- YORK
1841 | STJOHN
UNIVERSITY

Atkinson, David (2024) The Art of My Autistic life. In: Halder,
Santoshi, Goldstein, Tim and Caudel, Dave, (eds.) Inclusion and
Autism: Neurodiverse Autistic First-Person Accounts. 1st ed. India,
Routledge

Downloaded from: https://ray.yorksj.ac.uk/id/eprint/11305/

The version presented here may differ from the published version or version of record. If
you intend to cite from the work you are advised to consult the publisher's version:
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003559276-6/art-autistic-life-

david-atkinson

Research at York St John (RaY) is an institutional repository. It supports the principles of
open access by making the research outputs of the University available in digital form.
Copyright of the items stored in RaY reside with the authors and/or other copyright
owners. Users may access full text items free of charge, and may download a copy for
private study or non-commercial research. For further reuse terms, see licence terms

governing individual outputs. Institutional Repositories Policy Statement

RaY

Research at the University of York St John

For more information please contact RaY at
ray@yorksj.ac.uk



https://www.yorksj.ac.uk/policies-and-documents/library/statement/
mailto:ray@yorksj.ac.uk

Author Preprint 2021

CHAPTER 6

THE ART OF MY AUTISTIC LIFE

DAVID M ATKINSON

Introduction

In this chapter it is my intent to provide a 60-year critical retrospective on my academic and professional life.
Underlying the most recent 20-year period, | have been troubled by the oft-cited phrases: the art of leadership, or
the art of management, or the art of some other such work practice or other. Taking things quite literally, no one
could ever explain to me what they meant when they uttered those words. And no book that purported to offer the
secrets of any art, could satisfy my curiosity. Why so literal? What did it matter? Well, to me, it matters a lot.

At the time | embarked on what was to become a research odyssey—to define the art of management—I had
no idea | was autistic. Strange? Yes. Difficult? Of course. Awkward at times? Certainly. Even occasionally rude
and obnoxious—and that was relayed to me by family members. But | always possessed an insatiable appetite for
working something difficult out, from first principles if necessary. The more difficult, the more abstruse, the more
esoteric, the better. And being told something could not be done, was all the incentive | needed to do it. So, when
I was told by a panel of professors from a leading UK university management school that | would be unlikely to
succeed in defining the art of management, there was no stopping me.

Twenty years later, | was assessed as autistic. This news was a revelation to me. It allowed me to place both
my research and the last 20 years into context. Now, reflecting on my new, mostly invisible identity as an autistic
adult in the UK, I am set in a minority group that is only representative of some 1.1% of our population.(Brugha
et al., 2012) This is a smaller minority then many other minority groups that might be more readily identifiable.
As a potential functioning element of our society’s system of enterprising work and its economic subsystem, I
must therefore reflect on the fact that it is believed just 16% of autistic adults in the UK are in full-time paid
employment, leaving 84% in either un- or under-employment.(Lever, 2016) Certainly, looking back, the last full
year of full-time paid employment | ever undertook was in 1999—over twenty years ago. Since then, my
employment history has been a series of entrepreneurial ventures where, although | was working for myself, my
income was little more than that of an under-employed, part-time worker. And that self-employment was, itself,
punctuated by part-time contracts and periods of enforced unemployment, usually as one of my ventures became
unstuck.

Against this background, as one of the UK’s 84% underemployed, | have achieved a great many things, from
the successful defence of my PhD thesis, through wining multiple awards—both academic and in business—to
my more recent work exploring how the art of enterprising work and autistic perspectives can produce new ideas
for looking at inclusive economies. | can, from my newfound autistic identity, critically reflect on just how

difficult it is for new ideas, especially those of autistic individuals, to be received in a neurotypical world.
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Critical retrospection

Although my focus in this Chapter is on my last 20 years, | cannot but reflect on over 60 years of my life. | am
autistic. 1 have always been autistic. One does not develop autism. But for a staggering 60 years of my life 1 did
not know of my autism. | was the small, unremarkable boy who sat, mostly quietly, on his own, playing with his
Lego, or Meccano, or experimenting with paper, a pencil, a ruler and a length of string.

