




PRAISE FOR NEURODIVERSITY AT WORK 

'A book that will enable you to think differently about people who think 

d ifferently. An incredibly insightful read that perfectly brings together why 

organizations should value neurodiverse talent and how they can best 

provide an environment for that talent to shine. It takes you on an incredible 

journey from understanding why neurodiversity is important, all the way to 
the successes that organizations can hope for - stopping off on the way to 
deliver impactful, practical and real-l ife advice for anyone whose role it is to 

hire, develop or retain talent.' 

Alan Walker, Co-founder, Udder, and Co-founder and Editor-in-chief, 

ChatTalent 

'The book is packed with great case studies, examples and important 

messaging to take away, plus insights and explanations of the spiky profiles 

we all have (some more than others ) .  In the authors' words, "True change 

requires commitment - sustained and anticipatory". This book will help any 

reader on that journey - it 's one of the most detailed texts I have encoun

tered on the subject.' 

jean Hewitt, Senior Inclusive Design Consultant , BuroHappold Engineering 

'A compelling look into how we can leverage neurodiversity strengths into 

our workplace. It is truly a must-read for all as it provides practical ways for 
inclusivity of neurodiversity to drive innovation and growth!' 

Christine Ramsay, CDP (Certified Diversity Professional), Global Senior 

Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Engagement Leader, jazz Pharmaceuticals 

'Neurodiversity is an important area of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 
(DE&I) that has only really come into our consciences over the last few 
years . We know it impacts a wide range of people either in the workforce or 

finding insurmountable challenges to enter it. I applaud both authors for 
their honesty in sharing their own lived experience of work, and for collect
ing so many stories to share . This is a real almanac for making difference. 
Reading over, let the hard work start.' 

Bill Boorman, strategic HR tech adviser and Founder, #tru 



'Neurodiversity i s  one of the most important and untapped opportunities 
in business today. This book clearly explains the issue and honours the 

necessity to pay close attention to every employee's individual needs and 
leverage everyone's extra-special capabilities in unique and powerful ways.' 
Josh Bersin, Principal and Founder, Bersin by Deloitte 

'I want to give huge credit to Amanda Kirby and Theo Smith who have 

brought their whole selves, personal and professional, to create an up-to

da te guide on neurodiversity in the workplace. They provide a comprehensive 

review the current perspectives of the neurodiversity paradigm, good prac
tice in the workplace and real-world examples of innovative programmes 

and strategies. There is no such thing as a "degree in Neurodiversi ty"  for HR 

and D&I professionals, but for anyone looking to  expand their knowledge 

in this field, this book is  as close as you are going to get to it ! ' 

Aidan Healy, Chief Executive Officer, Lexxic 
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formal qualifications as a mature student at the age of 2 1 .  He often found 

himself either on the wrong side of trouble as a boy or being revered for an 
outstanding performance, or obscure piece of work; sometimes he fell 

between the two. 

In primary school in Barry Town, South Wales, he was on one of many 

occasions caught not concentrating in class, or at least not concentrating on 

what the teacher expected him to be focused on. 

When the teacher challenged him on why he wasn't listening, he replied, 
'because I 've been watching those girls practising that welsh poem "Y Lein 
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Theo then went on to say, 'and now I can recite it too ! '  

The teacher, thinking h e  was being clever, asked him t o  recite i t  there and 

then. 

And so he did. 

When Theo's parents got the call to explain their son hadn't been con
centrating in class, they didn't expect to be told, 'but whilst not listening in  

class he's learned a poem that he' l l  be reciting to  the whole school during 
assembly tomorrow morning.' 

So it is with some irony that it has taken him over 1 5  years of work expe

rience within recruitment and the birth of his son and daughter for Theo to 
realize that he a lso identifies as ADHD and who knows what else ! The brain 
is after all, unique .  
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It is no surprise then that Theo i s  highly creative and adaptive to  change 
and loves the challenge l ife has thrown at him. 

It was with this new-found knowledge and energy that he explored what 

information and support was available on the subject of neurodiversity at 

work. Unfortunately he couldn't find enough information and guidance as a 

point of reference to help him on his journey. 

That's why Theo set out on a mission to influence the world of work to 
make the required changes to support the inclusion of those who think and 

act differently and do not fit the current rigid paradigm of the education and 
employment system. 

He now produces a podcast 'Neurodiversity: Eliminating Kryptonite a nd 

Enabling Superheroes' and also writes regularly for various publications 
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subject of neurodiversity in the workplace. 
He also felt impassioned to create a legacy for his kids and for the 
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The real change must start here; it must start now. If not for the sake of 
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Professor Amanda Ki rby 

Professor Amanda Kirby is unusual,  as she i s  a GP, experienced researcher, 

clinician and most importantly has many family members who are neuro

divergent. This provides her with an understanding of neurodiversity and 
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champion best practices. 

While writing this book she started thinking a lot about herself and her 
family. She often describes herself as an 'oddbal l ' .  In school, she never quite 

fitted in .  She didn't always feel she belonged and was never in the ' in  crowd' 

or wanted to be ! She was quite mature compared to some of her peers and 
often found older friends to be better companions. Her hobbies were a l ittle 

out of sync with others and she could never remember lyrics to any songs 

being sung, or know who the artist was apart from Simon and Garfunkel 
and Elton John despite everyone else being seemingly able to do this so eas
ily ! She was super organized for future plann ing but also very disorganized 



A B O UT T H E  A U T H O RS xiii 

in the present. Amanda was better at playing one-to-one sports, such as 

table tennis or doing gymnastics and swimming, but found it much harder 

in big teams a nd tended to be put in goals !  
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able to move around)  and an endless doodler! 

As she grew up, she knew she wanted to be a doctor, but had to work 

very, very hard in medical school to remember endless facts and found 

lectures a very hard way to absorb information. She would have to work 

all hours instead of going out to drink and party with her friends . She loved 

being on the wards in the hospital and as soon as she was with patients, she 
was off and away and could remember every patient and their lives. Real

life engagement for her was 1 00 times easier than trying to learn abstract 

information. Listening to someone telling their 'story' has always been 

humbling for her in that someone is sharing this with her and feeling they 

are in a safe space to do so. 

Why is this important in the context of this book? She has a very spiky 

profile and only has put the pieces together as an adult. In  her late teens, 

she had an eating disorder and was very anxious about exams, and had an 
overwhelming fear of failure. But as a female no one suggested that this 

could be a part of neurodiversity or her traits could be associated with 

ADHD at al l .  She thinks at her age and stage she has coping mechanisms in 

place but it seems a real shame that it has taken 30 years working in the field 

of neurodiversity for this to happen. 

As a consequence of her personal experiences, more than 20  years ago 
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importance of reducing the disabil ity employment gap and why this was 

good for business. She also is an adviser to a number of organizations sup

porting people with autism spectrum conditions, ADHD, dyslexia and DCD 

in  the UK and New Zealand .  

Amanda i s  CEO o f  Do-IT Solutions, a tech-for-good company. The com
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PRE FACE 

Why have we created th is  book? 

Although neurodiversity has been discussed and debated across a range of 

platforms more recently, many people within the neurodiverse community 

remain with limited opportunities to translate and ampl ify their messages 

to a mainstream audience. We saw an opportunity to bring together these 

disparate discussions, ideas, case studies, research, and evidence in one place 

with the central theme of 'Neurodiversity at Work' .  

We see the workplace as an important and influential arena of change. 

It is our belief that organizations can play a pivotal role in changing society's 

paradigm of the ' ideal employee' and bring about wider societal reform and 
acceptance for those who are neurodiverse. This task assumes great impor

tance given that education systems, health systems, political systems and our 

built environments are often too complex and slow to change to accommo

date those who do not fit into the defined norm. 

In an ideal world, educational reform would be brought about for ' its 

own sake' as 'intrinsically worthwhile' and 'for the greater good' .  Sadly, this 
is often not the case. Government systems and agendas are transient and 

politically expedient; hence, not committed to the level of influence and 

long-term change required to transform our education systems to be more 
inclusive and to give those who are neurodiverse an equal opportunity to 

learn and work. 

In this book, we seek to highlight how organizations can improve busi
ness outcomes, employee satisfaction and brand impact by recruiting, sup

porting, and valuing neurodiversity in the workplace. Thereby, we postulate 
how this 'modus operandi ' could be used on a macro level , when consider
ing how we educate and train our children and build our social structures. 

By coming together and writing this book we bring different parts of our 

professional and personal lives together, allowing us to challenge our own 
perspectives and, we hope, yours. 
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Who is  it  for? 

We hope many people will find value in what we discuss in this book, 
including: 

• Parents and employees 

• Human Resources ( HR) managers 

• Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) leaders 

• Recruitment professionals 

• Employers 

• People working in Further (FE) and Higher education (HE) 

• Apprenticeship providers 

• Employment agencies 

• Occupational psychologists 

• Workplace assessors 



Introduction 

In 201 8  Theo wrote an article for #ChatTalent called 'Leading From Da 

Back of Da Class' .  It was the first article on Neurodiversity to be shared by 

Hung Lee's #RecruitingBrainfood and it was the beginning of a journey that 

led both Amanda and Theo to write this book . 

The article begins with: 

A western society that has built an academic prison for the 20 per cent of 

the working population whose brains engage and respond differently, are 

not broken, they don't need fixing and contrary to popular belief, it is not a 

disabil ity! 

These particular dynamic and highly interesting creative brains have been 

disabled or confined by the constructs and constraints of our education system 

and furthermore by our built environments and the fabrications, processes and 

leadership styles of our businesses. 

We've also not helped matters by allowing the 80 per cent to create the 

assessment and selection process that very rarely likes or appreciates the needs 

and capabilities of the 20 per cent. 1 

That article came off the back of Theo visiting a recruitment leaders' sum

mit in Whitstable, which he was invited to by Jamie Leonard, founder and 

CEO of The Recruitment Events Co, who's also an advocate for neurodiver
sity. The event was part of the Resourcing Leaders 1 00 (RL1 00), a think 

tank of thought leaders and practitioners from within the in-house recruit
ment industry. This was where he heard for the first time the term 

'Neurodiversity' and in the context of people who are dyslexic, ADHD, 
autistic, dyspraxic . . .  and/or all of the above. 

Kirstie Kelly and Ed Thompson were presenting part of the day on the 
concept of what neurodiversity is and how we as recruitment leaders could 
get involved in making our workplaces more inclusive. 
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Ed is  the founder of  'Uptimize', who support organizations l ike JPMorgan 

Chase, helping to educate them and their employees about neurodiversity in  

the context of  the workplace. They do this via a combination of  approaches 

including online learning and development tools and technology. 
Kirstie Kelly helps businesses and individuals to develop their wellbeing, 

satisfaction and growth, through leadership coaching, counselling and 
therapy, people and culture change, and team development. 

They came together to deliver this interactive and engaging presentation 

and round table discussion, which gave Theo his first taste of what neuro

diversity could mean to him. 

Throughout the following chapters, we will explore further what neuro

diversity means to different people and we'll give you what is considered the 

'correct' terminology. We'll also share different perspectives from candi
dates, hiring managers, parents and advocates to provide real contexts for 
what we're discussing. 

But first we need to consider this! 

The word neurodiversity means everyone's brains are different: with 

1 00 billion brain cells connecting in various ways, it's no surprise that we 

are all so different. Sometimes we forget this. Neurodiversity is a term that 
describes the fact that we are all neurologically different, but as noted in the 

previous quotation, it also highlights the reality that due to the way society 

is set up, there are some people who experience unfair barriers that can limit 

their access to society, education and, significantly, to work. 

That doesn't mean people who have brains that are wired to think and 

act differently from others will never get a job, but some may j ust struggle 

to find work they enjoy or work that is structured in such a way that it 
will get the best out of them. Many people are already in jobs at all levels 

too. However, we can see that for many it remains harder to apply for jobs 
and find something that fits their talents or supports their experience. For 

some i t  may be harder to be successful in  a traditional interview setting, 

even though they may have some amazing talents. For some people it 
may be harder to work day to day if support has not been put in place or 

adjustments made in a timely manner. We will talk more about this in later 

chapters. 
We want to give you the facts in this book, but more importantly we also 

want to give you the individual viewpoints and experiences that go way 
beyond the words and what they mean. We want to go right to the heart of 
what neurodiversity is (or how we understand it at this point in time). We 
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want to share our thinking with those who have embraced this ideology, or 

have recently been introduced to it, and why it matters so much to us and to 

those that champion the cause. 
We will also show you that superhuman efforts and superhuman powers 

are not all about flying through the sky and cutting through metal with 

lasers from your eyes! Actually, the ability to complete a task within a team 
that nobody else within the team has the motivation or skill to achieve, is in 

our eyes a superpower in itself. It is the efforts taken by so many people to 

overcome social and employment barriers that are 'superhuman' .  This 

should not have to be something someone has to do. 

We are a l l  neurod iverse 

As mentioned previously, everyone's brains are wired differently, with 

millions and millions of connections firing off and connecting in different 

ways. People you work with will all think differently, see things differently, 

sense things differently, move differently and do things differently from 

others. No way is right or wrong, but we sometimes assume that most peo
ple see, do and act like us, and we don't always consider that someone may 

be sensing the world differently. It's often not a case of purposely miscom
municating but an ignorance that this is taking place. 

As Sun Tzu said in The Art of War: 

There are nor more rhan five primary colours, yet in combination they produce 

more hues than can ever be seen. There are not more than five cardinal tastes, 

yet combinations of them yield more flavours than can ever be tasted.2 

Allowing a mix of skills and talents will provide new thinking and new 

solutions. However, some people hold negative perceptions in that someone 

with cognitive differences can be seen to lack abil ity or capability or require 

more support from others. Sometimes this is about stereotypi ng people or 

fixed thinking. This thinking results in creating barriers to education and 
employment and has a human and societal cost. 

We need to understand the opportunity that valuing a neurodiverse 

society offers, especially when it comes to employment, new ideas, work 
productivity, wellbeing and maximizing the talents of a l l .  

In  2015,  the United Nations international community constructed a 2030 

Agenda for Susta inable Development3 that includes 17 goals to transform 
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the world for persons with disabilities; four of  these goals are very pertinent 
to the context of this book . 

Goal 3 is ensuring healthy lives and promoting wellbeing for all persons 

with d isabilities; Goal 5 focuses on gender equality; Goal 8 is  to promote 
sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 

employment and decent work for all and by 2030 to achieve full and pro

ductive employment and decent work for all women and men, including for 

young people and persons with disabil ities, and equal pay for work of equal 

value; and Goal 10 is  to reduce inequality. 
To even consider implementing any of these goals requires stepped 

changes. We need to put in place some processes, policies and actions to do 

this. There is a need for employers ( and educators) to allow people to have 

the confidence to feel they can be the person they are and ask for support at 

any stage of their careers. In some workplaces globally we are starting to see 

the setting up of Equality, Diversity and Inclusion ( EDI) teams. In the UK 

this may be in part because of  the implementation of  the Equality Act 2010,  

which despite being more than 1 0  years old, has  not been fully enacted.  
Though awareness days and networking events, newsletters and 'lunch 

and learns' can all be starters, they cannot be seen as one-offs or this year's 
activities .  The reality is that the cost-effective way to reach all is to provide 

systemic solutions that are woven into the fabric of all organizations, and 

we will discuss the details of this in later chapters. 

For inclusion to be truly enacted we need to realize that intersectionality 

is a reality. We are all complex. Some of us will be female, gay, Black, Asian 
or another ethnic minority grouping as well as neurodivergent. We certainly 
don't fit into one box. We often recruit in our own likeness or in the likeness 

of our best teammate. Using a sporting analogy, a good football team needs 

different players with different skill sets to be successful . If  we inadvertently 

create a team of strikers or defenders, it will leave us weak in several other 

areas.  

Creating an efficient and effective working team can take time and effort, 
but the reward at the end is that we have something that works. The sum of 

the parts can be greater than the whole. 
For us that's the power of having a neurodiverse world .  It  is in fact the 

diversity that crosses all diversities and if we can crack the cognitive enigma 

code, we can truly and positively transform the world of work for the better, 

enable true inclusivity and all live and prosper in a world where we can have 
a sense of belonging. 
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People with neurological differences are not incomplete versions of 

'typical '  people or flawed. People with neurological differences are not bro
ken and certainly don't need fixing! The built environment, systems, pro

cesses and organizations are more l ikely to be broken, or there are hurdles 

in place that limit progress. 

At no time in the past 50 years have there been the changes that have 

been seen in recent times. We are seeing forced change on a global scale that 
will alter the way we see the world of work . This is a rapid change that 

should and could have taken a decade or more to occur but has happened in 

months .  The Industrial Revolution was huge, but the D igital Revolution and 

what this means to be 'at work' has been accelerated even more by Covid- 1 9, 
which has already shaken the world and the way we work and will change 

how we will operate forever. 

So in writing this book about Neurodiversity in the Workplace, let us 

hear from the person who is the originator of the term, because it was her 

early research relating to neurodiversity, and her passion for the subject, that 

allowed us to even have this debate and explore what neurodiversity means 
to us. Judy Singer is an Australian sociologist and comes from a family of 

neurodivergent people. It was her vision of considering the concepts of 

biodiversity and relating this to the ( neuro)cognitive variability that exists 
in humans. She coined the term neurodiversity in the late 1 990s when she 

was studying for her master's degree. 

Judy Singer writes in her book NeuroDiversity: The birth of an idea4 that 

the term neurodiversity 'came out of a lifetime of personal experiences of 

exclusion and invalidation as a person struggling in a family affected by 

" hidden disabil ity" that neither we nor society recognised for what it was' .  

She goes on to say her focus was primarily relating to autism as that had 

also been her personal and family experiences, but she and Harvey Blume 

were ta lking to each other at this time and both realized that neurodiversity 
as a concept was important. Judy was coming from an important perspec

tive with an interest in disability politics and activism, and Harvey Blume as 

a journalist and writer could write incisively and objectively about the topic 
they were discussing, which started off as 'neurological differences' but 
became neurodiversity. Blume wrote in the late 1 990s in The Atlantic: 

Neurodiversity may be every bit as crucial for the human race as biodiversity is 

for l ife i n  general. Who can say what form of wiring wil l  prove best at any given 

moment?5 
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We recognize that in the last 20 years since the start of this term being used 
there has been an evolving language relating to its meaning and increasing 

interest in how we conceptualize it and use it practically in everyday work

ing practices . In future chapters, we will discuss terms such as neurodiver

sity, neurodivergence and neurominority, and why language is constantly 

changing and being challenged. We will use a variety of framing that some

times may be inconsistent. There is a reason for this. We see that each person 

describes themselves the way they want and this may change over time. 
Some people want to be known as autistic and others as someone with 

autism. Some people describe themselves as having dyslexia or being dys

lexic. We don't believe we have the right to say which is correct or not. 

Terms such as neurodivergent may be comfortable for some people and 

allow them to feel a part of a group (or, as some people describe, as a tribe) 
but may sound divisive and categorical to others and used as separatist, 

eg the neurodivergents and the neuorotypicals. As T S Eliot said in Four 

Quartets very pertinently, 'For last year's words belong to last year's lan

guage, And next year's words await another voice.'6 

We have included a glossary as a starting point for discussion, with an 

understanding that the meanings will change with time, usage and different 

contexts . 
Throughout this book we will have a mix of case studies, quotes, and 

facts to help stimulate further discussion .  We wi ll offer some practical ideas 
and tips to use and also share many wonderful examples of not j ust how 

organizations are adapting their processes to be more inclusive, but how 

they are adapting their environments to also meet the needs of the rapidly 

adapting workforce. 

Reduc i ng stigma makes a real d iffe rence 

Theo sti l l  has vivid memories of how teachers and the kids treated those 
who were diagnosed with dyslexia when he was at school .  The view which 

we stil l  hear from some parents is that it means they are less than, or they 

lack academic ability, they struggle with learning or are 'd ifferent' . Words 
are powerful and stay with you for a long time. The 'clumsy' child in school 
was not chosen for the school team and was often laughed at when last 
in the running race on sports day or tripping over and falling in the three
legged race despite perhaps having great maths skills .  When specific skil ls 
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are valued more than others in society it presents a sense of being valued 

less . It's taking a long time for us to not stigmatize left-handed people! 

Now we all know being 'different' at school was generally a challenge for 

the child who was deemed different by peers or teachers. This is especially 

true in the teen years where for many young people being like your peers 
becomes very important. Different, difficult or terms such as 'special' were 

labels used to describe some children and gaining these labels sometimes 

came with some support, but generally they defined the child as 'other' and 

this wasn't always a positive framing. It was never usually celebrated and 

was a way of separating the child from the mainstream population. 

Many parents do not see dyslexia, dyspraxia or autism for example as 

disabilities and certainly not as 'something wrong' with their child, but 
because of responses from others it evokes negative feelings and a sense 

of shame or something that should be hidden or not spoken about. It is not 
so long ago that terms such as 'idiot', 'imbecile' and 'moron' were terms 

in common use and were used in a pejorative manner.7 So we can see that 

language can be powerful in creating either an exclusive or more preferably 

an inclusive society. 

Being different to others in an educational setting doesn't j ust impact the 

child, it impacts the way the parents feel and act, and rightly or wrongly 
perceive their child, but more impactfully how others perceive the child and 
the parents of that child. 

This goes way beyond just the education setting, it also spills into the 

home environment, the workplace and beyond .  Conversations are not had 

or if they are, parents are worried about what others may think. There re

main myths and the need to dispel the myths is important if we are going to 
break down the stigma. 

Part of Theo's path to understanding neurodiversity and what it means 

to him has been a journey of self-discovery but also an acceptance that there 

still is a stigma with having ADHD and being dyslexic. But the only way to 

break down the stigma and positively change the way people see ADHD, 

dyslexia and other neurodiverse labels, for example, was for Theo to stand 
up and be counted.  He started to own his labels and the narrative around 
them, to hopefully help empower others to feel positive about themselves. 

Not everybody is in the position both from a psychological perspective 
and/or a professional perspective to do so. But for him there was an immedi

ate urgency to find that voice and platform so that he could shift the narra
tive from a negative perception to a positive one. 
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Even today he can sift through guides on neurodiversity in  the workplace 

created by organizations and universities, and still they highlight 10 nega

tive points to every positive. They highlight them as challenges, but for him 

this still plays into the hands of perceived areas for improvement. 
Amanda's experiences come from personal and professional settings and 

her knowledge of meeting many people working in a wide range of work 

settings. She has seen some really talented people not gain jobs because the 
recruitment processes generated such high levels of anxiety, often amplified 

by low self-esteem and bad past experiences. In many cases individuals have 
ended up not being able to show what they can do. These poor experiences 

have then resulted in driving even higher levels of anxiety the next time that 

person goes to an interview as they expect failure again. A lack of feedback 

after an i nterview can also often mean the person doesn't know how they 

can do better next time, and thus the cycle becomes harder to break. The 

interview becomes a performance failure and not a stage that a llows skills 

to be seen. 

Theo and Amanda both want to see a world where we focus on individ

ual strengths. For those with 'spikier profiles' (which we'll talk more about 

later in the book), if we keep focusing on deficits we get distracted from 
seeing the incredible abilities. This is about opportunity to find out what 

your strengths are and an opportunity to develop them. 

In this book you will hear from people who have gained success, what led 

to this happening and what challenges they had to overcome. However, we 

need also to understand the reality relating to the real barriers that remain 

in place and consider what these are so that more people have their potential 

fulfilled. When considering the workplace we don't only mean those in  ex
ecutive positions but valuing all who can contribute to workplaces. Seeing 

through different lenses provides us all with new opportunities for solutions 
in all parts of our worlds .  

This book is a result of the work Theo and Amanda do i n  their everyday 

life, listening to the voices of individuals, gathering experiences from the 
workplace and exploring what works. We aim to share this with you and 

take you on our exciting and emerging journey of discovery. 
The following chapters are: 

Chapter 1 :  Why neurodiversity is important 

Chapter 2: Labels:  what do they mean? 

Chapter 3 :  Categories and spiky profiles 



Chapter 4 :  Eliminating kryptonite and enabling superheroes 

Chapter 5 :  Pre-employment: the lost demographics 

Chapter 6: Policies and procedures 
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Chapter 7: How can employers attract neurodiverse talent in recruitment? 

Chapter 8: Apprenticeships, internships, work placements and hiring schemes 

Chapter 9 :  Interviewing and assessments 

Chapter 1 0 : Making workplace adjustments 

Chapter 11 :  Induction and on boarding 

Chapter 12 :  Line management means having good conversations 

Chapter 1 3 :  Everyday meetings, conferences and seminars 

Chapter 14: Champions, staff networks and communities 

Chapter 15: Future workspaces and workplaces 

Chapter 16: Next steps ! :  Inclusion, equity and diversity = belonging 
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Why neurodiversity is im portant 

I ntroduct ion 

In this chapter we wi l l  consider the rationale for employers to consider the 

concept of neurodiversity. 

Without cognitive diversity we would have l imited variations i n  music, i n  

art, science or mathematics; therefore, potentially the development o f  new 
forms of electronics, computers, AI, and who knows what else in  our futures 
could be limited . 

It's important, therefore, to recognize that in all  elements of society, we 
need representation. This is the true meaning of inclusivity. If we don't get 

the opportunity to have representation of views, ideas and experiences, how 

can we ever be able to know what we are potential ly missing? It often feels 

easier and more familiar to recruit 'in our own l ikeness'; to recruit people 

who have more i n  common with us. Communication is less effortful .  But 
when we do so, those that offer different solutions, or communicate differ
ently, remai n  excluded. 

Inclusion i s  essential across society and starts in  school .  We are at the 

beginning of developing neuro-inclusive processes and procedures i n  some 

bigger companies where they have in place Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 
initiatives. We see some companies have focused in past years on LGBTQ+, 
BAME or gender. More companies are starting to consider neurodiversity 
as well; they can see that diversity of thought and of cultural and l ife 
experiences! 
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At the present time there is a lack of representation and opportunity for 

neurodivergent thinkers to progress and especially reach the C-suite . Too 
many people from the same gender, ethnicity and academic backgrounds 

end up in the top jobs and so the stories we hear remain the same and the 

viewpoint then remains narrow. Often the person who does reach the top 

who becomes interested in neurodiversity has a neurodiverse family member 

and understands the challenges from a personal perspective. 
We are often sti l l  thinking in silos: while specific campaigns such as those 

for gender equality are crucial, there also needs to be focus on intersectional 

campaigns. We don't all fit into one category or another. There is no one-size 

approach. It is impossible to understand the development and training needs 

of each person without fully understanding the opinions and experiences of 

people who are working in variable settings. Unique skills and experiences 
bring different perspectives. Context is everything. A different work setting 

and culture will require a different understanding of needs, expectations and 

support. 

Why do we exc l u d e  some peo ple from the conve rsat ion?  

That's complicated. There are myriad social reasons why some people get a 

voice at the table and others don't get a look in at all despite having similar 
qualifications and experiences. We can use business metaphors such as 

'groupthink' and misuse ideas like 'culture fit' to maintain a status quo of 

recruiting using a narrow range of cha racteristics. Thousands of years of 

racism, sexism and of privilege make it harder in  the modern world to be 

suddenly representative of all those you serve. Unless of course you, your 

team and your organizations are as diverse as the communities you repre
sent and become disruptive in the way you think. Power has a part to play. 

If you are concerned about your job you may be reticent to ask for help or 

point out any challenges you may be having in that work setting. Often 

conversations happen as part of a performance review when things have 

'gone wrong' .  
A true change requires commitment that is more than tokenistic as  it 

needs to be sustained and anticipatory. The only way we can really do this 

is to measure what we do. We also need to ensure that diversity and inclu
sion is a part of all our processes and not a policy that is written and 
then stuck in  a drawer. This requires a commitment to see through different 
eyes and accept at times our ignorance and the need to open up honest 
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conversations. It requires revision and review and is not static. Change can 

happen when we see enough value in  doing so. Progress depends on how 

effectively we work to change people's thinking and never happens over

night. But let's be clear, the path is not always an easy one and it takes 

dedication and a focus to make change. But the rewards a nd impact for the 

organization and society are great. 
With studies and research from the likes of McKinsey1 and Deloitte2 to 

name j ust two, we can clearly see that diversity correlates with better finan

cial performance and diversity of thinking is the new frontier. Let's face it, 

sometimes the only way to encourage businesses to shift their thinking is to 

help them see how it affects the bottom line. However, for a lot of organiza
tions and their leaders, these reports are ethereal, and they struggle to see the 

tangible difference it will make today. 

In 2011,  Deloitte recognized the challenges in encouraging organizations 

to take actionable steps, as shown in a report on the business case for 

diversity published in 2011 :  

How deep does the message go? I s  i t  understood from the factory floor to 

the boardroom and with the weight of firm conviction? Truth be told - there 

appears to be more head nodding about the business case than a rolling up of 

the sleeves to take action. 3 

When considering where we are at with neurodiversity, we can take some 

evidence from past experience from Diversity and Inclusion initiatives. To 

accelerate the change and adoption we desperately need, we should move 

from high-level statistics and figures to actionable hints and tips that can 

help organizations really start to get to grips with how they can fully 
embrace neurodiversity within the workforce. It's not enough to agree with 

the concept and empathize with the cause; action must be taken. 

We hope to give those tangible actionable steps, through case studies and 

personal experiences throughout this book. 

Why should e m p l oyers be more neuro- i nclus ive? 

Ethical, moral and legal responsibilities 

If we examine official measures of employment and unemployment, between 

2013 and 2019, the disability employment gap in the UK had reduced, 
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with the data showing roughly half of disabled people were i n  employment 

( 5 3 .2 per cent) compared with j ust over four out of five non-disabled people 

( 8 1 . 8 per cent). This data came from The Labour Force Survey (LFS) and 

Annual Population Survey (APS) and forms part of the Office for National 
Statistics series of bulletins, which have explored outcomes for disabled 
people across a number of areas of life.4 A real concern is that the impact of 

the Covid- 1 9  pandemic will reverse this trend unless a spotlight is  put on 

action. This is an ethical and moral responsibility for society otherwise it 

will potentially turn back time. 

This gap is much wider for some than for others and also worsens with 
age. How the statistics are gathered also means you can only be counted as 

in one category or another. For example, the number of disabled people in 

work aged 1 6  to 64 years in 201 9 in the UK who are categorized as having 

depression, bad nerves or anxiety was 1 7.9  per cent compared to those 

grouped as having severe or specific learning difficulties where the percent

age was only 0 . 8  per cent. This means the true level is unclear, as many 

people who are autistic, for example, will also have some mental health 

challenges. 
There are some concerns, however, that the impact of Covid- 1 9  in 2020 

and beyond will have a longer-term effect on many global employment set

tings and that we may see that the gap widens rather than contracts. The 

ethical and moral responsibility for organizations is to maintain a spotlight 

on this. 

Equality provision 

Equality affirms that all human beings are born free and equal .  It pre
supposes that all individuals have the same rights and deserve the same level 

of respect and have the right to be treated equally. This means that laws, 

policies and programmes should not be discriminatory. How this is  enacted 

may vary from country to country. 

In the UK we have the Equality Act 2010,  which followed on from 
the D isabi l ity Discrimination Act. All European Union Member States have 
designated a specialized body for the promotion of equal treatment irrespec
tive of racial or ethnic origin, as required by Article 1 3  of the Racial Equal ity 
Directive, but implementation may vary from country to country. In the 

United States, the Equality Act was passed by the US House of Representatives 
in 201 9 . However, since then the US Senate has received the bill, but it has 

not been fully ratified. 
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Different countries globally are at  different stages of  operationalizing and 

determining what equality really means. In  the context of neurodiversity in 
the workplace, having a legal framework encourages organizations to need 

to comply. Tribunal cases in the UK provide examples of non-compliance 

and encourage other organizations to do better. 

Attracting new talent 

Attracting talent is more than an advert with a 'cookie cutter' job descrip
tion of a job in another department that is similar ( but not quite the same) 

and which doesn't describe at all the elements of the job you need to do and 

what is expected of you. It  may lack the exciting information that draws 
someone in because it misses out on key information that is important to 

that person such as presenting the values or ethos of the organization. If the 

advert doesn't provide an obvious means of engaging with all people then 
valuable talent may be lost. We never know who doesn't apply for the job; 

there may be different reasons. The words and phrases used in an advert 
may put someone off; a lack of information about how to ask for adjust

ments, and the application process itself, can all mean the organization 

appears less inclusive. 

In  this book we will explore the ways you can ensure more neuro

inclusive hiring processes and we wi ll take you through this step by step to 

show how you may encourage someone to apply. This will include consider

ing your website, the job description, application process, pre-interview 
materials for the applicant and your interview panel, the interview process 

( virtual or face to face) and the follow-up after the event. 

Maintain ing the talent that you have 

It costs a lot to lose good people and optimizing the talent you have makes 
a lot of sense. Recruiting and training a new employee requires staff time 

and money. A US study in 201 6  by the Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM)5 estimated that the average cost per hire is $4,129 .  In  
terms of employee retention, the average employee tenure is eight years, and 

the annual turnover rate is 19 per cent. The average replacement cost of a 

salaried employee is estimated to be six to nine months' salary. For an 
employee earning $60,000 per year, that totals approximately $30,000 to 
$45,000 in recruiting and training costs. 
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Key factors for retention include good hiring and onboarding processes 

with good initial training in place as well as maintaining productivity. 
There may be an assumption that training and support costs will be far 

greater for neurodivergent team members, but this is not exactly true. Most 

adjustments made by employers are low-cost or even free. The average cost 

of reasonable adjustments is about £75 per person and there are govern

ment schemes in the UK such as Access to Work that provide some or all of 
the funding depending on the size of the organization. 

What can be costly for organizations is not being compliant under each 

country's equality legislation and this will be discussed further along with 
the implications of this for the person and organization. 

Not missing potential 

We all know a young person who went on to be successful in business or 

is an entrepreneur who looks back and remembers the lack of bel ief that 
the teachers had in them when in school. They proved them wrong. You will 
also hear of success that will be pinpointed to a time when someone gave 

them a chance and the opportunity to thrive in a safe environment. It made 

all the difference.  You will read in  this book examples of both these experi

ences. We cannot underestimate the impact that a person who sees potential 

and provides support or mentoring can have on someone's future. This 

could be a family member, a teacher, a youth worker or someone they have 

met by chance. The results can have a life-changing impact. 

But how many people are being missed? We know that about one in three 

people in prison are neurodivergent and we will discuss this in more detail 

in  further chapters in the book: why some people are missed and therefore 

miss the opportunities to excel .6  

Wasting opportunity 

There is growing evidence of many successful entrepreneurs who are neuro
divergent and some are speaking openly about this: loud and proud! There 
are also many international companies that are realizing the untapped 

potential of neurodiverse talent. These include internationally recognized 

companies such as the BBC, SAP, Hewlett Packard Enterprise (HPE), 

Microsoft, Willis Towers Watson, Ford, and EY. There are many others, 
including Caterpillar, Dell Technologies, Deloitte, IBM, JPMorgan Chase, 
and UBS . 7 
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However, i t  i s  less clear the exact numbers on boards and in leadership 

positions and the percentage of those disclosing at all levels of business. As 

Peter Drucker is credited with saying, 'what gets measured, gets managed',8 

thus providing the potential for improvement. While there are gender equal

ity measures and percentages of people from BAME communities working 

in  different roles, measuring neurodiversity quotients of any sort seems to be 
a rarer phenomenon. 

In later chapters we will be discussing ways to change this and techniques 

that can be used to permeate a process throughout companies . At the 

moment recruitment tends to be focused mainly on autistic people rather 

than encompassing neurodiversity as a whole. Some companies are embrac

ing reverse mentoring, having sponsors and using coaching approaches to 

focus specifically on increasing representation at all levels of the company. 

Develop i ng creative and i n n ovat ive solut ions  and 

havi ng m o re effective neuro-com plementary teams 

Now more than ever we need innovative solutions for complex world 

problems. Bringing together teams to work better together has to be a posi
tive for everyone. Until relatively recently we have tended to ask people to 

behave and communicate in a way that was common for most ( but not for 

al l ) .  Sitting i n  a room of people i n  a meeting required turn-taking, focus, and 
communication skills . Interjection or interruption can be seen as force

fulness or irritating for some. The transition to large-scale working from 

home and video conferencing that occurred as a result of the Covid- 1 9  

pandemic has made alternative ways o f  working and communicating be 

considered in a way we could never have imagined.  

What neuro d i versity as a concept means to d ifferent peo p le  

There appear to  be  a lot of  opinions about defining who someone is a nd 

how they describe themselves and anger if this is wrongly stated.  In a book 

like this we open ourselves up for criticism. We either got it right or we got 
it very wrong. What we are hoping to do is open up dialogue and allow 
individual conversations to happen that ask about each person and their 
input and viewpoint .  
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As William H Whyte remarked in 1 950, 'The great enemy of communica

tion, we find, is  the illusion of it'.9 The worst thing we can do is assume 

we've had the conversation or indeed not even care to listen to the answer. 

During the research and creation of this book we went out to the neuro
diversity community and asked them what neurodiversity means to them; 

here are a selection of their replies: 

'Neurodiversity is seeing the value in the different ways people work best. 

Advancement in technology and science has greatly improved understand

ing of our brains' functionalities, particularly how these can differ, yet there 

is still an extreme gap in translating the importance and relevance of these 

to the working world.' 

'Neurodiversity remains a bit of an uncharted territory for most of us, but 

you won't require a degree in neuroscience for eithe� you or your team to 

see the benefits, instead only a willingness to revisit the ways in which we 

assess the capabilities of those around us is needed . Neurodiversity high

lights the hefty cost burden placed on business growth by the limitations of 

these deep-seated beliefs, and the scale of opportunity right in front of us 

when we are instead all able to work to the best of our abilities' (Amy 

O'Shea, 2020). 

'Neurodiversity for me is the recognition of and appreciation for i ndividual 

human cognition; how each of us experience our reality and how we inter

act with that reality. It is important because it offers us a profound 

opportunity to consider both a physical and metaphysical diversity of 

humanity, beyond those social constructs by which current society inade
quately measures or judges people. Neurodiversity offers us an opportunity 
to reframe concepts l ike 'normal',  introducing instead a new perspective of 

ability and it provides us a framework which explains the dividend from 

the wider Diversity & Inclusion agenda (Sean Gilroy, 2020). 

'Human beings organize themselves into societies and the ultimate social 

building blocks are based on consensus . With consensus comes rules and 
with the practice of rules we get norms and normative behaviour. We then 
work and provide work rules that work to the middle and that means that 
at least 20-30 per cent of people think, work and act differently but have to 
do the same as the middle 70 per cent. It's a bit like only stocking certain 
sizes of clothes in a shop . .  .' (Mike Emery, 2020). 
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'Neurodiversity is the idea that people have different brains and thought 

processes. Importantly, it encompasses the full spectrum of human experi
ences and perceptions. Neurodiversity is the realization of organizations 
seeking 'diversity of thought' within their groups .  It is the pinnacle of true 
acceptance of every person as they are - true inclusivity. Without neuro

diversity, humanity would never advance through adversity' ( Gee Abraham, 

2020) .  

'Neurodiversity helps u s  to see neurological and brain differences as edges 
of talent, ability and sometimes even exceptional superpower. From a macro 

perspective, it presents the whole philosophy that reimagines our vision of 
society not as a building created from square bricks, but more l ike a compli
cated puzzle that involves various shapes. As you can imagine, for many it's 

a serious challenge to create a building where every shape is included . But it 

still matters. And here is why . . .  ' 

' If abi l ity is correctly al igned with opportunity and an inclusive ecosystem, 

the neurodiversity approach expands and turns the whole concept of " diver

sity" into the mainstream and an invaluable source of underrepresented 
talent. More importantly, it can be interpolated into technologies, eco

systems and services far beyond this particular niche. Over recent years, we 

have seen various emerging products focused on neurodiversity, including 

social robotics (Robokind, LuxAi ), neurodiverse workforce (Daivergent, 

Ultranauts ) ,  reading, learning and social adoption solutions driven by AI, 

smart glasses that help to learn emotions (Brain Power) . Thus, neurodiver
sity becomes a powerful engine for other areas, including mental health, 

personality d isorders, d isability and minority inclusion, dramatically impact

ing social mobility, workforce, education and our vision of the creative 

economy across sectors and niches' (Jonah Welker, 2020) .  

'Neurodiversity is the idea that people have different ways o f  thinking, 

different viewpoints and different skill sets. Specifically, neurodiversity refers 
to people with conditions such as autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, 

Tourette's etc. The implication behind neurodiversity, and why it is impor
tant to consider, is that these conditions should not always be thought of as 
d isabilities or disorders. In the right context, these differences mean people 

can offer unique perspectives and powerful competitive advantages' 

(Michael Barton, 2020) .  
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'You don't have to consider neurodiversity. It just is .  The question is whether 

you want to understand it, work with it  and use i t  as a tool to progress the 

human race or thwart it' ( Caroline Turner, 2020) .  

And two more we have included from past works: 

'If society were to get to a point where all ways of experiencing and i nter

acting with the world were treated equitably, then simply al l  would be 

typical or d ivergent under the umbrella of human neurodiversity - depend

ent on if you are a "glass half ful l"  or " glass half empty" kind of philosopher.' 1 0  

'Neurodiversity is the diversity of human minds, the infinite variation in 

neurocognitive functioning within our species.' 1 1  

K E Y  P O I N T S  

Why n e u rodiversity i s  importa nt for organizations 

• Eth ical and moral and legal responsib i l ity. 

