interpersonal: their social network (circle of support), institutional: 

organizations, community factors: the relationship between organizations, and public 

policy: national/state/local influence of laws and policy). Each of these levels influences 

each other in the success for the individual, in this case, the autistic adult seeking 

employment. It is important that each level makes the contributions necessary to see an 

increase in the success of the individual or intrapersonal level.   

The project addresses the intrapersonal level through resources geared 

towards the individual’s growth identified in the “Job Seekers” category on the website. 

“Job Seekers” provides resources for assessment of skills, tools for resume building, 
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work experience and professional coursework, communication skills, programs and 

connecting online with potential employers. Next, the website will attempt to provide 

resources for the individual’s community through the “For Community” category which 

address the interpersonal level. It will focus on guides and tools on how to best support 

autistic adults and provide resources through professional coursework to increase 

awareness of neurodiversity and the ongoing development of autistic adults. The third 

category, “For Employer,” includes several subcategories including “neurodiverse 

companies” which identify companies that embrace a neurodiverse workplace, “creating 

a neurodiverse workplace” which include steps for businesses wanting to be more diverse 

and “advocates and leaders” which identify autistic leaders who advocate for 

neurodiverse environments and equity for all. The “For Employer” component primarily 

addresses the SEM institutional factor by identifying the characteristics of neurodiverse 

companies and describing how to apply these characteristics to a company who wants to 

be neurodiverse. Identifying advocates and leaders can relate to the community factor as 

companies can utilize expert advice from these leaders. Additionally, the “advocates and 

leader” section can also serve as a SEM interpersonal factor as the advocates can serve as 

role models for autistics and their neurodivergent peers and be an informal support 

network. The SEM public policy factor is addressed under the “information” category in 

the “policy and government” section that identifies all government agencies that 

contribute to autism research and will have information on how an individual can contact 

their local representative for neurodiversity advocacy and funding. Links to government 

resources of information, such as Report to Congress (HHS, 2017), will be available 

through this section.  



42 

The “Information” category will provide additional materials such as a “fact 

sheet,” “books,” “articles and websites,” and “conferences” that ultimately can provide 

support for all levels of SEM. See Appendix B for a diagram of SEM in relation to 

neurodiversity in the workplace for autistic adults, and how the website provides a 

network of resources addressing each of the factors.  

PCP and SBS provide a lens through which people can relate to the project so 

employment for autistic adults can match or accentuate the person’s interests and 

strengths. PCP thinking encompasses respect for the individual and for their equality and 

is a strategy of how an individual can work towards the life they want (Smull & Bourne, 

n.d.). This perspective envisions them having a job that is a good fit, pays well, and 

provides the adequate work hours an autistic adult is seeking. SBS focuses more on 

accentuating the individual’s strengths. It emphasizes those strengths within challenges 

and struggles a person may face (Jones-Smith, 2013). Characteristics of repetitive 

behavior and restricted interests may be considered a challenge or barrier in certain 

situations. However, when used in a preferred job of interest within a monotonous task 

these characteristics could be the persons’ strength. It is important to identify what is 

working in the person’s life, and what is not working. 

Overall, the effort of this project is to create more awareness of neurodiversity 

and the need to create more autistic -friendly work environments. In addition, it is an 

effort to provide resource for the individual to continue professional growth and 

development while networking with their community to find the job that is going to be 

the best fit for their interests and skill. With comprehensive resources listed in one 

location, “Neurodiversity Network” is an effort to increase access to services. 
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Conclusions 

This project identified the following: barriers and facilitators of employment 

for autistic adults; how neurodiverse workplaces address employment barriers and 

promote facilitators; what the process is for establishing a neurodiverse workspace; and 

what the resources available to assist with successful employment for autistic adults. 

