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Introduction

| have been a hiring manager in the field of information technology for nearly 30 years. | am
also autistic. My purpose in this article is to provide organizations, particularly those in
Information Technology (IT), with insight and guidance grounded in current research, best
practices, and my own experience navigating the workplace as an autistic person.

Neurodiversity describes the natural and valuable variation in human neurological
function, encompassing differences in how individuals think, learn, communicate, and
interact with the world. Rather than viewing these differences as deficits, the neurodiversity
paradigm recognizes them as integral aspects of human diversity, similar to variations in
ethnicity or gender. Within this framework, autism spectrum disorder (ASD) represents one
form of neurodivergence, characterized by distinct patterns in social communication,
interaction, and behavior, including focused interests and sensory sensitivities (Cleeve,
2004). Other aspects of neurodiversity such as anxiety, depression, attention deficit, eating
disorders, and dyslexia are also included in this framework.

The need for guidance is evident: despite possessing unique and highly valued skills,
including attention to detail, pattern recognition, logical reasoning, and reliability, many
autistic individuals face disproportionately high rates of unemployment and
underemployment globally, with some estimates exceeding 80%. This represents both a
societal challenge and a missed opportunity for organizations to access a substantial,
often overlooked, talent pool (Davies, et al., 2023). Autistic job seekers frequently
encounter significant barriers embedded within traditional hiring processes and workplace
cultures designed primarily for neurotypical individuals (Cleeve, 2004).

This article will begin by examining current autism prevalence data and its implications for
employers, particularly within the context of IT. It will then delve into the barriers faced by
autistic candidates during recruitment and outline practical, evidence-based adjustments
to create a more equitable hiring process. Next, it will explore strategies for effective
workplace accommodation and the cultivation of an inclusive organizational culture,
supported by examples from leading companies. Finally, it will conclude by summarizing
key takeaways and emphasizing the strategic importance of embracing neurodiversity.

Autism Prevalence and Relevance to the IT Sector

Organizations seeking to build a diverse workforce must understand the prevalence of
autism. While precise figures for the IT industry are not available, general population trends
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offer significant insights into the growing number of autistic individuals entering the
workforce.

Current Prevalence Data and Trends

The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention's (CDC) Autism and Developmental
Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) Network provides the most comprehensive surveillance
data on autism prevalence in the United States. The most recent report, published in April
2025, analyzes data from 2022 on 8-year-old children and estimates an overall ASD
prevalence of 32.2 per 1,000 children, or approximately 1in 31 (CDC, 2025). This
represents a notable increase from previous years and continues a consistent upward
trend observed over the past two decades.

Several factors contribute to autism’s rising prevalence, including an increased awareness
among parents and healthcare providers, improved screening tools, broader diagnostic
criteria, and better access to diagnostic services, particularly in historically underserved
communities. Earlier detection is also becoming more common, with children born more
recently being more likely to receive a diagnosis before age four. Therefore, the increase
should be interpreted not as an "epidemic", but rather as a reflection of better identification
of individuals who were previously undiagnosed or misdiagnosed (ABA 2025).

Demographic variations are also evident. ASD continues to be diagnosed more often in
boys than in girls, with the latest data showing a ratio of approximately 3.4 boys for every
girl diagnosed among 8-year-olds (CDC, 2025). However, prevalence among girls continues
to rise. Recent reports also indicate shifts in prevalence across racial and ethnic groups.
Data from 2022 suggests that prevalence among White children is now lower than among
Black, Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native (Al/AN), and Asian or Pacific Islander (A/PI)
children. Prevalence also varies geographically across the ADDM Network sites (Shaw et
el., 2025).

The consistent and substantial rise in identified autism prevalence over the last two
decades has a direct implication for employers. The children diagnosed during this period
are entering adulthood and the labor market. This demographic shift means that
organizations across all sectors, including IT, will inevitably encounter a larger number of
autistic job candidates and employees. This reality necessitates a move away from reactive
adjustments towards proactive, systemic changes in recruitment, onboarding, and
workplace practices to effectively engage this growing talent pool.
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Relevance to the IT Sector

While the available research lacks specific statistics on autism prevalence within the IT
industry itself, a strong connection is often perceived between autistic traits and the skills
required for success in technology-related roles. Criteria associated with autism, such as
heightened pattern recognition, exceptional focus (hyperfocus), strong analytical abilities,
attention to detail, and a tolerance for repetitive tasks, are frequently cited as
advantageous in fields like software development, coding, data analysis, cybersecurity,
and software testing (Davies, et al., 2023).

