Workplace Survey

In the News

Dining Alone a
Reality for Many

T

App Designed for
Heroin Addicts

he “lunch
bunch” isn’t a
reality for
most workers, a new
survey from
Accountemps suggests. When asked
how they spend their
lunch hour, nearly
half (49%) of professionals said they typically spend it eating alone. Yet
almost as many (46%) people said they would rather
have a co-worker join them for the meal.
“Even with demanding workloads, employees
should try to step away from their desks during the
workday,” said Bill Driscoll, a district president of
Accountemps. “Sharing a meal with coworkers not
only strengthens business relationships, but creates a
more relaxed environment for collaboration and the
exchange of ideas.”
Added Driscoll, “The simple act of taking a break –
even for a few minutes – can help clear your mind and
broaden your perspective, especially when facing challenging business problems.” 
Source: Accountemps, a Robert Half company.

A

ccording to the National Institutes of
Health, the number of people who tried
heroin for the first time doubled between
2006 and 2012. Today, someone uses heroin in the
U.S. about every 45 seconds, and those are just the
people who admit to using it.
That’s why Brandi Spaulding decided to
develop an app that puts support in the palm of a
recovering addict’s hands, 24 hours a day. The
addiction recovery app, which Spaulding created
with a team of computer science students, is based
on addiction medicine specialist Brad Lander’s
theory of how the brain can be influenced by
drugs and alcohol.
The theory suggests that an addict’s higher
brain function is in constant competition with
lower brain function, or “squirrel brain,” which
focuses solely on pleasure-seeking activities and
blurs consequences of actions. To overcome addiction, patients need conscious reminders to adhere
to their higher brain function and avoid the selfdestructive tendencies of the “squirrel brain.”
The app, called Squirrel Recovery, is currently
available for Android users. It can be downloaded
for free by going to Google Play or the Buckeye
Software Vault. 
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It’s Not a Puzzle

Effectively Counseling Adults with Autism
By Matthew Ratz, M.Ed., CESP

T

he Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention
(CDC) estimates that 1 out
of every 68 people has some form
of autism. At this ratio, there are
likely more than three million
working-age adults across the
United States who have an autism
spectrum disorder. This means
that, as an employee assistance
professional, you will likely
encounter at least one client on
the autism spectrum.
Understanding autism is tricky
business because, as Dr. Stephen
Shore of Adelphi University —
himself an adult with autism —
says, “When you’ve met one
person with autism, you’ve met
one person with autism.” No two
people with the same diagnosis
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will act, respond, or view the
world in exactly the same way.
What is Autism?
A diagnosis of autism means
that a person has “qualitative
impairments,” that is, significant
and clear challenges, in communication and social interaction. In
addition, people diagnosed with
autism have “stereotyped” patterns of behavior, that is, certain
situations produce consistent
external reactions.
For example, someone with
autism may avoid eye contact
while talking with someone and,
if during the conversation the
other person interrupts, the adult
with autism may flick his fingers
across his face. (This is one possible scenario;
again, every
person with
autism will
think, act, and
respond differently.) An early
sign of autism
is when a child
does not
acknowledge
his parent calling his name,
which indicates

difficulty in “reciprocal conversation,” in other words, responding to another person’s speaking.
Neurological Differences
Diagnostic criteria aside, the bottom line is this: people with autism
do not choose to be overstimulated
by loud environments; nor do they
choose to avoid conversations.
continued on Page 2
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It’s Not a Puzzle cont’d from Page 1

People with autism are neurologically wired to see the world differently, to respond to sensations
differently, and to interact with
those around them differently.
Autism is a neuro-developmental
disability, a difference in the wiring
of the person’s brain. Instead of
endeavoring to “fix” or “cure” a
person with autism, it is better to
practice pro-social responses and
role-play different scenarios.
Practice makes perfect.

“I know how
valuable ‘soft skills’
training and
practice is for
individuals with
autism because it is
these ‘soft skills’
that spell the
difference between
being employed and
being unemployed.”
Keys to Effective Counseling
But working with individuals
with autism needn’t be a huge
puzzle either. Here are some keys
to effectively counseling adults
with autism:
v Take time to understand
what kinds of people and environments act as “triggers” for
certain responses. For instance, is
it always loud noises that produce
hand waving or rocking back and
forth? (These are called “stims,”
short for “self-stimulation.”)
v Try to determine the function of a certain behavior. If a
woman with autism responds to a
2 EA Report

