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

Access to the labor market, ensuring equal opportunities to work, is a fundamental human
right, stated in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, ratified by Romania in
2006. By facilitating employment, as well as putting this right into practice, the employment of
people with autism reduces their poverty, reduces their dependence on the welfare system and
society develops through the added value they bring. People with autism are an under-utilized
workforce around the world, which is why very valuable human resources that can bring profit to
employers and added value to society are being lost. In Romania, this workforce is almost totally
neglected.

According to the report How much does the Romanian State cost to assist people with
disabilities?, developed by the Help Autism Association, there are about 22,783 people diagnosed
with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) living in Romania, of which 3,800 are adults aged 18-25 and
16,983 are children under 18. In 2023, 2,000 people were newly diagnosed. Limited access to school
makes it difficult for them to enter the labor market later in life, so only 1% of people with autism
are employed, while in Europe the rate is 10% (HelpAutism, 2024).

In general, the employment rate of adults with autism in Romania is very low, and their
salaries are much lower than those of typical employees, including employees with other
disabilities, even if they have the necessary qualifications for the position. Many are employed in
positions below their qualifications. Most employers fear that a person with a disability will perform
poorly or that they will have to make financial investments for accommodation and adaptation. For
people with autism, the chances of getting a job are much lower than for people with another type
of disability. And this is because many people with autism have poor social and communication skills.

1.1.  Legislation overall aspects

Law no. 221/2010 for the ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
adopted in New York by the United Nations General Assembly on December 13, 2006. The
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities provides for the right of persons with
disabilities to earn a living through work, based on the principles of equal opportunities, equal
treatment and non-discrimination, and to ensure this right through national legislation. The
Convention prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability in all forms of employment, stipulates
the need to ensure that persons with disabilities have free access to vocational training or vocational
guidance, to employ persons with disabilities in the public sector and to promote measures and
policies to encourage their employment in the private sector.

Law no. 448/2006 on the protection and promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities,
here there is a chapter dedicated to employment related to the benefits of persons with disabilities.
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Government Decision no. 268/2007 for the approval of the Methodological Norms for the
application of the provisions of Law no. 448/2006 on the protection and promotion of the rights of
persons with disabilities, way of application of Law no. 448/2006.

Law no. 76/2002 on the unemployment insurance system and employment stimulation, here
there are chapters on subsidies to employers for hiring people with disabilities, including recent
graduates.

Government Decision no. 174/2002 for the approval of the Methodological Norms for the
application of Law no. 76/2002 regarding the unemployment insurance system and employment
stimulation.

Labour Code of Romania stipulates the rights of employees, regardless of the type and severity
of disability.

The legislation in force stipulates that if the company has more than 50 employees, according
to Art. 78 para. (2) of Law no. 448/2006, it is mandatory to employ people with disabilities in a
percentage of at least 4% of the total number of employees.

The Romanian Constitution states that:

e '"persons with disabilities shall enjoy special protection" (art.50)
e '"the State shall ensure the implementation of a national policy of equal opportunities {...)"
(art.50)
One of the most important achievements in this field was the adoption of Law 448/2006 on the
protection and promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities, which enshrined a number of
rights and guarantees for these categories of persons.

In terms of access and integration into the labour market, these rights start from the right to
education and training and then make the connection with how to get a job, but also how you do
the guidance and retraining part.

Law no. 448/2006 on the protection and promotion of the rights of persons with disabilities includes
specific provisions on the right of persons with disabilities to education and vocational training:

® Access to education: Persons with disabilities have the right to have access to pre-school,
school, and university education on equal terms with all citizens of the country. Educational
institutions are required to offer assistance and accommodation measures.

e Assessment and guidance: the law states that they can participate in assessment processes
to identify their specific learning and development needs. They are organised by committees
also appointed by the National Authority for Persons with Disabilities and are not
compulsory.

o Vocational training: They can benefit from vocational training programs and services tailored
to individual needs and competencies. These programs can be developed and implemented
by specialised institutions or private training providers in cooperation with the authorities.
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® Support for transition to the labor market: For the transition to the labor market they have
access to programs and services for counseling, training, and support in finding a suitable
job.
Specific rights stipulated by Law no. 448/2006:

e Training courses. The costs of vocational training courses and counselling are financed from
the unemployment insurance budget. Social services officials provide directions on where
these courses can be held, depending on location.

e Reasonable accommodation in the workplace: involves modifying and/or adapting the work
schedule in accordance with the functional potential, acquiring assistive equipment,
assistive devices and technologies, and other such measures.