I was generally left to my own devices. | seemed well able to occupy myself, seemingly with little need to be
socialising with others. Older people in those days liked quiet kids. In essence, | did not know who | was.
Furthermore, | had no idea that I didn’t know. There appeared little interest in any investigation—for there was
little apparent cause to suspect anything was untoward. And, while in the decade since 2010, | may have had an
increasing suspicion, | did not know for sure about my real identity, until | took the step of seeking a formal
assessment in 2019. Then, rather flippantly—I thought—I have got away with it for so long, why now? Why, at
the age of 60, did | seek out an assessment to confirm what | was beginning to believe? As my doctor said, “what
would be the point of a diagnosis at your age?”” Yet, now knowing | am autistic, | have a powerful incentive for
retrospection, and a critical one at that.

Looking to the 12th Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary the word critical has several definitions. Being
autistic, and of a literal bent, I considered them all. However, | choose to use the word critical in its sense of
expressing or involving an analysis of the merits or faults of a work of literature or art. Here | consider the works
of my life as the works of an artistic process that merit such an analysis. | ask what are the merits or faults of my
artistic, autistic self? To this, | add consideration of the word retrospective itself. Keeping the artistic metaphor,
the 12th Edition informs me that a retrospective on my artistic, autistic life is a looking back over past events or
situations showing the development of my work over a defined period.

Carrying the artistic metaphor one step further, let me ground it in a little bit of theory—not too much—just
to set some important context. In 2007, following my successful defence of my PhD thesis—a study | completed,
part-time in just three years—I published what amounts to a theory of artistic practice. My book Thinking the Art
of Management(Atkinson, 2007) details the development of this theory, however that is not important here. |
simply set before you what I call the Conjunctive Theory of Art, or CTA—CTA allows me to extend the artistic
metaphor to the creative exercise of any craft skill. In considering a critical retrospection of my past years and
working life, my aim is to draw on CTA as a practice of a general craft of enterprising work.

The art of my working ‘craft’ emerges as a conjunction of three core elements, the exercise of an identified
craft skill, with innovation, in experiencing a mimetic realization of some aspect of the lived-in-world. In calling
on the word mimesis, | do make a distinction between Plato’s mirror-like mimesis and mimesis as an element of
CTA. There is a sense in which mimesis acts to make present something that lies unseen among the inventory of
things, concepts and ideas that describe the world we live in. This richer view of mimesis is in the Aristotelian,
rather than Platonic tradition. It provides for mimesis as a discovery and learning experience.(See, for example:
Mete, 2018)

Locating my artistic self

To me, the artist is someone who reveals, in their work, something about the unknown in the world. This is apt
for a personal retrospective. While | dislike, intensely, change to any plans that may have had my prior

agreement—dinner, shopping trips, visits to family and other outings—I have always embraced the unknown. The
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unknown is an unstructured space where | seek to make sense by finding patterns. Therefore, an application of
CTA to the idea of a critical retrospective of my artistic, autistic life becomes an analysis of the merits or faults
among the components of my craft skills, my creative and innovative abilities, and the mimetic components of
my work. | do this through looking back over past events or situations and, in doing so, make sense of the
development of my work over the last 20 years and even beyond.

The idea of locating my artistic self is handily represented in Figure 1. It shows the circle with the shaded
portion as representative of the world and what is both known and unknown within it. As we explore, think the
Dark Side of the Moon. The shaded unknown space is that space within which I, as a budding autistic worker keen
to work artistically, and you the reader (as my audience), engage in a process of coming to a shared sense of
understanding ‘my’ or ‘our’ being-in-this-world. The un-shaded area represents what is currently known by us.

Enterprise (Craft)

Mimesis

Figure 1 — Locating my artistic work (source: Author)

In considering my art of enterprising work, a Craft object ‘C’ is simply a convention of my working practice of
Enterprise. If | am a painter, my craft is painting, if | am a manager, | practice management, and if | am autistic
and unemployed | am at pains to identify what it is that | can gainfully do to earn a living. It therefore follows that
a Design object ‘D’ is an Innovative adaptation or variation of a convention of my Craft practice. | might come
up with a new idea to manage something, or a new creative idea for adapting something I know, to achieve a new
objective or solve a problem troubling me or someone | know. If I am autistic and unemployed, I may come up
with a new design for something that someone finds useful.

