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Abstract  
 
Introduction: Despite decades of deficit-based autism behavioural interventions and treatment, 
just 16 per cent of adults with autism are in full-time paid employment, and this situation is not 
improving. Singling out people with autism by focusing on their deficits alone does not make 
sense. Wanting to change a person’s autistic behaviours is like attempting to correct left-
handedness or sexual preference. It is cruel, unnatural and doomed to fail. It does not foster 
inclusion but emphasizes exclusion. Instead autism researchers should move beyond studying 
autism as a deficit and emphasize the abilities and strengths of people with it. Research by the 
Gallup organization shows people who use their strengths every day are 8 per cent more 
productive and 15 per cent less likely to quit their jobs, six times more likely to be engaged at 
work, and are three times more likely to report an excellent quality of life. Performance reviews 
that emphasize personal strengths improve organizational performance. This study builds on a 
Drucker-based-strengths-focused management model to address employment-retention issues 
for people with autism. 
 
Methodology: The academic method is combined evocative/analytic auto-ethnographic – 
involving deep reflection on the first researcher’s personal experiences over a lifetime of living 
with autism and connecting this experience to wider cultural, political and social understanding 
of interview participants. 
 
Results and discussion: Three key themes for enhancing employment outcomes have emerged. 
First, enable strengths. Second, stop workplace autism triggers. Third, treat every individual as 
an asset to grow and retain. This idea builds on Drucker’s theory of knowledge-worker 
productivity. 
 
Conclusion and recommendations: We can change the significant social and employment 
disadvantage experienced by people with autism by seeing their assets rather than their 
liabilities. By rethinking management attitudes and practices, workplaces can harness as 
strengths and advantages the attributes that usually disadvantage people with autism. 
 
Keywords: Positives inside autism, productivity, management, Drucker, strengths-focused 
employment, evocative-analytic autoethnography 
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1. Introduction 
 
This paper addresses the ongoing and under researched problem of the employee retention of 
people with autism, as supported by the extant literature review. An innovative methodological 
approach was adopted to provide new insights into this important topic. The findings make an 
original contribution to knowledge with implications for theory, policy and practice.  
 
1.1 Rationale 
 

Autism is a condition that defies simple generalisations. Except one: the potential of far 
too many autistic people is being squandered. Although around half of those with autism 
are of average intelligence or above, they do far worse than they should at school and at 
work…Globally, the United Nations reckons that 80% of those with autism are not in the 
workforce…These numbers represent a tragic toll, as millions of people live idle and 
isolated [life] outside the world of work (The Economist, 2016, p. 9). 
 

The term autism can be described as a distinct category of developmental disabilities that share 
many of the same characteristics. The behavioural characteristics of Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) are described in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 2013 (DSM-
5). Although people with autism are all different, they all display “persistent deficits in social 
communication and social interaction across multiple contexts, as manifested by the following, 
currently or by history” (DSM-5, 2013, p. 50) in –  
 

� Social-emotional reciprocity; and 
� Nonverbal communication used in social interaction; and 
� Developing, maintaining and understanding relationships.  

 
Additionally, they may display “restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or 
activities, as manifested by at least two of the following, currently or by history” (DSM-5, 2013, 
p 50) in –  
 

� Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech; or 
� Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns or 

verbal and nonverbal behaviour; or 
� Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus; or 
� Hyper- or hypo- reactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory aspects of 

the environment. 
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In the DSM-5, autism is defined as a spectrum of disorders, which include Kanner’s autism 
(Kanner, 1943); Asperger Syndrome (Asperger, 1944) and pervasive developmental disorder-
not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS). Kanner’s autism is often regarded as the most severe form 
of autism. Autism is commonly understood as a set of “permanent developmental disorders that 
will continue into adulthood, creating lifelong challenges for the individual” (Hendricks, 2009, 
p. 125). 

 
Autistic behavioural ‘disorders’ often continue throughout adulthood (Matson & Rivet, 2008) and 
contribute to challenges in employment for people with autism.  The unemployment rates among 
people with autism are alarmingly high at 80 per cent (Ban, 2015; Dudley, Nicholas & Zwicker, 
2015). A growing population of adolescents diagnosed with autism are graduating from high school 
with limited employment opportunities (Roux et al., 2013). 
 

The vast majority of autistic people cannot get a job – and when they do, bullying in the 
workplace seems to be on the rise. These are just two of the shocking findings in a new 
survey released today by the National Autistic Society, which is launching a petition for 
change (The Guardian, 2016). 
 
Just 16% of autistic adults are in full-time paid employment. And, in almost a decade, 
this appalling situation hasn’t improved. We are determined to change this … Once 
autistic people are work ready, many still face unnecessary difficulties when applying for 
a job and, if they get one, [they face] further barriers in the workplace (The National 
Autism Society, 2016). 

