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Youth and adults with autism are being recognized for their ability to contribute to the 
labor market. This recognition has led to a growing number of employer-driven initiatives 
to recruit and hire from among this population. This descriptive case study presents a 
company-driven collaboration between a global consultancy management firm and a 
private human services provider to implement effective disability-related employer 
practices to hire and retain an employee with autism. Perceptions of implementation, 
effectiveness, and outcomes were collected. Results suggest that the changes made to 
accommodate a worker with autism were perceived positively by employees and had the 
potential to increase company performance. Company characteristics and proactive 
modifications to the workplace were identified as keys to success. Positive impacts on 
company performance, employee perceptions of the company, and overall perspectives 
regarding disability were reported across different levels of the company. 
Recommendations for future implementation and replication are discussed. This case 
study implicates a potential model for companies to use when working to recruit and 
retain employees with autism. Rehabilitation counselors have an opportunity to help this 
growing number of motivated employers create effective initiatives that benefit both the 
company and the employee with autism. 

Despite legislation such as the Americans with Disabil
ities Act (ADA) and Section 503 of the Rehabilitation Act, 
longstanding employment disparities persist among people 
with disabilities (Miethlich & Oldenburg, 2019). People 
with disabilities are often left out of targeted diversity ef
forts and, as a result, overlooked in employer and human 
resource diversity statements, training, and practices (Byrd, 
2009; Chan et al., 2010; Gould et al., 2019; Kendall & Karns, 
2019; Procknow & Rocco, 2016; Ross-Gordon & Brooks, 
2004; Theodorakopoulos & Budhwar, 2015). A report gen
erated by the Return on Disability Group found that while 
90% of surveyed companies prioritized diversity, only 4% 
included disability in their diversity initiatives (Casey, 2020; 
Donovan, 2020). People with autism spectrum disorder are 
among those experiencing the highest unemployment and 

the least consideration in company disability diversity ef
forts (Palumbo, 2021; Roux et al., 2015). Even when em
ployed, adults with autism are disproportionately under
employed (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2014; Frank et al., 2018; 
Gerhardt & Lainer, 2011) and underpaid (e.g., Lorenz & 
Heinitz, 2014; Roux et al., 2013). It is unlikely that govern
ment initiatives alone will be sufficient to increase the em
ployment of people with disabilities. To achieve full equity, 
employers will need to go from complying with laws to tar
geted hiring and retention efforts fueled by a belief that it 
will support overall company performance. 

Recently, we have begun to see a shift among employers 
from disability inclusion, motivated by legal requirements 
and obligatory corporate social responsibility, to one driven 
by optimized company performance and effective work cli
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mates (Miethlich & Šlahor, 2018). Instead of legal com
pliance, charity, or a public relations stunt, companies are 
more frequently citing efforts to gain a competitive advan
tage as primary reasons for recruiting job candidates with 
autism and other disabilities (Accenture, 2018; Donovan, 
2020; Miethlich & Šlahor, 2018; Shattuck, 2019). In this 
changing landscape, companies are increasingly creating 
their own initiatives to hire and retain employees with 
autism (e.g., Frank et al., 2018; Hedley et al., 2017; Howlin, 
2013; Huang & Chen, 2015; Hurley-Hanson et al., 2020; 
Lindsay et al., 2018; Wharton Business Daily, 2019). These 
initiatives, although growing, are still poorly understood 
and have yet to reduce unemployment significantly among 
adults with autism (Bernick, 2021; Granat, 2020; Griffiths et 
al., 2020; Nicholas & Klag, 2020). 

Most research attention has been given to large-scale ef
forts that employ dozens of people with autism. However, 
effectively reducing disparities will likely require several 
small-scale efforts in addition to the widely celebrated, but 
relatively small, number of large-scale efforts. A major gap 
in the literature exists in understanding best practices for 
employers who recognize neurodiverse applicants and em
ployees as a key aspect of their overall business strategy but 
do not know where to start (Miethlich & Oldenburg, 2019). 
In this case study, we describe the efforts of a global consul
tancy firm to collaborate with a private human services or
ganization to create a position for an employee with autism 
who required multiple social and environmental modifica
tions to accomplish the work being performed. Identifying 
employer practices implemented by businesses with a suc
cessful record of hiring people with autism can help rehabil
itation counselors and employers see inclusion and integra
tion of disability as a business opportunity employers can 
initiate now in small but meaningful ways (Casey, 2020). 