The Idea ‘I” within an innovative activity is that which is purely new. It emerges solely from the activity of
creative play. It is not me playing around with something | already know. In a sense, an original idea is a happy
accident: | discover something while I am playing. As a young boy, of no more than seven years, | recall playing
with a piece of paper, a pencil, a ruler and a piece of string. | started drawing circles and | accidentally discovered
the mathematical relationship Pi. I did not understand it to many decimal places, but I did now that every circle |
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drew had a circumference roughly three times its diameter—that line thingy that went through the middle of the
circle. It was an amazing discovery for a seven-year old. | had no idea who Achimedes was, or that he had worked
on the same problem around 250BC and had therefore got there long before | did. To me, | had discovered
something new—just playing. When you let an autistic child play the way they want to play, lovely things can
happen.

The Experiment ‘E’ is the application of an idea within a Mimetic process, revealing an aspect of the unknown.
More accurately, although my seven-year-old autistic ‘self” discovered the idea that there was a relationship
between the diameter and the circumference of a circle, it took some experimenting to reveal its properties. | was
not exercising any particular craft skill with my paper, pencil, ruler and string, but | was experimenting to revel
the properties of a circle that | felt were there to be revealed in this world. One might say that I had a vision—a
Mimetic experience ‘M’—that there was a property of circle which existed in the- or rather my- unknown. This
vision of a circle held the potential for realization of a sensible affect. It triggered an aesthetic response of
anticipation, one | felt I must communicate with my audience—my mother. I had, at the time, never studied the
mathematical properties of circles at school.

The representation ‘R’ is what is capable of being reproduced by virtue of the conventions of work’s practice.
We all know, as | was to learn sometime later—when my schooling caught up with my creative endeavours—that
Archimedes had worked Pi out to some level of accuracy, around 250BC. It is of course easy, knowing the
conventions of geometry and mathematical practice, to reproduce a circle of any given circumference, using the
tool of a compass and setting its radius to a measurement of half its diameter along the edge of a ruler. But did
Archimedes sit—a lonely child with a piece of chalk, a slate and a piece of twine? Did he have an idea, experiment,
then reveal some new ‘thing’, framing his visionary insight as new knowledge, adopted by others as a new
convention of practice? An example of the art of play?

In CTA, the space represented by the conjunction of Craft, Innovation and Mimesis is that space where art
happens. It is where the unknown first becomes known. To my autistic self, my goal in analysing the merits or
faults among the components of my craft skills, my creative and innovative abilities, and the mimetic components
of my artistic work is to understand how the outcomes of my own practice in work might be considered artistic.
For in the space where art happens, magic rules, and the autistic mind can, | believe, work wonders. Adopting
CTA as a framework for exploring my (artistic) practice of the craft skills of my enterprising work, allows that
some forms of my practice may tend to entrepreneuring, as the Art of enterprise ‘A’, while other forms of practice

may co-emerge, without in any sense being marginalized.

Stepping into my gallery

Looking back, I am not short of achievements. Since 1980, over forty years of professional, working life, | have
been, amongst other things, a military officer—a professional engineer and an expert in software engineering
management, computer systems economics and programme and risk management. In the last twenty years | have
gained the PhD in critical management studies that | have already introduced. The development of CTA and its
use in understanding management and organizational leadership as an artform won me two international awards
for research excellence, despite my being told it was probably not possible as a PhD topic.

I have published two books. One based on my research. One a novel. | have pitched several of my own

screenplays to movie companies. Indeed, it was while researching the character for one of the screenplays, a
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detective inspector with what is more commonly known as Asperger’s syndrome, that suspicions of my own
condition took root. | have owned a recruitment business, a financial services business, a restaurant business and
an FMCG food business. In the case of these last two activities, | won four UK small business awards, including
best new restaurant and best new food product, and a listing for three consecutive years within in the
StartUps.co.uk Top100 List of new small business to watch.

I have sold a business, been forced out of a business by partners, and lost a business. | am even, as | write my
contribution to this book, launching a new IT-related business. | am also, more recently, playing to my research
strengths as a part time academic. As a part-time lecturer, | am a director of MBA modules in Strategy and High
Impact Consulting, Entrepreneurship and Society and a member of my University’s Futures Research Group. All
this, I now know is because of autistic strengths, not despite the limitations brought about by my autism.

Looking around my gallery of exhibits. | reflect that | have spent my life working artistically. 1 do not like
repetitive tasks. | crave intellectual stimulation. It was never enough for me to learn a craft skill and diligently
work my way up the career ladder of some corporate firm. But this was not by conscious intent. | have, in truth,
spent my both my developmental years and my working ones not quite fitting in. | reflect that the last time | got
past a job interview and took up the position I actually applied for was in 1980, when as a Junior Technician in

the UK’s Royal Air Force, I applied for a commission as an engineering officer.