 
Promoting employment participation for people with autism is an important research issue that is 
currently not being adequately addressed (Ratto & Mesibov, 2015, Billstedt, Gillsberg & Gillsberg, 
2007; Seltzer et al. 2011; Shattuck et al. 2007). Despite the importance of research “improving the 
quality of life and functioning of adults with autism, with the overall goal of enabling adults to lead 
fulfilling and productive lives in the community” (Orsmon, Shattuck, Cooper, Sterzing & Anderson, 
2013, p. 271), in Australia, 99 per cent of all current autism research focuses on the early years and 
school years (Autism CRC, 2015). In the United Kingdom, some researchers have called for autism 
research to focus “in those areas that make a difference to people’s day-to-day lives” (Pellicano, 
Dinsmore & Charman, 2014, p. 756). In the United States, the Interagency Autism Coordinating 
Committee (IACC) indicated in its 2017 strategic plan that – 
 

“Research focused on adult issues has lagged far behind other types of ASD-related 
research, comprising only 2% of all autism research spending in 2015.” (IACC, 2017, p. 
83). 
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1.2 Research critical issues 
 
Table 1 lists the research problems, the research questions, the research objectives and the 
research proposition. Figure 1 provides an outline of the investigation process – 
 
Table 1: Research problems, questions, objectives and proposition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
Source: Developed for this paper.  

Research problem one: Employee retention for people with autism appears to be a critical 
area that is currently under-researched and poorly addressed. 
 
Research problem two: There appears to be a lack of sustainable strategies and management 
models addressing issues of employee retention for people with autism.  
 

Research question one: What are the workplace factors critical to employee 
retention for people with autism?  
 
Research question two: How can employee retention for people with autism be 
improved?  

 
Research objective one: To identify and examine the factors affecting 
employee retention for people with autism in competitive employment.  
 
Research objective two: To build a management framework to improve 
support for the employee retention for people with autism.  

 
Research proposition: There is a significant role for Drucker’s knowledge-worker 
productivity practice in investigating and developing support for the employee retention for 
people with autism.  
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2. Literature review 
 
A series of literature reviews was undertaken commencing with the workplace and employment 
management practices. This was, followed by three reviews on the social construction of 
‘autism’, and rounded up by a final review of issues regarding employment, the workplace and 
autism. 
 

� Workplace and Employment Management Review 
� Autism Review A – From Historical Perspectives to DSM-5 
� Autism Review B – As Development Disorder 
� Autism Review C – Strengths-Focused Perspective  
� Autism Review D – Employment Aspects of People with Autism 

 
Autism Reviews A and B provided evidence of the ineffectiveness of deficits-based autism 
behavioural interventions and treatments as reflected in the current low employment rates of 
people with autism. Autism Reviews C and D and the opening workplace and employment 
management review evaluated performance of a strengths-focused perspective and 
management practice, and resulted in the identification of a gap in the literature on employee 
retention solutions for people with autism in competitive employment. 
 
Hence, this study takes the view that – 
 

“Individuals gain more when they build on their talents, than when they make comparable 
efforts to improve their areas of weakness” (Clifton & Harter, 2003, p. 111). 
 
Many psychotherapists find that – 
 
“Concentrating on failures and inadequacies … can make patients feel worse rather than 
better, at least in the short run. If the focus on shortcomings and mistakes continues, the 
patient's self-esteem may decline and the situation may deteriorate.” (Harvard Mental 
Health Letter, 1997). 

 
Instead of identifying the broad characteristics of people with autism (DSM-5, 2013) as deficits 
in social communication/interaction, and restricted/repetitive behaviours, interests and 
activities, some researchers (Pickavance, 2014; Lorenz & Heinitz, 2014; Harrop & Kasari, 2015) 
believe autistic restrictive, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities can be seen as 
strengths because people with autism think and focus differently – 
 

“SAP [SystemAnalyse und Programmentwicklung] said that by 2020, 1 per cent of its 
global workforce of 65,000 employees would be people with autism. The company said it 
believes that ‘innovation comes from the edges’, and only by employing people  
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who think differently and spark innovation will SAP be prepared to handle the challenges 
of the 21st century” (Pickavance, 2014, p. 139). 

 
Whether it is SAP campaigning for workplace neurodiversity, or big businesses in science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) seeking to harness the unique talents of 
people with autism, they are suddenly in demand for their obsessive “concentration during long-
lasting routine work, identification of logical rules and patterns, processing visual information, 
and the ability to remember facts, [that] surpass neural-typical individuals” (Lorenz & Heinitz, 
2014, p. 1). 

 
Difficulties in social communication/interaction skills in areas such as empathy, social skills, 
emotional control or flexibility (Kapp, Gillespie-Lynch, Sherman & Hutman, 2012) may need 
to be accommodated to harness the identified employment strengths. While therapies to improve 
social communication/interaction skills have rapidly advanced, the reasons, the mechanism, and 
the management of autistic restrictive, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interests, or activities 
are still unclear (Harrop & Kasari, 2015). Making uninformed attempts to intervene may not be 
beneficial or welcomed by the autistic community particularly as the same characteristics can 
turn out to be valued strengths not deficits. 
 
Kral (1989, p. 32) believes that – 
 

“If we ask people to look for deficits, they will usually find them, and their view of the situation 
will be colored by this. If we ask people to look for successes, they will usually find them, and 
their view of the situation will be colored by this.” 
 