Methods 

The purpose of this descriptive case study was to analyze 
the company-driven partnership between a global consult
ing firm (Oliver Wyman) and a private human service or
ganization (Autism Workforce), aimed at recruiting, hiring, 
and training an individual with autism. The magnitude of 
the study’s importance is not adequately captured by the 
number of people with autism employed through the col
laboration. As previously noted, we believe that reducing 
the longstanding employment disparity for people with 
autism will most likely be accomplished through the small 
efforts of several employers even more than the large efforts 
of a few. The utility of a case study to investigate experi
ences in a real-life context allows researchers to capture the 
perspectives of multiple sources about the implementation 
and reception of just such an intervention (Baxter & Jack, 
2008; Crowe et al., 2011; Yin, 2018). 

Procedures 

The research team consisted of faculty and doctoral stu
dents across two universities in the United States. Data col
lection efforts were carried out over the course of a year and 
comprised a thorough review of company policies, proce
dures, and written materials; review of the company web
site; an on-site visit; and individual and group interviews. 

Before the site visit, researchers requested Oliver Wyman 
to relay documentation of the following: recruitment, re
tention, and promotion policies; company mission and vi
sion statements; diversity statement; and any other written 
communications relevant to the creation of a disability-in
clusive company culture or disability initiative. These writ
ten items, in addition to the company website, were re
viewed by research team members to learn more about the 
company’s disability efforts and were referenced to com
plete a 70-item disability climate and policy checklist that 
was developed as part of a broader project. Items from this 
checklist include a consideration of whether the company 
has strategies to attract qualified applicant with disabilities, 
whether they participate in job fairs for people with disabil
ities, whether they offer an employee assistance program, 
and whether they identify disability as a topic in diversity 
inclusion. Each item is answered with a yes or no response. 
When answering in the affirmative, the person completing 
the checklist will state the location where supporting mate
rials can be found (e.g., employee handbook or website). A 
member of the research team completed this measure by in
dicating whether or not each item was present in the com
pany. Two additional team members also independently re
viewed the checklist and met to discuss disagreements and 
obtain consensus. 

One on-site visit was completed at an Oliver Wyman lo
cation in the United States. Leadership from Oliver Wyman 
and Autism Workforce were asked to invite participation 
in individual interviews for employees who were highly in
volved in creating or executing day-to-day operations of the 
disability initiative. Additionally, leadership was asked to 
invite participation from employees who had some famil
iarity or experience with the disability initiative into two fo
cus groups. The analysis team met before the site visit to 
discuss previously obtained information, outline expecta
tions, and plan for addressing potential biases to promote 
data quality. This meeting was recorded to allow for later 
reference. During the site tour, Oliver Wyman staff were 
asked to highlight accommodations or adjustments made 
to the physical space to provide a disability-inclusive en
vironment, efforts towards universal design, and any noted 
barriers or facilitators to disability inclusivity in the phys
ical space. Five 30-minute individual interviews and two 
45-minute focus groups were completed during the visit 
with consultant staff, supervisors, and management/execu
tives. Written informed consent was obtained from all indi
vidual participants included in the study prior to initiating 
the interviews or focus groups. The individual interviews 
were conducted with three members of the leadership team 
and two consultants directly involved in the disability ini
tiative. Two focus groups were then conducted with addi
tional employees, with one group of four who had received 
the Autism 101 training from Autism Workforce and an
other group of three who had not. The absence of the lead
ership team from focus groups was designed to encourage 
more candid responses. 

All interviews and focus groups followed semi-structured 
interview protocols comprised of open-ended questions de
signed to elicit understanding about all salient facets of 
Oliver Wyman’s experiencing in hiring a person with 
autism. This provided consistency across interviews, but 
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also permitted interviewers to pursue questioning related 
to the unique perspectives of each individual or group 
member. The analysis team met immediately after the in
terviews to debrief. This debriefing was also recorded for 
later use in analysis and reporting. Audio recordings of all 
completed interviews and meetings were placed on a secure 
internet-based server for transcription provided by a paid 
transcription service. Informed consent was obtained from 
all individual participants included in the study. Approval 
from the university’s Institutional Review Board was also 
obtained to conduct this study with human subjects. 

Organizations 

Oliver Wyman is a global business management consul
tancy firm specializing in services to assist companies 
across industries improve their performance by providing 
expertise in operations, strategy, organization, and risk 
management. An impact statement indicates “Oliver 
Wyman people carve out their own areas of expertise within 
our diverse, non-hierarchical partnership. They are free to 
challenge conventional thinking, identifying new opportu
nities, and develop unique solutions for our clients.” With 
its headquarters in New York City, Oliver Wyman employs 
over 5,000 professionals in 60 cities across 29 countries. 