This perceived alignment has led select technology companies to actively recruit autistic
individuals for technical positions for over a decade (Grey, 2025). Case studies support the
value autistic employees bring to these roles. For instance, a Hewlett-Packard software
testing team composed of autistic individuals reportedly outperformed neurotypical teams
in productivity and accuracy. Similarly, an autistic data analyst at SAP identified a critical
system error missed by others due to their meticulous attention to detail (Connect n Care
2025). JPMorgan Chase's Autism at Work program found participants were significantly
more productive, ranging from 90% to 140% compared to neurotypical colleagues in
similar roles, and made fewer errors (Annabi, H., et al., 2019).

Inclusive Recruitment Practices for Autistic Candidates

Traditional recruitment processes often present significant, though frequently
unintentional, barriers for autistic job seekers. Understanding and mitigating these
obstacles is essential for organizations aiming to access this talent pool.

Identifying Barriers in Traditional Hiring

Many standard hiring practices inadvertently filter out qualified autistic candidates due to a
reliance on neurotypical communication norms and evaluation methods:

¢ The typical hiring process: Conventional hiring often emphasizes personality, social
rapport, and "cultural fit" judged through conversational fluency and interpretation of
subtle social cues (Cleeve, 2004). A diagnosis of autism requires persistent deficits in
social communication and interaction across multiple contexts, which may bear little
relation to an individual’s ability to perform technical or other job-related tasks
effectively (APA, 2013). Often the focus of the interview is social fit rather than an
individual’s ability to do the job.
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Problematic job descriptions: Job postings frequently use vague, ambiguous, or
figurative language (idioms, metaphors) that can be confusing for literal thinkers. They
often include excessively long lists of "required" skills and experiences, many of which
may not be truly required. Autistic candidates may take these lists literally and self-
select out if they don't meet every single criterion, unlike neurotypical peers who often
apply regardless.

Biased application screening: The increasing use of Applicant Tracking Systems and
Artificial Intelligence for initial screening poses a significant challenge. These systems
rely on keyword matching and algorithms trained on potentially biased data reflecting
neurotypical career paths and presentation styles. Autistic candidates with non-linear
career histories, gaps in employment, or resumes that articulate skills differently may
be unfairly screened out before a human reviewer sees their application. Technology
often lacks sophistication to recognize potential beyond rigid criteria (Bailey-King,
2023).

Challenging interview formats: Traditional interviews often create hurdles
(Pulpstream, 2025). Typical barriers include:

o Emphasis on non-verbal communication (eye contact, body language) and small
talk can be difficult for autistic candidates.

o Open-ended, vague, or hypothetical questions ("Tell me about yourself," "Where do
you see yourself in 5 years?") can be hard to interpret and answer effectively.

o High-stress formats like panel interviews, group exercises, or timed tasks can
induce anxiety and hinder performance.

o Sensory aspects of the interview environment (bright lights, noise, strong smells,
uncomfortable seating) can cause distraction or overload.

o Lack of clarity regarding the interview process, expectations, and question types
can increase anxiety.

The disclosure dilemma: Many autistic candidates fear disclosing their diagnosis
during the hiring process due to concerns about stigma, discrimination, and negative
assumptions about their abilities. Research indicates these fears are often founded,
with a significant percentage of neurodivergent individuals reporting dismissal of their
application or other forms of discrimination after disclosure (Cleeve, 2004). This
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reluctance prevents them from requesting accommodation that could help them
demonstrate their true capabilities.

These barriers highlight a critical point: exclusion is often systemic, woven into the fabric of
processes designed implicitly for neurotypical individuals. Addressing this requires more
than simple adjustments; it requires a fundamental rethinking of how talent is identified

and assessed, shifting the focus from social performance to demonstrable skills and
potential (Annabi, et al., 2019).
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Actionable Recommendations for Inclusive Recruitment
Organizations can adopt several practical strategies to make their recruitment processes
more accessible and equitable for autistic candidates:
Revise job descriptions
o Employ clear, concise, and literal language, avoiding jargon, acronyms, and

figurative speech.

o Differentiate between essential ("must-have") and desirable ("nice-to-have")
qualifications, keeping the essential list focused.

o Eliminate subjective or unnecessary criteria. Focus on skills and outcomes.

o Provide concrete information about the role's tasks, the team, and the workplace
environment and values.