• Attracti ng, optimizing and mai ntai n i ng talent. 

• Creat ing novel solutions. 

• Good for busi ness. 

• Mai ntai n i ng the talent you have. 

• Good for customer relations and busi ness. 
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Labe l s :  what do they m ean? 

I ntroduct ion 

Throughout this book you'll hear Amanda and Theo talk in  the third per

son, as we're doing now! This is important; Theo is not an academic, 

Amanda is. Amanda doesn't have more than a decade in recruitment at 
the coal face of engaging and attracting talent, Theo does. Theo i s  not a GP, 

researcher or an academic and would never in a mill ion years have achieved 

that accolade, while Amanda has worked clinically and in research for more 
than 25 years. But we do have a lot in common.  We are passionate about 

ensuring neurodiversity is a subject that everyone's talking about and also 

hearing how the language we use can engender real emotion. We also come 

from neurodivergent families and have a lot of shared experiences. 

There is no single truth or s ingle voice around the topic of neurodiversity. 
We all have unique brains l ike thumbprints, and we need to embrace differ

ence as the new normal .  For this reason, we want our voices to be combined . 
Sometimes i f  you know Theo or Amanda you might hear one of their  voices 

more than the other as you read a paragraph, and that's OK, but not some

thing we are seeking. We are not teaching or preaching; we want to excite, 
del ight and open up the discussion around neurodiversity. This chapter has 

been one of the hardest to write as it will probably provoke more discussion 
and debate than any of the others. We hope it does. 
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The English language is complex and often feels contradictory. So, it's 

OK not to be a wordsmith and it is definitely OK not to feel comfortable 

with words and labels. It's probably better to feel like you don't have all the 

answers, because none of us can say we do! But also consider the F Scott 
Fitzgerald quote: 

To be kind is  more important than to be right. Many times, what people need i s  

not a bri l liant mind that speaks but a special heart that l i stens. 1 

What is important is that we empower people at all levels of employment to 

have a voice and to receive appropriate support so that they can succeed. 

Enabling a conversation is key to ensuring the right help is available. 

Sometimes we close the conversation down or don't even get started because 

we are worried that we may make a mistake. Our fear of getting it wrong 
and the consequences of that stop us even trying. This is  crucial to develop

ing a neuro-inclusive workplace where dialogue can happen. 

Dialogue, by definition, is a two-way street and no one person can be the 

expert in everything. You would not as an employer be expected to know 

everything about migraine or diabetes for example, so why do we think we 

need to know everything about dyslexia or autism? The person who has 

bravely decided on that day to tell you that they are dyslexic may also have 

been the same person having several sleepless nights and pacing up and 

down outside your door. You may be the first person they have decided to 

tell .  Shutting down the conversation may mean it is 1 00 per cent harder to 

re-open it. 

We will talk about the debate of 'to label or not to label ' .  However, at 

this time, it's important to acknowledge that sometimes without a label it 

can be difficult to access the support we need. This is especially true when 

moving through educational systems and for acceptance of need also in  
employment. Many children will be  overlooked without gaining a diagnosis 

that defines their special educational needs, and even then, it can still be a 

tough and winding long road to gain the help they need (and truly exhaust
ing and an anguishing experience for parents) .  

Despite wanting to operate a more social model w e  still mainly operate a 

medical model to determine if support is given or not. It is also a categorical 
one - based on a hard stop. You either have 'it' or not. There is extensive 

published evidence to challenge this and to see that co-occurrence or overlap 
between neurodiverse traits is very common. The diagnosis someone may 
have obtained is  more often related to the professional they have happened 
to see. 
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Alongside neurodiversity being a mesh o f  different strengths and chal

lenges we also see an overlap with physical and psychological conditions.  

We have included in this chapter some references, published in the last 
20 years or more, which demonstrate this time and time again.  See Further 

Reading at the end of the chapter. 

Gett i ng the words r ight or wro ng 

It's inevitable that we will all  get the terminology wrong from time to time, 

and what is  right for one person may not be right for another. So just as we 

think we've cracked it, we inadvertently cause a social media storm by using 
the term neurodiverse to describe ourselves instead of neurodivergent. But 

the fact we are having the debate and positively challenging one another is 

important and helps further the conversation. Language changes over time 

and the meanings we ascribe to words do too. This is discussed in Amanda's 

paper with Dr Mary Cleaton which emphasizes that different organizations 

such as education, health and justice often use different terms and phrases 
to describe the same person.2 

We need to be honest and accept we won't get it right all the time 

and each person describes themselves differently and that's OK.  Labels can 

be divisive and create negative viewpoints and trigger associations, so we 

should never seek to label someone else and certainly not enforce a label 

just to convince ourselves that we are doing the right thing. We can come 

with a set of biases relating to specific labels that may have been garnered 

from experiences in school, within the family and from what we read in the 
papers and see on the TV. In the late 1 940s Dr Leo Kanner, an Austrian child 

psychiatrist who moved from Vienna to the United States, suggested that 

autism may be related to a 'genuine lack of maternal warmth' .  He noted 

that some children were exposed from 'the beginning to parental coldness, 

obsessiveness, and a mechanical type of attention to material needs only . . .  

They were left neatly in refrigerators which did not defrost.'3 I t  took a long 

time to dispel these myths. 
There have also been negative associations linked to ADHD and the 

thought that the condition was due to 'bad parenting' .4 It  is only relatively 

recently that this has changed to some extent despite much evidence to show 
differences in regions in the brain and a wide range of different genes 

associated with ADHD. 
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Sometimes we hear comments l ike someone saying, 'He's l ike  my brother 
and he's autistic' or 'Everyone is a bit ADHD! '  or 'We are all a bit on the 

spectrum ! '  These can effectively close down discussions, even if the person 

was well mean ing.5 
We'll  try our best to bring as much clarity as we can to what each word 

and/or label means {at the moment), with as much context as possible.  The 

more i nformation we have the better decisions we can make and ultimately 

this is  a journey many of us have only just begun, so we are all learni ng 

together. 

Let's start with the terms neurodiversity and neurodivergence, as they are 
the ones being used more and we want to provide some clarity over this, at 

least in relation to how they are being described by some at this time. 

However, do remember that we cannot be overly prescriptive as each person 

has the right to determine how they describe themselves. There is no right or 

wrong. 

What is neurod ive rs ity? 

Neurodiversity is  not a trait that one person has: we are all d iverse. 

Neurodiversity as a concept is  about the biological and genetic variations 

that exist across all society and have remained and not been bred out over 

time. There is also a growing acceptance that there must be a sound reason 

i n  society for the different types of cognitive processing to have remained . 
Neurodiversity is not one label or an exclusive club that only some peo

ple can join.  It certainly should not be considered as the abil ity to segregate 

people i nto boxes. It doesn't represent only one set of diagnoses, ie ADHD, 

dyslexia, developmental coordination disorder (dyspraxia) ,  autism spec

trum d isorder or condition, for example, and not include cerebral palsy. 

There is no logic in  this as cerebral palsy and DCD can often be difficult to 

separate.6 However, often it is portrayed in that way in that neurodiversity 
is  X, Y and Z but not A, B and C. 

You also don't 'have' neurodiversity or not. In an ideal world there should 

be no need for a specific diagnosis, or a badge or proof of why somebody 
requires an adjustment. This is one reason Theo doesn't like the use of 

'reasonable adjustments' as a catch-all term for those who would l ike an 
adjustment, or  some support put i n  place to a process or  assessment or 

application. It gives the impression that you have a disability, and someone 
(else) determines whether supplying something is  reasonable or not. 
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Though some people, like Theo, would never request a 'reasonable adjust

ment' on that basis, the concept has allowed for an important legal right and 
one that may be needed and wanted by many. Theo would, however, make 

some suggestions about how the recruitment process could be adapted to 

get the best out of his approach, skills and experience if he was asked. There 

will be more about this in later chapters. 

When someone diverges from what is deemed as the dominant cognitive 

way of functioning/communicating/thinking we then say that this person is 
neurodivergent. 

This is defined as one whose neurological development a nd state are 

atypical or diverge from the dominant neurological, cognitive and behav

ioural norms. The term has been thought to have been generated by the 

neurodiversity movement and initially focused far more on autistic people. 

It was seen as the opposite to 'neurotypical ' .  

However, using the term in this way may cause challenges of 'otherness' 
and sets people up as being either neurotypical OR neurodivergent, ie either 

sitting in one camp or another, when in reality people are far more complex 

and nuanced and cognition is far more than representing just one domain .  

The term divergence is  also defined as  separating, changing into some

thing different, or having a difference of opinion. The term neurodivergent, 

while being semantically correct, is not always liked by everyone. For con

text, Theo feels sl ightly uncomfortable using the term neurodivergent to 

describe himself and is much more comfortable saying to others he is neuro
diverse . However, grammatically this is not correct and in written form 

could confuse some people around his understanding and meaning of the 
word or term. 

Some people may not want to be defined at all by one specific label or 

condition and prefer to be defined by who they are as an individual .  As we 

have mentioned, each person has the right to choose and overly rigid use of 

socially understood terms can result in argtunent rather than debate. 

No one is 'just' neurodivergenr in the same way no one is 'just' dyslexic 

or someone with autism spectrum disorder. The label used only describes a 
part of who they are. Additionally, gender, culture, where we live, our inter
ests, the country we live in, our past experiences all influence the person we 

are . You may diverge away from the 'average' person in the way you com

municate or the way you move, or your maths skills for example but may 
not for other aspects of how you function. 

What is positive about embracing the term neurodiversity is the accept
ance of the reality of our cognitive variability. This term acknowledges that 
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each person cannot be subsumed into a set of simple boxes . It also reframes 
the narrative that in the past we focused far more on what you couldn't do, 

such as the use of terms l ike d isorder (as in  attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder) or difficulty (as in specific learning difficulty) .  The reality is that 

not everyone is impaired by their varying cognitive profiles and often it  

is the demands that are placed on you, and the environment you have 
been placed in that disables you. This, of course, is not intended to minimize 

the reality that some people may have significant challenges in some areas 
of their l ife and require significant support to enable participation and 

independence. 

When you are in school, being different can bring unwanted attention 

and suffering from bullying. It can have a long-term negative impact on 

one's mental health, wellbeing and self-confidence. The past trauma can be 
replayed in the workplace if your skills are challenged as it can replay feel

ings of shame from many years ago. 

Ironically, later in l ife when you're trying to make your mark in the work

ing world, the ability to provide a different perspective should be empower

ing and d ifferentiate you from the crowd and help raise your voice above the 

noise. Theo has had positive experiences of his cognitive differences helping 

him stand out. However, some people may lack confidence and have 

lowered self-esteem. This may make it even harder to demonstrate their 

skills .  It can take one person providing an opportunity and seeing the poten

tial to change a person's whole life trajectory. 
For Theo's podcast Neurodiversity: Eliminating Kryptonite and Enabling 

Superheroes,7 he interviewed 'High Contrast', a leading electronic music 

producer and DJ, which we will hear about in more detail  in Chapter 4 .  

High Contrast produced the music for the entrance of the athletes at  the 
London Olympics, which was watched by over 900 million people across 

the world. He has been nominated for a Grammy, regularly plays at some of 

the coolest venues a nd has definitely been instrumental i n  shifting the global 

sound of Drum & Bass. 
He said on the podcast that his neurological difference has been at the 

heart of his success. He was a bit of a self-confessed loner at school and 

doesn't l ike being in busy places l ike shops, but put him in front of a com
puter and ask him to create incredible sounds and he produces brilliant 
work like no other. 

Another interesting fact is that he doesn't dislike all crowded spaces; he 
in fact has to play to large audiences at music venues across the world. So, 
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we cannot assume that because somebody i s  affected by  light or  sound, that 

a ll light and all sound will affect them negatively. There are other factors 

that can play into this. Each person will have their specific strengths and 

challenges and they may differ from place to place and time to time, depend

ing on the task's demands and the environment they are being placed in .  
Nothing is  the same all the time, and there aren't s ingle solutions that are the 

right fit for everyone. We have to take a holi stic person-centred approach to 

help each individual reach their potential .  

So neurodiversity is  . . .  the beautiful reality that al l  our brains are unique 

and we should start to celebrate and embrace that fact more often, and not 

allow language or labels to determine what's normal and what's not! 

Amanda's normal is  l iving in  a very varied neurodivergent family - this is  

her neurotypica l !  

In  the end we want to have the tools and confidence to empower each of 

us to be our best selves. 

Warning: words have different meanings to different people 

at different times 

Human evolution, the distinction between us and our pets at home, is the 

fact we use language and words to communicate l ike no other being on this 

planet. 

Is getting the words right and the terminology accurate the most impor

tant thing? Well, if you're Theo, dyslexic, ADHD, dyspraxic, dyscalculic . . .  

then language is a l ittle bit tricky. Not only will he struggle to remember 
the rules around language and the use of specific words and terminology, 

but he'll also often confuse one word or term with another. His wife often 

lovingly jokes how he uses words l ike 'cacophony' sometimes perfectly and 

beautifully presented just at the right time and in the correct context and 

other times wildly out of context and for completely the wrong meaning.  

The fun and creative element to this is sometimes he will use it  just on the 

margins of error, but every now and then it creates a divergent meani ng that 
may be just about acceptable or challenge the status quo. 

But l ike his father always taught him: 'Theo, always speak with convic

tion and if  you do that, even if  you use a word in the wrong way or out of 
context, people will very rarely challenge your use of the word.' 

This is where it becomes interesting, because where the truth l ies in  what 

Theo's father told him is that only part of people's understanding of what 
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you say is in  the words you use. It is also in your physiological response, the 
way your eyes and mouth move, and i n  the way you inflect your voice up 

and down the octaves with differing levels of volume and intensity. 

Sometimes the words really don't matter because you're expressing your

self in so many other ways. Who really cares if you write Fcuk instead of . . .  

or use the letter d instead b ?  The reality is one word does not make a sen

tence and one sentence does not make a book. We are all full of contradic

tions, i ncluding texts that have contributed to so much of our understanding.  

If we i nsist that labels and language are at the forefront of meaning, we 

then immediately cut off a large proportion of those we are looking to 

encourage and support. It's not to say that language isn't important; i t  is 

clearly an integral part of human communication and evolution. But we 

need to understand that we do not all have the capacity and capability to get 

the language right and that should not exclude us from the conversation. 

In fact, challenging so-called correct terminology like 'neurodivergent' 

can be a good way for us to explore different words and meanings to help 
us all feel i nvolved and i ncluded and less marginalized. This is particularly 

true when words and their meaning have a negative impact on our mental 

health and wellbeing and the way we see ourselves. Who gets to choose that 
'divergent' or 'deficit' or 'disorder' is  a good way to explain differences in 

human cognition and processing of information? We can do so much better 

if only we try and break the mould of correctness over and above what is  

human.  

That being sa id ,  we also have to work with what is  current parlance, and 

there is  no point throwing the baby out with the bathwater. 
A common understanding is helpful and empowering each and every one 

with the ability to make sense of themselves and others is important. So let's 

try and be mindful that we are all unique and complex, therefore what 

works and is right for one, may not work for another and that words and 

their meanings can change over time. 

As Stephen Covey said in 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, 'Let us seek 
first to understand, then to be understood' .  8 

Why do we l i ke labels? 

Categorization and classification allow humans to organize things, objects, 

and ideas that exist around them and simplify their understanding of the 
world, especially when there are too many factors to take on board; we then 
want to group them to be able to try to understand this .  
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Classifying it fills a human need in ourselves to impose order on nature 

and find hidden relationships. This is very useful when we have tried to sort 

lots of different information, and we want to catalogue it and be able to 

retrieve it. 

Diagnosis of a specific condition associated with being neurodivergent 

is  often described with one word or phrase, but we sometimes need to 

question a diagnosis we have been given such as dyslexia, and how valid and 

useful it is .  That's a BIG one, a bit like challenging the meaning of life. We 

are not completely saying get rid of diagnoses, but we need to question if the 

words we use are of their time. 

The word 'valid' is derived from the Latin validus, meaning strong, and it 

is defined as 'well-founded and applicable; sound and to the point; against 

which no objection can fairly be brought.'9 What we mean by using this is 

that there isn't a single, agreed-upon definition of some of the diagnostic 

neurominority groupings that we describe, although there has been a gen

eral acceptance of what we refer to when we use a term such as ADHD. 

Despite the definition ( there are agreed international descriptors) there isn't 
one s ingle test that scores you and says if you have ADHD or not. The 

descriptor can be interpreted in a number of ways. This can result in the 

same person being given a diagnosis by one professional and not by another. 

It is amazing that we often describe people with cognitive differences by 

using a collection of seven or eight commonly used descriptors such as 

autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia . We gain a label and for some we take 
on that persona. We can instantly forget the many other parts of us and be 

subsumed by being autistic or dyslexic. We seem to forget at times how 

intersectionality plays into a lot of who we all are. We are each the sum of a 

lot of different parts . 

A label can represent a short-hand descriptor to a 'club' we want to join 

or alternatively a group we don't want to belong to. It may be either bene

ficial for us or may be limiting in terms of how others can see us or how we 

may even see ourselves. It can result in feelings of 'otherness' or difference or 

result i n  others considering you having fewer skills or talents as a conse
quence of that specific label. Or alternatively, the feeling of otherness may 

have been something we have felt in our past and gaining a diagnosis can be 

hugely positive and allows us to see we are no longer alone. Some people say 

they have found their 'tribe ' .  It may be the first time having an explanation 

of why you were (or are) having challenges in  a neurotypical world and it 
provides the means of articulating this to others in  a positive way. However, 
a 'tribe' can be seen by some as separatist. 
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Changing perceptions 

What is  important is that the language we use and what i t  stands for can 

change over time. Ian Hacking, a Canadian philosopher, describes a ' loop

ing' effect in how we generate categories. 10 He describes that sometimes 

scientists can categorize by providing a name for a set of attributes and then 

this group comes into existence. 

Amanda has been working as a researcher and clinician for more than 
25 years and has seen how terms such as specific learning difficulties, devel

opmental disorders and even terms like minimal brain dysfunction and 

atypical brain disorder have been used to describe a group of people who 

are cognitively diverse. 

In the past we have seen specific groups of people 'pathologized'.  One 

example of changing perspectives and categorizations is  how society used to 

view left-handed people. Abram Blau, a psychiatrist from New York City, 

wrote what was an influential book in the 1 940s: The Master Hand: A study 

of the origin and meaning of left and right sidedness . 1 1 He warned that, 
unless retrained, left-handed children risked severe and life-long mental and 

cognitive deficits . 

This negative view is astounding to read today when we consider 1 0-1 5 

per cent of any population is left-handed. It also feels quite close to home as 
Amanda's grandson and husband are both left-handed. Her mother-in-law 

was a lso left-handed and was forced to write with her right hand in  school 
and ridiculed for being a left-hander. One person also told Amanda that 

when they were in school in the 1 960s they were regularly hit with a ruler if 

they wrote with their left hand, and another man told her he was made to 

wear a sock on his left hand in school in the 1 980s. 

The words we use and how they are interpreted are important in  how 

others perceive you. Though today we don't see a left-handed person as 

being bad or good, some of the earliest negative associations with being left
handed date from the 14th century and a lso relate to some measure of evil, 
foreboding, or malevolence. Also, the words for left are sinister in  Latin, and 

gauche in  French. Meanwhile, 'right' was always more positively associated 

with, for example, being 'righteous ' .  However, it wasn't all bad; the Bible 

mentions the higher numbers of left-handers from the tribe of Benjamin 
and this was seen as potentially conferring a strategic advantage in  battle, 

somewhat like a left-handed tennis player or footballer today playing 
against right-handed or footed opponent. We also know of many famous 
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a n d  successful left-handers including Leonardo D a  Vinci, Whoopi Goldberg, 

Lewis Carroll,  David Bowie, Albert Einstein and Aristotle ! 

What we are trying to show is that wrong framing around labels and 

people's perception of what is in reality part of human variabil ity has real 

consequences for many. 

Changing labels over t i m e  

There has been much criticism for medicalizing patterns of  our traits, behav

iour and mood which for some are seen as part of the diversity of all humans. 

We have called this the 'medical model ' .  Most resources have been decided 
upon by someone being categorized as having one 'difficulty, disorder or 

disability ' .  It has been the 'golden ticket'. You needed to prove to others that 

the strengths and chal lenges you had were aligned to one condition or 

another. If they were, and it was one that was recognized by others, then this 

generally led to support, money or resources. 

We think it is worth spending a short time understanding how inter

national medical diagnostic systems work and the power of what happens 

when they make a decision over changing terminology too. 

Two diagnostic categorization tools that are used across the world are the 

Diagnostic Statistical Manual (DSM), 1 2  published by the American 

Psychiatric Association, and the International Classification of Diseases 
( ICD ), 13 published by the World Health Organization. These are classifica

tion systems used for diagnosis and research purposes. DSM was created to 

enable mental health professionals to communicate using a common diag

nostic language . Its forerunner was published in 1 9 1 7, primarily for gather

ing statistics across mental hospitals. It had the politically incorrect title 

Statistical Manual for the Use of Institutions for the Insane and included 

just 22 diagnoses. The DSM was first published in 1 952 when the US armed 
forces wanted a guide on the diagnosis of servicemen. There was also an 

increasing push against the idea of treating people in institutions . 
The first version of DSM had many concepts and suggestions that would 

be shocking to us today. Infamously, homosexuality was listed as a 'socio

pathic personality disorder' and remained so until 1 973.  Autistic spectrum 
disorders were also thought to be a type of childhood schizophrenia. 

Due to our greater understanding of mental health today and how 
genes and environment impact and interact with each other, the DSM is 
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periodically updated.  In each revision, mental health conditions that are 

no longer considered valid are removed, while newly defined conditions are 

added. This is clear evidence once again that views and terms change over 

time. 

This change is really relevant with regard to the topic of neurodiversity. 

In the latest and fifth version of DSM published in 20 1 3, Asperger's syn

drome was removed. Asperger's syndrome was named after Hans Asperger, 
a Viennese psychiatrist who decided to group some children he was seeing 

and called them 'autistic psychopaths' in 1 93 8 .  

Before the removal o f  the diagnosis there had been a lot o f  debate among 

clinicians about how those who were diagnosing Asperger's syndrome were 

doing so. In 201 3 the latest iteration of the DSM Asperger's syndrome was 

removed and it was incorporated under the umbrella of autism spectrum 
disorder. This generated, as you could imagine, a lot of strong debate and 

discussion among scientists and clinicians. The change was especially diffi

cult for people who had already been diagnosed with Asperger's syndrome 

and what that meant to them. While some may have seen this change as 

positive, some people who have been diagnosed as having Asperger's 

syndrome a lso refer to themselves as 'Aspies' or use other similar terms 

that represent their unique attributes and characteristics. It had become part 
of their understanding of themselves, and so removing it would have had 

consequences for them. This goes back to our discussions earlier in this 

chapter about what a name means to a person. 

There has also been a potential secondary reason for moving away from 

having diagnostic conditions named after a person. In the case of Hans 

Asperger there has been some ambivalent discussion about his a lignment 

with National Socialism in Vienna during the Second World War and his 

stance regarding eugenics. A research paper published in 201 8  by Herwig 

Czech reviews this association in more detai l . 1 4  

So . . .  i s  it  a good th i ng or  not to have a label?  

We clearly think this is personal but also has social biases, as we will discuss 
in other chapters about why some people don't get diagnosed at all or have 
the opportunity to do so. Some people want to belong to a group, and it 

feels welcoming to find a home to be with others, especially if  your feel ings 
of difference have also led to feeling isolated from others a lot of your life. 
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However, the other s ide o f  this i s  that i t  can lead to stereotyping people and 

we hear tropes or cliched thinking such as 'all  autistic people are good at IT' 

or 'all dyslexic people are creative', which are both untrue. While some 
autistic people are good at IT, clearly not all are, and though some dyslexic 

people are amazingly creative, again this is not true of al l .  
Some people like to be in  an ' in  group' of neurodivergent people espe

cially if it has a perceived value such as being 'high functioning' or creative 

or analytical .  It has kudos that may have some value in society. It can also 

be used as a shorthand to describe some skills. However, some labels may 

have less 'social currency' or understanding and so a diagnosis such as being 

clumsy may be avoided more . 
Another potential downside of labels is that when we turn people into 

statistics and convert continuous measures into d iscrete categories, we lose 

valuable information about the complexity of each person. Humans are so 

much more than being autistic or dyslexic, outgoing or reserved, scientific or 

creative, disabled or 'abled', or high functioning or not. The reality is that 

every s ingle person across the world has their own unique combination of 

traits and l ife experiences and it is very different from categorizing objects. 

If we are to understand each individual it is essential that we move 

away from narrow medical models to a more biopsychosocial model. A key 

person who described this was Urie Bronfenbrenner 30 years ago . 1 5  His 

theory was based on an ecological system, where the person was in the mid

dle, but other parts of that person's life, now and in the past, were also part 

of the whole picture. This included where they lived, with whom they mixed, 

their families, and the place and country in which they live. 

The World Health Organization also has a framework, called the 

International Classification of D isability, Functioning and Health ( ICF) . 1 6 

This framework is used internationally as a way of describing both chal

lenges and strengths in the context of a person's l ife and is much more about 

seeing people as whole individuals rather than a narrow set of traits. 

There is no right or wrong in someone gaining or wanting a diagnosis. 

It may lead to specific help or support to maximize talents. There is wrong, 
though, if not gaining one means your support needs are not met. For some 
adults the experience of only finding out why they had challenges in child

hood comes late (and for some not at all ) .  It can be a relief and it may 
generate feel ings of anger and frustration in terms of what might have been . 

Many adults Amanda has met over the years have come to the realization 

they are neurodivergent because of a child or other family member gaining 
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a diagnosis. In  her experience some people wanted to have a ' label' and 
others j ust wanted explanations to gain understanding and be provided with 

guidance where it was appropriate. 

T H E  I M PA C T  O F  A LAT E R  D I AG N O S I S  

Final ly, let's hear from Keith Fraser and his  experience of gai n i ng a d iagnosis 

of dyslexia in ad u lt  l ife and what that meant for h i m .  

' I  am Keith Fraser a n d  I a m  dyslexic. I wou ld l i ke t o  share my journey of 

d iscovery with you and also my journey post being d iagnosed. 

'As a ch i ld  growing up going through infant school, j u n ior  school and 

secondary school I always knew I was d ifferent. I used to wonder why my 

spe l l i ng was awful ,  my handwriting wasn't the best (no matter how much 

money I spent on buying a pen) and I was usual ly the last one to fi n ish read i ng 

someth ing. I also noticed that when I read, I wou ld often lose and sti l l  do lose 

my way on the page. I find myself a few l ines down or  even m issi ng out j ust a 

few words and wondering how I got there after I realized what had h ap pened. 

' I t's an odd fee l i ng being dyslexic, at t i mes. I suppose the best way to 

describe it is when you're writing someth i ng, you have a block somet imes and 

the shortest paragraph could take you 1 5  m i n utes to write. The best analogy I 

can use is l i ke you're wal king down the road and suddenly you stop, you try to 

move forward and you know where to go, but there is this i nvisible wind wh ich 

you can't fee l ,  but it is holding you back and making you r  journey slower. 

Then,  for no apparent reason, this i nvisi b l e  wind,  it sudden ly subsides and you 

carry on with your journey. Then without warn ing the wind p icks up agai n and 

stops you i n  your tracks. This happens arbitrari ly  and you do not know when 

this invis ib le  wind that you cannot feel wi l l  stop you. 

'Despite these chal lenges I had a happy and productive c h i ld hood. You may 

t h i n k  l iste n i ng to the above that I was extremely miserabl e  as a resu lt  of these 

chal lenges, but I wasn't. I just thought I had to work a l ittle bit harder  (wh ich I 

d id) and then I wou ld succeed. As a ch i ld I was always very visionary and that 

has continu ed i nto ad ulthood. My visions for the future are often the t h i ngs 

that drive me and keep me going and I 'm passionate about what I do get 

i nvolved i n .  

'As a young c h i l d  a t  about seven or eight I decided that I wanted t o  be a 

pol ice officer and that passion has never left me. Therefore, everyth ing I did 

from an educat ional perspective and to a certain extent in  my private l i fe was 

geared around fu l fi l l ing that ambition. I even completed an appl icat ion form 
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when I was 1 4  and wrote to the Home Office; fortunately some caring, u nknown 

c iv i l  servant wrote back to me with a letter of enco u ragement and more 

i nformation about jo in ing the pol ice. I fi n ished school with five grade c or 

above 0-level passes and a number of CSEs. The one that su rprised my teachers 

and me the most was when I retook my E nglish language and I rose from a C S E  

grade 3 t o  an 0- level grade B.  I remember t h e  shock on t h e  face o f  my strict 

b ut caring Eng l ish teacher as a result. I did go on to do A- levels, but I d i d n 't 

complete them and that was more to do with my desire to becom e  a pol ice 

officer and taki ng my foot off the pedal as soon as I knew I had got the job. 

'Wh i lst in ful l -t ime work, I completed a degree i n  bus iness stud i es (human 

resou rce management pathway) and I was awarded a 2 : 1 . Aga i n  that shocked 

me, but I had to work extremely hard. A senior member of staff in the H R  

d i rectorate was extremely interested i n  my dissertation o n  flexible organizations. 

I remember her asking if she could see the outcome of my research .  I checked 

my d issertation after it had been marked and I had been praised, and to my 

horror, I noticed a n u m ber  of spel l i ng mistakes. As a resu l t  of that I ign ored 

the request and probably missed an opportu n ity to progress in my work as a 

pol ice officer and he lp  change the organization. 

'Despite th is, I was successful as a pol ice officer, becoming a senior cop and 

h aving to do a n u m ber of presentations and reports et cetera et cetera, both 

of which I hated doing but they were part of the job. I remember that if I was 

read ing a speech, I would often lose my way, but I became q u ite sk i lful  - and 

sti l l  am - at ad- l i bb i ng until I had fou nd my place on the page. I do remember 

some of the fi rst ti mes that I lost my way i n  a briefi ng or  presentation and the 

tum my-c h u rn i ng feel ing that I felt inside. The thoughts b uzzed around my head 

frantical ly  l i ke bees trying to get i nto a h ive. But in  a sp l it second or  two, which 

felt l i ke hou rs, I 'd managed to ad- l ib  and also find my way back i nto my br iefi ng 

or presentation.  

' I  remember the fi rst t ime that I was tested for dyslexia after marki ng some 

p romotion papers; one of the executives thought that I m ight be and I was 

referred to an i n d ividual for testing. The person who tested me was extremely 

thorough and explained that I was above average i nte l l igence and there was 

noth ing wrong with me.  I carried on th inking that I just had to work a l i tt le b it  

harder to manage and deal  with the blocks and chal lenges I 'd had as a ch i ld .  

' I n  my mid-40s and as  a senior officer I was al located a coach to  support 

my development. This coach said to me, "Keith, I t h i n k  you m ight be dyslexic''. 

I d ism issed h is observations and said I 'd  been tested al ready, but  agreed to do 

th ree free on l i ne tests over the weekend.  To my shock, every one of those 

tests stated that there was a strong l i ke l i hood of me being dyslexic. 
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' I  approached my l i n e  manager and H R  department and sought their  

su pport for another test to see if I was dyslexic. I went th rough another 

thorough, but different test and it concluded, to my su rprise and to a certain 

extent dismay, that I was dyslexic. I wasn't u pset at being d iagnosed as 

dyslexic, I j ust wondered why it had n't  been picked up throughout school and 

I was also a l ittle confused about the futu re, now that I knew I h ad a d isab i l ity. 

'I then had to go through the process of "coming out" and decid ing who I 
was going to tel l .  My i n itial experience with my l ine manager, who is a fel low 

senior officer, was n ot very good. This i ndividual chal lenged my operational 

cred i b i l ity and my wish to take on a senior com mand function because I was 

now dyslexic. I m ust say though, al l  my l i ne managers and the HR department 

after that i nd ivid ual were extremely supportive, as have my fam i ly and friends. 

'When I was i n itial ly d iagnosed, I d id  try to brush it u n der the carpet, 

t h i n king if I 've got th is  far without doing anything about it and without people 

knowing, why should I do anyt h i ng now or make an issue? My coach said to 

me, if you don't take it seriously then nobody else wi l l .  Those were extremely 

wise words, which have stood me in  good stead for the future. 

' Fast forward a few years and although stil l dau nted by the thought of 

writ ing, read i ng and speaking out l oud, I know that with the reasonable 

adjustments and the coping strategies I have been given ,  I am able to cope 

better and perform better. I also realize that I'm part of a c l u b  which has some 

famous and i ntel l igent i nd ividuals. I 've also met many people with dyslexia 

and that has given me the confidence to try and understand what I am able to 

do and the benefits of l iv ing with dyslexia. Some of those have stood out, l i ke 

Professor A manda Kirby. She has helped me to understand the strengths and 

also the chal lenges I have, but this knowledge has enabled me to focus more 

on my strengths, i nstead of the th i ngs I can't do. 

' I 'm currently the chair of the Youth j ustice Board for E ngland and Wales 

and a Com m issioner for the UK Prime M i n i ster. I am also i nvolved i n  

supporting a n um ber of charities. I 'm motoring ahead and enjoying l iv ing with 

dyslexia. I have decided that I will not atrophy beh ind the bars which society 

has created.' 

What an experience and jou rney Keith has had! We leave the debate open 

about label l i ng, medical iz ing or descr ib ing who we are and we wil l  watch the 

language changing and with it the mean i ng, as it has always done. 
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Why u s e  labels a n d  what d o  they mean? 
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• Language c hanges over t ime, as does its mean ing. 

• Neu rodiversity is about i nd ividuals and encapsulates strengths as wel l  as 

chal lenges. 

• The words someone uses to descr ibe themselves are personal; there are no 

rights and wrongs and they can change as our  perception of ou rselves 

changes. 

• Labels can be a shorthand way of fi n ding common ground and a starting 

point for a conversation.  They never descri be a person .  

Note: We have provided a glossary of  terms at the end of  the book to help 

you understand some of the acronyms and words used. We also recognize 

that at some time these may change. 
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Categor ies and s p i ky profi l es 

I ntroduct ion 

For some time now we've been trying to crack the 'Neurodiversity Enigma 

Code' on how to help organizations attract candidates with greater diversity 

of thought. But specifically, we want to focus on those with very spiky pro

files . What is a spiky profile? We use this term as it encapsulates both 

strengths and challenges and the variability of this for each of us. Those with 

very spiky profiles often have peaks in skills and talents but a lso have some 

dips that can impact on their ability to showcase their talents . 
In this chapter we will explore this more and discuss why we l ike as 

humans to categorize, and speculate on the reasons for this. 

Categories 

Why do we love a category? As Dorothy L Sayers wrote: 

We are much too much inclined in these days to divide people into permanent 

categories, forgetting that a category only exists for its special purpose and must 

be forgotten as soon as that purpose is served . 1  

A t  the present time we may be seeing neurodiversity a s  a new form o f  cate
gorization conceptually rather than considering that every brain is different, 
and society is diverse. We will mention this several times throughout this 
book. 
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Our approach a s  human beings has always been t o  categorize despite 

recognizing the d imensional nature of humans. The contexts of each person 

(now and in the past) are also important considerations and mean that each 

person with a diagnosis of dyslexia, DCD or ADHD for example wi ll be 
very different too . 

The categorizing also becomes a common language and a sense of rigid

ity. It gives us a way to describe groups of items, actions, symptoms and 
signs to others in a shorthand. It gives us a way to group our thoughts and 

group people but also to view people in  a specific way. We can become fixed 

in our vision of who that person is and what they can and can't do .  

The challenge comes with humans in  that we are 'messy' and in  reality 

don't fit into one neat box or another. We never fit into one group alone even 

though people are often given one diagnosis in isolation. This only repre
sents the parts that have been assessed or asked about. 

There i s  not a single test for dyslexia that in reality says you are dyslexic 

or not. This is determined by varying measures and is an interpretation of 

these with an arbitrary cut-off that someone (human) has applied. Who 

determines that dyslexia is a score below the 1 5th percentile on one test or 

the 5th percentile on another? Who agrees that all tests are equal and equally 
used and available for all, when we know that they are not? This is down to 

human interpretation. If the professional knows that the individual at the 
end of the assessment will gain provision by the report findings, they will be 

encouraged to lean towards the diagnosis .  

We are far more diverse than ever being 'just' autistic. Amanda for exam

ple has several family members who are autistic. One is learning disabled, 

tall, non-verbal , epileptic, and loves everything about cars. Another one i s  a 
concert pianist, and another is gay and has a degree as an accountant. They 

come from very different upbringings and different family settings. They 
could not be classified as one ' type'. One of them reads classical texts but is 

not very good at maths at all .  One is an amazing musician and the other 

tone deaf but can look at a spreadsheet and spot an error at 50 metres. The 

third family member can't read fluently at al l .  All different, but nevertheless 

wonderful people. 
By grouping people together into diagnostic boxes, we had hoped we 

could take meaning from random data so we could catalogue and deliver 

appropriate services . In  some ways it may remain true that understanding 
the profile of a person may allow for more tailored provision. For example, 
it may be useful to know that a child with ADHD also has a language d if

ficulty and has difficulty decoding spoken information. This may be very 
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important when designing support for the chi ld .  In  adulthood it may be 

important to know that someone who is autistic has challenges with organ

izational skills relating to ADHD, in order to support them in education or 
the workplace. 

Service options can become restricted to the taxonomies that have been 

devised and can be separated geographically from one another. However, we 

are now seeing interdisciplinary teams working together successfully in 

some areas of the UK. It becomes very difficult and costly in time and money 

for families to cope when they or their children are straddle between ser

vices. At the time of writing this, waiting times for children to have ADHD 

assessments through the NHS CA.i\IIHS service in some areas of the UK are 

around 28 months and getting longer. 

These waiting times are not just impacting the health and wellbeing of 

our children, they are a lso affecting the parents, which is something we 

often do not consider within our organizations . In this instance, a category 

'potentially' provides access to support, but it also creates additional chal

lenges around waiting times, and it's those periods of uncertainty that can 

create a lot of stress and anxiety that can feed into the education system, the 
workplace, and homelife. We need to consider better all-round and practical 

support for not j ust those in our workplaces challenged by their working 

environment and working practices, but also the challenges ind ividuals are 

facing at home balancing their family life too. Many neurodivergent adults 

will also have neurodivergent children. 

Opportunity to be supported is important 

Embracing neurodiversity represents a part of  a changing picture of moving 

to a strengths and challenges viewpoint that each of us can also evolve over 
time, and are dependent on varying factors. One person with dyslexia may 

get identified as having challenges with reading and spelling at six years of 
age, and gain intervention strategies in school to support them. They may 
also have the tools and family support to assist in their development and end 

up moving from education to employment with confidence. 
Another person never gains a diagnosis .  They find navigating school 

i.mpt>ssibiy diffic.u\t, avoid attending and end up dropping out early. They 
have a talent for maths, and this ends up being channelled into a 'successful' 
way of utilizing it, gaining a criminal record for drug dealing. 

Classification fills a human need to impose order on nature and find rela

tionships, links and associations that may not be immediately obvious. 
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There is extensive evidence that conditions that have been associated with 
'neurodivergence' co-occur and these marked areas are far less tangible than 

was considered 1 0-1 5 years ago. 

Over the past 50 years or more we have tried to conceptualize the 'mess

iness' of individuals in a number of ways. We have used terms such as 

Minimal Brain Dysfunction ( ' a  term often employed in child psychiatry and 

developmental paediatrics from the 1 950s to the early 1 980s ' ) ,2 Deficits in 

Attention, Motor Control and Perception ( DAMP - this never gained popu

larity among parents who didn't want to refer to their children as being 

DAMP! )3 and more recently, Early Symptomatic Syndromes Eliciting 
Neurodevelopmental Clinical Examinations ( ESSENCE).4 The latter two 

acronyms were coined by Gill berg, a Swedish child and adolescent psychia

trist, to attempt to group symptoms and signs together that didn't really fit 
into one condition. In many research papers you will read the term hetero

geneous describing groups of people under one label such as dyslexia or 

dyspraxia .  This term means consisting of different, distinguishable parts or 
elements and reflects that when we study a group of people we see differ

ences between them, even when they have the same diagnosis. 
Two recent papers in the past few years have exemplified the need to 

consider how services are delivered and are really saying we need to move 

away from the strict categorization and medical model of psychiatry and 

paediatrics. The recent consensus paper on identification a nd treatment of 

ADHD and ASD5 and the seminal paper from Thapar, Cooper and Rutter6 

both highlight the real clinical conundrum of 'the complexity of clinical 

phenotypes and the importance of the social context' .  A phenotype means 
the challenges or strengths that someone can observe in someone. They go 
on to argue 'the importance of viewing neurodevelopmental disorders as 

traits but highlight that this is not the only approach to use'. 

Moving away from the medical model approach to a more social model 

produces real emotions in both parents and adults, with some people want

ing to be known as autistic and being defined as such and others not want

ing a diagnosis or to be defined by one label. For parents it can be a rwo
edged sword, where they may not want a diagnosis but recognize that 
without one their child may not receive support or recognition of their hid

den strengths. While intervention is based on a diagnosis this fear and need 
will remain. For some a diagnosis really provides a lot. It can provide mean

ing, a sense of relief, a place to find people with a common language, and 
understanding and support for starters. 



