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Introduction
We here at the One Stop Shop Aberdeen and Triple A’s are
dedicated to helping people develop their knowledge and
understanding of autism. As an autistic led organisation, all
of our staff and contact volunteers are autistic.
Drawing on our own lived experiences, we offer insight into
what it is like to be autistic, and how to support other autistic
people.
The following document is designed to be shared between an
autistic employee and their line manager, to help the line
manager develop their understanding of autism, and discuss
reasonable adjustments. We are grateful to the staff at
IntoWork for their valuable input.
While it does not contain all the information there is to know
about autism, it is intended to spark discussion with the goal
of helping autistic employees to be comfortable in the working
environment and reach their potential.

One Stop Shop Aberdeen & Triple A's

2.

Charity no. SC045020

Supporting Autistic Employees
Having an autistic employee can be a great asset. While we are all different, many
autistic people are:
•
•
•
•

Hardworking
Dedicated
Skilled at finding creative solutions
Loyal

Here is a short guide to help you understand where your autistic employee is
coming from and how you can support them.

What is Autism?
Autism is a lifelong neurodevelopmental difference. It presents differently
in each individual autistic person. It means that autistic people have brains
which are built in a fundamentally different way from non autistic people.
As a result of this, autistic people literally experience the world in a different
way – our senses take in information about the world differently, and we have
differences in how we communicate and process information.
This is the reason why most autistic adults (though not all) prefer to refer to
themselves as autistic rather than a person with autism. Autism informs every
experience, thought and action we have. Many autistic people say it is not
possible to think of themselves without autism as there is no point where the
autism stops and they begin.
Autism is an integral part of who we are. Being autistic does make some
things harder, but as it also makes some things easier, many feel that it evens
it out.
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What Language Should I Use?
Ask your colleague how they prefer to be referred to and respect their
choice. We will use autistic person or autist in this leaflet as that is the preference
for many in the autistic community. Some autistic people refer to themselves as
an autist, autistic or Aspie – it is best to check how your autistic employees like
being referred to regarding their diagnosis. Some will not want it referenced.

Difference or Disability?
Under the Equality Act (2010), autism is classed as a disability and any employer
has a legal obligation to provide support and accommodations to autistic
employees.
There is not full consensus amongst the autistic community about whether or not
they consider themselves disabled. Many autists would argue that autism itself is
not a disability but living in a non-autistic world can be disabling, particularly due
to sensory issues.
If appropriate talk to the autist about how they personally see it and how they
would like to be referred. It is important to remember that regardless of their
personal take, autism is considered a disability under the Equality Act and
therefore a protected characteristic that legally warrants support and reasonable
adjustments where necessary.
Some autistic employees may not need any support, but if they do, try to avoid
making assumptions. The things which some autistic people might struggle with
are not necessarily the same things other autists will struggle with. It is also very
possible that things which you might not consider to be an issue could be a huge
problem.
The only way to find out what challenges autistic employees are facing is to ask
them. It is much better to say, “can you tell me about any aspects of your work
you find difficult?” as opposed to “I think this is difficult for you”.
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Reasonable Adjustments
We sometimes need different supports from other employees in order to work
most effectively.
Here are some suggested reasonable adjustments to discuss and decide which
ones would be most beneficial.

Timetable of Tasks
Some of us benefit from having a clear breakdown of our day/week. This won’t
be possible for every job, and not everyone will need it, but many autistic
people thrive when we know exactly what is expected of us. Having a known
routine may make things a bit easier, even if it is subject to change at
times. Routine can be very comforting and knowing expectations are being
met may lessen anxiety.

Use Clear Communication
Try not to use words that can be easily misinterpreted and allow time for the
employee to ask questions about what is expected so they are clear about their
work. Miscommunication is quite common, so both parties need to be patient
and understanding. While many autistic people can understand metaphors,
similes, and sarcasm, they are not useful when trying to understand what is
expected.

Methods of Communication
Discuss which methods of communication works best. For some, face to face is
best, but it could be email, text, phone, messenger, any other method of
communication. Some forms of communication increase anxiety – for some
the thought of a phone conversation is very upsetting, but for others, it is far
preferable to being in the same room as someone whose perfume is very
strong.
Each autist has their own preferences, so make sure you know the preference
for each autistic person and respect their choices.
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Advance Notice
Some autistic people may ask for advance notice if you are planning to come
into the office to speak to them. This allows time to get to a good point in a
task to stop rather than being interrupted mid task. Interruption when in a flow
state can mean it’s really hard to get back on track.

Communication Alternatives
Some autistic adults can become mute when they are feeling stressed or had a
lot of contact with other people. This is not the case for all autistic people, but
if it is so, have a back up communication plan for if this happens.

Key Point of Contact
A key point of contact or mentor. Having someone we respect and feel able to
communicate with may help us feel supported and understood.
This could be someone who doesn’t work in the same department so there is
no conflict of interest. This person should have a good understanding of the
person they are mentoring or supporting, be respectful and view the autist as
the competent individual they are.

