WORKSHOP CONTACT PERSON: 
Thorkil Sonne, Director of Development, Specialsterne, Denmark 

EMAIL: thso@specialisterne.dk

CO-PRESENTERS 
Ole Pass, President FSD / Social director, Rødovre Kommune, Denmark
	REALISING THE COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGES OF AUTISM: SUPPORTING THE ACTIVE INCLUSION OF PEOPLE WITH AUTISM IN THE FIRST LABOUR MARKET

	What is/are the main SOCIAL ISSUE/S that you wish to raise for debate and discussion in this 90 minute workshop? 
1. How can we provide meaningful lives for people with invisible disabilities?

2. How can we think innovatively to turn characteristics of invisible disabilities into competitive advantages?

3. How can we integrate people with invisible disabilities in the first labour market



	Please describe your project briefly here, indicating what makes it special:
It is estimated that autism (spectrum disorder) affects up to 1 percent of the world’s population. Of this 1 percent, only 6 percent have any form of gainful employment. So in addition to the first-order effects of autism, second order problems that are common in all groups of highly marginalized individuals, such as loneliness, depression, and drug abuse, are also frequent amongst those diagnosed with autism.

In fact, one statistic estimates that 40 percent of those with autism have no friends.
Source: Fradd, A. and I. Joy (2007) “A Life Less Ordinary: People with autism, a guide for donors and

funders,”

When Thorkil Sonne’s youngest son was diagnosed with autism at the age of three, he and his family started worrying about the future prospects of a positive life for their child. After noticing that their son had valuable skills they realized that if the son could get a job in which he would be able to use his skills and be able to develop these skills – he would probably have a prosperous future.

After recognizing that almost no job opportunities were available in the Danish society for people with autism who do not meet the social expectations in the labour market, Thorkil decided to make an effort to provide better job opportunities for his son and others with autism.

Thorkil Sonne founded the company Specialisterne in 2004 to find new ways to assess, train and employ people with autism in Denmark and internationally. Specialisterne was awarded ‘Best Large Social Firm Europe 2006’ by the European Organization of Social Firms (CEFEC) and the founder was awarded with the ‘Autism Prize 2004’ by Autism Denmark and ‘IT Prize 2008’ by The Danish IT Industry Association.

The vision of the company is to think positively and not just to see autism as a disability but also as a special ability. 

As the first company in the world Specialisterne has turned the characteristics of autism (spectrum disorder) into competitive advantages and has more than 5 years of operational experience providing quality services on market terms like software testing and data entries for large Danish and International companies.

In order to find the talents and opportunities, Specialisterne provides a 5 month Labour Ability Assessment, assessing visible and hidden strengths and opportunities, motivation and barriers. When barriers are defined the staff tries to find ways to compensate and thereby to reduce the barriers. Most of the candidates with autism carrying through in the Labour Ability Assessment program successfully are offered a job in Specialisterne where special understanding and support is providing optimum working environments, workload, roles and management.

As of January 2009 approximately 40 persons with autism are employed as consultants by Specialisterne serving customers with high quality services at market terms. In addition 40-60 candidates with autism will be given the opportunity every year to have their business potential assessed partly based on LEGO robot technology. LEGO Mindstorms, is used as a mean to let people with autism show their talents and potential job profile.
Specialisterne has been contacted by people or organizations from 44 countries who are interested in assistance to establish Specialisterne like companies in their country. Specialisterne provides 5 years of unique operational experience of how to turn the disadvantages of a disability into special abilities in the competitive business market.

Autism is a global phenomenon – in all countries about one percent of the population has autism. Despite the huge number, there is a lack of knowledge and means of how to support people with autism to have a productive and meaningful life.

The Specialisterne case will be used as the platform to discuss how we can provide productive and meaningful lives of people with autism by establish assessment, training and jobs that match the personalities and skills of the individual with autism.

Proposed workshop format:
Autism is a general issue in all countries and the needs of the business sector are comparable across borders. 
Only tradition and the welfare models differ from country to country in the EU.

The participants will be asked to form small groups to discuss how the Specialisterne case can give new ideas of creating jobs for people with autism and other invisible disabilities in the EU.


An evaluation form will be prepared for assessment of the workshop and to collect ideas and comments from the participants. 

A report will be written based on the response from the audience.












