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Context
• Universities have a key role in enabling individuals to successfully progress to employment 

after graduation1.

• The number of university students disclosing autism is increasing year-on-year2.

• Autistic graduates frequently have poor employment outcomes3,4,5. 

• There are concerning adverse effects of unemployment for autistic individuals: on mental 
health, life prospects in addition to socioeconomic factors4,6.

Cycle 2
• This poster outlines the approach used and initial findings of Cycle 2, based at LJMU.
• First, a questionnaire was emailed to all students who had informed the university that 

they were autistic; the questionnaire sought to ascertain what careers and employability 
support would be most useful, in terms of format, topic and timing (number of 
respondents = 22).

• Invitations to become co-designers and co-analysers of the study were also circulated to 
all autistic students: these were called Autistic Student Consultants (n=6).

• The Autistic Student Consultants co-analysed the results of the questionnaire and co-
designed a careers and employability programme; this entailed a series of online webinars 
on the following topics:

1. Disclosure and adjustments
2. Learning from the experiences of autistic graduates
3. Preparation for interviews

• The Autistic Student Consultants chose how they wanted to participate in the study: by 
focus group (n=3), one-to-one discussion (n=1) or by email (n=2).

• Ways in which these webinars could be made inclusive were suggested by the Autistic 
Student Consultants (including recording the webinars, provision of transcripts and the 
option for asking questions anonymously).

Findings (1): Positive feedback from the webinars
• Through the use of before and after surveys, a notable positive shift was observed in the 

self-perceptions of participating students.
• This was noted particularly in terms of their knowledge relating to workplace issues and 

confidence gained.  
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Summary and next steps
• This study, which forms the second cycle of the researcher’s PhD, has demonstrated some 

of the positive elements which can occur when utilising a participatory approach. 

• This cycle has not only resulted in a successful programme to support the employability of 

autistic students, but it has also had a positive impact on those involved.

• The researcher intends to ensure that the analysis of this cycle is completed and then to 

use this to plan for cycle 3, which will occur next academic year.

• It is intended that the insights into what helps autistic students to prepare for the 

workplace gained from these cycles will be disseminated to universities, relevant charities 

and policy makers.  It is hoped that this will bring positive change and improved outcomes 

for autistic graduates.

Email: k.a.coney@ljmu.ac.uk, Twitter: @kerenconey, linkedin.com/in/kerenconey

Findings (2): the ‘ripple effect’
In addition to the feedback, there is some evidence of ongoing impact:

• For the Autistic Student Consultants – four considered themselves to have gained greater 

understanding of their capabilities, two felt empowered to pursue work related to 

promoting diversity and inclusion issues in the workplace.

• For the researcher – greater confidence in the support provided being appropriate and 

accessible for autistic students, greater understanding of the needs of autistic individuals 

and a greater determination to continue with participatory action research.

• For the academic co-researcher, who had acted as a critical friend – a greater desire to 

include the autistic voice in future work within her department.

• These findings resonate with the aims of participatory action research, which include the 

production of understanding, the promotion of change and the empowering of people 

through the process of constructing and using their knowledge.

Methodology
• Action Research was chosen as a methodological approach for this PhD study due to its 

potential to ‘transform practitioners’ practices, their understandings of their practices and 
the conditions in which they practice’7 (p.463).

• The research also uses an emancipatory approach: it is seeking not just to understand the 
phenomena, but with transforming them.

• The emancipatory paradigm comprises praxis: the acquiring knowledge of what is good 
and knowing how to apply it8. 

• Participatory Action Research is an important component of the emancipatory paradigm9: 
as a result, autistic individuals acted co-researchers in Cycle 2 of this study. 
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