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Social interactions and social contexts are a particularly relevant and 
problematic issue for those with autism. The impact of the behavior of an 
individual with autism cannot be understood without understanding the 
organizational context in which he/she resides. Workplace cultures differ 
greatly and behaviors which are problematic in one organizational culture 
may be acceptable in another  organizational culture. The organizational 
construct, person-organization fit (PO), provides a framework for 
understanding how social interactions may affect those with autism in the 
workplace. This paper will do this by a) describing the social interaction 
patterns of those with autism; b) describing organizational culture as a 
social environment and how PO fit operates to affect the performance 
of those within an organization; c) using the construct of PO fit to 
contextualize the social interactions of those with autism in a workplace; 
and d) discussing the human resource and legal implications for dealing 
with autism in the workplace. 

 Bowen, Ledford, and Nathan (1991) proposed a "new model of selection" in 
which employees are hired to fit the characteristics of an organization, as well as the 
requirements of a particular job.  This notion is based on the idea of hiring a "whole" 
person who will fit well into the specific organization's culture.  They proposed the 
selection process should achieve two types of fit (Bowen et al., 1991). First, the selection 
process must match the knowledge, skills, and attitudes (KSAs) of the individual and 
the task demands of the job (i.e., person-job fit).  Second, organizational processes 
attempt to match individual dispositional variables and the culture of the organization 
(i.e., person-organization fit).  These two forms of fit define person-environment fit 
(Kristof, 1996).
 Person-job (PJ) fit is concerned with the degree to which there is a match between 
an employee’s skills and abilities and the requirements of the job the employee holds 
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(Kristof, 1996).  The better the match, the more likely the employee is to be successful.  
As this match decreases and employees do not have the needed skills and abilities 
to perform the job, employees tend to become frustrated and dissatisfied which can 
lead to a decrease in organizational performance. This concept of fit is consistent with 
traditional approaches to human resource practices (e.g., selection and performance 
evaluation). Defining person-job fit is done in traditional ways by matching the 
needs of job analyses to the knowledges, skills, and abilities of applicants. From a 
legal perspective, PJ fit is concerned with the essential job functions as defined in the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) (cf., Gutman, Koppes, & Vodanovich, 2011).
 Person-organization (PO) fit is concerned with the match between employee 
characteristics and the characteristics of the organization (e.g., organizational culture) 
in which the employee works (Kristoff, 1996). The better the match, the more likely 
the employee is to be a successful employee. For example, some organizations value 
teamwork and some organizations value individual accomplishment. Individuals with 
a high need for individual accomplishment will have good fit with an organization 
valuing individual accomplishment; however, their fit will be poor in an organization 
valuing teamwork. As this match decreases and employee characteristics and values 
do not reflect organizational characteristics, employees tend to become frustrated and 
dissatisfied, which can lead to a subsequent decrease in organizational performance. 
This concept of fit may impact traditional human resource practices. However, this 
impact is much more complex and not as well-defined from a legal perspective. The 
primary organizational variable PO fit relates to is organizational culture. Organizational 
culture is defined in part by the social interactions among workers. These interactions, 
in turn, affect performance and related concepts covering social interactions such as a 
hostile work environment (cf., Gutman et al., 2011).
 Social interactions and social contexts are a particularly relevant and problematic 
issue for those with mental or psychiatrically defined disabilities. Stefan (2002) 
stated that individuals with such mental and psychiatric disabilities interact with 
the organizational environments of the companies in which they are employed. The 
impact of the behavior of an individual cannot be understood with understanding 
organizational cultures. Stefan (2002) noted that workplace cultures differ greatly and 
that behaviors which are problematic in one organizational culture may be indicative 
of creativity in another organizational culture.  
 Therefore, understanding the impact of a mental or psychiatric disability 
requires that both the behavior patterns of the individual with such a disability, the 
organizational culture in which the individual resides, and the potential fit (or misfit) 
of these cultures be understood.  This is particularly important because organizations 
are required to balance the needs of members of different protected groups. For 
example, the behaviors exhibited by an individual with a mental disability may disturb 
a member of another protected group (e.g., a woman) and the organization must come 
to a decision regarding these two individuals. This decision must be made carefully 
with a full understanding of the nature of the mental or psychiatric disability and the 
part played by that disability in social interactions. 
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Social Interaction Patterns and Autism in the Workplace

