BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT

SUSTAINABILITY THROUGH NEURODIVERSITY

ith workforce challenges taking
W place across industries, neurodi-

verse strategy has been a point
of interest for companies looking for cre-
ative solutions to attract and retain talent.
One such company, G&W Electric Co., has
committed to creating competitive, integrat-
ed employment outcomes for neurodiver-
gent workers. This approach has reduced
time and skill waste, leveraged the unique
skills of these employees, and enhanced
their culture to one of true inclusion.

About G&W Electric Co.

Headquartered in Bolingbrook, IL, G&W
Electric Co. has been creating sustainable
power solutions for over a century. Found-
ed by engineers of Commonwealth Edison,
Harry Gear and Paul Williams, G&W Elec-
tric has been a long-time industry leader in
innovation and safety.

From the original manual and automatic
switchgears to the creation of the Viper® re-
closer and Trident® solid dielectric reclos-
er, and a state-of-the-art microgrid, G&W
Electric continues to engineer the next evo-
lution of power solutions for the needs of
the future.

In addition to being in the vanguard of
sustainable energy, G&W Electric is a work-
force diversification trendsetter through
its expanding culture of neurodiversity.
To date, G&W Electric has completed six
rounds of hiring for their neurodiverse
workforce initiative. They currently employ
nine individuals across five different depart-
ments. These efforts have created a founda-
tional change for G&W Electric and are a
vibrant aspect of the company’s identity.

Achieving Efficiency
through Neurodiversity

Launching a successful neurodiverse
workforce strategy began with a keen anal-
ysis to identify jobs where neurodivergence
was an asset. Generally, these jobs were re-
petitive in nature, had consistent and mea-
surable expectations for productivity, clear
chains of communication, and required lit-
tle independent decision-making skills.

After identifying the most qualified po-
sitions for neurodiversity, it was time to
prepare the environment and pre-existing

personnel. Creating this environment of
success required Spectrum Certified™ job
descriptions, detailed schedules, standard
work enhanced with visuals, and other cus-
tom supports. Simultaneously, key stake-
holders were trained on best practices for
working with neurodivergent talent. Final-
ly, prospective neurodivergent employees
were guided through a robust skill-match-
ing process to ensure that the right candi-
dates were placed into the right positions.

The results garnered the attention of Da-
vid Jones, Production Manager for G&W
Electric Co. When asked how a neurodi-
verse workforce has impacted his pro-
duction team, he said, “In our case, their
ability to excel in repetitive tasks has led
to increased production... Our neurodiver-
gent employees’ strong attention to detail
and consistency have led to more efficient
workflows. Their handling of lugs has re-
sulted in reduced errors and better quali-
ty-control, leading to fewer disruptions and
less waste.” Not only did these neurodiver-
gent workers meet the expectations laid out
for all employees, but, in many cases, they,
in fact, exceeded the pre-set standards.

Jones later went on to describe how the so-
cial behaviors of his neurodivergent work-
ers have also led to an enhanced workplace.
“We decided to have some neurodivergent
employees lead the team during pre-shift
stretches to highlight their leadership po-
tential. Neurodiverse individuals can excel
in different roles by leveraging their ability
to focus on specific tasks and lead by exam-
ple. By embracing neurodiversity, we have
created a work environment that values
and respects individuals for their diverse
abilities. This inclusivity fosters a sense of
belonging and motivation, increasing job
satisfaction and higher employee morale.”
This inclusive approach created universal
results. Creating space for these neurodi-
vergent employees to take on leadership
roles helps establish trust amongst all em-
ployees and highlights G&W Electric’s
deep commitment to belonging.

In closing, Jones remarked on the last-
ing benefits of integrating a neurodiverse
workforce. “Integrating neurodiversity into
our department has improved productivi-
ty, enhanced processes, and [provided] a
more inclusive and innovative work en-
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vironment. Our success story serves as an
example of how embracing neurodiversity
can yield substantial benefits for both em-
ployees and the organization as a whole.”

A winning culture and lean process are
critical for success in any organization, but
we all know that the real gold comes in the
metrics:

Microswitch Assembly:

® 30% increase in growth (150 switches
—>210 switches)

® 75% decrease in required man hours (32
hours/week—>8 hours/week)

Aerial Lug Assembly:

® 30% increase in growth (300 lugs
—>420 lugs)

® 62.5% decrease in required man hours
(32hours/week—>12 hours/week)

Embracing a neurodiverse workforce en-
abled a modern-day business alchemy for
G&W Electric — trading waste for accuracy,
dependability, and inclusion.

Cross-Training and Role Expansion

Another success story at G&W Electric
includes a young man named Robert who
was hired into a role in the customer service
department. Historically, this was a posi-
tion of exceedingly high turnover as it re-
quired heavy attention to detail and strong
independent work skills. At its core, this
job required somebody to ensure that all
invoices were appropriately tracked, doc-
umented, and filed. This task necessitated
constant upkeep at the risk of producing a
heavy backlog of documents and it was a
steady thorn in the side for departmental
leadership. After much turnover, the posi-
tion was targeted as an opportunity for a
neurodivergent worker.

In the same manner as the production
jobs, natural supports and training were
implemented to ensure that the job was ap-
propriately accessible for neurodivergence.
A skills demonstration was conducted and,
ultimately, Robert was selected as the best
candidate for the job. He joined the team
and made an immediate impact, eliminat-
ing a nearly year-long backlog in a matter
of weeks. (As an aside, during the candi-
date selection meeting, it was noted that

About the Authors: Ben Schatzel is the Founder & Managing Director at Stannum Core Solutions. He may be reached at ben@stannumcoresolutions.com.