Understanding the barriers and facilitators of employment for autistic adults 

are broadly identified throughout the literature with both qualitative and quantitative 

content. The content is derived from perspectives of autistics, and their families along 

with neurodiverse businesses, and government websites and materials. Communication 

barriers include social skills, social cues, and developing and maintaining social norms 

regarding relationships with others. Behavioral barriers include restricted or repetitive 

patterns that create difficulty when routines are disrupted (i.e. such as computers shutting 

down), restricted interests, and/or unusual reactions to sensory input. Support barriers 

include lack of long-term workplace support, negative attitudes of employers due to the 

stigma ASD can carry, and the level of social expectations a work environment has such 

as “small talk.” In addition to barriers, autistics receive low wages, work in poor 

conditions, receive shortened hours, have no opportunities for growth, work in positions 

that are a poor fit, and receive inadequate training for the job. 

Employers of neurodiverse workplaces, such as SAP, develop an environment 

that address the barriers by connecting with “social partners” for expertise (i.e., DOR), 

change interview practices to a nontraditional approach, train all employees and 

management to bring more awareness about neurodiverse individuals, create a positive 

and supportive environment, provide a ‘plan’ for each employee for ongoing assessment 
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and goal setting for professional growth, give efforts to expand the neurodiverse 

environments throughout the U.S. and internationally, and ultimately mainstream autistic 

work programs by creating such a hiring process and work environment that works for 

all.  

Neurodiverse workplaces, while developed in 2004 in Denmark, are newer 

amongst larger companies in the U.S. as of 2010. There is an effort by organizations such 

as Autism to Work to bring more awareness of the neurodiversity concept and applying it 

to the workplace as they provide a step forward to decreased unemployment rates for 

autistics, provide them with a supportive work environment while utilizing their 

strengths, and inform neurotypicals of the hidden talents autistic have how they benefit 

our society.  

This project makes an effort to identify neurodiverse companies with intent 

for both the autistic individual to seek out these supportive work environments, and to 

provide an example for other non-neurodiverse companies to follow their lead. For 

further support, information on the site is provided for how companies can change to be 

more inclusive with the work environment for autistics and neurodiverse peers. It is an 

effort to bring awareness to the need of the autistic population, and how certain 

adjustments can not only benefit autistics, but also neurotypical co-workers, and 

company profits. Additionally, the project provides information on programs identified 

throughout the literature and other identified through Google Search.  

 
Recommendations 

Literature and research on autistic youth and adults are limited. This is 

primarily due to lack of federal funding, with only two percent provided for ASD 
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research in this area. This lack of funding affects services for this population and will 

continue to be a dire need. In order to better understand the needs of autistics 

transitioning in to adulthood, more research is essential on current programs providing 

services to this population so further development of services can accurately serve the 

needs identified. Two-thirds of young autistics do not move onto employment or other 

education in the first two years after leaving high school (Abrams, 2016; HHS, 2017). 

There are gaps in understanding why statistics for success are so low in this transition 

period. The overall lack of funding for research towards the transitioning youth and adult 

age groups prevent a true viewpoint on the need for services.  

For the website, “Neurodiversity Network,” it is recommended that a survey 

(Appendix C1 and C2) be distributed to autistics, their parents, community members, 

employers, advocates, etc. to receive further feedback on the quality of the website and 

its content. Feedback obtained through the survey will be useful in making website 

revisions. The self-assessment of the website (Appendix C3) show website limitations in 

accessibility for people with disabilities and by people with various levels of education 

and/or from different cultural backgrounds. Universal design and language translation 

components are unavailable through the webhost used for this project. It is recommended 

these components are included in future projects for accessibility to all. The website has 

the ability to publish online surveys and can serve as a way to obtain information on the 

usefulness of the website and recommendations for additional resources to be added. 

Researchers and graduate students could utilize the survey component through the 

website, with the author’s permission, to gather information for studies of a thesis related 

to autistics. Additional improvements can be made to the website’s visual appeal by 
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obtaining permission to use copyright files, such as pictures or company logos. As the 

website effort is to provide comprehensive resources specific to employment, it has 

potential to grow and provide resources to other aspects of life that are challenging for 

autistics transitioning into adulthood such as post-secondary education, housing, 

healthcare, and independent living.  