 Individuals with autism have deficits with social skills that may be markedly different 
depending on the functioning level of the individual which can affect their participation 
in employment (Chiang et al., 2013).  Although social deficits are more apparent with 
individuals who have intellectual disabilities, it is important that employers understand 
that individuals with autism with normal or above-average cognitive abilities will be 
impacted by impairments in their social repertoires. For example, social-skills deficits 
may manifest as impairments in conversation skills, detecting and responding to subtle 
social cues, and developing and maintaining appropriate relationships with coworkers, 
bosses, and customers (Howlin & Goode, 1998).
 A variety of social skills are necessary to perform work-related interactions and 
professional social requirements at or above employer’s expectations.  The employee 
needs to be able to respond to subtle social cues from his/her bosses, coworkers, and 
customers. These social cues can include facial expressions that indicate signs of 
emotional states (e.g., frustration, confusion, happiness, and boredom), the amount 
of personal space to provide another person (e.g., standing too close to others when 
talking), posture, and body language (e.g., slouching). Individuals not only need 
to be able to detect such changes in facial expression and body language, but also 
need to know how to respond to these cues given the context of an organizational 
culture.  This knowledge of proper responses is critical for successful transition to, 
and performance within, an organization.
 In addition to understanding social cues related to facial features and body 
language, individuals with autism can have difficulties understanding situational social 
cues. This could include situations where a person in the social environment needs 
help (Reeve et al., 2007). This could be, for example, peers in the organization and 
customers of the organization.
 Individuals with autism may struggle with conversation skills, including 
answering questions directly, engaging in casual chit-chat exchanges, greeting and 
departure skills, and having meaningful, context-appropriate conversations with 
bosses, coworkers, and customers (Bates, 1980; Hughes et al., 1995). Eye contact may 
be sporadic, nonexistent, or too intense, resulting in awkward social interactions with 
others.  In addition, individuals with autism may have difficulties with perspective 
taking, resulting in difficulties understanding how they might be viewed by others. 
These difficulties with conversation skills can negatively impact how well individuals 
perform their work responsibilities or how positively others view them and want to 
engage with them.
 Social-skills deficits can interfere with the working relationship with an employer.  
Individuals with autism may lack imitation skills needed in social situations to help 
them acquire skills through observational learning or to inform how to respond in 
a novel or difficult situation by watching a coworker. In addition, they may have 
poor self-management skills and as a result, may engage in off-task behavior or 
prolonged conversations that can impede productivity. Individuals with autism may 
have difficulties engaging in problem-solving skills, including defining the problem, 
perspective taking, considering consequences and choosing the best option, developing 
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a plan of action, evaluating one’s actions (Bonete, Calero, & Fernández-Parra, 2015).  
They also may not know when or how to request assistance, resulting in a situation 
when the individual either stops the work behavior (i.e., he waits until a supervisor 
comes to check-in with him) or performing a skill incorrectly (Bonete et al., 2015). 
Individuals with autism may also have difficulties expressing differing opinions and 
accepting criticism (Bates, 1980), making it difficult for supervisors to provide feedback 
and for the individual with autism to incorporate that feedback into effective behavior 
change. Finally, individuals with autism may have challenges with self-advocacy and 
negotiation skills (Quinn et al., 1992), making them more susceptible to abuse in the 
workplace or unfair work distribution.
 The individual with autism faces a number of challenges in the workplace. The 
inability to perceive social cues and learning to respond appropriately may adversely 
affect the influence of the organizational culture on them.  Organizational culture and 
PO fit are two important constructs relating to the effect of social interactions and 
careers in organizations. These two constructs are discussed in the next section.

