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This guide has been designed to help you understand your rights when 
applying for work and once you are employed. Knowing your rights and 
where to find support can build confidence and empower you to speak 
up if something feels wrong.

Language used in this guide about disability

To make sure our guidance aligns with UK law, we use the terms ‘disability’ and ‘disabled’ 
where needed in this guide.

At Ambitious about Autism, we recognises that barriers in the environment, attitudes, 
and systems can exclude or disable autistic people when they are not inclusive. We also 
acknowledge that not all autistic people identify as disabled.

See more information in the Autism and Employment glossary.

https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/employ-autism/documents/autism-and-employment-glossary.pdf
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The Equality Act is a UK law which protects people with protected 
characteristics from discrimination, harassment, and victimisation in 
society and at work. It can protect applicants during the recruitment 
process and employees in the workplace.

•	 Who is covered: the Act applies to anyone with a contract of employment, including 
apprentices and paid interns. It does not apply to volunteers or unpaid interns.

•	 Legal definition of disability: the Equality Act 2010 says someone is disabled if they 
have a 'physical or mental impairment' which has a ‘substantial and long-term adverse 
effect on their ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities’. This can include 
neurodivergence, such as autism. Under the Act, long-term means lasting 12 months 
or more.

Employers’ responsibilities 

•	 Employers are responsible for protecting you from unfair treatment or discrimination 
related to a protected characteristic. This responsibility applies during recruitment and 	
in employment. 

•	 They are responsible for providing reasonable adjustments to support you. Again, this 
responsibility applies during recruitment and in employment.

What is the Equality Act 2010 and why is it relevant to you?

As a person with a protected characteristic, you should understand your 
rights under the Equality Act 2010. This can help you know what you are 
entitled to, recognise when something isn’t fair, and understand what 
actions you can take. These areas are explored in more detail throughout this guide.
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We have outlined below the rights you have when you are applying for 
work and in employment.

Your rights when looking for work

Employers must follow fair and equal hiring practices under the Equality Act 2010.  
Examples of what this might look like include:

•	 listing only the skills and competencies that are genuinely required for the role, and 
avoiding unnecessary criteria (for example, asking for '3+ years’ experience' for an 
entry-level role)

•	 using inclusive and unbiased language so everyone feels welcome to apply if they 
have the right skills and experience

•	 advertising job vacancies in multiple places to reach a wider and more 			
diverse audience

•	 offering alternative ways to complete the application for people who have difficulty 
using online forms

•	 asking all candidates the same interview questions to keep things fair

•	 the employer cannot withdraw the offer simply because you have disclosed your 
disability. They can only do so if they can show that you would be unable to do the job 
even with reasonable adjustments in place.

During recruitment, employers are not allowed to ask about your disability unless it’s for 
specific reasons, such as:

•	 to check if you can do an essential part of the job

•	 to make sure you can take part in the interview

•	 to know if they need to make reasonable adjustments for you during interviews	  
or tests

•	 for monitoring (for example, to see how diverse their applicants are)

•	 if they are trying to increase the number of disabled people they employ

•	 if it’s needed for national security checks.

What are your rights when looking and applying for work?
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Your rights to adjustments

If you disclose your disability during the recruitment process, employers have a legal duty 
to implement reasonable adjustments to remove or reduce any barriers. You can request 
adjustments at any stage.

Your rights when in employment

•	 Right to request reasonable adjustments: employers must consider requests and 
provide adjustments unless they are not reasonable. Details on what is considered 
reasonable can be found in our ‘Understanding your rights at work: reasonable 
adjustments’ guide.

•	 Right to raise concerns if you feel you are being treated unfairly: This may include 
being unreasonably denied flexible working requests.

•	 Right to refuse tasks or activities that place you at a disadvantage because you 	
re disabled.

Inclusive employers

The Equality Act 2010 states that employers must take steps to prevent 
discrimination in their workplaces and are given various ways to support 
and protect job applicants and employees.

When you are looking for job opportunities, it can help to research employers first. 	
You might:

•	 look for organisations that are part of the Disability Confident Scheme. This is a 
scheme that employers can sign up to help them employ and keep disabled people in 
their workplaces

•	 read a company’s website to see what they say about equality, diversity and 	
inclusion (EDI).

This can give you useful clues about how inclusive an organisation might be.
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Positive action

While researching inclusive employers, you might also come across something called 
positive action. This is another way some organisations work to create fairer opportunities.

In recruitment, positive action refers to steps employers can take to support people 
who are disadvantaged, underrepresented, or face barriers because of a protected 
characteristic (such as disability). The Equality Act 2010 allows employers to do this to 
improve opportunities for disabled applicants. For example:

•	 guaranteeing interviews for disabled applicants who meet minimum criteria

•	 running targeted recruitment campaigns.

This is different from positive discrimination, which is not allowed (for example, hiring 
someone just because they’re disabled, even if they’re not qualified).

Why is this relevant to me?