Adapt the application process

o Keep application processes simple and clear.

o Eliminate Artificial Intelligence (Al) within Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS)
screening or implement a human process to identify individuals rejected by the
system but potentially qualified based on core requirements.

o Clearly state the organization's commitment to providing reasonable
accommodations and provide a straightforward process for requesting them at any
stage.

Modify interview practices

o Provide interview questions along with a clear agenda, timeline, and description of
the interview format beforehand to allow for processing time. | typically provide the
questions 30 minutes in advance - limiting the time available for researching
responses while allowing enough time to potentially alleviate anxiety

o Utilize structured interviews with specific, concrete questions directly related to the
job's tasks and required competencies. This is beneficial for autistic applicants and
can minimize the risk of a lawsuit by a rejected individual.

o Incorporate practical skills assessments or short work trials that allow candidates
to demonstrate their abilities directly, rather than relying solely on conversational
interviews. Allot enough time to ensure the pace does not create undue stress.
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o Pay attention to the sensory environment for in-person interviews and skills
assessments. Choose quiet locations, offer lighting adjustments, and minimize
distractions.

o Provide virtual interviews, allowing the interviewee to be in their own controlled
environment if possible.

o Avoid lunches or other social activities with the candidates unless these activities
are part of their assigned duties.

Invest in training

o Provide training for recruiters, hiring managers, and interviewers on neurodiversity,
autism awareness, unconscious bias, and inclusive communication techniques.

o Train evaluators to focus on skills, qualifications, and the candidate's potential to
perform the job duties, rather than social presentation, communication style, or
perceived fit.

o Make staff aware of resources like the Neurodiversity Hub, the Job Accommodation
Network, and the Employer Assistance and Resource Network on Disability
Inclusion for guidance (links provided below).

Adopting policies that include common adjustments, such as sharing interview questions
in advance or allowing alternative formats, can significantly lower barriers. This shifts the
burden from candidates to disclose and request accommodations, easing the stress of
disclosure. It also sighals a genuinely inclusive mindset from the very first interaction and
normalizes the existence of diverse needs, ultimately benefiting all candidates by
enhancing clarity and reducing process-related anxiety.

Understanding Workplace Needs and Challenges

Support does not end when a person is hired. Autistic employees may experience the
workplace differently than their neurotypical colleagues. Awareness of potential
challenges is key to providing effective support. | have shared my own strategies as
examples as you contemplate how to implement changes within your own workplace.

o Heightened sensitivity to sensory input: Many autistic individuals have heightened or
reduced sensitivity to sensory input like light, sound, smell, texture, or touch. Common
workplace elements like fluorescent lighting, open-plan office noise, strong perfumes,
or uncomfortable uniform fabrics can cause significant discomfort, distraction, anxiety,
or sensory overload.
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| frequently wear earplugs to minimize sound and always make my sensitivity to smells
known. Maintaining spaces where perfume and other strong smells are not allowed can
provide simple accommodation without the need for people to disclose. | also allow
people to skip work-related events that are loud or crowded if it is not a specific
requirement of the person’s job.

Communication differences: Autistic communication styles often tend towards
directness and literal interpretation. Difficulties may arise in interpreting non-verbal
cues (body language, tone of voice), understanding sarcasm, idioms, or implied
meanings, and engaging in workplace small talk.

| share my communication issues up front and invite feedback from others in a non-

threatening way. For me, this is an opportunity to mentor and educate others. Often our
ability to communicate forms people’s first and unfair impressions of us. That said, | am
in a relatively comfortable position to share and have disclosed my disabilities publicly.

Social interaction: Navigating complex social dynamics, office politics, unstructured
team-building events, or informal social gatherings can be challenging, confusing, or
energetically draining.

When possible, | allow people to participate in mandatory events virtually from a place
where they feel safe, even if it is the comfort of their office down the hall. Itis also
important never to make social events mandatory unless they are required for their job.
However, | will provide mentorship and stretch experiences for people to help them on
their own career goals.

Executive functioning: Some autistic individuals may experience challenges with
executive functions such as organization, planning, prioritizing tasks, time
management, and initiating work. A need for clear structure, predictable routines, and
explicit instructions is common.

