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1. Introduction

For this report, APPDA COIMBRA did a Desk Research to access the situation in Portugal and gathered insights
from eleven young individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), all of whom have some work experience
and seven employers who hire or train individuals on the spectrum. despite their difference in skills,
competences and interests, all youngsters with ASD, received some training in APPDA and are currently
engaged in full time internships or work. The 7 employers representatives interviewed exemplify best
practices in inclusion.

Desk research main findings: inclusive strategies related to YIWASD and employability

Portugal has a robust legal and institutional framework to support the employability of people with
disabilities, including PEA. Comprehensive laws, the National Strategy for Inclusion of People with Disabilities
(ENIPD 2021-2025), public funding and private sector initiatives provide support for workplace integration,
training, and inclusion. Associations, Rehabilitation Centres, Training Centres, Special Schools, and
employment programs provide for more detailed and personalised information about these support services.
For autistic persons and their families, the Autism Associations play a crucial role in facilitating social and
labour inclusion.

All these forms of support aim to create an inclusive environment that allows people with disabilities to fully
participate in the job market, contributing with their unique skills and experiences. Nevertheless, this is an
ongoing process that requires continuous reinforcement to effectively uphold rights and improve the quality
of life for individuals. To achieve true inclusivity, the country still faces challenges in bridging the big
employment gap, requiring continuous investment in adapted inclusive policies and practices and awareness
raising for Employers and Communities.

2. Interviews: key findings from the first set of interviews (YIWASD)

Most of the 11 interviewees completed specialized training programs designed to help autistic individuals
transition into the workforce. Many trained in administrative tasks, warehouse roles, or in assisting
vulnerable populations. The training courses offered by organizations like APPDA played a crucial role in
developing the necessary skills for employment and, with the help of a tutor, to fill the gap between school
and work readiness.

Routine-based tasks were preferred by many individuals, like administrative tasks, due to their structure and
predictability. Social and customer-facing roles were considered more challenging. Other common
challenges included: social Interactions, namely difficulties in communication with colleagues and customers,
especially in high-pressure or confusing situations, anxiety, emotional regulation and sensory overload.

Interviewees exhibited strengths such as attention to detail, organizational skills, punctuality, technical
proficiency (particularly in administrative and automation tasks), and a really strong work ethic. Traits like
patience, perseverance, and respect were highlighted as important qualities that helped them succeed in
their roles. It was additionally considered helpful to their job success: a supportive work environment, with
understanding colleagues and management, organization of the work place and tasks, flexible or reduced
work hours, and quiet spaces for retreat when feeling overwhelmed.

Most rated their workplaces as autism-friendly, generally giving high marks for the interpersonal
relationships and understanding they received from coworkers. Improvements were suggested in areas
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such as communication, job-specific training, (more consistent) guidance, psychological support and
manage stress and anxiety or other symptoms. Some individuals suggested the need for additional tools
and technology to assist with organization, communication, and sensory issues. Many found that engaging
in physical activities and spending time in nature helped them manage their mental health and reduce
anxiety in high-pressure situations.

The key elements of success identified are:

e tailored work environments, that take into account sensory sensitivities and communication
challenges

e Psychological Support and Mental Health, to manage workplace stress and anxiety. Breaks,
flexible/reduced working hours, and physical activity were key in managing mental health.

e C(lear, specific training on job roles was identified as crucial for success, allowing individuals to feel
prepared and confident in their abilities.

e Advocacy for Improved Support Systems, such as better communication, consistent guidance from
supervisors, Job Coach systems and tools to help with organization and task management.

As future aspirations, a desire for stable, long-term employment was a key theme across interviews, with
many seeking roles that aligned with their interests and strengths and minimized stress. Support for
autonomy and independent living — as housing assistance, rent subsidies or tax reductions — was also
mentioned.

Interviews: key findings from the second set of interviews (EMPLOYERS)

Interviews were made with representants of (7) organizations Associations/ NGO’s and 5 Companies), very
different in size and area of work. Three Companies - Critical Software (IT) Neurodiversity Program, El Corte
Inglés (retail) and Continente/ Sonae (retail) - have award winning Inclusion Excellence Programs with a
Neurodiversity Insight

All the employers/ organizations interviewed express a strong commitment to inclusivity, recognizing the
value of employing individuals with autism and other special needs. This commitment is evident in their hiring
practices and the establishment of programs designed to support these individuals.

Tailored support is a recurring theme, with each organization emphasizing the need for customized
approaches based on individual strengths and challenges. To have a Tutor and/or a job coach in the
workplace is considered crucial, for time, tasks and routines management but also as social integration
references. Continuous training for both employees and management is highlighted as important for
fostering an inclusive environment. This includes training on ASD and neurodiversity, as well as sustained
psychological support for neurodiverse employees to aid their integration and performance.

Partnerships with various organizations, such as Autism NGO’s, namely APPDA, educational institutions, and
specialized consultants like SPECIALISTERN play a vital role in facilitating internships, training programs, and
support for neurodiverse employees. This collaborative approach enhances the transition from education to
employment.

A structured work environment is stressed as beneficial for employees on the autism spectrum. Clearly
defined roles, routines, and expectations help these individuals thrive, leading to enhanced productivity and
job satisfaction. Technology is recognized as a valuable tool for managing tasks.

A supportive, family-oriented company culture, with leadership sensitivity and companies' awareness raising
campaigns is consistently noted as essential for the success of neurodiverse employees. This issue was
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especially mentioned as a key factor by the smaller companies like Matobra (retail -construction materials)
and Big Mat- Centro Torneiras Matobra (retail -construction and bricolage).

Interviewees highlight various strengths of autistic individuals, including focus, precision, reliability, and
strong task orientation. These qualities often lead to exceptional performance in structured roles. Common
challenges include difficulties in social interaction, adapting to workplace dynamics, and the need for external
support mechanisms. Interviewees acknowledge that while autistic individuals may excel in structured tasks,
social integration may remain a hurdle.

Suggestions include having financed Job Coaches and Psychological Assistance, enhancing training programs
and creating partnerships for internships. Internally organizations should establish clear expectations during
the hiring process, and actively promote an understanding of neurodiversity among all staff.

less bureaucracy — easier procedures
Conclusions

The interviews collectively highlight the importance of individualized support, structured environments, and
continuous training to foster inclusive workplaces for neurodiverse individuals. By recognizing the unique
strengths of autistic employees and addressing their challenges, organizations can create supportive and
productive work environments that benefit all employees. The commitment to inclusion not only enhances
the workplace culture but also contributes to the overall success and productivity of the organizations
involved
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