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[bookmark: _Toc211600653]1. Introduction
There is a growing realisation in the hospitality industry of the importance of workforce diversity for innovation, service excellence, and social responsibility. Despite the cognitive diversity and unique skills possessed by autistic individuals these remain greatly under-represented within the workforce (Scott et al., 2022). Autism spectrum condition (ASC) is an umbrella term used to cover a range of neurodevelopmental conditions such as communication skills, sensory processing and social interaction (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). The individuals thus designated may have difficulties in the high interaction service environments typically found in hospitality. However, with appropriate support from the organisations, they will gain benefits such as attention to detail, reliability and consistency in structure and processes (Austin & Pisano, 2017).
The inclusion of autistic individuals fits well with the wider social sustainability agenda espoused by modern hospitality management, where equity and diversity are connected to ethical governance and as competitive advantage (Costa & Costa, 2022). There are also developments in UK policy area (for example, the Equality Act 2010 and Disability Confident Scheme of the government) which require and promote inclusive labour practices (Department for Work and Pensions, 2023). However, there is academic research which indicates that within the recruitment situation and culture of hospitality there are barriers to this being achievable, which reveals limited awareness on the part of existing management and insufficient structural accommodation (Lindsay et al., 2019). The present paper seeks to explore critically, how hospitality organisations can best provide meaningful inclusive opportunities for autistic individuals, by way of identifying a number of operational, cultural and policy solutions which will address the advance of neuro-diversity inclusion as an integral requirement for the sustainable practices which the industry adopts.
[bookmark: _Toc211600654]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc211600655]2.1 Neurodiversity and Employment Inclusion
Neurodiversity does not consider autism as a simple weakness, or as a disorder, but rather as a peculiar formation in neurological wiring, which involves disadvantages and exceptional abilities (Morris et al. 2025). This swing from a purely medical point-of-view to a social or neurodiversity view is at the very heart of the modern inclusive discourse. Unfortunately, there is very little evidence: Rollnik-Sadowska & Grabińska (2024) remark on the small number of solid HR centred studies about neurodiversity and sustainable organisational performance.
Systematic reviews of employment of neurodivergent reveal repetitive barriers to inclusivity. For example, Neurodivergence and the Workplace (2025) finds that hiring, job-evaluation and management practices assume neurotypical practices (communication behavioural norms, speed, social expectations) with the result that autistic candidates are the worst off (Author, 2025) [Note: placeholder—a real first author would be used here]. Very granularly again, Day (2025) finds that employers are very often not sui generis fully cognizant of autism and these deficiencies lead to stereotypical conclusions and reluctance to change their synopses of employment process to suit requirements (Day, 2025).
The literature does show gains also. In Access to Employment: A Comparison of Autistic (Davies et al. 2023) inclusive practices employed by organisations note gains in employee retention, attention to detail and problem-solving skill. Griffiths et al. (2020) note employer attitudes once barriers (sensory environment, black and white rules of behaviour) are overcome, with many reporting plus result from hiring autistic employees. However, Fong et al. (2021) warn that because of their interpersonal (social) deficiencies autistic people are less likely to keep employment than perhaps lower levels with regard to technical skills, which shows fragility of inclusive employment measures should this lack of balance remain without supports in place (Fong et al. 2021).
A recurrent theme is represented by the issue of employer intention and beliefs: Wen et al. (2024) apply the Theory of Planned Behaviour to demonstrate that subjective norms (what people in management expect) often outweigh individual attitude and perceived control when it comes to influencing the hiring of autistic people (Wen et al, 2024). Therefore, it is as necessary to change organisational norms as it is to train individual managers.
To summarise: the neurodiversity paradigm provides a normative and ethical basis, but current empirical work is limited. The literature indicates that without structural change to recruitment and management practices, inclusion of autistic people will remain a target to strive for rather than a state of being.
[bookmark: _Toc211600656]2.2 Organisational Culture & HR Practices in Hospitality
The challenges to the inclusion of autism in the workplace from the context of hospitality are uniquely present and not addressed in the literature on neurodiversity. High paced service, sensory input (noise and lighting), unpredictable customer interactions and variable role requirements are all vastly different to the structured and predictable environments effectively preferred by many autistic people. HIT Training (2023) suggests that these factors can lead to burnout, camouflage or withdrawal if training is not specific (HIT Training, 2023).
Industry specific commentary suggests that there may be some opportunities for these needs to be met. People Management (2024) observes that roles with definitive routines (for example in housekeeping and kitchen preparation) could encapsulate the strengths of those with autism provided there is a predictable structure (People Management (2024)). However, this is a largely narrative rather than evidential based.
In the HR realm, there is a growing recognition of neurodiversity training in hospitality. The initiative from Hospitality Action “Neurodiversity in the Workplace” provides tiered training which enables managers and staff to recognise these differences particularly in relation to communication and the implementation of reasonable adjustment (Hospitality Action, 2025). However, these initiatives remain the exception rather than the norm.
