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HOW TO USE
T H I S  G U I D E
T h i s  g u i d e  w a s  c r e a t e d  a f t e r
A u S M  w a s  a p p r o a c h e d  b y
a u t i s t i c  a d u l t s  w h o  w e r e n ' t  s u r e
h o w  t o  n a v i g a t e  a b l e i s m  i n  t h e
w o r k p l a c e .  I t ' s  i n c r e d i b l y
c o m m o n  f o r  b a s i c  n o r m s  o f
p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m  t o  b e  s t e e p e d
i n  a b l e i s m .  T h i s  g u i d e  w i l l  w a l k
y o u  t h r o u g h  w h a t  t h a t  l o o k s
l i k e ,  c o m m o n  e x a m p l e s ,  a n d
h o w  y o u  c a n  d o  b e t t e r .  Y o u  c a n
u s e  i t  t o  r e v i e w  y o u r  c u r r e n t
p r a c t i c e s  a n d  s e e  w h e r e  y o u
m i g h t  i m p r o v e  i n c l u s i v i t y .  Y o u
c a n  u s e  i t  t o  g e t  i d e a s  o f  w h a t
t o  t r y  i n s t e a d  o f  t y p i c a l
e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  p r o f e s s i o n a l i s m .  
B u t  w h a t  w e  t r u l y  r e c o m m e n d
i s  u s i n g  t h i s  g u i d e  a s  a n
o n g o i n g  r e s o u r c e :  c o m e  b a c k  t o
i t  r e g u l a r l y  t o  r e m i n d  y o u r s e l f
o f  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g  a t t i t u d e s  a n d
b e l i e f s  t h a t  l e a d  t o  a b l e i s m  a n d
e x c l u s i o n  i n  t h e  w o r k p l a c e  s o
y o u  c a n  f u l f i l l  y o u r  c o m m i t m e n t
t o  d o i n g  b e t t e r .

Who is this
guide for?
T h i s  g u i d e  i s  f o r  a n y o n e
w h o  i s  c o m m i t t e d  t o
m a k i n g  t h e i r  w o r k p l a c e
m o r e  i n c l u s i v e  f o r
n e u r o d i v e r s e  a n d  d i s a b l e d
e m p l o y e e s .  I t ' s  e s p e c i a l l y
u s e f u l  f o r  s u p e r v i s o r s ,
m a n a g e r s ,  a n d  H R
p r o f e s s i o n a l s .



ABLEISM
W H A T  I S

Ableism is beliefs, actions, and systems that favor non-disabled people over disabled
people. It doesn't have to be intentional: in fact most of the time ableist behaviors are
well-intentioned, or subconscious. In the workplace, ableism most often appears in
expectations that exclude disabled individuals, or make it difficult to impossible for them
to complete their work.

Often, when managers or HR professionals hear pushback on ableist expectations, they
feel some defensiveness. You might feel as if there are expectations in the workplace,
and that's just the way it is: for example, if someone can't focus in an open office floor
plan, then your workplace isn't a good fit for them. The person should change rather
than the system.

This quote from Eileen Webb summarizes what the underlying beliefs are that make
that attitude part of ableism:

"As if the requirements of the system were written in stone. As if the decisions baked into
that system were infallible. Ableism tells us that the system is perfect. The system is
correct and unchangeable. So if you want to work in the system, it’s up to you to change
your body and life to fit what the system needs.”
-http://webmeadow.com/presentations/accessibility-ableism.html



EXPECTATION HOW IT RELATES TO ABLEISM

Follow the dress code
People with sensory processing challenges may be forced to wear

clothing that is painful and distracting. There may not be adaptive clothing
available that matches the dress code.

Follow basic oral instructions
involving multiple steps

Autistic and otherwise neurodivergent individuals may have working
memory difficulties. While they can complete the tasks, they may require

written instructions to remember the steps.

Come to work on time
A variety of disabilities affect sleep. Requiring work to be done during

specific hours can be particularly challenging for those who have
different sleep schedules. For autistic individuals, it may be beneficial to

shift work hours so that they can work when the office is quieter. 

Be able to prioritize tasks
Autism and other neurodivergences impact executive function, which

means these individuals may struggle with prioritization. Providing support
with prioritizing will make the workplace more inclusive.

