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1. National legislation regarding the employability of persons with disabilities, including ASD

1.1 Right to work in Italy: Employment obligation

In Italy, hiring people with disabilities is mandated by specific legislation, which came into existence
in 1968 and was significantly amended in 1999 (Legge n. 68 del 1999). This legislation imposes on

public and private employers with more than 15 employees the obligation to recruit individuals with
disabilities (physical and/or intellectual). The percentage of employees with disabilities increases
along with company headcount, as follows:

Headcount N of disabled employees to be recruited
15-35 1

36-50 2

>50 7 percent of the total headcount

The reserved quota varies according to the type of disability:

® 7% for disabled people with a disability of more than 60% or with impairments ascribed from
the first to the sixth category in the tables annexed to Presidential Decree 915/1978.
® 2% for disabled persons with disabilities between 45% and 60%.

This obligation can be fulfilled by employers either by directly selecting disabled employees from
the labor market or by accepting in their organization disabled individuals whom the competent
offices identify. On the regional and national level, other public competitions also have reserve
guotas for the disabled, established by law.

1.2 Employment requirements

Targeted placement of people with disabilities (Legge 68/99 art.18) known as “Convenzioni di
inserimento lavorativo” has as its purpose the promotion of job placement and integration of people
with disabilities into the workforce through support services and targeted job placement. It is an
important tool for facilitating the employment of people with disabilities.

Employers are required to introduce ‘reasonable accommodations’ to ensure adequate working
conditions for people with diverse abilities while considering the company’s specific production and
business needs. ‘Reasonable accommodations’ also apply in the event of temporary disability,
which, according to Italian case law, includes illness, recovery periods, and cases of deficit or
disability not officially certified.

To fall within the law’s scope, an employee’s disability must have been officially confirmed and
certified by the competent health and labor authorities. The person must have a disability rating of


https://www.bosettiegatti.eu/info/norme/statali/1999_0068.htm
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46 percent or more and submit a certification of his or her residual work capacity. They register with
Job Centers, and companies are required to consider the lists of unemployed disabled people for
mandatory hiring. Job Centers are located throughout the country and offer various services to help
in the job search. The minimum age for admission to employment, and thus for registration with
the Job Center, is currently 16 years old.

1.3 Hiring Incentives

Employers who hire disabled workers can benefit from economic contributions from Istituto
Nazionale della Previdenza Sociale-INPS® (National Social Security Institute). The amount of the
contribution varies according to the severity of the disability and the duration of the employment
contract. There are also tax reductions and contribution concessions for companies that hire
disabled people in excess.

The law imposes administrative fines on employers that fail to hire the required minimum number
of disabled employees, which amounts to approximately EUR 200 per working day per employee
not hired.? Compliance with the mandatory hiring of disabled employees is also a pre-condition for
participation in public tenders, which compels particular industries to comply.

To achieve the full compliance target, employers often seek to exploit several exemptions offered
by the law, which under certain circumstances permit to avoid or delay the hiring of disabled
employees and/or to bear certain economic burdens in exchange for a release. For example, under
certain conditions, organizations that struggle to hire the entire quota of disabled employees due
to the peculiarities or dangerous nature of their business can be partially released from the
obligation by paying a fee.

1.4 Recent incentivizing initiatives

The Budget Law 2022 (Art. 1, paragraphs 183 and 184, Law No. 234/2021) supplementing Article 34,
paragraph 1 of Decree-Law No. 41 /2021 (so-called Supports)?, which provided for the
establishment of the Fund for the Inclusion of People with Disabilities, increased its endowment by
50 million euros for each of the years 2022 and 2023. The Ministry of Health has also published new
measures on the use of National Funds for the care of individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder
(ASD), including the promotion and implementation of infrastructure, labor inclusion, and accessible
tourism.

In this changing context, only a few steps have been taken from a legislative standpoint. As the
safeguard of disability rights, in 2022 the Ministry of Labour issued specific guidelines under the
Italian Recovery and Resilience Plan, which should somehow facilitate the employment of disabled
people. In addition, a draft law is due to be approved and become a general legislative framework

L https://www.inps.it/it/it/I-istituto.html

2https://www.ibanet.org/italy-inclusion-integration-disabled-employees# edn1
3https://temi.camera.it/leg19/post/OCD15 14927/fondi-cura-soggetti-disturbo-dello-spettro-autistico-pubblicati-i-
decreti-del-ministero-della-salute-definizione-modalita-utilizzo.html
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on disability. While it is not expected to have a revolutionary impact on the employment of disabled
individuals, it will (1) widen the definition of disability in line with the 2006 United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the European Union Strategy for the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030; (2) simplify the procedures for the certification of disability;
and (3) better clarify the rights of disabled people regarding the ‘reasonable adjustments’ employers
must adopt to adequately and effectively accommodate them in the work environment.