Autism Workforce, a for-profit, social-driven company 
pioneering workplace modifications and training to support 
employees with autism, educates and trains companies 
around recruiting, hiring, and training employees with 
autism through the implementation of a research-based 
employment model. To ensure successful collaboration, this 
model includes customized consideration of employee in
terests and company needs while also preparing both the 
company and the candidate with autism. Autism Workforce 
utilizes a three-step approach: (1) staff training and en
lightenment, (2) workplace and job preparation, and (3) em
ployee onboarding. Their mission statement reads, “We are 
driven to help companies enjoy the benefits of employing 
this ready, willing, and able workforce. Using well-thought-
out and proven strategies, we bridge the gap between good 
intentions and the need to take care of business.” Oliver 
Wyman is among a diverse group of companies across busi
ness sectors that have partnered with Autism Workforce. 
Others include Prater, G&W Electric, Hart Schaffner Marx, 
and IMEC. 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis and coding were performed initially by the 
lead author using both the transcribed interviews and orig
inal audio recordings using qualitative content analysis in 
a case study framework (Cho & Lee, 2014; Merriam & Tis
dell, 2016; Yin, 2018). Audio files and transcripts were first 
reviewed to identify responses to primary questions asked 
by the interview team. From there, early themes were iden
tified and these, along with the corresponding statements 
from the written information, interviews, and focus groups, 
were accrued into an Excel document. This process involved 
identifying objective efforts (i.e., policies and statements 
about employer policies and practices) in addition to sub
jective information about how those efforts affected the 
people and outcomes of the collaboration between Oliver 

Wyman and Autism Workforce. This was an iterative 
process that involved creating themes and subcategories/
domains of the coded information and subsequent commu
nication. A second coder also reviewed all transcripts and 
written documents before reviewing these themes and do
mains to ensure the accuracy of the analysis and ultimately 
corroborate the findings. Once data analysis was complete, 
the manuscript was sent to Oliver Wyman to ensure the in
formation drawn from interviews and written materials was 
clear and accurate. 

Results 

The autism initiative at Oliver Wyman, a business man
agement consultancy, was undertaken in partnership with 
Autism Workforce to hire individuals with autism. A qual
itative case study approach was used to gain a pragmatic, 
in-depth, and multifaceted understanding of the employ
ment of people with autism through this partnership. The 
employee with autism was Caucasian, held a bachelor’s de
gree in computer science, and was in his late twenties at the 
time of the interviews. He was initially hired at eight hours 
a week, with the potential to increase those hours based on 
the interest and need of the employee and employer. The 
employee with autism was tasked with various responsibil
ities that did not involve direct client contact. These in
cluded computer coding, update and quality control of pro
cedural and administrative files, and data entry. These tasks 
were selected based on company need, as well as on the 
skills and interests of the employee with autism. Individ
ual and small group semi-structured interviews were con
ducted with staff and administrators. The present study ex
plores the perspectives of the autism employment initiative 
and characteristics of the business which were attributed to 
its success. 

The research team sought to gain a deep understanding 
of the employment of people with autism through the iden
tification of key aspects of the collaboration between Oliver 
Wyman and Autism Workforce. Systematic review and 
analysis of group and individual interviews, on-site obser
vations, written policies (e.g., Autism Workforce guide, em
ployee handbook), and the climate survey resulted in the 
three primary categories: (a) Company Characteristics, (b) 
Influence of the Initiative, and (c) Evaluations and Recom
mendations. The following is a review of these categories 
and their domains. 

Company Characteristics 

A thorough review of interviews and written materials 
procured from Oliver Wyman indicated that pre-existing 
company characteristics, specifically a culture of social ac
tivism and social consciousness, as well as an employee-
centered atmosphere, facilitated the implementation and 
reception of the autism initiative. 