PO Fit and Organizational Culture

 Person-organization fit has been defined as "the congruence between patterns 
of organizational values and patterns of individual values, defined here as what an 
individual values in an organization, such as being team-oriented or innovative" 
(Chatman, 1989, p. 459). Kristof (1996) defined PO fit as the fit of the person not 
with any specific subgroup, job or vocation, but the organization as a whole. Cable 
and DeRue (2002) described PO fit as the judgment of value congruence between the 
organization and the employee. 
 The emphasis in these definitions is on the match of an individual's values, when 
considered along with the value system in a specific organizational culture, and the 
potential effects that this match (or lack of match) has on that individual's subsequent 
behavior, attitudes and career in the company. Person-organization fit has been shown 
to be related to a number of organizational variables including (1) job choice decisions 
by organizational applicants (Cable & Judge, 1996); (2) organizational attraction 
of applicants (Judge & Cable, 1997); (3) selection decisions made by recruitment 
interviewers (Cable & Judge, 1997); (4) employee job satisfaction, job tenure, and 
career success (Bretz & Judge, 1994); and (5) employee’s level of task and organizational 
citizenship performance (Goodman & Svyantek, 1999).  
 An important thing to note, however, is that, even when controlling for PJ fit, 
PO fit may result in positive or negative work outcomes which affect the success of 
the employee (Bretz & Judge, 1994; O’Reilly, Chatman, & Caldwell, 1991). When 
Lauver and Kristof-Brown (2000) investigated the distinction between PJ and PO fit, 
they found that the two constructs weakly related to each other (r = .18), implying 
that employees distinguish between the types of fit in the work environment. The 
findings of Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, and Johnson (2005) supported the idea that 
job-related constructs are most strongly associated with attitudes about the job, while 
organization-related constructs are related to organizational attitudes (Shore & Martin, 
1989). This is evident in job satisfaction’s high correlation to PJ fit and organizational 
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commitment’s relationship with PO fit. Positive outcomes of person-organization 
fit include more commitment, more satisfaction, and less intention to quit (Bretz & 
Judge, 1994; Chatman, 1989; Meglino, Ravlin, & Adkins, 1989; O’Reilly et al., 1991). 
Therefore, for any employee, including those with autism, careers in an organization 
are affected by both the ability to perform essential job functions and to adapt to the 
organizational culture.
 Organizational culture may be defined by a set of shared values and norms, held by 
employees, which guides employees’ interactions with peers, management, and clients/
customers (Morgan, 1998).  A major reason for the formation of organizational culture 
is the creation of social order (Trice & Beyer, 1993). Organizational culture allows 
recurrent behavior patterns among people to develop within organizations.    
 Organizational culture affects behaviors within an organization. Organizational 
culture defines a strong situation (Mischel, 1977) for individuals residing within 
it. A strong situation provides people with generally accepted rules and guidelines 
for appropriate behavior. The rules that are present in strong situations constrain 
people from acting in a manner inconsistent with accepted conduct and behavior. 
Organizations develop values and norms to set parameters on the behaviors exhibited 
within an organization. Understanding these parameters becomes critical for employees 
within the organization.
 The process by which person-organization fit may come to maintain an 
organizational culture across time; influence organizational human resource practices; 
and affect employee behavior is illustrated in the Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA) 
model (Schneider, 1987a; Schneider, 1987b; Schneider, Goldstein, & Smith, 1995, 
Schneider, 2000). Schneider proposed that "attributes of people, not the nature of 
the external environment, or organizational technology, or organizational structure, 
are the fundamental determinants of organizational behavior" (i.e., "the people make 
the place") (Schneider, 1987b, p. 437).  The Attraction-Selection-Attrition (ASA) 
framework is a mechanism for explaining the homogeneity of organizational level 
variables such as organizational culture found in organizations. Schneider (1987a) 
stated that this homogeneity is due to three main processes. Firstly, it occurs because 
people are attracted to places that they prefer (Attraction). People will seek out 
organizational environments in which they are comfortable being a member. The 
primary human resource practice affected by this is recruitment and there are potential 
legal implications for organizations here. Secondly, homogeneity results from people 
being placed into settings to which they are perceived to be compatible (Selection). 
Organizations tend to select certain individuals who appear to fit with those already 
there. The primary human resource practice affected by this is selection and there 
are potential legal implications for organizations here as well. Thirdly, if people 
manage to enter an environment that is not a fit for them, they are more likely to 
leave it (Attrition) or the organization may terminate them. The behaviors exhibited by 
individuals with lack of fit may come to be dysfunctional (Svyantek & Brown, 2002) 
and may potentially be grounds for dismissal from an organization (Svyantek, Cullen, 
& Doerr, 2015). 
 Arthur et al. (2006) stated that PO fit may also be used to make decisions 
about the termination of employees. The question remains whether or not such 
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termination decisions are defensible.  Svyantek et al. (2015) provided a model showing 
that undesirable behaviors may be grounds for dismissal of employees exhibiting 
problematic behavior. 
 There has been a growth in research on dysfunctional behavior in the workplace 
(Griffin, O’Leary-Kelly, & Collins, 1998). Much of this research has focused on how 
individual differences in employees relate to dysfunctional behavior. Griffin et al. 
(1998), for example, developed a model of the dynamics of dysfunctional behaviors in 
organizations that is concerned with individual differences and individual pathologies 
as antecedents of behavior. This model, however, also includes organizational 
characteristics (e.g., norms, culture, reward and control systems) as potential influences 
on employee behavior in general. 
 Person-organization fit is a critical variable in understanding the relationship 
between organizational culture and dysfunctional behavior as PO fit is for desirable 
behavior (Svyantek et al., 2015).  Not all individuals are equally suited to all 
organizations. The performance of dysfunctional behavior may be a matter of a poor 
fit between the individual and the situation and not just a set of individual and/
or organizational variables considered in isolation from each other. Dysfunctional 
responses to poor fit, however, include increased stress, burnout, cynicism, role 
ambiguity and role conflict among employees. Poor fit is not necessarily a deficit 
of either the person or the organization. Rather, misfit occurs when there is a 
mismatch between employee value systems and organizational culture. This misfit, 
however, leads to issues which the organization may be required to address because 
of decrements in performance found. Behaviors may be seen as socially deviant in a 
particular organization or for a particular group within an organization. Refusal to 
change these, when given feedback about them, may lead to termination. The key here 
for the decision to terminate is not necessarily that the behaviors are simply observed. 
Rather, the decision to terminate should be based on the response of the employee to 
feedback about the appropriateness of the behavior in the current context.
 In addition, it has been proposed that misfit has the potential to lead to decreased 
employee and organizational performance (Svyantek et al., 2015). This proposal is 
based on the work of Steiner (1972). Steiner proposed that, for any job in which 
groups were involved:

Actual Productivity = Potential Productivity – Process Loss

Process involves the people in an organization. Therefore, the human element in 
this model is a source of error. Process loss involves communication, interpersonal 
dealings with others, and discussing and making decisions for situations where there 
is no clearly superior solution. Individuals who lack person-organization fit will cause 
disruption and process loss. This decreases the performance of the organization in 
which they reside. The greater the misfit, the greater the process loss and probability of 
termination of the employee. 
 There is an interesting conundrum in studying PO fit. This construct is recognized 
as an important construct in predicting employee well-being and performance criteria. 
However, there is a paucity of work on PO fit’s legal standing and legal implications 



Pence and Svyantek 123

for human resource management practice. Svyantek et al. provided a logic for the use 
of PO fit in human resource practice. Their work helped address the issues involved 
in identifying the implications of PO fit for organizations for making human resource 
decisions involving individuals with autism in the workplace. Interestingly, analysis 
of the available legal decisions on mental disabilities in the workplace also inform the 
legal standing of PO fit as a viable factor in employment decisions.

Autism and PO Fit in the Workplace

 There are many ways in which the social interactions of those with autism may 
affect their PO fit. This section addresses some of the potential issues that may arise for 
those with autism in the workplace. In addition, legal decisions which relate to these 
social interaction issues for those with autism are also looked at. 
 