2. Services that support the employment of young people with disabilities (e.g., protective jobs,
coaching, social enterprises, etc.)

Besides the national legislation, each Italian region can also implement it is own initiative. For
instance, the Lazio Region has a program entitled Disability Job Placement Service (SILD) which is
committed to promoting the employment inclusion of citizens with disabilities through support
services and targeted job placement. This service provides tools and support to assess the work
abilities of people with disabilities and to place them in appropriate job positions. It also manages
the lists required by Law 68/99.

Besides the legal protective measure, other non-governmental associations provide services to
foment employment inclusion.

Orso, a Social Cooperative* established in 1987 stemming from the GiOC - Youth Christian Workers
Association in Piedmont (north of Italy), endeavors to foster a fair and supportive society centered
on the core values of the individual, sustainable development, and engaged citizenship. Orso offers
a spectrum of labor market-related activities, including cognitive and orientation interviews,
database inclusion for supply/demand alignment, service pact establishment, updating of master
data sheets on SILP (Piedmont Labor Information System), assistance with online application
procedures, participation in regional employment policy projects targeting specific demographics,
active job search support, and curriculum vitae reviews.

Specialisterne®, founded in Denmark in 2004, is an organization dedicated to promoting
employment inclusion for individuals with the Autism Spectrum Disorder. Operating in 25 countries,
it collaborates with companies across various sectors to integrate neurodivergent talent into their
teams, enhancing both competitiveness and social impact. Through training programes, it prepares
individuals with ASD or Asperger's for roles in administrative and digital technologies, which involve
repeated actions and activities. The organization, whose name translates to "the specialists" in
Danish, aims to create one million jobs worldwide for neurodivergent individuals through social
entrepreneurship, corporate engagement, and advocacy efforts, with a focus on raising awareness
about ASD and related conditions. Associated with the United Nations, Specialisterne works toward
fostering a more inclusive workforce and society.

Specialisterne offers services to companies in two main areas:

4 https://www.cooperativaorso.it/prodotti/vivo-meglio/

5 https://specialisterneitalia.com/cosa-e-specialisterne/
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e Talent provision: Specialisterne places neurodivergent people, particularly in the IT and
administrative fields, in jobs. This is done through the search, selection, and training of
autistic people, ensuring that they are technically and socio-economically trained.

e Placement models: Specialisterne follows two placement models. First, it trains candidates
and hires them as its employees, providing IT, administrative, and other services to clients.
In the second, it tailors inclusion projects to clients, customizing the process of finding and
training candidates to meet the company's specific needs.

In addition, Specialisterne prepares companies for neurodiversity inclusion through outreach,
training, and consulting projects in Diversity & Inclusion. The value proposition for companies is the
inclusion of new neurodivergent talent, facilitating the integration of these people into
organizations and helping to bring talent in line with the company's values.

Other specific descriptions and examples of other initiatives and associations can be found under
topic number 7 “Concrete experiences/practices of SMEs employing young people with ASD” of this
research (page 8).

3. Employability rate of young people with disabilities

In Italy, there are 12.769 million people with disabilities, 21.2 percent of the total population,
according to ISTAT®. This includes people with severe and mild functional limitations, as well as
people with serious chronic diseases or permanent disabilities.

In 2019, considering the population aged 15-64, only 32.2 percent of those with severe limitations
are employed compared to 59.8 percent of people without limitations’. In contrast, the average EU
employment rate for people with disabilities is over 50%, almost 20 points higher relative to Italy®.

In Italy, 20.7% of people with disabilities are seeking employment, compared to 14.8% of the
population without disabilities. Among people without disabilities, there are 2.5 job seekers for
every 10 employed, while among people with disabilities, this ratio is more than double, with 5.7
job seekers for every 10 employed.

Women with disabilities are particularly disadvantaged: only 29.4 percent of them are working,
while 53.9 percent are inactive. By comparison, among men with disabilities, 43.3 percent are
working and 31.6 percent are inactive. Young people with disabilities also have particular difficulties
in finding work: in the 25-44 age group, 31.2% are looking for work but cannot find it.

At the beginning of the year 2021, Neuropeculiar APS carried out a survey® with the Italian
population, to which 150 people responded, which confirms some aspects already noted in the
world of work.