Arguably, when deficits are viewed as individual differences, focusing on the autism 
behavioural characteristics that could be employment strengths for people with autism rather 
than balancing their strengths and deficits, opens doors to establishing and retaining 
competitive employment for people with autism. As such, the focus of this research is a strengths-
based approach to employment success addressing the factors affecting the ‘employee-retention of 
people with autism in competitive employment’ and autistic behavioural challenges as personal 
differences not deficits. Research by the Gallup organisation shows people who use their 
strengths every day are 8 per cent more productive and 15 per cent less likely to quit their jobs, 
six times more likely to be engaged at work, and are three times more likely to report an 
excellent quality of life. Performance reviews that emphasise personal strengths improve 
organisational performance (Flade, Asplund & Elliot, 2015).  
 
I (throughout the paper a personal tone is used to reflect the voice of the first researcher, himself 
autistic) agree with autism researchers who want to move beyond studying autism as a deficit 
and instead emphasise the abilities and strengths of people with autism. 

25 CUeJAR  Volume 1  |  Issue 2  |  2019



City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR), 1(2) 2019; 19-51

Part of the economic rationale for funding Australia’s National Disability Insurance Scheme 
(NDIS) is based on the scheme leading to productivity gains by increasing people’s 
independence and participation in the workforce as well as employment outcomes for people 
with autism, who make up 29 per cent of participants in the scheme with approved plans. 
(NDIS, 2018). 
 
2.1 Literature review outcome 

 
Two research questions were proposed to address the identified research gap (see Table 1). A 
theoretical framework (Figure 2) for a strengths-focused management approach to employee 
retention for people with autism was proposed. Initial descriptors detailing employee retention 
characteristics for people with autism were synthesised from the five reviews. These descriptors 
later formed the basis of the evolving pattern-matching building block descriptors employed in 
the data analysis phases. 
 
Figure 2: Theoretical framework – strengths-focused management model 
 

 
Source: Developed for this paper.  

!
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3. Methodology 
 
The methodological approach adopted was auto-ethnography. Auto-ethnography, as an 
approach to narrative inquiry. First person accounts or stories are used to construct an 
understanding of the content and context drawing upon cultural discourses (Riessman & Speedy, 
2007). While people are essentially storytellers and the world is a series of stories, individuals 
are able to decide what makes a story legitimate based on its coherence and fidelity (Fisher, 
1985).  Story is also a principal means by which messages are conveyed about what is valued 
and what is meaningful to a cultural group (Fisher, 1985). Thus, stories are central to individual 
reasoning and human relationship (Bochner, Ellis & Tillmann-Healy, 1997). They provide a 
unique and valuable source of knowledge about social life in social sciences. 
 
In past decades, narrative rationality in autoethnography has been widely adopted by health 
researchers (Harter, Japp & Beck, 2005), particularly in the context of illness narratives 
providing deeper insight into patients’ experiences of illness and health care (Klienmann, 1988). 
To some extent, all research endeavours are autobiographic1 (LeCompte, 1987) in the sense that 
research topic selection, methodology, and process reflect researchers’ personal interest, bias, 
and circumstance (Chang, 2008). 
 
One definition of autoethnography suggested by Bochner and Ellis (2006, p. 111) is  

 
a research method that uses personal experience (“auto”) to describe and interpret 
(“graphy”) cultural texts, experiences, beliefs, and practices (“ethno”). 
Autoethnographers believe that personal experience is infused with political/cultural 
norms and expectations, and they engage in rigorous self-reflection—typically referred 
to as ‘reflexivity’—in order to identify and interrogate the intersections between the self 
and social life. Fundamentally, autoethnographers aim to show ‘people in the process of 
figuring out what to do, how to live, and the meaning of their struggles. 

 
However, these descriptions of autoethnography are not without controversies. Controversies 
surrounding the term autoethnography include the definition of self within a social context. Also, 
the thematic induction technique and whether the approach to analysis is evocative or analytic. 
The philosophical frame of the autoethnography in epistemology and methodology needs to be 
made clear and finally the actual methods employed specified. 
 
 
 
 
 
1Arguably, as “in a larger sense, all writing is autobiography: everything that you write, including criticism and 
fiction, writes you as you write it” (Coetzee, 1992, p. 17). 
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Hence, discussed here is a unified approach to nomenclature that would identify different 
dimensions of autoethnography by using prefixes, qualifiers, hyphenations and word formatting 
to signal the researcher’s autoethnographic design and implementation orientation. For example, 
an ‘evocative/analytic insider auto-ethno-graphy’ study signals a combined evocative and 
analytic approach (pattern-matching conceptualisations and techniques were used as the basis 
of the analysis as discussed in Section 3.1). Also that an insider perspective was adopted with a 
primary emphasis on the autobiographic materials, a secondary emphasis on interview materials 
and a tertiary emphasis on the product. In applying this approach, the primary investigative 
instrument came from the researcher’s (himself autistic) autobiographic materials on his 
employment experience spanning a career of over 40 years. Other data came from interview 
transcripts. Both evocative and analytic theme induction were employed. A unified 
nomenclature for identifying the specific features of an autoethnographic enquiry was proposed. 
Clarifying each of the dimensions. In this study this was best summarised as ‘evocative/analytic 
insider auto-ethno-graphy’. A pattern-matching evocative/analytic data-analysis technique was 
proposed, therefore, to preserve the pre-eminence of the story told without having to turn it into 
a language of analysis. Operationally, a five-step theme induction process was proposed (Table 
2). 
 