® Pre-employment and on-the-job counselling and probationary counselling by a specialist
employment mediation counsellor.

® A paid notice period of at least 30 working days is granted when the individual employment
contract is ended at the employer's initiative for reasons not attributable to the employer.

e Possibility to work less than 8 hours a day, if they have the recommendation of the
evaluation committee of the National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities to do so. Evaluation commissions are organized and drawn up at the county
level. However, the salary will be based on the hours actually worked.

Persons with disabilities classified as severe or severely disabled, who are employed, benefit from
tax exemption for income from salaries and assimilated to salaries referred to in Article 76 para. (1)
- (3) of Law 227/2015 according to the Tax Code, as amended.

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

Analysing the legislative framework, it appears that Romania is doing well in terms of legislation,
but implementation is deficient. The numerous institutions involved in supporting people with
disabilities, the separate social and medical services and the related bureaucracy make the
integration of people with disabilities into the labour market an almost impossible task.
Inadequate transport infrastructure, buildings, institutions and recruitment processes, which thus
become discriminatory, are issues that need improvement. The integration of people with
disabilities into the labour market depends to a large extent on an inclusive education system in
mainstream and special schools, both in urban and rural areas, and there are major differences
between regions.

Article 74 of Law no. 448/2006 states that people with disabilities have the right to be
provided with the necessary conditions to exercise their profession or occupation, to maintain a job
and equal opportunities for professional advancement. Employment is based on the professional
training of each individual, and proof of disability is established by the assessment commissions in
each county or in one of the districts of Bucharest.
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For employment, professional capacity is verified by a paid employment test, which lasts at least 45
working days, according to Article 84 of Law no. 448/2006 updated in 2019.
People with disabilities, including autism, can also be employed in the following ways:

o on the free labour market
J in protected forms
o at home

Protected forms of employment include sheltered employment and approved sheltered
establishments. These are companies set up by natural or legal persons, public or private, who
employ people with disabilities.

As a rule, protected establishments fall into the following two categories: with legal personality and
without legal personality. The second category may include workshops, public or non-governmental
institutions, and wards or may be organised by the disabled person who wishes to carry out
independent economic activities.

3. Employability rate of young people with disabilities (statistics)

There are more than 40,000 people with autism living in Romania, of which about 23,000
(statistical data estimated and centralized by HELP Autism in March 2023 based on information
received from the National Institute of Public Health and the 47 Child Protection Directorates in the
country) are in the state register (Stefan, 2024) :

e about 3,800 adults aged between 18 and 25

e about 17,000 children under 18

e approximately 2,000 children are estimated to have been diagnosed in 2022, which means
that the total number of children with ASD is growing

e lessthan 1% of adults with autism are employed, compared to the European average of 10%.

In general, people with autism who have not had therapy throughout their lives have no chance of
finding a job. Potential employers are not very open because the state offers few financial
facilities, namely a tax exemption and a reduced tax.

Unfortunately, Romania still needs to work on the mentality of encouraging people with disabilities
to become self-sufficient, live on their own, and be supported in the private and public sectors.