6 https://www.disabili.com/images/pdf/Dossier-lavoro-disabili.pdf

7 https://www.istat.it/it/files/2021/03/Istat-Audizione-Osservatorio-Disabilit%C3%A0 24-marzo-2021.pdf
8 https://www.uniciv.it/2022/05/01/occupazione-persone-con-disabilita-ue-50-italia-20/

° https://eucap.eu/2021/03/29/employment-of-autistic-people-in-italy/
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The employment situation of autistic people is characterized by a high degree of unemployment
and difficulties in entering work, especially if you look at people in the 18-30 age group. People in
an age group greater than that indicated had fewer problems in placing themselves thanks to the
greater availability of jobs and a selection process that was more based on technical skills than soft
skills. Currently, the greatest difficulty to overcome is precisely the recruiting process and
immediately after that of inclusion into the working context.

Almost every employed person with ASD (95%) has a diagnosis of ASD level 1 or was self-diagnosed.
Plus, the majority of autistic people who have a job prefer not to communicate their diagnosis for
fear of being discriminated against, and who have had at least one experience in which they have
suffered discrimination or bullying.

Another relevant point is that the majority of autistic people have obtained a job without accessing
the benefits of Act 68/99. Plus, in most companies where they work, there are no specific inclusion
programs for autistic people, there are no cultural training courses dedicated to employees and
managers and there are no environmental adaptations to meet the specific needs of autistic people
(for example noise reduction, light adaptation, room to relax, etc).

4. Sectors in which persons with ASD are employed (successfully) types of jobs, working tasks

According to a report presented by Fondazione Studi Consulenti del Lavoro in 2020, contrary to
the portrayal often provided by the media and equally widespread among the public, the placement
of people with disabilities within the labor market is very diverse, although it is affected, as is
natural, by the difficulties they face in accessing higher-skilled training paths, which inevitably has
an impact on their employment prospects. 36.2 percent occupy a clerical, executive-type role in
office work, while 19.8 percent are at the top of the professional pyramid, working in an intellectual
or management-type profession (5.3 percent), or a highly specialized technical profession (14.5
percent). A smaller share is employed in a skilled trade occupation (11.6 percent), while 18.4 percent
have another type of profession in industry (skilled conductors of plants, machines, etc.). Finally,
only 14 percent have an unskilled profession.

This occupational articulation is fairly homogeneous across the territory, by age group, and also by
level of disability. One of the few differential factors is seen in the presence of a more severe
disability rate, where there is a greater concentration of executive profiles and office work among
people with a higher level of disability (43.1% of people with a disability rate beyond 79%).

It is, however, concerning gender, that the picture is more differentiated: among women, there is a
higher incidence of medium-high figures, such as managers and professionals (6.7 percent versus
4.4 percent of men), specialized technical figures (15.2 percent versus 13.9 percent), and executive
professions in office work (41.2 percent versus 32.7 percent). In contrast, the share of skilled
occupations in industry, such as skilled laborers, plant operators (23.6 percent of men vs. 10.9
percent of women), and unskilled occupations (16.7 percent vs. 10.3 percent) is higher among men.

10 https://www.disabili.com/images/pdf/Dossier-lavoro-disabili.pdf
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Finally, the incidence of flexible contracts and part-time also varies among occupational profiles:
among unskilled occupations, nearly 10 percent are employed on fixed-term, or temporary
contracts while part-time affects 4 out of 10 workers. In sales and trade professions, the level of
flexibility (8.4 percent) is also higher, and especially the use of part-time, which, consistent with
what the sectoral analysis shows, involves 60.4 percent of workers).

The Job Training!! project carried out in cooperation with Italian job centers dedicated to the job
placement of people with high-functioning AUTISM and mild mental disabilities released data
regarding the type of tasks conducted by people with autism. From their experience, individuals
with neurodivergent conditions can effectively perform a wide range of jobs, including data entry,
administrative tasks like scanning and filing, HR support functions such as managing meal vouchers
and absences, archive and SharePoint management, technical support for core business activities,
and various other projects like document controls, packaging, and press reviews.

5. Main challenges and obstacles YIWASD needs to face to be employed (e.g. hard and soft skills
acquisition and improvement)

In Italy, while progress has been made in understanding and supporting individuals with ASD,
challenges persist alongside growth opportunities:

- The law is generic for people with disabilities and does not give specific indications
concerning any impairments'2. Autism is included among the psychiatric conditions and in
particular among the psychoses that represent the conditions on which the stigma weighs
the most concerning disabilities. The placement of autistic people, but more generally for
disabled people, through what is defined as “targeted placement” is extremely difficult.