Table 2: Five-step theme induction process used in this thesis 
 

Pattern-matching steps Description of the process 
1. Data familiarisation: Transcribe and/or translate data as a means to familiarise 

with the data set through reading and re-reading. Represent 
findings in a summary table format as a road map for theme 
induction. 
  

2. Initial pattern-matching 
descriptors:  

Key descriptors reported in the literature provide sets of 
initial pattern-matching descriptors intended for a two-stage 
pattern-matching theme induction process. 

3. Refining specifics of each 
theme: 

Collate patterns into potential themes, gathering all data 
relevant to each potential theme based on the initial data-
coding building block descriptors. These descriptors are 
continuously revised during repeated thematic analysis 
process and additional literature review (if necessary) to 
form the final and complete version to check, review, define 
and name each key theme. 

4. Key theme representation: The overall thematic picture can be represented in the form 
of either a Venn diagram or a thematic map.  
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5. Report generation: The final analytic opportunity for presentation arises 

from the selection of vivid, compelling extracts of 
vignettes and examples while relating back the 
analysis to the research question and literature. 
Scholarly reporting of the thematic analysis and at the 
same time aiming to create intrinsic and instrumental 
interests among the readers for the experience of the 
writer. 

 
Source: Adapted from Braun and Clarke (2006). 
 
3.1 Pattern-matching technique conceptualisation 
 
The idea of using a pattern-matching approach and building blocks to describe complicated 
phenomenon is based on Holland’s suggestion (1992, p. 170) that “…if I have a process 
that can discover building blocks, the combinatorics start working for me instead of against 
me. I can describe a great many complicated things with relatively few building blocks.” 
Holland used an example based on the work of police facial composite artists in a system 
known as Identikit to explain his theory – 
 

The idea was to divide the face into, say, 10 building blocks: hairline, forehead, eyes, 
nose, and so on down to the chin. Then the artist would have strips of paper with a 
variety of options for each: say, 10 different noses, 10 different hairlines, and so 
forth. That would make a total of 100 pieces of paper... the artist could talk to the 
witness, assemble the appropriate pieces, and produce a sketch of the suspect very 
quickly... by shuffling those 100 pieces of paper, the artist could make a total of 10 
billion different faces, enough to sample the space of possibilities quite widely 
(Holland, 1992, p.170). 
 

The same concept of using building blocks and pattern-matching is adapted in this study to 
identify employee retention themes. This evocative/analytic pattern-matching technique is 
discussed in the next section.  
 
4. Results and discussion 
 
Data analysis followed the proposed five-step theme induction process (see Table 2), using 
the proposed evocative/analytic pattern-matching technique of autobiographic materials 
focusing on workplace issues affecting employment and employee retention of a person 
with autism (the primary researcher) with a career trajectory spanning over forty years. The 
technique was adopted in a second round of e ethnographic analysis of interview transcripts  
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of two interview participants who started their own business after their retirement from work, 
focusing on workplace issues of employment, employee retention, and owner-manager styles. 
Throughout data analysis, the initial pattern-matching descriptors were used in theme induction. 
 
4.1. Pattern-matching descriptors 
 
Presented here first are the revised pattern-matching descriptors (Tables 3-6) based on 
commonly reported employment attributes synthesised from the literature review. These 
descriptors were used in both career summary tables and vignette examples (Sections 4.2 – 4.3). 
 

Table 3: Desc A1– Employment strengths 

A1: Fixation— 
Intense Focus: 
a. preference for spending time alone; 
b. interest in arcane or off-beat fields of 

knowledge; 
c. concentration for long periods of time on 

reading, experimenting, writing etc; 
d. avoidance wasting time in some activities 

that appeal to neurotypical people; 
e. some special interests to be channelled 

into productive hobbies or even careers, 
where the person may be creative or make 
new discoveries. 
  

Fixation on Details: 
a. systematic information processing; 
b. attention to detail; 
c. precise technical abilities; 
d. ability to notice small details of an idea, theory, 

number pattern, book, film, object or visual 
image; 

e. ability to perform repetitive tasks where accuracy, 
rules and routine are important; 

f. commitment to quality; and 
g. accuracy of work. 

 

A2: Cognitive and Visual Thinking— 
a. very high intelligence; 
b. good verbal skills; rich vocabulary; 
c. ability to absorb and retain large amounts of information, especially about topics of special interest; 
d. ability to think in visual images; 
e. self-motivated, independent learners; 
f. tendency to think outside the box and generate novel solutions to problems; 
g. may show a strong aptitude for a particular field of study or topic; 
h. diversification in occupations; and 
i. education qualifications exceeding the requirements of the Australian and New Zealand Standard 

Classification of Occupations. 
 

A3: Personality and Behavioural Characteristics— 
1. Atypical/Unique Humour: 

a. plays with language and creating puns; 
b. enjoys sarcasm and satire; 
c. relishes life’s absurd, dark, or 

incongruous side; and 
d. sees through empty rhetoric or 

conventional pieties.  

