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

 
The reference documents for the Portuguese legislation are: 
 

●   Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 27): DECLARAÇÃO UNIVERSAL DOS 
DIREITOS HUMANOS | DRE1 

● European Convention on Human Rights 

The European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, 
better known as the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) is the basis of the 
European human rights system. It was drafted by the Council of Europe in 1950 and has 
been in force since 1953.  

● European Commission Strategy for the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030 

In 2021, the European Commission adopted the Union of Equality: Strategy for the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities 2021-2030. 

The Strategy builds on the results of the previous European Disability Strategy 2010-2020, 
and it gives due consideration to both the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (which the EU ratified in 2011) and the United Nations 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development.  

It contains a number of priorities, flagship initiatives, and opportunities for Member States 
to work together to improve the lives of disabled people across the EU. 

 

In Portugal, there are several laws and regulations related to the employability of people with 
disabilities, including Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Some examples include: 

● Constitution of the Portuguese Republic: Constituição da República Portuguesa (parlamento.pt)2 
● Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 27): DECLARAÇÃO UNIVERSAL DOS DIREITOS 

HUMANOS | DRE1 
● Law No. 38/2004, of August 183 - Establishes measures to support, protect, and promote the 

rights of people with disabilities.  
● Article 26 Right to employment, work, and training 1 - It is the responsibility of the State 

to adopt specific measures necessary to ensure the right of access to employment, work, 
guidance, training, qualification, and professional rehabilitation, as well as the 
adaptation of working conditions for people with disabilities. 2 - In compliance with the 
provisions of the preceding paragraph, the State must promote and support self-
employment, teleworking, part-time work, and work from home.  

 
1 DECLARAÇÃO UNIVERSAL DOS DIREITOS HUMANOS | DRE -https://dre.pt/dre/geral/legislacao-
relevante/declaracao-universal-direitos-humanos 
 
2Constituição da República Portuguesa (parlamento.pt): 
https://www.parlamento.pt/Legislacao/Paginas/ConstituicaoRepublicaPortuguesa.aspx 
 
3Law No. 38/2004, of August 18:  

https://dre.pt/dre/geral/legislacao-relevante/declaracao-universal-direitos-humanos
https://www.parlamento.pt/Legislacao/Paginas/ConstituicaoRepublicaPortuguesa.aspx
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● Law No. 4/2019, of January 104 - Establishes a system of employment quotas for people with 

disabilities, with a degree of disability equal to or greater than 60%, aiming at their hiring by 
private sector employers and public sector bodies not covered by the scope of application of 
Decree-Law No. 29/2001, of February 3.  

● Article 7 Technical support and workplace adaptation 1 - The recruitment and selection 
process of candidates with disabilities must be appropriate, and, upon request of the 
interested parties, adapted evaluation tests may be conducted. 2 - For the purposes of 
the preceding paragraph, the National Institute for Rehabilitation, I.P. (INR, I.P.), is the 
competent entity to provide the necessary technical support. 3 - In the case of hiring 
workers whose functional limitations require the adaptation or adjustment of the 
workplace and/or support products, employers must resort to the INR, I.P., and the 
Institute for Employment and Vocational Training, I.P. (IEFP, I.P.), which are responsible 
for indicating and providing the necessary technical support, within the scope of the 
current legislation.  
 

If companies fail to meet these obligations, they may be subject to a compensatory levy.  
In Portugal, the specific legislation addressing these obligations and the compensatory levy is 
Decree-Law No. 29/2001, amended by Decree-Law No. 83/2013, and more recently by Law No. 
4/2019.  
● Law No. 4/2019 established a system of employment quotas for people with disabilities with 

a degree of disability equal to or greater than 60%. 
● Companies with a workforce of 75 to 249 employees must have at least 1% of people 

with disabilities in their service.  
● Entities employing 250 or more workers must hire a minimum of 2% of employees 

with disabilities.  
 
Consequences and penalties 
 
Financial fines 

Employers failing to meet inclusion obligations may be subject to financial fines. The amount of 
fines may depend on the nature and severity of non-compliance. 
Companies not meeting inclusion obligations may lose tax benefits or other financial incentives 
associated with hiring young people with disabilities. 

Exclusion from public contracts 
In some cases, companies failing to meet inclusion obligations may be excluded from 
participating in public contracts or government tenders. 

Reputation and company image 
Non-compliance with inclusion policies can affect the company's reputation, leading to a loss of 
trust from customers, business partners, and the community. 

Additional legal actions 
In cases of severe discrimination or systematic violation of inclusion obligations, affected 
parties may resort to additional legal actions against the company. 

