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1. Introduction

Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder defined by deficits in social interaction and communication,
restricted patterns of cognition or conduct, and sensory-perceptual difficulties (APA (American Psychiatric
Association)2013). Although the number of autistic people graduating from high school or university has
been steadily increasing, autistic graduates are constantly struggling to find a job when they enter the job
market. Graduate employability is frequently determined using five types of graduate capital: human, social,
cultural, identity, and psychological (Tomlinson, 2017). These are key resources that provide benefits and
advantages, education supports the development of these capital, hence increasing graduates' career
chances (Clarke, 2017; Tomlinson, 2017). However, autistic graduates continue to be at a disadvantage
compared to non-autistic, or neurotypical, graduates when getting employment. In Romania, autistic
graduates had the lowest chances of employment in comparison to other groups of people with disabilities,
as well as the lowest chances of obtaining a long-term contract (HelpAutism, 2024). In the case of autistic
graduates with tertiary education, most find jobs where they are overqualified, jobs that are incompatible
with their skill set, or accept positions that are inferior to their training for long periods of time. Moreover,
the lack of career counseling services in high schools and universities, limited social networks, limited
previous work experience (e.g., internships or placements), and limited access to certain jobs, especially in
budgetary institutions, contribute to this gap and lack of labor market inclusion.

The European Union has policies in place to support graduate employment, improve career guidance,
and involve employers in graduate program design and delivery (EC (EuropeanCommission) 2020).

For the current study, 10 participants (three female and seven male) from Romania were purposefully
selected. The inclusion criteria were: 1) participants had received an official diagnosis of autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) from an education or health professional, and 2) graduated from high school or college.
Employment history was not a criterion.

The participants’ ages ranged from 20 to 47. Of the 10 participants, five have only graduated high
school, three had a bachelor’s degree, one a master’s degree and one a PhD. Seven graduates were currently
working, but none of them work in the field in which they studied. The other three graduates were either
unemployed or looking for work.

A total of 10 employer participants consented and participated. Participants ranged in age from 25
to 46 years, 7 participants were female and 3 were male. Participants reported that they had previous
experiences of employment of an individual with an autism. The majority of organizations represented by
these hiring personnel were NGOs (n = 4) and "small" businesses (i.e., fewer than less than 250 employees;
n==6).

For the purpose of this study, all participants were involved in the recruitment and hiring process.
Hiring personnel are defined as employees of a company who are involved in the hiring process (e.g.,
managers, owners, executive directors, etc.), but are not necessarily solely responsible for hiring decisions.
Participants who reported some involvement in the hiring process were included in this study.

Ethical approval was granted by the ethical review committee of the University of Bucharest and
written informed consent was obtained from each participant prior to data collection. Participation was
voluntary.

The researchers developed the interview protocol based on interview protocols described in other
studies on the same topic. The methodology was then pilot tested in an interview with an autistic participant
who was not part of the study. The pilot interview provided feedback from the interviewee. Finally, based on
feedback, the protocol was finalised. The interview questions addressed supportive variables that enhanced
employability. All interviews were audio-recorded. Interviews ranged from 30 to 55 minutes.

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

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
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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.

Education providers in Romania struggle to provide adequate support for young people with autism. Few
secondary schools and high schools in Romania provide specific support for pupils with autism, primarily due
to a lack of awareness about the abilities of autistic people and the demands of the labour market. Even
when resources are accessible, students with autism have reported a variety of challenges to access,
including being uninformed that they are eligible for assistance, not knowing what programs are available,
and not knowing how to obtain assistance. The efficiency of existing support systems is also highly variable,
indicating the need for individualisation.

As a result, educational institutions in Romania should pay closer attention to the school-to-work
transition. To assist better job outcomes for persons with autism, education providers must assure accessible
support measures that allow them to successfully acquire the skills and experiences required to pursue their
career goals.

The lack of a strengths-based approach to workplace inclusion that is mutually beneficial for both
employers and employees is another critical issue in Romania. Job sculpting, also known as job
personalisation, is an acceptable method for enhancing employment outcomes. Job carving is a flexible
process that involves customising or creating a job according to an individual's skills and the demands of the
organisation. Although it is a common approach in Romania, it is not applied to people with autism looking
for a job.

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

Themes related to social relationships were constant among employed participants. According to the
interviews, having insufficient social networks led participants to rely solely on family or their skills in their
attempts to obtain employment. In contrast, graduates who were not employed often did not have a better
social network to recommend them for a suitable job. Participants' restricted social contacts and networks
revealed to be frequent due to difficulties in social engagement and communication (APA 2013). According
to interview responses, difficulties in internalising job application abilities and putting those skills into
practice create barriers in the job search process, potentially leading to exclusion from the labour market.

Work environments can be challenging for people with autism who do not have a clear understanding of
the 'neurotypical culture' in a professional field. The lack of adaptation of jobs for people with autism and
the few part-time jobs existing on the Romanian labor market are some of the opinions expressed by those
interviewed. Full-time working hours can be mentally and physically overwhelming for many individuals with
autism. Another perceived barrier is related to expectations regarding behavior, communication and work
protocols. Those who found a job encountered significant difficulties in the work environment, such as
mobbing from colleagues, isolation, ironic comments, etc.

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

Six of the employers who were interviewed expressed concern about how social communication
deficits, which are a defining characteristic of autism (APA, 2013), can negatively impact the ability of an
employee with autism to successfully interact with clients and coworkers. These interactions often require
a nuanced ability to navigate social situations, which would likely be more difficult for individuals with
autism.

Employers expressed concerns about their ability to adapt to changing employment conditions.
Employers are concerned about employees with autism who exhibit rigidity and cognitive inflexibility, given
the increased requirement for multitasking skills.

All employers interviewed emphasized the importance of having methods for emotional regulation
during work. These emotion regulation skills ranged from taking breaks, talking to someone or taking time
off work.
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Most of the employers would want employees with autism to know how to solve problems in the
workplace. In all interviews, there was an emphasis on people with autism asking for help if a problem arises.

One of the main concerns that many employers have had about hiring people with autism is social skills,
which are considered essential for success in the workplace. The types of social skills that employers focused
on varied by job type; however, several employers described the importance of "theory of mind," which is
the ability to attribute mental states (e.g., needs, emotions, intentions) to oneself and others

5. Conclusions

The strengths and challenges expressed by people with autism offer suggestions for career services in
education. More individualized approaches are needed to meet the needs of autistic graduates. Services and
educators need to consider that while schools welcome a diverse student population, they also need to
ensure diversity when preparing their students for the workforce.

Supporting social capital and improving adaptation to it is not the sole responsibility of schools. The link
between schools and employers needs to be strengthened. In addition, the 'double empathy issue' should
be carefully considered in terms of future practice, which suggests that both autistic and neurotypical
individuals have difficulty understanding each other.
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