Autism and Workplace Interactions Issues
 The need to understand social cues and appropriately respond is an integral part 
of performance in organizations. Individuals with autism need to be able to respond to 
these cues given the context (i.e., discriminate the social cue and the person engaging in 
the social cue).  This is important in interactions with superiors, peers and customers/
clients of an organization.
 The interaction with supervisors is a critical social situation in which all employees 
are placed.  If a supervisor is displaying a downturned or thinned mouth, flared nostrils, 
and lowered brows that all indicate frustration and has his arms crossed across his 
chest, this might signal a number of things, including 1) that the employee needs to 
discontinue what he is doing immediately; 2) that his performance is poor and that he 
needs to adjust his behavior to please his boss; or 3) that his boss is simply having a 
bad day. Those with autism may have difficulty selecting which response is appropriate 
in these types of situations.
 Such social understanding difficulties may occur for the peers of those with autism 
as well. Individuals with autism may lack imitation skills needed in social situations to 
help them acquire skills through observational learning or to inform how to respond 
in a novel or difficult situation by watching a coworker. Often coworkers, for example, 
ask for help indirectly through verbal statements. A coworker may state, “I don’t know 
how I am going to get all these papers filed, copies made, and write the report in time 
to make my deadlines.” Although the coworker did not directly ask for help, based on 
her statement, one might offer to help file papers to assist the person in completing 
her responsibilities within the timeline. Lacking discrimination and imitation skills, 
the individual with autism has not acquired the proper response for this organization. 
Alternatively, someone may require help based on the physical arrangement of the 
environment. For example, a coworker carrying a large stack of papers down the 
hallway who drops some of those papers and a coworker setting up for a meeting 
and having technology difficulties are situations in which it would be appropriate to 
offer assistance. Individuals with autism may have difficulties understanding indirect 
verbal statements and physical cues that indicate situations in which one should offer 
to provide assistance. This difficulty may lead those with autism to have problems 
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performing appropriate organizational citizenship behaviors and helping their peers. 
In addition, they may have poor self-management skills and as a result, can engage in 
off-task behavior or prolonged conversations that can impede productivity.  
 One particular area of potential problems is that the deficits in social skills can 
result in strained relationships with coworkers. Individuals with autism may have 
difficulties detecting humor and sarcasm and thus might respond to their coworkers 
literally when a coworker attempts to make a joke or a nonliteral statement. Individuals 
with autism may have difficulties telling innocent white lies (e.g., saying “yes” when 
someone asks if she looks okay regardless of how she actually looks). They also might 
have difficulties interacting with others during breaks and over lunch due to lack of 
appropriate conversation skills or leisure skills during those periods of unstructured 
time. Because of such social-skills deficits, individuals with autism may have difficulties 
forming meaningful relationships with their coworkers. Repeated negative interactions 
can even result in the development of hostile relationships with coworkers. This is a 
particular issue for organizations if the interactions of those with autism affect members 
of another protected group (e,g., women) adversely.
 Finally, those with autism may have difficulty interpreting the same cues from 
members of a different group. For example, if a customer is engaging in those same 
facial features and body language as described for the supervisor above, then this 
should signal that the employee needs to provide assistance or to communicate with 
the customer to reduce the negative feelings.  This may be difficult. In many situations, 
the individual with autism must use contextual cues with social cues to determine 
how to respond. However, they may have not yet developed the skills to perform such 
contextualized responses fluently.  
 Social-skill deficits can interfere with a working relationship with the employer. 
The next section looks at some of the legal decisions that have been made which impact 
the requirements of the employer to accommodate those with autism.

Legal Issues and Workplace Interactions
 Accommodations for those with mental disabilities in the workplace are a 
unique challenge for individuals requesting such accommodations. There are few 
accommodations that may be requested as a matter of law. Rather, accommodations 
which are reasonable must be determined on a case-by-case basis (Gutman et al., 