Social Activism and Social Consciousness 

Echoed across all levels of team members at Oliver 
Wyman was a deeply ingrained company culture of social 
activism and social consciousness. Per an office leader, the 
“fabric of culture here [at Oliver Wyman]” is inclined toward 
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helping. The workforce comprised of actuarial consultants 
and analysts was described by a member of the human re
sources team as having “social activism in their DNA” and 
by a practice lead as being “very concerned about social re
sponsibility and giving back.” These perspectives were af
firmed by one of the consultants who noted “…the upcom
ing generation likes to see those things [companies giving 
back to communities]”. Company efforts to create such a 
culture were not going unnoticed, as a relatively new ana
lyst to Oliver Wyman asserted, “A general sense that I get 
from the company is that they are very open to giving back 
to the community”. Written documentation and the com
pany website corroborated interviewees’ comments about 
Oliver Wyman’s focus on civic engagement. Of note is Mis
sionINCLUDE, an inclusion and diversity program that pro
vides initiatives and opportunities to people with diverse 
characteristics (e.g., disability) and the Non-Profit Fellow
ship, a program available to employees which, according to 
the policies and written practices, “allows staff to work for 
a non-profit organization for 3-6 months” at 40% of their 
usual salaries. 

Multiple people noted Oliver Wyman’s culture of social 
activism and social consciousness as key values that were 
reinforced among recruits and employees. One employee, 
reflecting on these strongly held values stated that Oliver 
Wyman was “not your typical corporate environment.” A 
member of the human resources team further explained 
that Oliver Wyman was unique from most other companies 
in that employees had a “very, very high social radar.” Fi
nally, an actuarial consultant attested to the broad range of 
opportunities and affirmed “I like being able to have that 
[company support for civic engagement opportunities]. It’s 
something that’s important to me, so I like being able to 
have that supported by the place I work for.” 

Employee Centered 

From interviews, it was made clear that intricately tied 
to Oliver Wyman’s culture of corporate altruism is their em
phasis on being an employee-centered company. Intervie
wees consistently spoke of Oliver Wyman’s willingness to 
address the social and environmental needs of employees 
as they arose. Reflecting on the experience of a fellow em
ployee who needed time to recover from an injury, an ac
tuarial consultant stated that “management will definitely 
work with us to get things done, because, at the end of the 
day, we’re valuable to the company.” Another consultant 
shared a direct experience with Oliver Wyman’s employee-
centered approach at a time of need in stating: 

There’s a lot of flexibility to work from home. That’s prob
ably the biggest support, or flexibility, that I would say is 
currently built into the Oliver Wyman culture. My son has 
cerebral palsy, and there’s a lot of flexibility with work to 
take him to the appointments even independent of using 
your sick time. He had surgery last year that required me 
to work really weird hours and that was totally accepted. I 
didn’t have to take much time off from his surgery because 
I was able to work at home and also care for him the way 
that I needed to. 

The prominent message of employee centeredness and 
flexibility apparent across several consultants was noted by 

a head of human resources as part of the “different world” 
that constitutes Oliver Wyman. In speaking of Oliver 
Wyman employees, a member of human resources team 
stated that leadership’s inclination is to “just support peo
ple’s lives” when possible. These pre-existing characteris
tics of Oliver Wyman and the culture of investing in the 
community and social initiatives appeared to help facilitate 
the collaboration with Autism Workforce, aimed at building 
a more inclusive workplace for the hiring of an employee 
with autism. 

Influence of the Initiative 

Management at Oliver Wyman acknowledged that dis
ability has not always been a leading emphasis for diversity 
in their company, but that this emphasis had increased in 
recent years. A member of the human resources team ex
plained that the “firm tends to gravitate towards educa
tional initiatives and microfinance initiatives.” We proceed 
with a consideration of how interviewees described the in
fluence of the autism initiative across several key facets of 
Oliver Wyman including company performance, company 
climate, and perceptions of disability. 

Company Performance 

Multiple employees stated that the employee with 
autism improved company performance by reliably com
pleting work that was useful but often not prioritized. 
Across consultants there appeared to be a consensus that 
the work delegated to the hired employee with autism al
lowed them to focus on more immediate and pressing tasks. 
For example, one consultant said the following about the 
employee with autism: 

He does work that had previously been the tasks of people 
who didn’t have time for it as it was not the main portion 
of their job. We worked together to come up with a process 
that would allow [the employee with autism] to do it, and 
that cut [the principal leader’s] time from like three hours 
to maybe 15 to 30 minutes a month on this task. The [em
ployee with autism] does the heavy lifting on this task and 
[the principal leader] is able to spend his time on things 
that he should be spending his time on. 