Continuous review and oversight 

 
4 Law No. 4/2019, of January 10: https://dre.pt/application/file/a/117704875 

https://dre.pt/application/file/a/117704875
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Regulatory bodies may increase oversight and review of companies' employment 
practices to ensure ongoing compliance. This may result in further penalties if 
deficiencies persist. 

 
 

● Law No. 38/2004, of August 185 - Establishes the legal framework for inclusive education, which 
has approved the foundations for the prevention, habilitation, rehabilitation, and participation 
of people with disabilities. 
 

● The National Strategy for the Inclusion of People with Disabilities (ENIPD)6 is a fundamental 
instrument to guide policies, programs, and measures aimed at improving the living conditions 
of people with disabilities in Portugal. It establishes objectives, goals, and specific actions to be 
implemented over a certain period of time, aiming to promote inclusion and combat 
discrimination and social exclusion of people with disabilities. The ENIPD 2021-2025 reflects the 
objectives of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the recommendations of the 
United Nations Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.  

 
ENIPD sets up guidelines and goals for the inclusion of people with disabilities, including young 
individuals, in the workforce. 
It highlights employers' responsibilities regarding inclusion and promotes practices that ensure 
equal opportunities for all workers. 
 

1. Focus on inclusion obligations 
2. Penalties for non-inclusion 
3. Financial support and benefits 
4. Access to support resources 
 

Strategic Axis 4 encompasses the following objectives: 
● Boost the Support System for Professional Integration 
● Promote the dynamism of support systems facilitating the professional integration of people 

with disabilities 
● Create Contextual Conditions Promoting Employability 
● Establish conditions in the workplace that foster the employability of people with disabilities 
● Develop Entrepreneurship and Self-Employment 
● Encourage entrepreneurship and self-employment among people with disabilities 
 
Through these strategies, ENIPD aims to eliminate physical barriers, promote accessibility, 
ensure equal opportunities in the job market, facilitate access to inclusive education, and 
combat stigma and discrimination 
 

 
 

 
5 Law No. 38/2004, of August 18: 
https://www.inr.pt/documents/11309/218027/lei+_382004_de_18_de_agosto.pdf/3c08ce8f-
b857-46d9-a7c4-52a1a078ef06) 
6 ENIPD 2021-2025 document: https://www.inr.pt/enipd 

https://www.inr.pt/documents/11309/218027/lei+_382004_de_18_de_agosto.pdf/3c08ce8f-b857-46d9-a7c4-52a1a078ef06
https://www.inr.pt/documents/11309/218027/lei+_382004_de_18_de_agosto.pdf/3c08ce8f-b857-46d9-a7c4-52a1a078ef06
https://www.inr.pt/enipd
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2. Services that support the employment of young people with disabilities (e.g., protective jobs, 
coaching, social enterprises, etc.) 

 

Most of the support employment given to People with Disabilities in Portugal has public funding, 
National and European.   

The PESSOAS 2030 Program: 

Is the Program that manages the European investment (mostly European Social Fund) in 
Portugal in the areas of qualification, employment, and social inclusion. Seeks to 
empower strategic audiences, including People with Disabilities and their families, with 
a comprehensive approach to this population at high risk of social vulnerability.  

The objectives of PESSOAS Program to support PWDI are: 

● Favour Active Inclusion: Promote active inclusion, aiming for equal opportunities, 
non-discrimination, and active participation, with a focus on socially excluded 
groups, including people with disabilities and/or impairments (PWDI). 

● Combat Social Exclusion of PWDI: Implement comprehensive and integrated policies 
to combat the social exclusion of PWDI, involving the elimination of physical barriers, 
promotion of accessibility, guarantee of equal opportunities in the job market, access 
to inclusive education, and the fight against stigma and discrimination. 

● Invest in Qualification and Employment of PWDI: Invest in qualification and 
employment support for PWDI, aiming to certify, by 2029, at least 77% of the 
projected 25,400 participants in training and employment support. 

IEFP 

In Portugal, the Institute for Employment and Vocational Training, I.P7., is the public organism with 
the mission to reduce unemployment. It has specific measures to support training and employment 
for people with disabilities where, through applications, support can be obtained for: 

● Integration, Maintenance, and Reintegration into the Labor Market; 
● Supported Employment measure, which includes the following support modalities: Integration 

Internships; Employment-Integration Contracts; Sheltered Employment; Supported 
Employment in the Open Market, that aims to develop personal, social, and professional skills 
for integration into the normal job market  

 There are Tax benefits and financial incentives for employers who hire or train people with 
disabilities. Some of these subsidies or direct financial assistance to employers are targeted to help 
offset any costs and/ or  productivity challenges associated with the inclusion of people with 
disabilities,  during adaptation or training periods. 
 
 

 
7 IEFP: https://www.iefp.pt/ 



 

7 
 

● The Inclusive Employer Entity Brand is intended to promote recognition and public distinction 
of open and inclusive management practices developed by employers regarding people with 
disabilities. 