2. Honesty: 
a. tendency to speak the truth—even if it’s not tactful 

or in one’s self-interest; 
b. desire and tendency to follow rules; and 
c. strong work ethic; 
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3. Desire to Learn to Connect: 
a. expended effort and energy to learn social 

skills that do not come naturally; 
b. perseverance in the face of rejection, 

confusion or frustration; 
c. belief in the best of everyone (sometimes 

naively); 
d. acceptance of quirkiness or imperfection in 

others, a loyal friend. 
 

4. Fair and Just: 
a. tendency to be unconventional, open-minded, 

and tolerant; 
b. intensely responsive when made aware of 

injustice; advocates for the underdog, victims 
of bullying or member of an oppressed group; 
  

c. propensity to express caring in non-traditional ways; 
and 

d. tendency to relate to and defend animals. 
 

5. Strong Will to Succeed: 
a. desire to work; 
b. company loyalty; 
c. competitive workaholics; 
d. personal fulfillment; 
e. desire for recognition and financial rewards; 
f. learning as a lifelong journey; 
g. work to live; 
h. persistence; 
i. innovation. 

A4: Displayed Gen-X & Y workplace characteristics— 
a. eliminate the task; 
b. entrepreneurial; 
c. sceptical; 
d. challenge others; 
e. tend to ask why; 
f. benefits maximizing; 
g. benefits satisficing; 
h. disturbance handling; 
i. self-preservation; 
j. perceived usefulness; 
k. perceived ease-of-use; 
l. faithful adaptation; 

m. personal attitude; 
n. team consensus; 
o. adaption saturation; 
p. external adaptation trigger; 
q. internal adaptation trigger; 
r. adaptation trust inadequacy; 
s. adaptation relationship inadequacy; 
t. knowledge inadequacy; 
u. skills inadequacy; 
v. abilities inadequacy; 
w. adaptation misalignment; and 
x. adaptation structuration (the state or process of 

organization in a structured form). 
  

A5: Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory aspects of 
the environment2—  

a. apparent indifference to pain/temperature; 
b. adverse response to specific sounds or textures; 
c. excessive smelling or touching of objects; and 
d. visual fascination with lights or movement. 

 
 

1Coloured theme with sub-coded letters indicates different descriptors.  
2Sub-theme A5 can be viewed as autism employment strengths because some people with autism display hyporeactivity 

to environments that are regarded as adverse to neuro-typical individuals. 

 
Source: Developed for this paper.  
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Table 4: Desc B – Workplace characteristics (partial list) 

B1: Entrepreneurship— 
a. capitalises on momentum;  b. willingness to try and explore “newness”. 

B2: Leader Style— 
a. empathetic;  b. integritive (A person of integrity). 

B3: Workplace motivation— 
a. recognition; 
b. praise of accomplishment; 

c. long-term future. 

B4: Followship Style— 
a. consensual; 
b. collegial; 
c. outspoken; 

d. strong character; 
e. loyalty; 
f. contract-worker mindset. 

B5: Communication Style— 
a. meetings; 
b. interaction in person; 

c. continuous learn and teach. 

B6: Environment— 
a. materials and equipment necessary and 

matching workplace practicality; 
b. materials and equipment necessary and 

matching government regulations; 
c. good and above award wage; 

d. good workplace conditions; 
e. basic healthy workplace condition catered 

for/not catered for; 
f. materials and equipment necessary above 

workplace and government requirements. 
B7: Knowing What to Expect— 

a. clear; 
b. decisive; 

c. pragmatic; 
d. intuitive. 

B8: Toxic Culture— 
a. rules and policies are more important than 

good judgment; 
b. interactions are more formal than friendly; 
c. people seem unhappy to be working there; 
d. unitary communication in which the people 

in power tell subordinates what to do; 
e. bullying; 
f. unhealthy staff turnover; 
g. infighting; 
h. everyone is on edge; 
i. political game; 

j. infractions and demerits over recognition of 
extraordinary effort or triumphs; 

k. people do not speak up; 
l. informal grapevine is many times more effective 

as a communications network; 
m. people have little to no leeway in doing their 

jobs; 
n. fear for their job. 
o. status, visibility and "perks" to wield power and 

authority; 
p. insinuation/accusation; 
q. reinforcing political influence; 
r. dishonesty. 

B9: Office Politics— 
a. people have choice rather than just with 

fight/flight reaction to conflicts; 
b. focus on business objectives/meta-goal 

rather than on differences in the 
conflicts; 

c. leverage personal circle of 
influence/opportunities to overcome the 
feeling of helplessness; 

d. office politics conflicts; 
e. political alignment; 
f. make it easy for your boss to champion you for 

recognition; 
g. change the culture from within; 
h. stand up for yourself; 
i. non-believing the reality of office politics; 
j. focus on business objectives/meta-goal as a 

common open communication platform rather 
than taking sides. 

Source: Developed for this paper.  
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Table 5: Desc C –Entrepreneurial behaviour 
 
C1: Entrepreneurial Characteristics— 

1. Self-confidence: 
a. confidence; 
b. independence; 
c. individuality; and 
d. optimism. 

2. Task-result oriented: 
a. need for achievement; 
b. profit-oriented; 
c. persistence/perseverance/determination; 
d. hard work/drive/energy; and 
e. initiative. 

