
	

 
 
 

www.upsocial.org 

 
 

 Specialisterne 
Denmark 
Thorkil Sonne 
www.specialisterne.com 

 
TRANSFORMING INNOVATION 

A social enterprise that provides training and employment to people with autism or Asperger 
syndrome for their ability to effectively perform repetitive tasks that require a lot of 
concentration. 
 

SOLUTION 
Autistic people have a ten times lower fault rate in software testing, programming, data-entry and other 
repetitive tasks that require sustained levels of concentration. They are particularly skilled at recognising 
patterns, paying attention to details and optimising processes. 
 
Through the assessment and training programme, the organisation supports people with autism and similar 
challenges in their labour insertion journey, from identifying their skills to securing meaningful employment. 
Specialisterne then harnesses all these special characteristics and talents and uses them as a competitive 
advantage, providing businesses with high-quality consultancy services. 
 
STRONG EVIDENCE 

 
 
Outputs: 
§ More than 1,000 individuals with autism have been trained and employed by Specialisterne and its 

partner companies in five continents1. 
 
Outcomes: 
§ 89% of participants claimed that their job had a positive impact on their independence, and 78% stated 

that it improved their mental and physical well-being2. 
 
SROI: 
§ Every Danish Crown invested in supporting individuals with autism through employment at 

Specialisterne yields 2.2 times more return in garnered taxes and pension contributions than if the same 
resources were invested in the same individuals unemployed2.  

 
Sources: 1 Job insertion data obtained from participants’ employment contracts (2018). 2 Specialist People 
Foundation (2013) “Specialisterne Denmark impact analysis”. Analysis done by collecting qualitative data 
from staff, consultants and candidates; and quantitative data, issued from local research and estimates. 
 
RECOGNITIONS AND AWARDS 
This Works Summit by Ashoka (2016). Associated with the United Nations Department of Public Information 
(2015). Social Entrepreneur Award, Schwab Foundation (2012). 
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HOW IT WORKS 
Specialisterne provides businesses with services performed by autistic ‘specialists’, who bring a set of 
unique competences to companies in both the private and the public sectors. Services range from software 
management to data testing and logistics, consultancy and design, depending on the profile of the specialist. 
 
The organisation works together with the candidates to figure out what their special skill-set includes, which 
their personal and professional competencies and interests are, and what special needs or challenges they 
face. After the training, participants are hired by Specialisterne and placed in a professional working 
environment (in-client or home-based, according to the consultant’s needs) while receiving ongoing support 
from a specialised coach. Companies also receive guidance to respond to consultants’ special needs. 
 
PROVEN INTERREGIONAL ADAPTATION 

 
 
Initially developed in Denmark. Implemented in the United States, Ireland, Northern Ireland, Switzerland, 
Spain, Brazil, Germany, Canada, Norway, Iceland, Austria and Australia. Established collaborations in India, 
Czech Republic and Argentina. 
 
THE OPPORTUNITY FRAMEWORK 
The innovative nature of the model lies in its ability to generate a multiple social impact while ensuring 
economic returns for companies. Specialisterne helps participants to secure meaningful employment and 
break the pattern of isolation, accompanying them in taking the first step towards a career path they may 
have thought would never be open to them. The project also generates value for companies, educating them 
to hire and manage ‘specialist’ people, removing existing barriers to employment and making workplaces 
more diverse and inclusive. 
 
All these ingredients together have a result in transforming society’s perception of people with autism and 
Asperger syndrome while generating economic returns, as participants move from receiving benefits to being 
active in the ordinary labour market. 
 
With regards to long-term unemployment, this initiative activates two levers of change. On the one hand, 
generating opportunities and empowerment among groups that are often isolated and, on the other one, 
enhancing the links between the skills demanded by local businesses and specialist consultants. 
 
SCALABLE INCOME MODEL 

 
 
Specialisterne offers consultancy services in the traditional market. Funds also come from personal and 
corporate donations, corporate partnerships and grants. 
 
ADVANCED TRANSFERENCE MODEL 

 
 
The model is transferred either through direct expansion or via partnerships with local organisations, which 
include training, branding, dissemination and ongoing support. Specialisterne takes an active role in new 
projects, considering them organic growth as long as their management team is involved. They also co-
invest in projects. 
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KEY AGENTS AND ROLES 
The first step in the expansion process is always the development of a feasibility study to determine the 
relation between headquarters and the local teams. Depending on the commitment from local stakeholders, 
Specialisterne could either set up a local office with a local team, transfer the knowledge from Specialisterne 
operation, run pilot projects with support, or learn and adapt the methodologies to the local culture and 
labour regulations.  
 
In this regard, the involvement of several profiles of agents in the initial phases is key to succeed:    
§ Organisations working with people with autism or Asperger syndrome, especially those working with 

young adults and willing to learn new methods for their social and labour inclusion. 
§ Public institutions promoting the social and labour inclusion of young adults and disabled people. 
§ Local entrepreneur (individual or organisation) or local manager to collaborate in building a new 

operation. 
§ Anchor clients: one or two companies that could become initial clients from two main lines: (1) 

international IT companies, mainly those that are working with Specialisterne in other countries, and (2) 
large corporations from different sectors such as banking, pharma, utilities, service providers… Usually, 
Specialisterne addresses customers through human resources, purchasing or IT/operations 
departments. Cities could also play the role of anchor clients. 

 
FIRST STEPS 

 
1. Identification of partners in all needed roles and agreement on a pilot project scheme. 
2. Development of the feasibility study by Specialisterne to define the scope (3 months). Implementation in 

three phases: (a) Discovery, (b) Model, (c) Recommendations. Depending on the commitment from local 
stakeholders, they could either set up a local Specialisterne office with local people, transfer knowledge 
from Specialisterne operation, run pilot projects with support or learn and adapt the methodologies to the 
local culture and labour regulations. 

3. Development of a business plan, ending up in a project plan and a budget-funding plan. 
4. Implementing the Local Community Model, materialised in (1) assessment and training of participants 

and (2) their labour insertion. 
5. Start operating.  
 
OTHER RELATED LINKS 
Specialist People Foundation (2013) “Specialisterne Denmark impact analysis” 
http://specialisternefoundation.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/Specialisterne-Denmark-Impact-Report-
Summary.pdf 
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Project overview 
https://www.youtube.com/embed/9X5GZsVay2o 
 
"The Autism Advantage", The New York Times 
https://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/magazine/the-autism-advantage.html?pagewanted=all&_r=3 
 
Profile in Ashoka 
https://www.ashoka.org/en-GR/fellow/thorkil-sonne 
 
ACCELERATING CHANGE FOR SOCIAL INCLUSION - ACSI 
Catalysing the transfer of successful innovations among European cities. 
Project implemented by UpSocial in collaboration with partner cities (Athens, Barcelona, Lisbon, Rotterdam 
and Stockholm), with the generous support of the Stavros Niarchos Foundation and “la Caixa” Foundation. 
 
info@upsocial.org 
www.upsocial.org 
@UpSocialBCN 
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