This has been particularly difficult for me. | lean heavily on technology for assistance. If
itis not on my calendar or on a task list or project plan, it is likely | will struggle
completing the task. While | don’t need specific instructions, | do need to know what
the expectations are and why. The why is often the hardest for people to provide.
“Because | said so” or “itis the way we have always done” itis not good enough. | need
to understand why to build a framework to fit the work into.
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¢ Stimming and masking: Repetitive movements or sounds (stimming) are often used as
self-regulatory mechanisms to manage sensory input or anxiety. These behaviors may
be misunderstood or viewed as unprofessional in some settings. Many autistic
individuals also engage in masking, consciously suppressing their autistic traits and
mimicking neurotypical behaviors to fitin.

| keep an assortment of fidget devices on my desk to help visitors feel comfortable and
to signal a culture of acceptance and inclusion. | clearly outline the expected behaviors
for specific situations, such as a presentation to leadership or a key client, while
reassuring my team that these expectations are not the norm within our group.

¢ Anxiety and mental health: Anxiety, ADHD, dyslexia, and other forms of neurodiversity
are common among autistic individuals, often intensified by unpredictability, unclear
expectations, or sensory and social overwhelm. Many of the strategies mentioned
above will also benefit the broader neurodiverse community.

| have been diagnosed with ADHD and anxiety disorder along with ASD. For me, the
diversities cannot be compartmentalized and managed separately. They are all who |
am. Having a workplace that respects neurodiversity has been critical to my own
success. The strategies | have outlined apply to a wide variety of neurodiversity and can
also benefit others, much like closed captioning on videos.

Strategies for Reasonable Accommodations

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) requires employers to provide reasonable
accommodations, modifications, or adjustments to a job or work environment that enable
qualified individuals with disabilities to perform essential job functions, unless doing so
would cause undue hardship (ADA, 2025) For autistic employees, accommodations are
highly individualized but often fall into several categories. Determining the appropriate
support involves the employee, their manager, and often human resources personnel.
Common adjustments include:

Environmental adjustments

e Provide a quiet workspace: private office, cubicle with high walls, noise-canceling
headphones or earplugs.

e Give employees the ability to adjust lighting (alternatives to fluorescent lights,
dimmers, desk lamps, light filters, permission to wear sunglasses/tinted glasses).

e Adoptreduced scent or fragrance-free workplace policies.
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e Letemployees use sensory tools (fidget toys, stress balls, weighted lap pads).
e Provide desk locations away from high-traffic areas.

Communication adjustments

e Use clear, direct, and unambiguous language (verbal and written).

e Provide instructions in writing (email, checklists) in addition to or instead of verbal
communication.

e Avoid idioms, sarcasm, and implied meaning, state expectations explicitly.

e Provide agendas before meetings and stick to them.

e Allow alternative communication methods (e.g., instant messaging, email).

e Give permission to record meetings for later review.

e Provide structured, regular feedback sessions.

Work structure & flexibility

e Allow flexible work hours or modified schedules.

e Give employees options for remote work or hybrid arrangements.

e Establish consistent routines and provide advance notice of changes.

e Break down large tasks into smaller, manageable steps.

e Usetask management apps, visual timers, project plans, calendars, or flowcharts.
e Provide structured mentoring or supervision.

e Flexible break schedules to manage sensory input or energy levels.

Support systems

e Give employees access to a job coach for on-the-job training, skill development,
and navigating workplace dynamics.

e Provide mentoring programs (peer or senior mentors).

e Establish Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) for neurodivergent employees.

e Identify a point person for questions or support.

e Provide training for colleagues and managers on autism and neurodiversity.

Many adjustments that are beneficial for autistic employees also align with principles of
Universal Design - creating environments and systems usable by the widest range of
people possible. Practices like providing clear written instructions, offering flexible work
arrangements, minimizing workplace distractions, and predictably structuring tasks can
enhance focus, reduce errors, and improve the well-being for all employees, neurotypical
and neurodivergent alike. Systematically implementing these changes, rather than treating
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them as reactive, individual accommodation, creates a more effective and inclusive work
environment by shifting the focus from special needs to simply better ways of working.

Building an Inclusive Culture Beyond Accommodations

Recruiting and retaining talented neurodiverse employees requires more than
accommodation. A genuinely inclusive organizational culture will provide the best
environment for everyone, including neurodiverse people. Creating such a culture requires
deliberate effort (Schultz, 2025).

e Leadership commitment: Senior leadership must provide visible support and
sponsorship that champions neurodiversity initiatives and models inclusive behaviors.

e Comprehensive diversity training: The entire workforce should be required to
participate in ongoing education on diversity, equity, and inclusion. Training should
cover the basics of neurodiversity, promote understanding of different communication
styles and sensory needs, help employees recognize their own internal biases, address
behaviors such as microaggressions, and educate on the impact of structural biases
and isms.