By identifying tasks that were essential but not the es
sential functions of consultants, Oliver Wyman employees 
stated that the autism initiative was “definitely helping 
[them] be more efficient in [their] work.” Consultants also 
realized tasks assigned to the employee with autism, which 
were previously thought to be unimportant, were quite 
valuable. As one consultant stated, 

He’s helping us make PowerPoints and keeping track of 
certain data that we do on a day-to-day basis. Since the 
end of the year, he’s been doing it every single month. So 
now we have a big database that we can use and pull in
formation from. We wouldn’t have a major loss without 
[this database], but it’s information that definitely adds 
value and leads to efficient insights [for our customers]. 

Another consultant supported this perspective saying, 
“the work that he’s doing behind the scenes definitely helps 
the team and the performance as a company.” 
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Company Climate and Perceptions 

Beyond company performance, several spoke to the 
autism initiative’s influence on company climate at Oliver 
Wyman, as well as on its influence of perceptions of the 
company as a whole. Multiple consultants indicated posi
tive reactions to the autism initiative similar to the follow
ing: 

I had never heard of anything like this. Then, when I heard 
that Oliver Wyman is doing it, I thought it was great that 
we were open and willing to try it out, and it’s worked out 
really well. It definitely gave a more positive impression of 
the company. 

Sharing similar sentiments, another consultant stated, “I 
am glad to be at a company that would be willing to put in 
the time and effort to do this. It’s not a small thing.” While 
it was clear the autism initiative promoted a positive image 
of the company among consultants and company leader
ship, perceptions of how the initiative influenced company 
climate and culture were more varied. Interestingly, those 
who saw little change in the company culture attributed it 
to the employee with autism integrating smoothly into the 
environment at Oliver Wyman. For instance, one consultant 
shared that he did not feel like the climate in the office had 
changed because “[the employee with autism] was doing his 
own work in a way that was on par with the status quo of the 
pre-existing office environment.” 

Perceptions of Disability 

Reflecting on the initiative, a practice lead stated that 
the process had been “an eye-opener on what people with 
disabilities struggle with that you might not even assume.” 
This was reiterated by a global team member who ex
plained, “working with [Autism Workforce] educated me on 
the complexity that employment represents for somebody 
with a disability.” Despite the intricacies involved in the 
employment process for individuals with autism, an office 
lead stated that the initiative “just reinforced that concept 
that disabilities aren’t a permanent situation that can’t be 
dealt with.” This comment is a testament to how the ini
tiative shifted perceptions and preconceived notions of dis
ability and employing people with autism. From the inter
views, there appeared to be a generally shared belief that 
expectations for the employee with autism should be tem
pered, not out of malice, but rather an uncertainty about 
abilities. When discussing initial presumptions versus the 
employee with autism’s actual performance, a practice 
leader stated, 

You set a pretty low bar for the person [with autism]. You 
don’t want them to fail, but you also may underestimate 
the skill set. So, as soon as he came in and started doing 
tasks, it was like, “We can do a lot more. He can do a lot 
more. He wants to do a lot more.” We need to find some 
tasks for him to do beyond those we had initially thought 
about. 

Another office lead also spoke to how the employee with 
autism surpassed initial expectations in saying, “He com
pletes the task much faster than what we were ever imag

ining, and his skill set is much broader and more expansive 
than what we even realized when we hired him.” 

Evaluations and Recommendations 

Several elements were identified in the research as being 
critical to the longevity of the autism initiative at Oliver 
Wyman, and its potential replication in other companies. 
First, Oliver Wyman employees spoke to the importance of 
motivation. Speaking to this point, a practice leader stated, 
“The first thing to appreciate is that it’s not charity. It’s a 
positive impact to your company. There are tasks in your 
company that people with disabilities can do that will make 
a positive impact to the bottom line.” A consultant at Oliver 
Wyman echoed this sentiment in saying, “a company 
shouldn’t be doing [an autism initiative] for charity.” He 
went on to state that Oliver Wyman was motivated towards 
such an initiative for the “value we get out of it.” Several in
dividuals, including an office lead, suggested that identify
ing a return on investment would be important in consider
ing both current and future initiatives. He stated, “It can’t 
be a charity case that doesn’t create value. It doesn’t nec
essarily have to generate the highest return on investment, 
but it does need to generate some return.” Although return 
on investment can be hard to accurately quantify with per
sonnel, two consultants separately suggested shared their 
observation that return on investment was not yet clear. 
Said one consultant, 

If you’re looking at it as the work he’s doing, I think it’s 
above one [greater benefit than cost]. He’s able to accom
plish his tasks in a timely manner, so, in terms of the day-
to-day, he’s definitely above a one. But in terms of literal 
dollar amounts that the company is getting, it’s going to 
be a while before we start seeing value. 