44 N E U RO D I V E RS IT Y  AT W O R K  

The flipside of this i s  that categorization creates stereotypes such as  that 

a l l  people who are autistic are good at computer programming and people 

who are dyslexic are all creative. The converse may be right, in that in some 

areas of work you may find higher rates of neurodivergence, but it is not 

true that al l  people who have certain neurodivergent characteristics are 

good at specific roles. There may be other factors in their success as well, 

including resil ience and opportunity. 

As James McGrath rightly said in relation to autistic people (people with 
autism) :  'These stereotypes matter because they are misrepresenting what 

people with autism are actually like. They often present autistics to be " a  

certain way " ,  a loner o r  socially awkward - when i n  fact this varies person 

to person (autistic or not) .'7 

We have a l l  heard phrases spoken such as 'How can you be good at X and 

autistic ? '  or 'You don't seem to look or act autistic ! '  These stereotypes are 
then further portrayed in  the press and by representative organizations that 
repeat the same thing again and again. 

It can a lso mean we see what is sometimes called the 'benevolence bar
rier' where someone doesn't get advancement in their job as others think 

that the person may not be able to deal with the pressures or will be liable 

to take excessive sick leave or disabil ity-related absences; or adjustments 
will be more expensive as they climb higher in the organization. 

We can see from some studies that neurodivergent people may have spiky 

profiles with peaks of strengths in some areas and dips in others. Hong and 
Milgram in 2010  studied the relationships between general and domain 

creativity in  a sample of 1 30 university students, about half of whom had a 

learning difficulty. 8 This turned out not to affect their general creative think

ing. However, the students performed worse in  academic problem-solving, 

but better than controls in the visual and intuitive aspects of creative think

ing. In a more recent study from Italy, they showed that the creative thinking 
that is spoken of may not be subject-specific but about seeing relationships 

between different or opposite elements and being able to find a lternative 
solutions.9 However, the reason for this may be because the strategies that 

others may be teaching or using with them haven't worked and this leads 

them to find alternative ways to problem-solve and apply these original 
strategies. 

This study and similar ones open up the debate that rather than saying 
autistic people are good at IT and dyslexic people are creative, instead we 

celebrate people's skills, interests and motivations and harness them in the 
settings where they want to be, not constrain them by stereotyping. 
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We a l l  have spiky profiles. 1 0 This means that none of  us  are good at every

thing or bad at everything. We each have our own pattern of strengths and 

challenges. Some challenges may be related to navigating a world with 
specific expectations to conform in certa in ways. Some may be down to our 

current built environment and work structures and practices. 

The real ity is that people who recognize themselves as autistic, dyslexic 

or have ADHD for example usually have a spikier profile. This can result 

in a greater contrast between the peak of an individual strength versus the 

dips of particular cognitive challenges. The difference between the two can 

impact on day-to-day lives. An example is shown in Figure 3 . 1 .  

F l  G u  R E  3 . 1  A n  example  of sp iky profiles 
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If you see these four spiky profiles taken from the Do-IT Neurodiversity 

Profiler that Amanda and her team have designed you can see that the pic

tures are all wonderfully different. 

What does this mean practically? 

Well, we can have MAD skills in  very specific areas, but it can be at the cost 

of other abil ities. 

Most people, or dare we say the 'average' person (we haven't met that 

person yet ! ) ,  don't have these significant dips and strengths and have a more 

even profile. But for people who are neurodiverse it is often recognized that 

their cognitive abilities can be off the chart, either significantly above or 

below the average in one or more areas.  
So why is this important and what should we consider when thinking of 

how we get the best out of these MAD abilities?  

MAD abi l it ies 

Theo has coined this term - MAD: Moving Attitudes towards Diverse 
abilities . 

We are going to look at Theo's as an example, but you too can go and 

check your spiky profile i f  you want. So, this is where we get personal. 

Figures 3 .2-3 .4 show three images, each showing diagrams for some of 

Theo's cognitive abilities and challenges .  There are seven levels available, 

but for the purpose of what we are discussing here, we have selected three 

to focus on. 
The first (Figure 3.2) shows Theo's spiky profile for speaking, listening 

and understanding. 

So, something to pick up on is that Theo has significant strength in  con

versing with others and that he is a 'people person' .  On the other end, he has 

some challenges around listening to others, which is to do with noisy envi
ronments or where many people are speaking at once; it isn't that he does 

not l ike to listen to others, which would clearly conflict with being a 'people 

person' .  
He also struggles with social nuances, l ike understanding jokes; he never 

really did get comedians! However, it doesn't mean he doesn't 'get' people; 
his ability to read people's emotions based on their facial expressions is 
very high. For example, he scored 1 00 per cent for this via a gamified psy

chometric assessment. 



F I G U RE 3 . 2  Sp iky profile for speaking, l iste n i ng and u nderstand i ng 

One or two challenges were reported in this area. Further explanation and some strategies to help are in the full report. 
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As we'll discuss later, technology and assessments broadly aren't the 
single problem, we just need to get them working for those who have spiky 
profiles . After all, technology is built by humans, so the secret to making 

technology inclusive and accessible is there! 

Next, in Figure 3 . 3  you'll see a much spikier profile. Theo's happy 

(positive ) ,  manages change well and he's empathic. 

The flip side of that is that he's very rarely relaxed ( very energetic) ,  believe 

it or not his confidence isn't always as high as you'd think, and he can be 
quite impulsive. We also see this in many actors and comedians. They per
form on stage, on film and attend large events, but actually they struggle 

socially and are not as confident as you'd expect. They are just brilliant at 

their job and love what they do, in the moments they do it. 

The risk here as we've seen with actors like Robin Williams, who was 

believed to have undiagnosed ADHD, is  that they can hyper focus, on 
camera they are exceptional, but they struggle with the highs and lows of 

life - the balance between their incredible unique strengths and their extreme 

challenges . This is something that often is associated with ADHD. 

Theo's Dad once met Robin Williams at a NATO meeting in  a military 

camp in Afghanistan, and he tells the story of how Williams walked around 

the table introducing himself to many of the attendees from across the 

globe in their own language and managing to make each one laugh. His Dad 

to this day doesn't know what he said to each individual, but he was shocked 

when he spoke to him in Welsh, which as you can imagine is not a widely 
spoken language. His abi lity to make people laugh using languages he'd 

never spoken himself was incredible. Wil liams then stayed on afterwards to 

personally meet every soldier in the camp to recognize the work they were 

doing, and there were thousands of them! 

This is what 'MAD' abilities can look like, acting or working in a way 

that may seem off the scale to others, but unfortunately it can come with 

challenges, which is why it's so important that we focus on individual 
strengths. 

Knowing these things about yourself can be key to having a successful l ife 
and career. Not knowing these things can lead to challenges with mental 

health and wellbeing and questionable career choices : in extreme sports 

risking l ife and l imb . . .  or prison! 
Extensive studies have shown that around one in three people in  prison 

have ADHD and other related neurodiverse traits . 1 1  Studies in prisons across 
the world including in Texas, in Nordic countries, and one at Chelmsford 
prison in the UK, amongst many others, have shown around 50 per cent of 
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the prisoners were identified as  being dyslexic or  have significant l iteracy 

difficulties. 12 

In a speech relating to young offenders sentenced to custody made by the 

then UK Lord Chancel lor and Secretary of State for Justice, Chris Grayling, 

on 13 June 201 3  at Civitas, he said : 

They are something like ten times more likely to have learning disabilities 

(23-32 per cent v 2-4 per cent) .  A high proportion of them - maybe more than 

half - will have dyslexia (43-57 per cenr) .  That compares with just 1 0  per cent 

in the population as a whole. l3  

There has been some debate over the years relating to chicken or egg, ie have 

some people missed school because they were excluded or opted out of edu
cation and thus didn't learn to read, or alternatively were they dyslexic and 

inattentive and fell out of school as they found it harder to engage and 

learn? Increasing understanding is leading us to find it is often in reality a 

mix of the two. 1 4  

Increasingly there i s  an understanding of  the intersection between low 

literacy skil ls and a number of other factors including lack of opportunity to 

have needs met, relating also to poverty. People's perceived self-efficacy 

(according to psychologist Albert Bandura) is essential to academic suc
cess . 1 5  For people in prison, many of whom will also have been in care as a 

child, been homeless and/or excluded from education, some studies indicate 

that academic self-efficacy is a contributor to educational participation, 

which in turn can increase their academic self-efficacy. It is  a complex mix. 

Either way, understanding your brain as early as possible and having the 
right support network at home, in school and beyond is vita l ly important 

for all so that skil ls can be optimized . Having a parent, teacher, partner, 
manager who understands your skil ls/strengths can be the difference 

between being understood and supported in l ife and in the workplace, rather 

than being misunderstood and placed at risk, because you are forced to 
'play' to your challenges, rather than to your significant strengths. 

We have sadly seen the negative side of this in some specialist residential 

settings where individuals who are on the autism spectrum have been treated 
with excessive force, because staff have misunderstood the person trying to 
communicate a need.  The interactions can result in high levels of distress 

and sometimes violent responses that could have potential ly been diverted if 
they had been better understood .  



F I G U R E 3 . 4  S p i ky profile o f  memory, vision, auditory sk i l ls, senses 

One or two challenges were reported in this area. Further explanation and some strategies to help are in the full report. 
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This is  no different to people in the work setting, in  that communication 
is two-way. Not being understood is frustrating for all of us, especially when 

you are trying hard but it is being wrongly received . 

The final image in Figure 3 .4 is the spikiest of the three, and therefore it's 

really important to harness this strength, because if it's not util ized effec

tively, it is surrounded by so many potential challenges.  

If harnessed correctly and given the space to be used, 'creativity' at a 

spiky level is a powerful ace card to have in any team or organization. It is  

the ability to see around corners and to combat 'groupthink' .  

So, let's analyse the above. Clearly, Theo has many challenges, as do other 
people who are neurodiverse and/or who have spiky profiles . However, he 

has several areas that are positively spiky. These are: Empathic, Positive 

( happy) ,  Creative, Problem-Solving and Managing Change. 

What are all organizations currently going through? 

Change! 

What do organizations need in times of change? 

Creativity, problem-solvers and change agents ! 

What do teams and customers need during times of change? 

Empathic and positive team members/leaders ! 

You can see where we are going with this .  

The reality is that people with MAD abilities have an incredible amount 

to offer, but unfortunately, we very rarely tease out these super abilities . 
Instead, we often al low the challenges to come to the forefront of our minds 

or we don't put in place workplace support quickly enough to enable that 

person's MAD abilities to be shown to others. 

How are we ever going to enable neurologically diverse minds to apply 

and then succeed within our organizations if we don't significantly change 

the way we approach attracting, assessing, and importantly supporting 
those who think differently? 

That is without even considering that a higher proportion of people 

with neurodiverse minds could be ending up in  prison or facing significant 
challenges in academia, which then goes on to create additional barriers 

when they try to gain entry to the workplace. 

Now Theo is one of the lucky few, through the work he's doing to 
promote neurodiversity and his abi lity to focus and harness his own super 
abilities - he's not the one we really need to focus on here! But we can all 
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learn from his laser focus o n  personal strengths. If  nothing else i t  gives you 

a sense of self-worth and improves your psychological wellbeing, which we 
all need a bit of in today's ever-changing and evolving world.  

Why aren't we always hiring people with very spiky profiles? 

Part of the challenge is that the traditional process for attracting and 

selecting candidates is inconsistent, or at the very least entrenched in archaic 
evidence-based approaches that are being challenged.  More on actionable 

steps you can take through the recruitment process later in the book.  

So, what are we talking about? 

Some systems still use only psychometric assessments, rigid interview 

structures, lengthy, wordy job descriptions, and inaccessible adverts . . .  we 

could go on. 

Let us just take some psychometric assessments as one example. Over-use 
of any single measure has limitations, and potentially can be discriminatory 

to those who have neurodivergent traits. 

It's great to offer adjustments for interviews but it is  not enough to allow 

candidates a bit more time or the use of a screen reader etc . . .  The assess

ment and interview process can provide plenty of opportunity for biases 
around a person's capabilities. It also flags areas of risk/weakness but with

out the context of what's actually really going on in the individual's brain. 

The reason for poor performance on the test may be related to anxiety 

rather than lack of skill .  It could also be the fact the test has been taken in a 

room with a lot of external noise, or the person has to record i nformation 

by hand and they have poor fine motor skills so someone can't read their 

writing. They get scored badly because of their writing and not the responses. 
These are just some examples of where interpretation of results can fall 

down. 

Assumptions are often based on research and data that has been built 
broadly around a system that is trying to recruit an average person ( but do 
remember there is no average person) .  This results in  doors not even being 

opened to up to 20 per cent of those who do not conform to this. 

Theo has had this happen to him at least twice in his career, where he was 

told at a leading communications company after graduating that he was too 
empathetic, based on the results of a psychometric test, for a customer ser
vice job he was already employed to do for them. They were testing new 
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psychometric tools on their current employees and his manager said he 

would not have employed him based on his psychometric results. 

Needless to say, it didn't turn out to be his calling in  life. 

His other experience was during a gruelling three-hour third-stage inter
view, where the human resource director (HRD) had as much as given him 

'the wink' that the job was his. Two managers in the interview used the 

psychometrics results to show him why he wasn't a good fit for the job, 

rather than using the results to understand how he could best be supported 

to play to his significant strengths. 

But hey, this isn't about bashing any one form of assessment. We think 

we're getting it wrong across the table and small specific changes could 

make a real difference to being inclusive. There must be better ways and 

solutions that meet the needs of all and not some. 

For example, Theo recently did some work with a gamified assessment 
company and we think this could potentially be one good option to consider 

for some people. However, we have to consider the implications of the 

results of those who are neurodivergent and how they would be interpreted . 

We must also consider that just because it works well for one person who 

happens to be autistic and/or ADHD, doesn't mean it works for al l .  

We already know that a computer and/or AI making decisions is  cur
rently doing so based on the information it's been fed, and if that informa

tion is the same information that feeds into traditional psychometrics, then 

we are just digitizing an assessment method that's broken. 
The most important thing is, where possible, to provide as many options 

as possible so that we are not all forced through a funnel where dolphins,  

monkeys, rats and turtles are al l  asked to complete the same assessment 

task,  when all have unique skills they could bring to the job, if only we 

provide them with the most appropriate platform to show off those skills .  
If  we look at a series of spiky profiles as in Figure 3.1 we can see that each 

one is very different. Recognizing the different strengths is what it's all  

about. 

Time fo r change; t ime to change 

We need to rethink the whole piece and we need to provide the time for 
ourselves, hiring managers and candidates to be able to solve this conun
drum. Bill Boorman and Theo had this exact discussion on his podcast 
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Neurodiversity: Eliminating Kryptonite and Enabling Superheroes. 1 6  They 

agreed that time is what is required more than anything else. 
The time for change; the time to change. 

Time is  after all a social construct; within reason, we can recreate it in  

any way we l ike .  We can and should find the time for the much-needed 

change we require! 

Ultimately, i f  we do so then the results will mean better access to educa

tion, to work and to our environment for the many! Which will result in  

better outcomes for a l l .  

We need simpler solutions to complex problems 

It is enough already that the problems around diversity and specifically 

around neurodiversity seem so complex and so challenging that the moun

tain is j ust too high to climb. 

Or is  it? 

Eat an apatosaurus one spoonful at a time ! Maybe we are just over

complicating matters. 

We have two specific user groups that we need to consider: 

Hiring managers and/or recruiters/human resources in  companies; 

2 Candidates. 

H I R I N G  M A N A G E R S  A N D/ O R  R E C R U I T E RS/ H R  

What do hiring managers need to know to support those with spi ky 

profiles ? They need to know what MAD abil ities each person has. 
Now they could find this out via the interview; maybe the candidate is 

empowered enough to know and share with them what their MAD abil ities 
are, but perhaps not. Furthermore (as a result of pre-interview testing 

methods) the i nterview could focus solely on the candidate's perceived 

'weaknesses', thereby giving them no forum in  which to show their 

strengths .  

So  how can we help hiring managers and  recruiters help themselves? 
How can we ensure they see the best i n  people and get the right person for 
the job?  And how do we do it simply and at scale? As job applications are 
going through the roof, this is  going to make it even more challenging for 

neurodiverse candidates. 

We will focus more on this in  following chapters on the practical ele
ments of recruitment, assessment, onboarding and l ine management. 
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C A N D I DATES 

The reality is that candidates unfortunately often don't know or don't get 

the opportunity to express or be aware that they have a spiky profile. They 
may be less confident selling their significant strengths and abilities. Either 

they never make it through the recruitment/hiring process, or when they do, 
they join an organization that has little understanding or appreciation of 

their strengths and dismisses the need to support their challenges. 

Past experience drives current behaviour and some candidates can suffer 

from a lack of confidence due to the way the recruitment process and feed

back works or the negative experiences they have had. It can leave them 
with a lot of anxiety and confusion around their abilities and result in them 

feeling less capable. This can drive a spiral of increasing anxiety. Poor expe
riences can lead to further poor experiences. 

How to fix it? 

Well, it would be amazing for every candidate to come fully prepared with 

the knowledge of their MAD abilities . 

So maybe if everyone just went and did the Do-IT Neurodiversity Profiler, 

that would help to have a language of strengths as well as d iscussing support 
needs . But we need to be realistic and also identify the solution at the point 

of need: at the application, interview and onboarding stages. 

T H E  A S S E S S M E N T  PA RA D I G M  

People don't always present 'typically' and we can have stereotypes o f  what 
we expect. Assessments are only one part of understanding a person and 

context is important too. We can compensate and camouflage. Someone 

with dyslexia can have made huge efforts with their writing and ensuring 

its accuracy through fear of being 'found out', building mechanisms to 

help with their challenges around spelling. These may work well ( but can be 
effortful) .  So dyslexia doesn't necessarily always mean for everyone continu
ing poor grammar and spelling as the person may have developed strategies 

to support them. Each person will have a pattern of different strengths and 
challenges. If an assessment for dyslexia focuses predominantly on spelling 
but the person has weaker reading comprehension the results could miss this 

information. If information is gathered from others such as a past manager 

or lecturer they may describe the person as 'detail oriented' as they may not 
have seen the effort and adjustments they had put in place. In the end there 
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will never be a single assessment that determines a person. We are a l l  far 

more complex! 
Now arguably you could say, 'Wow we want to work with that person 

who has overcome their challenges around their spelling, as that's a real 

positive' .  Unfortunately, some people, if  they get a sniff through assessment 

feedback of spelling or other literacy difficulties, may be put off employing 

the person as they may think they require more effort to support them. As a 

consequence they miss out on the talents that person could have offered.  
Remember Amazon and its AI (artificial intelligence) that had a 'dislike' 

for women? In effect, Amazon's system taught itself that male candidates 

were preferable, because the 10 years of data they used as part of the a lgo

rithm told it that men were preferable, in what is a male-dominated tech 

industry. 'It penalized CVs that, amongst other things, included the word 

"women's '' ,  as in "women's netball team captain " .' 1 7 

Creating a machine that digs for gold but throws away diamonds and 

platinum on its journey isn't the best use of any technology for anybody, 
certainly not the candidates who are needlessly thrown away. 

We need to find ways that encapsulate skills . According to the National 

Autistic Society, a recent Office for National Statistics report shows just 

22 per cent of autistic adults are in any kind of employment. Furthermore, 

one could argue that those in work are not necessarily in meaningful work. 1 8  

The barriers are too high, and  the assessment processes are too limited, 

expensive or antiquated in  their approach. 
It's for these reasons we desperately feel we need to look at alternative 

ways to solve age-old problems around bias and misguided tests and assess

ments . A combination of tech and people skills could be the answer ! 

We've got to start trialling and testing new methods; we cannot sit and 

wait, debate, discuss and hope governments or charities or academia will 

make the difference. So we will explore how understanding a spiky profile 

can translate into success in sharing your cognitive skills. 

Terms that have been used with negative connotations, such as 'disorder' 

and 'difficulties ',  could in fact be reframed with the correct support and 
platform to be seen as someone's greatest ability, and 'difference' and 'diver
sity' as something we all value in society. Opening up conversations to 

understand the meaning of words being used is essential for a dialogue. 

As blogger and author Rachel Wolchin said, 'Be mindful when it comes 

to your words .  A string of some that don't mean much to you, may stick 
with someone else for a lifetime.' 1 9 
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KEY P O I N TS 

Categories a n d  spiky profiles 

• S p i ky profiles are about peaks in  strengths and d i ps in chal lenges. 

• N ot everyone has had the opportun ity to gai n a pictu re of their  sp iky 

profi le and may have had the focus in the past on what they can't do rather 

than what they can . 

• Each person has a u n ique picture of strengths and chal lenges that can 

change over t ime. 

• Categor iz ing can sometimes d ivide people into boxes which can become 

stereotypes. 

• Language and use of it can change over t ime. 

• Each person may descr ibe themselves d ifferently and this needs to be 

considered and respected. 
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E l iminating kryptonite and 

ena b l ing superheroes 

I ntroduct ion 

Believe it or  not, talking about superheroes and/or superhuman powers in 

the context of neurodiversity can be controversial. Some people just don't 
like it at a l l !  

Why are these terms challenging? 

For some, having a disabil ity or being disabled by society, as some would 
clearly define it, and potentially having other challenges that may impede 

daily activities and qual ity of life in general, are certainly not seen as super

human or having superpowers. 

There are a lso the impacts to consider, that these challenges may have on 

others, such as being a parent or carer and having to seek support and 

navigate the education system. It can make discussing neurodiversity as 
superpowers, or people as superheroes, a bit difficult to swallow. This can be 
especially true when their associated mental health and wellbeing challenges 
are present on a regular or possibly on a daily basis .  

As parents with varying family needs, Theo and Amanda can certainly 
empathize and have traversed health and educational systems seeking sup
port and gaining help for their own children across all ages and stages. So, 

it is completely fair and u nderstandable if you or anybody else feels this way. 
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It i s  also vitally important that the individual, their parents, families and/or 

carers are given the correct holistic and person-centred support to ensure 

each person can not only cope but also live a productive life. 

All too often this is not the case and as we have mentioned earlier in the 
book, too many people lose out through lack of or delayed support and 

guidance. 

But that is not everyone and we all have to find ways to inspire our 

children and each other to feel empowered by who we are and what we 

can potentially achieve both in work and in life. 

Part of sitting down to force our ADHD brains to write this book (and 
it's not been easy, as we both love the ideas and hate the commas and full 

stops) was the real belief that we could provide support for others and a 

platform to help elevate our fellow human beings onto a 'field of dreams' 

where we all have a chance at a successful and productive life .  

E l i m i nati ng krypton ite 

When we talk about eliminating kryptonite, we are not saying all lights 

should be dimmed and all noise should be quashed . No room shall be open 
plan and no stairwell should be too high to climb. 

What we are instead saying is let's take down the barriers to entry ! Let 

children see that there are successful people who are dyslexic or have autism 

and because of their talents, not despite them. 
We can all agree that it is unacceptable to expect a person in a wheelchair 

to climb a set of stairs to attend an interview, let alone have to do so in their 

daily workplace. It is also unacceptable to insist that someone who is sensi
tive to light and sound can't have adjustments made to help them succeed at 

their work.  

This is what we mean by eliminating kryptonite and it is as  true for all 

areas of diversity, inclusion, equity, and creating a sense of true belonging. 
It surely amounts to basic and fundamental human rights. 

Enab l i ng superheroes 

When we consider superheroes, we may use images of cartoon heroes and 

we may discuss some individual successes like having superhuman powers. 
But it's not all lasers from the eyes and flying through the air. What we are 
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saying is that when someone i s  given the support and  platform to succeed 

with their individual strengths and talents, you can often be surprised by 
what they can go on to achieve . 

This may simply be plugging a defensive gap in a sports team. It may be 

seeing a chi ld in  school who has brilliant maths and IT skills and worrying 

less about challenges with handwriting (which won't affect their employ
ment when they are grown up ! ) .  By changing the perspective on a person to 

see what they can do and not what they can't, we see the talents. 

It could be someone who has skil ls helping a group of salespeople to 

become more efficient and successful by keeping them organized and 

focused on the task at hand. It may be someone who has amazing commu

nication skills and can help and inspire others. 
But most importantly, when we try to explain to our children why other 

children find it so easy in comparison to them, to hear clearly, to read, to 

understand, to embrace, to make friends, to feel self-confident . . .  we see their 

self-esteem go downhi l l  and we see them see themselves as less than.  

We should be proud to tell them of their significant strengths and keep 

doing so. Because there will a lso be many, many people and opportunities 

where their challenges and difficulties at achieving what others find rela

tively easy will be highlighted to them. In big bold highlighters they wil l  be 

reminded each day of their inabil ity to do stuff! Children know they are 

different even without words being spoken. We still value the sporty one, the 

one who can read out aloud and the one who can write neatly, even though 

these will not be for most children the skills that they will need for future 
employment. 

So we wil l  not apologize for calling out our key strengths and the strengths 

of our children as superhuman and superheroes. Often they achieve things 
against the odds and in situations and circumstances that through no fault 

of their own are designed in a way that goes against their grain .  

So it's for this reason we share a story of how a disabil ity can become an 

abi lity given the right opportunity and environment. 

Throughout the book we have stories from great people who have tal
ents. More of these stories are important to share what's possible for us al l .  
But i t  does take a society to make this possible. 

O ne of Theo's dad's best friends as a young person was Lincoln's dad, so 

this story has some personal relevance. But more than that it shows that 

sometimes our perceived disabilities are actually our greatest abil ities, given 
the correct support and platform. 
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Lincoln went on to achieve fame as one of the leading electronic music 
producers of our day, and the way he has achieved it is through harnessing 

the power of his special interests. 

CASE STU DY 

Lincoln Barrett A KA High Contrast: the Quentin Tarantino of drum a n d  

bass electronic  m usic p roduction 1 

Ever s ince he was a l i ttle kid, he was in love with fi l ms, and then q u ickly got into 

fi l m  making when he was about 1 0. Everyone thought he would be a fi l m  d irector, and 

that's what he wanted to do. So when he left school he went to col lege w hen he was 

o n ly 1 6  to study media. But somewhere along the l i ne, he lost h is passion for 

fi l m making, and d iscovered electronic music and drum and bass, and realized that to 

make a fi lm ,  you've got to have an army of people, whereas, to make electron ic mus ic  

you can do it al l  on your own. 

L i nco ln 's always been more comfortable  on h is own, worki ng on th i ngs i n  an 

obsessive manner. Drum and bass just c l icked i nto p lace and took over his l ife. It 

became this th ing he did every day but he had no real k ind of goals, or any thought of 

the future. He was just i n  the moment enjoying what he was doing. Then j ust before 

he graduated from u n iversity, he was offered a record deal. So he just went straight 

into a career as a drum and bass producer and DJ. 

Unt i l  he  was 1 6  he never even l i stened to the rad io; he had no concept of what was 

goi ng on in m usic.  He was j ust i nto fi l m  obsessively. He describes it as being l i ke a 

switch got fl i pped. H is special interest one day was fi l m  and the next drum and bass. 

He went from watch ing  3 00-400 fi l ms a year growing u p, to watch ing one or two a 

year; it was such a rad ical sh ift once he found h is  passion for making drum and bass. 

L incoln has s i nce gone on to take some i ncred ib le sou nds from the past and 

translate them into modern drum and bass sounds. He had all this knowledge of fi l ms 

and soundtracks and then when he heard drum and bass and j ungle and they were 

sampl ing bits of d ialogue and m usic from fi l ms he knew, l i ke Taxi Driver or The Usual 

Suspects or Apocalypse Now, a l ightbu lb  was l it. 

L incoln reflects, 'Oh wow, this is a music that is  taki ng bits from the fi lms I love and 

weaving it i nto this kind of tapestry of sounds and it's not so m u ch about p laying an 

instrument as it  is  bu i ld ing this soundscape out of exist ing sounds. '  

When we think about neurodiversity and special interests, one th ing that lots of 

people and organ izations fail to translate is how we can maxim i ze that i ncred ib le 

abi l ity of an i nd ividual elsewhere with i n  our personal l ife and with i n  our organizations. 

L i ncoln has demonstrated th is beautifu l ly  wel l ,  taking a deep amount of knowl edge, 

learn i ng and passion from one area of his i nterests and ut i l iz ing it i nc red ib ly wel l  and 



E L I M I N AT I N G  KRYPTO N /T E  A N D  E N A B L I N G  S U P E R H E RO E S  6 5  

t o  great effect i n  another. T h i s  is w h y  he stands o u t  amongst other global DJs and 

mus ic prod ucers. Because h is approach to music p roduction is en riched by th is  

add itional knowledge of fi lms and the music with i n  them,  g iv ing h i m  a whol ly un ique 

sound. 

' I  was l i ke, th is is  something I can get into because I know so much about movies. 

I know al l these great l i nes of d ialogue and great musical cues. I'm d rawing from as 

obscure sou rces as I can m uster you know, the fi l ms that people have never heard of, 

or obscu re records that have been completely forgotten .  I love taki ng these rem nants 

of the past and weaving them together i nto someth ing new for today and then having 

them played on h uge sound systems to crowds around the world.' 

L i nco ln  recounts how h is dad was severely dyslexic,  but that it was never d iagnosed 

when he was growing up because they weren't aware of it back then. 'He  was defin itely 

neurodiverse and I am my father's son. When you put the two of us together, we'd 

start tal king about fi l ms and it would j ust be l i ke everyone else in the fam i ly would j ust 

kind of go q u iet and sit there whi le we started tal king. Not really a conversation,  it was 

more l i ke del ivering monologues about some obscure fi l m  no i r  that he saw i n ,  you 

know, 1 9  50 and that I saw at some point. It wou l d  probably be fasci nating to people 

who study neurodiversity or psychology; not a normal conversat ion,  but th ings that 

we really enjoyed. We're both passionate about film and that's where I got my love of 

film from, from h i m. '  

L i ncol n's accidental journey to becoming a global electron ic  music sensation 

started because he wanted a Method Man h ip  hop al bum,  but h e  m istakenly thought 

he was Goldie when he was watch ing on TV and so h is s ister bought him a Gold ie CD 

which he s lowly became obsessed with. 

There was someth ing about drum and bass music that had a neurological effect on 

L inco ln 's b rai n and for th is  reason completely captu red h is  mind ,  t ime and energy. 

'The texture in the drums and the emotion,  there's a haunting qual ity in a lot of drum 

and bass and j u ngle and it  just created these very v iv id  colours i n  my mind ,  you know, 

and it's l i ke a particu lar track wi l l  trigger a dom inant colour i n  my m ind's eye.' 

He eventual ly realized what was happen ing when he was p roduc ing th is  m usic and 

that it was not typical of most brains; however, he descri bes that it  is  more common 

amongst other music prod ucers and h is  contemporaries. What L i ncol n experiences is  

synesthesia. H e  sees sounds as colours and some people have it to a debi l itat ing 

degree, where they al most can't hear a p iece of music because it overwhelms their  

v is ion.  

H e  doesn't have it to that degree, and i n  fact it hel ps h im focus on br i l l iant sounds.  

If  a track real ly speaks to h im then he can see it  as a colou r. H e  then knows the music 

that he's making is working or even that it's fi ni shed once he sees that domi nant 

colour in his mind .  
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It is no su rprise then that h is  fi rst a lbum that shot h im t o  fame i n  t h e  late ' 90s was 

cal led True Colours because that's what he was experiencing. 

He describes the colour  coming from the emotion of the track and then drums he 

sees as l i ke mach i nes in  h is head. It's al most l i ke a car engine with the pistons going. 

Certain drums wil l  have a more metal l i c  t inny sound and that wi l l  be l i ke a very metal 

machine. There are also other drums that have a more wooden and maybe more 

acoustic k ind of sound, but it creates this machine that sti l l  has p istons and th ings and 

steam coming out but it's made of wood. That's how he sees drum beats and patterns. 

G rowi ng up in school, L incoln d idn't have any real problems; he describes h i mself 

as a bit of a loner but d idn 't get bu l l ied. He just got along with the teachers, but felt he 

needed to get out of there. I t  felt l i ke a stifl ing environ ment. H e  describes how he 

th inks he would have really struggled if he had to work i n  an office, or  at least not 

thrived i n  the way he has. 

He sees h imself as one of those people that needs to be left alone to go i nto their 

head and j ust come out w ith stuff. I ron ical ly, the fl i p  s ide of being the lone p rod ucer in 

the studio is  that you then go and DJ or perform with a band on stage i n  front of 

thousands of people. On paper this shouldn't be h is cup of tea. But wei rd ly, and an 

i m portant factor to remember around neurodiversity is  that we do not fit into neat 

boxes and neither does L i ncoln.  'I feel pretty Zen- l ike and tranq u i l  when I'm h itt ing the 

festivals or c l ubs. It 's l i ke, I guess, as long as I 'm there to perform, I think it's that th ing 

of bei ng k ind of the cal m i n  the centre of the storm, on the decks on stage where I'm 

j ust getting i nto a zone. It's l i ke, everyone else is k ind of going wild in the c lub, b ut I 'm 

actual ly very sti l l . '  

So he never gets any k ind of  anxiety or nervousness about performing; however, 

going to a shopping centre is much more of a struggle for h im.  He real ly  doesn't feel 

comfortable and certain ly has some anxiety that pushes h is  fl ight senses. 

Even after all his success L incol n doesn't stop. Dur ing arguably one of the most 

d ifficult periods in modern h istory working and l iving through Covid- 1 9, he has re

educated h imself in the ways of 1 990s m usic production and has prod uced some 

amazing future sounds from the past. He's used the old hardware and even the floppy 

d isks from that period. There is nothing nostalgic about th is; he's changing the p rocess 

to create new sounds. 'After 20 years of working on a computer to now be more 

hands-on and tacti le  using physical objects, it changes the way I'm making the tracks 

and it changes the th i ngs I come up with. So it's k ind of fascinating to me to have th is 

new set of tools to work with really.' 

H igh Contrast is  the sound of neurodiversity; he encapsu lates everyth ing that is 

good and positive around neurological difference. If only everyone cou l d  fi n d  the 

opportun ity to work towards the spiky parts of thei r profile. 
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El iminating kryptonite a n d  enabling superheroes 

• Seek strengths and talents i n  a l l .  

• Share case studies of success in  al l  areas of education and employment to 

show what is possi b le. 

• Shout out loud about those who provide su pport and make a d ifference. 

• Let's take the barriers down to entry! 

• Let people see that there are successful people because of their talents. 

• Eliminating kryptonite is true for all areas of d iversity, inc lusion,  equity, and 

in  creating a sense of true belonging. It amou nts to basic and fu ndamental 

h u man rights. 

N ote 

Smith, T (2020) Neurodiversity: Eliminating T<ryptonite and Enabling 

SufJerheroes, Ep 1 9 :  High Contrast - Leading Global Drum & Bass Producer 

and Remixer [Podcasr] 21 May, https ://anchor.fm/neurodiversity/episodes/ 

Ep-1 9-High-Con trast---Leading-Global-Drum--Bass-Producer-and-Remixer

ebnbvp (archived at https://perma.cc/35V8-JPBB) 
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Pre-em ployment: 

th e lost de mographics 

I ntroduct ion 

There are a number of  reasons why many people are still arriving at adult

hood without a diagnosis or having had support with ADHD, dyslexia or 

other neurodivergent traits. It can often be assumed that everyone would 

know and so ask for help if  required . It sometimes surprises some employers 

that someone doesn't 'disclose' in an interview. In this chapter you will hear 

stories from Elizabeth and Shelley about being diagnosed later in life and 
how they have had to overcome social and cultural barriers to be successful 

women today. We will also hear from Helen, working in justice and employ

ment, and her experiences. 

We will describe the challenges for those in society who end up being at 
the margins or fall out of typical educational processes, and end up in the 
j ustice system despite being neurodivergent, and the potential reasons for 
this. 

The reasons for people being missed are complex. Cumulative adversity 
over time is something we need to be aware of and not everyone presents as 
'classically' ADHD or dyspraxic. People can also be neurodivergent and 

have other factors in their lives that combine to result in  disadvantage. For 
many, a challenging start in education can impact into employment pros
pects too. 



P R E - E M P L OY M E N T :  T H E  LOST D E M O G R A P H I C S  6 9  

Why d o  some peo ple  m iss out on gett i ng s u p po rt 

and where have they been? 

Amanda has worked in  the field of neurodiversity for more than 30 years 

and during this time has seen a real shift in understand ing. It  was generally 

taught that boys were autistic and girls were far less l ikely to have any 

neurodivergent traits at all .  

Until  relatively recently there was also an accepted belief and evidently 

confusion in some circles that there are big differences in the way men and 
women's brains work that result in some behaviours and traits in men and 

very different ones in  women. This categorical approach provided a some

what l imited view of the world, retaining the dichotomy that 'blue is for 

boys and pink for girls' and that the divide was a clean one. 

The diagnosis of neurodevelopmental conditions still remains far greater 

in males than females in childhood . For example, males are diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD ) approximately four times as often as 

females. There is also good evidence that females are less l ikely to receive a 

diagnosis than males with similar levels of autistic traits. Additionally, those 

who do manage to get a diagnosis have been shown to be more likely than 

males to be older and have more additional needs and behavioural

emotional challenges. 
Until  recently this had been accepted as fact rather than considering that 

the research or diagnostic pathways could have had some biases. Females 

with ASD for example have historically been virtually absent from studies 
investigating it. Diagnostic criteria for ASD have been developed almost 

entirely using more male behavioural and symptomatic presentations . Some 

of the instruments or specific items used to diagnose ASD may indeed have 

a male bias as we have been viewing autism through a more male lens. If  the 

criteria you are checking for only look for zebras you may miss the horses 

all together! 
Current diagnostic criteria for ADHD were developed in predominantly 

more male samples. It may in fact be that some diagnostic instruments may 
not generalize as well to females and there needs to be greater understanding 

of female experiences. Certainly more work needs to be done. 

There is some thought of biases in  how the systems work and there is 

something called ascertainment bias operating. Ascertainment bias refers to 
males being more l ikely to be referred for evaluation than females with 
equivalent challenges. For example, more boys in school could end up 
being referred with reading problems as they more often openly express 
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frustration and exhibit disruptive behaviours in the classroom. They then 

get noticed more and cause others problems and need to be 'dealt with'. 

Girls within a mixed class of children may have been quiet and not disrup

tive so not a nuisance to anyone. We certainly have stories where low attain

ment in school has been as a result of not gaining support or recognition of 

specific challenges. Neurodivergent traits have only been identified when the 

person arrives at university and is recognized as dyslexic for example. 

Interestingly, there may be a gender bias in  terms of how we view differ

ent behaviours in  others. Female teachers may be better at spotting girls 
with ADHD and male teachers may be better at identifying boys . In one 

research study from Sweden, male participants reported ADHD characteris

tics in boys more accurately, and female adults reported girls with ADHD 

more accurately. Interestingly, women have been shown to be better at 

determining a character's behaviour, if the vignette (a  case study that is used 

in the research) features a character being described is female. 
We know that the behaviours that are seen (or not seen) can result in  dif

ferent responses by professionals. As a result of this, females have less 

opportunity to gain a referral for a diagnosis. More males than females 

demonstrate what is  called externalizing behaviours ( these are behaviours 

others can see more easily such as aggression or being disruptive) ,  which 

may be one reason for gaining the attention of health professionals or thera
pists. Females may be missed because they are more likely to have a pre

dominantly inattentive (dreamy type) of ADHD or have ended up in other 

services where the professionals have not had training relating to neurodi

versity. The symptoms of inattentive ADHD are less disruptive and obvious 

to others than those of hyperactive/impulsive ADHD. Interestingly, in one 

research study of primary school teachers it was found that they frequently 

didn't identify inattentive ADHD. 
There has also been a growing discussion that some people who self

identify as autistic may use, or have used, techniques to appear socially 
competent and find ways to prevent others from seeing social difficulties, 
working hard to 'fit in ' .  Masking or camouflaging the way you feel takes 

effort and can impact on a person having to conform to stereotypical norms . 
While we can all 'put on a front' in a novel social situation such as going 

into a work meeting where you don't know people, autistic people talk 
about the enormous effort of doing so and the impact on their mood and 
energy levels .  

Biases are also seen in  other conditions including developmental coordi
nation disorder ( also known as dyspraxia) .  A survey of teachers showed that 
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they were more l ikely to report concerns about the gross motor skills perfor

mance of boys, such as playing football, than the fine motor performance of 

girls, such as handwriting . They also considered it more important to help 

the children with the gross motor problems. 
It is clear from this that awareness by parents and educators, and appro

priate screening tools are going to be important. 

So, what  does this mean for lots of adult females? 

We need to better understand the potential negative consequences for 

females (and males) whose needs are unmet. Researchers have noted that 

a lack of identification can result in a cascade of impact because of the 

cumulative effects of under-identification over time and this can then poten
tially result in lowered educational attainment and reduced employment 
opportunities. 

You can read about two wonderful people and their experiences and 

about their lives today in the following sections. 