Awarded to those who in the 2 years preceding the application stand out for reference practices in 
the domains of Recruitment, Development, and Progression; Maintenance and Resumption; 
Accessibility; Service and Community Relations. 

● Training and Education Subsidies Employers may access subsidies to cover the costs associated 
with training and educating people with disabilities. These can include specialised classes, 
tailored training programs, and other educational resources 

● Financial Support for Workplace Adaptations 

Employers can receive financial support to make workplace adaptations, making it more 
accessible for people with disabilities. This includes purchasing specialised equipment, 
modifications in physical facilities, eliminating physical barriers, and other necessary improvements. 

This include, technical aids for communication -  devices such as augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC), screen reading software, and adapted keyboards to facilitate communication 
for people with visual, auditory, or speech disabilities and assistive Technology for Computers - 
Software and hardware designed to make computers more accessible, including screen readers, 
adapted keyboards, and alternative input devices 

This support is facilitated through the Employment and Vocational Training Institute's (IEFP) 
Resource Centers8and INR Rehabilitation National Institute9 

There are other forms of support like:   

Work Assistance - Programs that provide on-the-job assistance,   

Rehabilitation Centers that provide services such as vocational training and education programs, 
psychosocial support, and physical and occupational rehabilitation services. 

Assistance from Special Schools that offer assistance in developing specific skills, tailored training, 
and educational support for young people with disabilities. These schools collaborate with 
employers to facilitate the transition to employment. 

Mentorship Programs that pair individuals with disabilities with experienced mentors in their 
professional field. These provide personalised guidance, emotional support, and practical advice on 
career progression. 

Specialised Training programs designed to meet the specific needs of people with disabilities. These 
include training in professional skills, adapted work techniques, and skill development. There is 
special Professional Training of People with Disabilities10, aiming at their integration and 
advancement in the job market with long term courses with internships. This professional training 
is provided by accredited training entities, which can be public organisations like IEFP or private 

 
8 Resource Centers https://www.iefp.pt/estruturas-de-servicos-apoio and 
9 INR http://www.inr.pt/produtos-de-apoio 
10 Professional Training of People with Disabilities:  https://www.iefp.pt/qualificacao-de-pessoas-
com-deficiencia-e-incapacidade  
 

https://www.iefp.pt/estruturas-de-servicos-apoio
http://www.inr.pt/produtos-de-apoio
https://www.iefp.pt/qualificacao-de-pessoas-com-deficiencia-e-incapacidade
https://www.iefp.pt/qualificacao-de-pessoas-com-deficiencia-e-incapacidade
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entities such as educational institutes, vocational schools, cooperatives, or private social solidarity 
institutions. 

Specialised Consultancy and Technical Support - Employers can receive technical support and 
specialised consultancy to better understand and implement inclusive practices, including guidance 
on specific adaptations needed for different disabilities 

This support can be given by the entities that have protocols or other arrangements with IEFP but 
there are also other Consultants - Like Universities and Research Centers. For example, Nova School 
of Business Economics, a Public University in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area,  has the Inclusive 
Community Forum11 . The ICF Program develops a Journey to Inclusion, a path done by the 
companies wishing to be more inclusive towards people with disabilities and that  sign the 
"Commitment to Inclusion".   

Thus, ICF has consolidated various responses into a single journey, consisting of five steps:1. 
Commitment to Inclusion; 2. Awareness-raising Sessions; 3. Consulting Labs; 4. Executive Training; 
5. Inclusive Future 

Depending on the reality and needs of each company, the Journey to Inclusion can be completed in 
its entirety or implemented in stages. Since the beginning, in 2017, 61 companies signed the 
"Commitment to Inclusion” 

Counselling and Support from Associations, that offer counselling and support to both people with 
disabilities and employers. This support covers employment-related issues, workplace adaptations, 
and effective integration. 

There are also  Federations of Associations and other organisations that develop several initiatives 
and projects that promote the employability of People with Disabilities , like 

-  FORMEN - Portuguese Federation for Professional Training and Employment of People with 
Disabilities and Incapacity)12 It represents 48 private entities that develop professional training and 
employment actions for PwD. It is National, but located in Coimbra. 

-  APEA (PORTUGAL)13 A non-profit organization that represents the Supported Employment 
(SE) movement in Portugal. 

Develops “Networks for Employability” that integrate the principles of Territorial Animation and the 
methodology of Supported Employment with employers, business associations, self-representation 
associations, among others, aiming to improve employability conditions. 

