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ATTITUDES TOWARD AUTISM EMPLOYMENT

ABSTRACT

Purpose — Although there is growing academic and business interest in autism employment
programs, few studies have examined employee (manager and co-worker) attitudes toward these
programs. This study examined the impact of workload changes (a job demand) and perceived
supervisor support (a job resource) on commitment to the program and employee engagement
more broadly.

Design/methodology/approach — A total of 229 employees from two Australian public sector
organizations completed a survey about the autism employment program in their organization.

Findings — Perceived workload increases were associated with lower affective commitment and
higher continuance commitment to the program. Perceived supervisor support was associated with
higher affective commitment to the program and employee engagement, but lower continuance
commitment to the program. Perceived supervisor support moderated the effect of workload
increase on employee engagement, but not in the expected direction.

Originality/value — This research helps to fill a gap in the autism employment literature by focusing
on commitment toward autism employment programs among existing employees. The research

helps to provide a more complete and nuanced view of these programs within their broader
organizational context.

Keywords: autism employment, job demands and resources, affective commitment, employee

engagement, supported employment, neurodiversity



Employee Engagement and Commitment to Two Australian Autism Employment Programs:
Associations with Workload and Perceived Supervisor Support
Autism spectrum disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2013)! is a lifelong
neurodevelopmental condition present in 1 to 2 percent of the population (Baio et al., 2018).
Despite reporting a strong desire to work (Chen et al., 2015), autistic adults face significant
challenges finding and maintaining employment (van Heijst and Geurts, 2015) and high
underemployment and unemployment rates (e.g., Baldwin et al., 2014). Recognizing the potential
social and economic benefits of employing more autistic people (Austin and Pisano, 2017; Donovan,
2008), there are a growing number of supported employment programs that directly employ and/or
improve employability of autistic individuals (Annabi et al., 2019; Austin and Pisano, 2017). Although
research has demonstrated that these programs have benefits for autistic individuals (Flower et al.,
2019; Hedley et al., 2018; Remington and Pellicano, 2019), few studies have examined these
programs within their broader organizational context (Vogus and Taylor, 2018), including the impact
on other employees (i.e., co-workers and managers). This is an important gap as sustainable autism
employment depends on inputs from a large ecosystem (Nicholas et al., 2018), including other
employees. The current research helps to fill this gap by examining employees’ attitudes toward
their organization’s autism employment program. We used Job Demands-Resources theory (Bakker
and Demerouti, 2017) to conceptualize the impact of program on their commitment to the program
and employee engagement more broadly. Before reviewing our theoretical rationale and hypothesis
development, we briefly discuss supported employment within the context of autism.
Autism and Supported Employment
Although some autistic people are successful in open employment, research suggests that

many autistic individuals would like and/or would benefit from additional workplace support (Hedley

There is significant variability in preferences for describing autism (Bury et al., 2020; Kenny et al.,
2016). Consistent with the Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association 7t edition,
we use both person-first (e.g., person on the autism spectrum) and identity-first (e.g., autistic
person) language.



et al., 2018; Nicholas et al., 2019). Supported employment programs provide individuals on the
autism spectrum, and other disabilities, with competitive wages and ongoing support in an
integrated work environment (Gerhardt et al., 2014). Prior research indicates that supported
employment programs use both individual-level and organization-level strategies to support autistic
employees (Rashid et al., 2017), and these programs tend to improve employment and social
outcomes for autistic adults (Hedley et al., 2017). For example, qualitative research with autistic
employees in DXC Technology’s Dandelion Program (Hedley et al., 2018) found that the autistic
employees perceived the program supports positively and benefitted both economically and
psychologically from the program. Similarly, autistic interns in a supported internship program at
Deutsche Bank (Remington and Pellicano, 2019) mentioned increased confidence and appreciation
for the personalized supports in the program.

Although research has demonstrated that autistic people perceive these programs
positively, there is a paucity of research examining how these programs are perceived within the
broader organization, including attitudes and experiences of existing employees. This is an important
gap because supportive attitudes and behaviors can improve the sustainability of autism
employment programs. For example, employees who are highly committed to a program are more
likely to devote extra time to it and champion it externally (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002), and Spoor
and Hedley (2020) found that employees who were highly supportive of their organization’s autism
employment program provided extra support to their autistic colleagues and spoke favorably about
the program outside of work. Thus, supportive employees can augment formal support services for
autistic staff (Gerhardt et al., 2014) and facilitate greater inclusion and social integration of their
disabled colleagues (Colella and Bruyere, 2011; Schur et al., 2009). Thus, it is important to encourage
positive employee attitudes toward autism employment programs and develop a better
understanding of the challenges and facilitators of these attitudes.

Theoretical Rationale

To understand the potential impact of autism employment programs on employee attitudes,



we draw on Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli and Taris,
2014). The theory outlines a range of negative factors (i.e., job demands) that may undermine
performance and well-being at work, but it also highlights positive factors (i.e., resources) that can
encourage employees to flourish. Job demands are any aspect of the job (physical, psychological,
social, or organizational) that requires sustained effort and impacts physiological or psychological
outcomes (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Example job demands include workload, time pressure,
and emotional demands (Schaufeli and Taris, 2014). Job demands, particularly in the absence of
sufficient resources, are normally linked to negative job outcomes, including reduced engagement
and lower organizational commitment (Jong and Ford, 2016; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004).

Prior qualitative research examining autism employment programs suggests that a common
demand for existing employees is an increase, or shift, in workload (Flower et al., 2019; Hedley et al.,
2018). For example, comments from existing employees (coworkers and managers) in one program
reflected that the accommodations sometimes increased their own workload or time to complete
tasks (Spoor and Hedley, 2020). Although these employees generally discussed the program
favorably and did not complain about the additional workload, they reported observing negativity
among other employees, noting that these employees perceived that their autistic co-workers
received special treatment. This observation is consistent with research demonstrating that
accommodations for employees with disability can be perceived by others as unfair (Colella et al.,
2004). Coworkers and managers in the Deutsche Bank internship program (Remington and Pellicano,
2019) also made comments suggesting that working with the autistic interns took more time,
ranging from repeating instructions to supporting their well-being. Finally, Richards et al. (2019)
found that supervisors of autistic staff experienced demands on their time, resources, and
interaction styles that sometimes led to high levels of exhaustion.

