Undertake a critical evaluation of a Journal Article relevant to your discipline of study.

Overview.

The article being examined is from Jade Davies, Brett Heasman, Adam Livesey, Amy Walker, Elizabeth Pellicano, and Anna Remington. This article was presented to the journal ‘Autism’, by Sage publishing in the year, 2023.
The article looks at how autistic people with high unemployment face the hiring process and barriers of accessibility in the job market. Davies and her colleagues, looked at the access to employment under the title of ‘Access to employment: A comparison of autistic, neuro divergent and neuro typical adults experiences of hiring processes in the United Kingdom’. This article was produced using a collaborative approach with many individuals and was funded by the National Autistic Society and Autistica.

The reviewer’s positionality 

It is important to note that I was a participant within this study, and therefore present insider perspective, not only has a participant, but an autistic person, and as an independent researcher. I am aware of potential biases, because of my own positionality, and present this for the benefit of the reader.

Background and Literature.

The researchers for this article have wide experience in the field of autism research. Prof Anna Remmington, of the University College London, recently worked on perceptual load in 2020 with Jana Brinkett, in the article ‘Making sense of their perceptual capacities in autistic and non-autistic adults’. Prof Elizabeth Pellicano is a  renowned scholar from Australia and author of ‘ A capabilities approach to understanding and supporting autistic adulthood’, (2009); The workplace masking experiences of autistic, non-autistic neurodivergent and neurotypical adults in the UK., (2023) and further research including  ‘'I'm sick of being the problem': Autistic mothers' experiences of interacting with schools for their autistic children’, (2024). 

It is important to reflect that these eminent scholars have made a significant contribution to the well-being, health and employment prospects, discussions and implementations for autistic individuals. The scholars have collaborated in and contributed to some of the most forward thinking theoretical and methodological advances of our time in the field of autism. It is also important to note that further studies have been made by all the authors of this article.

The analysis of this article examines and assesses both quantitative and qualitative methods. The advantages and disadvantages of both are evaluated, and the recommendations are suggested. There were limitations to the study, this being that all individuals were verbal, had a good standard of education, were majority white, and the majority employed, or looking for employment. This will be explored later within this article.

Methodological Position.

This article was produced ‘within a study that formed a ‘broader part of examining autistic employment using the diverse minds survey.’ (Davies et al, 2023, p3). The method used was hosted completely online, gathering information with regards to the relational significance and hiring processes. The researchers used social media to gain interest via many accessible channels, plus organisations that are linked to the funding bodies.
Before the study was implemented, funding was agreed and a proposal was made to the ethics board, as per good clinical practice, research methods potential used, and amendments that need to be made and this was confirmed via the university’s ethics board. were ethically approved fire the research ethics committee at University College London within the Institute of education the faculty of education and society (REC1149), it was stated that all participants gave informed consent prior to taking part and participating in the study. Once this was obtained data analysis could start. ‘This study examined responses from participants to questions regarding their experiences of recruitment between March 2019 and April 2020.’ (Davies et al, 2023, p3). 

The study team, worked with collaborators and developed a working group to discuss interpretation, of wording and structure, from autistic reviewers all online. The proposed question or questions of this article is multi-faceted. The researchers seek to understand how the experiences of the autistic and neurodivergent candidates, differ from those of neurotypical jobseekers. The article looks in depth at the recruitment, of the three groups of candidates, and how differing presentations for interviewing can give potential success using differential forms. For example, group tasks, or a work trial and the candidate’s interpretation of the process, that favours one group over another. 

The study aims to address first hand perspectives on recruitment practises and procedures for both autistic and non-autistic and the challenges that they face and which are more common. This study does reference the challenges faced by neurodivergent, autistic and neurotypical and the specificity of recruitment surrounding an autistic lens, however not dismissing the neurodivergent and neurotypical participants. The authors had briefly discussed the recruitment cycle, and how this was defined, then being asked which type of recruitment process has experienced. This data was collected on a four-point Likert -type scale, which gave quantitative methods and from the survey looking at probing for experiences and examples both negative and positive.