A practice leader stated, after a more thorough analysis 
of return on investment taking into account employee com
pensation versus employee contribution, “It all works, and 
if we hire another, it works even better.” When asked to 
clarify whether a positive return on investment had already 
been achieved, this leader stated, “Not yet, because he’s not 
working as much as we would like him to, and that’s our 
fault. It’s not his fault.” These comments provided addi
tional understanding about the process involved in creating 
such an initiative, while also confirming the real potential 
for long-term benefits from such an effort. 

Consistent with the employee-centered nature of Oliver 
Wyman, leadership and management support were also key 
factors in the success of the initiative. This sentiment was 
expressed across all levels. One consultant stated, 

A big part of the success was that leadership was on 
board. We have support from very senior leadership that 
this is a valuable thing for us to spend our time on. Know
ing that this is an investment and them being on board 
with the investment made it way easier and continues to 
make it way easier. 

These observations were also apparent at the partner 
leader level. Said one leader, “You’ve got to be passionate 
about it. You have to have someone leading the charge. 
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Otherwise, it would take a lot of effort from an HR stand
point to get that moving.” 

Areas for improvement primarily focused on open com
munication about the program and process, as well as re
cruiting more help from existing staff to integrate and sup
port the employee with autism. One consultant who worked 
closely with the employee shared that, with hindsight, the 
initiative may have had a smoother start if more employees 
had been informed about what was happening and were en
couraged to get involved before the initiative. Several indi
viduals also emphasized the commitment of time necessary 
to support the initiative and the hired individual to be suc
cessful. Questions arose about whether the employee with 
autism could continue to be engaged at the same level if the 
primary junior associates working with him were unable to 
dedicate time to supporting his work. To address this con
cern, one consultant suggested engaging more individuals 
to recognize the value of the initiative: 

You know, a partial solution is a greater awareness within 
the company, or just within this office, on what he’s capa
ble of doing. We’ve had conversations like that before just 
to make sure that people feel engaged with this process. 

Final reflections about the future of the program pointed 
back to the idea that the initiative is still a work in progress. 
As one executive stated, “If we just have the individual do
ing the same task a year from now that he’s currently doing, 
that’s a problem.” This leader added, 

I don’t think [the employee doing only a limited number 
of tasks] will be a problem that we’re going to encounter 
in the very near future because the list of possibilities that 
are on the table is very long. It’s more, “How are we go
ing to get this person staffed up and trained up enough so 
they can do these tasks, and how are we going to find the 
resources to support that?” 

As a means to combat any potential future issues with 
stagnation, positive reinforcement was suggested as an 
anecdote of sorts to reengage the staff, “You know, shining 
a spotlight on the good that they’re doing periodically will 
reenergize and refuel the effort.” 

Discussion 

Despite the benefits of hiring employees with autism be
coming increasingly apparent to employers (Johnson et al., 
2020), employment options remain limited—perpetuating 
high rates of unemployment and underemployment that are 
expected to be exacerbated in the post-COVID-19 job econ
omy (Bush & Tassé, 2017; Dreaver et al., 2020; Frank et al., 
2018; Johnson et al., 2020; Maraoto & Pettinicchio, 2020; 
National Organization on Disability, 2020). Calls have been 
made for research to investigate avenues to improve em
ployment outcomes, with particular attention to employ
ment access, career development, and employment reten
tion among people with autism (Brooke et al., 2018; 
Johnson et al., 2020; Nicholas et al., 2019; Wehman et al., 
2017; Wei et al., 2018). This case study explored the per
spectives of consultants and senior management at Oliver 
Wyman. Responses to the incorporation of the employee 
with autism in this global consulting firm provide important 

understanding about initiating a successful effort to hire 
and retain people with autism. 

Three main contributions to this research effort emerged 
from this case study. We identified several pre-existing 
characteristics deemed to be essential in facilitating the im
plementation of the autism initiative. High levels of so
cial activism and social consciousness, in combination with 
being an employee-centered company, were described by 
the interviewees as key to the successful integration of an 
employee with autism, requiring modifications and added 
support to be successful in the workplace. Company char
acteristics, such as socially minded values and an em
ployee-centered culture, can play an important role in 
workplace inclusion and creating an environment in which 
individuals with disabilities thrive (Gilbride et al., 2003, 
2006; Stone & Colella, 1996). This focus on company cli
mate and values is supported by elements of the Interac
tional Model of Cultural Diversity (IMCD; Cox, 1993). Ac
cording to the IMCD, organizational factors, including 
organizational culture, serve to predict overall success in 
creating a diverse company culture. Our research supports 
and refines this hypothesis by providing a description of 
specific company characteristics that produce a supportive 
company culture. Rehabilitation counselors and other hu
man service providers looking to collaborate with employ
ers in employer-led initiatives may benefit from screening 
for these company characteristics to increase the probabil
ity of success. 