Job resources refer to any aspect of the job (physical, psychological, social, or organizational)
that facilitate individuals’ personal growth and development (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). Example

job resources include quality of relationships with supervisor and positive feedback (Schaufeli and



Taris, 2014). Resources positively influence job performance through increased motivation, which is
reflected in improved job attitudes (e.g., commitment) and engagement (i.e., energy, enthusiasm).
In the current research we focused on the job resource of perceived supervisor support (Eisenberger
et al., 2002). Perceived supervisor support reflects the extent to which employees feel that their
supervisor, and by extension their organization, cares for them and values their contributions. Prior
research has demonstrated that a positive supervisory relationship improved evaluations of an
organizational change program (van Emmerik et al., 2009). Thus, we argue that perceived supervisor
support may contribute to positive attitudes toward the autism employment program. Moreover,
consistent with the buffering hypothesis in JD-R theory (Bakker et al., 2005), perceived supervisor
support may also offset some negative effects of increased workload.

In the current research, we examined the impact of increased workload and perceived
supervisor support on employee engagement more broadly, and their commitment to the autism
employment program more specifically. Commitment can be broadly defined as “a force that binds
an individual to a course of action of relevance to one or more targets” (Meyer and Herscovitch,
2001). Commitment reflects three distinct but overlapping mindsets (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002;
Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001): affective, normative, and continuance commitment. Affective
commitment to the program reflects emotional attachment and personal support based on its
perceived benefits and value to both the person and the organization (Herscovitch and Meyer,
2002). Autism employment programs are often touted as creating shared value, by increasing
inclusion of autistic people whilst also increasing the organization’s productivity and innovation
(Annabi et al., 2019). Thus, affective commitment to these programs is likely to be high due to their
perceived benefits and value to the organization, but an increase in workload may diminish the
personal benefits to employees. However, a supportive supervisor may help to buffer this negative
effect of increased workload. We propose the following hypotheses for affective commitment:

Hypothesis 1a: Perceptions of increased workload will be negatively related to affective

commitment to the program.



Hypothesis 1b: Perceived supervisor support will be positively related to affective
commitment to the program.

Hypothesis 1c: The relationship between increased workload and affective commitment to
the program will be moderated by perceived supervisor support, such that the relationship will be
weaker when supervisor support is high.

Although we expect that increased workload due to the autism employment program will
undermine employees’ emotional attachment to it, the increased workload could have the ironic
effect of increasing more calculative and rational forms of commitment. Continuance commitment
to the program reflects calculative support for it (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002; Meyer et al., 2002;
Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001), including awareness of the potential costs of discontinuing support
(Powell and Meyer, 2004). Continuance commitment is strongly linked to Becker’s (1960) definition
of commitment as the result of individuals making side bets that link their extraneous interests to a
consistent line of activity (p. 32). Thus, commitment increases as side bets or other forms of
investment in the program increase (Powell and Meyer, 2004; Rusbult and Farrell, 1983). For
example, Becker (1960) suggested that as a person adjusts to a role or position, they may
inadvertently become less fit for other positions. In the context of autism employment, employees
may need to increase their effort and workload to accommodate the working styles of their autistic
co-workers and the specific program design, but over time they may become accustomed to this
new way of work and may even find that it benefits them. For example, Spoor and Hedley (2020)
found that due to the high level of supports and process improvements that resulted from the
autism employment program, some non-autistic co-workers perceived that their work became
easier over time. More generally, the increased workload and effort becomes an investment that

would be lost if the program fails (Rusbult and Farrell, 1983), thus increasing continuance



commitment to it.2 Perceived supervisor support may also increase employees’ sense that they can
openly express both positivity and negativity toward the program, thus decreasing continuance
commitment to the program:

Hypothesis 2a: Perceptions of increased workload will be positively related to continuance
commitment to the program.

Hypothesis 2b: Perceived supervisor support will be negatively related to continuance
commitment to the program.

Hypothesis 2c: The relationship between increased workload and continuance commitment
to the program will be moderated by perceived supervisor support, such that the relationship will be
weaker when supervisor support is high.

Normative commitment to the program reflects support for it due to a sense of moral
obligation (Herscovitch and Meyer, 2002; Meyer and Herscovitch, 2001), based on adherence to
social norms rather than internalized moral judgment (Gonzalez and Guillen, 2008). Normative
commitment is also linked to the accumulation of side bets (Becker, 1960; Powell and Meyer, 2004),
particularly those related to general social expectations and self-presentation concerns. Within
public sector organizations (where the current research was conducted), there tend to be strong
norms to support diversity and inclusion, and autism employment program may be one specific
example (Spoor and Hedley, 2020). Thus, there may be a social expectation to support the autism
employment program, and those employees who feel they have worked harder due to the program
may also continue to support it to maintain a consistent self-image. Normative commitment tends to
be positively correlated with affective commitment and tends to show a similar pattern of

relationships, albeit often weaker, to the antecedents and consequences of affective commitment

2Although continuance commitment to a role or organization tends to have a non-significant
correlation with affective commitment (Gellatly et al., 2006; Meyer et al., 2002), a recent meta-
analysis of research using Herscovitch and Meyer’s (2002) commitment to change measure found
that continuance commitment to change was moderately and negatively correlated with affective
commitment to change (Bouckenooghe et al., 2015).
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(Meyer et al., 2002; Meyer and Parfyonova, 2010). However, some researchers (Gonzalez and
Guillen, 2008) have suggested that compared to affective commitment, normative commitment
reflects a more rational and logical attachment, and it has been linked to lower citizenship and
discretionary behaviours compared to affective commitment (Gellatly et al., 2006; Meyer and
Parfyonova, 2010). Thus, like continuance commitment to the program, normative commitment to
the program may reflect a perceived obligation to support it rather than genuine affection:

Hypothesis 3a: Perceptions of increased workload will be positively related to normative
commitment to the program.

