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Business brain behind family's soft centres; Jenny Knight visits a 
chocolate company set up to employ people with autism  
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As parents of an autistic son, Shaz and Mona Shah felt driven to do something tangible to help other 
people on the autistic spectrum, who often find it very hard to get jobs. 

Their son, Ahsan, 14, loves food and cooking, while Shaz had already set up and sold a company. 
Mona's hobby was chocolate making: so between them the family realised they had the skills to 
launch a social enterprise making hand-made chocolates. 

To keep enough money coming in to nurse along the fledgling company, it was agreed that Mona 
would give up her job to become a full-time chocolatier and managing director, while Shaz would keep 
his job as an engineer with Samsung and start a twoyear, part-time executive MBA at Cranfield 
University School of Management. 

Mona set up the specialist kitchen in their house in Cambridge and began sourcing ingredients and 
making the chocolates, while Shaz pitched in with his business experience and the fruits of his MBA 
studies. 

He says: "In Pakistan I was an entrepreneur and formed a tech company, which I later sold. When we 
came to the UK Mona was passionate about mental health and got a job with the NHS, but she 
wanted to be more involved so we decided to form a social enterprise company to help provide 
employment opportunities to people who are autistic." 

The company is called Harry Specters — a name Ahsan came up with — and is committed to 
providing handmade chocolates using only the highest quality ingredients. 

Mona had been working with chocolate as a hobby for the past 15 years and has taken professional 
chocolate making courses at the Callebaut Chocolate Academy. But making chocolates for friends 
and family is very different from running a company. Shaz, now in the second year of his MBA, says: 
"The MBA has been extremely helpful. It tells you how to segment a market. We looked to see where 
we got the best response for the chocolates and found it was from the corporate sector. 

"We sold about 500 to 600 boxes of chocolates at Christmas, based on a very limited marketing 
campaign, and then had a slack period until coming up to Valentine's Day. And again we are getting 
Easter orders. 

"My cohort on the MBA has helped with tastings and we have talked in teams about how to go 
forward. Currently, the company is based in our home in Cambridge but we have plans to rent some 
space. Our vision is to set up local clusters of about six or seven people within the UK and maybe 
also abroad, hiring people with autism." 

As the company takes off, Shaz hopes to work part-time at Samsung so he can devote more time to 
Harry Specters. So far, there are no full-time employees, although two autistic people have been hired 
for projects. 

"Statistics show that among autistic people who want to work, about 70 per cent are unemployed," 
Shaz says. "Employers tend to overlook them but they are people who, in general, like a routine and 
are fiercely loyal. We hired a woman to take the photographs for our website and also a boy from a 



local special school has been doing work experience helping with the packing. Both were very 
successful." 

Ahsan has also been helping with the launch of the company, dipping chocolates and helping to pack. 
Shaz says: "He likes chocolates a lot. When we asked what he wants to do when he grows up, he 
said he wants to start a restaurant. But we are 99 per cent sure he will be involved with Harry 
Specters. He likes food and his school says he likes doing technical stuff. On Saturday mornings he 
makes us omelettes. 

"Many businesses avoid hiring people on the autistic spectrum but we plan to turn that on its head by 
using it as a competitive advantage. Our plan is to work with the local special school and pull people 
across as employees." 

Up-market chocolate making was already a very crowded market, but the Shahs have discovered that 
buying chocolates from a company founded to give employment to autistic people appeals to 
corporate customers, who take the opportunity to tick their own corporate social responsibilities 
boxes. 

"We went to talk to the professor at the Bettany Centre for Entrepreneurship at Cranfield, to discuss 
ways to take the company forward," Shaz says. "Even though I had already started one company, the 
MBA has been more than useful. 

"In the financial management sector I learnt how to create a budget forecast, which we used to apply 
to join the Lloyd's Banking Group's social entrepreneurs programme. The MBA makes you see things 
differently and opens up lots of possibilities, while giving you the tools to use them." 

Each chocolate is handcrafted, using ethically sourced chocolate from sustainably grown cocoa. As 
the chocolates are made without artificial colourings, flavourings or preservatives, the shelf life is 
much shorter than most boxes sold in supermarkets — five to six weeks compared with up to a year. 

The idea of staffing a company with people from the autistic spectrum might sound daunting but 
Specialisterne, an IT consultancy company in Denmark, proved it can be done. 

The company launched in 2004 with the vision of harnessing the characteristics of autism in a positive 
way. It now has 34 consultants, who solve tasks like software testing and quality control for IT 
companies. 

Shaz adds: "Many people with autism are very able. Typically, they like a very structured environment 
and if they have that, they are marvellous employees." 

Within a structured environment they are marvellous employees 

 