The formative years, the early period: the crafter; learning my trade(s)

| was different. | wore a badge of difference. | must have—what else could have made me stand out as being
different from my peers? I didn’t say I was different; I didn’t look different. But I was bullied for my difference.
Incessantly. Physically and mentally. All through primary school, through to my decision to escape my tormentors
at the age of 13 and seek refuge in a Naval Training School—HMS Conway. This was a boys-only boarding
school in Anglesey, North Wales. | had a passion. Ships and the sea. A ‘special’ interest. | sailed. | loved
everything about ships and boats and things that floated on the sea. | lived by the sea. | played in it. It was my
solace: the sounds and smells of a world of water. | was to be a sailor—my dream job. | immersed myself in
knowledge about the sea and ships. | studied the craft of the sailor. When the opportunity came to apply for a
scholarship to HMS Conway, | was ready to leave home.

A career on the oceans beckoned me. Or so | thought. Over time, | have found that I can usually, with single-
minded persistence, achieve was | set out to achieve. But sometimes, in achieving a goal, one realizes it was
perhaps the wrong goal. It is easy in my retrospective to understand that, at least for me as an autistic young man,
a career in the merchant marine was not the best choice. At primary and high school my academic performance
was less than mediocre. | never completed high school. However, when | realized that, mentally, | was not suited
to the one career | had prepared myself for, | joined the military as the only other seemingly pragmatic option
open to me at the time to gain a ‘trade’. If I wasn’t to be a sailor, I was to be an engineer.

| passed all my trade exams as an aircraft radar technician with distinction, along the way learning the
rudiments of computer programming. And, in 1981, | became the first ever serving Direct Entry Technician (as
we were then called) to be awarded an internal RAF Scholarship to go to university and study for my first degree—
communications and IT engineering. Had that interview rested on the outcome of a single face-to-face, sit down
panel interview, | would have failed. As it was, the process of interviewing to become an officer took around three

days, during which time | had to show leadership qualities and initiative in practical exercises. What | could not
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achieve in face to face questioning, I could deliver in actual practice. And I could do so in spades. As an ex-sailor,
I could tie more knots than anyone else | was paired with.

At the stage one, face to face interview, it was stated: “The Board considers the candidate offers WEAK
potential for commission.” Apparently, | was quietly confident, but lacked projection. But later in the intensive,
three-day process, as | applied myself to the more practical exercises, the selection board concluded: “He was
calm, consistent, determined and showed a good deal of common sense. He was happy in the lead and projected
himself well.” Given the opportunity to demonstrate what | can do, rather than talk about it, | succeeded.

Had I not passed officer selection, instead of going to university | would most likely have been bound for the
Falkland Islands conflict, on board the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal, supporting photo-reconnaissance
equipment fitted to the Harrier fighter aircraft. However, pass | did. But since that time, | have failed every single
face-to-face, sit down panel interview | have ever undertaken. Indeed, it was when | failed the third interview in
a row, for the academic role of lecturer that | currently occupy, that | knew something was wrong. It was why |
sought out my assessment for autism. But, in retrospect it has always been there. One wonders, walking through
my gallery, reflecting on the exhibits of my early working life, how I can have subsequently failed to become

employable as a full-time employee, yet achieve so many things.

The military years, the middle period: the innovator; doing it differently

After the first approximately 20 years of my life, after my dreams of a career at sea were brought to a close, and
after | had transitioned from technician to officer in the Royal Air Force, | found myself at the RAF station
Leuchars, in Scotland. | was the officer in charge of engineering for all ground communications and air
navigational aids on what was a busy operational air defence airfield, home of No. 43 and 111 Squadrons, flying
McDonnell Douglas F-4K Phantom jets.

Before the fall of the Berlin wall, Leuchars played a major part in the UK and NATO’s airspace defence
against the then Soviet Union. It was the only UK airfield in the North of the country to maintain a permanent
quick reaction alert, or QRA, able to launch a pair of fighter jets on minutes standby, 24hours a day, 365 days a
year. We were always on alert. | held an important, responsible job. | was 26, leading a team of 50 technicians
and my responsibilities were to keep all the ground electronics and navigational aids working, 24-hours a day
365-days a year.