Second, participation in the autism initiative and the 
employment of an individual with autism improved effi
ciency, while also improving attitudes about disability. Sim
ilar findings were observed in a report of employers who 
participated in a job readiness initiative with individuals 
with autism (Nicholas et al., 2019). Similar to the findings at 
Oliver Wyman, employers who participated in the program 
reported several direct benefits, including increased pro
ductivity across all employees and greater understanding of 
people with autism (Nicholas et al., 2019). One implication 
for rehabilitation counselors to share with employers who 
express interest in a disability initiative but are concerned 
about how employees will respond is that, based on the lit
erature and this case study, employees without disabilities 
tend to convey more positive perceptions of disability and 
greater appreciation for the company as they move forward 
with such efforts. Further, workplace diversity and inclu
sion have been identified as key to improving community 
relationships, job retention, and creativity (Unger, 2002). 
This is consistent with research that suggested an inclusive, 
supportive, and diverse workplace plays an important role 
in the work performance, productivity, and job success of 
employees with disabilities and their co-workers (Wehman, 
2003). 

Lastly, while it is anticipated the autism initiative will 
continue at Oliver Wyman, several factors have been cited 
in the literature that may contribute to the program’s 
longevity and replication. Prior human resource develop
ment literature suggested direct CEO and leadership sup
port not only legitimize efforts and initiatives of human 
resource departments, but also serve as a model for other 
employees (Trullen et al., 2016). In addition to leadership 
support, retention requires flexibility from existing employ

Autism Employment Initiative in a Global Business Management Consultancy Firm: A Case Study

Rehabilitation Counselors and Educators Journal 6



ees who supervise, interact, or collaborate with the em
ployee with autism (Mawhood & Howlin, 1999). Previous 
case study research suggested that these types of interac
tions are greatly facilitated through training employees on 
the potential differences and opportunities in communicat
ing and working with an employee with autism (Grenawalt 
et al., 2020). In addition, employees with autism may need 
extended support to maintain workplace performance, as 
unexpected changes could be disruptive (Hendricks, 2010). 
Autism Workforce has played a key role in directly providing 
or consulting in regards to this support. Keen attention to 
this information is imperative, as interviews from the pre
sent study indicate more support and early involvement 
from co-workers is to likely assist in the integration of em
ployees with autism in the workplace, a recommendation 
specific for future implementation. That said, rehabilitation 
counselors may be able to play a critical role in facilitating 
these natural supports and repairing them if needed. 

Considering the results together, rehabilitation coun
selors must recognize two main points: (a) more and more 
companies are recognizing the opportunity in targeting the 
employment of people with disabilities, and (b) sufficient 
planning, time, effort, and resources are needed to ensure 
that disability employment initiatives provide the compet
itive advantage and company benefits described. A token 
hire of a person with disability is not likely to generate the 
positive outcomes that are available to companies who are 
sincere in their motive and committed to its success. Reha
bilitation counselors can help employers to appreciate that 
this is no different than for any other hire, even if disability 
may present with some unique considerations in some cir
cumstances. 

Rehabilitation counselors seeking greater involvement 
or success in collaborations with employers may benefit 
from the insights generated from this case study in multiple 
ways. First, although employer-led disability initiatives are 
becoming more common, not all employers are interested 
in or positioned to take on such efforts. In line with the 
work of Gilbride et al. (2003), who provided a means for as
sessing employer openness to hiring people with disabili
ties, we have described more general company conditions, 
characteristics, and values that support such an effort. As 
rehabilitation counselors come to know the businesses in 
their area, they would do well to recognize the level of these 
qualities in each one. Our research would suggest that even 
an employer who can be convinced to hire a person with 
disabilities may not provide a company climate that is con
ducive to employees’ long-term success. 