Alternative Working Methods
Space to make changes to how a job is done. Your autistic employee may do
things differently from the person who was in the post before. That’s ok. If the
job is getting done, it is fine to have a different method.
Many autistic people are skilled at finding new ways of doing things, finding
options that others can not see. Take time to listen to new ideas. Many autistic
people are very creative, and this is a great asset in the workplace.
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Sensory Appropriate Workplace
The working environment is arguably the most important thing to discuss with
autistic employees. Given that we experience the world differently, we are
affected by our environment in different ways to non autistic people.
Different autists have different sensory needs so it is important to discuss the
needs with the autistic employee.
Things that some autistic people may be more sensitive to include:

•

the hum coming from computers, lighting, and anything else electrical

•

the tapping of the keyboards

•

the conversations happening around them, including the office next door

•

the smell of colleagues’ perfume or aftershave

•

the glare of harsh lighting and the computer screens

•

certain fabrics on chairs

•

touch from others including handshakes

While non autistic people can filter out the various workplace sensory input,
autistic people usually find that much more difficult. We generally do not
habituate to sensory information the way non autistic people do.
If you can not turn down the noises in the workplace, allowing headphones, ear
plugs or ear defenders may help. If a chair is too scratchy, either swapping with
someone else or allowing them to cover it might do the trick. Some autistic
people might prefer to work facing a wall to minimise visual input. Some may
prefer working in an office alone. Ask them what changes will allow them to be
the most comfortable and productive.
Conversely, some autistic people are sensory seekers and desperate for a bit more
noise – the only way to know is to discuss it and make adjustments wherever
possible.
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Discretion
Not every autistic person is “out” as autistic. Autism is a personal diagnosis, and
it is up to the individual to choose whether or not we share this personal piece
of information. Many autists choose only to tell a handful of people that they
are autistic because of stigma and misunderstandings surrounding autism.
If someone discloses to you that they are autistic, do not assume it is ok to tell
everyone about it, check with the autist. Having others treat us differently
when we disclose our diagnosis is a common occurrence for autistic people.
The decision to share whether or not someone is autistic is purely down to the
autistic person in question.

What to do when an Autistic employee is struggling
Firstly, please do not judge, make assumptions, or decide to do anything without
discussion with the employee.
Arrange a meeting and ensure appropriate support is available. If they have a
mentor, let them discuss the issue with the mentor in advance of the meeting.
Let them know what will be discussed, who will be present, and where the
meeting will be held. Ensure the area is private and will not cause sensory issues
for the autistic person. Respect their choices for communication, and ensure
you listen carefully.

Meltdowns and Shutdowns
Autistic people do not grow out of meltdowns and shutdowns (autistic crisis
points). We may never have either in the workplace, and we most certainly do
not want to, but it is a good idea to discuss what it looks like if they are on the
verge of a meltdown or shutdown, and what to do should one happen.
Many autistic adults are able to hold back a shutdown or a meltdown by masking,
but this is very difficult and the meltdown or shutdown will likely happen but in a
more extreme way later on. This is not always possible for every autist however.
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Some likely causes of meltdowns and shutdowns are:
•

tremendous amount of stress

•

feeling too many demands are placed on them

•

heightened anxiety

•

sensory overload

Each autistic person has their own triggers, so ask what your employee’s triggers
are. Every autistic person deals with meltdowns and shutdowns differently.
Some suggestions of things that may help if we are close to a crisis point:
•

some time alone in quiet room

•

wrapping ourselves up in a blanket

•

a walk outside

•

sensory or stim objects

Not all of these things will be useful for everyone, and do try to discuss what will
help individuals, but if an autistic employee says they need one of those things,
where possible, let them do it. If they do not have an office of their own, try to
designate a quiet space for them to go to if / when they feel overwhelmed.
We often know when we are on the verge of a meltdown or shutdown, so
allowing us time to deal with it before one happens will be beneficial for
everyone. Having an agreed upon code, gesture, picture, or any other method to
share that a crisis point may be imminent may be useful too.
Meltdowns and shutdowns are extremely distressing for the person experiencing
them. If you feel distressed watching it, know it is much, much harder for the
person going through it. We are not doing it to give other people a hard time;
we are having a hard time.
Meltdowns and shutdowns can be exhausting, and it may be necessary for them
to take some time off to recover. Respect the need for space and ask what kind of
support they need. Meltdowns and shutdowns are not an inevitable part of being
autistic, but when they happen, we are especially vulnerable.
One Stop Shop Aberdeen & Triple A's
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Working with Colleagues
Teams can be tricky. Some autistic people love working in teams, but some find
it really difficult. We often have good ideas but may struggle to communicate
them.
Sometimes it is easier to work alone. If a task can be completed as a solo project
and autistic employees ask to do that, it is reasonable to take that option.