As of 31 March 2023, the total number of persons with disabilities communicated to the National
Authority for the Protection of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities of the Ministry of Labour and
Social Solidarity, through the General Directorates for Social Assistance and Child Protection of the
counties and the local Directorates for Social Assistance and Child Protection of the districts of
Bucharest, was 886,950 persons. Of these, 98.16% (870,661 persons) are in family care and/or living
independently (non-institutionalised) and 1.84% (16,289 persons) are in public residential social
care institutions for adults with disabilities (institutionalised) coordinated by the Ministry of Labour
and Social Solidarity through the National Authority for the Protection of the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (ANPDPD).
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Fig.1 Number of people with disabilities, by type of disability, on 31 March 2023 (ANPDPD Report, 2023)

Available statistics show that only 43,000 people with disabilities (of working age) have a job in
Romania, according to ANPDPD data. Taking into account that of the total number of people with
disabilities officially registered at that time (886,950 Romanians), almost half were of working age
(417,000), and of the latter 167,000 people were registered with grade | and Il disabilities (thus
unable to work), it follows that only 17% of them had entered the labour market. Most Romanians
with disabilities who manage to enter the labour market work full-time in the private system.

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

In terms of "theory," things are very well-defined, and opportunities exist, it only remains to find
the means to prepare for employment. Here are the jobs available for adults with autism according
to a study conducted by the Autism Romania Association.

1. Jobs suitable for the visually-minded
IT Programmer: The field is wide open, especially in industrial automation, software design,
business computing, communication, and networking systems.

Designer: Drafting engineering and computer-aided design. This job can offer many opportunities.
Designing is a great gateway into very interesting technical jobs. There are lots of people who
started out as draughtsmen in small firms developed professionally, and now design for large
companies.

Commercial Art: Ads and Magazines, this job can be done as a freelance contributor.

Photographer: Stop-frame and video, TV cameraman can be a job done as a collaborator.
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Equipment designer: Many industries need people to work in equipment design for large
companies.

Animal trainer, veterinarian, veterinary technician: Dog training, consultant for behavioural
problems.

Car mechanic: Can visualize how the car works.

Computer Repairman: Can view computer problems and networks.

Appliance repair: This can be a profitable local business.

Manual workers: Different types of manual work: jewellery making, wood carving, ceramics, etc.
Laboratory technician: repairs, and construction of laboratory equipment.

Web page designers can be a very good niche in the market and can work as a freelancer.

Builder, carpenter, or welder. These jobs require visual thinking, although some people with autism
cannot perform this occupation due to motor coordination problems.

Video game designer: You have to stay away from this job. Jobs are very scarce and the field is very
crowded. There are many more jobs in industries, communication, computer business, and IT
programming. Another bad aspect of this job is exposure to violent images.

Computer Animator: Visual thinkers could be very good in this field, but there is a lot of competition,
even more than in the business or IT programming industry.

Building maintenance manager: repairing pipes, windows, and other things in apartment
complexes, hotels, or office buildings.

Enterprise Maintenance Administrator: repairs equipment.

2. Jobs suitable for the visually impaired: for those who are good at maths, music or repeated
actions and facts.

Accountant: Specializes very quickly and gets very good at it, especially on revenue and taxes.

Librarian: Helps people find information in the library or on the internet.

IT Programmer: The less visual type of programming can be done as a freelancer.

Electrical, electronic, or chemical engineer.

Journalist:Meticulously reported action, can also be done as a freelance contributor.

Manuscript proofreading editor: Most editors are freelance contributors.

Taxi driver Very familiar with the streets.

Inventory control: Ensures that goods are always in stock in the store.
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Tuning pianos, and musical instruments: Tuning musical instruments can be done as an
independent collaborator.

Laboratory technician: takes care of equipment, repairs, and solves technical problems.

Bank teller: Accuracy in calculating money, requires less short-term memory than a cashier job in a
store where change has to be given to the customer very quickly.

Clerk: He knows, he keeps records.

Telephone salesman: Repeat the same thing over the phone, telephone sales. The noisy
environment can be problematic, so this way social problems are avoided.

Statistician: The work can be done in various fields of research, industry, agriculture, computer
science, etc.

Physicist or mathematician: There are few jobs in these fields, only the very smart can fill these
jobs.

3. Jobs suitable for people with autism who are nonverbal or have poor verbal language
Working in the library, shelving books. They can memorise the entire numbering and location of
books on shelves.

Assembly work in factory/enterprise: Especially in quiet environments.

In-store copier: May keep track of photocopies.

Janitor: Cleaning floors, toilets, windows and offices.