e Psychological safety: Cultivate an environment where employees feel safe to be their
authentic selves, disclose a diagnosis, request accommodations, ask questions, and
make mistakes without fear of judgment, ridicule, or negative consequences. This
includes accepting variations in communication style and normalizing self-regulatory
behaviors like stimming and reducing the need for masking.

e Employee resource groups or associations: Support or encourage the formation of
groups for underrepresented and diverse employees and their allies. These groups
provide valuable peer support, community building, advocacy, and a channel for
feedback to the organization.

e Support and flexibility: Make information about available accommodation and
support resources easily accessible to all employees, perhaps during onboarding and
through internal communication channels. Engage human resources in the creation of
materials and ensure they are distributed widely. Employees should have access to
resources without the need to ask.

e Equitable career development: Ensure autistic and other neurodiverse employees
have equal access to training, mentorship, performance reviews, promotions, and
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career advancement opportunities. Provide tailored support to navigate career
progression.

Ultimately, formal accommodation policies and procedures achieve their full potential only
within a supportive cultural context. An organizational culture characterized by awareness,
acceptance, empathy, and psychological safety empowers employees to seek and utilize
the accommodations they need without fear of stigma.

Collaboration and Resource Sharing

Pioneering companies have played a key role in driving the neurodiversity employment
movement through their collaboration. Recognizing shared challenges and goals,
Microsoft, SAP, JPMC, and EY joined forces to create the Autism @ Work Employer
Roundtable, facilitated by Disability:IN. This forum allows companies to share best
practices, learnings, and resources related to neurodiversity hiring and support
(Disability:IN, 2005).

One significant output of this collaboration, developed in partnership with the University of
Washington Information School, is the Autism @ Work Playbook (Annabi, H., et al., 2019).
This comprehensive guide provides a framework and practical advice for other
organizations, regardless of size or industry, looking to establish their own inclusive hiring
initiatives. It covers key phases from planning and making the business case to
recruitment, interviewing, onboarding, retention, and identifying partners.

This collaborative spirit and the open sharing of resources like the Playbook significantly
lower the barriers to entry for other organizations. Companies interested in launching
neurodiversity programs do not need to start from scratch; they can leverage the collective
experience and documented strategies of these early adopters. This accelerates the
dissemination and adoption of neuroinclusive practices across industries far more
effectively than if each company operated in isolation. Numerous other resources also
exist to support employers, including:

e TheJob Accommodation Network (JAN): https://askjan.org/

e The Employer Assistance and Resource Network on Disability Inclusion (EARN):
https://askearn.org/

e Cornell University's Yang-Tan Institute and eCornell courses:
https://www.ilr.cornell.edu/news/about-ilr/autism-work-0

e The Neurodiversity Hub: https://www.neurodiversityhub.org

e Integrate Autism Employment Advisors: https://www.integrateadvisors.org/
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e The Neurodiversity Career Connector job platform: https://ndcc.simplifyhire.com/

Conclusion

The modern workforce is evolving, and embracing neurodiversity has become crucial for
organizational success. As autism diagnoses rise, an increasing number of individuals with
unique talents and perspectives are entering the labor market, yet they often face systemic
barriers in traditional employment settings.

Beyond recruitment, fostering an inclusive workplace requires tailored accommodation
and a supportive organizational culture. Reasonable adjustments that address sensory
needs, communication differences, and work structure are essential and benefit all
employees. These accommodations are most effective when embedded in a culture
defined by committed leadership, widespread understanding of neurodiversity through
training, psychological safety that encourages authenticity, and visible support systems.

Ultimately, building a neuroinclusive organization offers a dual benefit: it unlocks a
significant, often overlooked, source of talent, bringing diverse cognitive strengths to
complex challenges and driving business success. Simultaneously, it provides meaningful
career opportunities for autistic individuals, helping to address the profound employment
disparities they face. The call to action for organizations is clear: move beyond awareness
to implement concrete changes in recruitment, workplace support, and culture. By
leveraging available resources and committing to genuine inclusion, companies can create
environments where all minds can thrive, fostering innovation and equity in the process.

Until now, | have avoided political commentary, but | can no longer remain silent. The
growing backlash against diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts is dismantling progress
across the nation, with devastating consequences for workplaces and the lives of diverse
and underrepresented groups. Individuals are being marginalized and excluded in an effort
to reinforce a homogeneous, white, male-dominated culture. This must stop. We must
remain committed to building equitable systems that offer opportunities for all and
empower individuals to thrive both personally and professionally.
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