 

 
11Nova  School of Business Economics - ICF Program: 
https://www.novasbe.unl.pt/pt/comunidade/labs-hubs-foruns/inclusive-community-
forum/apresentacao 
12FORMEN: https://www.formem.org.pt/pt/  
13APEA: https://empregoapoiado.org/ 
 

https://empregoapoiado.org/
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- FPDA14 –Portuguese Federation for Autism is a non-profit NGOPD (Non-Governmental 
Organization for People with Disabilities) that includes 12 parent associations all over the country  

It has projects dedicated to social and labour integration of autistic young and adults  and a Program 
that is an online Platform : National Competency Agency (Socio-Professional) for Young Adults 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD). https://autismoetrabalho.fpda.pt/ This Online 
Platform  offers employment opportunities for young adults with Autism Spectrum Disorders. With 
a simple registration process, the application form is  available online for companies participating in 
the project. This Platform serves as an active employment facilitator, fostering dynamic 
collaboration among companies, local associations, and other regional and local organisations. 
Every young adult is encouraged to seek support from a federated association or another entity 
recognized by the Federation.  

- APPDA Coimbra15, is a member of all the above Federations. Is a private social solidarity 
organisation, gives support to People with autism and other neurodevelopmental disorders, namely 
in vocational training ,  internship and job placement. The Training Center is funded by the European 
Social Fund (ESF) and the Portuguese State and has  8 professional training courses, for People with 
Autism and/ or intellectual Disabilities, including long duration courses  of 3600 hours where the 
trainees receive a monthly stipend, meal allowance, and transportation subsidy.  

APPDA Coimbra also provides information, assessment, and guidance for vocational qualification 
and employment placement support, workplace adaptation and monitoring aiming to assist people 
with disabilities in their successful and sustainable integration  into the job market.   

For the employability of its users, APPDA Coimbra  also has four social innovation and integration 
work niches: in 2018, founded the kiosk CoMsigo, creating workplaces for adults with ASD and the 
Azul Mirtilo Platform which accepts online orders. Each product has intervention by autistic people 
who attend APPDA. Since 2020,  the laundry “Blue Wash” has been created and 16 autistic young 
people have been trained there. In 2023 APPDA  implemented a Kitchen & Bar to train 15 people 
with disabilities preparing and serving  healthy food in a Bar, in 2024.  A part of these projects 
are  co-financed by  a private bank foundation. 

As stated above, the  majority of services for the employment of People with Disabilities have mostly 
public support, but  there are also some Programs with only private funding.  For 
example,  Incorpora Program, driven by "la Caixa" Foundation  with the aim of improving the socio-
labour integration of people in situations or at risk of social exclusion. Present in Portugal since 2018 
and with over 15 years of existence in Spain, has become a reference in the Portuguese country 
thanks to the networking of the social entities that comprise it, labour insertion and business 
prospecting technicians who were part of the project. 

It comprises 4 Dimensions 1: Individual Support; 2: Company Support; 3: Networking and Alliance 
Management;  4: Organization and Quality Improvement initiative of the "la Caixa" Foundation. In 
2023 involved 52 entities, 102 Incorpora professionals, and collaborating companies, with a total of 
1764 job placements in Portugal, 207 were individuals with disabilities. 

All these forms of support aim to create an inclusive environment that allows people with disabilities 
to fully participate in the job market, contributing their unique skills and experiences. Interested 

 
14 FPDA: http://www.fpda.pt 
15 APPDA Coimbra: https://appdacoimbra.pt/ 

http://www.fpda.pt/
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individuals can contact associations, rehabilitation centres, training centres, special schools, and 
employment programs for more detailed and personalised information about these support 
services. For autistic persons, and their families, the Autism Associations are fundamental to support 
social and  labour inclusion.  

Portugal is actively advancing inclusive policies by formulating and implementing comprehensive 
strategies for inclusion, particularly in the areas of employment, accessibility, and equal 
opportunities. Nevertheless, this is an ongoing process that requires continuous reinforcement to 
effectively uphold rights and enhance the quality of life for individuals. 
 

Portugal Support LINKS 

https://www.iefp.pt/estruturas-de-servicos-apoio 

http://www.inr.pt/produtos-de-apoio 

https://www.iefp.pt/apoios-incentivos 

https://www.iefp.pt/qualificacao-de-pessoas-com-deficiencia-e-incapacidade 

http://www.seg-social.pt/prestacao-social-para-a-inclusao 

 

3. Employability rate of young people with disabilities  

European Semester 2022-2023 country fiche on disability equality Portugal (January 2023)16 

According to the European Survey on disability 2022, the unemployment rate for people with 
disabilities in Portugal stood at 20.3%, exceeding the European Union average by 8.5 percentage 
points.  

In Portugal, the unemployment rate was slightly higher for women with disabilities (21.1%) than 
for men with disabilities (18.9%), following the trend observed in the population without 
disabilities and the European average 

According to the Disability and Human Rights Observatory17, the country faces persistent 
challenges in reducing disparities between people with and without disabilities, noting that these 
inequalities have remained virtually unchanged since 2015.  

