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Tackling the Unemployment Crisis for Adults with Asperger’s
Outreach

By Michael John Carley
Executive Director
ASTEP

T

ransitioning into adulthood encompasses a wide array of new experiences: The emotional changes involved if an individual is leaving
home, the cognitive challenges of navigating
how the world operates, the acquisition of
independent living skills, and managing new
relationships– both romantic and professional
– all come into play. But arguably, the greatest key to independence is employment, as it
so affects our status in the aforementioned
areas. Some avenues for placement exist for
individuals with autism, but college-educated
people on the spectrum seeking entry-level
positions often fall through the cracks of our
existing supports, resulting in unemployment
or underemployment. ASTEP, the Asperger
Syndrome Training & Employment Partnership, began a little over one year ago as an
employer-focused non-profit hoping to improve spectrum employment issues for this
population - from the inside. ASTEP’s plan
is based on training larger companies and
assisting them with integrating individuals
with Asperger Syndrome into their diversity
and inclusion strategy.
Historically the autism/Asperger’s Syndrome (AS) world promoted our population as capable workers through messages
of social good or civic responsibility, with
less of an emphasis on the economic and
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business advantages of employing this
population. During our first year, ASTEP
has learned that bringing the employer and
their perspective to the process is key as
solely training individuals with AS to “fit
in” is not sufficient. Corporate culture
itself needs to be a collaborator capable of
adaptation as well.
In order to develop a true partnership
between employers and vocational rehabilitation professionals, three things need
to happen – outreach, training and demystification.

In order to engage employers as partners in this process, organizations representing individuals with Asperger’s must
meet them on their home turf. Corporate
conferences focusing on Diversity & Inclusion (D&I) or Human Resources (HR)
are an ideal place to reach out to employers to begin the long relationship-building
process required. While speaking at these
types of conferences, ASTEP has found
the response to our efforts to be extremely
positive. Not only are conference organizers excited to have Asperger Syndrome
represented on their agendas, the sessions
are well attended.
And we have learned that, though large
knowledge gaps exist, the corporate world
is very familiar with AS, most likely
thanks to both fictional and non-fictional
portrayals through the media. Whenever
we cite that most large companies - due to
the prevalence numbers - probably already
have many (undisclosed or even undiagnosed) employees with AS, from our vantage point on stage, the audience is a sea
of nodding heads. These presentations are
wonderful door openers, often leading to
follow on discussions with employers.
Training
Yet even among corporations that are
excited about increased behavioral pluralism inside their offices, most employers

are unsure that they have the managerial
skill to integrate employees with a disability they only know about through the media, and to handle it over the long haul
rather than the short term. This creates an
opportunity for those looking to increase
the employment rates of individuals on the
spectrum. To take advantage of this opportunity, advocates must sell the benefits of
hiring—accentuating the talents, the reduced turnover rates, and the untapped
workforce for businesses that comes with
the 80-85% unemployment rate for adults
with AS. But perhaps the best first step is
to focus on training programs that prepare
companies to be successful employers of
individuals with Asperger’s.
All large employers are experienced
users of D&I and HR training materials,
making themselves better employers and
managers of a diverse talent pool is a necessary goal. Large corporations often require their employees to complete a predefined number of training hours per year;
and a course in creating a diverse work
environment is often a component of this
requirement. This, again, presents an opportunity to meet employers needs in a
way familiar to them, while advancing the
cause of employment for adults with AS.
ASTEP fills this need by offering training
materials targeted at managers, colleagues, recruiters and HR professionals
that can be delivered to a broad audience
see Unemployment on page 32
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I

ncreased attention has been recently
given to the needs of individuals
with disabilities who are transitioning from high school, particularly
those individuals with High-Functioning
Autism Spectrum Disorders because of
their unique and specific needs. Many
individuals with High-Functioning ASDs
encounter challenges post high school in
areas including communication, socialization, and daily living skills. Although
these individuals may participate in mainstream education and are often academically successful in high school, many are
unable to perform basic everyday tasks
including preparing a simple meal or folding laundry. Tremendous barriers to independence may be encountered by these
individuals if they don’t acquire age appropriate life skills when transitioning
from high school.
Individuals with ASDs typically
need, but are often not given, specific
instruction to master daily living skills
that are required for independent living.
These skills include household cleaning,
doing laundry, washing dishes, and preparing a simple meal. Due of deficits in
being able to independently complete
daily living tasks, many individuals with
High-Functioning ASDs have limita-
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tions in adulthood. Increasing adaptive
independence, particularly in the area of
home living skills for young adults with
High-Functioning ASDs, is important
because learning these skills can enhance their independence at home, increase their ability to obtain paid employment, allow them to participate in
leisure activities and increase the likelihood of their being able to live more
independently as an adult.