Put products on shelves in stores: Different types of stores.

Recycle plants: Sorting occupation.

Warehouse: Storage and warehousing of goods.

Maintenance of gardens, lawns, and meadows: Lawn mowing.

Database: If the person has fine motor problems this job is not suitable.

Fast food restaurant: Cleanliness and chef jobs with few requirements for short memory.

Plant caretaker: Watering plants in large office buildings

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

In Romania, according to the existing legal framework, specific services are provided to
children and young people with autism until the age of 18, after which they are formally included in
the broad category of Mental Disorders when they become adults. This means that a prospective
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employer looking for a person with autism for an interview will have to deal with a broad category
of mental disorders, without the knowledge to differentiate between them.

This situation is also very difficult for the person with autism and their families, indeed, when
they were young, they were supported as young people with autism, with specific special needs,
whereas in adulthood they are simply stigmatised by being included in the category of people with
mental disorders.

For example, an employer involved in supporting young people with autism, when they
become legally employable after they turn 18 years old, they are no longer autistic, they become
people with psychological problems. According to these legal categories in Romania (but not only)
we have children and young people with autism, but not autistic adults, because they become adults
with mental disorders.

This unacceptable situation could be one of the reasons why many parents of people with
high-functioning autism develop coping mechanisms for diagnosing their child in order to prevent
and avoid being included in the category of people with mental disorders. These parents do not
want, even refuse, to be involved in various educational programs and are unwilling to be part of
the autistic community, opting to prevent stigmatization.

Another effect of this is that a high percentage of adults with autism appear to be those with
more severe symptoms, thus leading to the idea that autism is represented by low performance,
preventing the possibility of professional integration. In light of these observations, it is necessary
that the real dimension of the autistic world, with all its diversities, be more deeply known in
Romania and beyond.

6. Processesand procedures, actions (e.g., furniture arrangement and colors) to make the work
environment more ASD friendly

It is necessary to implement, for each person, an individualised intervention programme,
calibrated to his/her specific characteristics and skills, potentials and problems: in other words, after
a precise functional diagnosis has been made, the areas of major weakness will become the
objectives to be pursued in the various contexts of daily life (rehabilitation, leisure, etc.) with both
individual and small group interventions, while the skills and abilities already acquired will form the
basis of the entire life program.

In order to create this model and achieve the "strong" psycho-educational and qualification
objectives, it is necessary to respect at least three conditions in structuring the model itself:

1. To develop individualized and personalized qualification/educational programs operationally
defined both in objectives and methodologies to be shared with the user/family.

2. Carry out task analyses and work algorithms on each professional activity of the workshops you
want to teach.

10
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3. Maintain a "generalist" approach with global assumption of responsibilities, distribution of tasks
and skills based on functionalities, while respecting the different occupational specificities. This is
to ensure that learning takes place not only during certain periods of time traditionally considered
to be related to the qualification process, but in all daily moments and activities, even without the
presence of the occupational specialist. In other words, the vocational training process is
intertwined with everyday activities, and learning takes place in all contexts of life, not just those
dedicated to formal education.

With the rigorous application of this model in all stages of daily life and with the involvement and
participation of the entire social support group of the environment, the ultimate goal of the
development of people with autism can be achieved: connecting to everyday reality and building
that intelligence which is nothing more than the correct use of one's abilities in different moments
and situations.

What an employer needs to know - according to the Guide "Employment of people with autism",
produced by Autism Romania Association (2014-2015)

Information, training, and mentoring. Before the actual start of work, provide general information
about the job and your expectations (hours, breaks, holidays, dress code, social expectations). It is
desirable to introduce the person with autism to colleagues, and introduce him/her to your
company, institution, or organisation; this will reduce anxiety and make him/her understand your
organization better. A settling-in period at work, and an initial training on the position you have
hired, are very important. It is preferable to appoint a colleague as a mentor to do the practical
training for the job and to whom the person with autism can turn when they are unclear about the
tasks they have to do.