2011). This is particularly true for accommodation requests made by those with mental 
disabilities in regards to the social environment of the workplace.
 This means that accommodations that aid those with mental disabilities that on the 
surface seem reasonable (e.g., transfer away from a supervisor who shouts at workers), 
are not necessarily required. Being in an environment where shouting occurs does not 
necessarily constitute a hostile work environment. The Supreme Court has recognized 
that the right to work in an environment that is free from intimidation, insult, and 
ridicule exists based on membership within a protected class (Stefan, 2002). Stefan 
(2002) noted, however, that this is very different from recognizing a right to work in 
an environment that is free from these things as being universal. Therefore, hostility by 
a supervisor which is indiscriminate is not hostility based on a protected class and may 
be considered part of the working environment to which an employee must adapt. 
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 Stefan (2002) summarized court decisions which were relevant to the degree in 
which those with autism may successfully work within an organization based on their 
fit with organizational and work characteristics. These rulings have been based on 
properly conducted job analyses which show the importance of variables related to 
fit as essential to job function. First, social skills may be essential to job function. 
These include such social skills as ability to accept and follow instructions, the ability 
to refrain from arguments, and insubordinate conduct with supervisors, peers, or 
customers. Second, attendance is an essential job function. Individuals with mental 
disabilities like autism are still required to fulfill all attendance policies laid down by 
corporate policies. This includes policies related to shiftwork and overtime. Third, the 
ability to handle stress may be seen as an essential job function if this is derived from 
a job analysis. Courts have held that all jobs and/or employment may be inherently 
stressful. Therefore, a supervisor shouting at all employees may be an element of the 
organizational context to which all employees must adapt. Fourth, the ability to get 
along well with others (e.g., supervisors, peers, or customers) is necessary for almost all 
occupations. Therefore, not getting along well with coworkers is not necessarily a reason 
to request accommodations by those with autism.  Finally, employees may be ill-suited 
to some work and poor fit will create stress which the employee must accommodate. 
For example, downsizing in an organization may lead to a situation where the nature of 
all jobs must change or work shifts must change. These organizational changes, which 
can affect all employees, are sometimes required by business necessity and may greatly 
impact those with autism who may be required to adapt to them.
 Gutman et al.’s (2011) analysis of court cases supported Stefan’s summarization 
of the legal decisions vis-à-vis those with mental disabilities. Employers do not need 
to fundamentally alter job duties but these duties must be justified by a proper job 
analysis. Gutman et al. (2011) provided findings of several court cases showing this. 
First, requests to be able to leave a room when an employee has conflict with a supervisor 
have been held to be unreasonable as a matter of law. Second, a similar request to be 
shifted away from coworkers who caused an individual prolonged stress was also held 
to be unreasonable as a matter of law. Finally, requests to choose one’s own supervisor 
have been found to place an undue administrative burden on employers.  
 Most people with mental disabilities seek jobs with which they have good PJ fit 
(Stefan, 2002). They look for jobs where they can perform the essential job functions. 
The nature of the essential job function, however, goes beyond task KSAs to include 
social interactions in the workplace. Court decisions have altered the definition of 
essential job functions to include the social environment of work as well as the actual 
knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) to perform the actual job (cf., Stefan, 2002; 
Gutman et al., 2011). This is consistent with development in selection where the old 
acronym, KSA, has become KSAO. The O indicates other characteristics related to 
the job (Levy, 2013). In essence, the other characteristics as noted above, come to be 
part of the essential job functions. The degree to which an employee has these other 
characteristics may be as relevant as the KSAs they possess for the performance of such 
essential job functions or duties. This means that PO fit for those with autism may lead 
to either positive or negative employment outcomes as it does for all employees (cf., 
Svyantek et al., 2015). PO fit, therefore is an important determinant of career success 
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for those with autism. The next section reviews some proposals for how individuals 
with autism may be have improved PO fit.