colleague’s request by shouting, is
she shouting because she is angry?
Is she shouting because she isn’t
sure her colleague can hear her? Is
she shouting because a standard
tone of voice hasn’t been modeled
for her effectively? Or, is she shouting because she cannot hear her
own voice well? Understanding
what a given behavior is trying to
communicate is the first step to
addressing it proactively.
v Work with the person’s colleagues to increase their awareness of autism. In many cases,
people’s lack of awareness of this
unique disability causes fear and
apprehension. However, when
people can understand the reasons
behind a colleague’s responses,
they are often more sympathetic,
patient, and understanding.
v Work with the employee’s
supervisor to minimize the environmental elements that lead to
potentially adverse reactions.
Perhaps the employee’s work area
is too bright, or not bright
enough; maybe the colleagues in
her work area play background
music that is too distracting; it
could be that the employee’s chair
is too stiff and affects the employee’s ability to sit comfortably.
Adapting a person’s environment
to lessen the likelihood of sudden
outbursts is a very productive
method of proactively addressing
the symptoms of autism.
Soft Skills are Crucial
A professional with autism
does not expect the world to “do
him any favors”; he or she is
keenly aware that social and communication challenges make getting and keeping a job difficult.
As someone who works with
adults with disabilities — including autism — every day, I know
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how valuable “soft skills” training
and practice is for individuals
with autism because it is these
“soft skills” that spell the difference between being employed and
being unemployed. (Editor’s
note: Brief examples of soft skills
accompany this article. They are
examined in greater detail on
page 4 of the August 2015 Brown
Bagger insert.)
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A

frontrunner in the development and evolution of
mental and physical
health support for employees,
the Canadian-based Morneau
Shepell has expanded its digital
counseling suite with Online
Group Counseling.
Online Group Counseling is a
method of support in which multiple participants discuss a similar issue with a counselor in a
group setting, based on the foundation that individuals benefit
from having a shared experience.
Group interactions allow participants to build relationships,

receive feedback on how to meet
goals and overcome challenges, and
gain encouragement from others.
Participants interact in realtime with both the counsellor
and other group members during
the session. Group activities,
individual homework, and selfguided modules are assigned,
giving participants the opportunity to build skills, practice
behavior change, and reflect on
their own personal triggers and
coping strategies to manage
issues when they arise. When
delivered digitally, users are
able to anonymously access

support via their smartphone,
tablet, or computer, whenever
and wherever they’d like.
Online Group Counseling,
grounded in Cognitive Behavior
Therapy and best practices of digital behavioral health, and complimented by digital anonymity, has
the potential to reach a wider audience, afford earlier support, and
provide positive clinical outcomes
to participants.
Morneau Shepell is conducting
a study to rigorously test its clinical value for users. The studies’
findings will be published shortly
thereafter. 

Quick Ideas

S

Stress or Anxiety Overload?

ome degree of anxiety
and stress on the job is
normal, but when it
becomes excessive, employees
start operating on a “fight or
flight” instinct rather than
thinking clearly and rationally.
Are the employees of any of
your corporate clients experiencing anxiety overload? Consider the
following questions:
v Are feuding, backstabbing
and turf wars a way of life?
v Are particular individuals or
departments blamed for organizational problems?

v Is there a problem with employee
turnover? Are people constantly quitting due to job-related stress or dissatisfaction with the organization?
v When conflicts and problems
arise, are people told to show more
“team spirit”?
v Is “improved communication” considered the solution to all
problems and conflicts rather than
making sound decisions based on
solid principles?
v Do people avoid conflict by
avoiding each other altogether?

the level of anxiety is likely too
high – for employees or the
company. 

If the answer to most of these
questions is an emphatic, “Yes,”

Source: “The Anxious Organization, 2nd
Edition,” by Jeffrey A. Miller.
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It’s Not a Puzzle cont’d from Page 2

VA Launches Trainings

s part of its Veterans
Economics Communities
Initiative (VECI), the
Department of Veterans Affairs (VA)
launched two new no-cost training
programs; Accelerated Learning
Programs (ALPs) and VA Learning
Hubs. Both are designed to help transitioning service members and veterans
from all eras learn skills, earn credentials, and advance in civilian careers.

VA piloted ALPs this summer
with courses focusing on skills
and certifications needed in highdemand careers in information
technology (IT), as part of the
President’s Tech Hire initiative.
Each ALP course is offered at no
cost and includes free referral
and support services. To learn
more, visit http://benefits.va.gov/
tap/alp.asp.

VA is launching Learning Hubs
that include online and in-person
study in 27 cities across the country
this year in partnership with the
American Red Cross, The Mission
Continues, and Coursera, an online
education platform. For more information about the VECI or to learn
more about VA ALPs and Learning
Hubs, contact VeteranEmployment.
vbaco@va.gov. 