That included the Plessey AR1 air approach radar—the eyes of our local controllers. So, what has this exhibit
to do with my autism? Certainly, if you asked me then I wouldn’t have known. Only in retrospect as | look onto
this scene, do | see my innate ability, my autistic strength in being able to think and act creatively—doings things
differently. The air approach radar contained a lot of signal processing and display equipment in the Air Traffic
Control tower. But at Leuchars, the radar head, the mechanics, and much of the radar signal generation occurred
about 1.5km away, on the other side of the airfield. Everything to keep that system alive and operational, passed
through a single cable—an umbilical cord—containing around 100 pair of wires, all with their own individual
purpose in maintain the radar’s operation. The whole cable was buried in the ground that separated the tower from
the radar head location.

One Saturday morning, around 11.00am. | was leaving my house for a shopping trip with my wife. My phone

rang.

“Sir,” said one of my team, ““I think you have better come in. The radar has stopped turning.”
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I drove immediately out to my office by the control tower. My duty technicians were waiting, their land-rover

engine running.
“There’s been an incident, Sir.” | was told.

As we drove out to the incident site, an open spot in the middle of the airfield, | was told that labourers digging
a trench for some new communications cabling, had put a spade through the cable connecting the radar to the
tower. The radar stopped. Air traffic control and flight operations were not happy. Was that bad weather on the
horizon? A storm brewing, perhaps?

When we arrived on site. | was greeted by the sight of two dishevelled men, labourers dressed for the part they
played in digging holes in the ground. A scene, | suspect, not dissimilar to many where the cold, wet and dirt were
characteristic of the labourer’s toil. The two men sat in their freshly dug, muddy trench. Each held an end of the
cable. Mangled, dirty, messy. The pairs of wires | saw, twisted and deformed, were not nicely colour-coded and
identifiable. No. Each pair appeared dirty white, with very few distinguishing marks.

The two men spoke with thick Irish accents. They told me that they had come across what looked like an old-

fashioned, waxed-paper wrapped cable, around 5 or 6¢cm in diameter.

“We thought it was old and disused,” they chorused, “So we dug through it.” I noted the pick-axes and spades—the

tools of their trade—cast down by their sides.

I looked across to where the radar stood, motionless. | looked back to the control tower picturing the panic and
anxiety setting in amongst the duty controllers. Then | looked back to my technicians—who returned my look,
expectantly. It was up to me!

I looked at the labourers sat in the trench, holding the cable. And | registered their hands working as we talked.
They were each pairing-off individual wires. Sorting through the ragged, twisted dirty ends—as if matching the
ends of individuals strands of spaghetti in a bucket of carbonara. These were labourers. But my instincts, my
senses, were translating data as information. | instinctively processed the scene before me.

I said to the two labourers, more statement than question: “You know what you are doing.”

They nodded.

“Do it,” | said.

My technicians looked at me, perplexed. “Let’s go grab a coffee,” I told them.

In less than two hours, our radar was hot and turning once again, the full capability of the airfield restored—
repaired by two labourers many would not have given a second thought to. Had | followed the normal protocol
for such an event. | would have declared a major outage and called in our regional repair team from the south of
England—knowing the repair was beyond our local capability. We would have been offline, non-operational, for
2-days at least, a major unplanned impact on the air defence of our region.

Reading this scene in my gallery of exhibits, | can be retrospective about my autistic strengths. Little known
to me at the time, my autistic brain had been working on another level. | had focussed on the problem without
social bias, prejudice or preconceptions, | was able to see the solution before me. | was able to shut out the potential
distraction of the many voices of concern around me—the potential senior officers, air traffic controllers, and
pilots. They would not have seen it. | was able to look beyond the appearance of what was in front of me to
understand what it was that [ was ‘actually’ seeing, not what | thought I saw. | was able to see the solution to the

problem, way before the others around me could.



Author Preprint 2021

Not many years after the radar incident, I found myself as one of the Royal Air Force’s leading IT and software
engineers. After the airfield at Leuchars, | had spent two years learning Unix, Fortran and a whole bunch of other
real-time systems and computing stuff. | had set up a team of over 20 air force technicians managing software
support for Skynet IV, the UK’s military satellite communications system, another spoke in NATO’s wheel of
capability. | was the first person to do that. There was no instruction book. It turns out my autistic brain is pretty
good at working stuff out from common sense and logic, from first principles if necessary.