Knowing about positive action can help you recognise when employers are making 
recruitment fairer and more supportive for autistic applicants. Some organisations 		
already have schemes or adjustments in place to reduce stress and remove 		
barriers — understanding this can help you spot these opportunities and feel 		
more confident applying.
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What types of discrimination should employers protect you from?

Understanding what discrimination can look like helps you recognise 
when something might not be fair and gives you confidence to ask for 
support or advice early. Here is a list of types of discrimination.

Types of discrimination

There are four main types of discrimination.

For example, a company says all 
interviews must be done in person, 
which could disadvantage someone 
who needs specific adjustments (such 
as a quieter space).

For example, after supporting a 
colleague with a complaint about 	
their adjustments, you are left out 	
of meetings and excluded from 		
team events.

Direct discrimination			 
Being treated differently to your colleagues 
or denied an opportunity because 		
you're disabled. 

Indirect discrimination   				  
This is when a rule or policy applies to 
everyone but has a bigger negative impact 
on disabled people.

Harassment					  
This is unwanted behaviour that 		
makes you feel uncomfortable, humiliated 
or unsafe.

Victimisation				  
This is when someone treats you unfairly 
because you’ve raised a complaint about 
discrimination or helped someone else 
who has.

For example, you are not chosen for 	
a promotion at work because you have 
disclosed that you are autistic, even 
though you're qualified.

For example, a colleague persistently 
makes rude jokes about autism that 
make you feel uncomfortable at work.
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There are a further two types of discrimination that only apply to the protected 
characteristic of disability.

Discrimination arising from disability	
This is being treated unfairly because of 
something linked to your condition.

Failure to make reasonable 
adjustments 				  
Now that you know the different types 
of discrimination, it might be easier to 
recognise when something isn’t right and 
decide if you want to take action.

For example, you are disciplined for 
taking short breaks, even though they 
help you manage sensory overload, 
and they have been previously agreed 
with your manager as an adjustment.

For example, you ask to have interview 
questions in advance, but the employer 
refuses without a good reason.

Now that you know the different types of discrimination, it might be easier to 
recognise when something isn’t right and decide if you want to take action.
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What support and guidance are available?

If you feel you have faced any of the above types of discrimination, there is always support 
and guidance available. The type of help available may depend on whether you are 
applying for a job or already in work.

Applying for a job

If you feel you have faced any of the above types of discrimination, there is always support 
and guidance available. The type of help available may depend on whether you are 
applying for a job or already in work.

•	 Contact the employer directly – if you feel that you are being discriminated against, 
you should speak to the employer to raise your concerns.

•	 Seek advice from ACAS – they provide free, confidential advice on your rights 	
during recruitment.

•	 Speak to a careers adviser or disability employment service – they can help you 
understand your rights and prepare for conversations about adjustments.
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If you are in work

•	 Written record - keep a written record of your experiences, including what happened, 
when and by whom. 

•	 Talk to your line manager or HR team - explain your concerns and remind them of 
agreed adjustments if needed. Your employer may be able to resolve the situation 
without further action. 

•	 Speak to a union representative - if the issue is not resolved, they can help you raise 
a formal grievance. Each organisation will have their own policy and procedure around 
grievances. For definitions of a union and grievance, please see the glossary.

•	 Contact ACAS - whilst speaking to a union representative you can also contact ACAS 
for free and impartial advice on workplace rights and resolving disputes.

•	 Employment tribunal - in serious cases, you may be able to take your case to an 
employment tribunal if your rights have been breached. There are time limits applied 
as well as fees to this which you should consider.

What is an employment tribunal?

An employment tribunal is a legal body that deals with disputes between employers and 
employees about employment rights. It’s there to make sure the law is followed and that 
people are treated fairly at work.

You can take a case to an employment tribunal if you believe your employer (or a potential 
employer) has broken the law - for example, by discriminating against you, not making 
reasonable adjustments, or treating you unfairly after you raised a concern.

Before a case goes to the tribunal, you usually need to contact ACAS first. They will offer 
a free service to help you and your employer try to resolve the issue without going to a 
formal hearing.

If your case does go ahead, an independent panel will look at the evidence and decide 
whether your rights have been breached.
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This guide is part of a three-part series in the Autism and Employment 
collection, alongside:

Information only applies to England and Wales and only to adults aged 18 
and over.

https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/employ-autism/documents/autism-and-employment-requesting-adjustments.pdf
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/sites/default/files/employ-autism/documents/autism-and-employment-how-to-disclose.pdf
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Ambitious about Autism is a registered charity in England
and Wales: 1063184 and a registered company: 03375255.

Ambitious about Autism Schools Trust is an exempt charity 
in England and Wales and a registered company: 08335297.

020 8815 5444 
info@ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk
ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk

ambitiousaboutautism
ambitiousaboutautism

The Pears National Centre for Autism Education
Woodside Avenue, London N10 3JA

Follow us

Contact us

​Ambitious about Autism is the national charity 
standing with autistic children and young people.​

We believe every autistic child and young person has 
the right to be themselves and realise their ambitions.​

We started as one school and have become 
a movement for change. We champion rights, 
campaign for change and create opportunities.

We are 
Ambitious about Autism
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