Clear projects and tasks, clear instructions, preferably written. Present your expectations, and
what he or she has to do, both in general and for each individual project and task. Instructions for
completing each task should clearly state where it starts and ends. For example, don't say, "Lay
everything out in order.", but "Place 6 chairs at each table, 6 folders on each table, 10 glasses, and
10 bottles of water.." ; don’t say "Clean the office.", but "Wipe the windows, wipe the tables and
vacuum, empty the bins."

Resource person. Designate a support person at work, a resource person, or a colleague, to whom
they can turn for help of any kind when they have a need or a problem of any kind. This will alleviate
anxiety.

Adapt the workspace. Sometimes minimal adaptations to the workplace, depending on the needs
identified, can greatly enhance the person's performance: for example, you can place the autistic
person's work desk in a more secluded place, not near doorways or in a place with a lot of movement
(near the copier, kitchen, balcony exit); or wearing noise-cancelling or noise-cancelling headphones
if they have excessive hearing sensitivity, a blind to block out bright outside light that is projected
onto the desk or computer if they are very visually sensitive.
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Clear organisation and visualisation. It is good to have the space, time, and activities that the
person with autism has to do well structured and visualized. Minimal useful adaptations timetables
with the sequence of activities, daily, weekly, monthly tasks, tables, lists work diaries, with the
option of checking and ticking off, at the beginning and end of the activity, the program, the week,
the month are very useful; others will need a list of all the sequences, the steps involved in a more
complex activity.

Written instructions posted in plain sight: a written procedure, in plain sight, even for "unwritten
social rules", and workplace expectations. For example, appropriate tone of voice / no raising of
voice allowed, NO confrontational displays, greeting, NO smoking, etc.

Language should be clear, preferably accompanied by visual images to explain rules and
expectations.

Social imagination is very successful in the fields of music, literature, and arts in general, but most
people with autism have difficulties in:

> "reading" the feelings and thoughts of others, so it is difficult for them to understand their
intentions and their actions.

> understanding dangerous or hazardous situations.

> to cope with changes, and new, unforeseen situations.

> plan their actions, organise tasks, etc.
Sensory sensitivities. People with autism may be more sensitive or, conversely, much less sensitive
than normal people to environmental stimuli: hearing, visual, tactile, smell, taste, and these
characteristics may lead to difficulties at work, even if they have all the skills required in the job
specification. For example, they are disturbed by noises that other people do not perceive: the roar
of a car engine far away, unheard by colleagues.

They may be very disturbed by the commotion around them or by too bright or flashing light, by
certain smells.

They can't easily filter the sensations that come at once from all sides (hearing, visual, smell), which
can be overwhelming and disruptive. For example, it is difficult for them to look at the other person
and at the same time hear what they are saying. Many people with autism need some
accommodation from this perspective.

However, people with autism are a very diverse group. Difficulties of varying types and degrees
combine with diverse abilities and exceptionalities in each person uniquely.

Knowing the person is essential for effective support and the best quality outcomes in the
workplace.

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

Project "Start in life for young people with autism"

12
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The project "Start in Life for young people with autism" was initiated by the Autism Romania
Association to respond to the pressing needs of young people with autism and their families, from
the perspective of increasing social integration.

Under the project, 8 young people with Asperger Syndrome and high-functioning autism
benefit from a tailored program of vocational counselling and training to find and keep a job. The
young people are supported to discover themselves, to gain, as trainees, effective experience in
different workplaces, useful in personal and professional development and, as a final goal, in
employment. The project also aims to raise awareness, inform and familiarise employers with
people with autism as employees, to share good practices in the field of vocational counseling, and
employment of people with autism on the open labor market or in adapted workplaces such as
sheltered workshops, and social enterprises.

Case study from the project "Start in life for young people with autism"

Mihai, 40 years old, has Asperger Syndrome. He worked as a tutor and university research assistant
for 6.5 years in applied mathematics. Using some of his special interests, he has brought novelties
in interactive computer illustrations of concepts and student projects.