Originally, this study was ‘divided into two groups autistic and non-autistic, due to the number of participants who consider themselves neuro divergent (non- autistic), the researchers took the opportunity to look at autistic participants formally or informally diagnosed, neurodivergent non-autistic participants who were formal or informally diagnosed, and finally neurotypical.’ (Davies et al, 2023, p3). The participants were above 18 years old and had experienced the hiring process.  Within this study using an exploratory approach this was adapted numerous times by different iterations of the survey whist considering the function, form and purposefulness of the questions used for autistic and neurodivergent participants so that interpretation of questions was met.
It is important to note that 2 of the co-authors were autistic, and were involved within the development of the questionnaire, interpretation, findings, and feedback plus the development of subsequent recommendations. Within the complex and often brutal world of the job market, finding the correct job, correct management, correct access, correct support and more is crucial not only to how we maintain the job role. However, sustaining the job role, is equally as important albeit, harder to do. Expending more energy, having resolve and the resilience to engage and we engage with job searches, hiring, onboarding, and the outcome of a successful career. The methodology stated that
‘The researchers compared 225 autistics 64 non-autistics but neuro divergent and finally 88 neuro typical individuals.’ (Davies et al, 2023, p3-4). Whilst using a combination of qualitative and quantitative data a mixed methods prospective both methods can equally have surrounded the themes of, recruitment methods, flexibility in the hiring process, uncertainty and ambiguity in job description vagueness and insufficient information in advance of an interview. Whilst considering the environment of the organisation or employer and having difficulties surrounding, the disclosure of or the need to give health information, to capture the same accessibility, and rights that all employees should get regardless of diagnostic criterion. The thematic approach to the study led to the qualitative results that numerous have stated in multiple methodological processes and positions. For example, Vincent. J (2020), ‘Employability for UK university students and graduates on the autism spectrum’, Cope and Remington. (2021), ‘The strengths and abilities of autistic people in the workplace’. 
The number of participants led to an extra exploratory scenarios Autistic (formally and self-diagnosed) and with Neurodivergent (non-autistic and self-diagnosed), within the answers given to extract potential more data which could be usefully explored. For example, within the health demographic.

Literature review.

Within the review of this article there was 78 articles referenced, the authors were challenged by, the literature and differing areas in relation to employment, vocational skills and risk factors. There have been many areas of discourse that academics have published with regards to recruitment, retention, job productivity, disclosure, sensory sensitivities, health and wellbeing, more of specifically autistic individuals. 
There are multiple researcher’s from across the world, influencing governments, implementing good practice, giving information, advice and guidance to many different societies, institutions, organisations and the public. Articles being open sourced, giving the public an insight into how studies are performed .The predictors and interventions within the employment setting up, (Walsh, Lyndon and Healy, 2014), How to improve outcomes of employment of adolescents and adults, (Wilczynski, et al, 2013).
Many different articles were examined with each a participatory approach from; Walenski M., Tager-Flusberg H,. Ullman M, T, (2006) Basic Understanding autism: from basic neuroscience to treatment. Language in Autism in Moldin SO, Rubenstien, J.L.R, Basic terms and definitions, (Walker. N, ,2014), Ethnic discrimination in hiring decisions a meta-analysis of correspondence tests from 1990 to 2015, (Zschirnt, E & Ruedin, D (2016), Gender matters in career exploration and job seeking among adults with autism spectrum disorder evidence from an online community, (Nagib & Wilson, 2018) and more. 

These scholars have echoed many before them on barriers such as, ‘the relationship between mental health and employment, vulnerability to negative life experiences.’ (Walsh et al. 2014; Griffiths et al. 2019, cited in Davies et al, 2023, p2).  The contributions that autistic individuals who want to work and wish to work are at odds with those in work. Those in work seem to be either in uninspiring jobs or under employed. ‘Yet 80% of autistic people are estimated to be unemployed worldwide’ (Ki-Moon, 2015 cited in Davies et al 2023, p2).
What basis or meaning or even functional importance does this reviewer have, and the It is trying to fill there is evidence from the above authors within this review which talks about the willingness and enablement to engagement, the possession of quality skills and talent that employers value deeply. However, these are not sought. 
The mere fact that within the supplementary material under the themes and illustrative quotes that ‘neuro typical is our seemingly agreeing that interviews focus on too much personality rather than the ability to do the job and following that there needs to be an understanding that traditional interviews is not always the best way of assessing competence, with better training and understanding within the recruitment team. The need to be realistic about the job descriptions and what we are recruiting for are and what the person can do’. (Davies et al, 2023) supplementation. Within the literature most autistic participants had a diagnosis of autism, whereby the n: 192 out of 225 were formally diagnosed and one third of autistics gave a mental health condition on top of the formal diagnosis (n:157).

Data Collection.

Before the data analysis collection, which included surveys all procedures with regards to recruitment experiences were ethically approved fire the research ethics committee at University College London within the Institute of education the faculty of education and society (REC1149), it was stated that all participants gave informed consent prior to taking part and participating in the study. Once this was obtained data analysis could start. Although within this paper there is mention of informed consent there is no mention of how to withdraw from consent. As a participant of this study, I can confirm that an explanation online using ‘Qualtrics’ software, gave the participant the opportunity to withdraw at any point before the data was captured and sealed. This was explained within the consent procedure.