Hypothesis 3b: Perceived supervisor support will be negatively related to normative
commitment to the program.

Hypothesis 3c: The relationship between increased workload and normative commitment to
the program will be moderated by perceived supervisor support, such that the relationship will be
weaker when supervisor support is high.

Although employee engagement is not directly ‘about’ the autism employment program,
Austin and Pisano (2017) have argued that increasing neurodiversity, such as through autism
employment programs, would lead to greater broader employee engagement within the
organization. However, as employee engagement has been shown to be related to the balance of
job demands and resources (Jong and Ford, 2016; Schaufeli et al., 2009; Schaufeli and Bakker, 2004),
any changes in this balance due to increased demands (i.e., workload) could temper the benefits on
employee engagement. Thus, we included employee engagement in the present research to explore
how increases in workload due to the autism employment program relate to attitudes toward the
organization more broadly. Employee engagement reflects the extent to which employees are
absorbed and attentive to their roles and is based in the underlying exchange relationship between
employees and the organization (Saks, 2006). To the extent that the organization provides
employees with relevant resources and support, employees provide high levels of engagement in

return. We expect the pattern of relationships for engagement to be similar to the pattern for
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affective commitment to the program:

Hypothesis 4a: Perceptions of increased workload will be negatively related to employee
engagement.

Hypothesis 4b: Perceived supervisor support will be positively related to employee
engagement.

Hypothesis 4c: The relationship between increased workload and employee engagement will
be moderated by perceived supervisor support, such that the relationship will be weaker when
supervisor support is high.

METHOD

The study was approved by La Trobe University Human Research Ethics Committee before
data collection. Participation was voluntary and informed consent was obtained. Data that support
the findings of this study are available from the corresponding author, upon reasonable request.
Participants

Participants were current employees (96 women, 131 men, 2 who did not indicate gender)
in two public sector organizations within Australia (193 from Organization A; 36 from Organization
B). Participants’ ages were distributed across age categories (7.4% aged under 25, 24.91% aged 25-
34, 31.4% aged 35-44, 24.9% aged 45-54, 11.4% aged 55 or over). Most participants were employed
full-time (86.0%) and for more than five years (62.0%).

Research Context — Two Autism Employment Programs

The research was conducted in two Australian public sector organizations that had recently
implemented separate autism employment programs (see Flower et al., 2019; Hedley et al., 2018,
2019 for more information about both programs). Data were collected from two organizations to
increase generalizability of the findings. Both organizations administer health and social welfare
programs at the federal (Organization A) and State (Organization B) level and are very large (>10,000
employees each). The employment programs were similar in that they both used modified human

resource management protocols to provide the autistic employees with high-level support and
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accommodations throughout the employment process. These changes were broadly consistent with
recommendations for increasing inclusion of employees with disabilities (Stone and Colella, 1996).
Both programs also included broad autism training and support for other organization employees,
with specialized training for employees working very closely with the program. Autistic employees in
Organization A worked in software testing roles on 3-year contracts; autistic employees in
Organization B worked in records management roles on 2-year contracts. Both Organization A and
Organization B included on-going, specialized support over the course of the respective programs,
although the support model differed at the two organizations. At the time of data collection,
Organization A had employed 37 autistic people at three sites in different Australian states, and
Organization B had employed 8 autistic people at one site.

Procedure

All data were collected online using Qualtrics. The study was advertised as a survey about
employees’ experiences with and perceptions of their organization’s autism employment program.
Upper management at each organization sent email invitations to all staff who currently or had
previously worked in the same building location to the autistic staff employed via the programs. This
approach was designed to recruit participants with varying degrees of interaction with the program
and thereby a range of perspectives. Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and participants
were not compensated, in accordance with guidelines for government research which prohibits
compensation for research participation.

The survey was accessed 360 times, and 326 individuals provided consent and commenced
the survey. Ninety-five individuals discontinued the survey after providing demographic data, leaving
229 participants in the final sample. Inspection of the demographic profiles (e.g., gender, job role) of
the final sample and those who only provided demographic data were virtually identical (see
Supplementary Materials A).

The survey included measures assessing participants’ perceptions of their workload change

since the program’s introduction, perceived supervisor support, commitment to the program, and
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employee engagement. Participants answered standard demographic questions and rated the
extent of their knowledge and interaction with the program. The survey also included additional
measures for exploratory purposes that are not discussed further.

Several procedural steps were taken to reduce the effects of common-method bias
(Podsakoff et al., 2003). The measures were methodologically separated and presented on different
pages, and several response formats were used, including some relatively objective measures (e.g.,
program interaction).

Measures

Program knowledge and interaction. Participants’ knowledge about the autism employment
program mas measured on a 7-point scale (1 = no knowledge (e.g., never heard of it), 4 = average
knowledge, 7 = high knowledge). Participants also indicated how frequently they interacted with
members of the autism employment program during a typical week on a 5-point scale (1 = never, 2 =
1-2 times per week, 3 = 3-4 times per week, 4 = every day, 5 = more than once a day).

Workload change. Perceived workload change was measured with five items developed for
this study. Participants were instructed that the questions related to how their work had been
affected by the autism employment program. Participants rated the extent to which they had to take
on additional responsibilities, had been more productive in their work, had been unable to focus on
their work, had been less efficient in their work, and had an increase in their workload on a 7-point
Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). Responses were averaged (a = .84),
with higher scores indicating increased workload.