More research and studies are needed to provide information on the outcomes 

of neurodiverse work environments. Research, with an ethnographic approach, is 

recommended within programs such as SAP to provide insight on neurodiverse 

companies and employees, both neurodiverse and neurotypical, through interviews and 

observation to determine the effectiveness of neurodiversity in the workplace. To achieve 

this, an increase in government funding for autistic transitioning youth and adults is 

needed. Outcomes of future studies may bring more awareness of the autistic community 

and the concept of the neurodiversity. Additionally, the studies may provide extra 

justification on the need for federal funding of research and services. 
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AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER DIAGNOSTIC CRITERIA (DSM-5) 

A. Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple 
contexts, as manifested by the following, currently or by history (examples are 
illustrative, not exhaustive; see text): 

1. Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity, ranging, for example, from abnormal 
social approach and failure of normal back-and-forth conversation; to reduced 
sharing of interests, emotions, or affect; to failure to initiate or respond to social 
interactions. 

2. Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviors used for social interaction, 
ranging, for example, from poorly integrated verbal and nonverbal 
communication; to abnormalities in eye contact and body language or deficits in 
understanding and use of gestures; to a total lack of facial expressions and 
nonverbal communication. 

3. Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships, ranging, 
for example, from difficulties adjusting behavior to suit various social contexts; to 
difficulties in sharing imaginative play or in making friends; to absence of interest 
in peers. 

Specify current severity: Severity is based on social communication impairments and 
restricted repetitive patterns of behavior. (See table below.) 

B. Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities, as manifested by at 
least two of the following, currently or by history (examples are illustrative, not 
exhaustive; see text): 

1. Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech (e.g., 
simple motor stereotypies, lining up toys or flipping objects, echolalia, 
idiosyncratic phrases). 

2. Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns 
or verbal nonverbal behavior (e.g., extreme distress at small changes, difficulties 
with transitions, rigid thinking patterns, greeting rituals, need to take same route 
or eat food every day). 

3. 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 interest). 

4. Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory 
aspects of the environment (e.g., apparent indifference to pain/temperature, 
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adverse response to specific sounds or textures, excessive smelling or touching of 
objects, visual fascination with lights or movement). 

Specify current severity:  

Severity is based on social communication impairments and restricted, repetitive 
patterns of behavior. (See Table A1 below) 

C. 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). 

D. Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other 
important areas of current functioning. 

E. 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 comorbid diagnoses of autism spectrum 
disorder and intellectual disability, social communication should be below that expected 
for general developmental level. 

Note: Individuals with a well-established DSM-IV diagnosis of autistic disorder, 
Asperger’s disorder, or pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified should 
be given the diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder. Individuals who have marked deficits 
in social communication, but whose symptoms do not otherwise meet criteria for autism 
spectrum disorder, should be evaluated for social (pragmatic) communication disorder. 

Specify if: 

With or without accompanying intellectual impairment 
With or without accompanying language impairment 
Associated with a known medical or genetic condition or environmental factor 
(Coding note: Use additional code to identify the associated medical or genetic 
condition.) 
Associated with another neurodevelopmental, mental, or behavioral disorder 
(Coding note: Use additional code[s] to identify the associated 
neurodevelopmental, mental, or behavioral disorder[s].) 
With catatonia  
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Table A-1 Severity levels for autism spectrum disorder 
Severity level Social communication Restricted, repetitive behaviors 

Level 3 
“Requiring very 
substantial 
support” 

Severe deficits in verbal and 
nonverbal social communication 
skills cause severe impairments in 
functioning, very limited initiation of 
social interactions, and minimal 
response to social overtures from 
others. For example, a person with 
few words of intelligible speech who 
rarely initiates interaction and, when 
he or she does, makes unusual 
approaches to meet needs only and 
responds to only very direct social 
approaches. 

Inflexibility of behavior, extreme 
difficulty coping with change, or 
other restricted/repetitive 
behaviors markedly interfere with 
functioning in all spheres. Great 
distress/difficulty changing focus 
or action.  