For companies with an adequate climate, rehabilitation 
counselors must position disability employment efforts as a 
business opportunity, and potentially a competitive advan
tage, rather than falling back on notions of charity. Some
times this requires helping employers to appreciate the var
ious ways employees with disabilities can improve company 
performance. In the case of Oliver Wyman, this was largely 
through recognition of critical job functions that were tak
ing time away from the essential functions of current em
ployees and assigning these to a competent worker with dis
abilities who can efficiently and effectively complete the 
tasks. Other benefits to a more diverse workforce can come 
from the introspection they cause. For example, mention 

was made that greater efforts to document procedures and 
training components generally has had a more universal 
benefit for company procedures and training. Finally, as was 
the case at Oliver Wyman, employees are increasingly seek
ing to make an impact that goes beyond a singular com
pany objective or profits. This and other case studies (e.g., 
Grenawalt et al., 2020) suggest that disability employment 
initiatives can improve company climate by giving added 
meaning and mission to a company in the eyes of employ
ees. All new hires, disability or not, present with some risk 
they will not work out. That said, rehabilitation counselors 
who recognize the potential opportunities for companies 
that include people with disabilities can confidently share 
the business case for focusing on this historically neglected 
candidate pool. 

Study Limitations and Research 
Recommendations 

The results from this case study should be considered 
within the context of a few limitations. First, while provid
ing valuable insight and content to the experience of an 
autism initiative at Oliver Wyman, this is the experience of 
one company in the global management consultancy arena. 
As such, caution should be exercised when generalizing the 
results to other companies. Looking forward, it would be 
interesting to evaluate a similar collaboration across busi
nesses in other sectors and industries. Inherent to focus 
groups, it is possible that comments from one participant 
influenced those of others. Several researchers reviewed the 
content of the interviews and written materials to discern 
themes based on patterns identified in the data. Though 
this contributed to a process to analyze the data objectively 
and served as an informal audit, it is suitable to suggest 
that another research team may have drawn different con
clusions and interpretations of the data. In the face of these 
limitations, it is believed the present study provides im
portant implications for the implementation of an autism 
initiative by reviewing the perspectives of employees and 
leadership to understand inclusive employment practices. 
Multiple studies have examined initiatives and programs 
targeted toward individuals with autism with an aptitude 
for coding or other technology related jobs (Baldwin et al., 
2014; Caron et al., 2004; Cullum & Ennis-Cole, 2014; 
Krzeminska & Hawse, 2020; Mawhood & Howlin, 1999). 
More research is still needed to identify best practices for 
recruiting and retaining individuals with autism who have 
varying abilities and interests. 

In any company-led effort to employ one or a small pro
portion of people from a specific group or population, there 
is a potential risk for tokenism (Cox, 1993). There is also the 
potential for employers to limit opportunities within the 
company based on a single characteristic (i.e., role entrap
ment; Abou-Dahech & Gabel, 2020). This case study cor
roborates with the limited literature base suggesting a com
pany culture that values diversity, inclusion, and equity can 
increase the likelihood that company-driven efforts to em
ploy people with disabilities will have positive effects for 
the company and the people with disabilities whom they 
hire (Hutton et al., 2010). Company perceptions of their dis
ability initiative suggested a valuing of diversity and an ap
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preciation for performance gains in the company from the 
targeted hiring of an employee with autism. Nevertheless, 
more accurate assessment of perceived tokenism could be 
gained by including the perceptions of the employee with 
disabilities in future research. 

Conclusion 

Case study results indicate a positive response to the 
autism initiative at Oliver Wyman. The long-term stability 
and growth of this initiative will ultimately rest on the ca
pacity of Oliver Wyman to identify the business case for 
the program. Universal organizational initiatives and ac
commodations, similar to those described at Oliver Wyman, 
have previously been found to not only promote the career 
development of people with disabilities but also encourage 
feelings of equality across all employees (Kulkarni, 2016). 

More work is needed to understand how research and prac
tice initiatives can together inform the symbiotic benefits 
of expanding employer recruitment pools, improving ac
cessibility for applicants of different abilities, and support
ing and accommodating employees with autism. The in
tegration and reintegration of people with disabilities and 
autism into the workforce in a post-COVID-19 economy will 
depend on several factors, including the return of autism 
employment initiatives and efforts operating at pre-pan
demic levels (Bernick, 2021; Brooks, 2020). Identifying the 
characteristics and practices of companies that have suc
cessfully developed disability initiatives can serve as a 
roadmap for businesses, vocational rehabilitation agencies, 
and stakeholders who will need to work even harder to en
sure success for employees with disabilities moving forward 
(Chan et al., 2021). 
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