Perceived supervisor support. The extent to which participants felt valued and cared for by
their supervisor was measured with Eisenberger et al.’s (2002) three-item measure of perceived
supervisor support. A sample item is ‘My supervisor takes pride in my accomplishments at work’.
Responses were given on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) and

were averaged (o = .97), with higher scores indicating higher levels of supervisor support.
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Commitment to the program. Rather than modify the standard organizational commitment
measure that focuses on commitment toward an organization or role (Allen and Meyer, 1990), we
adapted Herscovitch and Meyers’ (2002) commitment to change measure. The items in the
commitment to change measure focuses on complying with the program requirements rather than
remaining with the organization, thus we believe it better reflects commitment to the autism
employment program. We replaced the word ‘change’ with the program name. Six items measured
each form of commitment, and responses were given on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly
disagree to 7 = strongly agree). An example affective commitment item is ‘I believe in the value of
the [employment program]’; an example normative commitment item is ‘l would feel guilty about
opposing the [employment program]’; and an example continuance commitment item is ‘I have too
much at stake to resist the [employment program]’. Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .80 to .93.

Employee engagement. Employee engagement was measured with the 11-item engagement
scale (Saks, 2006), which measures engagement with the specific job role and with the broader
organizational role. Sample items include ‘Sometimes | am so into my job that | lose track of time’
and ‘Being a member of this organization is very captivating’. Responses were given on 7-point
Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) and were averaged (a =.92), with
higher scores indicating more employee engagement.

RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses

Preliminary analyses were conducted to screen the data and examine simple relationships
among the variables. Preliminary analyses also explored the direct effect of participants’
demographic characteristics on the measured variables. Results of these analyses are described
below.

Data screening. Data were screened for missing variables, outliers, and the assumptions of
parametric statistical analysis (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). Missing values for measured scales (e.g.,

affective commitment to the program) ranged from 0 (program knowledge) to 10% (continuance
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commitment), and Little’s MCAR test was not significant, x? = 2206.89, df = 2128, p = .11. Thus,
missing values were estimated using the expectation-maximisation algorithm in SPSS 25. The
distribution for continuance commitment to the program was positively skewed whereas the
distribution for affective commitment to the program was negatively skewed. The distributions for
affective commitment and continuance commitment to the program were transformed using a
logarithmic transformation. The pattern of results was identical for the transformed and original-
scaled variables. For ease of interpretation, results are presented in the original scale.

Because all items were measured using a single survey and source, common method bias
may be a concern (Podsakoff et al., 2003). As noted previously, we took methodological steps to
reduce this bias. In the main analyses using multiple regressions, tolerance and variance inflation
factors (VIF) were all within acceptable ranges (tolerance ranged from .64 to .97, VIF ranged from
1.04 to 1.57). We also conducted Harman'’s single-factor test, which is one indicator of the extent of
common method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2003). We submitted the measured items to an exploratory
factor analysis with principal axis factoring to extract one factor, which explained only 28.35% of the
variance. Thus, although common-method bias may have influenced responses, it is unlikely to
explain the underlying relationships observed in this study.

Program interaction. Ninety-seven participants indicated that they never interacted with the
employment program in a typical week. To reduce ambiguity in interpretation (i.e., we cannot
determine how frequently participants interacted with the program), we excluded participants who
selected ‘never’ in the analyses reported below. We also conducted these analyses with the full
sample (see Supplementary Materials B) and obtained a similar pattern of results as reported below.

Correlations among variables. Summary statistics and bivariate correlations for all
continuous variables are provided in Table I. Participants who reported working with members of
the autism employment program more frequently each week also reported more knowledge about
the program (r = .46, p < .001). Greater interaction and program knowledge were also positively

correlated with perceived workload increase (rs = .38 and .30, respectively, ps < .001) but were
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uncorrelated with perceived supervisor support.

[Table ]

Affective commitment to the program was positively correlated with perceived supervisor
support (r =.38, p <.001), but negatively correlated with perceived workload increase (r=-.38, p <
.001). Continuance commitment to the program was positively correlated with perceived workload
increase (r = .39, p <.001) and negatively correlated with perceived supervisor support (r =-.46, p <
.001). Employee engagement was positively correlated with perceived supervisor support (r=.46, p
<.001).

Effects of participant demographics. We explored whether participants’ demographic
characteristics predicted responses to the primary measures in a series of one-way analyses of
variance (ANOVA) with program interaction; program knowledge; workload changes; perceived
supervisor support; affective, normative and continuance commitment to the program; and
employee engagement as dependent measures. Post hoc test alphas were adjusted using
Bonferonni corrections.

There were no significant effects for participant age groups, Fs < 1.61, ps >.17. The only
significant effect for participant gender emerged on continuance commitment to the program, F(1,
128) =4.55, p = .04. Women reported lower levels of continuance commitment to the program (M =
2.09, SD = 1.43) compared to men (M = 2.73, SD = 1.90). Employment tenure was not a significant
predictor of any of the primary measures, although we note that the omnibus F approached
significance for program knowledge (p = .08) and affective commitment to the program (p = .06).

There were significant effects of employment type on employee engagement, F(2, 128) =
3.08, p = .05. Part-time staff reported lower levels of employee engagement (M = 3.72, SD = .63)
compared to full-time (M = 4.08, SD = 1.26) and other staff (M = 5.03, SD = 1.29). The omnibus F

approached significance for perceived supervisor support (p = .07), and the pattern of means
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mirrored the pattern for employee engagement.

Finally, there were no significant effects of organization, although the omnibus F approached
significance for perceived supervisor support, F(1, 130) = 2.68, p = .10, continuance commitment to
the program, F(1, 130) = 2.69, p = .10, and normative commitment to the program, F(1, 130) = 3.22,
p = .08. Participants from Organization B tended to report higher levels of perceived supervisor
support, lower levels of continuance commitment to the program, and higher levels of normative
commitment to the program compared to Organization A. The main analysis include data from both
organizations. The pattern of results is nearly identical when Organization B (the smaller
organization) is excluded (see Supplementary Materials C).