Improving PO Fit in the Workplace  

 The social environment of work may be a problematic issue for those with 
autism. The social environment has been found, by courts, to be a relevant, essential 
component of the workplace. Several general and specific approaches are proposed 
for helping those with autism integrate themselves into the workplace. Two important 
considerations for employers are that, 1) it is always legal to exceed the requirements 
of the ADA and the case law decisions in making accommodations (as long as these 
accommodations do not discriminate against another protected class, violate a union 
contract, etc.) (Gutman, et al., 2011); and 2) the accommodations, particularly the 
general recommendations that are typically requested, are often those which make 
good human resource management practices for all employees in an organization.

General Recommendations for Aiding Integration into the Workplace of those with Autism
 Research about PO fit and its outcomes is important for organizations hiring any 
individual. The practices outlined here are relevant to all employees, not just those with 
autism. Given the change to a KSAO model in court decisions, the social environment, 
the employee, and the interactions between them are particularly relevant for those 
with autism. Some general practices which aid the integration of those with autism into 
the workplace include:
 Recruitment. As noted earlier by Stefan (2002), those with mental disabilities 
typically seek jobs which fit their KSAs. It is the social environment which remains 
unknown. Therefore, PO fit may be used to inform recruitment practices. Organizations 
should make sure that prospective employees have a realistic overview of the 
organizational values and practices so that applicants may make informed decisions 
on whether or not they wish to be a member of the organization. Organizations should 
ensure that prospective applicants from all groups have the same information and that 
these individuals have access to this information in some manner. This information 
should provide a valid description of various elements of the job such as the social 
environment (e.g., relationship among supervisors and subordinates, among coworkers, 
and among employees and customers) and the pace of the work (e.g., constant versus 
varied). This information may be used by all, including those with autism, to make a 
decision on joining an organization based on the fit with their other characteristics. 
 Selection. There are things that organizations may do in their hiring practices 
based on PO fit research. Organizations should take steps to ensure that all individuals 
assessing PO fit have a common framework and understanding of the culture and of 
the complex set of KSAO characteristics that make up the employees in the culture. 
In addition, organizations using PO fit must understand that selection based on 
traditional testing methods (e.g., paper and pencil instruments) is complex. PO fit 
requires that measures of both employee and organizational variables (e.g., personality 
and organizational culture) are required. It is a violation of the ADA to inquire about 
disabilities before an employment offer has been made (cf., Stefan, 2002; Gutman et 
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al., 2011).  However, organizations can use personality tests which are not diagnostic 
of psychological or mental disabilities for pre-employment selection. Arthur et al. 
(2006) proposed that the use of PO fit requires local validation studies demonstrating 
criterion-related validity.  Organizations which conduct a valid job analysis for the 
other characteristics needed to succeed in them, may be able to use such personality 
tests to assess the fit of all employees, independent of the issue of disability.
 Work Policies. Carling (1994) proposed that many of the accommodations 
requested by those with mental or psychological disabilities do not impose undue 
hardships on the organization. In addition, he noted that the reasonable accommodations 
that are requested are examples of effective management and supervisory practices 
which have the potential to impact the overall culture of an organization positively. 
These general policies include a) emotional support systems; b) employee support 
systems for assistance with things like child care and proper procedures for dealing 
with grievances at work; c) flexibility in setting work hours; d) effective supervision; 
d) proper training; and e) mechanisms for dealing with issues between coworkers.  
 These policies are in place in many organizations. Employee Assistance 
Programs are one example of such employee support systems. Therefore, many of the 
accommodations requested are in place in progressive organizations. Organizations 
without such policies might improve both the quality of life for their employees and 
the organization’s performance by adopting such practices. 
 Finally, the courts have held that social environments where behaviors that some 
might consider abusive (e.g., yelling supervisors) are not grounds for reasonable 
accommodation (e.g., such as transfer from such a supervisor to another) if all employees 
are treated this way. Two points must be made here. First, requested accommodation 
such as this are common personnel practices for other circumstances (e.g., change 
of supervisor for sexual harassment or part-time work for mothers) even if courts 
hold these as not required for mental disability (Stefan, 2002). Therefore, while not 
required for mental disability, such a policy would show that the organization is going 
beyond what is required. This is an option that every organization could take, however 
(Gutman et al., 2011). Second, it is believed that organizations which argue undue 
hardship for such transfers are not realizing the full potential of their employees. Such 
organizations could actually improve their organizational culture by improving the 
culture for all employees by eliminating such potentially abusive practices. Thorough 
audits of the culture of an organization, and the adherence of all individuals to the 
cultural values espoused, is a practice which has the potential to improve the quality of 
work life for all employees, not just those with autism.
 Termination.  Svyantek et al. (2015) proposed that lack of fit may be enough of an 
issue for an organization to decide to terminate employees because of their poor social 
interactions. Organizations have the right to eliminate low performers based on PO 
misfit. However, such decisions must be 1) based on a job analysis describing the other 
characteristics needed to perform the job; 2) be able to link these other characteristics 
to some performance criteria (e.g., disruption of group processes lead to decline in 
productivity); 3) these decisions should be made on an individual basis; and 4) follow 
the tenets of progressive discipline. Once again, this termination process described 
is appropriate for all employees. The primary difference for those with autism is that 



128  Journal of Business and Management – Vol. 22, No. 1, 2016

the organization and the individual with autism will also follow the legal procedures 
described in the ADA for flexible interaction and reasonable accommodation (cf., 
Gutman et al., 2011) at some point in the process.  