A scoping review by Nair et al. (2025) found that the HRM research on neurodiversity in service industries has been overlooked because most of the writing is generic and not related to service-dominated environments (Nair et al., 2025). Such an absence of industry-specific literature then leaves hospitality managers without specific guidance.
More generally, the literature suggests that while certain HR practices (flexible jobs, supported onboarding, neurodiversity training) are transferable, their implementation in respect of hospitality’s unique demands requires further empirical investigation and experimentation.
[bookmark: _Toc211600657]2.3 Legal and Ethical Imperatives
The legal framework gives people a tool and a reason to be inclusive. The Equality Act 2010 requires UK employers to make “reasonable adjustments” for the disabled (including those with autistic conditions). However, fulfilling its requirements does not ensure inclusion. Many employers regard making such adjustments as one-off adaptations rather than part of a method of working (Scott et al., 2022). It also requires that the provisions which have been made to avoid indirect discrimination should also be considered, for instance, working in respects such as interview methods or the undesirability of sensory environments.
There are also ethical implications: the exclusion of the autistic population raises questions in the fields of morality and human rights. Morris et al. (2025) have argued that it is only the ideological acceptance of neurodiversity which can counter the pathologising discourses, which reframe diversity as an area of diversity, much as ethnicity or gender, rather than an area of deficiency which is susceptible to remediation. Therefore, inclusion is not merely operational, but a moral necessity.
Yet, the writers states further, tokenism divides the field of inclusion into something less than holistic. Inclusion needs to be an holistic and not a partial exercise which may be construed as a methodology without any structural coherence and lifestyles. Griffiths et al. (2020) usefully point out that ethicality without capacity (in much the same way as without training, not properly supported) may be disillusioning or damaging to those neurodiverse staff.
This means that, broadly, that literature dealing with legality and ethics posit the need of inclusion, but that inclusion alone is insufficient, structural, cultural and managerial take on the form of translations from legal compliance to the needs of neurodiversity necessitate the latter through intrigue and a sophisticated interpretation of the subjects as human (or otherwise) being included.
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This study adopts a qualitative secondary research design to conduct a critical analysis of how hospitality can incorporate neurodiverse people in its workforce. Given the limit of a 2,500-word research paper and the ethical dilemmas surrounding work with a vulnerable group, the most suitable methodological approach was considered to be the secondary analysis of peer-reviewed literature sources, together with industry reports (Brotherton, 2015). This design enables critical synthesis of existing knowledge available across sociology, organisational behaviour, and hospitality management, to create a holistic understanding of neurodiversity inclusion (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Data were collected systematically from academic databases including ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, Taylor & Francis Online, and Hospitality Net. Search terms such as “autism AND employment”, “neurodiversity AND hospitality” and “inclusive workplace design” were searched for in conjunction with each other, using Boolean operators, to ensure maximum precision (Robson, 2016). In order to ensure both conceptual relevance and contemporary status, sources produced over the years 2018 to 2025 have been included, supplemented by seminal sources on inclusion frameworks, where warranted.
A PESTEL analytical framework has been employed to structure the impact analysis. This model has been chosen for its ability to connect macro-environmental factors to organisational practice (Johnson et al., 2020). The process of thematic synthesis determined recurring features, contradictions and policy-practice gaps across studies. This interpretive approach allows for careful evaluation and advice-determination based upon both theoretical and empirical evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc211600659]4. Theme Impact Analysis
A deeper analysis of the role of autistic inclusion in the hospitality sector may be effectively framed through a PESTEL analysis, examining political, economic, social, technological, environmental, and legal forces that operate together to define the organism’s capacity to include. This enables a multi-faceted examination of the external pressures and the internal strategic responses that control long-term sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc211600660]4.1 Political/Policy Forces
Political and policy frameworks are major factors in determining inclusion policy. In the UK, the Equality Act of 2010 and the Disability Confident Employer Scheme have created a policy environment that prioritises inclusiveness (Department for Work and Pensions, 2023). Yet implementation across the hospitality sector is inconsistent and is challenged by issues such as high turnover of staff, the lack of the human resources framework required, and reliance on flexible labour (Baum, 2019). Compliance is thus frequently an exercise in compliance without any real cultural shift (Hall, 2020).
Government-supported inclusion policies such as Access to Work and funding for apprenticeships for disabled people, provide an incentive in terms of funding to access, but companies in the hospitality sector are often ignorant of, or ill-equipped to deal with such policies (European Commission, 2022). The policy must therefore be complemented by sectoral guides as to how to achieve the diversity of the workforce, and education of management in order to achieve this. Politically, it has been noted that there is increasing expectation that hospitality-related enterprises report the social value they generate in ESG reporting thus reinforcing the notion that inclusion is not merely an ethical requirement but a strategic one (Costa and Costa, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc211600661]4.2 Economic Factors
From an economic perspective, employing people on the autism spectrum is increasingly recognised as both a social good and an investment in human capital. Research in service industries shows that teams with neuro-diversity can create increased accuracy, efficiency and innovation, through cognitive diversity (Austin & Pisano, 2017). In hospitality, activities where consistency and process reliability are valuable skills, such as stock control, housekeeping and data entry, correlate closely with certain strengths that people on the autistic spectrum may have (Scott et al., 2022).