Doing things differently, doing things instinctively, without instruction manuals or many guidelines, became

my calling. By 1990 there were many issues, nationally, concerning the procurement and life-cycle economics
around developing and maintaining major real-time operational computer systems. | had an idea for a support cost
model. | applied to a competition for research funding available to military officers. Following a recommendation
from a professor at the London School of Economics, | took my idea relating to major systems to what was then
Templeton College (now Green Templeton College), a college of the University of Oxford. While | received an
offer from the college to study there, the Royal Air Force thought differently. | was told | was a doer and not a
thinker, and that nothing useful would come of my proposed research work until 1992 at the earliest.
Sometime in 1991, | was the software specialist—an ‘expert user’—representing the UK Ministry of Defence in
witnessing the sub-contractor hand-over testing of a new spacecraft telemetry control system for our satellites to
the prime contractor. We were one week into two weeks of full-on test schedules. In a morning progress meeting,
prior to the start of that day’s testing, | asked the sub-contractor: “what time, early this morning, did you recompile
the code? I can’t find the details in the test log.”

The prime contractor’s manager immediately stopped the meeting. | was asked to leave the room. | found
myself stood outside in the corridor, like a naughty kid at school, while the muffled sounds of raised voices
permeated the air around me.

The door opened and the prime contractor’s manager came out.

“David, we have a problem,” T was told. “We don’t know what to do about it. The sub-contractor did an unauthorized
rebuild of the main system, at about 2-am this morning.”

“I know,” | said.

Again, I didn’t know about my autism then. But, in retrospect, | now know that my innate ability to spot patterns
in seemingly un-related data is one of my autistic strengths. Just like spotting the patterns before me in the muddy
cable trench on a military airfield. 1 could see from the data presented to me, what was missing. | could, and
would, reveal that unknown. | was able to tell the manager that, overall, | was happy with the progress, and we
could continue.

“It was a one-off. It’s fine,” I said. “They thought they could sweep it under the carpet. They now know they can’t.
They won’t do that again.”

As my expertise pushed me up the ladder of technical competence, | was let down by my relatively poor social
performance among my peers—my fellow officers. | found it hard to mix, socially. I could do it, to a point, but it
wasn’t easy, or natural. It was hard work trying to be someone | thought | should be. Consequently, despite my
proven ability to solve problems, four high recommendations for promotion on technical merit were overturned
by senior officers who didn’t like aspects of my character. One senior officer wrote: "On his performance and

ability he would merit the high recommendation for promotion. However, ...there are aspects of [his] personality



Author Preprint 2021

which | find uncomfortable.” Unable to cite any examples of what was meant be “aspect of my character”, the
officer downgraded my promotion recommendation. I did not fit in. In retrospect | now understand my difficulties
are related to the social weaknesses that go along with my autistic strengths. Intellectually and technically strong,
socially weak, | filed to gain a promation. This forced my exit from the military.

However, around the late-1990s, when leaving the Air Force, | seemed OK at getting shortlisted for some
really interesting interviews—Ilike the role of project manager at CERN, for the building of the then new particle
accelerator, the Large Haydron Collider. It was a short list of only three candidates. And my name was on it. But
it was not to be. One more interview where employment eluded me. My résumé always had some interesting stuff

on it—however, my last ever, full-year of full-time, paid employment, occurred in 1999. Over twenty years ago.

The entrepreneurial years, the later period: vision and the artist

I have interviewed with consultancies like Deloitte’s, Grant Thornton and others, only to be told | had no relevant
commercial experience. In retrospect, I now read that as code for I wasn’t seen to be a good cultural or social fit
with their teams. However, while I haven’t technically passed a job interview since 1980, I have been a managing
director of several private companies, and a CEO of one public company. In this later period, while on many
occasions | set out to find employment, my complete failure at gaining a meaningful role meant | had to create
my own. | have founded business and | have employed other people. My positions of MD and CEO have been
self-generated. | became an accidental entrepreneur.

It was during this time | also gained my PhD. Indeed, the first business I set up was solely so that | could fund
my return to academic study. Without the necessary promotion to secure a life-long engagement, | had left the
Royal Air Force. Although I failed interviews, | managed to secure a transitionary role as a consultant with a
company in Belgium. They had a programme management consultancy contract for a radar procurement project
for Eurocontrol, the European Air Traffic Control authority. The contract was tanking as the consultant they’d put
in place was not performing. They needed a new consultant. It was a role | only gained because | had a unique set
of credentials from my military career. It was not an interview as such, more a case of when could | start?