Main Analyses

To examine our hypotheses, we submitted organizational commitment to the program and
employee engagement to a series of hierarchical multiple regressions. Continuous predictors were
mean-centred to reduce multicollinearity (Aiken and West, 1991). At Step 1, dummy-coded variables
representing organization, participant gender, tenure, and employment type were entered as
control variables. At Step 2, program interaction and program knowledge were entered, and
workload and perceived supervisor support were entered at Step 3. To examine interaction effects,
the workload by perceived supervisor support cross-product was entered in Step 4. Results are
summarized in Table Il. We also explored whether the control variables (e.g., gender, participants’
program knowledge) moderated the effects of perceived supervisor support and workload changes

on our dependent measures. These results are summarized in Supplementary Materials D.

[Table I1]

For affective commitment to the program, the regression coefficients in Step 3 were in the
predicted direction for workload (B =-.37, 6 =-.40, t =-4.64, p <.001) and perceived supervisor

support (B =.23,8=.30, t = 3.65, p < .001). At Step 4, the workload by perceived supervisor support
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interaction was not significant (t =-1.19, p = .24). Thus, Hypotheses 1a and 1b, but not 1c, were
supported.

For continuance commitment to the program, the regression coefficients in Step 3 were in
the predicted direction for workload (B = .38, 8 =.30, t = 3.19, p < .002) and perceived supervisor
support (B=-.43, 6 =-.43, t =-4.97, p < .001). At Step 4, the workload by perceived supervisor
support interaction was not significant (t < 1). Thus, Hypotheses 2a and 2b, but not 2c, were
supported.

For normative commitment to the program, none of the regression coefficients were
significant in Steps 3 or 4 (ts < 1), thus Hypotheses 3a to 3c were not supported.

For employee engagement in Step 3, the regression coefficient for workload was not
significant (t < 1), but the regression coefficient for perceived supervisor support was significant (B =
.27,8=.37,t=4.08, p <.001). Thus, Hypothesis 4b, but not Hypothesis 4a, was supported. At Step 4,
the workload by perceived supervisor support interaction was significant (B =-.14, 8 =-.32, t = -3.76,
p < .001). To interpret this interaction, we plotted simple slopes at the lower and upper observed
values for workload and perceived supervisor support (Preacher et al., 2004). As seen in Figure 1,
when perceived supervisor support was low, increased workload predicted greater employee
engagement (Biow = .54). When perceived supervisor support was high, increased workload predicted

lower employee engagement (Bnigh = -.36). This pattern was inconsistent with Hypothesis 4c.

[Figure 1]

DISCUSSION
We examined employees’ attitudes toward autism employment programs in two Australian
public sector organizations. Drawing on JD-R theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017; Schaufeli and
Taris, 2014), we proposed that perceived workload changes (a job demand) and perceived

supervisor support (a job resource) would be related to commitment to the program and employee
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engagement. Consistent with our hypotheses, to the extent that participants felt that their workload
had increased after the employment program, they reported higher levels of continuance
commitment but lower levels of affective commitment to the program. In contrast, to the extent
that participants perceived higher levels of supervisor support, they reported lower levels of
continuance commitment but higher levels of both employee engagement and affective
commitment to the program. These results are consistent with the additive effects in JD-R theory
(Bakker and Demerouti, 2017). However, there was little evidence for a buffering effect (Bakker et
al., 2005) as perceived supervisor support did not moderate the relationship between perceived
workload changes in a way predicted by JD-R theory.

We reasoned that affective commitment to the program reflects enthusiastic and genuine
support for the autism employment program, whereas continuance commitment (and possibly
normative commitment) reflect more obligatory and calculative forms of support (Herscovitch and
Meyer, 2002). It is interesting to note that affective commitment to the program tended to be high
(M =6.13 on a 7-point scale), whereas continuance commitment to the program tended to be low
(M =2.42 on a 7-point scale), suggesting that employees may have perceived that the autism
employment program was valuable to the organization. However, results suggest that participants’
affective and continuance commitment to the program were related to their perceptions that the
program had affected their own workload and perceived support from their supervisor. Thus,
managers should take caution to ensure that affective commitment to an autism employment
program is not taken for granted. One aim of these diversity initiatives is equitable access to
employment for groups who face employment barriers (such as autistic people), and these findings
highlight a risk to this aim. From the perspective of JD-R theory (Bakker and Demerouti, 2017),
managers working within autism employment programs could reduce the risk of perceived workload
changes among existing employees by decreasing other demands (e.g., restructuring workload) or
increasing resources available to these employees (e.g., supervisor support).

We also note that normative commitment to the program was around the scale midpoint
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and was unrelated to perceived workload changes and perceived supervisor support. These
moderate and relatively invariant levels of normative commitment to the program could reflect the
broader norms for diversity and inclusion within Australian public sector organizations (Spoor and
Hedley, 2020). It could be that because the program aligns with the organization’s values more
broadly, perceived obligation to support the program is not related to more micro-level changes in
workload and perceived supervisor support.

We reasoned that employee engagement would be related to perceived changes in
demands and resources (Saks, 2006) after the introduction of the autism employment program. We
found that employee engagement was positively related to perceived supervisor support but was
not related to perceived workload change. The interaction suggested that high perceived supervisor
support may have been detrimental to employee engagement when workload was perceived to be
high. Although this finding contradicted our hypothesis, we note that van Emmerik et al. (2009)
found a similar pattern with respect to the workload and supportive leadership (measured via
leader-member exchange) in relation to evaluations of an organizational change. They suggested
that although a positive relationship with a leader is a form of emotional support, it may not provide
the concrete resources employees need to effectively manage the change. Indeed, staff with high
workloads may be frustrated by an ostensibly supportive leader who does not provide task support.
Thus, we suggest that leaders introducing an autism employment program may benefit from
examining social and task support to find an effective balance. This is consistent with contingency
theories of leadership (Yukl, 2002) and research on fostering openness to diversity (Moss et al.,
2018).