Level 2 
“Requiring 
substantial 
support” 

Marked deficits in verbal and 
nonverbal social communication 
skills; social impairments apparent 
even with supports in place; limited 
initiation of social interactions; and 
reduced or abnormal responses to 
social overtures from others. For 
example, a person who speaks 
simple sentences, whose interaction 
is limited to narrow special interests, 
and who has markedly odd nonverbal 
communication. 

Inflexibility of behavior, difficultly 
coping with changes, or other 
restricted/repetitive behaviors 
appear frequently enough to be 
obvious to the casual observer 
and interfere with functioning in a 
variety of contexts. Distress 
and/or difficultly changing focus or 
action. 

Level 1 
“Requiring 
support” 

Without supports in place, deficits in 
social communication cause 
noticeable impairments. Difficultly 
initiating social interactions, and clear 
examples of atypical or unsuccessful 
responses to social overtures of 
others. May appear to have 
decreased interest in social 
interactions. For example, a person 
who is able to speak in full sentences 
and engages in communication but 
whose to- and fro- conversation with 
others fails, and whose attempts to 
make friends are odd and typically 
unsuccessful.  

Inflexibility of behavior causes 
significant interference of 
functioning in one or more 
contexts. Difficultly switching 
between activities. Problems of 
organization and planning hamper 
independence.  
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SEM MODEL ON NEURODIVERSITY 
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WEBSITE EVALUATION SURVEY 

 

Table C1: Adapted from University of Washington TRIO Training’s Website Assessment 
and Evaluation 

Criteria for Assessing the Quality of Information (Part One) 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 
agree 

1.  Is the information accurate? 
The information reliable and free of errors ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Free of spelling, grammar, or punctuation 
mistakes  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Facts can be verified in another source ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
There is an editor or someone to verify the 
information presented  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2.  Who is the author and what are his/her credentials? 
It’s clear who the author is  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The author is a qualified expert with credentials 
listed 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

There is contact information, or an email address 
included 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The document is published (.edu, .org, and .gov 
are preferred) 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The sponsor of the site is listed  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
There are advertisements  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3.  How objective is the source? 
The page does not have a kind of bias (explicit or 
implied)  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Opinions are not expressed  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The page is not an advertisement ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The page is clear of obtrusive pop-up windows  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
If advertising is present it clearly relates to the 
informational content 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

It is clearly stated why the page was written and 
for whom  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The information is presented objectively  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

4.  How current is the information? 
The page dated ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The page has the last update listed  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The links are current and not expired ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
All information on the page is current  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
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 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 
agree 

5.  How extensive is the coverage of information? 
Topics/content covered relate to purpose of site  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The purpose and scope of the site is clear  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The site is comprehensive ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The materials are in-depth  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The information is useful  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The site is easy to navigate  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It contains an index, site map or FAQ  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Does the page offer something that is not found 
elsewhere 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The site is interactive ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
There is a balance of text and images  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The site backs its arguments with specific 
evidence  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The information is cited correctly  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Permission or licensing was obtained for the use 
of copyrighted images and multimedia  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

There are no fees for obtaining the information  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The information can be viewed properly ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Criteria for Evaluating the Quality of a Website (Part Two) 

1.  How universally accessible is the site? 
It loads quickly  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It is viewable in different browsers ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It is viewable in different operating systems  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It is available for people with disabilities  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It can be understood by people with various 
levels of education and/or from different cultural 
backgrounds  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2.  Is the site well-designed? 
There is an over-all integration of design 
throughout the website  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The design allows for easy navigation  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It is visually appealing  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
There is good use of spacing, layers, tables, 
borders, dividers and backgrounds 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The page design subtle or clear  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The use of color and shapes is appropriate  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
There is a unified feel to the site  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The font is readable  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
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 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

3.  Does the site contain high quality content? 
Use the Criteria for Assessing the Quality of 
Information listed above: accuracy, authority, 
objectivity, currency, and coverage. (average 
rating) 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