The data collected for the survey from diverse minds included gender identity, ethnicity and highest level of education. The researchers used quantitative data methods, to compare frequency of responses to, ‘the type of recruitment processes you have experienced’. (Davies et al, supplementary literature). This then gave the ‘mean of responses which was changed into percentages given’ Davies J, In conversation, 2025). The researchers used the quantitative results to gives rise to thematic response to recruitment, qualitative responses. This gave the researchers a mixed method study. The authors looked at employment experiences of the participants which included satisfaction with their current role, highest level they have worked at, most recent income, and finally past employers within this current study (This article piece). 
The researchers used a quantitative approach to start with via a 4-point Linkert Scale looking at two closed questions looking at potential differences with the recruitment, then looked at how negative or positive the responses were, which gave percentages. Another two questions were open questions, giving descriptive responses.  (Davies, J. 2025, personal communication -17 APRIL 2025).
This gave a mixed method approach to the study.
The survey used to 4-point Likert-type scale range from very negative to very positive. This was looked at by a predetermined questions e.g. definition of recruitment style. In the analysis of this study quantitative data was examined, via the following tests, Chi-squared and independent t-test. There were many methods used within this article from ‘Fischer’s exact tests employing a Bonferroni correction for multiple comparisons to determine differences within participant characteristics,’ (Davies et al, 2023, p4). 

Quantitative data was analysed using ‘Chi-squared tests for independence and t-tests which demonstrated no significant difference between the self-diagnosed or formally diagnosed autistic participants.’ (Davies et al, 2023, p4). In comparing distribution of responses that used the closed questioning between the three groups between the quantitative responses. The researchers used one way ANOVA and where necessary Krustal Wallis for difference in the recruitment methods.

In April 2020, the participant numbers were 241 for autistics, 83 neurodivergent and 113 neurotypicals, participants excluded were 16 autistic, 19 neurodivergent, and 25 neurotypical participants, due to 50% of the survey not completed. Two thirds of autistic individuals disclosed a health condition. (n.157 = 69.8%). The data collected via the demographics showed more female (n:145) participants than male (n:64) that were autistic, whereas the Neurodivergent and neurotypical were a lot closer, (estimated n:6 differential). Within the demographics of the survey looking at income, highest level of employment, and what sector the job was in, data used a bottom-up system, whereby the meanings of the semantics were identified via ‘a critical realist framework’. (Braun & Clarke, 2013, cited in Davies et al. p.7).

In identifying the critical realist framework, it would be beneficial to the reader, that the framework be examined and explained. In Stutchbury, (2022) within the International Journal of Research and Methods in Education, the author explains the premise of critical realism. Critical Realism (CR), explains that the causal mechanism, being looking for an explanation, and focusing on what individuals achieve (agency), in the social context in which they are operating (Structures). Stutchbury explains the above, in a novel way as the following ‘It can see reality being like an iceberg: most of the reality (the iceberg) is invisible to the observer. The causal mechanisms exist below the surfaces and give rise to ‘experiences’ and ‘events’.’ (Stutchbury, 2022, p.114) This is identified by inference, based on the data that has been collected within the context of what has been investigated. Hu (2018), cited in Stutchbury (2022), explained that ‘Critical Realism assumes judgemental relationality, allowing researchers to ‘evaluate and compare’ the explanatory power of different theoretical explanations and select theories that are most accurate to the real domain of our existing knowledge’. Finally, that ‘the aim of critical realism research that assist to improve the world’. (Price and Martin, 2018, cited in Stutchburg, 2022).
Finally, was the analysis, data collection and analysis appropriate to answer the research question of the study. The use of a four-point linkert-type scale, to gather quantitative data from the participants was the right research method used, as this research tools can be closed questions giving the analysis a more streamlined outcome to the recruitment methods questioning, including the iterations of the renewal of the questioning via open questioning to give a more thematic critical realist approach, was innovative within its stance. This opened the study to a mixed methods scenario. This gave richer data, and a realistic exploration of the What, Where, When, Why and How of the data to assist within the study. Within this leading to the thematic analysis of how the participants experienced and envisioned the recruitment process. How the participants expressed how the individual may have used differing strategies to get the job, or what they needed to consider if they didn’t get the job.

Implications.
The data collection for the article was given as majority white, female, educated with the most participants in full time employment, this would be seen as a limitation within the data collected and would cause a bias within the gender results and other results within the article. It was stated that the lack of representation from all other global majorities apart from white, and that the individual within this sample size were well educated. It may not be properly presenting the demographic, income- based, educational attainment and diversity of the population within the United Kingdom. The research only discusses the recruitment experiences. 