Records from the Institute of Employment and Vocational Training (IEFP) show a 4.6% increase in 
the number of people with disabilities seeking employment between 2015 and 2022. 

 

 
16 European Semester 2022-2023 country fiche on disability equality Portugal 
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1540&langId=en 
17 Disability and Human Rights Observatory: http://oddh.iscsp.ulisboa.pt/index.php/en/ 

https://www.iefp.pt/estruturas-de-servicos-apoio
http://www.inr.pt/produtos-de-apoio
https://www.iefp.pt/apoios-incentivos
https://www.iefp.pt/qualificacao-de-pessoas-com-deficiencia-e-incapacidade
http://www.seg-social.pt/prestacao-social-para-a-inclusao
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 Source: EC -European Semester 2022-2023 country fiche on disability equality Portugal (January 
2023) 

 

 

Source: EC -European Semester 2022-2023 country fiche on disability equality Portugal (January 
2023) 
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Source: EC -European Semester 2022-2023 country fiche on disability equality Portugal (January 
2023) 

 

 

 

 

In Portugal, like many other European countries, there are no official statistics available for the 
autistic population. While organisations such as the Portuguese Autism Federation (FPDA) or related 
associations may have some insight into the population, these figures are not officially documented. 
Until date, there was one national epidemiological study carried out in 2005 (Oliveira, 2005) 
involving about 300 thousand school-age children, aged between 7 and 9 years old, across the 
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country (except for the autonomous region of Madeira for strategic reasons). According to the data 
extracted from this study, the ratio in Portugal would be 1 case per 1000 children 1:1.000) with a 
predominance of males with a ratio of 3/1. According to the same study, there is an expected annual 
increase of 150 new cases per year in the country, with 95 cases anticipated in the central region, 
30 in the Lisbon and Tejo Valley region, 19 in the northern region, and the remainder spread across 
the Alentejo, Algarve, Azores, and Madeira regions. According to the authors, of the total autistic 
population, few would reach an acceptable level of social autonomy, and about half would be totally 
dependent on parents or third parties. 

In 2022, a systematic review by Zeidan et al, reported a global autism prevalence of 1% worldwide, 
with a male‐to‐female ratio of 4.2. Nevertheless, prevalence estimates vary hugely among different 
countries. The reasons underlying the prevalence increase observed over time and the regional 
variability of ASD prevalence are still unclear.  While this apparent increase in ASD prevalence may 
be related to the broadening of diagnostic concepts or greater awareness in society,  some authors 
argue that it is real and may be attributable to recently explored factors as early life exposure to 
some environmental toxicants or advanced parental age (Hertz-Picciotto et al, 2009).   

The ASDEU programme - Autism Spectrum Disorders in the European Union (2015- 2018), funded 
by the European Commission to research and autism diagnosis, prevalence and interventions and 
to improve care and support for people with autism, studied the prevalence of autism in 12 
countries in the EU. Taking part on that program, a study conducted in Portugal estimated the 
prevalence of ASD in Centro region of Portugal, based on the screening of a large sample of children 
aged 7 to 9 years l, from from 2016 to 2017 (Rasga et al, 2023). The overall prevalence was estimated 
at 0.5% (95% CI 0.3–0.7), with  a male-to-female ratio of 2.9:1.  A direct comparison between studies 
carried out 17 years apart with similar methodologies showed a difference approximately four times 
lower than the present estimates for the Centre region (0.125, 95% CI: 0.096–0.15) (Oliveira et al., 
2005, Rasga et al, 2023). 
The results in the Central region were comparable to the prevalence estimates in several of the 
countries in the ASDEU study, based on same screening methodology, particularly in the Basque 
Country (Spain), Warsaw region (Poland), or Romania, with prevalences of 0.59%, 0.69%, and 0.72%, 
respectively. The prevalence was lower in the Plovdiv region (Bulgaria) (0.27%) and higher in the 
Pisa region (Italy) (1.15%). The ASDEU project also included prevalence estimates based on record 
analysis in France, Denmark, Finland, and Iceland, which ranged from 0.48% to 3.3%. Despite the 
emphasis on a harmonised methodology for the ASDEU study, that was not fully achieved (Rasga et 
al, 2023). 