The company that employed me in that last full year of full time, paid employment was delighted to find
someone who could do the job, but they were not interested in helping me develop my career with them. They
were not interested in supporting my goal of further qualifications through an MBA or similar. But it did not take
me too long to understand that if I left, the company would lose the contract. | made them an offer they could not
refuse. | left them, I set up my own consultancy and then subcontracted my services back to them. From employed
consultant, 1 went from a 5-figure salary to a six-figure revenue stream, out of which I could fund my own
education, the way | wanted. And before long, | was studying what | wanted to study—the art of management.
Despite the calls that it was probably not possible.

My PhD did what | set out to do—it answered my vision that management, and leadership could legitimately
be thought of, and indeed practised, as an artform. My work won me two international awards, including the 2007
Outstanding Thesis Award from the European Doctoral Association for Management and Business
Administration. Within two months of completing my viva voce—the aural defence of my thesis—I had a book
contract for its publication as an academic monograph by Palgrave Macmillan. I see things, | work on the
unknown. | solve uncertain problems. | overcome difficulties. It is what | do. | do not let things like not having a

job or upsetting some people, get in the way of what | set out to do.
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Along the walls of this part of the gallery are the images of the businesses | have founded. Here is the Yorkshire
Meatball Company—The YMCo—restaurant, the UK’s first ever specialist meatball restaurant and craft beer bar.
Inspired by New York, NY’s Meatball Shop, but with a British character of its own, it was built on the crazy,
visionary idea that the meatball was invented in the county of North Yorkshire, England. And | developed a history
to go with it, dating back to before the birth of IKEA, or the United States, to the Roman Empire and the naming
of Constantinople. After only four weeks of opening it was nominated for, and went on to win, the ‘Best
Newcomer’ category in the local hospitality and tourism awards. It did not matter that I had never-before opened
or managed a restaurant business, nor worked in the food industry. Give me a problem to solve, a focus, unleash
a passion, let my deep dive into a subject and | can envision and produce a work of art, revealing something of
the unknown.

Employable, artistic me?

At this point in my gallery walk, | pause to reflect. If there are no problems, we might all sit back and relax. We
can view our lives from our individual perspectives. There is no need for a critical retrospection. Moving forward
we might all have the luxury of joining with like minds, in culturally cohesive, well-contrived teams. We may set
out to achieve our utopian ideal—what we know we can do, as long as we do not face problems. As long as all
goes to plan.

If all ahead of us is what we know and can see, invoking a theory of art in which our practice of our various
crafts knows no unknown, then we can educate and train endless craftspeople to reproduce what it is we need,
occasionally employing known methods of design thinking to add variations to our themes. We can recruit by
numbers, according to the specific requirements of certain crafts, towards attainment of our utopian ideal. But, in
our reality, we know this does not work. Beyond the limited horizon of our knowledge, our world and its future
is volatile, unknown, complex and certainly ambiguous. We cannot educate, train and recruit by numbers.

I have sat in the recruitment chair myself, as an employer and a head-hunter. | believe the situation where we
select people merely on some notion of past-experience and of cultural fit—the idea that the employable me must
have ‘x’ years of experience running a restaurant, or that I might be socially adept at fitting in with my fellow
military officers—rather than display any proven ability to solve problems is problematic. The world around us
seems to be throwing more problems than ever at us on an increasing basis. Here, as | reflect on a period of my
life in which | have taken a head-on charge at uncertainty, as an entrepreneur launching businesses into the
unknown, | argue that current recruitment protocols merely self-select mediocrity.

Mediocrity, in the sense | call on here, is not a pejorative idea. My handy 12" Edition of the Oxford English
Dictionary simply says mediocre is a quality of the average—ordinary if you like; the common place, a norm of
our existence. Therefore, when social scientists and others identify and measure types and characteristics of
people—trying to understand how they really work, and in what contexts—they measure countless examples of
this or that type of person. They draw-up statistical distributions, and determine the median, the norm, the average
for that type. They do so that, when we look for these mediocre types in the future, we can find them.

Dare | suggest that being an exceptionally good example of an average person is, in truth, no exception. |
suggest that the mediocre is, in this sense, and within one standard deviation of the norm, simply representational
of the neurotypical population—the mean: an average person. Anything that doesn’t resemble the mean, exists in

the realm of two or even three standard deviations either side of it. It is here we might find real difference. People
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with something different to bring to the collective party. | suggest two or three standard deviations from the norm
may simply be representative of the neurodivergent, including those who are autistic.