The lack of the global majority (ethnic minorities and black) participants, have bigger barriers and challenges to not only obtaining job roles and recruiting, with those extra intersects that make being a minority and autistic, or neurodivergent more challenging. Not considering other levels of education and the non-verbal autistics valves, beliefs and concerns, to recruitment and any experiences of recruitment particularly concerning, because many individuals wish to be in employment. Further research should try to redress this imbalance, however, communicating with this demographic is equally as hard, this could be due to preconceived ideas. The preconceived ideas related to workforce struggles could concern the ‘imbalance by developing a meaningful relationship with minority ethnic communities and purposefully seeking autistic participants.’ (Davies et al, 2023, p.14). 

The significance that the majority of respondent were white, high-income earners, and high education with the employment and recruitment spheres being either part time or full time. This would have made the results somewhat inconsistent due to the gender ratios and not considering the unemployed participants. For whom, wanting a job was key to health, wellbeing, self-esteem and more. The identity of disclosure of autism, neurodivergence, and those whom a self-diagnosis was included, although admirable, and to examine the thoughts of these individuals, by not excluding self-diagnosed from the participant survey this could have given a distorted view of the results given. 

One possible problem was the practicality of the data used as some individuals may have lost out in participating due to the ways the surveys was set up, and that individuals who wished to participate could not be due to using other forms of communication styles. For example, surveys via post, easy read documents or simply the timing or duration of what was being asked all play a role within participation. The researchers did not seek to examine the differential factors within the neurodivergent participants and settled on splitting the groupings within this style, was ‘not intended to suggest that being autistic was more important that other neurodivergent conditions. In addition, the survey did not mention or discuss supported employment arrangements of work schemes (including apprenticeships) or trials that could have been taking place, potentially denying other forms of reliable data which could have been captured. For example, key workplace skills, and formal or informal recruitment advice information or guidance (short courses to gain employability skills). 

A major issue was the use of the recruitment method and the stakeholder’s interaction with this recruiting through corporate partners interested in the projects. The stakeholders’ companies were from the extended autism field and as such had an already invested interest in pursuing more insight into the employment, recruitment, and retention of autistic and neurodivergent individuals. 

One problem could be the balance the numbers of participants within the study. With 225 autistic participants, 64 non-autistic Neurodivergent participants, and 88 neurotypical participants, there is a sample size differential. This differential of circa two and a half more autistic than neurotypical with 24 participants less than neurotypicals were non- autistic neurodivergent. Non-autistic, circa three times less than autistics. The implication of the sample size sought for all the groups is compatible with getting a correct differential and correct result, within comparing the number of participants across the grouping.

Finally, was the analysis, data collection and analysis appropriate to answer the research question of the study. The use of a four-point Linkert-type scale, to gather quantitative data from the participants was the right research method used, as this research tools can be closed questions giving the analysis a more streamlined outcome to the recruitment methods questioning, including the iterations of the renewal of the questioning via open questioning to give a more thematic critical realist approach, was innovative within its stance. This opened the study to a mixed methods scenario. This gave richer data, and a realistic exploration of the What, Where, When, Why and How of the data to assist within the study. Within this leading to the thematic analysis of how the participants experienced and envisioned the recruitment process. How the participants expressed how the individual may have used differing strategies to get the job, or what they needed to consider if they didn’t get the job.

Conclusion.
This article raised, how autistic participants mostly, and neurodivergent participants expressed their experiences of the recruitment method and processes. There were qualitative experiences that is equally as important. There were unique challenges for autistic individuals that appeared to face more challenging barriers, than neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals face. Interestingly, all groups revealed their frustration on the emphasis on social skills and personality traits to traditional interviews and only autistic had felt they had to mask their authentic selves to gain employment. The disclosure of accessibility to services and actual diagnostic disclosure was seen as desirable. Whereas autistic individuals expressed concern over stigma and discrimination with regards their diagnosis. The researchers did ‘identify that employers have a critical role in reducing inequality, in job recruitment, and retention.’ (Davies et al, p.14- 15). 
The researchers did state that offering reasonable adjustments and implementing them for all candidates, would help support only autistic and neurodivergent individuals but everyone, to give equality to all, and support and improve the shared experiences. There is future work to do on areas like job descriptions, personal specifications, right through to feedback if unsuccessful, and from onboarding through to successfully completing probation to secure the job. Indeed, by not looking at developing a more inclusive and accessible processes, employers, could overlook amazing talent.
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