Although not our central focus, we note interesting patterns with respect to program
interaction and program knowledge. Program interaction was correlated with program knowledge
and workload but was uncorrelated with commitment to the program and employee engagement.
We note also that employees with longer employment tenure reported more knowledge of the

autism employment program, particularly compared to those who had been employed less than one
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year. It could be that the newer employees were preoccupied with their broader organization
socialization (Moreland and Levine, 2002) and had less scope to learn about the autism employment
program. Program knowledge was also positively correlated with affective commitment to the
program and employee engagement but was uncorrelated with continuance and normative
commitment to the program. Although the reverse causal direction cannot be ruled out, it could be
that as employees became more knowledgeable about the autism employment program and its
outcomes, they became more supportive of it. Although more research is needed to examine how
autism employment programs affect stereotypes and discrimination directed at autistic people,
taken together, these results are consistent with the importance of adequately communicating and
training other employees about autistic workers and the details of relevant employment programs
(Flower et al., 2019; Rashid et al., 2017).
Limitations and Future Directions

The current research helps to fill an important gap in our understanding of autism
employment programs. Although there is emerging and mostly qualitative research on these
programs from the perspective of autistic staff, and those who work most closely with them, the
broader organizational context has been relatively unexplored. However, the current research was
cross-sectional, thus we cannot rule out spurious or reverse causal relationships. Therefore, it is
possible that employees who were highly engaged and committed to the program worked harder
and thus increased their workload, perhaps to increase the success of the autism employment
program and their organization. Moreover, there may have been a relatively restricted range of
affective and continuance commitment to the program in the current sample, although restriction of
range normally results in an attenuation of correlations (Salkind, 2010). Moreover, although we
asked participants specifically about workload changes since the introduction of the employment
program, we cannot rule out the potential impact of workload changes due to other organizational
changes. Future research could use a longitudinal design to help to tease out these relationships.

Further, although we asked employees about the frequency of interaction with the autistic
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staff, we did not enquire about the nature or quality of interaction (e.g., whether social or work
related, function of interaction). Future research may benefit from examining more specific types of
interaction between staff to provide a more nuanced understanding of interaction and relationships.
Future researchers may also examine whether participant demographic variables, including
frequency and quality of interaction with the employment program, could moderate the
relationships among perceived workload changes and supervisor support (see Supplementary
Materials D). However, this was beyond the scope of the present study.

We only measured one job demand and one resource in this study, and it is possible that we
did not observe a buffering effect because the job resource measured was not a good match for the
job demand, or overall demands outweighed available resources. Although these measures were
derived from theory and prior research, future research should explore a broader range of job
demands and resources. Qualitative research could also uncover job demands and resources specific
to autism in the workplace. For example, Lindsay et al. (2019) suggested that employers’ disability
confidence, including creating a supportive environment for employees with a disability, is important
in creating inclusive workplace environments. Leaders could provide training, support, and other
opportunities for interaction and engagement so that non-autistic employees are enabled to
effectively contribute to and support an inclusive environment.

Finally, the research may be limited by the specific autism employment programs within
these organizations. Although the two programs did differ somewhat, they both offered a supported
work environment and were based on a similar underlying philosophy about the benefits of hiring
autistic people (Austin and Pisano, 2017; Donovan, 2008). Future research should examine employee
attitudes toward a broader range of autism employment programs, including variations in the range
of supports and organization types. Such research, especially when accompanied by insights from
autistic employees, will help to improve the long-term success and sustainability of these important

programs.

23



References

Aiken, L.S. and West, S.G. (1991), Multiple Regression: Testing and Interpreting Interactions, Sage
Publications, Inc, Thousand Oaks, CA.

Allen, N.J. and Meyer, J.P. (1990), “The measurement and antecedents of affective, continuance and
normative commitment to the organization”, Journal of Occupational Psychology, Vol. 63
No. 1, pp. 1-18.

American Psychiatric Association. (2013), Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (5th
Ed.), American Psychiatric Publishing, Washington, DC.

Annabi, H., W, C.E., N, B., Guadagno, J., Mahoney, J.R., Michelle, J., Pacilio, A., et al. (2019), Autism
@ Work Playbook: Finding Talent and Creating Meaningful Employment Opportunities for
People with Autism, ACCESS-IT, The Information School, University of Washington, Seattle,
WA.

Austin, R.D. and Pisano, G.P. (2017), “Neurodiversity is a competitive advantage”, Harvard Business
Review, No. May-June, pp. 96-103.

Baio, J., Wiggins, L., Christensen, D.L., Maenner, M.J., Daniels, J., Warren, Z., Kurzius-Spencer, M., et
al. (2018), “Prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorder among children aged 8 years--Autism
and developmental disabilities monitoring network, 11 sites, United States, 2014”, MMWR
Surveill Summaries, Vol. 67 No. 6.

Bakker, A.B. and Demerouti, E. (2017), “Job Demands-Resources theory: Taking stock and looking
forward”, Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, Vol. 22, pp. 273-285.

Bakker, A.B., Demerouti, E. and Euwema, M.C. (2005), “Job resources buffer the impact of job
demands on burnout”, Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, Vol. 10 No. 2, pp. 170-
180.

Baldwin, S., Costley, D. and Warren, A. (2014), “Employment activities and experiences of adults with
high functioning autism and Asperger’s Disorder”, Journal of Autism and Developmental

Disorders, Vol. 10, pp. 2440-2449.

24



Becker, H.S. (1960), “Notes on the concept of commitment”, American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 66
No. 1, pp. 32-40.

Bouckenooghe, D., M. Schwarz, G. and Minbashian, A. (2015), “Herscovitch and Meyer’s Three-
Component model of commitment to change: Meta-analytic findings”, European Journal of
Work and Organizational Psychology, Vol. 24 No. 4, pp. 578-595.

Bury, S.M., Jellett, R., Spoor, J.R. and Hedley, D. (2020), “‘It defines who | am’ or ‘It’s something |
have’: What language do [autistic] Australian adults [on the autism spectrum] prefer?”,
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, available
at:https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04425-3.

Chen, J.L., Leader, G., Sung, C. and Leahy, M. (2015), “Trends in employment for individuals with
Autism Spectrum Disorder: A review of the research literature”, Review Journal of Autism
and Developmental Disorders, Vol. 2 No. 2, pp. 115-127.