It is important to recognize the need
for daily living skill building for individuals early in the teen years. Findings from
the National Longitudinal Transition
Study (NLTS) data show that only 1 in 8
youth with a disability live independently
2 years after leaving high school. However, students have limited amount of
time in school to learn and master all of
the academic skills being taught, leaving
little time for functional activities.
Throughout secondary education, the
amount of time dedicated to each student
that will focus on academics, social skills
and functional skills should be specific,
meaningful and focus on planned outcomes that will directly improve adult
functioning. Through personal experience
in working within the school system, I
have encountered many parents of children with ASDs who have stated that they
want their children to learn skills that will
allow them to live as independently as
possible as an adult. In order to increase
independence for students with ASDs,
appropriate functional daily living educational goals should be created and addressed as needed to help promote happy,
healthy, well-adjusted adults on the spectrum. Research has shown that an increased level of independence in daily
living skills produces better outcomes in
adulthood. For example, higher scores on
the Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales
(VBAS), a measure of overall independent life skills functioning, are closely re-

lated to better social and independent living for individuals with autism who have
average cognitive abilities (Farley,
McMahon, Fombonne, Jenson, Miller, &
Gardner 2009). Additional evidence further indicates that teaching daily living
skills to teens and young adults with highfunctioning ASDs has the potential to
improve functioning long term, as research suggests that the discrepancy between intellectual ability and independent
daily living skills functioning increases
with age (Klin, Saulnier, Sparrow, Cicchetti, Volkmar, & Lord, 2007).
There are a variety teaching approaches that have been successful in
teaching daily living skills to individuals
on the Autism Spectrum, but behavioral
teaching methodologies including the use
of assistive technology, reinforcement
contingencies, and corrective feedback
have shown to be the most effective in
improving independent daily living skills
in High-Functioning young adults with
ASDs (Palmen, Didden, & Lang, 2012).
Many studies however fail to support the
generalization and maintenance of these
taught skills, as the skills are usually
taught in only one environment. This
means that if students learn a skill only at
school, it is likely that they will be unable
to perform that skill at home; practice at
home is necessary for it to be generalized
to that environment as well. Therefore,
see Make My Bed on page 28
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Unemployment from page 16
through a company’s intranet system, as
well as live training customized to an employer’s needs. The video based training
teaches: 1) how to identify (though not
diagnose) employees that may require
different management strategies, and what
those strategies are; 2) how to modify
traditional recruiting methods—strategies
based arguably 95% on socialization—
that are one of the main reasons our population slips through the employment
cracks; and 3) specific methods for remediating some of the issues that may arise
in the workplace for individuals with AS.
Demystification
But change, even when it is championed by the D&I and HR departments, is
slow. And what is apparent is that companies will likely not commit to hiring people
with AS unless they first are provided with
an opportunity to meet some of them. Call it
“kicking the tires” or “testing the waters,” if
you will, but companies need to feel confident in their own abilities to make such a
relationship work. In short, employers are

Optimism from page 22
Cognitive-Behavior Therapy: Creative
Problem-Solving for Adults on the Spectrum
CBT refers to a set of strategies for dealing with mental health problems that has
existed for over 40 years and has a huge
empirical literature supporting its validity as
a psychotherapy approach with neuro-typical
patients. This large collection of therapeutic
approaches all assume cognitive activity
affects emotions and behavior and that people can learn to monitor and alter that activity in order to bring about changes in mood
and behavior. CBT has been shown to be
effective for a wide variety of mental health
problems seen in neuro-typical adults, such
as major depression and a variety of anxiety
disorders (Butler, Chapman, Forman &
Beck, 2006). Because people on the spectrum are at best, not immune to the mental
health issues that can affect any adult, and
may, in fact, be more vulnerable to some
(e.g., Attwood, 2006; Gaus, 2007, 2011a;
Ghaziuddin, 2005), they should be offered
the same evidenced-based therapeutic approaches that might be offered to anyone.
CBT teaches people to monitor their
own thoughts and perceptions with the
hopes that they will become more aware of
their interpretive errors, but not to change
the individual’s entire personality. As with
any neuro-typical patient in CBT for a
mental health problem, the therapist’s job
is to teach the adult with Asperger’s Syndrome/High Functioning Autism (AS/
HFA) to identify and modify the cognitive
activity that is causing problems in living.
For people with AS/HFA, this means to:
•

Teach new cognitive and behavioral
skills that were never learned

•

Teach compensatory strategies for
deficits that cannot be changed

•

Facilitate self-acceptance

•

Teach strategies to decrease or prevent symptoms of co-morbid mental
health problems, such as anxiety disorders and depression
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looking to organizations representing individuals with AS to demystify what that
means from an employment perspective.
In 2011, ASTEP launched a Corporate
Lecture Series. The concept was simple –
ask 6 large employers each to host one two
hour session for a group of young adults
with AS where the employer talks about the
job search process, their corporate culture,
and networking skills. A group of twelve
young people with AS—all of whom who
are recent, or soon-to-be recent college
graduates—was chosen from a pool of
thirty applicants. Six Fortune 1000 companies were then successfully recruited to
host, and we had our first session in November 2011. Not only do these sessions
allow companies to meet a group of young
adults on the spectrum, the attendees are
also provided with a learning experience
where they can ask questions they might
not have felt comfortable asking otherwise.
As the seminar series is not a job interview,
but instead an educational forum, the group
is able to both share and resolve some of
their confusion over job-related issues, such
as what exactly “conservative attire” means,
or how internal promotions are actually
facilitated in large companies.