C A S E  S T U D Y  

Eliza beth Takyi 

E l i zabeth Takyi is the CEO and Founder of Wandsworth- based Aspire 2 insp i re Dyslexia 

CIC, a social enterprise that aims to raise awareness of dyslexia and other spec ific 

learn i ng d ifficu lties within the local com m u n ity. Diagnosed with dyslex ia, dyspraxia 

and l r len Syndrome and recently d iagnosed with dyscalcul ia,  after identifying a gap i n  

su pport services, s h e  took it u pon herself t o  support ad u lts w i t h  dyslexia a n d  other 

s pecific learn i n g  d i fficu lties who want to start their own busi ness, go back to further 

education or improve their  employabi l ity ski l ls .  

S i n ce then,  A2i has been flourish ing, gai n i ng a n u m ber  of col laborative work 

opportun ities with p restigious i nstitutions such I m perial Col lege London, Roeham pton 

U n i versity and The Brit ish Dyslexia Association to name a few, as well as giving support 

to dys lexic ch i ld ren with 1 : 1  tu it ion, and runn ing workshops surround ing emp loyment, 

mental health and wel l being and reaching you r  fu l l  potential .  

E l i zabeth has also ach ieved the fol lowing q ual ifications: Professional G rad uate 

Certificate in Education (L ifelong Learn ing) (post 1 6), BA Hons H u m an Resource 

Management/Sociology, PTLLS- Level 4 Award in Prepari ng to Teach in the L ife Long 

Learn ing Sector, and NVQ Level 3 A 1 Assessor, wh i lst cont inu ing to fu rther her 

knowledge surround ing dyslexia and other Sp LDs. 
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W e  asked E l izabeth w h y  s h e  th inks h e r  dyslexia was missed. 

'I feel the cu ltu ral barriers and stigmas su rrou nding " learn i ng d ifficu lties/ 
d i fferences" with in  my West African culture was the main factor as to why my dyslexia 

was never picked up unt i l  much later in  my ad u lt  l ife. There is a lack of education and 

u nderstand ing  when it  comes to dyslexia and other Sp LDs; many are led to bel ieve 

that strugg l i ng in education is due to bad behaviour, bei ng "stupid" or refusing to 

learn, when in fact it is a learning d ifference. 

'There is  also an u nderstand ing that being labelled with a learn ing "disab i l ity" wi l l  

b r ing  shame and embarrassment to  the  fam i ly, wh ich  often causes fam i l ies to  shy 

away from getting the ind ividual the support they need to progress.' 

We also asked what it felt l i ke to be d iagnosed later in l ife. 'Being d iagnosed with 

dyslexia later on in l ife opened many doors for me, the main being the sett ing u p  of 

A 2 i  Dyslexia. It enabled me to fu rther my studies and gai n access to the support aids 

I need such as assisted technology. It also enabled me to gain a deeper u nderstand i ng 

i nto dyslexia and creating ways to break the negative stigma surrounding dyslexia and 

how to dr ive our com m u n ity forward.' 

We will hear from others in other cases within this book about the impact 

of being diagnosed later in life, including the very successful Keith Fraser, 

who is head of the Youth Justice Board . 

Who else gets m i ssed i n  school and 

w hat's the potential  fa l l -out fo r some? 

Some people have their needs missed in childhood because they may have 

moved around the educational system, such as being in care or in foster 
homes. This may result in them having less opportunity to be formally as

sessed even though there is evidence of higher rates of cognitive differences 

in these children. There is evidence of higher rates of neurodivergent traits 
in children in care, but lack of educational progress may be attributed er

roneously to missing school, lack of parental engagement, or for emotional 
reasons without routine screening taking place. 

Under-represented groups 

Many people today are still arriving in further and higher education with no 

diagnosis and for some this is related to less awareness in  their communities. 
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We have a paucity o f  research about levels o f  neurodiversity among Black, 

Asian and other minority ethnic groups. This crude 'clumping' of huge 

swathes of people misses the reality that someone from China and someone 
from the north or south part of India will come from very different back

grounds and environments to someone in South Africa or someone born 

in the UK. All will have very different educational, cultural and social 

expenences. 

Moving a round 

The last group to consider who may not have been identified is those who 

have been or are homeless or rough sleepers. There is growing evidence that 

a larger proportion of autistic people are homeless but again there has been 

a relative lack of research. One recent study showed that 9 per cent of peo

ple screened would meet the diagnosis and another 1 3  per cent were border
line, ie had some autistic traits. 1 The challenge is understanding why the 
person became homeless in the first place; was it as a resu lt of lack of soci

etal understanding and/or having a means of accessible communication to 
gain support? 

Alternative routes to recognition and support 

You may have heard of the term the 'school to prison' pipeline. This is the 

increased risk of you going to prison if you move into alternative provision 

(AP) ( specialist units within or outside of the school) or are excluded from 
school altogether. In one recent research study undertaken by Amanda and 

her colleagues, four out of five young men in a youth offending service had 

been excluded more than once from school.2 There is  an important link 
between this and neurodiversity. 

There is repeated evidence that nearly half of the prison population have 

low literacy s kills and high levels of undiagnosed developmental language 
disorder (DLD),  and international and UK studies also demonstrate at least 
one in three have ADHD traits . 3  

Difficulties with language and communication (a lso known as DLD) can 

also act as a barrier to educational activity. There is evidence that the 

presence of DLD presents a considerable barrier for young adults to engage 

in further education and training. There is also evidence that language and 

communication difficulties are likely to continue into adulthood4 and have 
an emotional and psychological irnpact.5 
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You can imagine how frustrating i t  must be as a child or  young person i f  
you can't say what you want or  understand others, and  this also makes i t  

even harder to  make friends and join in easily with conversations. 

Being excluded from school results in missed learning opportunities and 

so when the child returns to school other young people have progressed in 

their learning and the excluded child has fallen even further behind, leading 

to even more frustration. Therefore, a delayed diagnosis or misdiagnosis 

( seeing behaviour rather than the reasons for the behaviour) can result in  
potentially limited employment outcomes. There may also be  social and  cul

tural biases in place as more people in prison wi ll come from lower-income 

families and are less likely to be diagnosed: Black and other minority groups 
have often had less chance of gaining a diagnosis .  

Amanda has heard from many people who were in  trouble with the police 

in their teens but gained support and often had someone who saw their 
talents and are now successfully employed. Early support and understand
ing is essential, as the pathway for many could have been quite different and 

far less bumpy. 

One person Amanda talked to said that when he was diagnosed with 

dyslexia as an adult, and went home to ask his parents if they knew anyone 

in the family with dyslexia, they dismissed it. His mother said that reading 

and spelling difficulties were something that was the norm in their family, 

for his father and grandfather too. The reality is they could have all been 

dyslexic! 

What can we do to change this? 

We need to help young people as  early as possible to break the cycle of a 

criminal l ife .  There are so many highly creative minds 'dying' to use their 
talents. Drug dealers (who may be very good at maths ), gang members ( who 

may have excellent social skills), thieves, con-artists (who could be good at 
sales ! )  and many more have potential skills and strengths that are lost to a 
negative cause. Across the world we are losing the talents of these young 

people to becoming gang members, ending up on the streets sleeping rough, 

or in vulnerable situations with family or carers. 
Having a criminal record also leaves a legacy for the workplace. 

Background checks can be a double whammy for someone who is neuro
divergent (but undiagnosed as wel l ) .  For many companies, criminal back
ground checks are a means to determine the safety and security risk a 
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prospective or current employee poses on the job .  There i s  a false assump
tion that the existence of a criminal record accurately predicts negative 

work behaviours. It is ironic that someone in a job is far less l ikely to com

mit crimes than someone unemployed and desperate for money ! Providing 

individuals with the opportunity for stable employment lowers crime 

recidivism rates and thus increases public safety. 
Identification and utilization of positive neurodivergent traits is the first 

step. If  we were able to harness the talent, it could be targeted in all sorts of 

sectors of society including sales teams and digital teams. On this basis we 

have a moral obligation to reconsider how we think and act in response to 
a background check that shows an individual has spent time in prison or has 

a criminal charge. The stigma can stay with them and have a life-long 

impact. 
I n  the United States they ran a campaign6 more than a decade ago to 

'ban the box', which was also followed by the UK,7 to encourage employers 

not to needlessly do criminal background checks .  It may be that you only 

take one thing away from this book and that's to implement a 'ban the box' 

policy on roles where you currently do a criminal check that really don't 

require one. That action alone is likely to positively increase the diversity 

of thought within those roles and actively participate in increasing opportu

nities for those who would otherwise be out of work and stuck in a negative 
cycle. 

We can't change the prison system overnight, but we can change the way 

we see people. We can also take down barriers to entry that shouldn't be 

there and implement a 'ban the box' methodology. 

C A S E  S T U D Y  

Helen  a n d  h er justice story 

Helen Arnold Richardson is the managing di rector of Do-IT Sol utions but also has had 

extensive experience working in pr isons in  the U K. She provides val uable reflect ions 

of the justice sector and what needs to be done. 

'As a teacher and senior leader in youth and ad u lt prisons for many years, I gained 

a great i nsight and u n derstand ing of the complexity of the l ives and adversity faced by 

those I worked with.  Many had faced traumatic events that some of us wouldn't  even 

want to i magi ne !  This  cou l d  be anything from a Jack of fam i ly  support and a negative 

experience of school to su bstance m isuse and add iction ,  mental  health issues and 

homelessness or  a combi nation of a l l .  
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'What I know now, b u t  d idn't know then, was that many o f  t h e  ch i ldren a n d  adu l ts 

I worked w ith were also neurodivergent. Some arrived through the prison gates with 

a d iagnosis, but for many, they did not know they had chal lenges; and as a teacher, I 

d idn 't know and would often j ust see their behaviours i n  a negative way. This  could be 

either aggressive or d isengagement with a lesson. 

'Th i n king back to my time "inside", I vividly remember a young man who came into 

my class one day. He hated the fact that he had to come to education and needed to 

be in a c lassroom for three hours learn ing l i teracy, and as a result  of h is d issatisfaction 

he was very d isruptive. What I later found out was that he had previously had negative 

experiences of school (excl uded at 1 2 years for fighti ng) and had been in foster care 

as a resu l t  of h is  mother being a crack cocaine addict. He had been left to fend for 

h i mself and h is b rothers. Looking past the d isruptive behaviour, I saw a you ng man 

who had great c hal lenges with read ing and difficulties concentrat ing on tasks that 

d idn 't interest h im .  

'Being i n  a c lassroom made h im frustrated, angry and  subsequently not want ing to 

learn (or al lowing others to learn). Through trial and error of d ifferent strategies to 

engage h im,  I fou nd out that he had an amazing talent that no one had ever identified, 

and that was h is lyrical abi l ity. He was l i ke a modern-day Keats ! I couldn't bel ieve h is 

wide use of metaphors and s im i les that brought h is rap lyrics to l ife. When I spoke to 

h i m  about h is talent, he was really surprised and somewhat embarrassed that I had 

given h i m  positive feedback about h is abi l ity. He d id n't know how to take praise as he 

had always been told that he was useless and would never ach ieve anyth ing in h i s  l ife. 

Over t ime, both h is  and my confidence grew as I researched the strategies to su pport 

h i m  with h is chal lenges and he started to bel ieve in  h i mself and gained h is fi rst 

qual ification. 

'This is  just one exam ple of an al l  too common occu rrence i n  prison. Please don't 

get me w rong, I am not excusi ng the fact that he (and others) had comm itted some 

heinous crimes that resulted in i ncarceration, or the ripple effect of th is on his victims. 

However, this was a case of "cumulative adversity" that I was seei ng on a daily basis. 

Each person needed time and attention to be su pported to identify thei r strengths, 

manage their  chal lenges, and enable them to gai n employment on release and 

subsequently reduce reoffending. 

'Some years on, when I was promoted i nto senior management, I wanted to find  

someth ing to  he lp my teams with the  identification process, and  th i s  is where I came 

across the Do-IT Profi ler. I had heard great th ings about the Profi ler being used 

successfu l ly in a prison to identify the strengths and chal lenges of the person wh i lst 

provid ing  strategies where chal lenges were present. I was amazed by the tool and only 

wished that it h ad been avai lab le when I had been del ivering education. It would not 

only have saved me time u nderstanding my learners, but also would have he lped me 
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enhance my teac h i ng practice and truly u nderstand how t o  p rovide a n  inc lusive 

learn ing environment. The Profi ler provided my teams and I with the information and 

strategies we needed to understand the person's chal lenges and ident ify thei r 

strengths and talents to su pport them with their  goals and asp i rations both i n  custody 

and when they left the p rison. I sti l l  th ink  today that use of such a tool is someth ing 

that  should be common practice across the prison estate i n  the UK and cou ld  be used 

in other cou ntries, as it would empower those in  custody to manage their c hal lenges 

and th ink  about us ing their  strengths for the benefit of employers. Why would we not 

want to uti l ize so much u ntapped talent?' 

Helen's journey highlights the importance of finding ways to support those 

who face challenges within the prison population for when they hopefully 

continue their lives in civvy street. 

Recognizing individual strengths and providing a platform to work to 

those strengths are clearly paramount if we want to help people succeed 
in their l ives even when they have faced great adversity. They already have 

so many hurdles they will need to face when they leave prison, that their 

dyslexia or ADHD or . . .  may only be one factor of many. 

Shelley's story goes to the heart of what's possible when somebody is 
given a chance even when many others, institutes, organizations would have 

given up on her. The life she was dealt versus what she has gone on to 

achieve, is a lesson for us all to constantly challenge how we see others, how 

we assess others and ultimately why we reject others . The path of least 

resistance is to see a piece of paper with a criminal history and decide that's 

j ust too high a mountain to climb. 

Well think again . . .  

C A S E S T U  D Y  

Shelley Win n er - a win ner's story8 

S hel ley W i n ner  was formerly incarcerated. She went to prison for d rugs and found out 

she was p regnant after her arrest. She got out of p rison, turned her  l ife arou nd, and 

now she works for one of the biggest tech compan ies i n  the world. 

' I  th ink  it's i mportant to bring it back to my ch i ld hood, and that's where it stems 

from. The environment that one grows up in p lays a h uge part in the path that person 

wi l l  go down,  and for me, both of my parents were teens. I th ink  my mom was 1 7  

when she got pregnant, my dad was 1 7 ,  and so they were kids having kids - what do 
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you know about parenting at 1 7 , 1 8  years old? S o  I d idn't have t h e  best parents, 

growing up, or  the best role models. 

'My father was an add ict who was i n  and out of prison;  he basically g lorified d rug 

use, he thought it was cool .  So cool that he got me drunk for the fi rst t ime when I was 

1 1  years old, me and my schoolmate. When I l ived with h i m  in h igh school, h i s  ru le of 

the house was if you get any d rugs you have to bring them home and do them with 

me. G rowing up w ith  that environ ment defin itely didn't set me up for s uccess, to say 

the least. Statistical ly, they say that 7 6  per cent of ch i ldren fol low in their  parents' 

footsteps. So, l i ke my father, I ended up becom ing an add ict, and later on a d rug 

dealer, and ended up going to prison. 

' I  th ink  that had I had parents who were su pportive and positive, my l i fe would 

have defi n i tely ended up a l i tt le bit different, but it d idn't. So,  regard less, the point is  

that I realized, I took respons ib i l ity for my l ife; I can't blame my parents. Now that I 

know the d ifference between right and wrong and I 've taken respons ib i l ity for that, 

I 've been able to turn my l ife around. '  

Shel ley was stuck i n  what she cal ls  the loser's loop. Her bel ief is that education and 

knowledge is  the key to breaking that cycle. Her arrest was a h uge wake-up call for 

her; not only d id she find  out that she was pregnant, she was arrested by the federal 

govern ment, which tends to come with much harsher sentences, where she would 

have to do 8 5 per cent of the t ime. She faced the prospect of 1 O years i n  prison. 

'It was a su rreal moment for me. I t  was at that moment that I knew I had to turn my 

l i fe around,  whether or not I got 1 O years. I had to do it for my son, I wanted to change 

and be a better person, I d idn 't want to be the same type of parent that my dad was to 

me to my ch i ld . '  

So how did things change for Shelley? 

'For me, it was going to treatment - what better p lace to educate yourself and learn 

the ski l ls  to stay sober than getting i nto a treatment program me? It  was the best 

decision I ever made. So whi le  I was out fighting my case, I enrol led myself i nto a 

program me called "Ad ult  and Teen Challenge". It's a faith-based p rogramme and they 

accepted pregnant women. Not only did I learn i nvaluable ski l ls  to help me stay sober, 

but at the same t ime, I was also strengthening spi ritual ly. 

'I went from th is  dead person to being alive and when I went in I was hoping that I 

wouldn't  have to go to prison. I shouldn't say u nfortu nately, because I 'm gratefu l for 

that. I ended up having to go to prison, but at least it wasn't for 1 O years, it was for 

fou r  years. When I went to prison, I j ust had this new mindset, and I was going to take 

advantage of that t ime and program me more, because I knew that they had various 

rehabi l i tative programmes there. I knew they had all k inds of d ifferent c lasses and I 
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could g o  t o  col lege, I mean, there was a l l  k inds o f  th ings I c o u l d  do i n  prison t o  stay 

productive. 

'What's funny is with i n  th ree months of my release, I was i nterviewing with one of 

the biggest tech com pan ies in the world,  which is  crazy. Unt i l  they resci nded it when 

they found out I had a cr imi nal record.' 

Even after all her toil and turmoi l ,  even after the reform and education, one cr imi nal 

check later and her job was resci nded! She shares how much that h u rt. 

'It was l ike being p ut up on a pedestal, just to be knocked down.  Not on ly that, but 

I got the job offer and of cou rse, I 'm proud, I 'm excited, I am fresh out of prison, now 

working for one of the biggest tech compan ies in the world. It was just u n bel ievable 

to me. 

'There was no way I couldn't tell al l  my friends, there's no way I cou ldn't tel l  my 

fam i ly. There's no way I could not post it on social media. So I d id ,  j ust to have them 

turn around after the background check say, oh sorry, we're just kidd i ng, we're not 

going to h i re you. 

'That is  the most messed u p  thing i n  the world.' 

Clearly, this is a problem that probably happens a lot. Do those background 

checks need to take place for that job anyway ? Maybe they do, maybe they 

don't, but then we need to really think, what is the purpose ? For somebody 

like Shelley who has served a considerable amount of time in prison and has 
gone through everything that she went through to prepare herself for the 

workplace and then to have that taken away? How can we expect people to 

ever leave the ' losers loop' if once they climb the stepladder they've fought 

for, they find they've j ust climbed into another hole? 

Hats off to Shelley 

Shelley by her account had her life turned around because of her willingness 

to change, but also because she had the opportunity to learn. She has other 
people who went on the journey with her. She recalls one man who didn't 
care about the rehabilitation programme, he just wanted to reduce his time . 

But even he, once he was educated, and was deep into the programme, re
formed and changed his life .  

The power of access to  education, to mentors and  support groups for 

those who lack the support at home they deserve is clear. Shelley is an exam

ple of somebody who had a difficult upbringing and spent considerable 
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time behind bars, but now works for a huge technology company and has 

progressed within that organization. 
There is still so much more to learn and to do. Our prisons all around the 

world are disproportionately filled with minority groups and Shelley is a 

wonderful example of a human being who was always far more capable 

than her drug-dealing ski lls, but just didn't have the stepladder to help her 

out of the hole she had found herself in .  

Shelley, with the support of others, found that the law where she was 
living forbade discrimination in this instance and she fought the decision 

and won. But how many others have already fallen through the cracks? 

In  the UK, we have laws to protect individuals from being discriminated 

against. However, when it comes down to an HR manager or l ine manager 

with a criminal check report in their hands making a decision about whether 

or not to hire somebody, does the fear factor set in ( from ignorance) ?  And 

therefore poor decisions are made that keep people in the ' losers loop' and 

so the cycle continues. 

We share Shelley's story here because so many of the prison population 
are from deprived backgrounds, having had reduced access to education, 

limited support and based on the statistics are far more l ikely to be from a 

neuro-minority group. 

Shelley is unfortunately not typical of what happens to prisoners when 

they enter prison; they often lack support, continue in their loop and may 

never leave it. The cost to the taxpayer alone is way beyond the cost of 
rehabilitation. One in three people in prison in the UK are neurodivergent 

- imagine if we got 50 per cent into employment, what a positive impact this 
could have on the person, their families and the economy. 

Think of what Shelley has had to go through to get where she is .  Think 

of the sacrifices she's made, and how grateful she is to have employment, to 

be valued and to offer value to the world herself. Imagine having somebody 

with her outlook, her drive, her energy in your team. What a difference she 
could make to your views and perspective of the world . What value she 
could add to your customers and to your innovations. 

She and others will only get into jobs if we shift our thinking and reassess 
the way we assess information on candidates. We have the power and it is 

HR and/or recruitment that should be influencing the managers and the 
workforce to adapt their style and embrace the value of difference. 

And it is through sharing powerful stories like Shelley's that change 

happens. Both in large organizations through their processes and procedures, 
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but also through individuals on  the ground who are impassioned to  help 

others. 

An incredible example of this is . . .  

C A S E  S T U DY 

TRUFeeds 

B i l l  Boorman is  the fou nder of TRU (The Recru itment Unconference), and a respected 

adviser to the recru itment ind ustry, Pr ivate Equ ity (PE) funds and startu ps. Partly 

insp i red by Shel ley's journey after seeing her present at a SmartRecruiters H i r ing 

Success conference, and with an i nterest i n  em ployabi l ity i n  p risons, he went on h is 

own journey to he lp  others in need. 

Duri n g  the ent ire lockdown of the Covid - 1 9 pandemic,  from h is home i n  

Northampton,  he, h is wife and fam i ly cooked wel l  over 6 , 000 meals for rough sleepers. 

Not the plan, but a response to a global pandemic in h is local area. 

What started out as a smal l  vol unteer programme su pporting a homeless charity, 

Project 1 6 : 1 5 , turned into their own m ission, TRU Feeds, where B i l l  and Fran Boorman 

t ire lessly worked to raise funds from the recruitment com m u n ity and beyond to feed 

those in need . 

This journey has gone from feed ing and su pporting 1 00 rough sleepers on the 

streets, to he lp ing them con nect to the key su pport services that can give them access 

to work and housi ng. 

They now h ave approxi mately eight rough s leepers on the street. B i l l  says this h as 

been a monumental effort from the char ity the Hope Centre, along with government 

i n it iatives, as wel l  as the work they have done on the street d u ring lockdown and 

beyond.  

When we consider the amount of vu lnerable people i n  our local com m u n ities that 

lack the knowledge to access the support they need, B i l l  has been instrumental at 

p lugg i ng th is gap, hand i n  hand with those services a l ready avai lable and in  p lace. 

Often there are chasms in the su pport services, from accessing the wait ing l ist for 

d iagnosis to d iagnosis itself as just one example. 

This is a t imely rem i nder that the req u i red change and support we need can beg i n  

at h o m e  in  o u r  local comm u n ity. We can a l l  do our b i t  t o  make workplaces more 

accessib le ,  but somet imes there is much-needed work to be done in the heart of the 

com m u n ities and that work is  as justified and as i m portant as any we carry out with i n  

the workplace. 
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What about un ivers it ies? 

In 201 9  Theo sat in  a chill-out tent at Rec Fest ( a  recruitment business con

ference in London) with Mi limo Banji, CEO of Tap In, the leading d isruptive 

creative agency for graduates in the recruitment industry. They talked about 
neurodiversity and the perception, understanding and appreciation of 

neurodiversity amongst the student population. 

Now, to set the scene, Milimo has thousands of nano and micro influenc

ers ( nano = lk followers or less, micro = 1 k-1 00k followers) embedded at all 

the leading universities across the UK. He has his finger on the pulse of the 

student population across many demographics, because he is constantly 

engaging with those communities across his social media channels, giv ing 

careers advice and guidance to get them into some of the most exclusive 

graduate programmes. His focus originally was primarily to support ethnic 

minority groups into organizations where they previously had little repre

sentation; however, his content is now embraced and utilized by all .  

Theo asked him, wouldn't i t  be great if we could find out if the current 

student population had any idea what neurodiversity is? Milimo immedi

ately said,  'Of course we can, they are d igital natives, I can ask them via the 

vast social network groups I 've built with followings of thousands across 
each group and channel.' 

So that's exactly what they did and the results were fascinating! 

First they asked : Do you know what Neurodiversity is?  

Only 17 per cent of students said yes, and remember these are the most 

engaged students from some of the best universities, with a high level of 

ethnic and gender diversity across those groups. These are our future man

agers and leaders . The next generation! 
They then got excited by the results, hungry for more; Milimo said, why 

don't we ask them a couple more questions? We're on a roll, how can we dig 

deeper? 

The next question they asked was: Would you identify as someone who 

is neurodivergent? 

Sixteen per cent responded with a yes, they did identify as being neuro
divergent. Which is fascinating! 

So, 1 7  per cent say they know what neurodiversity is and 1 6  per cent 
identify as being neurodivergent. So that leaves 1 per cent of the student 
respondents to this study who know what neurodiversity is but don't 
identify as being neurodivergent. 
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On the basis that if we take the wide variety of studies and research 

available on the number of those who are l ikely to be neurodivergent, it 

falls somewhere between 1 5  and 20 per cent of the UK population. Similar 

studies across the world also fall in  and around those figures. 
Now we may hypothesize that students may not understand fully what 

neurodiversity is, but they may have some understanding of dyslexia, dysp

raxia, ADHD etc. However, with the level of negativity that stil l  surrounds 
what are still defined as disabilities, disorders and deficits, it is unlikely there 

is a greater understanding from the wider student population, a nd if they do 

have some understanding, if this is positive. This is where greater awareness 
can have a significant impact for many. 

There is a population of potentially brilliant minds waiting to be har

nessed. We can certainly say the education system has yet to help properly 
shine a light on the potential of a neurodiverse workforce, but we have an 

opportunity to do exactly that. 

By understanding the journey students are making a nd their limited 

understanding of the potential of neurodiversity within the workforce we 

can start to plan and prepare from entry level up, to ensure our future lead
ers are equipped with the i nformation, evidence and support they need to 
help them drive productivity and high performance within our organiza

tions. Imagine if  we empower these diverse minds, and start to instil a mind

set that neurodiversity is the norm and not just the gift of the 1 7  per cent. 

So this leads us on to the final question: Is there enough awareness and 

content for neurodivergent students ? 

Ninety-five per cent of those who responded to the survey felt there 
wasn't enough awareness and content for neurodivergent students. It's clear 

that we need to do so much better in our schools, colleges and universities. 

Some conc l u d i ng thoughts 

As you can see in this chapter, we are missing cognitively diverse talents at 
many points in the journey before employment and in  society that could be 
harnessed if we were more aware and reduced our biases, both conscious 
and unconscious. 

We need to consider the impact of being missed when there is intersec

tionality. This is the interconnected nature of social categorizations such as 

race, class and gender as they apply to a given individual or group, regarded 
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as creating overlapping and interdependent systems of  discrimination or  dis
advantage. Intersectionality as a theory was coined by the academic and 

campaigner Kimberle Crenshaw in  the United States. She studied how over

lapping social identity categories, particularly minorities, relate to systems 

and structures of power and discrimination. It exemplifies the challenge 

of categorization by race, gender, religion, sexuality for example . . .  or by 

specific cognitive conditions. 

By considering intersectionality we also start to think about the potential 

impact of cumulative adversity, ie if you are someone who ticks more than 

one box and are a minority in more than one area ( for example, if  you are 

black, female and may have ADHD) are you also less l ikely to have gained 
a diagnosis in childhood or even in adulthood ? 

We will further explore these ideas later in the book as we start to 

consider what the future may look like in the context of neurodiversity. 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

Pre-employment: the lost demographics 

• M issed, m issing and misunderstood - there are a n u mber  of reasons why 

people don't gain su pport to recognize their  talents and m i n i m ize 

chal lenges d u ring ch i ld hood. 

• Gender/cu ltural and social d ifferences in  tools, train i ng and knowledge 

have resulted in mis identification or lack of su pport. 

• Real and powerful stories describ ing experiences of advers ity, and how th is  

has been overcome, are presented i n  the chapter and al low us to consider 

why some people are sti l l  m issed or misunderstood along the way. 
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Pol icies and procedures 

What's the legal stuff all about? 

I ntroduct ion 

For the purpose of  this book, we focus more on UK law as an example of 

the processes in place in  one country. However, we would always advise you 

to take advice and guidance from your legal counsel or external advisers in 

this area. The law is evolving all the time and therefore it is best to look for 

the most up-to-date information. 

It's important to remember that we are dealing with human beings, and 

our advice is to take a human-first approach. If we could all just take a step 
back and consider how we can help and support our fellow human beings, 

it would make for a better work environment and ultimately a far more 
inclusive world .  

This chapter contains some case studies coming from different sectors 

that describe what some companies are doing and how this has been going 

for them and the gai ns they have seen. 
We think it really helps to see examples of the processes people are put

ting in place, especially coming from different sectors. 
The chapter also contains some of the guidance stuff that needs to be 

considered too, and if legislation changes, of course, this will require review. 
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Auto trader - National  Autistic Society 's (NAS) first a u tism-friendly UK 

company 

We spoke with Ch ristos Tsaproun is of Autotrader about the work they did to become 

aut ism friendly. Someti mes we can get wound u p  i n  legal aspects of su pporting our  

workforce with  reasonable adj ustments and our  i nternal pol ic ies and practices, and 

actual ly we forget w hat's real ly i mportant: keeping our pol ic ies s imp le  and accessib le  

to those that u se them.  This means that our employees can benefit from the support 

and d i rect ion they offer, rather than seeing them as the 'pol ice' and fearing the 

i nformation they p rovide, making them hyper-sensitive and r isk-averse to thei r 

content, which he lps nobody. 

We're going to be brave and call it out! HR needs to take respons ib i l ity for th is and 

if they also fear making m istakes they need the su pport from those professionals that 

can he lp. 

Autotrader, with the support of the National Autistic Society, h ave done some 

fantast ic work, inc l ud ing making their  pol icies and practices clearer for 'everybody'! 

Here we d iscuss Ch ristos's work around maki ng his organization 'autism friend ly', 

but don't be fooled i nto th i n king this is in spite of other neurodevelopmental 

c hallenges; in fact they have c hamp ioned assistive technology for those who are 

dyslexic and u lt i mately they are taking an ind ividual approach to ensure 'AL L' their 

emp loyees are g iven the platform they need to succeed. 

Someth i ng that a lot of people can hopefu l ly relate to and appreciate is  that 

everyth ing that they have done h as requ i red a lot of care. One of the th ings that 

people are always find ing d ifficult with th i ngs l i ke this is  where do you start? Do I need 

to be an expert in order to actual ly do th is? 

So the story started with a col league reach ing out to Chr istos personal ly; they had 

an autistic col league i n  their team, and they just wanted to find out more about autism 

i n  order to be able to sup port them. 

They d idn 't want to j ust put that ownership on the i ndiv idual  to educate them. It 

was a very responsib le approach. They worked very closely with this ind ividual  and 

they real ly genu inely cared about them, but they thought that they needed to ed ucate 

themselves, th rough some learn ing and other resources, not just depend upon that 

person for i nformation and gu idance. 

Ch ristos recal ls,  ' I  had no idea how to do that and I knew very l i tt le about autism. 

Hopefu l ly  I know a bit more now.' 

So he asked h i mself, who is the expert on this? That's how he came across the 

N ational Autistic Society (NAS). He then just p icked up the phone and cal led them and 
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explained t h e  situation a n d  asked them, a s  o n e  o f  t h e  lead ing charities i n  t h e  U K ,  what 

support would they suggest? They said that actual ly they ran a specific workshop of 

about a half day on managing autistic people. 

' I  fel t  that sounded l i ke a real ly good way to start and that it would i ncrease 

awareness for managers. That manager, myself and a few more managers participated 

in the workshop. Then the N ational Autistic Society said they had th is  new i n itiative on 

making organ izations autism friendly. They felt because of meeting us, and seeing our  

managers, we m ight be a good fit ,  and we'd be one of  the fi rst ones to do it. ' 

So they agreed on NAS doing a ful l  audit of their offices, both i n  Manchester and 

London, to look at the physical environ ment in  wh ich their col leagues work. The 

second part of that was to look at al l  the pol icies, or the people pol icies and al l  the 

people-related procedu res, and make sure they were autism friendly. Then the th i rd 

and equal ly i m portant part of it was raising education and awareness for thei r 

col leagues. 

So in the fi rst two parts NAS made about 60 recommendations for thi ngs that they 

needed to change, both in their physical environment and their pol ic ies. Then there 

was a series of workshops, some specific workshops for the people team, that were 

more around recru itment, and then workshops for managers. 

The gu idance that they offered was what impressed Chr istos the most. The second 

th ing that impressed h im,  and what he's so proud of, is  the i nvolvement of h is 

col leagues who lead this work. They were the network leads of the i r  d isab i l ity and 

neurodiversity network, their envi ron ment team, technology team and their  people 

team. They really embraced the recommendations and they made sure that al l  the 

recom mendations were completed i n  order for the workplace to become autism 

friend ly. So it became such a col laborative effort! 

'Al l  the cred it needs to go to all these people that actually made th is  happen. It was 

really j ust a col laborative project between the two organ izations, and those people are 

j ust bri l l i ant.' 

The role of the i r  cham p ions, thei r  network leads, is to lead the d isabi l ity 

neurod iversity network, and help their people u nderstand it's part of their day job to 

contin uously improve the employee experience. The same goes for the environment 

team as wel l ,  which is  responsible for the physical environ ment and also the technology 

that thei r col leagues use. So the people team, the envi ron ment team, and the network 

leads worked and col laborated with N AS to make this happen. 

Some of these people are neurodiverse themselves, and br inging their l ived 

experience i nto th is was very i mportant for Ch ristos, because they were i nvolved i n  

t h e  solution, ut i l iz ing their own l ived experience. 

'At Autotrader we have a "value" which is  "comm u n ity m inded"; they really l ive 

that value. I t  wasn't necessarily something that was very personal to them, because 



P O L I C I E S  A N D  P R O C E D U RE S  89 

they're not autistic. But they are very caring towards thei r col leagues, and they wanted 

to make these c hanges in order to improve the experience of their  col leagues. All that 

combi ned is what made this really successful .  So autistic col leagues d id n't feel th is  

was being done to them,  they were i nvolved as wel l . '  

There were a lot of improvements made i n  the bu i ld ing. What was real ly surpr is ing 

to them was that you d idn't actual ly have to make major adj ustments i n  the bu i ld ing; 

they did change some of thei r meeti ng rooms and created fou r  d ifferent pods that 

would allow the opportun ity for people to work by themselves in that busy open-plan 

environ ment. A l ot of the feedback from col leagues was that they don't need to be in 

them all  day - sometimes they just need to have the opportu n ity to go and do that for 

an hour  or a couple of hours, wh i le they're concentrating on a particular p iece of work. 

A lot of work was also done on the signage, com i ng into the bu i ld i ng al l  the way 

from the l ift and the stai rcase i nto the offices, making sure that everyth ing is clearly 

sign posted. 'When it  comes to our pol icies and procedures, when we reviewed them, 

or when the NAS reviewed them al l ,  their advice that they gave was fantasti c, because 

they made their  pol ic ies and proced u res a lot more clear. '  

The beauty of it al l is  that by making them more clear, they're more clear for 

everyone.  So a lot of the changes were insp ired by and were targeti ng autistic 

col leagues, but actual ly they ended u p  being good for everybody in the workplace. A 

lot of people enjoy the fact that they have those q uiet rooms, and everyone that's 

read ing their  pol icies feels that they're a bit more clear now than they were before. 

Thei r staff networks have been very i nfl uent ial and heavi ly i nvolved in them 

becoming Disab i l ity Confident leaders. 1 A lot of the Disab i l ity Confi dence scheme is 

arou nd recru itment, wh ich has made their recru itment process more i nc lus ive. The i r  

team mem bers are becoming real- l ife role models, sharing their experience with 

biogs, at internal conferences, and really talk ing about their experience. 

A very i nteresting one was very recently, one of thei r grad uates, who had been on 

the graduate programme the year before. When they were go ing through the 

appl ication process, they d idn't let Autotrader know that they were dyslexic because 

they were really worried about how it would im pact their  appl ication and the decision 

that would be made on them. Then, when they jo ined Autotrader, they realized that 

they should have let them know, because it would n't have i m pacted their  appl ication 

in a negative way. So they decided to write a blog and make that b log ava i lable on 

their social media and careers website. This year, all thei r careers fairs for graduates 

are v i rtual .  And so the blog was shared and as a result of that, a graduate who appl ied 

this year read it  and shared the fact that they were dyslexic,  and asked for the 

adjustment that they needed in order to do their best at the assessment centres. 

By creat ing those stories, by showcasing people, they are breaking down the 

st igma and making sure app l icants feel reassu red that if they share that information,  
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it w i l l  b e  used in  t h e  right way t o  support their appl ication process a n d  t o  offer any 

adju stments they may requ i re. 

Autotrader also i ntroduced the h idden d isab i l ity sunflower scheme. It's about 

wearing a su nflower lanyard or a sunflower bean to share with your col leagues that 

you have a h idden d isabil ity and potential ly m ight need some support. But it's also 

about rais ing awareness and education about the different h idden d isab i l ities so 

people become more understanding and i ncrease their knowledge and awareness. It's 

also for the i nd ivid uals themselves to be able to share - it's not something that they 

have to h ide. 

The network has been very active and during Covid-1 9, they h ave provided a safe 

s pace for col leagues to come together and support one another. They can chat about 

what's going on in  their l ives, how they're deal ing with any given situation. It's been 

so i m portant for them to have that support network, that safe space where they can 

tal k to the i r  col leagues about th ings and support each other. 

Christos gives this clear advice to others. 'I th ink from my point of view, and 

speaki ng out as an HR professional, and a D&I professional, I th ink, engage with the 

experts. I also th ink  that you need to have a gen uine i nterest, and a des i re to increase 

you r  personal awareness, keep on learning, and remember you don't have to be an 

expert. 

'Create m eani ngfu l partnersh ips with those experts, so that they can support your 

people. Make sure that you involve your neurodiverse col leagues. You m ight feel that 

you might not have many neurodiverse colleagues, but statistical ly speaking, you 

probably have q u ite a few. 

' I f  you're not aware of any, I wou ld do something as s i mple as an open call to the 

busi ness, and see if people wi l l  come forward. Explain to people what you're trying to 

do, and the fact that you want to start doing some work in order to make the working 

environ ment more inc l usive to neurodiverse people, and see i f  someone comes 

forward, and be very open and clear about why you would want to i nvolve people. 

'F inal ly, j ust do something. An awareness session is easy to organ ize, it wi l l  spark 

that interest, i t  w i l l  give you more confidence by i ncreasi ng your knowledge and 

awareness. 

'Just never stop. It's never end ing; you should never see th is as a project that we've 

done, th is project is fi nished, now, let's move on to the next one. Because it's something 

that should always be a part of you r  overal l  people strategy.' 

The bus iness case for investing in diversity and i nclusion i n  the workplace has been 

well documented and we have given some examples across the book. But Chr istos 

makes a great point that the one th ing he th inks, i n  general, for busi nesses, one key 

factor of it, is that it's the right thing to do. 
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F o r  t h i s  reason we w i s h  every com mercial business could have a Chr istos! He goes 

on to say, 'Somet imes, we keep forgetti ng businesses are for people and looking after 

you r  people; making a positive contribution to the com m u n ities that you're operat ing 

in  i s  the r ight th ing to do.  I th i n k  we shouldn't  always look at the i m pact on the bottom 

l i ne. If you're a responsib le business, you should be doing the right th ing by your 

people, not necessari ly looki ng at the correlation to profit. 

'I th i n k  that should real ly be the u lt imate reason why you do someth ing. The 

tangi b le resu l t  that we've seen though personal experience, is if one of your employees 

can be themselves, be who they really are, they wi l l  put all that energy i nto their  work, 

because they don't have to spend any energy h i d i ng th i ngs from their emp loyer and 

from their col leagues. 

'If they are su pported, that security they have wi l l  also make them more productive, 

more creative, they wi l l  enjoy thei r job more. So that practical support, that we haven't 

really touched u pon,  when they go through a workplace assessment, so that you can 

identify what the needs of the i nd ividual are. So you can p rovide them with su pport, 

which could be technology, it could be changing what they do, or  how they do it or 

how they perform their  job. It could be education,  and awareness for themselves and 

thei r col leagues and al l the things that are usual ly outcomes of workplace assessment. 

These th ings w i l l  eventual ly make the ind ivid ual happier and more productive at work. 

' I t's really that s i mple. '  

Some of the feedback Ch ristos now receives from the teams at Autotrader, is  how 

much happier, how much more productive and engaged they are when they can be 

themselves and h ave support, both from the i r  col leagues and any other tools that they 

need. 

When it  comes to neurodiversity, there's so much tech nology that is  al ready b u i lt 

i nto what we cu rrently use. M icrosoft as an example - there's a lot of tech nology that's 

al ready b u i lt i nto the p roducts that we all use every day. There are other products that 

are more special ized, that you can subscribe to. But agai n ,  it is avai lable to i n dividuals. 

Ch ristos rem inds us that we've got 'Access to Work' in the UK, and we're so 

fortunate to have it, that ind ivid uals can actual ly benefit from getti ng su pport for what 

they need . Unfortunately a lot of people don't real ize what is avai lable out there. So he 

th inks it's so i m portant! 

U lti mately, th is  all should be centred around the individual .  