Team Building
Some autists love a surprise, but many more do not. Springing a team building
day without any warning is likely to ramp up anxiety for most autistic employees.
Some may end up melting or shutting down and be unable to participate.
If you would like to organise a team building event, discuss this in advance. Try to
ensure it is something your employees may be comfortable participating in. Do
not force participation.

Work Nights Out
Some companies and departments have staff who enjoy socialising outside of
work. Autistic staff members may enjoy this, but if they do not want to, that is
perfectly fine.

Key Points to take away:
•

try to avoid making assumptions. While all autistic people share certain traits
(or we would not have the same diagnosis), we are all wildly different from
each other. Some are gregarious, some introverted, some thrive in a team,
some thrive working solo.

•

keep communication open, clear and frank

•

be willing to make reasonable adjustments

•

respect that autistic people have sensory differences

•

listen without judgement
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Action Plan
Talking About Autism
Preferred language when discussing autism (e.g., autistic person, autist, ASC)

_____________________________________________________________________
I wish to share my diagnosis with others:

Yes [ ] No [ ]

Sensory Considerations
Employee finds these sensory inputs difficult _________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________
Employee is comfortable with these sensory inputs ____________________________

_____________________________________________________________________
Yes [ ] No [ ]

Employee is comfortable with handshakes:

Employee finds the following materials uncomfortable _________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

Communication
Preferred method of communication is:

[
[
[
[

] Face to Face
] Email
] Phone
] Messages

Please avoid these methods of communication if possible:

[
[
[
[

] Face to Face
] Email
] Phone
] Messages
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Dealing with Crisis Points
When employee feels overwhelmed they can use this space _____________________

_____________________________________________________________________
Early warning signs of stress ________________________________________________
On the verge of a crisis point, the employee will_________________________________
When having a meltdown or shutdown colleagues should do the following:

_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Reasonable Adjustments / Other Agreed Upon Actions
Employer
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________

Employee
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
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Covid-19 Return to Work Cover Letter:
With many people returning to their work place post lockdown, it is worth taking
the time to consider how lockdown has impacted on all colleagues, but be aware
that lockdown may have had a different impact on autistic colleagues, and that
they will face some different challenges than their non-autistic colleagues.
During lockdown many autistic people may have felt:
•

Increased anxiety due to changes in their routine, being unable to access
preferred foods, detergents, locations, facilitating home schooling while
working and coping with illness.

•

Decreased anxiety due to not having to socialise, being in an environment
more suited to their sensory needs, having fewer choices and decisions to
make and making life “simpler”.

•

A mix of both increased and decreased anxiety at various points regarding
different aspects of their lives – these extremes, or highs and lows, can be
overwhelming, and cause a build-up of anxiety over a prolonged period.

The return to a workplace, regardless of their experience of lockdown, is likely to
be accompanied by an increase in anxiety and raise questions like - What will the
workplace look like? Are there different smells? What are the new social rules
to be adhered to? Will I be able to carry out my role effectively? Many autistic
people have been able to mask their autistic traits much less during lockdown,
and many may be concerned about returning to spend time with other people,
so there may be anxiety around working with colleagues too. There will also
likely be concerns about dealing with an increased amount of sensory input –
even the most sensory appropriate of workplaces may include more or different
noise, smells, textures, and visual inputs than in the home. Increased anxiety
can also lead to increased sensory sensitivity, and the autistic person possibly
presenting more autistically.
We have also seen an increase in the number of people who are starting to
query whether or not they are autistic. Either due to their increased or
decreased anxiety, or because the time away from their usual demands has
allowed them to reflect on who they are, their needs, and how best to support
them. We are anticipating that more and more people are likely to come “out”
as autistic to line managers and colleagues upon their return to work.
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To effectively support autistic employees back to work, it is essential that you
take the time to discuss their needs and their strengths. It may not be an easy
transition back to work, and consider if staged transitions, increased support
with sensory needs and a discussion about communication preferences would
be useful. Bear in mind that the changing landscape of lockdown is likely to
have an impact on us all, and having understanding colleagues will benefit
everyone.
We understand that there may have to be changes to some roles and some
changes to the working environments given the current climate, but we would
suggest that discussions take place with the employee to explore these changes
before decisions are made. Consult with autistic employees whether staying in
the role they applied for is something they still want (as some will, and some
may wish to seek a change). Any changes to their work should be done with
plenty of time to discuss why changes may be necessary, why you feel this
particular employee is suited to the new position, and where there is room for
negotiation. Consider whether the employee needs support, training or a
period of adjustment before taking on a different role. Take the time to listen to
their concerns and take their views seriously. Imposing change without
discussion could severely impact the mental health of an autistic employee.
We suggest that autistic employees and their line managers use the following
document to discuss what autism is, how autism informs the experiences of the
autistic individual in their work, and what adjustments would help. It could be
used alongside a one to one risk assessment before returning to the workplace.
The transition back to work is likely to be difficult for many people, autistic or
not, and our hope is that this document will help make that transition a little
easier for everyone.
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