Be cheerful, positive and
encouraging to other team members

For those with mental health concerns, expecting them to present a
cheerful and positive attitude can require significant energy and work,

while feeling disingenuous. In addition, for autistic employees, they may
have facial expressions or body language that others interpret as
aggressive or negative when they are feeling and acting neutral.

Know what you are and are not
expected to do on your job

Determining expectations can be incredibly challenging for autistic
individuals. Providing clear instructions about what is and isn't an

employee's job will allow them to focus on getting their work done
instead of worrying about whether they are doing the correct tasks.

Be tactful
Autistic individuals may struggle to understand social norms, and

inadvertently speak without tact. It's important to recognize a variety of
communication styles, even if they seem blunt.

In many ways, corporate culture and expectations of professionalism are based in
expectations of being able-bodied and neurotypical. Let's take a look at some common
examples of ableism in the workplace, as well as unspoken norms of behavior that are rooted
in ableism. These examples were pulled from an article in Business News Daily on setting
expectations: https://www.businessnewsdaily.com/9451-clear-employee-expectations.html

ABLEISM
C O M M O N  E X A M P L E S  O F

I N  T H E  W O R K P L A C E



MATTERS
W H Y  I T

F O R  Y O U

UNLOCK TALENTED EMPLOYEES

IMPROVE YOUR WORKPLACE FOR ALL

INCLUSIVITY

When a workplace has expectations that subtly exclude disabled employees,
there will be employees who leave, are fired, or are never hired in the first place
who have significant talents to offer. While some of these employees may
struggle with tasks you view as "basic," they may be incredibly skilled in other
ways, and you're missing out on their abilities. Not only that, but a workplace
that is accessible will improve your employee retention, meaning you spend
less time and money finding and training new employees.

While you have many employees who do not have a diagnosis of a disability,
many of them can probably benefit from the flexibility and supports you
offer those who do have formal diagnoses. We call this the "Curb Cut Effect,"
and while it's important to recognize that even if these changes only
benefitted your disabled employees they would still be worth it - it can help
to remember that everyone benefits. Learn more here:
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/curb-cutting-your-workplace-improving-
productivity-lenore-macadam

Many companies are recognizing how important it is to do DEI
work. If you've made a commitment to DEI, you won't be truly
following through if you ignore disability as one facet of diversity
and inclusion. Show your customers, employees, and shareholders
that you really mean it.



HOW YOU CAN MAKE A
DIFFERENCE

1 .

2 .

3 .

4 .

Learn. You can always read more about inclusivity and access. There are tools out there and trainings
that can help you. You don't have to feel afraid of starting these conversations. As often as possible,
remind the larger team of access and inclusion, start conversations, and remind everyone that this is
an ongoing process: no one will be perfect. What's important is acknowledging that accessibility
should be a part of the workplace and putting in the work to make improvements.

Nothing about us without us: this is the disability rights slogan. Whenever possible, seek feedback
and suggestions from actually-disabled individuals. Until you hear their perspective directly, you may
be inadvertently excluding folks or causing harm. Think about who is in the room when decisions are
being made, and think about how you can include more disabled folks.

The first and largest change you can make in creating a more inclusive workplace is to stop
assuming that everyone is able-bodied and/or neurotypical. Many people have invisible
disabilities and choose not to disclose. You can recognize this fact by providing multiple,
consistent times to disclose that are easy to identify, by offering options to your employees so
that no single person is singled out as needing special treatment, and by opening conversations
with your employees about what they need. It could be as simple as offering multiple seating
options for desks. Keep a list of things people have asked for/done in the past so you can offer
those options to others.
An additional element is learning to recognize soft disclosure: sometimes an employee may ask
for an accommodation without disclosing a specific disability. If someone says "I struggle to
wake up in the mornings, can I come in later in the day?" challenge the first assumption that
says they're lazy. Be open to many different explanations for requests. This is also a great time to
question your own assumptions and expectations about what is necessary in the workplace and
why. Consider what the actual consequences will be. If an employee has trouble with the dress
code, is it impacting their work and relationships? If not, consider being flexible.

Be available and make processes clear and consistent. There should be a way for your employees to
let you know that they need something modified to be more effective in the workplace. There
should be accommodations available in your application process. There should be clear channels for
reporting ableism and bias. If you're not sure how to get started, check out www.creativespirit-
us.org/
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Contact education@ausm.org for more information or
personalized training.
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