We th i n k  that should be the guiding pr inc ip le that should real ly d rive al l  these 

d ifferent i n itiatives and all these d ifferent p rojects. Because focusing on ind ividual 

needs means everybody and that's what we are hoping to ach ieve through the 

i nc l usion of neurod iversity at work. 
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Putt i ng i n  the po l ic ies and p rocedures 

Putting the policies and procedures in place can feel a little nerve-wracking 

because there is a legal imperative to do so. Amazingly, in the UK the 
Equality Act is more than 1 0  years old but is really only being embedded in 

many workplaces relatively recently. An increase of cases relating to neuro

diversity has highlighted the role of the employer. 

Yvonne Saxon is Head of HR, Diversity and Inclusion Services at Vista 

Employer Services Ltd in the UK. She describes some of the challenges for 

employers and how they can avoid getting into trouble. 

'HR professionals often find themselves immediately navigating legal 

and medical processes when an employee or job candidate presents with 

neurodivergent needs. This is done with the primary aim of establishing if 
the person is disabled and, if so, what reasonable adjustments need to be 

made to meet the requirements of the Equality Act 20 1 0 .  2 

'Taking this legal ly focused approach isn't surprising when you consider 

the responsibi l ity HR and Employee Relations functions have to prevent 

employers fal l ing foul of the legislation and facing the potential ly significant 

financial and reputational damage of a successful disability discrimination 
case in a tribunal .  

'So,  I ,  l ike most other HR professionals, have in my career, quickly headed 

for reports to get a medical opinion on whether an individual is disabled or 

not. However, the law is never that straightforward and the onus is actually 

on the employer to decide if the individual satisfies the disability test. The 

case of Gallup vs Newport City Council in 2013  firmly established that an 

employer cannot solely rely on a medical adviser's opinion to come to that 

decision.3 

'The employer must gather specific and practical information to assess 
whether the individual meets the legal definition of d isability, ie they have 

a physical or mental impairment which has a substantial and long-term 

adverse effect on his or her abilities to carry out normal day-to-day activi
ties. Normal day-to-day activities can include the normal activities associ

ated with their job.' 
In her current role, she says, 'Nowadays, when advising corporate HR 

and ER teams on issues of neurodiversity and disabil ity, I encourage them 
to broaden their approach and explore the issues with the individual. This 
results in a better understanding of the individual 's needs, how the organiza
tion can enable them to perform wel l ,  establish whether the individual  
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would meet the legal test o f  disability and also the reasonableness o f  any 

adjustments required.' 

Yvonne also describes some straightforward questions to ask, which we 

have reiterated in other areas of this book. 
Ask the individual :  

• Find out what they feel they need. 

• What do they find helpfu l ?  

• What do  they find  difficult or  what makes their work harder? 

• What might a j ob candidate worry about that they don't know about the 

set-up or environment of the selection process ? 

• What has worked for them previously? 

• Would it be helpful for them to involve a family member or friend m 

these discussions ? 

Consider the job role and the work environment: 

• What aspects of the role may be more challenging for them than others? 

• What could be done to overcome these challenges? 

• Would Access to Work fund any equipment or adaptations needed ? 

• What might they need in terms of work routine, structure or flexibility ?  

Don't forget training and  development: 

• Are there any difficulties with where and how training activity takes 

place? 

• What format of learning materials work best for them? 

• What might someone delivering training or development need to know 

about them? 

Make sure to consider social interaction : 

• What might they need their manager or colleagues to be aware of? 

• If online meetings are necessary in the role, how might this hinder or help 
them? 

Yvonne, from experience, has found this a useful approach which is  do-able 

by us a l l .  
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'By taking this very practical approach, I have found HR and ER profes
sionals are much better equipped to consider and get the right support in 
place for the individual .  A medical report can then provide more focused 

information or address specific areas of medical complexity. From a legal 

perspective, the resources of an organization will influence what is consid
ered ' reasonable' in  terms of making adjustments with it often being deemed 

reasonable for large organizations to provide more support than smaller 

ones. 
'Sometimes an employee or candidate's performance issues may be due 

to neurodivergence but the employee does not know they have this, or it 
might be suspected but not diagnosed.' 

She makes an important point that not everyone will have a medical d iag

nosis and neurodiversity profiling can be just as useful in many cases. 'Asking 

the same questions can still be helpful as they are still l ikely to know what 

they struggle with and what helps. Undertaking neurodiversity profiling in  

these cases could also be j ust as helpful as  a medical report when it  comes to 

determining what might be needed to assist them.' 
The hardest thing in many cases is when you have put in place adjust

ments and nothing seems to be making any difference. At this point you 

need to consider whether you have allowed enough time to embed the train

ing or if  the person has had time to gain the skills . If  sufficient time has been 

given then sometimes a difficult conversation has to be had .  Is  the job right 

for the person and is the person right for the job? 

Yvonne says, 'There will  be times when it just isn't possible to accommo

date an individual, regardless of the size of the employer. In my experience, 

where this happens and everything above has been explored together with 
the employee or job candidate, they are much more likely to feel that they 

have been listened to, treated fairly and be understanding of the employer's 

position. Whilst they probably won't end up feeling positive about the 

situation itself, they are less likely to have suffered the additional stress of 

feeling unfairly treated and also less likely to make a claim to a tribunal.' 
No one ever wants to go to an employment tribunal . This is awful for 

everyone. Yvonne makes an important point that by carrying out proce

dures thoroughly this can hopefully be avoided: 'Of course, should such a 

claim arise, then an employer can have greater confidence in demonstrating 
to a tribunal that all the facts have been sought and presenting good evi

dence of adjustments considered and why they weren't reasonable in the 
circumstances.' 
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What's the key legi s lat io n ?  

The key act for employers t o  b e  aware o f  in  the U K  is  the Equality Act 201 0 .  
In  other countries there are different standards in place. S ince 1 9 1 9, the 

International Labour Organization has maintained and developed a system 

of international labour standards including: 

Freedom from d iscrimination is a fundamental human right and is essential for 

workers to be able to choose their employment freely, develop their potential to 

the fu l l  and reap economic rewards on the basis of merit. Bringing equality to 

the workplace also has significant economic benefits. Employers who practice 

equality have access to a larger, more diverse and higher-quality workforce.4 

What is the UK Equality Act 2 0  7 O? 

The Equality Act consolidates previous d iscrimination and  harassment law 

in order to ensure uniformity in what employers and employees need to do 

to make the workplace a fair environment and to obey the law. The Act 

became law in  October 20 1 0 .  

W H AT LAWS D I D  I T  C O M B I N E ? 

It is a combination of these previous acts: 

• The Disability Discrimination Act 1 995 

• The Equal Pay Act 1 970 

• The Sex D iscrimination Act 1 975 

• The Race Relations Act 1 976 

W H AT IS A D I SA B I L I TY I F  WE A R E  C O N S I D E R I N G  T H E  S O C I A L  M O D E L ? 

The UN Convention has also been incorporated into European case law by 

the European Court of Justice's decision in  the Ring v Dansk a lmennyttigt 

Boligselskab case ( C-335/1 1 and C-337/1 1 ,  2013 ) .5 That j udgement i ntro
duced a new definition of disability, which reads as follows: 

The concept of 'disability' . . .  must be interpreted as including a condition 

caused by an i l lness medically diagnosed as curable or incurable where that 

illness entai ls  a l imitation which results in particular from physical, mental 

or psychological impairments which in interaction with various barriers 

may hinder the full and effective participation of the person concerned in 
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professional life on  an equal basis with other workers, and the limitation i s  a 

long-term one. 

W H Y  IS I T  I M P O RTA N T  F O R  E M P LOY E RS TO K N OW A B O U T  TH E L E G I S LATI O N ?  

All employers of any size i n  the UK have to comply with the Equality Act. 

There is no minimum number of employees. Temporary staff are a lso in
cluded in the Act. 

W H AT I S  YO U R  R O L E  AS AN E M P L O Y E R ?  

Employers are under a duty to make reasonable adjustments for d isabled 

workers, job applicants and potential job applicants . 

In the UK, The Equality Act 201 0  states that ' it is unlawful for employers 

to discriminate against d isabled people in their selection and recruitment 

practices unless there is justification for such action.' 

W H AT A R E  T H E M A I N  F E ATU R E S  OF T H E  ACT? 

Whether at work as an employee or in  using a service, the message (or pur

pose) of the Equality Act is that everyone has the right to be treated fairly at 

work or when using services .6 

It protects people from discrimination on the basis of certain characteris

tics. These are known as protected characteristics and they vary slightly 
according to whether a person is at work or using a service. 

Since April 201 1 :  

• As a n  employer you can take a protected characteristic into consideration 

when deciding who to recruit or promote. 

• However, you can only do this when you have candidates who are 'as 

qualified as' each other for a particular vacancy. This does not mean they 

have to have exactly the same qualifications as each other. 

• It means that your selection assessment on a range of criteria rates them 

as equally capable of doing the job.  

All processes before, during and after employment need to be considered :  

• recruitment; 

• working arrangements; 

• working hours; 

• promotion, development and training; 

• grievance and appraisal procedures. 



There are nine protected characteristics: 

• age; 

• disability; 

• gender reassignment; 

• marriage and civil partnership; 

• pregnancy and maternity; 

• sex; 

• sexual orientation; 

• race; 

• religion or belief. 
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W H E R E  D O E S P R O T E CT I O N  R E LATI N G  TO TH E P R OT E C T E D  C H A RACTE R I S T I C S  

A P P LY? 

The law protects individuals against discrimination in  these situations:  

• at work; 

• in education; 

• as a consumer; 

• when using public services; 

• when buying or renting property; 

• as a member or guest of a private club or association. 

Lawful measures can include:  

• Targeting job training at people of particular racial groups, or either sex, 
who have been under-represented in certain occupations or grades during 

the previous 12 months or encouraging them to apply for such work .  

• Providing facilities to meet any specific educational, training o r  welfare 

needs identified for a specific racial group. 

W H AT I S  I N C L U D E D  AS A D I SA B I L I TY? 

You are disabled under the Equality Act 20 1 0  if you have a physical or 
mental impairment that has a 'substantial' and ' long-term' negative effect 
on your ability to do normal, daily activities. 

You will see from the following list there are a number of conditions 
associated with cognitive diversity: 
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• sensory impairments eg sight or hearing; 

• impairments with fluctuating or recurring effects such as rheumatoid 
arthritis, epilepsy; 

• progressive conditions eg motor neurone disease, dementia; 

• organ-specific conditions eg asthma, heart disease; 

• developmental conditions eg dyslexia, dyspraxia (DCD), ASD; 

• mental health conditions eg depression, schizophrenia, eating disorders; 

• produced by injury to the body or brain. 

W H AT TY P E S  O F  C O N D I T I O N S  A R E  E X C L U D E D  I N  TH E ACT? 

• alcoholism; 

• drug and substance misuse; 

• nicotine addiction; 

• the condition known as seasonal allergic rhinitis (eg hay fever) , except 
where it aggravates the effect of another condition; 

• tendency to set fires and/or to steal; 

• tendency to physical or sexual abuse of other persons; 

• exhibitionism and voyeurism. 

W H AT D O E S ' S U B STA N T I A L' M EA N ?  

Substantial i s  more than minor o r  trivial eg: 

• it takes much longer than it usually would to complete a daily task l ike 

getting dressed; 

• the i ndividual finds it difficult to get around or access certain spaces due 

to limited mobility; 

• the way in which an action is carried out in comparison to how you might 
be expected to carry out the activity if you did not have the impairment; 

• the overall cumulative effect if the effects of more than one activity are 
taken together. 

Long-term means being present for 1 2  months or more. 

W H AT I S  D I S C L O S U R E ?  

The Oxford English Dictionary defines disclosure a s  the action o f  making 

new or secret information known. When talking about the Equality Act, 
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disclosure is when someone with a disabil ity makes their employer or 

other employees aware of their disability and how it affects them. 
There is no legal or professional duty to disclose a neurodivergent con

dition to an employer. The challenge is often the difficulty of whether you do 

or you don't and this may be related to past negative experiences rather than 

avoidance. Shame and fear may be a part of this. A worker n:iay not have 

disclosed that they have a neurodivergent condition, or they may not know 

themselves that they have a neurodivergent condition. 

W H AT I F  AN E M P L O Y E E  D O E S  N OT D I S C LO S E ?  

You cannot make reasonable adj ustments for a disabled worker if  they do 
not disclose their disability to you, and you cannot reasonably be expected 

to know that they are a disabled person. As an employer, if you have reason

able grounds to believe that a person may have a neurodivergent condition, 

and fail to investigate that possibility, then a tribunal may find that the 

employer should have known about the condition. This is why anticipatory 

adjustments are so important so you don't disadvantage someone by lack of 
awareness about fair recruitment, induction and support processes. 

W H AT I F  A N  E M P L OY E E  D O E S  D I S C LO S E ?  

The employer can make reasonable adjustments t o  allow them t o  carry o n  

doing their work o r  t o  be o n  equal footing during their recruitment process 

and throughout their employment. The employer can apply to Access to 
Work7 in the UK which is a government programme to help people with 
disabilities into work; it can help fund adjustments and also supply training 

for your workplace. 

An employee may disclose their disability :  

• in application form; 

• at the interview stage; 

• when they first start in their role; 

• during their employment; 

• when they receive a diagnosis .  

W H AT IS P O S I T I V E  A CT I O N ?  

' Positive action' means the steps that a n  employer can take to encourage 
people from groups with different needs or with a past track record of 

disadvantage or low participation to apply for jobs. Reverse or affirmative 
action is illegal in the UK. 
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Putt ing someth i ng in p lace 

The Code of Practice ( 6 . 1 9) in the UK advises that, for the purposes of 

making reasonable adjustments 'the employer must, however, do all they 

can reasonably be expected to do to find out whether [a worker is d isabled 

and subject to a substantial disadvantage] ' . 8  What is reasonable will depend 

on the circumstances . This is an objective assessment. When making enquir
ies about d isability, employers should also consider issues of dignity and 

privacy (where is the conversation taking place ? ) .  It i s  important to ensure 

that personal information is dealt with in confidence and to have a discus

sion with the person with whom this is shared. 

Example: A worker with speech and language challenges (has d ifficulties 

articulating words and is slower to process information) and dyspraxia 

(which affects their recording skills) receives both verbal and written instruc
tions. The employer's annual performance reports consistently record that 

the worker's verbal comprehension and output appears to be of a higher 

quality than their written work. It is noted that they appear to have chal
lenges with spell ing and the pronunciation of unfamiliar words . In this case, 

a tribunal may conclude that the employer should have known that the 

worker had a disabil ity within the meaning of the Act. 

What is direct discrimination? 

Direct d iscrimination is where someone is treated less favourably than 
another person because of a protected characteristic. 

Example: A worker with ADHD is singled out for capabil ity proceedings 

after disappointing performance results for their team. All their co-workers 

have similar responsibilities but only the worker with ADHD has been 

placed on capabil ity. The employer cannot justify this treatment when 
challenged . A tribunal is likely to find that this employer has directly d is

criminated against the worker because of their disability. 
Example: A parent of a child with ADHD and autism requests flexible 

working because of their caring responsibilities. Their request is denied. A 

colleague is granted a similar request to work flexibly on some days of the 

week. An employment tribunal could find that the employer has d irectly 
discriminated against the worker because of her association with someone 

who is disabled. ( O ne real example of this is the case of McLeod v Royal 
Bank of Scotland pie, 201 6 . )  9 
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This can occur when the employer has a condition, rule, policy or even a 

practice in your company that applies to everyone but particularly dis

advantages people who share a protected characteristic. Some examples are 

as follows: 

1 .  T H E  E M P LO Y E R  A P P L I E S ,  O R  WO U L D  A P P LY, T H E P ROV I S I O N ,  

C R I TE R I O N  O R  P R A CT I C E  TO A L L  W O R K E R S  W I T H I N  T H E  R E L E VA N T G RO U P  

Example: An employer required all applicants for a particular post to pass 

a psychometric test. An autistic applicant said that the test discriminated 

against people with autistic spectrum conditions. The employer's own equal
ity and diversity monitoring data showed that only one self-declared autistic 

applicant had previously passed the test. The claim of discrimination suc
ceeded at tribunal. This example was the Brookes v the Government Legal 

Service, 201 7 case. 1 0 

2 .  A N  I N D I R E C T LY D I S C R I M I N ATO RY PO L I CY MAY B E  ' P RO PO RTI O N AT E '  I F  

T H E R E  A R E  N O  R E A S O N A B L E  A LTE R N AT I V E  M E A N S  FO R R E A L I Z I N G  T H E  

L E G I T I MATE A I M  

The employer can defend claims of indirect discrimination by arguing that 
a provision, criterion or practice is a proportionate means of achieving a 

legitimate aim. A legitimate aim may include health and safety considera

tions. 

Example: A dyslexic employee is required to transcribe fridge tempera

ture readings in a coffee shop. The tribunal concluded that the practice did 

place a dyslexic worker at a disadvantage, but it a lso found that investigat

ing the way temperatures were recorded for health and safety reasons was a 

proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim. The claim succeeded on 

other grounds. (An example of this was the Kumulchew v Starbucks Coffee 
Company UK Ltd, 20 1 7. ) 1 1 

3 .  T H E P R O H I B I T E D  C O N D U CT C AT E G O RY O F  ' D I S C R I M I N AT I O N  A R I S I N G  F R O M  

A D I SA B I L I TY'  I S  A D D I T I O N A L  T O  D I R E C T  D I S C R I M I N AT I O N  A N D  I N D I R E CT 

D I S C R I M I N AT I O N  

This category of discrimination occurs if: 

a An employer treats a worker unfavourably because of something arising 
in consequence of that worker's disability. 
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b The employer cannot show that the treatment i s  a proportionate 

means of achieving a legitimate aim. These provisions have subtle 

but important differences from the previous two categories of direct 

d iscrimination and ind irect discrimination. 

For discrimination arising from d isability (Section 15 under the Act), 

the question is  whether the disabled person has been treated unfavourably 
because of something arising in consequence of their disability. An example 

is dismissing them, when this act was not a proportionate means of achiev

ing a legitimate aim. (As in the case Wells v the Governing Body of Great 
Yarmouth High School, 201 7. ) 1 2  

Example: A worker was dismissed for sickness absence caused b y  depres

sion and anxiety. The tribunal concluded that the worker's anxiety and 
depression were linked to their autism. 

What is discrimination by association? 

This is a situation where an individual is discriminated against through 

their association with another person, eg their colleagues may subject an 

individual to harassment because they are married to someone who is  gay or 

of a particular religious affiliation. 

What is harassment? 

Harassment is 'Unwanted conduct related to a relevant protected character

istic, which has the purpose or effect of violating an individual 's dignity or 

creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive envi

ronment for that individual.' 
Under the Act, an employer engages in unwanted conduct related to a 

neurodivergent condition, and the conduct has the purpose or effect of: 

a violating a worker's dignity; 

b creating an intimidating, hostile, degrading, humiliating or offensive 
environment for that worker. 

'Unwanted conduct' covers a wide range of behaviours. The Equality and 
Human Rights Commission's Code (EHRC) of Practice 1 3  describes it as 'un

wanted conduct . . .  [can include] spoken or written words or abuse, imagery, 
graffiti, physical gestures, facial expressions, mimicry, jokes, pranks, acts 

affecting a person's surroundings or other physical behaviour.' 
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Harassment has a precise meaning under the Equality Act. It occurs in 

relation to specified 'relevant protected characteristics' which include dis

ability ( Harassment Section 26 ) .  

Example: A manager incorrectly assumes, based on flawed stereotypes, 
that a neurodivergent worker is unable to complete certain tasks. They 
repeat this view to other workers and make patronizing comments regard

ing the neurodivergent worker's capabilities. This behaviour is l ikely to con

stitute harassment. 

Example: A worker has medication prescribed following a diagnosis 

of ADHD. A manager becomes aware of this, and refers to that worker 
being 'off their meds' .  The taking of medication is related to their protected 
characteristic. The manager's behaviour is l ikely to constitute harassment. 

Victimization 

Victimization is described when a worker has been victimized if their 

employer subjects them to a 'detriment' because they have performed a 

'protected act'. 'Detriment' has a broad meaning and could be the denial 

of promotion, opportunities to train, or being subject to discipl inary or 
capability proceedings . 

The protected acts are defined in Section 27 as: 

a bringing proceedings under the Equality Act; 

b giving evidence or information in connection with proceedings under 

the Equality Act; 

c doing any other thing for the purposes of or in connection with the 

Equality Act; 

d making an a llegation that an individual or employer has contravened 
the Equality Act. 

Example: A dyslexic worker initiates early conciliation with an arbitration 

organization on the grounds that their employer has not made reasonable 

adjustments. After the issue is resolved, the employer changes the worker's 
place of work . This forces the person to have to undertake a longer com
mute. When they complain, a manager comments that 'well you caused us 
trouble' .  

Example: A union representative supports a neurodivergent colleague 

who brings a tribunal case against their employer. Some time later, the rep

resentative fai ls to obtain a promotion that they thought they were qual ified 
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to obtain. They request copies of  the interview notes. An entry in the notes 
says 'concerns about loyalty to the company ( tribunal ) ' .  The representative 

has been victimized because of their activities on behalf of someone with a 
protected characteristic. 

Human Rights Act 7 9 9 8 

A second key law to consider is the Human Rights Act 1 99 8 . 14 Human 

rights are the basic rights and freedoms that belong to every person in the 
world ,  from birth until death. In tbe UK, our human rights are protected by 

the Human Rights Act 1 99 8 .  Article 1 4  of the Act requires that al l  of the 
rights and freedoms set out in the Act must be protected and applied with

out discrimination: 

Discrimination occurs when you are treated less favourably than another person 

in a similar situation and this treatment cannot be objectively and reasonably 

justified. Discrimination can also occur if you are disadvantaged by being 

treated the same as another person when your circumstances are different (for 

example if you are disabled or pregnant). 

It is important to understand that the Human Rights Act does not protect 

you from discrimination in all areas of your life - there are other laws that offer 

more general protection, such as the Equality Act 2010 . . . Article 14 is based on 

the core principle that all of us, no matter who we are, enjoy the same human 

rights and should have equal access to them (from the Equality Human Rights 

Commission) .  

Health and Safety at Work etc Act 7 9 7 4 

This is the third key Act in the UK: 

If you are an employer, you're required by law to protect your employees, 

and others, from harm. Under the Management of Health and Safety at Work 

Regulations 1 999 ,  the minimum you must do is: identify what could cause 

injury or i l lness in your business (hazards); decide how likely it is that someone 

could be harmed and how seriously (the risk); take action to eliminate the 

hazard, or if this isn't possible, control the risk. 1 5  

Employers should already be  managing any significant workplace risks, 

including putting control measures in place to eliminate or reduce the risks. If 

an employer becomes aware of an employee who has a disability, they should 
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review the risk assessment to make sure it covers risks that m ight be present for 

that employee (from the Health and Safety Executive ) . 1 6  

Perfo rmance appraisals 

Ideally we should be anticipating challenges or support needs rather than 

having to consider the performance of the person. It may be worth consider

ing the type of reviews that are taking place and seeing if there are some 

themes that would al low a more proactive stance. Are there more challeng
ing appraisals with some line managers than with others ? Is there a need to 

provide tra ining or help to understand communication differences? 

It can be useful to stand back and consider the following before the 
review takes place so that a complete picture of the situation is gained. 

The 4 Ws: What, When, Where or Who has changed? 

• Was the person performing well before and this is new? 

• When did this happen? 

• Has the work setting changed so that the person is working with less 

supervision or working remotely and doesn't have the skills or tools to do 

their work sufficiently? 

• Has the job itself changed but this has not been clarified with the 

employer? 

• Is there a difference or clash in communication styles or expectations that 

have not been clarified ? 

• Has something changed in the person's personal life meaning there are 

additional mental health challenges in place impacting on performance ? 

• Has there been a period of illness for themselves or someone close to 

them ? 

• Is there new line management? 

Have adjustments been put in place? 

Has there been adequate time to embed the learning and has coaching or 
support been provided ? Has a regular review taken place on progress or if 

new barriers have emerged ? 
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Giving someone some software without training can be unhelpful and 
put added stress on that person. There is good evidence that someone with 

DCD ( dyspraxia) for example may need longer to learn a new skill and 

require additional opportunities for practice. It's important to allow ade

quate time and sufficient training for someone to use new tools as part of 

their everyday practices. Sometimes, with the best will, we provide a l ist of 

strategies for someone and new tools that can be overwhelming a nd end 
up being more confusing for that person. Regular short reviews can help to 

check progress .  

Considerations for preparing panels or performance reviews 

• Where the review process takes place is important. Lots of noise outside 

an office with colleagues around can cause anxiety. 

• Information beforehand can be very helpfu l .  Not knowing what will 

happen or not having time to prepare can make it harder for someone 

to process information and respond easily to questions. The person can 

also arrange to have someone with them to help with communication if 

needed. 

• How long will the meeting last? What will happen during the meeting? 

What will happen after the meeting and when will this happen ? 

• Have all the panel members had neurodiversity awareness/unconscious 
bias training and feel confident knowing how to make adjustments d uring 

the panel session? 

• Is there clarity over the processes and has this been conveyed to the 

person, ie when, where and with whom? Consider the best way to 

transmit this to the person, eg verbally/email ,  and ensure that you have 

checked their understanding of the process. 

Adjustments for the meeting 

• How will you put in place any adjustments that may be required during 

the session? Is there sufficient time to put these in place? For example, 

questions in a written format beforehand; limiting use of multipart 

questions; providing additional time to respond; the avoidance of use of 
acronyms; s lowing down speech and checking understanding; being 
prepared to reframe questions if required. 
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• It's also important to al low the person sufficient time to provide their 

view of what has happened. Some people will need longer to process 

information, and may need someone with them to explain it and/or seek 

clarification. 

Support in place 

• What support is there before and after the session to check understanding 

and provide a debrief for the person so they are clear what the next steps 

are? 

• Larger organizations may have a union member to support the person 

but in smaller companies there may be no one specifically in place with 

an HR role .  

Has the l ine manager had training or support? 

Sometimes there can be a real lack of understanding of why the person is not 

performing as wel l .  Increased pressure by a l ine manager without appropri

ate guidance can add to someone feeling a nxious and can become a vicious 

cycle. 
One person Amanda was working with was so worried about what their 

l ine manager was going to say to them that they were physically sick before 

coming to work .  Their anxiety caused them to question their work and 

check it  over and over again, slowing down their productivity and resulting 

in them making more errors. 

What can you do in general to limit your risks of tribunals and having to 

do performance reviews? 

It can sometimes be too easy to misconstrue the signs of a neurodivergent 

condition as a sign of poor performance. If there is no adequate awareness 
in the organization it  can also be seen as easier to deal with poor perfor
mance than it is to try and remedy the workplace for the individual. This is 

not often due to malice but more often to ignorance. 
Someone who is late providing a report may not have the tools to help 

them such as the software to proof a document and so takes much longer to 
complete the task .  If this happens repeatedly it can be seen as laziness or 
someone not bothering. In some cases this may be masked by the person and 
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they end up working longer and longer hours (unknown to others) to  ensure 

their work is up to standard. 

I t  is essential that line managers who are dealing with performance or 

conduct matters are aware of how neurodivergent conditions can present 
and of the supportive processes that exist if it becomes apparent that they 

are working with someone who simply thinks differently to others. 

Increase awareness about neurodiversity in order to challenge stereo

types. One example is that it is often cited that people in IT are all autistic 

or. . .  people who are autistic are usually good at IT. Other stereotypes we 

have heard include people saying that someone who is on the autism spec

trum can't empathize. 

Awareness-raising sessions can be helpful to provide l ine managers with 

the skills and confidence to have more sensitive conversations and refute 
these stereotypes. It can also reduce the risk of 'banter' where someone 

makes a comment that is seemingly funny but in reality is not and can be 

deeply hurtful . 

Don't make assumptions and think that al l  people with a diagnosis of X 

need Y type of support every time. An example of this is thinking that people 

with dyslexia will need specific support of a certain type such as having to 
have everything on buff-coloured paper. Not everyone with dyslexia finds 

that useful as they may not have visual difficulties and may have specific 

challenges with writing but not reading (and could have other challenges 

with anxiety or attention difficulties as well ) .  

Assumptions about someone with autism are they may b e  viewed as rude, 

inappropriate or aloof by another person. While neurodivergent conditions 

shouldn't be used as a licence to excuse clearly inappropriate behaviour, it is 

important to gain information on the context in which a specific behaviour 
was seen, especially if this was a one-off occurrence. It is essential to stand 

back and see why someone may have responded in  a certain way. We don't 

always know all parts of a person's life and there may be a number of 

factors why someone is sad, angry or irritable. 
Keep an open mind and open dialogue - someone behaving in  a certain 

way may not always be related to their neurodivergent traits. For example, 

someone not looking directly at you or not turning on their camera in a web 
meeting could be seen as a 'behaviour' associated with autism. However, it 
could also be because their camera is facing the other way, or their IT system 
is not working, or they are embarrassed about where they are working or 
they can focus better l istening to someone than seeing them. 
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H ow confident are you of your knowledge re lat i ng to 

neurod ivers ity and the act ions you would take? 

What would you/should you do in these three scenarios ? 

Scenario 7 

You know one of your employees has dyslexia as someone else has told you .  

The employee has  not  d isclosed this to  you. They are making lots of errors 

in their work. You would like to help them and provide some reasonable 
adjustments, but you are not sure how to go about it. What would you do? 

1 Just tell them that you think they are incompetent and unless they 
improve, they will lose their job. 

2 Talk to them sensitively and privately about your observations regarding 

their work, being specific, and suggest they could  have an Access to Work 

assessment, or you could review how they are doing with some sugges

tions for improvements . 1 7 

3 Tell them their colleague told you they have dyslexia, and you think they 

need to have some help. 

4 Give them the address for the British Dyslexia Association a nd tell them 

they should contact them. 1 8  

The answer i s  2 .  Keeping a conversation going and finding support i s  key. 

Scenario 2 

You have an employee leaving your employment to move to another area 

of the country and they have ADHD and autism. They have asked for a 

reference. You have written a positive reference about what they contrib

uted to the business and have included information about their disabilities 

and how the individual has overcome lots of the challenges in their work. 

Is this O K ?  

1 This i s  a really positive idea and will raise awareness o f  autism and 
ADHD in the workplace. 

2 You should not disclose on behalf of the individual about their disability 
without their consent to do so. 
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3 You could send them an additional letter separately and  let them know 
how your organization helped them and what adjustments were made. 

4 You don't have to give someone with a disability a reference. 

Which would  you choose? 2 is the correct answer. 

Scenario 3 

You are a l ine manager and undertaking annual performance appraisals on 
al l  your staff. You have arranged for the meeting to take place in your office 

on the second floor of your building. The building is old, but it is where your 
business is based . One of your staff has d isclosed she has dyslexia. Do you 

need to consider any adaptations? 

If you are the l ine manager it is up to you where you have your meetings. 

They should come to you. 

2 The individual with dyslexia could ask for notes to be written down for 

them, or they could use a tape recorder. 

3 You only need to make adjustments i f  someone has a physical condition 

which is impacting on accessibility, eg someone with cerebral palsy. 

4 You could have the meeting instead in the busy cafe around the corner. 

Much of the focus for many employers has been around disabil ity as requir

ing physical considerations in buildings. Adjustments relating to communi
cation are less often considered. 2 is the correct option . 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

Policies a n d  p rocedures 

• U nderstand local legislation and what you should do as a legal duty. 

• Start at the top and get su pport from your board in  order to th ink  about 

neurodiversity as integral i n  your equality, d iversity and inc lus ion p lans. 

• E ngage leaders from across you r  organization and with other s im i lar 

organ izations to share ideas and best practice - this shows others i nside 

and out that you are a neurodiverse organ ization. 

• E ncou rage team members to share experiences and ensure al l  voices are 

heard and l istened to inc lud ing asking for staff feedback post h i ri ng. 
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• Check you r  b l i nd spots, such as biases that may exist. 

• Be consistent in you r  efforts and put ED I  in  your DNA. 

• Aud it, measure and track your progress so you can see where change 

needs to be made. 
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How can e m p loyers attract 

neurodive rse ta l ent in recruitm ent? 

I ntroducti o n  

D o  you remember what it was like going for your first interview o r  even 

going online to look for j obs ? This requires a new set of skil ls in understand
ing what is the best route for success. For some of us word of mouth can 

be really powerful but knowing that may work can be something that we 

don't all know. 

Who prepares you for getting your first job? ls it the role of school, 

college or university to prepare you and provide the training and skills to 

be confident to do so ? How confident are you in a changing world of remote 
hiring and the need to demonstrate your transferable skil ls?  

How many jobs have you started, but found that the job is nothing l ike 

the description? I don't think many of us have seen a job description that 

matched the job. The culture and values of an organization may be some

thing that is not written down anywhere. Most places use acronyms and 
phrases that can seem to a new starter l ike a new language. A lack of confi
dence at the start of the job may mean that you don't ask someone what the 
terms mean and then months later you still don't know but you are reluctant 
to ask.  

Understanding the 'social rules' in a workplace can be complex for some 

people but can be so important for team engagement. You're sti l l  not sure 
what people do for birthdays, or what the rules are around making tea or 
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coffee for others. It's not j ust the complexity of  the role or  the words used 
that can create anxiety, but also what appears to some to be small inconse

quential day-to-day things. However, in a team, if you don't make the tea, or 

bring in cakes on your birthday, you can be misjudged as unfriendly. 
Onboarding processes that provide an understanding not only of the 

job itself but the values and behaviours of an organization can make a real 

difference. It is also an opportunity to discuss skills gaps or trai ning needs. 

In the UK, there is a scheme called Access to Work, run by the Department 

of Work and Pensions at the present time, which allows for assistance, 
coaching and tools to be put in place to help with adjustments to the work 

setting. It has also developed support for people who are working in a 

blended way, both at home and in an office. It is so important to put in  

support in a timely manner. It can make a real difference to someone being 

able to do their job; not having support in place can lead to performing 

under par and l ine managers and peers losing confidence in you. 

B i d i rect ional  com mun ication strategy 

For some people working with others and understanding 'banter' and get

ting their interactions can be confusing and frustrating. Starting a new 

job can be learning how to work as part of a team with everyone communi

cating in different ways. Damian Milton, an autistic scholar in the UK, de

scribes the concept of 'double empathy' and the reality that communication 

is  not one-way and there is not one right way to do it. He talks about empa
thy being a bidirectional phenomenon 1 and notes that both autistic and 

non-autistic individuals may have difficulty understanding and feeling for 

one another because of their differing outlooks and experiences with the 

world. This perspective is a really important one for the workplace, as in the 

past support for people who were autistic was about ' normalizing' and 

teaching someone to communicate in  a 'more neurotypical' way such as 
guiding someone to look at someone's ear if they found looking directly at 

the person difficult. 

There is a growing realization (which in many ways is no surprise) that 
there is a responsibil ity of both parties to ensure that communication is two
way. Awareness of this is important when working in teams otherwise there 

can be misconceptions if someone doesn't 'look you in the eye'; this could 

be construed as being unfriendly or even worse. Autistic author John Elder 
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Robison i n  his book Look Me in the Eye talks about how his discomfort in 
making direct eye contact was often interpreted as a sign that he was 'no 

good', a criminal, or a sociopath.2 

The reality of the situation is that there is still a huge amount of bias 

through the recruitment process. In a Harvard Business Review study, they 

found that humans categorize others in milliseconds and we make lasting 

j udgements about an individual's character in  just 30 minutes, the average 

length of an interview minus introductions and any questions.3 
So if we are categorizing others so quickly and making lasting judge

ments about their character, based on the small amount of information we 

take and observe in that time, you can bet some pretty poor and very biased 

decisions are being made. 

The fact that the candidate being interviewed may lack eye contact, have 

a perceived weaker handshake, have English that isn't their first language, or 

have cultural nuances that change our understanding or perception of what's 
being said, are al l  easy (discriminatory) ways for us to reject suitable and 
talented applicants . Sadly this often happens without us even giving it a 

second thought. Bias can start with our misinterpretation of a spelling error 

on an application form. We can think that the person doesn't care about the 

job enough to check it  but in reality they may not have noticed the error 

even after checking it (but still have the skills for the job ) .  

If  we are not explicit around what we are looking for we  risk missing out 

on diversifying our talent pool. The less we share information about the 

specific job as part of our recruitment and selection process, the less we can 
hope to get back in  return from the candidates. 

Importantly, when we consider the 'candidate experience' we often focus 

on the bright and shiny things. How can we make the process exciting 

and what cool tech or images and videos can we produce ? The real ity is  that 

if  you want to attract neurodiverse talent and give them an incredible can

didate experience, you just have to give everyone equal access to applying 

for the role, describing accurately what it is  and what is expected, and 

choosing methods to be assessed in a way that al lows each person to best 
show their skil ls .  

Seems simple, right? 

Well it is .  However, you'l l  find that the majority of those who are cogni

tively diverse often don't experience it, or even worse can't get past the first 
discriminatory gatekeeper. 
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O n e  of the s i m p lest thi ngs you can start d o i ng today! 

Repeat as often as you can throughout the process: 

We encourage neurologically diverse applicants from all backgrounds, so is 

there anything we can do to make this process better for you and to allow you 

to show your best self? 

You could then go on to say: 

We recognize that some people require extra time to complete tests, or require 

alternative methods of presentation and can benefit from having the interview 

questions or a guide to the type of questions pre-interview. We are open to any 

suggestions or requests you may have and are always looking for creative ways 

to assess talent. 

This will not only encourage more applicants who think and act differently, 

it will a lso give you great insight into how you can improve your recruit

ment and assessment process so that it is accessible for a l l .  

This goes beyond any legal obligation for 'reasonable adjustments' and 

really shows the external market that you care about an individual 's needs. 

It will also help you identify early on what needs an employee may have and 

therefore what support you can give them to be successful in  the job. 
We'll  discuss in  the rest of this section all the other ways in which we can 

consider how to attract neurologically diverse talent to your organization. 
It's not rocket science, but it will take a conscious decision to rethink 1 00 

years of interview and assessment methodology. 

Depending on the size of your organization and the jobs you are hiring 

for you can use a specialist sector recruitment company. Alternatively, if you 

want to proactively seek a neurodiverse workforce you can use specialist 

neurodiverse/disability organizations who support you and the person to 
find the best job for them and for you and often bridge the interview and 
onboarding stages. Examples of this are Evenbreak and Exceptional 

Individuals in the UK. Alternatively, there are firms that employ staff from 

neuro-minorities and wil l  outsource them into work settings for contract 

work.  For example, Specialisterne and ComputerAid in the United States 
employ people on the autism spectrum who also have excellent IT ski l ls .  



N E U R O D I V E R S E  TAL E N T  I N  R E C R U ITM E NT 1 1 7  

General recruitment gui d e l i nes 

How you represent your company regarding your values, what your com

pany does or doesn't do, can make a real difference in  whether somebody 

wants to apply for a job with you. Amanda sometimes plays the game of 

looking on company sites to see if  anything pops up when you search for 

dyslexia, disabil ity, Access to Work or neurodiversi ty ( i t  usually doesn't ! ) .  

Create a neurodiversity policy or  make neurodiversity a distinct part of 

your current inclusion policy 

You could i nclude a statement such as: 

Diversity of thought i s  an important part of our organizational makeup. We 

will look to offer adjustmenrs across our recruitment, selection, assessment, 

workplace and work practices to help those who apply for our jobs and work 

within our organizations to have a better experience and to be able to bring 

their real whole selves to work. We don't j ust see this as a legal obligation to 

provide reasonable adjustments, but an opportunity to offer the best experience 

possible for all involved. 

Look inside before you venture out 

We'll ta l k  later in  the book about creating champions safely, but it's impor

tant before trying to run off and hire lots of new neurodiverse people that 

you consider your current work environment and employees. It may wel l  be 

that you are a lready a highly neurodiverse organization, but you are j ust not 
aware ! 

There are l ikely to be mums and dads of children who have dyslexia, 

ADHD or dyspraxia, for example, as well as employees who know or think 

they are but have not been d iagnosed. It is through these employees that you 

can start to understand what i t's l ike to work in the environment and some 

of the challenges they may face, as well as identifying poor work or recruit
ment, selection and assessment practices you may have that are not i nclusive 
or accessible. They can provide you with vital i nformation as they already 
know your organization. 

Be cautious in  how you approach this as i t  may be that your current 
employees do not yet feel ready or in a safe enough space to share this infor

mation with you, so you may want to consider bringing in some external 
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support to help, either in the form of  an evangelist who can generate some 

interest in the subject and/or a consultant, charity or advisory/support group 

like Amanda and her team who can help assess where you are currently at 

and what steps can be taken to improve. Sometimes some awareness-raising 

a llows d ifferent people to start talking to each other in  the room and can 
generate a support group that can blossom into really celebrating the d iver

sity that's in your workforce. 

Warning! One person's experience doesn't make them an expert in a 

specific condition or the expert in advising adjustments for others. We will 

be reiterating this and will hear from others saying the same thing. 

The words you use mean different things to different people 

J O B  A DV E RTS 

What is the job? Do you need everything on the long l ist of skil ls? Do you 

assume that everyone needs a degree for a specific job because that's how it 

has always been ?  How can you best understand a candidate's values, skills 

and their motivation for the job? 