Supporting Our Veterans

War-related Trauma
Ongoing for Many Vets

A

new study of veterans
from the Vietnam War
has troubling implications
for troops who fought much
more recently in Afghanistan and
Iraq. The National Vietnam
Veterans Longitudinal Study suggests that 40 years since the
Vietnam War ended, hundreds of
thousands of those vets still
struggle every day with mental
health problems linked to the
traumas they experienced.
According to NPR’s Daniel
Zwerdling, researchers have been
studying Vietnam veterans longer
than any other soldiers. Congress
ordered the studies to be done to
understand how war affects soldiers over most of their lives.
The good news they found is
that between 70 and 75% of the
Vietnam veterans they’ve studied have never suffered from
6 EA Report

mental illness linked to war such
as PTSD, depression, alcoholism
or drug addiction.
Charles Marmar of NYU’s
medical school, who led the
study, says that the lack of mental
illness “doesn’t mean they
haven’t been affected by their
experience. For sure, to go to war
is a profound experience and

changes you forever in many
ways, but they didn’t break down
with psychiatric illness.”
But there’s bad news, too:
“Roughly 11% of the vets they
studied are in serious trouble,”
Daniel says. “They still suffer
from PTSD, or from a disorder
like it. That’s around 10 times
the rate among veterans who
didn’t serve in Vietnam. The
Vietnam vets still get flashbacks,
they’re irritable, depressed, and
they can’t sleep well.”
When you extrapolate those
findings, Marmar says more than
250,000 vets still struggle every
day. He says that if the results of
the Vietnam veterans study bears
out for current troops, society
should expect similar numbers
with these problems 30 to 40
years from now. 
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Summary
The working world has not
completely embraced the notion
of supporting adults with disabilities like autism. The Autism
Society reports that a mere
19.3% of adults with disabilities
are participating in the labor
force, compared to 69.3% of
people without disabilities.
As an employee assistance
professional, your efforts and
awareness can make a real difference in your clients’ working
lives. The more knowledgeable,
and confident you are in serving this population of professionals, the more adults with
autism will benefit from your
expertise. 
Matthew Ratz is a Certified Employment Support Professional (CESP)
with a Master’s degree in Curriculum
and Instruction and 10 years’ experience working with some of the most
challenging learner populations. He
currently supports over 200 adults
with intellectual and developmental
disabilities seek and attain communitybased employment in Maryland. Learn
more about Matthew at www.linkedin.
com/in/mjratz.

Editor’s Notebook
Autism is the
fastest-growing
developmental
disorder in the
U.S., so if you
haven’t already it’s likely that
employee assistance professionals will come into contact with
someone with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD).
Many thanks to Matthew Ratz
for providing this month’s cover
story. Matt points out keys to
effective counseling as well as
explaining the importance of soft
skills training for this population.
While I think you’ll find his
article informative, I’m also aware
that autism is probably a topic a
lot of EAR readers don’t know a
lot about – and so I’ve drawn
upon my experiences in editing
the Job Training & Placement
Report newsletter by offering several additional stories on this subject – especially the one by James
Emmett, who, like Matt, has
worked with a lot of clients with
disabilities.

*****
Barbara Bissonnette also presents
a Brown Bagger training on this subject. Barb heads an organization that
specializes in career development
coaching and workplace advocacy
for adults with Asperger’s, a form of
autism. Her informative piece
includes specific cases of how autism
can pose problems in the workplace.
She also discusses, among other
areas, how autism intertwines with
the Americans with Disabilities Act,
and she offers examples of how
workplace accommodations enable
employees with autism to perform
essential job functions.
We hope you will be better able
to address the unique challenges
of working with an employee with
autism after reading this month’s
newsletter. Until next time.

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 258-2448
mike.jacquart@impacttrainingcenter.net

Examples of Soft Skills
Soft skills refers to the cluster of personal traits and
habits that mark each employee to varying degrees.
They complement “hard” skills, which are the technical
requirements of a job. Examples of soft skills include:

others do their jobs, genuinely want to do a good job,
and seek help when needed.

v Work ethic – This is the motivating belief that
employees owe their employer a full day of diligent
work, including following their supervisor’s instructions.

v Self-discipline and self-confidence – This is the
soft skill that involves arranging one’s tasks for maximum
job performance, learning from experience, asking questions and correcting mistakes, and accepting criticism and
direction without feeling defeated, resentful, or insulted.

v Courtesy – This skill refers to the habitual use
of “please,” “thank you,” “excuse me” and “May I
help you?” in dealing with co-workers, customers
and supervisors.

v Conformity to prevailing norms – This is the
ability to govern one’s attire, grooming, body language, tone of voice, and vocabulary according to the
particular culture of the specific workplace. 

v Teamwork and commitment – This is the ability to share responsibilities, confer with others, help

Source: “Social Skills in the Workplace,” Center for Career
Opportunities, Purdue University.
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On the Job