- There are disparities in access to diagnostic assessments, therapies, and interventions that
exist across national regions.3

- Some projects lack interdisciplinary collaboration among researchers, healthcare
professionals, educators, and families. Sharing best practices and research findings through
conferences and workshops can lead to more effective interventions and standardized
approaches.

- There is a need to provide personalized support tailored to strengths, challenges, and
preferences. Integrating individuals with autism into mainstream education, alongside
specialized support services, fosters learning, socialization, and independence.*

1 https://apiform.to.it/job-training-inserimento-lavoratori-autistici/

2 https://eucap.eu/2021/03/29/employment-of-autistic-people-in-italy/

13 https://feps-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/Unequal-Italy-Regional-socio-economic-disparities-in-
Italy.pdf

14 https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/italy/special-education-needs-provision-within-
mainstream-education
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6. Processes and procedures, actions (e.g.furniture arrangement and colors) to make the work
environment more ASD friendly

The first ever action held in the country in regards to making public spaces ASD-friendly was in
Verona®® in 2020. The "Welcome Blue" pilot project has been launched to make stores and
establishments more welcoming to people with autism. Participating businesses will display a
dedicated logo, and a blue sticker with the words "Verona Autism Friendly." The project involves
several institutions, including the City Council, the Hospital Authority, and various business
associations. Qualified staff, dedicated spaces, and reduced waiting times are expected to enhance
the experience of people with autism and their families. The municipality is coordinating the project,
with the Regional Center for Autism providing support and educational materials for merchants. By
raising awareness and enabling accessibility, this initiative is not only beneficial for the ASD workers
in those places but also for their customers who need an ASD-friendly work environment for
completing their tasks in public spaces.

More recently, in Messina, a labor inclusion action for autistic boys (Irib Cnr e Fipe Confcommercio,
2023%®) was supported by innovative Internet of Things (IoT) technologies. The "Messina Special
City" model aims to promote community care and autism awareness by educating society about the
inclusion of individuals with autism. They assist individuals with autism, including those with high-
functioning autism, in job placement through the development of new technologies. These
technologies, utilizing the Internet of Things (IoT), enable individuals to work in stores with guidance
from an application. loT facilitates transparent communication among people, processes, and
things, allowing for data collection and monitoring with minimal human intervention. This
integration of physical and digital worlds offers significant support for individuals with autism in
various aspects of life, including employment.

Besides the two previous initiatives mentioned, an Italian study?’ by Bacchio published in 2023
focused on four areas crucial to improving the work environment for people with autism:
communication, time management, stress management, and sensory sensitivity:

1. Communication: It is essential to make communication exchanges clear and effective. Tools such
as chat, email, and visual aids can help reduce stress from face-to-face interactions. In addition, it is
important to adjust personal contacts according to individual preferences.

2. Time management: Smartphone applications, such as calendars and reminders, can help with
time management. Flexibility of schedules and adoption of routines to promote efficiency is
essential. The presence of support figures, such as colleagues or supervisors, can be helpful.

3. Stress management: Tools to monitor and manage stress, such as smartwatch applications, can
be helpful. Training on stress awareness and emotion management techniques is also important.

15 https://www.sportelliautismoitalia.it/sites/default/files/articoli/2020-2021/autismo-low.pdf

16 https://www.messinamedica.it/2023/10/autismo-protocollo-sperimentale-irib-cnr-e-fipe-confcommercio-messina-
per-inserire-diversi-ragazzi-autistici-nel-mondo-del-lavoro/

17 https://www.istitutobeck.com/beck-news/autismo-e-lavoro-2
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4. Sensory awareness: It is important to provide individualized workstations and a separate room
for rest and relaxation. Tools such as noise-canceling headphones can help reduce sensory overload.

7. Concrete experiences/practices of SMEs employing young people with ASD

In Italy, some companies are focused on integrating disabled people into the work sphere. Below
we mention the best practices conducted by the most well-known ones.