4.  Are Internet technologies fully utilized? 
The way in which technologies are used fit with 
the purpose of the site 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Uses of technology do not detract from the site's 
purpose or appeal (i.e. long FLASH intros, 
obtrusive use of sounds and animations, etc.)  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

Multimedia aspects of the Web are emphasized  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
Interactive technologies are used (i.e. chat rooms, 
bulletin boards, optional sound, video or games, 
surveys, search options, Java programs, etc.) 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

The is site technologically impressive  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

5.  How original/creative is the site? 
The web site is unique  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
It is distinguishable from other similar sites  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The site is distinct and memorable  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The site offers things not found elsewhere  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The site has original material ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
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Table C2: University of Washington TRIO Training’s Website Assessment and 

Evaluation 
Criteria for Assessing the Quality of Information 

1. Accuracy A high quality website source contains accurate information 
that can be verified by other sources. The information should 
be free of spelling, grammar, and punctuation mistakes. There 
should be evidence of an editor or fact checker who is 
responsible for making sure that the information is correct. 

2. Authority It should be clear who the author is and what credentials 
he/she has.  If the author is an expert or has higher 
credentials, the information is more likely to be useful.  There 
should be an email address listed or other contact 
information.  If the page is anonymous, there is no one to 
hold accountable for erroneous information. 

Pay attention to where the document was published.  
Information published at .edu, .org, or .gov sites is usually 
preferred to information from .com sites since it was most 
likely published by a school or organization rather than a 
business. 

Find out who sponsored the website and who the advertisers 
are. The credibility of the sponsor may reveal something 
about the quality of the information presented. 

3. Objectivity An objective source will contain more quality information 
than a heavily biased source. When viewing a website, notice 
any explicit or implied biases. If the page is an advertisement 
or endorsement, there may be financial motivations to 
provide biased information. The advertising should be clearly 
differentiated from the informational content of the site. It 
should be clear why the site was created and for whom. 

4. Currency The accuracy of an information source is often influenced by 
how recently it was created. For topics such as technology, 
science, and medicine it is especially important to have 
current information. To avoid outdated information, find out 
when the page was created and how often it is updated. Look 
for the date of the last revision. Check the links -- often older 
websites have links that have expired or whose targets have 
moved. 

5. Coverage It is important to consider the level of information coverage a 
website contains. The purpose and scope of the website 
should be specific and well defined. The most useful websites 
cover a variety of topics and/or cover a topic in-depth. A site 
index, site map, or FAQ should be provided to help navigate 
the site and give the user some idea of the extent of the site's 
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coverage. A quality website is highly interactive and will 
offer users services and information not found elsewhere. It is 
important that information be cited correctly and permission 
and/or licensing be obtained for the use of copyrighted 
images and multimedia materials.  The information should be 
free of charge. 

Criteria for Evaluating the Quality of a Web Site 
1. Accessibility It is important that a website be as universally accessible as 

possible. For a website to be highly accessible, it will load 
quickly, and be viewable in different browsers, operating 
systems and monitor resolutions. It will also provide access to 
people with disabilities and from different levels of 
educational and cultural backgrounds. When making a Web 
site, follow the guidelines of the Web Accessibility Initiative. 
A good way to verify that your website is very accessible is 
to use a tool such as the free HTML validation service from 
the World Wide Web Consortium at http://validator.w3.org/.  
For tips on writing HTML with high accessibility, see the 
University of Washington's Access IT website. 

2. Design The design of a website is a very important element to 
consider when judging overall quality. Good websites have a 
design that is visually appealing, readable, easy to navigate, 
and reinforces the purpose of the site while giving it a unified 
look and feel. The Web Style Guide is an excellent resource 
for the basics of website, Web page, and Web graphic design. 

3. Content Use the Criteria for Assessing the Quality of Information 
listed above: accuracy, authority, objectivity, currency, and 
coverage. 