Autism Awareness

Problems & Supports for
Individuals with Autism
By James Emmett

I

ndividuals with Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
may have a variety of workplace problems. Some work-related issues arise when the job is not
specific enough or the expectations are not clear. Absolute clarity in terms of expectations and job
descriptions are critical to supporting persons with autism.
It is important for supervisors and
managers to be familiar with each of
the potential problems – and subsequent supports – described below, so
they can share these methods with
anyone involved in the person’s
workplace success, such as an
employee assistance professional.
(Editor’s note: Since soft skills are
directly related, training and practice
in this area, as described in the cover
story, should help a great deal.)
Workplace Problems
v The team concept in the
workplace is an area that a lot of
individuals with ASD struggle
with. If a worker with autism is set
in a work pattern and is then asked
to be part of a new team, the social
nuances in forming teams can
prove difficult.
v The inability to ask for help
correctly is another problem that
we often see with individuals with
autism. It’s important to define
specific people that the person can
go to for help, but this can become
complicated when there isn’t a
clear line of management.
v Many individuals with
autism also have difficulty coping
4 EA Report

with unexpected changes in their
routine such as a fire alarm, birthday party, or a half-day off work.
Preparing the person for the
change ahead of time is the best
way to counter this problem.
Workplace Supports
v For an employee with
autism, gradual introduction
into the work situation is often
advised. In other words, it’s
probably better to teach portions
of the job and build up to teaching the entire job.
v As much as possible, individuals with ASD need to be provided with clear, specific job
descriptions. Companies often
have pictorial flow charts or organizational charts. This is a visual
representation of a “chain of command” and can be useful for a
worker with autism, as he/she will
better understand who to ask for
help. In addition, many individuals

with autism are better visual, than
auditory learners.
v It often helps to educate coworkers and supervisors about
autism spectrum disorder. That is,
assuming that an individual with
ASD is okay with talking about
his/her disability – and that he/she
wants other persons in the workplace to understand the disability.
Summary
Each person with ASD is an individual – and so these suggestions
should be thought of in general
terms. Other supports may also
prove useful. Most importantly, individuals with autism want to know
what to do to be successful on the
job. They want to understand what
they did wrong, and they want
instructions to be as honest, brief,
and succinct as possible. 
At the time of this writing, James Emmett
was co-owner and behavioral consultant
with Integrated Behavioral Systems, Inc.
(www.integratedbehavioral systems.com).
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Employment Offers
Therapeutic Value

R

ecent research indicates
that workers with autism
receive value from
employment that goes beyond
simply receiving a paycheck.
In a study of 153 adults on the
autism spectrum, ages 19-53,
researchers from Vanderbilt
University and the University of
Wisconsin-Madison found that
employment may play a therapeutic role for this group.
Investigators assessed the individuals involved in the study at
two points during the study, at
intervals of more than five years.
The researchers looked at autism

traits such as repetitive behaviors
and difficulties with social interactions, and found the degree of
independence in work activities
was uniquely related to subsequent changes in autism symptoms, other problem behaviors
and daily living activities.
The results offer preliminary
evidence of employment’s therapeutic value in autistic adults’
development, says Julie Lounds
Taylor, assistant professor of pediatrics at Vanderbilt, and a lead
author of the study.
But, so far “research has yet to
examine why work is beneficial

to individuals with autism spectrum disorder, nor which aspects
of work are most beneficial,”
she says.
However, just like any other
employee, most individuals with
autism are more likely to thrive
when they have a clear understanding of what they are expected
to deliver [on the job], states
Maria Scheiner, president and
founder of the New York-based
Asperger Syndrome Training and
Employment Partnership. 
Additional source: Human Resource
Executive Online.

Autism Awareness

R

Technology Helps Many Youth

esearchers at the University of
Texas Dallas Center for Brain
Health are using virtual reality
training to help youth with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) practice
their social skills in virtual worlds.
Using the platform “Second
Life,” each child creates an avatar
character in his or her likeness,
which then navigates through a virtual world, interacting with real people represented by their own avatars.
The virtual world includes settings
commonly encountered such as classrooms where they can meet “new”
youth in a safe, controlled environment.
For example, if the goal is to
make new friends, their avatars
substitute for them as they practice
November 2015

“friend-making skills” with real
people online until the fear and
anxiety of a real encounter subsides. This method is distinct from
role playing in that children experience the same emotions they
would in direct encounters.
This is just one example of how
today’s technological tools can help
individuals with ASD. There are
many others. For instance, some
speech pathologists are using iPads
as a way of stimulating receptive
and expressive language skills.
However, regardless of whatever
assistive technology is chosen, it
should always be outcome driven,
and as but one component of learning for an individual with ASD. 
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