Lacking specific figures available, there are no values that enable us to accurately assess the current 
employment situation for ASD individuals in Portugal. Autistic individuals worldwide face a 
significant employment crisis (Davies et al, 2024). Autistic Individuals present a broad array of 
individual support needs to obtain and maintain competitive employment. Some of the specific 
areas where the employment specialists concentrated their interventions included the career 
search and job interviews, disclosure, transportation, customising a job, instructional support, 
designing compensatory strategies, coworker education, and supporting change of management. In 
the United Kingdom (UK), for instance, only 29% of autistic people are employed, a figure lower 
than that of most other disability groups (UK Office for National Statistics, 2022). Similarly, in the 
United States (US) and Australia only  approximately 38% of autistic adults hold paid employment 
(Roux et al., 2017), (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019). A scoping review of 2024 including 33 
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studies from several countries, from to 2004 to 2023, involving 1,468 autistic people furthermore 
concluded that besides unemployment, up to 46% of employed autistic people face 
underemployment.  This underutilisation of autistic talent is problematic for several reasons. First, 
underemployment has negative implications for people’s mental and physical health, and the 
impact of underemployment on mental health is thought to be more pronounced for disabled 
people (Friedland, D. S., & Price, R. H., 2003). Second, underemployment comes at a significant 
economic cost to individuals, organisations and society more broadly (Barnichon & Zylberberg, 
2019).  

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

There are several crucial factors in fostering successful and sustainable employment for both 
young adults and adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): an inclusive workplace that 
champions diversity and provides tools and support for management, employees, and their 
families or carers. Equally important is ensuring that the job aligns with the individuals' interests 
and skills. 
In Portugal, the employment of people with disabilities is more prevalent in the non-profit sector, 
where social responsibility is ingrained in the organisation's mission. Additionally, the public sector 
and large companies, where there is a mandatory minimum percentage of employees with 
disabilities, have more resources to support this collective effort. 
Individuals with ASD possess unique abilities that can greatly benefit the labour market: 

● Exceptional attention to detail and a penchant for meticulous work. 
● High levels of concentration, enabling excellence in repetitive tasks. 
● Strong observational skills, coupled with a persistent focus on details. 
● Excellent long-term and visual memory, facilitating efficient data handling and retention. 
● Proficiency and deep knowledge in specific subjects, often stemming from hyperfocus on 

their interests. 
● A logical, methodical, and analytical approach to tasks and problem-solving. 
● Resourcefulness, stemming from their inclination to overcome challenges. 
● Social awareness and ethical commitment, fostering sincerity, honesty, and loyalty. 
● Reliability and low absenteeism, attributed to conscientiousness and commitment to their 

work. 
● Job retention, as individuals with ASD typically prefer routine and tend to stay in their 

positions longer than others. 
● A high capacity to listen without prejudice, facilitating effective communication and 

understanding. 

By recognizing and harnessing these strengths, employers can create inclusive environments that 
not only benefit individuals with ASD but also contribute to the overall success of the organisation. 
 
Some of the types of jobs that are suitable for high functioning autistic individuals, and take 
advantage of these strengths  are in the IT area as can be shown in the numerous 
Neurodevelopment Programs in IT Companies ( Web Development.  Graphic Designer, Computer 
Programming, Data Entry,  IT Support ). Other examples include: Warehouse assistant, Catering 
assistant, Administrative/ Accounting, Agricultural work, Mechanic, Building trades, Lab or quality 
control technician. 
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5. Main challenges and obstacles YIWASD needs to face to be employed (e.g. hard and soft skills 
acquisition and improvement) 

Autistic individuals face a myriad of challenges and obstacles when seeking and maintaining 
employment. Some of these challenges stem from difficulties in communication and social 
interaction, such as understanding orders, interpreting underlying messages, and navigating social 
norms. Additionally, cognitive functioning deficits, including attention, motor planning, and working 
memory, can hinder task execution in the workplace (Wieren, Reid & McMahon, 2008). 
Adapting to new work routines, coping with change, and problem-solving can also pose significant 
challenges for individuals with ASD, even those with average or above-average intelligence levels. 
Behavioural difficulties, such as tantrums and self-harm, may further complicate the employment 
landscape, necessitating multifaceted behaviour management strategies. Moreover, the 
heightened levels of stress and anxiety often experienced by individuals with ASD in the workplace 
can impact their performance (Howlin, 2000). 
In addition to these inherent challenges, autistic individuals encounter various barriers when 
seeking employment. These barriers include inaccessible working environments, difficulties 
managing workplace demands and expectations, and increased risk of burnout (Davies et al., under 
review; Tomczak & Kulikowski, 2024). Consequently, some autistic individuals may resort to casual, 
part-time, or precarious work arrangements (Baldwin et al., 2014; Pellicano et al., 2023), further 
limiting their opportunities for career progression and human capital development. 
As previously mentioned, there are no official numbers on ASD and employment for the specific 
Portuguese population, being autism framed as a general disability. A Master study from the School 
of Education (IPP, ESE) (Neto, LC, 2020) of the Polytechnic Institute of Porto conducted a survey 
aimed at examining employers' perspectives on the inclusion of individuals with disabilities in the 
workplace, with a focus on understanding the facilitating factors and barriers to hiring and 
maintaining employment. To that purpose, a questionnaire was administered to 30 representatives 
of national companies, complemented by a case study involving interviews with 5 company 
executives who have experience collaborating with individuals with disabilities.The main concerns 
and challenges identified revolve around attitudinal factors, such as prejudices and stereotypes held 
by clients, colleagues, and supervisors, as well as financial considerations, including perceived costs 
associated with accommodating individuals with disabilities. Additionally, technical challenges 
related to assessing and adjusting work environments were identified as significant barriers. 
Addressing these challenges and barriers requires a multifaceted approach, including creating more 
inclusive work environments, providing tailored training and support, and raising awareness among 
employers and colleagues about the unique needs of individuals with ASD. By fostering 
understanding and implementing supportive practices, employers can create environments that 
enable autistic individuals to thrive in the workplace. 
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6. Processes and procedures, actions (e.g.furniture arrangement and colors) to make the work 
environment more ASD friendly 