Specific Recommendations for Aiding Integration into the Workplace of those with Autism
 Although individuals with autism may have an array of social skills deficits, the 
key is whether with reasonable accommodations these individuals can be productive 
members of the organization. It is important for employers to note that each person 
with autism is an individual and will have his or her own strengths and weaknesses, as 
is the case with any employee. Under the ADA, each individual with a disability must 
be treated on an individual basis. 
 There are also more specific recommendations for work policies and processes to 
aid the integration of those with autism into the workplace. These are more personalized 
accommodations for those with autism. Organizations which attempt to make such 
accommodations are demonstrating that the company cares about employees and, if 
ever sued for an ADA issue, are clearly demonstrating that they have attempted to 
make all reasonable accommodations for those employees with autism.
 Social Skill Issues—Recruitment and Selection. The most common complaint 
employers have when hiring individuals with autism is the lack of social skills and 
how such deficits inhibit their hiring, promotion, or tenure in a position (Chiang et al., 
2013). Therefore, employers should consider using interviews or a pre-evaluation of 
the social skills needed in a current position to help identify what additional support an 
individual may need in order to be successful. After an employment offer is extended, 
if an individual with autism identifies themselves as having a disability (cf., Gutman 
et al., 2011), a more specific discussion of the social supports needed by those with 
autism can occur. Employers should plan to provide instruction and feedback to help 
develop the social repertoires of all individual employees and be willing to develop 
more specific programs for those with autism. By being proactive with instruction, 
support, and coaching, an employer can help teach the individual with autism the 
necessary social skills so that he/she can perform at or above expectations in their 
position. In addition, proactive approaches to social skills can help prevent awkward 
or negative interactions with the individual with autism and others (coworkers, bosses, 
and customers) that could lead to termination of the employment.  
 Social Skills Issues-Training. As part of the proactive approach in addressing 
social-skills deficits, employers might develop a system of embedding instruction 
into the orientation period or training regarding the expectations in social situations 
and step-by-step instructions for how to handle common social situations. This kind 
of training has potential benefits for all employees. Similar to how individuals with 
autism perform better with explicit instruction on vocational tasks, explicit instruction 
on social skills will improve the overall professional behavior of all employees, not 
just those with autism. Employers should also consider developing visual aids and 
written instructions (task analyses) to help outline social skills that will be needed 
to perform regularly (Cuvo et al., 1992). These aids may include textual prompts or 
pictorial prompts to help support employees who have limited reading skills. For 
example, the employer could have written instructions next to the phone that help 
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guide the individual with autism through the steps of a phone conversation or how to 
take a message. Employers can also consider training coworkers how to provide praise 
for correct work-related skills, and how to provide prompts (e.g., instructions, models, 
and gestures) and feedback to improve performance (Likins et al., 1989).
 The training area of an organization should understand that didactic instruction 
alone is insufficient to consistently improve social skills in those with autism. It 
is insufficient for individuals with autism to simply be able to label social cues or 
situations or be able to state how to respond in those situations; this does not 
consistently translate to appropriate responses when actually faced with those social 
situations. For example, Peters and Thompson (2015) taught children with autism to 
label their conversational partner as being interested or uninterested.  However, this 
training was not sufficient enough to improve conversational exchanges. Instead, the 
experimenters had to explicitly teach individuals to ask a question or change the topic 
when the conversational partner was uninterested. 
 Instead of relying on instructions to promote behavioral changes, employers are 
encouraged to take a behavior skills training approach that involves instructions, 
modeling, role play, and feedback (Bates, 1980; Lerman et al., 2013; Nuernberger et al., 
2013). Using this model, employers should have their employees with autism explicitly 
practice the skill until the individual can consistently and correctly perform the skill. 
Training does not need to exclusively involve direct supervisor training. Instead, 
employers may opt to supplement the training with video modeling. Video modeling is 
a procedure that involves a videotaped response that outlines the target response and 
can include voiceover or written instructions to help facilitate acquisition.  The video 
model is shown to the individual before he or she is expected to engage in the relevant 
behavior and can help the individual learn appropriate workplace behavior, including 
responses in social interactions (e.g., Hitchcock, Dowrick, & Prater, 2003; LeBlanc et 
al., 2003) and helping to promote generalization (Jones, Lerman, & Lechago, 2014). 
Once again, as noted for all accommodations described, these training methods have 
the potential to benefit all employees.
 Social Support. Employers should plan for some level of ongoing support, 
structure, and feedback for employees with autism. The frequency of coaching, 
supervision, and feedback will depend on the individual and the degree of social-skills 
deficits. With adequate training and continued support, individuals with autism can be 
productive and valued employees that contribute to the workplace (e.g., Burt, Fuller, 
& Lewis, 1991; Mawhood & Howlin, 1999). Such support can be incorporated into 
either training or Employee Assistance Programs at an organization.

Conclusion  

 Unemployment can unfortunately be an important part of being disabled in 
the United States (Carling, 1994). Individuals with autism want to work and enjoy 
the same career paths of those without autism. The stigma against individuals with 
psychiatric mental disabilities, however, may be greater than the stigma associated with 
other more visible disabilities (Carling, 1994). Individuals with autism, in particular, 
face challenges in organizations because of the importance of daily social interactions 
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that occur in a work environment. They may need accommodations to address the 
correct behavioral patterns expected within the organization. As noted earlier, however, 
two important considerations for employers are that 1) the legality of exceeding the 
requirements of the ADA and the case law decisions on making accommodations; 
2) making accommodations that exceed what is required by the ADA and case law 
provides a good defense for showing attempts at reasonable accommodation; and 3) 
the accommodations that are typically requested by those with mental disabilities (e.g., 
autism) are often those which create good human resource management practices for 
all employees in an organization.
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