From Mihai's work experience and reasons for leaving his job:

"Unclear communication with multiple superiors, conflicting demands and from areas of personal
weakness (e.g. administrative preparation of research grants), unclear organizational priorities, too
frequent changes in work areas imposed before building competent routines and without enough
personal control, assignment of tasks beyond optimal difficulty of competence in my case, led to
increasing levels of stress, to the point of loss of ability to concentrate on work, daily state of terror
and episodes of catatonic-type psychomotor block. Even after another 7 years elements of intrusive
recall, rumination, avoidance of activities related to or reminiscent of the work environment persist,
with states of alertness and physical harm - components of the post-traumatic stress reaction."

Mihai, did a 3-month internship at the Library of the Faculty of Sociology and Social Work - University
of Bucharest as an assistant librarian. He is a graduate of the Faculty of Cybernetics, but with
interests and skills in the field of library science and other social and humanities fields, but not only.
The association's vocational counselor helped him to find this internship, advised and prepared
Mihai for this job, and informed his colleagues about his special skills and interests, about possible
difficulties that might arise in certain situations, and how they should proceed to prevent or
overcome some special situations. Mihai and his employer are constantly advised and supported.
Colleagues are delighted with Mihai's skills and competencies, although at first, they had
reservations about his ability to cope with the demands of the library assistant job, especially in
dealing directly with students. Their fears were not confirmed, Mihai is a very valuable resource of
information for students requesting books from the library, being tireless in providing a wealth of
information, he is a veritable encyclopaedia in many areas. In this way he feels professionally and
humanly valued.

13
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ACCES Program - Hiring Candidates with Special Needs initiated by Kaufland

The ACCES Program (Employment of Candidates with Special Needs ) started in October 2019. The
programme involves three key strands of action:

1. Creation of recruitment channels dedicated to people with disabilities and promotion of
these channels to interested persons, potential beneficiaries, or institutions dedicated to
people with disabilities.

2. Making Kaufland an inclusive employer by meeting the physical and mental needs of people
with disabilities.

3. Communication and internal training programs to support the integration of new colleagues
into the Kaufland team.

The pilot program includes finding or creating suitable positions within Kaufland, starting the
communication and recruitment process, and analyzing the process of integrating new colleagues
into the team to identify changes and solutions needed to improve it. The first step was to organize
internal training for the Kaufland team to implement the program at all levels.

This was followed by the organization of 7 events to disseminate the program and recruitment in
the 5 cities included in the pilot program - Bucharest, Sibiu, Cluj-Napoca, Timisoara, and Craiova -
complemented by a recruitment program that was supported by the county branches of the General
Directorate for Child Protection, as well as by the help of several NGOs and associations in the field.
More than 450 people with disabilities are employed in this project.

Case study : Victor, a young man with autism, employed at the Autism Voice Institute

Victor is 23 years old and was diagnosed with autism when he was 4 years old. He had individual
therapy as a child, and psychotherapy as a teenager, and is now enrolled in the Autism Voice
Institute's therapy programs for adolescents and adults with autism.

He is a young man who is committed to what he does and who is appreciated and loved by the team.
He has been involved in their team for more than 6 years, initially through a volunteer program and
now as an employee.

Initially, the decision to be in the centre stemmed from his need to socialise. He needed an
environment where he could spend time among people who understood him and could guide him.
But he needed to spend time with a purpose, to feel useful and motivated. So volunteering came
with tasks and payment. And he loved it.

His tasks started at the simplest: helping with printing educational materials, and making sure there
was water in the dispensers. For the past few years, he's been helping with the sorting of campaign
forms, with everything that requires printing, scanning, filing, and small organizational tasks in the
center where he works.

Conclusions

In order to increase the employability of people with autism, thus involving their social integration,
it is important to understand autism and what it entails in order to recruit autistic people correctly
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and successfully. There are government policies aimed at popularizing information about
neurodiversity, but these need to be extended primarily to support people with autism in finding
and getting the jobs they are interested in and in developing their careers.

More projects, research, and allocated resources, alternative strategies such as the use of video CVs,
the creation of peer support groups and networks, and the creation of online applications, could
become more widespread and help provide truly equal employment opportunities for people with
autism.
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