Amanda was working with one firm where they did 'reverse job match

ing' to look at the skil ls they really needed. They looked at existing people 
doing the job and then measured skills, attitudes and qualifications and 

asked the l ine managers to 'blind' mark their skills using a defined matrix.  

They a lso looked at other factors that may have been important for the 

person in the job such as whether performance was better in those with 

a short commute. What they realized was that qualifications were not a 

key factor for the specific call centre job. They also interestingly found out 
that having too much empathy in an outbound call centre work wasn't very 

good. This may be because that person worries too much about the cus

tomer at the end of the phone and takes their clients home with them at the 

end of the day, worrying if they have upset them in some way or not. 
There is good research evidence of gender bias in  the words we use for 

job descriptions and how this can impact on whether someone applies for 
the job. We often associate some words as more male, such as leader, com
petitive and dominant, and some as more feminine, l ike support, understand 

and interpersonal .  It has been shown that when job advertisements were 
constructed to include more masculine than feminine wording, participants 
perceived more men within these occupations and, more importantly, 

women found these jobs less appea ling. Results confirmed that perceptions 
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of belongingness ( not skills) affected the level of job appeal . When some 

cognitively diverse people apply for jobs and see a long list of skills, the 
assumption is often that they need all of them to apply and so they don't, 

when neurotypical (and often more confident) people will have a go even if 
they don't have the fu ll set of skills cited. 

P R A CT I C A L  T l  PS  

• Consider and avoid words specifically that are gender associated such as 

strong, driven or competitive. 

• Avoid superlatives such as best, leader, world class, industry leading. 

• Avoid slang words that may mean something different to some people 

such as rock star, guru. 

• Avoid terms that may have a double meaning such as fast paced, flexible, 

dynamic, opportunities for growth. 

• Consider the font you use in  an advert and try and avoid pictures 

obscuring the words .  If there are pictures ensure they have an 'alt tag' so 
someone using a screen reader can know if  the picture has some additional 

meanmg. 

• Check the content for readability level, especially if the role is l ikely to 

attract someone who doesn't have a high level of literacy. This benefits 

everyone. You can imagine if you are hunting for jobs, if you can read the 

advert easily and quickly you will be attracted to it. 

• Be specific and consider your true requirements and limit the number you 

ask for. Try to avoid a whole list of other 'nice to haves' and focus on 
what is  really required. 

S H OW I N G  YO U C A R E  

• Demonstrate your commitment t o  equality and diversity a n d  state this on 

your site and on job adverts and application forms. 

• Think about the time, place and structure of the job. Obviously if you are 
in the retail ,  customer-facing sector then you may need to have someone 

in the job for certain hours. But one thing we have seen during Covid- 1 9  

is the flip to working from home for many people i n  many jobs i n  a way 

we could not have imagined . 
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W H AT A LT E R N AT I V ES C O U L D  YO U C O N S I D E R? 

• Could the person work from home (all or some of the time ) ?  

• A compressed working week, working four longer days instead of five. 

• Flexible start and finish times to allow them to miss rush hour traffic and 

be able to use public transport when there are fewer people around. 

• Term-time working in  order to balance family and work commitments. 

• Or could they be offered project-related working? 

This is a useful d iscussion to consider in general .  We need to recognize that 

we are all different and some people will be most creative early in the morn

ing (or even in the middle of the night); others work really well not doing 

regular hours but being given project-related work (a llocated packets of 

work and a deadline and they decide when in the day they work and then 

deliver it ) .  This latter approach can also be mixed with some fixed time 

points in the week for meetings/reviews. 
For other people, having regular hours is essential to them in a regular 

work setting. They may find that hot desking is a stressful nightmare. Not 

having your own space and tools around you can cause real concern. 

Amanda was told by one person that he left his job because of it. He was so 

worried each day where he was going to end up, who he would be working 

next to or even if he had a desk at all. Having to hunt each day for desk 
space had such an impact on his wellbeing and led to increased anxiety. 

Further considerations 

• Ensure your website ts accessible and compliant with local/country 

guidelines, eg the words used, layout, whether it is text-to-speech enabled. 
You can use 'plug ins' such as Recite Me, or Browsealoud. These allow 

pages to be spoken; you can change the colour of the page and text and 

change the font style to suit the person. 

• Think about the accessibility of the actual application process - how 
does someone complete a form? Does it 'time out' if you have not put in 

the information quickly enough? Some people may be less organized and 

not know what they require beforehand to be ready, such as personal 
details, passport number, national insurance number for example. 

• State that you offer an alternative application process ( if you do) such as 
by phone or on a video call .  
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• Alternatives to a CV? Could you allow other forms o f  information to 

demonstrate skills?  Some companies use video CVs but there are pros 
and cons in doing so and the choice of representing yourself is ultimately 

most important. It also very much needs to align to skills needed for the 

job, as the person will require IT skills, communication and organization 
skills . If the job requires good verbal communication skills then this can 

be demonstrated but if the person is not 'customer facing' the need for a 

video CV may put off someone who has great technical skills but has a 
speech and language difficulty such as a stammer or a tic. This immediately 

puts them at a disadvantage despite having the required skills for the job. 

• Does a two-page CV always really tell you about the person or does it 

benefit those most who have someone to teach them how to write a good 

CV, check the wording and proof it? This goes back to really considering 

how you want to find out about the skills of the person and this is 
dependent on an accurate job description. Someone working in 

engineering, IT or science may be bri lliant at their job but just not be a 

good copywriter! 

• You could accept a portfolio of work to demonstrate someone's skills, or 

if they need to have a particular skill could you provide a test for this ? 

• In the UK companies can sign up to be a Disability Confident employer 
- this is a programme run by the government (Department of Work and 

Pensions) that all sizes of business can sign up to. There are three levels of 

commitment requiring different levels of engagement. Showing the 

symbol on your website demonstrates to an applicant you are likely to 

provide a n  interview automatically if they disclose a disabil ity. 

• How does someone 'disclose' or share information with you if they have 

support needs? What words do you use on the application form? In the 

UK you can only ask about health or disability if there are necessary 
requirements of the job that cannot be met with reasonable adjustments; 
you're finding out if someone needs help to take part in a selection test or 

interview or you are using 'positive action' to recruit a disabled person. 

• Be explicit in saying how someone can get support. We need to always 

remember that no one has to tell you they require additional support. Try 

to avoid a tick box with a long list of conditions. This could leave you 
open to accusations that you support some people with some conditions 

and not others. Sometimes the easiest approach is saying, 'Do you need 

some additional workplace adjustments and wish to discuss this further? '  
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• In-work support. In  the UK there is a government scheme to get specific 

help with workplace adjustments, called Access to Work. This can help at 

all stages and even at the interview stage. It can a lso provide mentoring 

and coaching support as well as specific equipment (chairs, keyboards 

etc) as well as software. 

• Content of the adverts - check for any inadvertent bias. Have someone 

else look over your job descriptions and person specifications to consider 

any unnecessary health and disability-related barriers. 

There are a variety of online tools that can help in this area both paid for 

and free to use. https://textio.com/ (archived at https://perma.cc/T3 7K
J7GY) is one of the most wel l-known paid services. 

Here are two free options: 

http://gender-decoder.katmatfield .com/ (archived at https://perma.cc/KVB6-

JDV3 ) 

https://www.totaljobs .com/insidejob/gender-bias-decoder/ (archived at 

https ://perma.cc/62RR-RZ8E) 

The good news is that tools are being created and implemented into recruit

ment and HR technology all the time, so be sure to check with your provider 

what is on offer. 

Information about your company 

Let applicants know about the culture and values of your organization. 

Paint a typical day/month and explain what will be expected in the first few 

months. Some people, if they are leaving education and entering the world 

of work for the first time, may be less familiar about expectations and the 
culture of working practices in an organization and this may need to be 

explicitly stated. Doing work placements in one place may be very different 

from another. 
Although the practical hints and tips for what you can do to attract a 

neurodiverse workforce are incredibly useful, sometimes there comes an op
portunity to do something big and bold, that is bigger than us, our organiza
tion or the people who work there. In this story from Jenny we get to hear 

about j ust that type of magic moment. 
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Um brellas - symbols of hope 
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I n  early 2 0 1 9 Jenny Mclaugh l in ,  a p roject manager at H eathrow Airport, sat o n  a tra in  

going i nto London for a work event, contemplating how her son Rich ie, who had been 

d iagnosed with ADH D  a year ear l ier, wou ld fit in  to the world she saw around her. She 

really wanted to be able to make a statement to the world that we need to recogn ize 

the strength and chal lenges of each of us who th ink  d ifferently and she thought, what 

better way to do that than host the ADHD Foundation's U m bre l la  Project at H eath row. 

The U mbrel la Project has grown year on year to become the largest neurodiversity 

art project in the world. Its aim is to raise awareness of neurodiversity. The ' u mbre l la' 

symbol  stems from the use of neurodiversity as an u m brel la term for ADHD, dyslexia, 

dyspraxia, ASD etc. From h u m ble beg inn ings in  L iverpool in 2 0 1 7 ,  the U m brel la 

Project has become an art  movement that celebrates the abi l i ty and talent of every 

h u man being i nc lud ing every neurominority ind ividual ,  empowering and enab l i ng the 

next generation of c h i l d ren and young people through the canopy of umbrel las. 

The instal lation at H eathrow was at the time and remains the largest and most 

am b itious instal lat ion to date. It requ i red weights and countermeasu res to su pport the 

300 u m b rel las to ensure the artwork did not affect the integrity of the airport 

structu res. The complexity of instal l ing the canopy with i n  an open space at arrivals at 

Term i nal 5 req u i red col laboration between m u lt ip le parties i nc lud ing MACE, Baker 

H icks, Pascal and Watson and H eathrow's Operational teams. 

Heathrow pre-Covid-1 9 had over 80 mi l l ion passengers a year coming through its 

airport, wh ich is a staggering amount to consider. It now has a n um ber of i n itiatives 

i nc lud ing sunflower lanyards that al low passengers need i ng tailored he lp  and support 

to d iscreetly identify themselves, complemented by i nvestments in col l eague tra in ing 

and equ ipment and signage to improve the ai rport's accessi b i l i ty. It's a conti n ual 

jou rney that they look to i mprove year on year through open d ialogue w ith the ai rport 

users. 

Jenny has dys lexia and ADH D and after the U m brel la Project she c hose to accept 

the Lead role for the Disab i l ity Network at Heath row. The instal lation created 

conversations w ith i n  al l  areas of team Heath row, which incl udes air l ine handlers, and 

p ushed neurodiversity up the agenda. This has led to a cross-functional strategy to 

tru ly del iver and embed systematic incl usion in  al l  areas of the busi ness. 

The i n itiative also went on to be recognized in neurod iversity awareness awards as 

the jo int best i nc lus ion project of 2 0 2 0. It was specifical ly com mended for its 

i ncred i b le educational effort in br inging about greater u n derstand ing of neurod iversity, 

al lowing people to stop for a m oment and take i n  the visual splendour  of the u m bre l las. 
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T h e  ADHD Foundation (www.adhdfoundation.org.uk (arch ived at https://perma.cc/ 

T9QV-DGT8)). a key neurodiversity charity in the U K, which leads on th is  i n it iative, 

is  now extend i ng to other areas across the UK (and i nternational ly) and has also 

developed the neurod iversity awareness mark for com pan ies to gain if they show they 

are embracing neurodiversity. This entails them getting staff to complete an on l i ne  

trai n i ng course relat ing to  neurodivers ity i n  the  workplace. The  u m brel la s ign  is then 

a means to show their customers and employees that they take neurodiversity 

awareness seriously with i n  their  organ ization. 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

H o w  can employers a ttract neurodiverse talent ?  

• Create a neurodiversity pol icy so that people have a map and processes to 

fol low. Review th is on a regu lar basis. 

• Look i nside you r  busi ness and check on the talents there. 

• Look at the words you use in the job adverts. 

• Ensure l ine managers have training so they are confident to have conversations. 

• Demonstrate you care and you are interested in attracting a neurod iverse 

range of sk i l l s  and talents. 

• Ensure you r website is  accessible and you r  appl ication forms are too. 

Notes 

Milton, D (2012 )  On the ontological status of autism : the 'double empathy 

problem', Disability & Society, https://kar.kent.ac.uk/62639/ (archived at 

https://perma.cc/M6AX-GLNE) 

2 Elder Robison, J (2007) Look Me in the Eye: My life with Asf;erger 's, Crown, 

New York 

3 Eisbach, K D (2003) How to pitch a brilliant idea, Harvard Business R eview, 

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/1 w82h22c (archived at https://perma.cc/ 

PL2Y-TVGT) 

Further read i ng 

Milton, D (201 7) A Mismatch of Salience, Pavilion, https://www.pavpub.com/ 

a-mismatch-of-salience/ (archived at https://perma.cc/P7W7-ETDG)  
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A p prentices hips, interns hips,  work  

p l acem ents and hiring sch e m es 

I ntroduct ion 

The value of work-based learning and training is  something that cannot be 
disputed. The opportunity to see what a workplace is l ike, speak to people 
working in  the organization and work alongside them and learn real-l ife 

skil ls can be a game changer for many neurodivergent people. 

Training and gaining experience can take place in different ways either 

as work placement which may be undertaken while in training or through 

organizations whose task is  to find employment for someone brokering 
this placement, or through supported internships, or lastly gaining by an 

apprenticeship. 

An apprenticeship is different, as this is work-based training while an 
internship is work-based learning. An intern gets the chance to work in  a 

trade or at a company for a limited period of time, for example a summer. 
They may be offered full-time employment after internship completion. 

Supported internships are designed to enable people with additional support 
or learning challenges to achieve sustainable, paid employment by equip
ping them with the skil ls they need for work through learning in the work
place. In the UK there are some specifically funded schemes in some areas 
for 1 6-24-year-olds who have already had support during their education. 
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The a im of these programmes i s  that they support the young person to move 

into paid employment at the end of the programme. Students complete a 

personalized study programme which includes the chance to study for rele

vant substantial qualifications. The internships normally last for a year and 
include unpaid work placements of at least six months. Young people on 

supported internships are expected to require a higher level of support than 

a trainee or apprentice, and to be offered workplace support in the form of 

a job coach, as well as support for their non-workplace learning. Usually 

there are no specific entry or completion requirements for supported intern

ships, and each learning provider will work with their interns and the organ

ization to develop a personalized programme that meets their needs and 

provides progression. 1  
Gaining a precious place on  any of  the above schemes is still dependent 

on the organization understanding the needs of the individual in the context 

of the work being asked to be done and being motivated to put in place the 

additional support that may be required . It requires the organization work

ing sometimes with outside agencies to help and guide them. This collabora

tion can be very helpful to achieve success. Funding for some schemes has 

been an incentive to take on placements and some companies have seen this 
as part of their corporate social responsibility. 

In this chapter you will hear some case studies of how organizations have 
set up schemes and gained from the experience and their reflections about 
this. Remember to think about ways to widen participation otherwise we 

tend to attract white, middle-class men to all these programmes (of course 

there is  nothing wrong with white, middle-class men but it would be more 

inclusive to ensure equal chances for all to gain success ) .  We provide some 

tips for recruiting at the end of the chapter. 
While a number of organizations have established successful specific 

placements for neurodivergent people, these have been primarily focused on 

those who are autistic . While it is great there has been increased interest in 

supporting people with autism into work, the narrow view does potentially 
have some challenges as we also need to remember that most people with 
a diagnosis of autism will be different from each other and have varying 

co-occurring conditions. Some people may have dyslexia traits as well and 
others ADHD and/or dyspraxia traits; others could be in a wheelchair or 
an ex-Olympic athlete; and some may be visually impaired or d iabetic . Each 
person will require different support depending on their suite of skills, 
challenges and the work being undertaken. 
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Gaining a placement on a scheme may come from working with a spe

cial ist provider brokering this and supporting the person during their time 

with the organization, or alternatively some organizations have developed 
their own in-house provision. One example of the latter is the Microsoft 
programme cited here. 

C A S E  S T U D Y  

M icrosoft becoming a u tism - inclusive 

Michael Vermeesch is  Digital I nc lusion Lead for Microsoft and he describes how 

becoming autism- inc lusive has made a profou nd d ifference to the bus iness and 

thei r  cu lture. 

'We launched our fi rst p i lot p roject to h i re autistic people in  2 0 1 5 .  When M ary E l len 

Smith ,  our Corporate VP for Operations, spoke about it at the U n ited N ations we 

received around 800 CVs. Now a CV may not be the best way to assess talent, but that 

response tol d  us someth ing - that there are a lot of br i l l iant people d isabled by society. 

We learnt that o u r  trad itional h i ri ng processes could be a major barrier to entry for 

many talented candidates - so we set out to change them. In the years s i nce, we have 

conti n ued to refi ne and develop our recru itment and on board ing so that we reach 

more people on the autism spectrum and enable them to demonstrate their  abi l ities 

in a comfortable and su pporting environ ment. 

'Today, each q ual ified candidate attends a week-long h i ring academy with a variety 

of Microsoft teams and h i ring managers. We partner new autistic talent with job 

coaches and m entors who he lp  candidates u nderstand our structures and p rocesses. 

We've p rofiled candidates and used those profiles to remove barriers d u ring 

recru itment and beyond. 

'As one s i ngle measure of success (and there are many) there are M ic rosoft 

engi neers h i red through the Autism H ir ing Program who have written code used by 

m i l l ions of c ustomers every day. Becoming autism-inc lus ive has made a p rofound 

d ifference to the business and our  culture. Our leaders and managers are better at 

their  jobs because the new strategies they have learned - to s hare written recaps of 

meetings, to set c lear expectations, to give more regu lar feedback - can benefit 

everyone. 

'That i ncreas i ngly inc l us ive feel has encou raged more of our  employees not h i red 

through the Autism H ir ing Program to self- identify and feel comfortable in com i ng 

forward i n  being themselves. And that has shown us that the issue is  often not "how 

do we h i re people with autism?" - but recogniz ing that they are al ready here.'  
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Another company, CAI in the United States, provides workforce training 
and employment for neurodivergent adults through partnerships with dis

ability agencies, universities, support groups and forward-thinking busi

nesses. Their programme is called Autism2Work ( A2W) .  CAI describes one 

person's experience and what they did that resulted in success. 

C A S E  ST U DY 

CAI :  Workforce tra ining a n d  employment for neurodivergen t  adu lts 

For nearly two years after grad uating from col lege, N ick Muench fi l led out appl ications 

and subm itted resu mes to as many as 1 O job postings a week. Even with a degree in 

chemistry, a m i nor in com puter science and a clear aptitude for p roblem-solving and 

program m i ng, the job search was slow and d ifficu lt. 'Search ing for a job on G oogle can 

prod uce thousands of l i n ks, '  says N ick, 'but it's hard to te l l  what is a real opportu n ity 

and w hat is spam.' 

He fou nd chemistry an especial ly d ifficult field to break i nto without real-world 

experience, so he focused on computer science, which he could cont inue to teach 

h imself in h is free t ime. In two years, he secu red a handful of job i nterviews but sadly 

no job offers. 

N ick says h is  employment chal lenges were related to h is Asperger's syndrome, a 

neurod ivergent d isorder d iagnosis that he received i n  grade school .  It means N ick has 

strong verbal language ski l ls and i ntellectual abi l ity but struggles with social 

interactions. 'What quote-u nquote "normal" people would th ink  is  not at al l a task,' 

N ick explains,  'feels l i ke a task to me. Formal interviews are d ifficult because you are 

supposed to fol low a set of ru les, which everyone seems to know. But the ru les are 

opaq ue to me. I have to guess when to make eye contact and when to speak u p, which 

is a lot of stuff to figure out if you have trouble p ick ing u p  social cues.' 

N ick had excel led i n  h igh school and college, especial ly i n  sett i ngs where people 

were i nvested in the subject matter they had come to study. But the job search was 

oriented so clearly on first impressions, which was exactly where N ick struggled. 

' I n teractions are always easier for me when they are less formal, '  he  says. ' F i rst 

impressions are the h ardest part. As soon as you know people, the syndrome becomes 

a lot less relevant.' 

N ick learned about CAi 's Autism 2 Work (A2W) practice offering techn ical job 

openi ngs i n  h is area. After completing the in itial competency call and attending a l ocal 

'Meet & G reet' session, he was invited to the next A2W Job Readi n ess Tra in ing ( J RT). 

The J RT is a 60-hour workforce development train i ng and competency assessment 

designed to prepare candidates to be successful i n  the work environment. ' I t  felt more 

l i ke a structured aud ition than a trai n i ng, '  says N ick. 'They wanted to give us a sense 
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of what the work would be l ike - we learned about q ual ity assu rance, testi ng, and agi le  

- and they got a better sense of  our  ski l ls .  For  me ,  it was much better than a formal 

i nterv iew.' 

Throughout the J RT, N ick showcased h i s  strong problem-solving ski l ls ,  attention to 

deta i l ,  and abi l ity to integrate i nto a team environment. After the J RT, CAI i m med iately 

offered N ick a fu l l -t ime position as a Qual ity Assu rance Analyst worki ng with a large 

p harmaceutical com pany. The A 2 W  team was expand i ng there, and N ick became one 

of 1 7  A2W team members working i n  the CAI offices i n  Al lentown,  Pen nsylvan ia. 

On day two of the new job, N ick vol unteered to put h is programming experience to 

good use. With the help of h is A2W Team Lead, he began creating reports that would 

mon itor the test ing of the custom appl ications the com pany was bu i l d i ng on top of its 

SAP platform. This work leveraged two of N ick's strengths: the abi l ity to see the big 

p ictu re and the abi l ity to break it down i nto ind iv idual steps. ' I  got to l earn SQL,  wh ich 

I d id n't have much experience in , '  says N ick, 'but, to me, program m i ng is program m i ng. 

Once you figure out how to th ink  through a problem logical ly, you can easi ly translate 

it from one language to another. '  

over the next few weeks, N ick q u ickly learned the SQL programming language and 

the fi rm 's appl ication l i fecycle management (ALM) software. 'F igur ing out how to l i n k  

t h e  data i s  a n  i nteresting problem,'  he says. 'Tests, test scripts a n d  design steps are not 

stored together for tech n ical reasons. So you have to pu l l  the test scri pts together and 

i ntegrate that with al l  the information about requ i rements, bugs, and fixes related to 

the test ing.' 

And the results are clear. The com pany relies heavily on the reports N ick generates. 

Decis ion-makers use them for dai ly mon itoring of user acceptance testing and 

execution and deferred defects progress as part of the SAP upgrade. ' N ick learned the 

ALM software i n  less than a month and now sends reports to global bus iness managers 

twice a day w ithout fai l , '  says CAI D i rector of Solution Del ivery Mad h u  C h i nnambeti. 

'He is a true p rofessional and has q u ickly become an expert in  report b u i ld ing ! '  

Today, N ick is  expand ing h i s  role, working to  automate report generation so he can 

batch the scri pts and run the reports at one time. Though h is ro le has evolved i nto a 

d isti nct one, he is an integral part of the A2W team. ' It's n ice knowing the A2W support 

is there,' he  says. 'My bosses and managers are aware of both my strengths and my 

chal lenges. And it's a rel ief to have a job that offers fu l fi l l i ng and c hal lenging work.' 

So what  have we learned? 

We have met so many talented people who have not had the same opportu
nity as Nick and as a result they are increasingly anxious and despondent 
about gaining a job. This leads to lost confidence and this can become the 
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real barrier to enhancement. One person Amanda knows who finally gained 

a great job couldn't believe his success and thought it must be fluke or that 

he had been lucky rather than because he had the skills to do the job.  A good 

work placement and guidance can be life-changing. 

Nick's case is one example where the employer has taken a l ittle time to 

understand the skills and perspective someone has, and how their talents 

can be best used . This very positive tale is one of success for Nick and for 

the company but it reminds us that a neurodiverse workforce delivers gains 

for all .  

What to consider if  setti ng up a neurod ivers ity p lacement o r  

i nternsh i p  scheme 

Start off creating a plan (see Figure 8 . 1) 

• What is the programme and who is it aimed at? Is this in one department 

or across a business? 

• How long is the supported internship programme for? 

• Do you need partners to work with internally and externally ? What 
expertise have you in-house or will you need professional expertise to 

help you, eg occupational psychology, workplace assessment or strategy 
coaching, specialist support organization? 

• How much time, on average, will interns or placements spend in the 

workplace and where will that be? Is this remote working or at a fixed 

place of work, or a mix of the two, and what is the actual structure of a 

working week? Is this flexible and may it change over time? 

• How will the interns/placements be selected? What criteria will you use ? 
Are you going to be specific that this is people with autism for example, 
and if so wil l you require them to be diagnosed? (Do consider why you are 
choosing to do this and not considering a more neurodiverse grouping. )  

• How will you decide the support needs for each intern ?  

• What will b e  your onboarding process and induction, especially i f  this is 

done remotely? 

• How will you agree on forms of communication for different tasks?  

• What learning or training wi l l  the people be expected to do while they are 

there and will there be coaching support for this ? 
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F l  G u  R E  8 . 1  F low d iagram for i nternsh i p  schemes 

S upport and 

'off the job' 

train ing 

if  ski l l s  gap 

Engagem ent 

Recruitment 

Profi l i n g  and a l location 

Induction 

Progression planning 

Job placement 

Staff trai ning 

• How will your staff view the placement? What information and training 

will be given to them so they can provide appropriate support? 

• What forms of ongoing support might interns need during their time with 

you and how will you meet those needs ? 

• What process is there for reviewing the progress of the intern?  

• What processes wi l l  you put in place to consider what has worked well 

for future interns ? It is useful this is captured during the placement and 
not at the end, as recall may be less accurate. 

Co ns ider ing yo u r  select ion p rocess 

Engagement and recruitment 

How do you want to recruit people if you want to attract neurodivergent 
talent? A two-page CV may not be the answer. The qual ity of the content 
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can be influenced by  the support that person has got to write i t .  A supportive 

parent or partner may be a copywriter or be in the industry the placement 

is in .  How can you elicit the skills and motivation and interests in a way 

that isn't purely determined by whether someone can spell and format?  
Some people also have gaps in  their CV that can be difficult to  explain. After 

the tragic times of Covid- 1 9  we will see many people with 'spotty' CVs and 

start /stop placements. We may also see some who have had to take a break 
relating to challenges with their mental health. We need to ensure we don't 

make assumptions. 

Think about the skills you actually want 

For example, if  this is  an entry-level job, formal qualifications may exclude 
bright and capable candidates who have had poor experiences of education 

or lack of opportunity to show what they can do. What you really want is 

someone enthusiastic, who has new ideas and is creative. If this is the case, 

you could ask for this to be described to you in different ways, eg a portfolio 

with examples, a video or audio presentation, or a series of photos . 

One organization described how one person who had a severe stammer 
was so anxious they could not get through an interview. He was brilliant 

at DIY, and had helped his father build a brick BBQ and mend a wall .  

His  attention to detail was fantastic. He created a fi lm of  himself mending 

another wall and sent this to one company who were looking for appren

tices. They were so impressed they took him on because they could see his 

potential .  
The important point is that in  offering alternative ways of showcasing 

skills you open up the doors to more people who could have been missed 

altogether. 

Create a checklist 

• Essential qualifications required for the position that anyone needs to 
have to participate in the programme, eg someone may need to code in a 
specific computer language. 

• Are you providing alternative ways for applications such as on the phone/ 

via portfolio ? State a named contact if someone needs assistance and how 
to go about contacting them. 



A P P R E N T I C E S H I P S ,  I N T E R N S H I P S ,  WO R K  P LA C E M E N T S  A N D  H I R I N G  S C H E M ES 1 3 3 

• A 'clean' description of what the internship/placement will entail ,  how 

long, and expected outcomes for the person, eg is there potential for a job 
at the end of it? 

• Detailed information relating to the interview process, eg online, offline, 

interview panel, expectations, length of interview, when they will hear 
outcomes. 

• Information easily available on how someone can gain help if  they need 

adjustments for the interview. 

• Information about the session, for example if it is going to be virtual -
then what system will be used and could they do a test run before the day 

to check the software all works. (When you are already nervous about 

the interview having to download new software can be one step too 

many ! )  

Painting a day i n  the life of. .  

What's a day in the life o f  an intern l ike? This could b e  painted by someone 
who has a lready completed the internship. You could ask what they would 

have liked to have known at the start of their internship . Think about pro

viding a peer mentor who they can call beforehand to check on any specific 

detai ls, eg dress code, lunches, transport. You may a lso want to think about 

any cultural aspects to the organization that need to be understood or spe

cific terms or acronyms that are used that would be helpful to know 
about. 

O n board i ng - making the fi rst day a good one 

From the point that the intern or  placement has been told they have the 

place, this is the start of onboarding. There is a balance between giving too 
much information and not enough but clari ty on what will happen during 

the first couple of weeks can make a real difference to reducing anxiety. 
Providing information on expectations from the l ine manager and the 

organization itself helps. 
The person may lack confidence to ask and sometimes what seem small 

things to others may be important to that person . In some places a pre-visit 

to have a walk around to check out transport, toilets, cafe, see how people 
are dressed and just get a lay of the land can make a difference to a good first 
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day. In times of virtual working this could be  done virtual ly too ! A low
pressure first induction day with some of the ground rules can help ensure 

confidence remains for day two. There will be some things that need to get 
sorted such as reading company documentation and if this is an organiza
tion using lots of acronyms then including a glossary of terms (make sure 

this is in an accessible format), any security elements such as use of pass

words, email, internet, use of specific types of software tools. Obviously, this 
may depend on the type of work and work setting. What is always key is 
that the person knows where to go for help and how to do so. 

In the p lacement 

How will workplace adjustments be put in place for each intern in a timely 

manner? Will they have a work coach to support the person (in addition to 

the l ine manager) ? 

Introducing the person to the team and how everyone works together 
and communicates is helpful especially if this is remote working. We forget 

how much we pick up about people if we are in the same place as them. We 

see micro-gestures and movements that provide information. When you first 

start in a new place you may be reticent to ask for help. You usually look for 

clues when it seems OK to do so. Is your line manager looking so busy that 
it's hard to approach them or is it the right time because they are chatting to 

others ? The challenge if you are working from home is that you don't have 
any clues to go on and so rules of engagement and communication need to 

be more explicit for both synchronous and asynchronous communication. 

Synchronous communication is communication that happens in 'real 

time' - two or more parties are exchanging information in the same moment 

with one another. Synchronous communication can be in-person or virtual, 

scheduled or impromptu. People use different actions for different tasks 
and will have their own style. Agreeing this will reduce the potential for 
misunderstandings. 

Some examples of synchronous communication methods: 

• In-person meeting. 

• Phone cal l .  

• Video conferences (eg v ia  tools like Zoom, Teams, GoToMeeting) .  

• Synchronous learning environments such as online programmes that use 
class time for group discussion. 
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• Aski ng a peer across the desk a quick question (the value of this is often 

forgotten when you are working remotely ) .  A quick c larification can 
reduce mistakes being made resulting in a lot of effort but doing the 

wrong thing! 

• 'Water cooler' conversations - again the value of this to gaming an 

understanding of workplace politics and what are the common ways for 
social interaction will be lost completely when working remotely. This i s  

the micro-chatter and some of  the gossip. 

Asynchronous communication is any type of communication that includes a 

lag between when the party imparting the information sends the message, 

and when the party receiving the message interprets it. Asynchronous com
munication is generally not in person, and it's usually unscheduled (a lthough 

there are exceptions, such as using an emai l  marketing tool to schedule 

sending an email at a certain time) .  

Examples of asynchronous communication methods: 

• Emai l .  

• Letters or other direct mai l .  

• Project management tools .  

• Company wikis and workspaces. 

• Text messaging via mobile devices. 

• Direct messaging ( via tools l ike WhatsApp, Twitter or Facebook) .  

• Video messaging. 

It is important that we distinguish in the organization how and when each 

approach is used (or not) .  Synchronous communication demands l ive inter

action and is useful for someone bui lding rapport, for example getting to 

know the person on the work placement and exploring their support needs.  
However, it is important to determine when and how that wil l  happen and 

if i t  suits both parties. Critica l and sensitive feedback is always better given 

in real time but may be assisted with notes afterwards to clarify any key 
points and next actions. The first induction meeting has to be live either in 
person or online. 
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K E Y P O I N T S  

Apprenticesh ips, in ternships, work placements and h iring schemes 

• Some detai led p lan n ing can lead to successful l ife-changing work 

placements. 

• Consider how you open the door to ensure you are provid i ng opportu n it ies 

for al l  and have inc l usive practices in p lace that are person centred. 

• E nsure your staff have adequate train ing and feel confident in havi ng an 

open and ongoing conversation about provid ing su pport and the 'manager' 

also knows where to go if they need help. 

• Check com m u n ication preferences and u nderstandi ng of expectations. 

• Review p rogress and ask apprentices and work p lacements for feedback. 

Note 

Department for Education (2014, revised in 201 7) Supported internships 

https ://assets . publishing. service .gov. uk/ governmen t/u ploa <ls/system/ uploads/ 

attachment_data/file/620920/Supported_Internship_Gu idance_updated_with_ 

EFA_funding_advice_May_201 7 _2.pdf (archived at https://perma.cc/ 

8J58-82GU) 
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I nterviews and assess m ents 

I ntroducti o n  

Interviews and assessments can b e  entrenched in  archaic processes that were 
designed via outdated research and evidence a nd often can be kept the same 

for many years with little invigoration and specialization. Hiring managers 

often also lack the proper guidance and support, especially when it comes to 

neurodiversity and how to ensure we get the best from every individual who 

walks through the door to attend an interview. 

Before a candidate even sits in the seat to begin the interview, they have 

often already faced so many hurdles designed to eliminate them from the 

process. They are lucky if the application process has offered anything more 

than a blanket tick box statement of: 'Do you have a d isability? . . .  Do you 

require a reasonable adjustment? . . .  '. We still assume that most people know 

how to write a succinct two-page CV which describes their skil ls and how 

they apply them in the context of the job being applied for. 
As we heard from Christos Tsaprounis at Autotrader UK in Chapter 6 ,  

candidates coming through the process who may be  dyslexic or  ADHD or .  . .  

can be suspicious of oversharing at this early stage a s  they will be fearful the 
information could be used to discriminate against them, even when an 

organization has  put  every effort in place to ensure that is not  the case. 
Candidates are given very little opportunity for personalization or adap

tations for the process, or to have tools at hand to help them have a great 
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interview and a fair assessment process. As  we digitize the process more and 

more, we can be at risk of potentially perpetuating outdated and discrimina

tory processes. 

When a candidate does finally sit down, they could benefit from not hav
ing their interview in a fish bowl room with a chaotic workplace swirling 
about them. Small things can make a difference. Anxiety can make our 

mouths feel l ike the inside of a cardboard box. A glass of water to wet lips 

can be wonderful as it can not only allow a pause for thought but can allow 

you a means of cooling down too. We sometimes forget how it can make us 

feel and act when an interview room is too hot. 
In the modern world of remote interviewing, a person could be sitting in  

their small bedroom in a shared house, or  a one-room space which is  a bed
room, workspace, and d ining room/kitchen. To add to this could be an inter
net connection that belongs to the '90s. Either way we need to consider 

when designing interview processes other challenges that may be facing a 

person that are above and beyond the interview itself. 

Alongside this is the interview team. The candidate may be faced with an 

interviewer or interview panel that lacks experience or support. What may 

be even worse is  an overconfident panel who believe they have the ability to 

weed out the weak from the strong, and even in the 2 1 st century still believe 

a firm handshake and/or good eye contact makes the difference to a success

ful interview! 
If  organizations do one thing it should be to simplify the essential criteria 

they use to assess and select their talent - what really matters in the role and 

how can a candidate demonstrate this skill/knowledge? 

C A S E  S T U D Y  

The in terview from t h e  perspective of a manager wh o identifies a s  on  t h e  

a u tism spectrum 

Hunter Hanson is a business analyst at one of the leading tech innovation companies in 

the world. He also shares highly engaging video diaries on the YouTube channel 'The Life 

Autistic'. 

H i ,  I 'm H u nter. I 'm here for the interview. 

I 've been 'here' a lot. On both s ides of the table. Not at once. 

I 've been an interviewer and an interviewee many dozens of ti mes. It's not 

remarkable. But as a m i ld ly successful autistic professional, that combi nation of 
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experience affords some u n ique and helpful  perspective i nto what is often an 

int imidati n g  and nerve-wracking process - even for neurotypicals! 

As a one-ti m e  h i r ing manager and practised i nterviewer, here's my neurod ivergent 

take on the process. From the interviewing standpoint as a h i r ing manager, I 'm 

u lt imately answer ing one burn ing question :  'Who is th is person?' 

That's r ight.  Who. Are. You? 

You'd expect that question to be 'Can they do the job?' That's fair. 

But someti mes I know all my i nterviewees can do the job. Sometimes I'm looking 

for the right fit on my team. Or  the right person to grow. Or  a near-term successor. Or 

a c hal lenger. 

But I can't answer any of those without answer ing 'Who is th is person?' 

For a l iteral, autistic person, it can be jarring and surpris ing to hear and add ress 

questions that aren't really getting to 'the real q uestion'. S in ce I ' m  giving you th is 

heads-up, at least it won't be a su rprise. 

You h ave a key advantage: you know you better than I know you. 

For those 'Te l l  me about a time' questions, I'm trying to answer for myself who you 

are by how you've reflected on you r  experiences, how you respond to situations, and 

what you learn from m istakes. 

For the 'How would you '  questions, you may not have had the experience, but I ' l l  

need to know you - enough to know I can lean on and support you i n  the work you' l l  

do. Or  if it's about a specific task, fact, or h o w  someth ing works - you are a s u m  of 

you r  knowledge. If you don't know how or what, are you the type who learns how and 

what? 

That's what I 'm after as an i nterviewer. 

But I sti l l  interview for th ings here and there as wel l .  It helps to stay fresh ,  test the 

waters, make some moves. Apparently I do wel l with th is. Not desp ite my autism, 

sometimes because of it .  

I f  you' re i nterviewing for a job, a role, or a whatever, here's the one th ing you N EE D  

to get across: You. 
Yeah, I know. I hate hearing 'be yourself' too. It feels l i ke anti-advice. But when 

people see more of ' me' i n  an i nterview, then I want them to know who they're h i ri ng, 

who they feel they're really getti ng. Who wants to be wanted for someth ing they're 

not? 

On a p ractical level, I have appreciated some of my traits. When I sh are stories for 

the 'te l l  me about a ti me' questions, my precis ion,  memory, and enthusiasm can come 

through u nb rid led.  When I p repare, I 'm very good at sussing out many and too many 

possi ble scenarios to where I 'm almost over analytical ly prepared - not surpr is i ngly. 

I 've masked through enough smal l  talk to spin the conversational wheel  and buy t ime 

before art icu lat ing an answer. 
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Either way on either s ide, it's a daunting experience. I t  doesn't have to  be o n e  that 

consistently leads to defeat. 

Hunter raises some important points here and when we consider the indi

vidual in  an interview, we ask a lot of them. Sometimes it can be confusing 

and other times it can j ust be overwhelming! We need to consider the evi

dence and unfortunately, as we are about to find out, the evidence in  this 
area is a little old and potentially outdated, but sadly it's all  we have to hang 

onto . It does, however, paint a picture of a process that is still even more 
outdated than the outdated evidence. 

Who is the perfect cand idate? 

So surely the holy gra i l  we are all after is the perfect candidate. The one 

who'll save our company from the evil empire, drive sales through the roof 

and be an ambassador for all things ambassadoria l !  

The perfect candidate! 

Must have dark hair, brown eyes, handsome, good handshake, a conversa

tionalist, Intelligent with a capital I, speaks the Queen's English and rises at 
5 am every day to run a marathon before putting on their smile for the day 

ahead ! 
Really? 

No such thing. Well, there might be, but we certainly wouldn't want a 

room or team full of them! 1  

Dare we say it's just like there i s  n o  one perfect life partner. We could 

indeed find many people to share our lives with. We are sure Disney will 

have something to say about this with their Prince Charmings and pretty 
princesses ! But in real life perfection is indeed a distraction from the reality 
of what we need and what will work. There is no perfect person, just as 

there is no average person. 

It's the little idiosyncrasies and quirks that make us human and we should 
celebrate these differences whilst focusing on what we really need a person 
to deliver versus a false perception of what we need. One that has been 

drummed into us by the media, consumerism and false negatives. 
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This i s  the type of misinformation that insists boys fight with Action Men 

and think blue is cool and girls play mummy with dolls and love pink . And 
that love has to be gender specific, between a man and woman. It unfortu

nately feeds into everything we do and the way we think, including the way 

we interview and assess our candidates. 

For example, a role that requires somebody to deliver exceptional cus

tomer service, doesn't necessarily require the candidate to be a great verbal 

communicator with the ability to 'talk the hind legs off a donkey' or to hol d 
great eye contact with a smile like a Cheshire cat who's j ust stolen the 

cheese. They just need to demonstrate that they can offer exceptional 

customer service, which may manifest in many styles and variations of 

experience. 

When Theo spoke with Anne Cockayne, a researcher in autism employ

ment, she shared a story of a restaurant business she had encountered as 

part of her research. One of their restaurants needed somebody to stand 

front of house and welcome families in. Clearly, they required somebody 

personable, a social butterfly, great with eye contact and a good handshake. 