An autism-friendly workplace is designed to meet the specific needs of people with autism.   
 
Some key features of an autism-friendly work environment are: 

● Sensory accommodations: The workplace should be designed to minimise sensory overload, 
such as reducing background noise or providing sensory resources like noise-cancelling headphones 
or fidget toys. 
 
● Clear communication: Communication should be clear and direct, whenever possible, based 
on written instructions or visual aids. 
 
● Flexibility: Schedules and work modalities should be flexible to accommodate the individual 
needs of workers with autism, for example, allowing breaks when needed or offering the option of 
telecommuting. 
 
● Routine: Changes in schedules can be challenging for individuals with autism due to the 
importance of routine and predictability for many of them. Some people with autism may become 
very anxious when there are unexpected changes in their schedule or routine, and may have 
difficulty adapting to new expectations or activities. 
 
●  Inclusive culture: Organisational culture should be inclusive and accepting of 
neurodiversity, and provide training to other employees to help them understand and support 
colleagues with autism. 
 
● Support management: Managers and staff  hould receive training on how to support 
workers with autism, including recognizing signs of sensory overload and how to provide 
adaptations. 

Managing the work environment to support people with autism can involve various strategies and 
tools. Some examples include: 

Environmental adaptations: Making some adjustments to the physical environment, such as 
reducing noise levels or minimising bright lighting, can help create a more comfortable work space 
for individuals with autism. Items like noise-cancelling headphones, sunglasses, or fidget toys can 
also be helpful. This can help increase productivity and improve mood.  
Communication tools: Visual calendars, social stories, or checklists can help promote clear 
communication and reduce anxiety or confusion. 
Work accommodations: Flexible work schedules, task adaptations, or professional 
mentoring/coaching can help create a more supportive and inclusive workplace for people with 
autism. 
Sensory supports: Weighted blankets or sensory-friendly seating can help support individuals with 
sensory processing issues and reduce feelings of overwhelm or anxiety. 
Training and education: Providing training to coworkers and to people with autism themselves can 
help increase awareness and understanding of autism and support strategies. 
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Autistic people have difficulties with interpreting both verbal and non-verbal language like gestures 
or tone of voice. Some autistic people are unable to speak or have limited speech while other autistic 
people have very good language skills but struggle to understand sarcasm or tone of voice. 
 Other challenges include: 

-        taking things literally and not understanding abstract concepts 
-        needing extra time to process information or answer questions 
-        repeating what others say to them (this is called echolalia). 

 Autistic people often have difficulty ‘reading’ other people – recognising or understanding others’ 
feelings and intentions – and expressing their own emotions 
 Easy ways to make your communication more direct include: 

-        Keep questions short and to the point.  
-        Leave time for the person to answer. Don’t just re-ask the question straight away. 
-        Instead of focusing on open-ended questions relating to emotions, such as ‘how are you feeling 
today’, ask more specific and direct questions such as ‘what do you notice in your body right now?’ 
and ‘what did you do today before you came here?’. 
-        Offer options or choices where possible. 

 Every autistic person is different. Some people may take what you have said literally, therefore, 
avoid using: 

-        irony and sarcasm 
-       figurative language (this includes similes, metaphors, idioms, puns etc) such as saying ‘It’s 
raining cats and dogs’ 
-        rhetorical questions (asking a question to make a point rather than to get an answer such as 
saying ‘What time do you call this?’ if a person is late).  
 