La Semente'® is a multifunctional center aimed at human development, housing various social
enterprises and initiatives, born out of the need for better integration and opportunities for autistic
individuals beyond compulsory schooling. It operates as a common good, detached from profit
maximization, focusing on community sharing and service co-generation. Their social business is
based on 3 sources:

e DAY CENTER (CENTRO DIURNO)

The Day Center of La Semente, managed by ANGSA Umbria (National Association of Parents of
Autistic Individuals), promotes learning techniques and methods for maintaining acquired skills
during developmental age, thanks to services provided by institutions, while also teaching skills for
job placement.

e SOCIAL FARM (FATTORIA SOCIALE)

Managed by a Social Agricultural Cooperative type B, the Social Farm is a nonprofit organization,
born as a spin-off of ANGSA Umbria, which, alongside agricultural production activities, provides job
opportunities to disadvantaged individuals. It offers educational programs, social tourism, catering,
and vegetable sales.

e RURAL DISTRICT (DISTRETTO RURALE)

The Rural District of Solidarity Economy, developed through a temporary association for a specific
purpose, represents a "laboratory" for civic, economic, and social experimentation, promoting
goods and services linked to the territory. Its members, both public and private, work systematically
to build a network of solidarity economy.

PizzAut'?, is an innovative project fostering social inclusion for autistic individuals through training,
employment, and autonomy. It provides professional training, operates restaurants run entirely by
autistic individuals with support, and helps companies create employment pathways. Additionally,
it promotes independence through Autonomy Housing Gyms, aiming to empower autistic
individuals for a self-sufficient future - they help autistic individuals learn to live independently so
that they won't be forced into institutionalized futures.

18 https://www.lasemente.it/
1 https://www.pizzaut.it/
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Auticon?®, a German company that set up the Italian branch, is an award-winning social enterprise
that serves as a hub for neurodivergent talent. It integrates autistic consultants into client
organizations as software developers, data analysts, and more, aiding clients in achieving diversity
inclusion goals and filling skill gaps.

Their model enhances the economic and social conditions of the autistic community by providing
quality careers, while also empowering client companies through neurodiversity training and
consultancy services. Employees at Auticon build long-term careers in technology, fostering
personal autonomy and improving self-esteem. Additionally, through Auticon Labs, they develop
technical and business solutions to address the challenges faced by neurodivergent adults in the
workplace.

Besides those companies and associations that exclusively hire people with ASD, other Italian
companies promoted specific initiatives on behalf of this population. A stand-out example is Italy’s
top telecommunications company, Telecom Italia Mobile - TIM.

In 2020 TIM launched an initiative called ‘4 Weeks 4 Inclusion’, which has grown into a ‘marathon’
of events and webinars to discuss and spread awareness of diversity and inclusion matters and
involves some 500 major companies and institutions in Italy. TIM is also known for adopting
innovative policies specifically aimed at the inclusion of disabled people in the organization. With
almost 1,400 disabled employees in force at the end of 2022, TIM has developed a sophisticated
Disability Management plan, which incorporates a modern approach to remove physical and
cultural barriers while focusing on the respective needs of each individual. Disabled employees are
regularly involved in the scope of these projects, providing valuable insights and testing.

TIM’s Disability Management plan develops through three primary lines of action:

® Nessuno Escluso (none excluded) periodical campaigns, which aim to provide specifically
designed IT and logistic equipment to colleagues with disabilities.

e The Sordi Inclusi (deaf included) project, seeks to address the communication gap between
deaf colleagues and the rest of the company through the adoption of technologically
advanced solutions.

e A neurodiversity program with two main pillars:

(1) the ‘Dyslexia No Problem’ project, which saw TIM obtain the Dyslexia Friendly Company
Certification in 2021 following a thorough assessment of all business processes that impact
written language and the publication of guidelines addressed to dyslexic employees;

(2) the ‘Neurodiversity’ project, which aims to create opportunities for knowledge-sharing,
discussion, and support concerning neurodiversity, both among employees directly
impacted and those who experience it through children, grandchildren, or friends. This last

20 https://auticon.com/it/chi-siamo/



https://auticon.com/it/chi-siamo/

d o
Co-funded by ‘ \)

the European Union ASD-INtoJOB

project is divided into five stages, each featuring infographics on neurodevelopmental
disorders and autism, a video interview on neurodiversity with well-known persons, and
some podcasts featuring TIM colleagues with neurodiversity stories to tell.

Similar initiatives are being undertaken by other large organizations in Italy. In 2022 Capgemini
launched an internal procedure developed by their ‘CapAbility’ Employee Network Group, aimed at
the integration of disabled people through a ‘reasonable accommodation policy’ designed to
improve the quality of working life for people with diverse abilities, who are directly involved and
invited to provide suggestions.

In the same year, Autogrill initiated a project to employ differently-abled people in their points of
sale and renewed partnerships with organizations such as Coordown, which safeguards the rights
of people affected by Down Syndrome. Microsoft is also known for adopting a Neurodiversity Hiring
Programme on the belief that neuro-divergent individuals strengthen the workforce with innovative
thinking and creative solutions.
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