3. Risk-taker: 
a. risk-taking ability; and 
b. likes challenges. 

4. Leadership: 
a. leadership behaviour; 
b. get along well with others; 
c. individuality; and 
d. responsive to suggestions, criticisms. 

     5. Originality: 
a. innovative/creative; 
b. flexibility (openness of mind); 
c. resourceful; and 
d. versatile; and 
e. knowledgeable. 

     6. Future-oriented: 
a. foresight; and 
b. perceptive. 

C2: Individualistic Personalities— 
a. aloof; 
b. arrogant; 
c. withdrawn; 
d. shy; 

e. warm; and 
f. friendly. 

C3: Philosophy— 
a. willing to learn from experience; 
b. change with the times; 
c. constantly look for new ways to increase 

personal productivity; and 
d. success comes from involvement in 

continuous personal growth. 

e. willingness to provide something of value 
to others; 

f. the greater the need people have for your 
business, the greater your rewards will be; 
and 

g. work to help others, raise their living 
standards and improve their lives like 
serving the needs of society. 

C4: Attitudes— 
1. Career sustainability attitude: 

a. determination; 
b. thriving on experience; 
c. persistence to contribute; and 
d. hard work 

2. Right Mental attitude towards work: 
a. enjoy work; 
b. total dedication to their doings; and 
c. positive mental attitude turns their jobs 

into exciting, interesting, rewarding work. 

3. Positive mentality: 
a. positive mental attitudes contribute to 

successful accomplishments; and 
b. personal act - a reflection of what one thinks 

of self and the environment. 
4. Habits and attitudes: 

a. willingness to take risks to change one’s life 
for the better; 

b. constantly changing and growing; and 
c. positive attitudes and a healthy self-image. 

 
Source: Adapted from Meredith, Nelson and Neck (1982). 
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Table 6: Desc D – Autism characteristics affecting employability  
 
 
Criterion A: Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts, as 
manifested by the following, currently or by history (examples are illustrative but not exhaustive) 
� Sub-criterion A1: Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity  
� Sub-criterion A2: Deficits in nonverbal communicative behaviors used for social interaction  
� Sub-criterion A3: Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships  

 
Criterion B: Restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities, as manifested by at least two of 
the following, currently or by history (see Criteria C) 
� Sub-criterion B1: Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech 
� Sub-criterion B2: Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, or ritualized patterns of verbal or 

nonverbal behaviour 
� Sub-criterion B3: Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus 
� Sub-criterion B4: Hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input or unusual interests in sensory aspects of the 

environment 
 

Criterion C: Symptoms must be present in the early developmental period (but may not become fully manifest 
until social demands exceed limited capacities, or may be masked by learned strategies in later life). 
 
Criterion D: Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other important areas 
of current functioning. 
 
Criterion E: These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual disability (intellectual developmental 
disorder) or global developmental delay. Intellectual disability and autism spectrum disorder frequently co-occur; 
to make comorbid diagnoses of autism spectrum disorder and intellectual disability, social communication should 
be below that expected for general developmental level. 
 
Note:  
� Specify current severity (L1: requiring support; L2: requiring substantial support; L3: requiring very 

substantial support) based on both social communication impairments and restricted repetitive patterns of 
behavior. 
 

Specify if: 
� With or without accompanying intellectual impairment (S1); 
� With or without accompanying language impairment (S2); 
� Associated with a known medical or genetic condition or environmental factor 

- Coding note: Use additional code to identify the associated medical or genetic condition; 
� Associated with another neurodevelopmental, mental, or behavioral disorder 

- Coding note: Use additional code[s] to identify the associated neurodevelopmental, mental, or behavioral 
disorder[s] (S3); 

� Associated with catatonia (refer to the criteria for catatonia associated with another mental disorder, DSM-5 
pp. 119-120, for definition) 
- Coding note: Use additional code 293.89 [F06.1] catatonia associated with autism spectrum disorder to 

indicate the presence of the comorbid catatonia (S4). 
 
 
Source: Adapted from DSM-5 (2013). 
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4.2. Career summary tables (biographic materials) 
 
Two summary tables representing my career pattern - Hong Kong (Table 7) and 
Australia/Overseas (Table 8) were prepared as the first step to theme induction. The pattern-
matching lists were used to code the two summary tables.  
 
Table 7: Career history and retention factors, Hong Kong (partial example) 
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Source: Developed for this paper. 
 
Table 8: Career history and retention factors, Australia/Overseas (partial example) 
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Source: Developed for this paper. 
 
4.3. Vignette example 1 (biographic materials) 
 
The proposed evocative-analytic technique is demonstrated here in the form of a vignette 
example. This technique keeps the pre-eminence of the first-person account not being 
changed to the language of the analysis used in the theme induction. Details of the pattern 
matching descriptors that emerged are provided in the right-hand column for (Figure 3). 

37 CUeJAR  Volume 1  |  Issue 2  |  2019



City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR), 1(2) 2019; 19-51

38CUeJAR  Volume 1  |  Issue 2  |  2019



City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR), 1(2) 2019; 19-51

Source: Developed for this paper.  