So the last person you'd expect to select is somebody who may struggle 

with direct eye contact, may be introverted, may not l ike bright lights and 

noisy environments ! Someone who is autistic would surely be a completely 

unsuitable selection; they are not going to be fantastic at customer service. 

There are loads of wild assumptions we can make about them because the 

media has done such a great job of telling us Autistic = severely mentally 
disabled. 

In fact, that's exactly the opposite of what happened. An employee 

already working at the restaurant (who is autistic ) wanted to take on 

the role. They worked in the kitchen, but had a special interest in animal 

balloon making and the manager saw an opportunity to util ize this talent 

as part of the role .  Hence the individual stood at the front entrance to the 

restaurant welcoming guests with animal balloons, much to the delight of 

children and adults al ike - brilliant customer service! 

This employee was able to focus on something they loved doing as part 
of their role and the guests received a very personal and welcoming invite 

into the restaurant. Any Mum or Dad will know how important it is to keep 

the children happy when eating out. We think most wil l admit, first and 
foremost, that they want the kids to be happy. And we're sure a few roman

tic young couples going to the restaurant would also appreciate a heart
shaped balloon. 
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So what  is important? 

It is important when assessing the skil ls we require for a role that we don't 

get caught up in things that don't matter. 

Customer service role = ability to deliver great customer service. 

The key is to be hyper-focused on the few skills required to do the job and 
assess against them. You need to give the candidate every opportunity to 

SHOW how they would do the job. 

Past performance can predict future behaviour, but too often those who 

have a range of neurodiverse skills have not been given the platform to work 

to their significant strengths and therefore carry a lot of anxiety and lack 

confidence in their abilities and what they have achieved. Even when they 

have been very successful, they may struggle to demonstrate it in a way most 

organizations will assess for it. 

You'll  also find that some people will have trouble remembering facts, 

figures and percentages, especially when they are anxious and have to 

respond in the here and now with no time to process the questions and plan 

a response. This may be despite having successful and positive experiences 

in past jobs.  This hesitancy can give the interviewers the perception the can

didate has poor memories or in fact didn't really deliver what they are shar
ing. In a heightened situation like an interview this can then impact on their 

confidence and as the interview goes on they start to make more errors or 

forget or confuse some details .  Their confidence falls through the floor. 

One person Amanda knows well prepares for days before an interview. 

He finds out more about the organization he is going to be interviewed with 

than the organization does. He has notes and more notes . The problem 

comes in the interview that he now has so much information he is worried 
about remembering it all,  or thinking about what is the best response to the 

questions asked. Any question requires him to sift mentally through all this 

data and he gets himself increasingly panicked and then he doesn't get the 

job. This then results in a spiral of increased anxiety, sleeplessness and self
medication (with alcohol and sleeping tablets ) .  This person is hugely tal

ented but in an interview process his talents would be missed completely. 

This example is not isolated and can actually impact anybody under the 
stressful false situation that is an interview. There is plenty of evidence to 

show us the poor state of the way we interview and assess, but for some 
reason we are struggling to recreate the crooked wheel .  

While researching for the book, Theo spotted an article written by 
Mathea Kangas and John Vlastelica of Recruiting Toolbox: 'Validity of 
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Interviewing and Selection Methods'.2 Now you may not immediately know 

who Recruiting Tool box are, but you may know who John Vlastelica, their 
founder, is. He is one of the most engaging and knowledgeable influencers 

who takes to the stage at major recruitment and HR conferences on the 

subject of recruitment training. 

Recruiting Toolbox has built custom interview training for startups and 

world-class brands, for thousands of hiring managers across 20+ countries. 

The article highlights the archaic nature of some of the processes, and does 

outline some hope and the fact that there are alternative options available 

to us to help bolster our interview and assessment processes. It also points 

out the need for an evidence-based approach, and that there is a science to 

interview and assessment. 

We have not included the 'Validity Coefficients' ,  which was part of the 

article, as we're in danger of sending the reader down rabbit holes. For the 

purpose of this book we want to give laser focus to the impact on those who 

are neurodiverse and how the current interview and assessment process 

might impact them. 

In their article, Kangas and Vlastelica describe some important issues 

relating to the validity of interviewing and selection methods that need to be 
considered to reduce bias. We share a large extract from the article here to 
open up the debate. 

C A S E  S T U  DY 

In terviewing a n d  selection m ethods 

We want the best person for the job to get the job. Sounds easy, r ight? But you know 

that it's not that s imple. We al l  have biases and assu m ptions about who w i l l  be best. 

The best person for the job m ight be someone without a fancy pedigree, or someone 

from a h istorically underrepresented group. They m ight not match the h i ring team's 

idea of a perfect cand idate (wh ich is one reason why the ideal target candidate p rofi le 

is a myth that needs to end). So,  what's a h i ri ng team that just wants to make the best 

decision (but is, l i ke all teams, made up of biased humans) to do? I n  order to make the 

most i nformed h i ring decisions to select the best talent, we turn to the help of science. 

WHY I S N 'T I NT U I T I O N  E N O U G H ?  

Why does science come into this? Wel l ,  we tend to  th ink  we're good at  knowing 

i ntuitively who the best candidate is. Tu rns out, we're often n ot great at pred icti ng 

on-the-job s uccess. We can be b l i nd to our  own biases, and that leads to su bopti mal 
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h i ring decisi ons. And that can lead to d iscrim i nation (and m issing out o n  good h i res), 

lower-perform i ng new h i res, and even - potentially - lawsuits .. . al l bad thi ngs.' 

When h i ring decisions are made pri mari ly based on intuition and personal 

judgement, that leaves room for a whole party of biases and cognitive d istortions. 

Scott H igh house, an ind ustrial-organizational psychologist, reviewed many stud ies on 

the effect iveness of h i ring decisions, and found that people tend to overesti mate their 

own abi l ity to make good, intuitive decisions. He cal led this the 'myth of expertise'3 

- the bel ief that experienced professionals can make subjective h i r ing decisions that 

are more effective than those gu ided by i mpersonal selection methods. Actually, resu lts 

from many studies show that more intu itive selection methods, l ike unstructured 

i nterviews, are l ess effective at inform ing good h i ring decisions than more structured, 

rigorous m ethods, l i ke work abi l ity tests. It turns out that we make better h i ring 

decisions when we trust the results of  val idated, research-supported assessment 

methods. 

WHAT ARE 'VAL I D' S E LECT ION M ETH ODS?  

So,  that prom pts a question: what does 'val idated' even mean ? H ow does a val idated 

selection method provide more useful decision-making evidence than just an 

u nstructu red i nterview? For our  answer, we've got to go back to statistics c lass - j ust 

br iefly, I p rom ise! 

To be considered good to use, a selection method needs to be both reliable and 

valid. 

• Reliability refers to whether a selection method is consistent - for instance, if five 

people are i nterviewing a cand idate us ing the same questions, wou l d  they rate 

the cand idate s imi larly? If so, that's a rel iable interview. Th ink  of a dartboard - to 

be a rel iable dart thrower, you want to hit the same spot every time. 

• Validity refers to whether a selection method actually te l ls  us anyth ing about what 

we real ly care about: future job performance. Going back to that dartboard, what 

we real ly care about is h itti ng the bu l lseye. That's our target - j ust l i ke a 

candidate's futu re job performance is the target in the h i r i ng process. 

Both rel iab i l ity and val id ity are im portant - if you were a reliable dart th rower, h itting 

the same spot every t ime, but  that spot was off to the s ide of  the board, you're sti l l  not 

going to win many games! And, if you th ink  about it, you can't have valid ity - h itti ng 

the target every t ime - without being consistent. So, leaving our  imaginary dartboard 

and head i ng back to the world of recru iti ng, this all means that a val idated selection 

method is  one that researchers have shown to consistently p rovide useful information 

about a candidate's abi l ity to perform i n  the job they've appl ied for. 
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Pretend you're i n  a team-based dart-th rowing contest that you really want to win 

- i f  you can e ither partner with an u nknown player who says they have a great i nst inct 

for throwing darts, or a world-cham pion player who consistently h its the bu l l seye 

every t ime, wh ich  person would you want on you r  team? Obviously, you'd choose the 

world-renowned player known to del iver resu lts ! (Okay, now we're putt i ng the 

dartboard metaphor away, I prom ise.) The same th ing is true i n  h i ring - if you want to 

consistently h i re world-class talent, you need to use selection methods that have been 

found to provide rel iable, usefu l  i nformation about cand idates' abi l ity to do the job. 

So what  information and encouragement can we glean from this article 

in the context of neurodiversity? 

Firstly, what is the sample that systems have been validated against? If you 
only trawl in the pond of goldfish you will never scoop up a sea bass! This 

can be a fundamental problem with some of the standardized tools as there 
is inherent bias. The words used in an interview or assessment process and 

how questions are asked can change the response, the meaning and interpre

tation. There is extensive research showing that women are less likely to 

'brag' about their skil ls than men in an interview.4 There may also be cul

tura l biases where modesty in some societies is regarded as an appropriate 

behaviour and being part of the 'greater good' .  We know far less about 

the behaviours of different neurodivergent candidates, some of whom may 
be more concerned about being honest about saying what they cannot 

do rather than selling what they can, especially if d isclosure is  being 

encouraged . 
This is unsurprisingly complicated!  We not only have to take the scientific 

evidence into consideration on the best approach to interview and assess a 

candidate. We a lso have to consider the impact that approach has on the 

individual in any given situation. 
What's the environment like, and the conditions of the interview setting? 

Are there things l ike bright lighting, or is there a lack of good i nternet con
nection that could impede communication? Have accommodations/adjust
ments been considered to make sure that the interview and assessment are 

accessible to all beforehand ? 
It's not enough to say that one assessment over another wil l  work for 

everybody if other conditions are not considered and catered for, and the 
stark reality is that often they are not. 
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We put  al l  the candidates through the same proven assessment process; 
however, some are dolphins, some are rats, whilst others are birds ! We may 

process candidates in a certain way so we can use the same marking grid 

but this will only be marking characteristics and traits in that setting and in 

reality have nothing to do with the job. 

Appropriate training and development is essential for anyone conducting 
interviews to consider whether the interview and selection method has 

val idity for the job. We recognize gender bias in terms of questions asked 

and the candidate response, and we need to consider this even more widely. 

Too often we see organizations implement competency-style interview

ing, but without good structure, poor interview questions can lack clarity 

and meaning, and don't have follow-up questions to allow more in-depth 

exploration. They can be too vague and ambiguous. 
How many times have we seen this or sadly been involved in an interview 

like this?  

• Interview only lasted 30 minutes ( normally an hour) .  

• Interview questions seemed to have no relevance to the job.  

• Candidates gave brief answers, because they could not fully understand 

the questions and didn't ask for clarification because of lack of confidence 

in doing so. 

• Candidate's skills and experience on paper didn't translate to the 

interview. 

• Candidate had a bad experience and didn't get an opportunity to share 

their full skil ls .  

• Both the interviewer and the candidate feel dejected, impacting their 

confidence and interest in being involved in interviews in the future. 

One predictor of job performance is probably a work sample test. From a 

neurodiversity perspective, it makes sense. As we discussed earlier in the 

chapter, the best way to know how well a dart-thrower can throw darts is to 
watch them throw darts; the best way to know how well a software engineer 

can write code is to ask them to complete a sample project. This works in 
jobs where you already have the skills but it can be harder to do if you are 

new to a job or apprenticeship and need to learn the skills a long the way. 
Structured interviews can be better at predicting job performance than 

unstructured interviews. Personality assessments can a lso provide useful 
information, but they aren't nearly as powerful as other tools and often have 
the problem of being developed on a neurotypical population. There is a 
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challenge also that taking grades and years of education as a metric for skills 

can exclude those whose education may have been a bit bumpy. In reality, 

combining multiple selection methods can help provide a comprehensive 

picture of candidates' abil ity to perform well in the position you're hiring for. 

There is some evidence of the chal lenges of using some assessments that 
have not been validated on a wider population, including those who are 

neurodivergent. 5 

H i r i n g  d iverse talent 

If using psychometric assessments is the norm for neurotypical people, is 

this the right thing if you actually want to attract a neurodiverse talent pool ? 
Is there a better approach? If we rely too much on one approach it wi ll  kick 

out a selection of people who may have actually been able to do the job. 

The reality is that there is little research looking at what predicts job 

performance in truly neurodiverse populations. Too often we have relied on 

the 'culture fit', or a specific grade achieved at school, college or university, 
or intuition to make hiring decisions. 

Work samples are a better way of assessing someone's capability to do a 

specific job than any of the other forms of assessment. It has what is called 

'face validity'. 

It therefore begs the question of why more organizations are not finding 

better ways to include this as part of the process. A key challenge is when 

there are a lot of applicants and a need to effectively manage this.  We then 
often resort to a standard process that may keep excluding a specific demo

graphic. 
One of the challenges we face as a neurodiverse community is that we 

are not all created equally. For example, some people with ASD can often 

outperform their peers when it comes to completing some technology tests, 

but they may struggle with group-based exercises presented in an unfamiliar 

setting. How can we make sure we offer variation and allow our assessors 
to comfortably gain the information they need to make fair decisions, but 
a lso equally allow an individual to showcase their skills in  a way that suits 

them? 
This is where often we fall down. Jen (who is ASD ) scores 911 0  on the 

test, but scores 5/1 0 on the group exercise. Kelly scores 711 0  on the test 
and 7/1 0 on the group exercise. Who gets the job?  We need to move from 
'culture fit' to 'culture add' .  
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Culture add is  a term that i s  now starting t o  b e  widely used to describe 

people who not only val ue a com pany's standards, workplace cu lture, val ues 

and pu rpose, but also bring an aspect of diversity that positively contr ibutes to 

an organ ization .6 

Whereas culture fit has received some negativity towards its u se, seei ng if 

people fit i nto the current set of boxes, which can end u p  creating ' l i ke for l i ke' 

h i res and u lt imately an organization and teams that can suffer from 

groupth i n k  and a very one-dimensional environ ment. 

So Kelly gets the job, and all of a sudden we have five Kellys who are all 

really good all-rounders and perfect for the team. They al l  get on together 
from day one and agree with each other's ideas. But are we missing that 

individual who can crack the code and look at what can be done and 

achieved from a different perspective? The team may continue to perform 
well enough, so we would never question their performance, but j ust imag

ine if we had added a Jen to the mix. 

Who would you rather have in your team - the person who will fill the 
gaps in your knowledge and expertise and offer new solutions, or the person 

who would make the same decisions as you and reinforce your viewpoint? 

John Vlastelica from Recruiting Toolbox goes some way to combat this .  

' In our interview training, we teach recruiters or decision facil itators to ask 

the hiring manager and her interviewing team these related questions: 

"What will this person ADD to our team? How will they complement the 

capabilities and insights we already have on our team, to make us better, to 

help us better reflect the diversity of our customers? '" 

Sure, it feels nice to have somebody agree with your perspective, but 

without these perspectives being challenged and put through the wash, we 

are in danger of not progressing at the speed the world now demands of us . 

It is also often harder as a manager to lead a more diverse team; however, 
the ultimate rewards are much greater. It's like an athlete who has worked 
hard on every part of their training and finely tuned each muscle in their 

body. It takes more work, but the outputs are greater. You can't have a foot
ball team with only attackers and no defenders. 

We therefore need managers and organizations who are willing to chal

lenge the status quo, and until we really look at our i nterview and assess
ment processes, very l ittle will change. This needs to start right at the 
beginning with the application process and the job descriptions themselves. 
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Work sampling o r  even work visits can provide opportunities for a more 

neurodiverse workforce to see and try out the type of setting they may end 

up in and what works best for them. This is especially useful when we con
sider entry-level roles where a traditional interview fails, either in a struc

tured or unstructured format. It creates a real-world situation where you 

can see how the person gets on in the role .  

To go  back to  the animal balloon maker, the best way to  see the impact 

they make would be to test it out in real life, al lowing them to show their 
skills and how it positively impacted on the customer, creating an amazing 

customer experience. This is often easier when this person is  already an 
employee, because you can p ut them on a trial fairly quickly and retain their 

other position if it doesn't work out. However, it  becomes a greater chal

lenge if  you're assessing skills during an interview process and the applicants 

don't currently work for you. If you are then unable to offer work samples 

or placements or direct work-related experience, it becomes necessary to 

utilize a variety of assessment touchpoints. 
Employers will need to find a balance between the need for variety and 

giving individuals every opportunity to showcase their skills without over

burdening the process and creating too many barriers to entry. 

Sometimes we end up going the other way, making it so lengthy and com

plex that only the most robust survive the process. This can end up being a 

five-stage process with three tests, a psychometric test/assessment, a nd then 

a 'meet the team', followed by a one-to-one with a manager . . .  before a n  

offer i s  even considered! 

So choose wisely. Try to consider offering a variety of options to attract 

all talent rather than throwing the lot in and not really being able to pool 

the results and draw robust conclusions. Try gaining feedback during and 

after the process and from those in your workforce. If you're open and hon
est in what you're trying to achieve, you will attract a range of neurodiverse 

candidates and others will be more likely to provide the feedback that can 

help you further enhance the process so that it can be improved for all .  
Remember to also ask what adjustments people may need so they feel 

able to show and communicate their talents. 

Assessments and ski l l  tests 

When considering organizing assessments, start by thinking whether you 
are actually testing a ski l l  that is essential and relevant to the job and does 
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not put the person with a disabil ity at a disadvantage because of  specific 
challenges they have. This is important from a legal perspective as an 

employer. 

For example, would you expect someone with dyslexia to write some

thing in 20 minutes in their actual job with no access to a grammar or spell

checker? Would they not have time to review their response before sending 

it to you? What would be the typical processes in  the job itself? Have you 
provided reasonable time for the assessment or are you actually testing 

speed over accuracy ? Some people may a lso need to have the context of why 
this is needed and how the information wil l  be used, and then can do a great 

job.  

Have you told the candidate what assessments wil l  take p lace so they 

know what adjustments to ask for ? Have you provided sufficient informa

tion? Do you k now how to make adjustments to any assessment process? 
Keep thinking about what you are testing for and this goes back to check

ing the accuracy of the job description. 

Examples of adjustments could be (but need to be determined for each 
person) :  

• placing someone in a different room away from noise from others; 

• a verbal rather than written assessment or vice versa; 

• alternative format of assessment such as avoiding the use of 'Situational 

Judgement Tests' in some situations; 

• use of IT accessibi l ity tools such as text-to-speech or speech-to-text 

software instead of expecting handwritten responses; 

• abil ity to change font, colour of on-screen work; 

• presentation of information on paper of a certain colour; 

• hardware such as a larger screen; 

• rest breaks between tasks; 

• one-to-one and not group interviews. 

Check your internal dialogue too! 

Be honest with yourself. How do you feel when someone is asking for more 
time, or a separate room, access to a grammar or spellchecker ? What is 
going on in your head?  Are you reluctant or think it's a bit of a pain to 
organize? 
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Very rarely do we mean 'take your time' when we say it; it's one of those 

strange things we have just become accustomed to saying. Very much l ike 

with reasonable adjustments, often we don't rea l ly think they are reasona

ble. The additional time needs to be built into the process and easy for the 
person to access. If someone really does need more time, help or additional 

support, we can fail them by making it difficult to request and access. Think 

about i f  it was your relative or a close friend who was asking for an adjust

ment and you knew they could do the job so well !  

T h e  future o f  assessments 

The way we assess candidates has the potential to change significantly in the 
corning years. With advances in digital technology, gamification and use of 

artificial intell igence and all  other kinds of weird, scary and wonderful tools, 

this really could be the time where we drop the old and bring in  the shiny 

and new. 

But we do need to be cognizant of the fact that if we keep designing the 

new, fashioned from the old, we are in danger of just d igitizing a system and 

process that i s  already problematic and discriminatory for many. 

We interviewed Bas van de Haterd on what the current assessment land
scape looks like and what we can consider for the future. Bas is an inde

pendent expert on modern (pre) selection tooling. He helps organizations 

select and calibrate the best selection tools. 

Bas had this to say: 'In the past years we've seen a great nwnber of new 

assessment technologies emerge that can be easily applied on a massive 

scale.  Because of enormous amounts of data and ever-increasing computa

tional power many years of academic research can now be val idated and 
refined . For example, the academic research on l inguistic ana lyses started 

after the Vietnam War, but only because of the data provided by social media 

and the technology of machine learning was a viable and working product 

able to be created.  And of course this is when the fine-tuning and improve

ments begin and it's stil l very early days for this technology. 

'Although questionnaires are usually considered the most reliable and 
scientifically val id method, they have two main flaws. First of all  they can be 

easily manipulated. The other flaw has to do with reference. For example, 
HR people who ask questions about using data to support decision making, 
will most l ikely describe themselves as very analytical. Accounting depart
ment employees might consider this so common that they would  actual ly 
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rate themselves less analytical, as  they compare themselves to their very 

analytical peers. 
'Currently, game-based assessments are the most mature of all new tech

nologies, with the greatest scientific validation .  Yet they are still in their 

adolescence.' 

Another challenge is  how the tools have been constructed and the popu

lations they have been tested on. From a neurodiverse perspective, just like 

with any single form of assessment there are some who like gamified assess

ments and those that don't. Often they are impacted, like many assessments, 

by how they are framed and presented and the opportunity to experience 
them beforehand. Clarity of how the data and information will be inter

preted and what will be assessed is often lacking. 

We dream of a day when a candidate will be able to select between a 

multitude of assessments that all provide the information and validation 

required as part of the process but in a way that suits the candidate rather 

than the budget or expertise of the company conducting the interviews. 

Maybe we will see Virtual Reality Scenarios which allow us to test compe
tencies and actually train people in the tasks as well .  

However, with every new form of assessment we need to consider if  it is 
a fit for everyone and it is unlikely to be so. The trend towards gamification 

of psychometric tests doesn't necessarily make things easier either for every

one. Between the need to both read and interpret the questions, and u nder

stand the expectations of the task, alongside managing anxiety in completing 

the 'game',  and have the digital skills to do so, some candidates can perform 

poorly in these tests but this doesn't necessarily translate directly to the 

workplace. The virtual test demands may be greater than reality. 

The key will be focusing on the key skills and empowering the individual 
to show them in  an environment that they feel comfortable in .  The future 

could be anything from building and designing Lego buildings, or creating a 

working world in Minecraft, to answering technical questions or showing 

how you can solve real-world problems. 
It's no secret that GCHQ have been known for their interest in those who 

think differently for some time, and they take a fun approach to creating 

challenges that are open to many, to not-so-secretly find the few who could 
make the cut as the next 007 agent! 7  

The Dutch mi litary are a lso looking at  actual game behaviour in games 

l ike Minecraft and League of Legends to predict potential fit for military 

jobs. There are also experiments with this technology within the social ser
vices. In the future your gaming data could be the key to your next role ! 
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But don't worry all you 'non-gamers', you could just give up a hair follicle 
as your CV instead .  Bas goes on to say: 'On the other end of the spectrum 
are DNA assessments and brain scans. Both have been in development for 

some years and, in the case of DNA, there is even a supplier offering an 

assessment based on an individual's DNA. This is all very new and we know 

so little about what specific DNA markers actually mean and how our 

brains technically work that no company would even think about using this 

technology now or in the near future. That does not mean the technology 

isn't there and the scientific progress isn't happening. Before we actually 

start using this in business I would hope clear rules are establi shed regarding 

privacy, data security, and disposal of the samples.'8 

Amanda thinks the new and exciting recruitment tools will require advance

ments in machine learning and artificial intelligence to ensure they don't 

exclude specific groups of people. During Covid-1 9  we have seen those with 

learning challenges and who are living in poverty doubly disadvantaged. 
New forms of digital assessment will of course disadvantage those who 

lack digital skills, or if  they have to record their responses this will be prob

lematic for those with indistinct speech patterns. If you need to use a key
board for entry or if  it is a reaction time test this may be chal lenging for 

someone with poor motor skills such as those with dyspraxia, for example.  

The system may be assessing some of the skil ls or attributes required 
for a job but some talents that could compensate may be being missed 

altogether such as empathy, persistence, kindness. We also know that some 

people with dyspraxia are able to learn and automate skills with adequate 

practice and training. The challenge is often when this is a novel or 

unfamiliar skil l .  

In addition, speech-to-text software can sti l l  not recognize some accents 

and would have difficulties filtering in or out words someone was saying 

with a stammer or stutter. Humans can also interpret the semantics, nuance 

and context of what has been spoken and this is yet to be achieved online. 
Hesitancy or pauses could also be misinterpreted or scored wrongly. 

The reality is that AI is based on the data you have and we need to ensure 
the samples are not biased in the first place and represent a truly neuro
diverse population. The real question is are we wanting to recruit the 

average person? If this is the case then neurodivergent people will of course 

always miss out! 
Bas finally goes on to say: 'Currently the most important a nd most 

validated modern forms of assessments are game-based assessments . By this 
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I mean games, developed in academia, that measure how you play them and 

are able to derive both cognitive qualities as well as psychometric traits . This 
can be anything from reaction speed, anticipation, being able to switch tasks 

quickly, to risk taking and persistence. Depending on the job at hand these 

traits can either matter or not. The major problem in matching currently 

isn't measuring the abilities of a person anymore, but matching them to the 

skil ls needed to perform in a job as for most jobs we have educated guesses 
at best.' 

What's the reality? 

The reality is  that there are often multiple ways to excel in  a job. We need to 

be able to have better processes for 'mapping' the different ways one can 

excel in  a job as this would greatly help to recruit neurodiverse candidates. 

A one-size dichotomous approach to hiring often excludes those with cer

tain traits that might not even matter that much, or alternatively can be 

made up with other traits they actually excel in. 
Another aspect of digital assessments that would help neurodiverse can

didates is tools that can accurately showcase the degree of talent and ability 

someone has. 

The first reason has to do with relativity. Remember Good Will Hunting? 

When Robin Williams and Stellan Skarsgard, the professor that won the 

Field's medal, were in the bar and Stellan said, 'There are maybe three or 

four people in the world that can actually see the difference between us, that 
know you are so much smarter than I am ? That's because if some people are 

so much smarter in a specific area than you are, you can't tell the difference 

between someone who is four times as good at maths and someone who is 

six times as good. Both are so far out of your capacity that you don't see the 

difference.' 
When we consider the strengths and skills of those who are neurodiverse 

and the fact they may demonstrate very spiky profiles, if  we are measuring 
all candidates on a scale of 1-10 on five cognitive skills but one candidate 
has the potential to go off the chart on two of those skills areas, the com

parison has not been a fair one and the generalist will keep winning the day. 

A second important point made is about inaccuracy in our estimation of 
our abilities. This may be over- or underestimated and can vary by gender, 
culture and experience. 

Digital assessment technology may reduce bias in some ways but may 
introduce it in  others. Digital poverty is a real thing and not all  jobs require 
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digital ski l ls .  I nclusion has to be considered at the time of design and not as 

an afterthought. Ultimately organizations need to be more open minded to 

looking at candidates' strengths rather than their defined weaknesses. 

When we consider the performance of a Formula One racing car, we 

don't say, 'Wow it uses a lot of petrol; is very expensive to repair; it doesn't 

even have a roof or a SATNav/multimedia system.' We say, 'Wow, that's 
super-lightweight, with incredible driver safety, and incredibly fast, perfectly 

built for what we need it to do.' 

Context is  everything, and if we build assessment the right way, laser 

focused on the key cognitive skills we require, then we give ourselves the 

best opportunity to build high-performing diverse teams with complemen

tary skil ls and experiences. 

H ow 'game based ' assessments are w i d e n i n g  the tal ent pool9 

Air traffic controllers 

Air traffic control agencies in Europe have been using pre-screening assess

ments for several years now. One of the most important traits of an air 
traffic controller is, unsurprisingly, resilience to stressful situations . The 

main difference between a good and a great air traffic controller is being 

able to keep track of all the planes during high levels of stress, without 

becoming distracted . These traits have successfully been tested with game

based assessments, with no correlation to levels of education . 1 0 

In the past this was of course tested during the selection process, but the 

dropout rate during training was fairly high . After implementing pre

selection testing based on only the cognitive traits that are relevant for the 

job, the dropout rates in training significantly decreased. 
Another key benefit to this approach is that air traffic control agencies 

have been able to open up their selection, not j ust to university or college 
graduates, but everybody with a high school diploma. As it turns out, you 
don't need a university degree to be an air traffic controller, but just need to 

be able to learn a detailed manual .  A high school diploma is sti l l  a prerequi
site, as some learning of theory is involved and this ski l ls marker has proven 
successful at a high conversion rate. This has opened up the job for many 

more people, who may not have gone onto further education, but do have 
the qualities to be good at the job. 1 1  
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Finally, Adam Grant, an award-winning occupational psychologist, in  his 

latest book Think Again talks about the need to rethink the way we do 

things . 1 2  He a lso describes many of us as 'cognitively lazy' in the way we 

often favour continuing to do what we feel comfortable doing. One thing 

that struck a chord in  his words was that in  order for us to rethink the world 

we live in and how we recruit in the future we need to admit our failures 

and then truly reimagine our tools to truly recruit neurodiverse talent in the 

2 1 st century. 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

I n terviews a n d  assessments 

• E nsure there is detai led i nformation beforehand for the cand idate about 

the sett ing and the interview process inc lud i ng t ime, p lace and length. 

• I f  using activities/tests/group interactions describe what these wi l l  be. 

• E nsure that if they ask for adjustments you know what you can offer. 

• Train the i nterview panel in how to consider what thei r biases may be and 

to reduce u nconscious bias. 

• Consider tools you use and if they are selecting out talents rather than 

recru iting a neurodiverse team. 
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M aking workp l ace adjustments 

I ntroduct ion 

In  order to make adjustments we need to  think about why we need to  do so 

and consider the context, such as the specific job or tasks needing to be 

undertaken. We also need to consider the differences between equity and 

equality. 
Why do we want to know about the difference between equality and 

equity? It is important to consider what we want. Is  it doing the same thing 

for everyone or supporting each person according to need ?  

What i s  equality? 
Equal ity is about ensuring that every individual has an equal opportun ity to 

make the most of their  l ives and talents. It is also the bel ief that no one should 

have poorer l i fe chances because of the way they were born,  where they come 

from, what they bel ieve, or  whether they have a d isab i l i ty. Equal ity recognizes 

that h istorically certain groups of people with protected characteristics such as 

race, d isabi l ity, sex and sexual orientation have experienced d i scri mination.1 

What is equity? 
Equ ity is about giving people what they need, in order to make th ings fair.2 
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In this chapter we will explore workplace adjustments, with some good 

examples of what type of adjustments can be made. The reality is that every 

single person may have slightly different needs, and this may be dependent 

on the work setting they are in, but broadly, often adj ustments can benefit 

the many, not j ust the few. 

For example, designing something for someone with only one arm may 

seem like it's not something you'll be asked for very often. But let's consider 

the wider impact of an adjustment for somebody with one arm to a piece of 

technology or to an events space or workspace. It could also benefit a parent 

who's holding their baby in one arm - why should they be excluded from 
attending events and using tech ? It can also benefit the many people who 

only have limited use of an arm, due to a stroke or cerebral palsy for exam

ple, or due to a short- to medium-term injury l ike a fracture or a tennis 

elbow. 

If when considering requests that seem in the extreme we could broaden 
our thinking to how it can have a wider positive impact, then the adapta

tions stop becoming a challenge and become an opportunity for innovation 

and inclusion !  

We' l l  a lso share with you examples o f  adjustments, s o  if  nothing else you 

can prepare yourselves for the type of adjustments that you could put in  

place. Theo was approached at a Manchester TRU UnConference ( recruit

ment conference) in the UK and was asked by a head of recruitment of a 

leading UK tech company: 'A candidate has asked if their Mum can join the 

telephone interview for support as they have disclosed they are autistic. 

What's your advice on how I should approach it? '  
Which was brilliant! Brilliant because this head of recruitment was 

thrown by the request as it was unusual, but wanted to do the right thing 

and approach i t  in  the right way. So the advice that was given to him was 
that this is a perfectly reasonable request: 

• the candidate is autistic, has disclosed this and is seeking support; 

• this could be their first interview; 

• interviews are not normal situations, so there is often heightened anxiety 

involved; 

• their mum may help them interpret some of the questions and inform the 
interviewer to rephrase them, but most of all  she is there as a support 
mechanism to help get the most out of the situation. 
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Ultimately what do we want from any interview process? An opportunity 

for a candidate to demonstrate their skills and abil ities so that the inter

viewer can assess whether they fit the needs of the organization and the job. 
That's recruitment 1 0 1  ! 

The feedback after the interview from the head of recruitment was that 

the telephone interview went well and they were glad they approached it 

with an open mind. 

Some adjustments may seem unusual or scary, but we need to try and 

think of it from the candidate's perspective rather than j ust from our own. 

It's often too easy to see requests or adjustments as a pain in the process . 

So we will a lso give you some further information in this chapter on who 

actually determines if it is 'reasonable' and whose responsibil ity it is for 
making the adjustments. Of course we'll also give you some hints and tips 
on how to get started . 

What are workplace adjustme nts? 

Awareness of putting in  workplace adjustments (often described as 'reason

able adjustments ' )  is variable and may be seen by some as a privilege and 

not a necessity or a right. For some, an adjustment is the means to working 
or not. Someone who is visually impaired who doesn't have accessibility 

tools such as a screen reader cannot access information online for example.  

A person with coordination challenges can't take notes in a meeting if  their 

handwriting is i l legible to them and others. Neither person may be lacking 

the competency to do a job but will need adjustments in order to do it. 

Delay can have an impact. Many people needing workplace adjustments can 

face long waits for these to be put in place, and this can significantly damage 

their own and corporate productivity. It can a lso impact on the person's 

confidence. 
Disclosing a disabil ity is an individual decision, and there is  no obligation 

on anybody to do so. Not everyone has obvious ( to others) challenges and 

these may also vary from setting to setting. Legislation in the UK is in place 
under the Equality Act 20 1 0  to assist and protect a person with a disability 
in employment or seeking work, but in many cases the protection and assis
tance that legislation offers is dependent on the individual disclosing their 
disabil ity.3 

There are many reasons why disclosing a disability to a potential employer 
is a positive action that will empower, protect and assist the person in the 
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workplace. However, for some, past experiences of doing so may not have 

gone so well and resulted in negative comments or changes in attitudes by 

others. 

A 'reasonable adjustment' is a change to remove or reduce the effect of 

an employee's disability so they can do their job. In the UK this is embedded 

in  the Equality Act 20 1 0, where legislation exists to help and protect those 

who choose to disclose. Under the Act an employer has a legal duty to make 
'reasonable adj ustments' for both job applicants and current employees 

who disclose a disability. 

Reasonable adjustments may relate to working arrangements or any 
physical aspect of the workplace. In  the Equality Act they are described as 

'provisions, criteria and practices', 'physical features' and 'provision of 

auxiliary aids' .  

Examples of adjustments are: 

• A change in working patterns - for example delegating some duties to 

another employee or allowing that person to be absent during working 

hours to attend treatment or rehabilitation. Another example of this may 

be providing flexible start and finish times for someone who is very 

anxious travelling at peak times on public transport. 

• Having extra equipment to enable the employee to carry out duties, such 

as the use of specialist computer software. An example of this is providing 

someone with handwriting difficulties with speech-to-text software or an 

audio recorder to record their ideas or take down information in  a 

meeting. 

• Physical changes to the working area in order for a person to access and 

carry out their work easily and safely, such as providing a ramp or 
increased space to work. Another example could be provid ing a person 

with dyspraxia or cerebral palsy with a specific chair or a desk that can 

have the height altered so they can sit or stand in a stable position . 

• Adaptation to processes may need to be undertaken. An example of this 

could be a candidate with spelling difficulties ( this could be related to 
dyslexia) applying for a job and the potential employer requiring them to 
do a written task as a part of the interview process . This person could 

have an adjustment made to use a spellchecker and also be given more 
time to complete the task.  

In  the workplace one great change that has benefited most of us has to be 

the introduction of the computer. Okay, technically this  is not an adjustment 
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but more of a complete technological transformation but it provides huge 

opportunities for adjustment to an individual's needs. Through the pan
demic of Covid-1 9 , technologies have been used in different ways because of 

immediate needs ( for example flipped workplaces and virtual meetings) and 

then translated on a mass scale. We can only wonder how many people have 
benefited from having access to a computer to complete their work, but on 

the other hand there are challenges for those without this .  We have seen the 

changing work setting and how this has improved working practices for 

many by allowing them to work from home and construct the environment 
that works for them. Access to assistive technology in different formats, 

such as text-to-speech software ( hearing what is written),  speech-to-text 
software ( recording your thoughts and ideas) and organizational tools, has 

had a huge impact for many people. It's amazing to think of the time when 

we didn't communicate via text or emai l or even have video conferencing in 

the way that has become mainstream for many of us in work. 

We don't want to trivialize in any way what 'reasonable adjustments' are 

and what they mean to someone in gaining and sustaining a job. Clearly for 

some it is the difference between them being able to access the building or 
not, or completing a task, or participating in a conversation with others. 

That's why it is so important in the way we design our systems, processes 

and environments with inclusivity in mind . 

We can see j ust how quickly change can be implemented when we want 

to. Imagine the technological advances to come that we've never dreamed of 

and how they will transform where we work, how we work and why we 
work. 

Who determines it is reasonable? 

This is a big question. Various factors influence whether a particular adj ust

ment is considered reasonable. The test of what is reasonable is ultimately 

an objective one and not simply a matter of what you may personally think 
is reasonable . 

When deciding whether an adjustment is reasonable you can consider: 

• how effective the change will be in  avoiding the disadvantage a disabled 

worker would otherwise experience; 

• the practicality of implementing it; 

• the cost; 
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• your organization's resources and size; for example, if you are a small 
organization the change to a building or implementation of some 

adjustments may not be possible; 

• the availability of financial support. 

Remem ber always that the overal l  aim should be, as far as possi ble, to remove 

or reduce any d isadvantage faced by a d isabled worker. 

Whose responsibility is it to make the adjustments ?  

I t  is  the responsibi l ity o f  the employers. However, i n  the UK, there i s  a gov

ernment scheme called Access to Work that can help with extra costs which 
would not be reasonable for an employer or prospective employer to pay. 

The level of support can be dependent on the size of the organization. 

Support is based on the needs of each individual. The grant may include in 

some cases help to cover the costs of travel to and from work or practical 

support in the workplace. It can include interpreters, equipment or software, 

a support worker and even include disability awareness training for col

leagues. A person may be able to get advice and support from Access to 

Work if they are:4 

• in a paid job; 

• unemployed and about to start a job; 

• unemployed and about to start a Work Trial; 

• self-employed; 

• AND if their disabil ity or health condition stops them from being able to 

do parts of their job. 

Getting started 

Start with the view that support tools don't have to be complex or expensive 

and often a positive can-do attitude is  a big part of successful implementa

tion. An adjustment could be extra time given for a test or exam, so that the 

person can read at their usual pace, which may be slower than the average 
reader. It could be about adjustments to the ways you and colleagues agree 
to communicate or about times and places where you work.  
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For example, Theo finds being provided with the questions to a 

competency-based i nterview beforehand allows him to have greater focus 

on expressing the answers so that his brain can have time to consider 

the questions. It's a small adjustment that could have a huge impact on the 

success of the candidate in showing the talent they have. 

Another adjustment in an interview setting could be allowing a person to 

be given the opportunity to follow up their interview with a short written 

statement to cover any points that may have lacked clarity. This can ensure 

the candidate has a fair opportunity to show their skills and capabilities .  

Reflection after the event can be really useful for some people but is  not 

often a llowed. 

The above are two examples used at NICE (National Institute for 

Health and Care Excellence), a UK organization, that are focused around 

the individual at the point of need .5 Having an open approach to providing 
support and making this easily available can mean a huge amount to some

one wanting to apply to an organization. 

Words are important 

Be mindful when it  comes to your words. A string of some that don't mean 

much to you, may stick with someone else for a lifetime. 6 

RACHEL WoLCHIN 

The words you use and how you demonstrate as an organization that 

you provide support are very important. It's all good and well offering a 

statement at the beginning of the process saying 'We are happy to offer rea

sonable adjustments' versus making sure that at each stage you explain how 

your organization is one that is open to adapting this part of the process to 

meet individual needs. 

It's amazing how quickly candidates and employees respond to the latter 
approach of a positive message. Do remember that most requests are rea
sonable and not costly and can help both the candidate and the hiring man
agers have a better overall experience. 

Adjustments are not about specific conditions and sometimes this is 

where mistakes are made. There can be a fixed view that dyslexic people 

need X and dyspraxic people need Y, and while there may be some common 
ground to consider as a starting point for a conversation, each person wil l  
b e  different and dependent o n  the tasks being asked o f  them. Importantly, 
adjustments will need to be reviewed if changes to tasks happen or the work 
setting changes ( see Figure 1 0 . 1 ) .  
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F I G U R E  1 0 . 1  Aspects to consider for best outcomes 

Task 

I ndividua l  E nvironment 

SOURCE Kirby, 2 0 2 1 ,  www.doitprofi ler.com 

Tak i ng a perso n-centred approach 

What do we mean by 'person-centred'? 

'Person-centred' is an outlook or philosophy that (as you might have 

guessed)  puts the person at the centre of al l  plans, discussions and interven

tions. This is in contrast to a traditional model where the focus is on a 

disease or health condition. 