Colella, A., Paetzold, R.L. and Belliveau, M.A. (2004), “Factors affecting coworkers’ procedural justice
inferences of the workplace accommodations of employees with disabilities”, Personnel
Psychology, Vol. 57, pp. 1-23.

Colella, A.J. and Bruyere, S.M. (2011), “Disability and employment: New directions for industrial and
organizational psychology”, in Zedeck, S. (Ed.), APA Handbook of Industrial and
Organizational Psychology, Vol 1: Building and Developing the Organisation, Vol. 1, American
Psychological Association, Washington, DC, pp. 473-503.

Donovan, S. (2008), “Conversation with Thorkil Sonne”, Harvard Business Review, Vol. 2008 No.
September, p. 32.

Eisenberger, R., Stinglhamber, F., Vandenberghe, C., Sucharski, I.L. and Rhoades, L. (2002),
“Perceived supervisor support: Contributions to perceived organizational support and

employee retention”, Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 87 No. 3, pp. 565-573.

25



van Emmerik, I.J.H., Bakker, A.B. and Euwema, M.C. (2009), “Explaining employees’ evaluations of

III

organizational change with the job-demands resources model”, Career Development
International, Vol. 14 No. 6, pp. 594—613.

Flower, R.L., Hedley, D., Spoor, J.R. and Dissanayake, C. (2019), “An alternative pathway to
employment for autistic job-seekers: A case study of a training and assessment program
targeted to autistic job candidates”, Journal of Vocational Education & Training, Vol. 71 No.
3, pp. 407-428.

Gellatly, I.R., Meyer, J.P. and Luchak, A.A. (2006), “Combined effects of the three commitment
components on focal and discretionary behaviors: A test of Meyer and Herscovitch’s
propositions”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 69 No. 2, pp. 331-345.

Gerhardt, P.F., Cicero, F. and Mayville, E. (2014), “Employment and related services for adults with
Autism Spectrum Disorders”, in Volkmar, F., Reichow, B. and McPartland, J.C. (Eds.),
Adolescents and Adults with Autism Spectrum Disorders, Springer, New York, pp. 105-119.

Gonzalez, F. and Guillen, M. (2008), “Organizational commitment: A proposal for a wider ethical

»

conceptualization of ‘normative commitment’”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol. 78 No. 3, pp.
401-414.

Hedley, D., Cai, R.Y., Uljarevic, M., Wilmot, M., Spoor, J.R., Richdale, A. and Dissanayake, C. (2018),
“Transition to work: Perspectives from the autism spectrum”, Autism, Vol. 22 No. 5, pp. 528—
541.

Hedley, D., Uljarevi¢, M., Cameron, L., Halder, S., Richdale, A. and Dissanayake, C. (2017),
“Employment programmes and interventions targeting adults with autism spectrum
disorder: A systematic review of the literature”, Autism, Vol. 21 No. 8, pp. 929-941.

van Heijst, B.F.C. and Geurts, H.M. (2015), “Quality of life in autism across the lifespan: A meta-
analysis”, Autism, Vol. 19 No. 2, pp. 158-167.

Herscovitch, L. and Meyer, J.P. (2002), “Commitment to organizational change: Extension of a three-

component model”, Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 87 No. 3, pp. 474—487.

26



Jong, J. and Ford, M.T. (2016), “The lagged effects of job demands and resources on organizational
commitment in federal government agencies: A multi-level analysis”, Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory, Vol. 26 No. 3, pp. 475-492.

Kenny, L., Hattersley, C., Molins, B., Buckley, C., Povey, C. and Pellicano, E. (2016), “Which terms
should be used to describe autism? Perspectives from the UK autism community”, Autism,
Vol. 20 No. 4, pp. 442-462.

Lindsay, S., Leck, J., Shen, W., Cagliostro, E. and Stinson, J. (2019), “A framework for developing
employer’s disability confidence”, Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, Vol. 38 No. 1, pp. 40-55.

Meyer, J.P. and Herscovitch, L. (2001), “Commitment in the workplace: Toward a general model”,
Human Resource Management Review, Vol. 11 No. 3, pp. 299-326.

Meyer, J.P. and Parfyonova, N.M. (2010), “Normative commitment in the workplace: A theoretical
analysis and re-conceptualization”, Human Resource Management Review, Elsevier Inc., Vol.
20 No. 4, pp. 283-294.

Meyer, J.P., Stanley, D.J., Herscovitch, L. and Topolnytsky, L. (2002), “Affective, continuance, and
normative commitment to the organization: A meta-analysis of antecedents, correlates, and
consequences”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 61 No. 1, pp. 20-52.

Moreland, R.L. and Levine, J.M. (2002), “Socialization and trust in work groups”, Group Processes &
Intergroup Relations, Vol. 5 No. 3, pp. 185-201.

Moss, S.A., Ennis, G., Zander, K.Z., Bartram, T. and Hedley, D. (2018), “Can workplaces foster an
openness to diversity surreptitiously?”, Equality, Diversity and Inclusion: An International
Journal, Vol. 37 No. 8, pp. 750-762.

Nicholas, D.B., Hedley, D., Randolph, J.K., Raymaker, D.M., Robertson, S.M. and Vincent, J. (2019),
“An expert discussion on employment in autism”, Autism in Adulthood, Vol. 1 No. 3, pp.

162-169.

27



Nicholas, D.B., Mitchell, W., Dudley, C., Clarke, M. and Zulla, R. (2018), “An ecosystem approach to
employment and autism spectrum disorder”, Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders, Springer US, Vol. 48 No. 1, pp. 264-275.

Podsakoff, P.M., MacKenzie, S.B., Lee, J.-Y. and Podsakoff, N.P. (2003), “Common method biases in
behavioral research: A critical review of the literature and recommended remedies”, The
Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 88 No. 5, pp. 879-903.