4.4. Career pattern (interview participants) 
 
Age and industry peers from Hong Kong and Australia were interviewed to examine the 
cultural context of the autobiographical accounts. Participants were recruited via snowball 
sampling. All displayed near perfect employee retention patterns. In addition, Participants 
A and B started their owner-operated small to medium businesses after retirement from 
employment providing unique insights into management practices from the perspectives of 
employee and then employer. Table 9 and Figure 4 are examples of the analysis. 
 
Table 9: Career history and retention factors [Excerpt] (Interview Participants – A 
and B) 

39 CUeJAR  Volume 1  |  Issue 2  |  2019



City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR), 1(2) 2019; 19-51

40CUeJAR  Volume 1  |  Issue 2  |  2019



City University eJournal of Academic Research (CUeJAR), 1(2) 2019; 19-51

4.5. Evocative/analytic SWOT technique 
 
Arising from the evocative/analytic pattern-matching process and interpreting the results 
through a Strengths/Weaknesses/Opportunities/Threats (SWOT) cognitive process brought 
out another dimension of autoethnographic analysis using SWOT matrixes and charts. 
These charts are a preliminary approach to summarising and comparing the number of 
different specific descriptors within each major cluster of descriptors which emerged from 
the analysis of interview transcripts for Participants A and B and also from the analysis of 
my autobiographical accounts (Tables 10-14). In the tables below, the Y axis lists the 
various major clusters of themes. The X axis indicates the number of different specific 
descriptors identified in the analysis within each cluster. These tables are presented in order 
to provide a summary and overview of the complex array of factors which have emerged as 
impacting on work retention and to highlight major themes.  
 
Table 10: SWOT Evocative/Analytic Chart – Strengths (S) 
 

Source: Developed for this paper. 
 
Participant B and I studied in the same school from Form Two (Year 7) to Form Five (Year 10), 
grew up and worked in Hong Kong in similar cultural circumstances. It is, therefore, 
understandably, that we demonstrated similarities in relation to Personality. Due to different 
cultural backgrounds, Participant A and I have different scores in all groups. Consistent with 
my autistic characteristics, I scored at a higher level in Cognitive and Visual Thinking which 
was also identified as an employment strength in the complete analysis. 
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Table 11: SWOT Evocative/Analytic Chart – Weaknesses (W) 
 

Source: Developed for this paper. 
 
My autistic mode of communication and interaction, behavioural differences, and fixated behaviour, 
interests or activities alone did not explain my inability to hold down jobs as discussed below. 
 
Table 12: SWOT Evocative/Analytic Chart – Opportunities (O) 
 

Source: Developed for this paper. 
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Again, due to the similar cultural background of Participant B and I, not surprisingly, it appears that 
we showed similar scores in relation to Characteristics and Attitude. Participant B and I had different 
scores in all other theme groups appears to be due to my autistic nature. Participant A and I have 
different scores in all theme clusters. Descriptors related to entrepreneurial behaviours explain in 
part the reasons why I kept changing jobs especially when I felt under pressure from workplace 
threats. 
 
Table 13: SWOT Analytic Chart – Threats (T) 
 

Source: Developed for this paper. 
 
Interestingly in this analysis, all of us recalled numerous examples of toxic culture and office politics. 
But my autistic reaction to these threats was to change jobs (‘flight’ attitude) while they chose to 
remain in their job (‘grin and bear it’ attitude). Both participants scored high to very high in 
management orientation. Management orientation or the lack of, did not pose a threat to me because 
I often chose to leave my job before this factor had a serious effect on me. 
 
When these charts were then put through an overall SWOT matrix, three key themes emerged. They 
are 1. Workplace Stressors, 2. Workplace Positive Energy Factors and 3. Workplace Innovation 
Aspects. 
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Table14 below presents the four SWOT charts in one view. 
 
Table 14: A combined SWOT interpretation 
 

 
 
Source: Developed for this paper. 
 
Summarising the findings, my employment strengths included my persistence despite the 
experience of serious obstacles regarding the challenging nature of the work roles and work 
tasks I experienced. This included threat to personal safety and significant demands for 
innovation. My capacity to focus and maintain attention, analytical skills in pattern matching 
and recalling facts and details and my single-minded drive to achieve the assigned task goals 
were also important employment strengths. 
 
I was determined to succeed and was willing to change jobs as many times as necessary to achieve 
success. My approach to creating success was analytical, tenacious and task focused, always looking 
forward for ways to increase personal productivity. This included taking on high level challenges 
and taking risks. I was confident I would have a solution in order to respond to these challenges and 
enjoyed work and approached my work in a positive and dedicated manner. I also never doubted 
that I would be able to find a new position or a new opportunity. 
 
These employment strengths and entrepreneurial features made me a valuable employee in a 
wide range of employment roles and organisations in two different countries and cultures. 
These characteristics also assisted me to successfully obtain 28 jobs in 27 years and despite the 
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challenging employment roles I was assigned I was able to achieve job targets, often in a 
relatively short period of time.  It is important to note that lack of employment strengths was not 
a crucial factor in my failure to retain employment. These characteristics made me a valued 
employee. On any objective measure of performance, I was highly ranked among my colleagues. 
While these characteristics made me very successful in seeking and obtaining work, they did 
not explain the challenges I experienced in retaining employment. 
 