Overall, it is recommended to enhance communication between organisations/companies and 
individuals with disability ensuring the accessibility of recruitment channels and processes, 
improving digital accessibility (devices, technologies, websites), and utilising information and 
communication technologies and tools. Additionally, supporting cooperation to match job 
requirements with the education and training of individuals with disabilities is essential. Therefore, 
adjusting training programs for individuals with disabilities to provide them with the necessary skills 
and capabilities would be beneficial. Public awareness and understanding of disabilities and their 
impact on individuals should also be prioritised to foster inclusive values in society and within 
companies and organisations (Del Nero et al, 2023) . 
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7. Concrete experiences/practices of SMEs employing young people with ASD 

In Portugal there are several IT Multinationals, like Microsoft and SAP, that have global 
neurodiversity inclusion Programs but there are limited  specific experiences to promote the 
employment of Young People with ASD.  

 

The Critical Neurodiversity Program promoted by Critical Software18 is the program with more 
visibility.  

Critical Software is a company that develops software solutions and engineering services. The 
company started as a small start up 25 years ago in Coimbra and now has more than  1300 
employees, 9 offices and provides products and services for dozens of companies all over the 
World, namely NASA. 

Critical Neurodiversity Program is the first project in Portugal by Specialisterne, a Danish company 
specialising globally in empowering individuals with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) in the 
technology market, to develop selection, training, and integration of new talents in the company. 

Candidates undergo a five-week training phase, during which they receive personalised coaching 
by an individual coach, before joining the teams. Once they start working, both the participants 
and the teams they join continue to receive close and specialised support to ensure smooth and 
effective integration. 

The first edition of the program took place in 2021 with the two technologies in the Critical 
Group  (Critical Software, Critical Techworks). At this moment, there are already 22 autistic 
professionals integrated and working in the offices of Coimbra, Viseu, Porto, and Lisbon, of the 
two employing companies. The 2024 4th edition is open for candidates, over 18, with an interest 
in the technology field, motivation for work, and intermediate knowledge of programming and 
English. It is not necessary for them to have higher education qualifications in the field.  

There are also other big companies that develop Programs that actively promote the employability 
of people with disabilities including autism and other neurodevelopmental disorders. 

 

Jerónimo Martins - INCLUDE PROGRAM19 - Aims to provide equal opportunities to all individuals 
in accessing the job market. INCLUDE  is a training and recruitment program for individuals facing 
disadvantages in accessing the job market, particularly people with disabilities and/or incapacity. It 
is based on an innovative training and development methodology, personalised for each trainee 
and adapted to the roles that can be performed in each of the businesses and areas of the 
Jerónimo Martins Group, That in Portugal has 567 stores and 35,723 employees .  The program 
includes practical training in a work context, including training in transversal skills, and is custom-
designed based on each candidate's profile, including, if necessary, physical adaptation of the 

 
18 https://criticalsoftware.com/en/news/critical-software-launches-neurodiversity-programme-to-
attract-new-talent 
19 https://www.jeronimomartins.com/en/careers/inclusion/incluir-programme/ 
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workplace. Upon successful completion of the training phase, the candidate is prepared to be 
hired by one of the Group's companies. 

 

El Corte Inglés, the Retail Spanish Group with big implementation in Portugal ,  has been 
recognized by the Institute of Employment and Vocational Training (IEFP) for its work in the field 
of inclusion, receiving the Inclusive Employer Brand Award for the fourth consecutive time. 
Additionally, in the 2023 edition, the company once again received an Excellence Mention. 

Currently, out of the company's over three thousand workers in Portugal, 2.8% have disabilities 
and/or a degree of incapacity equal to or greater than 60%. 

At El Corte Inglés, good practices in people management and training, as well as the promotion of 
diversity and inclusion, are continuously valued20.  

 

AUCHAN Retail Portugal   

Auchan Retail Portugal has a structured approach to integrating people with disabilities, which is a 
practice embedded in its Human Resources policy. The objective is to assume and formalise the 
commitment to diversity management, notably through the integration of people with disabilities, 
promote good practices in the area of equal opportunities, valorize professional capabilities and 
competencies, and contribute to changing attitudes and behaviours towards preventing and 
eliminating discrimination based on differences. 

As equality is a cornerstone of Auchan's diversity policy,in 2020 Auchan signed the Commitment to 
Inclusion,  as part of collaboration with the Inclusive Community Forum of Nova Business School. 
In Coimbra they are partners of APPDA in integrating internships and have already long term 
contracts with 2 autistic adults 

 

BigMat Regarding the small and medium-sized business landscape in the Coimbra region, some 
particular initiatives stand out for their  commitment to inclusive employment policies for autistic 
people. One example is the Coimbra store of BigMat, a part of the European BigMat group—a 
network of independent businesses managed by entrepreneurial, accountable, and self-reliant 
proprietors. They collaborate with APPDA to integrate internships from their VET training courses. 

 

  

 
20 Inclusive recruitment policies by El Corte Inglés – promotional video: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eyphfMMxEFQ 
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