Robert scored among the highest percentile
for attention-to-detail in G&W Electric’s

pre-employment competency assessment
given to all applicants.)

Robert eventually expanded to a full-
time role and received training on year-end
duties. The leadership gained back much
of their day, no longer being forced to pick
up the slack from an ever-growing stack of
unfiled invoices. The possibility of going
paperless, a high-level goal that once felt il-
lusive, now felt realistic and practical. Rob-
ert is still effectively producing for G&W
Electric to this day, over two years later.

Though exemplary by default, Robert
is far from the only such example. Ed, a
former contract employee hired in 2020,
performed above and beyond before ac-
cepting a permanent full-time position as
an Assembler. Gabe, a part-time Inspector
in the EPOX department since 2021, has
added to his resume by taking on multiple
responsibilities in assembly and other areas
of EPOX - always doing so with a bright
smile on his face. And, most recently, Nick,
a contract worker brought in during the
Fall of 2022, was hired on permanently as a
Material Handler in the Central Warehouse.

Abdul Basraoui, Warehouse Manager for
G&W Electric Co., shared these thoughts
when asked about Nick. “Nick is a pleasure
to work with, he is consistent and on-time.
He asks questions when he doesn’t under-
stand and chances of him doing the wrong
thing, simply by taking a guess, are nearly
zero.” Nick’s professionalism, sociability,
and natural problem-solving skills helped
him shine early into his tenure at G&W
Electric. Basraoui continued by sharing,
“Nick is excellent at sticking to his task
and ensuring accurate counts of warehouse
stock levels, which

allows us to run our business more ef-
ficiently. He requires upfront instruction,
however, once that is understood he exe-
cutes accurately and with minimal mana-
gerial oversight needed.”

An Unexpected Unicorn
Embracing a neurodiverse workforce in-
troduces candidates who may not otherwise
pass an initial ATS screening. For the right
company, this embrace can be history-defin-
ing. One such case is that of Kevin, an engi-

neer and certified calibration technician.

Kevin submitted for an entry-level skills
demonstration, hoping to get his foot in the
door and work up to a career in engineer-
ing. It was determined that Kevin was not
the best fit for the entry-level job. Quite sim-
ply, he didn’t possess the required fine mo-
tor skills, but he did hold a degree in engi-
neering and impressed everybody with his
professionalism and knowledge. Later that
year, a position opened in the engineering
department, and Kevin was invited back for
a formal interview before ultimately accept-
ing the role.

Kevin worked hard to meet the demands
of his new job and soon decided to work to-
wards a certification in becoming a calibra-
tion technician. After months of studying,
he took the exam and passed. Throughout
the entire history of G&W Electric, Kevin
is the very first to ever achieve this distin-
guished certification. Effective skill-match-
ing was the pathway toward this perfect
pairing, but had it not been for the foun-
dational work required to hire and retain a
neurodiverse workforce, this match likely
would have never manifested.

Strengthening Workforce
through Community

Not to be missed among the myriad of
benefits in workplace neurodiversity is
that of community engagement and brand
awareness. To be known as a truly inclusive
employer is to immediately be set apart
from other organizations vying for top tal-
ent in today’s tight labor market. A creative
workforce solution requires a creative ap-
proach to recruitment, including strategic
partnerships with high schools and com-
munity agencies.

Katie DiCianni is the High School Transi-
tion Director for Hinsdale District 86, a lo-
cal school district that has helped place four
employees at G&W Electric. When asked
about the neurodiverse hiring initiative,
she shared, “It has provided an opportuni-
ty for our students to be supported while
being shown that they are a contender for
a job. The support and feedback we have
received has been beyond any that we have
received before from an employer. It really
allows an under-employed population to
have meaningful employment.” Hinsdale

District 86 recently celebrated one of their
most successful school years of all time, set-
ting records for job placements with vari-
ous employers across the county. Yet, G&W
Electric stands apart from many others as
a workplace where these students will gain
valuable experiences and an opportunity
for a long-term career.

American Sustainability

Earlier this year I wrote a piece on the in-
tersection of neurodiversity and the current
climate of the American workforce. I stated
that the future of workforce development
will require a sense of cultural innovation
paralleling that which championed the
integration of women into the workforce
during and after WWIL Today, compa-
nies like G&W Electric, Gilster-Mary Lee,
and Magnetic Inspection Laboratory have
shown that this caliber of cultural innova-
tion, as it pertains to neurodiversity, carries
a strong return on investment.

Each of these three companies has
achieved competitive, integrated employ-
ment outcomes for neurodivergent work-
ers. Many of us may expect employment
to inherently be competitive and integrated
by nature; however, in the world of disabil-
ity employment, that is often not the case.
Many neurodivergent workers are seques-
tered to sub-minimum wage employment,
sheltered workshops, dead-end jobs, and
enclave-style work that leaves workers on a
proverbial “island.” Regardless of their ca-
pability, for many neurodivergent workers,
competitive, integrated employment can
feel unattainable. These three companies,
however, showcase that the potential, not
just for job outcomes, but for significant so-
cial and financial impact, is, in fact, attain-
able through a creatively holistic approach.

Not every worker is going to be right for
every job. But every worker is right for a
job. The most harmonious workplaces are
those that best match skill sets across an
organization and allow for people to be
engaged in tasks that adequately challenge
their abilities. That’s the idea that drove
American innovation through World Wars
and global pandemics and I believe it’s the
key to unlocking long-term sustainability
for our nation’s single greatest resource —
our people. ¢
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