Important workplace characteristics that played a role in compromising my work retention 
included workplace politics, toxic culture, non-consultative and unfair decision making and 
dynamic and poorly communicated demands. While typically I had good collegial relationships 
with my co-workers, my relationships with my immediate supervisors in my first 27 jobs were 
stressful. On a number of occasions my immediate managers would express their resentment 
that I might replace them in their current role. I did not aspire to supplant any line manager, only 
to be treated fairly. I often felt that I was being negatively evaluated and judged without adequate 
grounds. This led to intolerable levels of stress for me. Interestingly more senior managers 
valued my work and achievements. These characteristics of workplace politics and culture are 
not fundamental to workplace operation in fact they are likely to compromise the productivity 
of all workers. In each case when I was exposed to unfairness and judgement, I started looking 
for new jobs and as soon as financially feasible I resigned.  In some cases, I could not delay 
resignation until I had secured new employment because of the extent of stress I experienced. 
 
Matched industry, age and cultural peers, Participants A and B showed perfect employment-
retention patterns. Both participants took a ‘grin and bear it’ attitude to manage workplace toxic 
culture and office politics often taking a strategic approach and managing ‘from below’. They 
both progressed to senior executive levels in their careers within one organization. When they 
retired from work, they both decided to run and operate their own businesses informed by their 
employment experiences. The approach of Participants A and B to worker retention and their 
own work experience and the challenges and strengths that I experienced, as identified in the 
analysis, were found to be encapsulated and represented in the tenants of Drucker’s philosophy 
of managing knowledge workers and their productivity (Table 15).   
 
Table 15: Drucker’s six major factors managing knowledge workers and their productivity  

 
Task. Knowledge-worker productivity demands that we ask the question: ‘What is the task?’ 
 
Autonomy. It demands that we impose the responsibility for productivity on the individual 
knowledge workers themselves. Knowledge Workers have to manage themselves. They have 
to have autonomy. Knowledge workers have responsibility for their own contribution. 
Knowledge workers have to have autonomy and that entails responsibility. 
 
Continuing innovation. Continuous innovation is part of the work, the task and the 
responsibility of knowledge workers. 
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Continuous learning and continuous teaching. Knowledge work requires continuous learning 
on the part of the knowledge worker, but equally continuous teaching on the part of the knowledge 
worker. 
 
Quality. Productivity of the knowledge worker is not—at least not primarily—a matter of the 
quantity of output. Quality is at least as important … Knowledge workers’ are responsible for 
their own contribution. It is the knowledge worker’s decision what he or she should be held 
accountable for in terms of quality and quantity with respect to time and with respect to cost. 
Knowledge workers have to have autonomy and that entails responsibility. 
 
Asset. Finally, knowledge-worker productivity requires that the knowledge worker is both seen 
and treated as an ‘asset’ rather than a ‘cost.’ This implies that knowledge workers want to work 
for the organization in preference to all other opportunities.)
 
Source: Adapted from Drucker (1999, pp. 83-84, 86). 
 
Both participants do not want toxic culture to brew in their operations and they both take an 
approach similar to the Christian or Confucius philosophy of ‘Do to others as you would have 
them to you’. They both have enjoyed record levels of employee-retention in their own 
businesses over many years. 
 
4.6. Drucker-based strengths-focused employee retention management model for people 
with autism 
 
In response to research question one ‘What are the workplace factors critical to employment-
retention for people with autism?’. From the SWOT analysis, three key themes emerged - 
workplace stressors (employee turnover factors), workplace positive energy promotors 
(employee retention factors) and workplace innovation promotors (knowledge-worker 
productivity factors). These factors form the basis of the explanatory model represented below  
as a mathematical expression – 
 

 

!
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This model demonstrates the need to enable workplace positive energy; promote workplace 
innovations as well as locking out workplace stressors in the implementation of Drucker-based 
strengths-focused employee retention knowledge-worker productivity management model for 
people with autism. This model also addresses research question two of ‘How can employee 
retention for people with autism be improved?’ The research proposition that ‘There is a 
significant role for Drucker’s knowledge-worker productivity practice in investigating and 
developing support for the employment-retention for people with autism’ has also been 
supported. Moreover, this strengths-focused model is also consistent with the emergence of 
more strengths-based solutions to support both businesses and people with autism in today’s 
knowledge-based economy (Figure 5).  
 
Figure 5: Solution concept map 
 

 
 
Source: Developed for this paper.  
 

!
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5. Conclusions and recommendations 
 
To sum up, it is envisaged that the insights gained from this evocative/analytic insider 
auto-ethno-graphic analysis will contribute to employee retention for people with autism 
in competitive employment by adopting a positives inside autism philosophy of a 
strengths-focused workplace practice and a Drucker-based knowledge-worker 
productivity management approach, and highlighting the which, in a nutshell, regards 
autism as a source of employment strengths associated with characteristics of autism and 
autistic behavioural challenges as personal differences not deficits.  
 
The proposed practice to enhance employee retention for people with autism and harness 
autism as a source of employment strengths is ready and its efficacy has been 
demonstrated. Requests from other Higher Degree Research (HDR) candidates to cite, use 
and include the pattern-matching descriptors and the Drucker-based management solution 
is an endorsement of my research study. However, the acceptance of the proposed solution 
depends largely on organisation-wide attitude and their culture to change management.  
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