The real benefit of course, is the strong
impression the attendees are leaving on
the company representatives. These seminars are the beginning of building that
relationship with these employers to create the broader awareness and inclusion of
individuals with Asperger’s in their diversity strategies.
The lessons above are ones that professionals working to increase employment statistics for individuals with AS
need to know. But another lesson learned
in our first year is one that anyone who
knows an individual with AS can use.
For employers, retention rates alone
mean very little, just as hiring rates alone
mean very little. A corporation could
have a strong track of hiring underrepresented communities, but if those
new hires all leave within a year, the
company has failed in its D&I efforts, yet
can still boast a high minority-hiring rate.
And if a company does everything in its
power to keep their one minority hire,
then that company has a 100% retention
rate. Hiring and retention rates work in
tandem, and everyone working in the
employment field needs to operate on
this principal.

So how can individuals who are not
vocational professionals use this knowledge? Everyone - parents, other family
members, and friends - can advocate
within their own companies for increased
hiring practices of people with Hidden
Disabilities, diversity training, Employee
Resource Groups (ERGs, or interior support groups within businesses for minority
employees), and awareness campaigns.
Secure employment can ease the burden of so many transition issues. Finding
a place to live is so much less stressful
when you know you’ll be able to pay for
that first apartment. A successfully employed person is a happier and more confident person, making them more attractive to others for all types of relationships.
In the best-case scenario, how glorious are
those feelings inside when you are paid to
do something that you enjoy?

Of the many CBT techniques that are
useful for people on the spectrum, problem-solving is one of the most versatile
sets of tools for a young person to take on
the journey into adulthood. Growing out
of traditional CBT (D’Zurilla & Goldfried,
1971), problem-solving skills can help
people cope with a multitude of stressful
events and pitfalls that come at any point
across the lifespan. Armed with this stepby-step formula for thinking objectively
about dilemmas and conflicts, a young
person can manage more independently
the complex and often overwhelming
world of adult life. There are many versions of the problem-solving steps in the
CBT literature, but the following 8-step
approach was tailored to meet the needs of
adults on the spectrum. When facing an
overwhelming situation that, at least initially, seems insurmountable and/or leads
to a surge of intense emotions (e.g.,
“meltdown”), a person who is working on
problem-solving skills will be asked to go
through the following steps in order to
address the issue:

6.

and “Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy for
Adult Asperger Syndrome.” For more information, you can contact her through her
website at www.drvaleriegaus.com.

1.

Identify and define your problem.
Ask, “What is bothering me in this
situation?”

2.

Define your goal. Ask, “How do I
wish it could be different?”

3.

Identify the obstacles in the way of
your achieving your goal. Ask,
“What is getting in my way?” and
identify ASD thinking, social, emotional, and sensory/movement differences that might be involved.

Using this formula to solve problems
effectively takes practice. Like any skill,
most people need guidance or coaching
through many rounds of examples before
it will become “second nature.” Therapists, teachers or patient family members
may be a good source of this support.
Combined with the philosophy of positive
psychology, problem-solving skills help
young people on the spectrum become
active participants in planning their future. Through the approaches described
here, these individuals can define their
own goals, become more knowledgeable
about their own strengths and weaknesses
and then use that information to increase
life satisfaction.

4.

5.

List several possible solutions to address the obstacle(s). Ask, “What are
the possible solutions for the obstacle
(s)?” List as many as you can think
of, no matter how silly some may
seem (some psychologists call this
step brainstorming).
Consider the consequences of each
solution. Ask, “What are the pros and
cons of each solution?” and weigh the
best against the least feasible.

7.

8.

Choose the best solution(s) to try out
first. (Please note that reference to
psycho-educational and self-help
materials on autism characteristics is
often needed for a person
to independently consider specific
thinking, social, and emotional management strategies.)
Implement the solution and track
your progress. Put the solutions in
place and come up with an objective
way to measure your progress. Remember to measure the goal you set
in step 2.
Evaluate the solution to see if it met
the goal you defined in step 2. Ask,
“Did the solution meet my goal, or do
I need to try a different solution?”
Rate how close you got to your goal
(stated in step 2) on a scale of 0–100
percent. Celebrate if you met your
goal or came close, modify the plan if
needed, or go back to step 3 if you
have had no progress.

Dr. Gaus is a licensed psychologist in
private practice with offices in Huntington,
NY and at Spectrum Services in Manhattan.
She is the author of two books on the subject of adult Asperger syndrome: “Living
Well on the Spectrum: How to Use Your
Strengths to Meet the Challenges of Asperger Syndrome/High-Functioning Autism”

Michael John Carley is the Executive
Director of both ASTEP and GRASP. He is
also the author of “Asperger’s From the
Inside-Out” (Penguin/Perigee), and he has
finished a second book, “The Last Memoir
of Asperger’s Syndrome.” He was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome in 2000.
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