When it comes to 1Q tests, EQ tests, Belbin team scores, or any numbers of psychometric tests and other
instruments of personnel assessment and selection, these all rely on evidence-based, statistical means. When we
use such tools, designing our ideal culturally coherent teams, | refer to this as self-selecting mediocrity. As I reflect
on the employable me and my lack of ability to pass interviews, | reflect that people have been looking for
something in me that was never there. Mediocrity. Anyone who looks for and selects some particular “thing” on
the basis of a mean, will get what they are looking for. They will not see the unusual, the different, or the richness
of variety that sits outside even one standard deviation from that mean. They will not see the potentiality in the

ability to work artistically.

My artistic predestination

Collectively, as a global society, we share a problem. It may be a sweeping generalization, but in the UK, for
example, the Open University’s 2018 Business Barometer! showed that organizations spent over £6 billion on
temporary workers, recruitment fees, inflated salaries and extra training as a result of the lack of actual skills
required for today’s problematic volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous world—the VUCA world some talk
of.

Having been diagnosed as autistic and deep-diving into my own past, | believe most employers do not consider
looking beyond the plus or minus one standard deviation from their ideal. They miss the richness beyond. A rich
field of un- and under-employed persons, with strengths in certain craft skills, and the creativity, and vision that
could help organizations reap the rewards of an artistic, purposeful enterprise. But getting this idea out there, is a
challenge.

We need to shake things up a bit. We need honest conversations about widening opportunity to a whole host
of thinking from odd angles, including employment opportunity for the neurodiverse of all sorts—autistics,
dyslexics, and those with ADHD, dyspraxia and dyscalculia, to name a few of the conditions. We are fully capable
of being involved in all manner of enterprising occupations, from freelancing work, to employment, and enterprise
opportunities in general. We are worth investing in. Our craft skills are worth honing. Our creativity is worth
harnessing. And our visionary ability is worth considering.

Today, we face a world of uncertainty. A future which many might feel we are unprepared for. We ask: “Do
we have the skills, aptitudes and experience available in our society to meet some of the challenges we face?” We
might feel we are right to look at shaking things up a bit. Events beyond our control often bring opportunities to
reflect on and invoke change. We might call for new ways of thinking. Back in early January 2020, as China was
beginning to wrestle with the increasing outbreak of Covid-19—before it became a global pandemic—in London,
Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s chief advisor, Dominic Cummings, seemed to want to do just that. He is on record
as looking for a bunch of weirdos, amongst others, to repopulate the UK government’s cabinet office.(Syal, 2020)
But, for all those who might have criticized his approach at the time, was there anything to be said for it? Stepping
beyond simply autism, the phrase “neurodiversity as a competitive advantage” is worth reflecting on in this
context.(Austin & Pisano, 2017)

L http://www.open.ac.uk/business/apprenticeships/blog/business-barometer
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There is a business case for neurodiversity. But I’m not writing here to sell you that. It is my personal belief
that my autism—and the autism of others—will work for employers with difficult to fill positions, in both the
public and private sector. It will work for those seeking freelancers on projects with difficult to fill roles. It will
even work for those seeking to invest in different people with different ideas, in both new start-ups and aspirational
organizations. | know, because retrospectively, | have done all of these things.

As | walk you to the exit of my exhibition, | will leave you with this final idea. My predestination. As Hans
Asperger wrote in 1944:

“We can see in the autistic person ...more clearly than with any normal child, a predestination for a particular
profession from earliest youth. A particular line of work often grows naturally out of their special abilities...”(Cited in:
Attwood, 2015, p. 304)

What would have happened if someone had seen me quietly playing with my lego and Meccano—or better still
witnessed my discovery of Pi—and understood what was going on? We need to look at what individuals are doing,
or capable of doing, from the earliest age possible. We need to do this rather than measure them, with flawed
instruments, against mediocre stereotypes. If I could set up and manage the software maintenance of the UK’s
military satellite communications system, starting out with a school certificate in seamanship, yet be turned down
for promotion because I found it difficult to mix socially... If | can get a PhD part-time in three years while
running my own business—winning two international awards for research excellence—yet be rejected for a
Defence Fellowship because I was seen to be a doer and not a thinker... If | can hold a position in the
StartUps.co.uk Top 100 new businesses to watch for three consecutive years, yet be told | am unemployable as |
have no commercial experience... Then who else, either diagnosed, or undiagnosed, are we missing in the land

of six-sigma. We will not find out unless we engage in more relevant conversations.
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