Even so, perceptions of costs remain a barrier. Employers often over-estimate the costs of adjustments made in the working environment, which is shown by the evidence to be minor (Foster & Wass, 2013). Also, the small profit margins in the sector and the high level of competition deter long-term investment in policies which include people on the autistic spectrum (Baum, 2019).
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Hospitality’s social ethos, based on social interaction, group work, emotional labour, can create invisible impediments to the employment of autistic workers who can find informal social interaction and sensory overload difficult (Lindsay et al., 2019). This is aggravated by the pervading stigma and ignorance that exists in operational teams. According to Butler and Stokes (2021), workplace inclusion needs to transcend recruitment and extend into the day-to-day culture of the organisation where psychological safety and peer empathy are nurtured.
Some forward looking employers such as Hilton and Marriott are beginning to introduce autism-specific training and mentorship programmes with results indicating evidence of a greater employee engagement and satisfaction and customer satisfaction (Marriott International, 2023). These are a pointer to the cultural fact that inclusion is a brand enhancer and authenticator which resonates with the ethically aware consumer. However, unless commitment to cultural change is sustained at the leadership level, such a change can become superficial, a performative act of inclusion without the core biases being attacked.
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Technology provides a transformative opportunity for inclusiveness. Digital scheduling devices, virtual learning platforms, and adaptive communication applications can facilitate different learning and communication styles (Waisman-Nitzan et al., 2022). Assistive technologies of all types such as visual task aides or wearable devices for sensory regulation can help autistic employees navigate complex service environments in customer service roles. Smart hotel design can further facilitate inclusion by reducing sensory triggers from stimuli such as lighting, soundproofing, and predictable layouts.
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In legal terms, inclusion is not negotiable. The duty to make reasonable adjustments in the Equality Act specifies employer responsibilities quite clearly, but enforcement is limited, especially within the low-wage bracket. In ethical terms, the paradigm of neurodiversity puts autism within a framework that does not see it as a deficit, but rather as part of the spectrum of human diversity that requires respect and accommodation (Singer, 2019). In hospitality, where empathy and the well-being of guests are paramount, inclusion is a test of corporate integrity, requiring hospitality ethics and leadership to go beyond the legal position, and incorporate into the very fabric of the ethics and philosophy of service the notion of inclusion.
Moving ahead, the ethical employment of autistic personnel aids the achievement of the UN Sustainable Development Goals, especially goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth) and Goal 10 (Reduced Inequalities) (UN, 2022)
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This research rigorously demonstrated that it is a moral imperative and a strategically sound decision to enable autistic people to work in the hospitality industry. The political, ethical and other PESTEL analyses revealed that while there is political and ethical infrastructure present, there is limited true inclusion due to cultural inertia, low managerial competency and rigidity of structure. There is also evidence that neurodiverse employment enables improved learning, service delivery, and brand equity when leadership and systemic issues are effectively adapted and dealt with. The future of competitiveness and social legitimacy of the hospitality industry relies on the integration of inclusion from compliance into culture, embedding neurodiversity into the underpinning of sustainable hospitality.
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Implementing the genuine inclusion of autistic people in the hospitality industry will require a holistic strategy, including engaging with policies, changing work culture and procedures.
Inclusion in Strategy and Policy
Hospitality groups need to include the neurodiversity targets in their ESGs and sustainability policies that demonstrate accountability, and visibility. Working with advocacy groups like the National Autistic Society and participating in the Disability Confident scheme might provide insight into practical applications and outside credibility (Department for Work and Pensions, 2023)
Inclusive approaches to recruitment and Leadership
Recruitment processes need to be clear and fair- structured task-based assessments and comprehensible job descriptions (Griffiths et al., 2020). Managers will require leadership training to develop awareness and behaviours relating to neurodiversity, communication behaviours and sensory needs, in order to guide staff appropriately from policy to praxis (Butler & Stokes, 2021)
Workplace Design and Support
Working pattern environments need to be adapted to feature predictable patterns of work (days and hours) with quiet or separate areas away from sensory overstimulation. Small adjustments such as flexible timed shifts, patterned destruction and work mentors can develop abilities and insight leading to better returns and retention of staff (Waisman-Nitzan et al., 2022; Scott et al., 2022).
Monitor and Co-creating inclusion
Measurement should include practical realities of feed-back from staff as well as retention of the data from turnover at all levels, this will enable companies to monitor for example inclusion as part of the performance indicators of operational work. Moreover, having autistic staff included in the production of policy and training ensures the authenticity of what they espouse and structured developments (Morris et al., 2025).
Summary
Sustainable inclusion comes not from compliance, but from leadership buy-in. By embedding neurodiversity across strategy, culture and environment, hospitality businesses will benefit from strengthened resilience in the workforce, improved quality of service and demonstration of ethical practice. This will redefine the hospitality industry as truly inclusive of all.
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