4. Technological 
Aspects and 
Interactivity 

You can judge a site on how the technologies used add to (or 
detract from) the purpose of the site. The site should use new 
technologies and the multimedia nature of the Web to allow 
user interactivity and make the experience different from 
reading a book, listening to the radio or watching a TV show.  
Message and bulletin boards, surveys, videos, games, online 
tests, audio selections, chat rooms, broadcasting, and search 
technologies are just a few of the ways technology can be 
used to make a website more interactive. 

5. 
Creativeness/Originality 

Creative and original websites can be more fun to use 
because of their novelty and ingenuity. A good website is 
distinguishable from other websites, and should give you 
something that you can't find elsewhere. It should be distinct 
and memorable and give a good over-all impression. 
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Table C3: Website Assessment and Evaluation Results (self-assessment) 

Criteria for Assessing the Quality of Information 

 Strongly 
disagree 

Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 
agree 

1.  Is the information accurate? 
The information reliable and free of errors ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
Free of spelling, grammar, or punctuation 
mistakes  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

Facts can be verified in another source ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
There is an editor or someone to verify the 
information presented  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

2.  Who is the author and what are his/her credentials? 
It’s clear who the author is  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The author is a qualified expert with credentials 
listed 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

There is contact information, or an email address 
included 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

The document is published (.edu, .org, and .gov 
are preferred) 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

The sponsor of the site is listed  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
There are advertisements  ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3.  How objective is the source? 
The page does not have a kind of bias (explicit 
or implied)  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

Opinions are not expressed  ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
The page is not an advertisement ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
The page is clear of obtrusive pop-up windows  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
If advertising is present it clearly relates to the 
informational content 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

It is clearly stated why the page was written and 
for whom  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

The information is presented objectively  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

4.  How current is the information? 
The page dated ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The page has the last update listed  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The links are current and not expired ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
All information on the page is current  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
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 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

5.  How extensive is the coverage of information? 
Topics/content covered relate to purpose of site  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The purpose and scope of the site is clear  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The site is comprehensive ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The materials are in-depth  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The information is useful  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
The site is easy to navigate  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
It contains an index, site map or FAQ  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
Does the page offer something that is not found 
elsewhere 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

The site is interactive ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
There is a balance of text and images  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The site backs its arguments with specific 
evidence  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

The information is cited correctly  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
Permission or licensing was obtained for the use 
of copyrighted images and multimedia  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

There are no fees for obtaining the information  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The information can be viewed properly ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

Criteria for Evaluating the Quality of a Website 

1.  How universally accessible is the site? 
It loads quickly  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
It is viewable in different browsers ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
It is viewable in different operating systems  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
It is available for people with disabilities  ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 
It can be understood by people with various 
levels of education and/or from different cultural 
backgrounds  

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2.  Is the site well-designed? 
There is an over-all integration of design 
throughout the website  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

The design allows for easy navigation  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
It is visually appealing  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
There is good use of spacing, layers, tables, 
borders, dividers and backgrounds 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

The page design subtle or clear  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The use of color and shapes is appropriate  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
There is a unified feel to the site  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The font is readable  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
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 Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Undecided Agree Strongly 

agree 

3.  Does the site contain high quality content? 
Use the Criteria for Assessing the Quality of 
Information listed above: accuracy, authority, 
objectivity, currency, and coverage. (average 
rating) 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

4.  Are Internet technologies fully utilized? 
The way in which technologies are used fit with 
the purpose of the site 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

Uses of technology do not detract from the site's 
purpose or appeal (i.e. long FLASH intros, 
obtrusive use of sounds and animations, etc.)  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

Multimedia aspects of the Web are emphasized  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
Interactive technologies are used (i.e. chat 
rooms, bulletin boards, optional sound, video or 
games, surveys, search options, Java programs, 
etc.) 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

The is site technologically impressive  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

5.  How original/creative is the site? 
The web site is unique  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
It is distinguishable from other similar sites  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The site is distinct and memorable  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
The site offers things not found elsewhere  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
The site has original material ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
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