Powell, D.M. and Meyer, J.P. (2004), “Side-bet theory and the three-component model of
organizational commitment”, Journal of Vocational Behavior, Vol. 65 No. 1, pp. 157-177.

Preacher, K.J., Curran, P.J. and Bauer, D.J. (2004), Simple Intercepts, Simple Slopes, and Regions of
Significance in MLR 3-Way Interactions. http://www.quantpsy.org/interact/

Rashid, M., Hodgetts, S. and Nicholas, D. (2017), “Building employers’ capacity to support vocational
opportunities for adults with developmental disabilities”, Review Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorders, Vol. 4, pp. 165—-173.

Remington, A. and Pellicano, E. (2019), “‘Sometimes you just need someone to take a chance on
you’: An internship programme for autistic graduates at Deutsche Bank, UK”, Journal of
Management and Organization, Vol. 25 No. 4, pp. 516-534.

Richards, J., Sang, K., Marks, A. and Gill, S. (2019), “‘I’'ve found it extremely draining’: Emotional
labour and the lived experience of line managing neurodiversity”, Personnel Review, Vol. 48
No. 7, pp. 1903-1923.

Rusbult, C.E. and Farrell, D. (1983), “A longitudinal test of the investment model: The impact on job
satisfaction, job commitment, and turnover of variations in rewards, costs, alternatives, and
investments”, Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 68, pp. 429-438.

Saks, A.M. (2006), “Antecedents and consequences of employee engagement”, Journal of
Managerial Psychology, Vol. 21 No. 7, pp. 600-619.

Salkind, N.J. (2010), “Restriction of range”, Encyclopedia of Research Design, SAGE Publications.

28



Schaufeli, W.B. and Bakker, A.B. (2004), “Job demands, job resources, and their relationship with
burnout and engagement: A multi-sample study”, Vol. 315 No. October 2002, pp. 293—-315.

Schaufeli, W.B., Bakker, A.B. and van Rhenen, W. (2009), “How changes in job demands and
resources predict burnout, work engagement, and sickness absenteeism”, Journal of
Organizational Behavior, Vol. 30 No. 7, pp. 893-917.

Schaufeli, W.B. and Taris, T.W. (2014), “A critical review of the job demands-resources model:
Implications for improving work and health”, in Bauer, G.F. and Hammig, O. (Eds.), Bridging
Occupational, Organizational and Public Health: A Transdisciplinary Approach, Springer
Netherlands, pp. 43-68.

Schur, L., Kruse, D., Blasi, J. and Blanck, P. (2009), “Is disability disabling in all workplaces? Workplace
disparities and corporate culture”, Industrial Relations: A Journal of Economy and Society,
Vol. 48 No. 3, pp. 381-410.

Spoor, J.R. and Hedley, D. (2020), “Unpacking the black box of how diversity perspectives develop: A
case study in an autism employment program”, Academy of Management, Vancouver.

Stone, D.L. and Colella, A. (1996), “A model of factors affecting the treatment of disabled individuals
in organizations”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 21 No. 2, pp. 352-401.

Tabachnick, B.G. and Fidell, L.S. (2007), Using Multivariate Statistics, Allyn and Bacon, Boston.

Vogus, T.J. and Taylor, J.L. (2018), “Flipping the script: Bringing an organizational perspective to the
study of autism at work”, Autism, Vol. 22 No. 5, pp. 514-516.

Yukl, G.A. (2002), Leadership in Organizations, 5th ed., Prentice Hall, Upper Saddle River, NJ.

29



Table I. Summary statistics and zero-order correlations

Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Program interaction 2.96 1.26 --
2. Program knowledge 5.13 1.57 0.46*** --
3. Workload change 2.60 1.33 0.38*** 0.30*** --
4. Perceived supervisor support 5.11 1.72 -0.11 0.05 -0.17 --
5. Affective commitment 6.16 1.25 0.00 0.11 -0.38***  (0.38%** -
6. Normative commitment 4.89 1.51 0.01 0.00 -0.08 0.03 0.32%*** --
7. Continuance commitment 2.42 1.72 0.12 0.04 0.36%** -0.46***  -0.66***  0.02 -
8. Engagement 4.73 1.27 0.00 0.09 -0.09 0.46%** 0.29%** 0.05 -0.27***

Note: N =132. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001

Data from both organizations, excluding participants who indicated that during a typical week they never interacted with autism program participants.
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Table Il. Summary of hierarchical regression analyses

Affective Normative Continuance
Commitment Commitment Commitment Engagement

Step 1

Organization (1=smaller) 0.11 0.16 -0.11 0.09

Gender (1=female) 0.01 -0.07 -0.24* 0.18

Tenure (1=<1 year) 0.06 0.03 -0.07 0.03

Tenure (1=1-2 years) 0.15 0.02 0.05 0.07

Tenure (1=3-4 years) -0.17 -0.10 0.03 0.03

Employment Type (1=PT) -0.01 0.03 0.13 -0.22*

Employment Type (1=Other) 0.01 -0.09 -0.13 0.04

R? change 0.07 0.04 0.10 0.08
Step 2

Program Interaction -0.08 0.00 0.13 -0.10

Program Knowledge 0.18 -0.02 -0.04 0.17

R? change 0.02 0.00 0.01 0.02
Step 3

Workload Change -0.40*** -0.10 0.31%** -0.06

Perceived Supervisor 0.30*** -0.01 -0.40%*** 0.37%**

Support

R? change 0.24**x 0.01 0.25%** 0.13%**
Step 4

Workload X Perceived -0.10 0.07 0.07 -0.32%***

Support

R? change 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.09%**
Overall adjusted R? 0.28*** -0.04 0.30*** 0.24%**

Note: N = 128 due to missing values on demographic variables. The displayed coefficients are
standardized beta weights (Bs) at each step. *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p < .001.

At Step 1, participant demographics that were significantly related to at least one primary variable
were included as covariates.

Data from both organizations, excluding participants who indicated that during a typical week they
never interacted with autism program participants.
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