A biopsychosocial approach 

A person-centred approach is often seen as a biopsychosocial one, taking 
into account all aspects of a person - their body ( bio- ) ,  mind {psycho-) and 

their environment ( social ) and the ways these interact - and considering 

how best to support the learner ( see Figure 1 0 .2) .  
The biopsychosocial model states that 'health' and 'wellbeing' depend not 

only on the biology of illness but on the whole person ( body and mind) and 

their social environment ( family, friends, socioeconomic background, etc ) .  
To ensure good hea lth, you need to look at  the whole person and  their 
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F I G U R E  1 0 . 2  Biopsychosocial model 
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environment. It a ligns to the World Health Organization's International 

Classification of Functioning of Disabil ity and Health approach ( ICF) .7 

For example, one person's cognitive profile might cause them to struggle 

with maths. They may therefore think themselves 'stupid' and have low 

mood, which affects their work and social life. To improve the wellbeing 
of this person, their underlying poor maths skills and maths anxiety need to 
be considered . Simply treating the anxiety alone would not necessarily be 

effective. 

Some adjustments to get started 

This chapter provides guidance that is not related to one condition or 
another but is about i ndividual people and finding solutions and strategies 
that can allow them to participate and appropriately support each person . It  

would be lengthy to l ist  every adjustment that can possibly be given because 
the environment and job that someone is doing can determine the specific 
adjustment. For example, a dental nurse and a bus driver do different tasks 

every day, but we want to just show you some more common approaches as 
a starting point. However, the best adjustments are those that are considered 
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in the context of the individual, the tasks they are doing and the environ

ment they are working in, and are also reviewed on a regular basis .  

Think about different aspects of support and where and when they may 
need to be provided. The ideal process is to make anticipatory adjustments 
so that there are inclusive processes already in place. This means the need 

for specific adjustments is lessened and someone doesn't have to d isclose a 

challenge unless they feel comfortable doing so. 

Starting in a new work setting 

A good induction meeting provides the opportunity to check if there are 
any specific adjustments that need to be put into place. Remember you 

don't have to be an expert in everyone's medical conditions (you are not a 
doctor - unless you are one ! ) :  

• Ask the person i f  they have any specific challenges o r  support needs that 

need to be addressed . 

• Discuss if they wish to tell anyone else and how they wish this to be 

done. 

• Discuss what has helped in other settings or workplaces. 

• Describe the potential work setting as much as possible.  Unpack the job 

description, and be as explicit as possible. You may want to use timeframes 

such as in the first month it is expected you will do X, especially if there 
is on-job training. 

• If there are 'rules' in the workplace then describe these, such as dress code 

( includi ng 'dress down' days and what this means to your organization) .  
Provide specific expectations such as  what people do at  break/lunchtimes. 

• If  there is a ' language of the workplace' provide specific terms, phrases or 

acronyms that are used in the organization (a glossary of terms could be 

put on the intranet for everyone to access ) .  

• Ensure the person knows who to speak to i f  there are specific challenges. 

• Set up regular and short review meetings so if challenges are arising, they 
can be quickly addressed . 

Generic pr inc i p les 

A long l ist of strategies can seem unwieldy, but these are being provided to 
help as a starter for ideas, as small changes that a re specific to the person can 
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have a b ig  impact. Every organization and work setting is different and so 
this is not an exhaustive list of adjustments. 

It is sometimes useful to take a 'whole day' approach to making adjust
ments so that all aspects are considered. This could extend to a whole week 

if the person works from home some days, or has meetings out of the office 

or i n  a specific work setting on others, as different strategies may need to be 

considered across the week.  

Arriving at work 

• Information for all employees about travel options to and from work 

may be impossible to provide but any help to know where to come or 

what public transport is around may be helpful for all new employees. 

Some larger organizations set up carpools to share car journeys together 

and information relating to this is useful too . 

• Some people may be very concerned about where they may park each 

day, which can result in increased anxiety, and it may be reasonable to 
provide a parking space for some people. There have been employment 

tribunal cases in the UK where this has not been provided despite a 

person having a specific health need. It is always worth remembering that 

if  a policy is put in place and staff don't know about it, then this cannot 

be used as an excuse for failing to make the adjustment ( if it is  deemed as 

reasonable) .  

The work environment 

This includes the type of job being undertaken, the skills required, and the 

task complexity. This may change the support required. A list of common 

approaches relating to conditions can be a starting point, but it is a crude 

way of supporting each person because of the above variables. We need to 

move away from the 'dyslexics need X' approach to understanding each 
person. 

Different environment means different adjustments 

Different environmental settings mean different adj ustments may need to 

be considered.  It is very different working in an open plan office setting 
or working at home or being on the move. Static settings mean the 
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environment can be controlled whereas dynamic changing settings require 

greater adaptation. 

For example, three people may all be dyslexic but may need different 

strategies. One person delivers parcels and needs to record actions on a 

tablet or phone or by hand, another is a fire officer and needs to read signs 

and documentation on the go and at speed, and a third person works in an 

office from the same desk using a computer with spellcheckers and grammar 
checkers available to them all the time. 

The following strategies are not exhaustive but provide some ideas of the 

chal lenges some people may have and some suggestions to help. 

Office working 

If working in an office environment, consider the following: 

• Hot desking. Some people need to have a consistent space to work in so 
that the layout of their work area and their possessions are always in the 

same place. One person told Amanda how having a desk drawer with key 

items such as their pens and paper (and including an emergency bar of 
chocolate) was important to them. Being in the same place also may 

reduce anxiety for some people due to working next to the same person 
rather than having to engage with different people every day. 

• Movements of others around you. Busy traffic can be very distracting for 

some people, ie if you are placed near the toilet or by the 'water cooler' .  
Sitting away from the 'flow of traffic' can help some people, such as being 

placed at the end of a row of desks or facing away from other people, or 

working in a booth or with the use of desk dividers. 

• Smells. Some people have heightened responses to specific senses . This 

can be related for example to food smells, or someone's perfume or 
aftershave. Amanda real ly hates the smell of boiled eggs, so someone 
eating egg sandwiches next to her would be a really unpleasant experience 

for her. Discussing this in general with teams can help people become 

more aware . 

• Sounds. Noises in an office such as voices or background music playing 
can make it much harder to focus on work or to be able to listen to 

someone else. It may be helpful to be able to move to a quiet area for 

one-to-ones, wear noise-cancelling headphones, or work from home on 
specific tasks where possible. 
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Home working 

One thing that has happened in response to the Covid-1 9  pandemic has 

been the flip to home working for many people across the globe. This can 

provide advantages for some people, especially those for whom external 

noise is di stracting and the need for movement can aid productivity. 

However, for some, virtual meetings and online communication can result in 
misunderstanding. 

Long emails for some may mean a way of getting their ideas out and the 

crucial information may be at the end of the email .  However, the person 

receiving it may not recognize what was a key action in the email unless it 

has clearly been highlighted. 

Virtual meetings set up a whole new level of interpretation. Turning off 
cameras in a meeting may be wrongly seen as someone disengaging from the 
meeting but for some it may be a means of being able to focus their thoughts 

and not be distracted by a bank of faces ( including their own) .  A discussion 

about preferences helps everyone to see that there are choices and there are 

not misinterpretations. 

For some people, also having information about expectations of specific 
meetings prior to the event where possible can be of help, along with an 

agenda and timings . If you are working from home and you know this is  a 

camera-on meeting it also means you can be conscious of how you and your 
surroundings look. 

Universal design principles 

Universal design principles can reduce the need to make specific adjustments 

as they are available if you want to ask or if you don't. Every organization 
has their own jargon and acronyms. Provide an in-house glossary of terms 

on your intranet as this can help everyone. 

Thinking about accessibility in all that you do 

This is useful for anyone you want to engage with. Below are some 

examples for considering usability and readability of websites or written 
materials: 

• Check the readability of the main content before you release information, 
for example: 
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- use the readability features built into MS Office ( see the Help section); 

- use an online site, eg www.readable. io/text (archived at 

https://perma.cc/JA69-F5WS);8 

- simplify the text content where possible, eg using www.rewordify.com;9 

- avoid ital ics, all-caps and fully justified text; 

- use plain, jargon-free English and avoid unnecessary and undefined 

abbreviations; 

- preferably use sentences shorter than 25 words. 

• Font/background contrast colours when designing content: 

- use colour with care and try to provide several options; 

- high contrast, eg black and bright yellow, are favoured for visually 
impaired people but are a poor choice for people with dyslexia; 

- an off-white (eg pastel-coloured) background with dark text is  best 

for someone with dyslexia.  

• Keyboard, mouse and touch-screen use: 

- any and all of these may be difficult for people with low computer 

l iteracy, motor and/or coordination difficulties, etc; 

- where possible, ensure you can move around the website using both 

mouse and keyboard - note there are standard guidelines online, so 

that everyone uses the same key combinations for similar tasks. 

• Colour and information: 

- ensure colour is  not the only way of conveying information, 

especially on graphs and charts - up to 8 per cent of men have some 
form of colour blindness, with red-green colour blindness being most 

common; 

- check colour combinations using a colour-blind simulator, eg 

www.color-blindness .com/cobl is-color-bl indness-simulator (archived 

at https://perma.cc/B3VH-S2NF) . 1 0 

• Font type and size: 

- ideally, incorporate an accessibi l ity toolbar that allows the user to 

change fonts; 

- otherwise, use a clear, easy-to-read, sans-serif font, eg Arial ,  Verdana, 

Calibri; 

- use a 'normal ' font size as standard ( 1 2  pt or larger); 
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- check that you can increase the font size by up to 200 per cent in  the 

browser without losing information. 

• Screen readers: 

- make sure your text can all be accessed easily by screen readers/ 

text-to-speech software - this is important for dyslexic and visually 

impaired users; 

- do not use images to present text boxes or quotes, as these will not 

be read; 

ensure all images and videos have appropriate 'alt text' and 
descri prions; 

- when considering your alt text tags: 

- always try to use the shortest amount of text possible to convey 

the appropriate level of information for the context; 

- think about whether or not the image needs alt-text; most of the 

time you do, but don't force your users to listen to unnecessary 

descriptions; 

- avoid using punctuation - ! ! !  announces as 'exclamation point 

exclamation point exclamation point'; 

- avoid using abbreviations unless they are known to the person 

accessing the information; 

- avoid using articles like the, an, a, 'one of', etc. 

• Links: 

- avoid using 'click here' for links; 

- all l inks should make contextual sense when viewed on their own.  

• Accessibility plug-ins: 

- plug-ins such as ReciteMe and Browse Aloud allow the user to 

change font, colour, text size and to translate. This allows the user to 
make their own personal choices to suit their needs . 1 1  

• Use people who practise what they preach: 

- before you take on someone to 'redesign' your site to make it more 

accessible, check that their website follows the simple guidelines 
listed above. 

Keep thinking about the readability of the materials you provide, especially 

if the content is being used widely internally or is customer-facing .  
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You can check readabil ity level of content using a readability index which 

al lows you to know the average reading age required for the content. This 
can be done automatically in Microsoft Word, for example.  Think also 

about offering alternative formats so it can be read aloud as wel l .  Images 

can aid understanding but ensure they have 'alt tags' with a description of 

the content so a screen reader can tell someone what the image is. 

Getting it right from the start 

Getting support in place in a timely manner can make a real difference to 
someone feeling engaged in a new job and being productive. Confidence, 

once lost, takes longer to regain. 

S O M E  T I P S  

Regular short meetings to  check in with a new employee can  mean that 

feedback is provided promptly, and any small adaptations can be put in 

place . It can be harder for some people to recognize if they are doing OK if 

they have no previous benchmark. The person may be reticent to ask for 

guidance as they may have had poor past experiences or lack confidence in  
doing so. 

Do be expl icit about what is expected. Consider the type of tasks that 

need to be undertaken and a lso the environment where they are taking 

place. Does information need to be given in a quieter setting to limit back

ground noise? Is  flexible working more appropriate for some tasks and on 

some days? Are you expecting the employee to come to specific meetings on 
a regular basis?  Discuss if changes are required too so the person can adapt 

to these. 

Demonstrate where possible new or less familiar tasks and provide the 

steps required to achieve them if necessary. Allow sufficient time for some

one to embed a new skil l .  Remember that none of us learned to drive in five 

minutes and some of us needed more lessons and more practice. If  it is  a 
complex task with multiple steps, consider if appropriate video or photo
graphic information can support training. Provide instructions for the 
person ( in  the agreed format) and highlight specifically something that is 

important, eg if changing the order of actions has health a nd safety implica

tions such as a carer using a bath hoist. 
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Supporting someone with organizational challenges 

Starting at a new job means understanding the pace of work and what 

others' expectations are. For some people, executive functioning skills 

(which include planning, organization and time management) may be prob

lematic. If  you are someone that can prioritize and self-organize it can be 

hard to see why it is so difficult for others . Some people use the analogy that 
being someone with ADHD can feel l ike having all the files ( ie the know

ledge and skills) without being given the filing cabinet! 

S O M E  T I PS 

Having some support in organizing workflow can make a big difference at 

the start of a new job or piece of work. Often what seem small adjustments 

have a huge impact, such as checking if  the person understands the work 

diary systems. In the UK there is coaching support available in some jobs 

and if this is put in p lace early it can have a profound impact on that person 
doing their job successfully. 

Other strategies include putting task l ists in place with reminders and 

alarms as prompts for work deadlines. Some people find the use of colour 

codi ng for folders for different projects can be helpful to organize paper

work. Most of us have optimum times in the day to focus on more complex 

tasks. Recognizing how to pace and complete low-interest/high-boredom 

tasks across a day can increase productivity. 

Supporting someone with social, language and communication 

challenges 

Start by making an agreed time and place that is quiet without people and 

noise distractions to discuss key information. 

S O M E  T I P S  

• Sit alongside the person rather than opposite where possible. 

• Look at the person and not your phone ! 

• Don't be d istracted by doing other things at the same time. 

• Start by asking the person about the support they require. Use I and We 

rather than You to reduce feelings of anxiety and allow the person to feel 
supported, eg 'How can "we"  work together to provide support? '  
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• Slow your speech down to the pace of the person. 

• Provide sufficient time for response. 

• If someone seems not to understand your question or request, try asking 

it in another way - don't just repeat the question again.  If they didn't 
understand the first time, repeti tion of the same thing several times will 

not help a great deal . 

• Allow the person enough time to process the information and think of a 

response and don't j ump in too soon. 

• If you don't understand what the person has said to you then ask in a 

non-judgemental way for it to be repeated . 

• Reframe what the person says to you to show you are hearing what has 

been said. 

• Avoid jargon, abbreviations, metaphors: 'We run a tight shi p here', 'Don't 

be lippy' .  

• Avoid using double statements: 'You weren't coming to the gym, were 

you . . . ? '  

Discuss steps a n d  actions s o  a work plan can b e  created. Check their 
preferred communication style for information flow. D ifferent people have 

different communication styles. Some people need to have a chat between 

tasks they are doing, and others find 'small talk' really d ifficult. Some people 

are at ease meeting new people and know intuitively when to start, extend 

or end a conversation. This may not be easy for some people who need a bit 

longer to process what i s  being said or are not readily picking up the cues 

that it is  time to stop talking. Try to allow the person time after the meeting 

so they can consider and process what has been said .  
Recognizing your own style of  communication also helps you to  be  more 

patient if someone interrupts you. Strategies such as writing down what you 

want to say while the other person is talk ing seem so si mple but can allow 

the person to maintain focus on what is being said while not worrying about 
remembering their points they want to say. 

Discuss the different types of communication settings as strategies may 

vary for each, eg face to face; online and via email ;  group meetings; and one 
to ones. 

Expla in  the 'rules' of each setting, what is expected and be explicit, 

i ncluding ones that are less obvious such as team meetings, social activities 
and meeting with l ine managers. 
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• Phone calls. These can be challenging if you need to remember information, 

follow oral instructions, and especially if someone is speaking too fast 

or not clearly, or there is background noise. Some people, for example in 

a call centre, may have to manage dual tasking such as l istening, seeking 

out information online and writing down information accurately. 

• Face-to-face meetings. Think about the setting and the other person's 
pace of conversation. 

Supporting someone with numeracy challenges 

Seeing a list of numbers or an Excel sheet can for some people result i n  real 

feelings of anxiety. Dyscalculia or nwnber difficulties may be something 
that someone has not discussed with others. Small changes can make a big 

difference. 

SOM E TI PS 

• If  there is maths content to interpret try to make the message or task 

clear. 

• Provide, where possible, additional visual representations of numbers to 

reinforce concepts such as use of bar graphs or pie charts. 

• Show how to set up speed diall ing if remembering specific sequences of 

numbers i s  harder for the person. 

• Consider providing a method of using alternative passwords and codes 

not requiring numbers if this is harder for someone to recal l .  

• Show how to set up templated expense forms . 

• Encourage the use of timers and set alarms to know when a task needs to 

be completed if time concepts are harder for some. 

• If  the person is needing specific formulae, then create a table with common 

conversion formulae in the workspace available. 

Supporting some people with coordination challenges 

Some people with dyspraxia and other coordination challenges may find 
writing down information or doing specific tasks needing good fine motor 

skil ls, balance or movement harder to do or may take a little longer to learn 
to be confident and competent. 
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• Try to demonstrate new skills sitting beside the person, not opposite 

them. 

• When teaching a new skill, SHOW what is expected rather than assume 

skills .  Allow the person to practise skills slowly to start with for accuracy 

before speeding up. 

• Encourage the person to say their strategies aloud as this can help to 

reinforce the steps in a task. 

• Handwriting is often more challenging for some people with dyspraxia/ 

developmental coordination disorder. Encourage practice of typing skills 

if this is slow or there are inaccuracies. Consider templated reports and 

forms to minimize the need for handwriting. 

• Where possible, use of speech-to-text software can be very helpful but 

may need to be practised . 

• Video a series of tasks or provide photos to help with remembering a 

sequence of movements - especially important if there are health and 

safety implications. 

• You may also need to consider a workplace assessment for modifications 

to seating, desk height and computer screens . 

Supporting people with literacy-related challenges 

Some people with dyslexia or literacy challenges may have difficulties 

with reading, spelling or writing. This may mean writing reports, reading 
documents or raking notes down can all be harder. 

S O M E  T I P S  

• Provide a template for reports or  forms if a standard approach is to  be 
taken . 

• Consider the use of software that allows for text to be read aloud. 

• Dictation software ( speech-to-text software) can help if  writing is 
difficult. 

• Grammar checking software can spot errors and offer correct responses. 
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• Spellcheckers are in  most word processing programs but  setting up 

autocorrect for specific work-related terms being used a l l  the time can be 

helpful .  

• There are some specialist spell ing programs for helping in  some sectors 

such as for medicine to help with medical terms. 

IT support strategies 

There is a growing range of apps and software that can make a real differ

ence to people's everyday functioning, many of which are now being built 

into software programs as standard: 

• To-do list remi nders/schedul ing apps can help with reminders and alarms 

for deadline setting and meetings (eg Todoist) or built i nto Outlook or 

Google Calendar. 1 2  

• Text-to-speech software (on Macs and PCs, Adobe) .  

• Speech-to-text software (eg Apple, Dragon Dictate, Siri, Alexa, Google 

dictate ) .  

• 'Blockers' can  be  used to  eliminate distractions from social media/smart 

phones when wanting to complete specific tasks. This stops someone 

from going on other sites for set time periods. 

• White noise/ambient noise apps can be helpful to block out other noises 

(eg Focus@wil l )  or the person may use music that they find helps them to 
focus. Some people love classical music and others rock; i t  will be personal 

to that individual .  1 3  

• Note-taking apps (can be as simple as  'Notes' on a phone) .  

• Microsoft has a lot of inbuilt accessibil ity features including Immersive 

Reader. 

Spellchecker and proofing software e .g such as Ghotit and Grammarly can 

highlight errors and suggest where corrections can be made . 1 4• 1 5  
Rewordify16 and other programs built into software, such as Microsoft 

Office Immersive Reader, 1 7  have a range of accessibil ity features built in, 

such as tools that can simpl ify the words and sentences. 
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H elen Needha m, Founder of Me. Decoded a n d  Neurodivers ity Lead, Capco 

Helen Needham is a management consultant at Capco, a global management and 

technology consultancy. She powerfu l ly describes how it felt  gain i ng a diagnosis of 

autism in ad ulthood and what th is has meant to her from a personal and work 

perspective. She also describes the i m pact that the comm itment from her organization 

has on beco m i ng neuroinc lusive: 

'At fi rst I felt neither happy nor sad when I was diagnosed as autistic in  my forties: 

it was a fact. My son had been d iagnosed as autistic three years ear l ier  and I had been 

strugg l ing  at work for years, question ing what was wrong with me. I was managing 

teams of fou r  to six people and my feedback each year was that I needed to work on 

my people ski l ls ,  but  nothing I tried seemed to work. Most of  my peers had been 

promoted past me, and I was batt l ing with increasing anxiety. I was t ired of struggl ing 

and feel ing l i ke an outsider. Someth ing needed to change, but I wasn't sure what that 

change was. 

'A few days after my d iagnosis came a feel ing of rel ief. There wasn't someth ing 

wrong with me, my brai n was wired differently. I was d i fferent and I needed a d i fferent 

way of working. I knew from my son the d ifference that the right u n derstand i ng and 

strategies could make. I felt empowered and positive as I thought, "this is me, no 

excuses". 

'Then came the report and the recommendations after my assessment. I felt 

deflated and conflicted about wanting to be open about being autistic. The report 

mentioned the need for employers to be m i ndful of their  obl igations to disabled 

people u nder the Equal ity Act, and that I m ight benefit from acknowledgi ng that I had 

a weakness in the areas of interpersonal re lationships and managi ng people at work. 

I t  also mentioned that a trad itional career development path of p romotion to a 

su pervisory/managerial role was un l i kely to reflect my ski l l  sets and I would req u i re an 

element of job redesign or role sharing to meet my occu pational potential .  

'Was th is  real ly how I wanted to be perceived? Did I rea l ly  want to go i nto work and 

te l l  them that I was autistic and that I wasn't able to fu l ly do my job? The answer was 

no. I d id n't want to say that I cou ldn 't meet the expectations of my role. Everyth ing 

seemed to be focused on what I could n't do. There was no way that I was ever going 

to share my report with anyone at work. I needed to find a d ifferent way. I wanted to 

focus on what I cou l d  do, and create a working environ ment that worked for me. This 

meant need i ng to open u p  and tal k to the people I worked with. 

'My fi rst attem pts of te l l ing col leagues didn't go to plan. It took them a wh i le  to 

process my being so open about my d iagnosis, but we slowly worked our  way through 
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it. It felt em powering t o  tal k about the situations that I found difficult  a n d  explore how 

we could try to do thi ngs d ifferently. This change didn't go u nnoticed, and I was 

promoted six m onths later and the team that I managed grew from five to 30 people. 

Despite this success I had only told a handful of people as I was sti l l  nervous about 

tal king to HR or senior management. I was concerned about how I would be perceived. 

'I am a management consultant, which is a people- based b usi ness, and I had no 

idea how my organization wou ld  react to me being autistic. Wou ld  they be supportive, 

or would they be concerned? Would they real ly be su pportive of an autistic consu ltant, 

who often struggles with people? I knew there were other neurodivergent people at 

work, who l i ke me, had been struggl ing i n  s i lence. They needed a change as wel l .  So, 

despite my con cerns, I decided it was time to speak up. 

' I  met with the head of H R  and the head of our  UK practice to tel l  them about my 

d iagnosis, and to d iscuss some of the challenges that I have faced as an autistic 

consu ltant as well as some of the strategies that I had adopted to work around them. 

I also h igh l ighted some of the experiences that fel low employees had s hared with me 

and put forward a business case for embracing neurodiversity inclusion with in  the 

workplace, starting with the establ ishment of an employee neurodiversity network. 

Before the meeting I felt s ick with nerves. They might say no to a neurodiversity 

network, but they wi l l  never forget me tel l ing them that I am autistic. Thankfu l ly  they 

were open and su pportive, and our Neurodiversity Network was launched later that 

year. 

'I was i ncredibly l ucky to have a supportive workplace whose motto is "Be yourself 

at work", and with thei r su pport I have gone onto further successes inc lud ing lead ing 

a team of 7 0  people.  I am now a valued mem ber of our leadersh ip  team, and last year 

I was h igh l ighted as one of the top leaders in my peer group. Someth ing that I am 

i ncred i bly proud of, as th is was based on nominations from fel low employees. Q u ite a 

turnaround from bei ng viewed as the "difficult col league" and th inking of myself as a 

non-people person .  

' I n  the two years si nce we launched the neurodiversity network, we have hosted 

m u lt ip le events to promote awareness of neurodiversity and the experiences of 

neurodivergent i n d ivid uals, neurodiversity inc lus ion is part of o u r  induction and 

i nterviewing trai n i ng, and my company has made a pub l ic  com mitment to develop a 

road map for inc l usion. We have partici pated in numerous rou ndtables with other 

organizations to learn about the changes we can make in  order to be more inc l us ive of 

the neurod ivergent, and have found al l ies in the leadersh ip  team, HR ,  Recru itment 

and Operations who are open to bri nging about these changes. The im pact across the 

business has been more than I could have imagined when I first put forward the 

busi ness case. Neurodiversity is now a part of the conversation at our organization, 
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and employees n ow know that they have other people to tal k to i f  they fi nd themselves 

struggl ing. We have even had people choose to come and work for us because they 

have read about o u r  Neurodiversity Network. 

'At the beg inn ing of 2 0 2 0  the head of the UK practice signed up to a pub l ic  

com m itment with  the Valuable 5 00 to review our organ izational p ractices and develop 

a roadmap for inc l usion. I am now lead ing a small group of volu nteers from our  

employee network, along with  representatives from our d ifferent bus iness fu nctions 

to map out employee journeys at key employee touch points .  This inc l udes recru itment, 

on  board ing and i nd uction ,  daily tasks and performance management. Our objective is  

to identify potential barriers to inc l usion and apply the pr inc ip les of u n i versal design 

to develop p rocesses and a working environ ment which cater for a wide range of 

needs. We want to be able to reduce the bar for reasonable adjustments so that 

employees don't need to d isclose i n  order to access support. My hope is that by 

creat ing an environ ment where support is read i ly avai lable and the wider workforce is 

educated about neurodiversity i nc lusion, we can bring about a change where 

neurodivergent ind iv iduals are em powered and supported to fu lfi l  their  potential .  

' I  am p roud to be part of a com pany that recogn izes the val ue of supporting 

neurodivergent i nd iv iduals  and has been there for me as I strove to find a way of 

working that worked for me. A change that I hope more organizations wi l l  start to 

adopt, as I know fi rst-hand what a d ifference it  can make for organizations and 

i nd ivid uals.' 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

M aking workplace a djustments 

• Be person-centred and ask the person about what they th i n k  their  support 

needs are. 

• Check the context. 

• Ask for he lp  external ly if you are not certain how to s u pport someone, eg 

arrange a workplace assessment. 

• Adjustments need time to be em bedded and need to be put in p lace i n  a 

timely man ner. 

• Some people need coach ing support to p lan and em bed adjustments i nto 

their dai ly practices. 

• Be p repared to review adjustments if the job changes in any way. 
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I nduction and onboarding 

I ntroduct ion 

In this chapter we' l l  discuss the journey of  a candidate as they become 

inducted and onboarded into the organization. We'll look at the details of the 

process and the structure and mechanisms by which you should approach it .  

The first 90 days can often be key to an employee's long-term success .  In 

fact, '28 per cent of employees quit in  their first 90 days ' . 1 

Of course that doesn't account for those who join an organization and 
don't leave in 90 days but feel trapped and potentially underperform due to 

lack of support and good induction and on boarding. 
There is also the reality that prompt action helps everyone. Here in the 

UK, if  a government-funded 'Access to Work' grant is  applied for in their 

first six weeks, no cost will be applied to the employer. The grant enables the 

new employee to gain additional support. So it's not only about giving the 

candidate a great onboarding experience, it's about providing them with the 

tools they need to do the job, as early in the process as possible. 
And remember that because being neurodiverse i s  understood to be a 

'hidden' disabil i ty, an applicant may not have requested any reasonable 

adjustments throughout the recruitment, interview and assessment process; 
however, that doesn't mean they won't require any when they start their j ob. 

They can decide to share this information once in the job. 

Appropriate and timely support will  ensure good commitment from the 
new employee, and alleviate additional risk of costs for adj ustments and 
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legal challenges at a later date. But let us  be  clear, it is also the right thing 
to do! Organizations should be doing more to promote and highlight this 

fact rather than waiting for employees to request the help, as often they 

won't, for many reasons which we highlight throughout the book. 
So as much as it's important to get the structure right, it's also once again  

imperative that we  focus on  the individual. It's important to have processes 

and policies in place, but some people get stressed out about what some

times are perceived as the little things, like who makes the tea and when. 

Others find that a busy environment and winding corridors impact their 
performance and equilibrium. Some just find the idea of starting a new job 

too overwhelming to deal with all on day one and need a l ittle time to embed 

in the organization and understand how the organization and team works . 

The reality is that induction and onboarding really starts much earlier 

than you'd imagine; the process should begin the moment you make the 

offer to the candidate. 

Imagine you've been searching for a holiday for weeks; you finally find 

the one you want, but it's the winter and the holiday isn't until the summer. 

Do you: 

a Never think of the holiday again until you sit on the plane? 

b Never stop thinking about it? 

c Have a cheeky look now and then and look up places to see when you 

are there, and get more excited as each week passes ? 

d Try to contact the holiday company for further information to no avail 

and panic that you hadn't really booked it at a l l ?  

e Buy some new clothes and check your passport is still OK in  readiness ? 

In reality there are many more options available for how we feel when we 

book something that requires a large investment. None of us books a holi

day to go and have a bad time; we do i t  in the hope it will be amazing and 

all we dreamed of. But in reality, sometimes it's not what we'd hoped for. 
The more information we can obtain about the area, the hotel, the flight, 

places to eat, the more we can prepare for the holiday, the less chance we 

will be d isappointed when we arrive. 
It's all about managing expectations and being prepared for barriers to 

success. 

Sometimes it might be around the accessibi lity of airports or hotels - do 
they have lifts, are they difficult to find your way around ? Or are there 
restaurants nearby, how far is the beach? What's public transport like, can I 
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rent a cheap car and is the area pedestrian safe? What language is spoken 

and do I have some phrases I can use to get started ? 

The more helpful information you can provide upfront, the greater 

opportunity they have to request alternative arrangements or to make s light 

adjustments that ensure a happy holiday. 

Organizations need to be thinking in this way when offering someone a 

new role. It should be a part of your accessibil ity around the interview and 
assessment process as much as it  should be part of the induction and 

onboarding. Providing the glossary of terms used in an organization is 

l ike providing a phrasebook for your holidays . You can start engaging with 

others around you. 

A good holiday company will keep you well informed a nd update you of 

different options like car rental or upgrades, whilst also sharing with you 
places you can visit and what you can get up to in the local area . 

The better experience we can give candidates from the point at which we 

make them a n  offer, the easier it will be to induct and onboard them a nd the 

greater chance we'l l  have of keeping them way beyond 90 days. 

Imagine how incredible it would be if we could shift that 28 per cent by 

just an initial 8 per cent to 20 per cent. What would that mean to those 

employees who previously would have felt lost and a lone in their new roles ? 

What would that mean to business productivity, having a more engaged and 

productive employee ? What would that mean to recruitment and retention? 
Not having to search for and onboard a new employee, with a whole new 

recruitment and interview process required and all the time and effort that 

takes. 

Surely this i s  an easy win, as the employee has already put the company 

badge on their shirt; they don't want this to fail as much as the organization 

doesn't want them to fai l .  

Failing is a lose-lose situation. Retaining that employee is a win-win for 

al l  involved. 

I nduction 

Induction i s  a process which may take place irrespective of  whether or  not 
there is an official probationary period . It is usually led by a supervisor and 

involves the collaboration of work colleagues . 
We need to keep remembering that the person got the job on the ski l ls  

they had .  The induction process is about how to do the job in the specific 
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setting and what forms of  assistance are required to realize their capacity. 

It is not about whether or not the job can be done. The induction period 

may vary, depending on the complexity of the work environment or tasks 

i nvolved. In some cases this can be short, but for some more time may be 

needed depending on the nature of the challenges the person has. This may 

need to be changed depending on whether it is a virtual or real induction. 

A good induction process can even start before the person begins their 

job. Background information about the ethos and values of the organization 

can make a real difference to understanding what to expect. Talking to 

someone (even for a quick call )  from the organization about working in  
there, along with some practical information relating to local transport 

l inks, where to get lunch or a coffee, and even guidance on dress code can 

mean the person can arrive not worrying about the 'small stuff' too . It's a bit 
l ike starting at a new school; you want to either try to blend in  or deliber

ately stand out - having a choice is useful. For some people having a new 

work setting, new work colleagues, new tasks and new line managers and a 

new commute can be several too many 'news' all at once. 

In the modern world part of the communications strategy and onboard

ing can be digitized and automated. It shouldn't replace the human touch, 

rather provide the manager with a platform to help remind them of actions 
they need to take as wel l  as ensuring the employee gets everything they need 

before day one. 

And yes, you can even make this a fun experience and as part of this 

onboarding create some Q &As, so that the team can learn some more about 

their new colleagues, and likewise the new employee can start to get to 

know their new teammates. 

Putting in adjustments or reducing barriers early on in the process can 

result in  the person doing the job they have been employed to do with con
fidence. Alternatively, a confusing induction process can mean mistakes are 

made or communication misinterpreted, which can result in the person 

becoming increasingly anxious and losing confidence and l ine managers 
becoming frustrated too. This is never a good start. We have also seen many 

cases where the person loses or leaves their job because of a bad start that is 

hard to come back from. 
Your approach to induction will depend on whether or not your com

pany or organization has a track record in employing a neurodiverse work
force or has flexible policies and procedures in relation to issues which may 
arise. This may also be dependent on the size of your organization. In some 
larger organizations there can be in-house workplace assessors that mean 
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the person can have adj ustments put in place quickly and reviewed regu

larly. Adaptations can be made even at a later date if tasks or workplace 
demands change. These trained persons may also provide relevant training 

to others relating to neurodiversity. They can consult with line managers 

to clarify any misconceptions and help with developing an agreed 'work 
passport' between the person and the line manager. This helps to document 

agreed adjustments a nd can then be amended or taken with the person if 

they move to another position in the company so you don't have to start 

from scratch. 

Good liaison with HR or D&I (diversity and inclusion) managers can 

also address challenges that may arise at the earliest possible stage. 

During the pandemic in 2020 we saw virtual hiring become the norm 

rather than the exception and this extended to many of us working from 

home. This has brought new challenges for induction .  The new employee 

may not have been to the actual workplace at all or met face-to-face with 

their l ine managers or new colleagues. This may mean forming relationships 

and understanding the dynamics of the team is much harder to understand 

and may take longer to achieve . Explicit planning and teamworking activi
ties may need to be put in place, including planning informal gatherings (but 

asking people their preferences) to increase understanding of the roles of all 
members of the team. 

For some organizations, neurodiversity is a relatively new concept. Some 

organizations may have had some initiatives in place, eg work placements 

for graduates who identify as autistic, for example. But l ine managers may 

lack confidence in supporting someone who says they are dyspraxic or 

dyscalculic for example, as they genuinely may not have had experience or 
lack the knowledge about what to do (or may not have heard of dyscalculia 

altogether ) .  Conversations may then be avoided or there may be misconcep

tions about the amount of support someone may need, and this can lead to 

nothing being put in place. 

In one case we know of, a person was initially approaching the line 

manager for clarification of the quality of their work.  They were in a new 
post and unfamiliar with the formatting of a report, which seemed to differ 
in layout from their last job. They were really keen to get it right from the 

start and wanted to have their work checked to ensure they were doing what 
was expected of them. They were also waiting for some proofing software 
to be installed on their computer as they were dyslexic. The line manager 

was under time pressure and kept putting off finding a time to comment. 
They came across to the new employee as irritated when they fed back how 



1 88 N E U R O D I V E RS IT Y  AT W O R K  

they were disappointed with the quality of the work. They highlighted a l l  

the errors the person had made despite them knowing the person was dys

lexic . The new employee then became increasingly anxious about 'failing' 

and then took longer to complete their work. The individual ended up 

taking work home and ruminating a great deal over whether it was right or 

not. This impacted on their sleep as they were worried about what the line 

manager would say about anything they did. A breakdown in confidence 

happened as a consequence and the person was 'let go' in their probationary 
period. 

A good induction programme could have perhaps saved this situation. It 
seems such a costly waste when the person has been through the interview 

selection stage to fall at this hurdle. It also has a big and often lasting impact 

on the person's confidence in future job placements as well as anxiety affect

ing work performance. All this can be avoided ! 

The management of the work enviromnent, appropriate assistance, edu

cation and training, collaboration of management, work colleagues and the 
person involved require sensitive consideration and appropriate and timely 

actions. As the process continues, if barriers are identified and addressed 
effectively, it can be a confidence-building time. 

Integration into the workplace 

The nature of the relationship between new employees who are neuro

divergent and their managers, supervisors and work colleagues will influ

ence the extent to which integration and true inclusion can be achieved. 

People can have different management styles which may be highly struc

tured or more informal. Different approaches may suit different people .  This 

is not a parent/child role but should be about having an adult-to-adult rela

tionship. This also does mean that people who are neurodivergent need to 

have the confidence to self-advocate. This is important to feel safe and be 

able to discuss needs and to agree on what the work boundaries are so they 
remain well and don't become exhausted. It does mean that l ine managers 
need to have the time to support each person and get to know them a little. 

Creating collaborative working is  essential and bringing together differ
ent talents effectively to work as part of a team can increase productivity 

hugely. All workers need to recognize the differences in communication 

preferences and be sensitive to this. With home working and online meet
ings, we each need to understand individual preferences for synchronous 
(eg live meetings) or asynchronous (eg email) forms of communication. 
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Sometimes this will need to be teased apart with the whole team as it may 

not have been consi dered or discussed . Solutions can then be generated 

together. Some people may prefer information prior to a meeting to know 

what is going to be covered and have time to prepare and reflect. Other 

people l ike to turn their cameras off as they find it easier to l isten and walk 

around at the same time. Working together we can also see if there are 

optimum times (where this is possible) for the team to work together and 
other times when people can work alone. Amanda is an early bird and works 
best at 5 am. She puts on her email signature that she doesn't expect other 

people to respond at that time ! She is useless after 8 pm! 

Clear guidance about roles and responsibilities is important. This may be 

especially true if  job carving has taken place and other people have had 

changes made to their roles as well .  It is important to be clear who the per

son should go to for assistance or clarification about their role. Organizations 

also often require neurodiversity awareness training, teaching problem
solving skills and an ongoing commitment and review cycle. Power dynamics 

when first starting in a new job can make it difficult to vocalize needs and in 

a time of global employability chal lenges it may be even harder to feel you 

deserve or should voice your needs as you may be concerned about keeping 

your job (the last in/first out principle ) .  

Neurodiversity awareness training 

Appropriate and targeted training is often key to improving communica

tions, addressing misconceptions and building a positive environment before 

or d uring induction. The training should be available to all relevant person

nel, tailored to reflect the individual roles and responsibil ities in the com

pany - managers, supervisors, HR and d iversity and inclusion leads. This is 

something that should be scheduled on a regular basis .  You may be thinking 

you don't have anyone neurodivergent working in your organization. It is  
l ikely you do but even if  you don't there wil l  be customers, your supply 
chain and many other people you will come into contact with and the 

knowledge will not go to waste. 
Disclosure at induction may only occur if  the person feels safe to do so.  

Some people may have plucked up the courage to tell the manager for the 

first time they have ADHD, and this may be a really important point in their 

life .  Fear and shame may be the emotions being felt now or in the past. That 
first response by a manager may have a significant impact on that person 
and shouldn't be underestimated . A dismissive comment such as 'Everyone 
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has a b i t  of ADHD ! '  or  'Everyone is  somewhere on the spectrum!'  can be 

harmful to that person's self-esteem. 

Getting started 

Think of the induction process as the first phase of onboarding. It should 
aim to identify the person's particular needs and provide appropriate accom

modations and then set up the processes for ongoing support, as necessary. 

The initial induction process serves to build knowledge and awareness of 

the work environment and to provide initial on-the-job training. It may be 

necessary to review the way training is  delivered in order to take account of 

the needs of the new employee. Remember to give sufficient time and to 

ensure that training materials and job instructions are available i n  the 

employee's preferred communication format. Some simple questions such 
as 'Are there any support needs you think you may have ? '  can lead to a sup

portive conversation and result in employee and l ine manager even co

producing practical solutions that can be put in place. 

What can you do? 

• Provide an induction pack about the organization. 

• Think about the need for a longer induction process for some people .  

• Provide a schedule of activities for the first week with regular short 

check-ins.  

• D iscuss specific support needs and arrange an assessment if  necessary -

check adjustments have been put in place and are working for the person. 

• It is important to discuss sensitive handling of disclosure with the person 

so that there is  an agreed plan of what is told to peers ( i f  anything) .  

• Regular review meetings are important but even more so i f  the person is  
remote working as they may be reticent to ask for help. 

What is the job and what are the rules? 

Clarity is important. What does a typical workday in your organization 
look l ike? Can the person shadow someone in a similar role? Is  flexible 
working allowed and how flexible is  this?  Be explicit. 
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If assistance is needed by the person can you explain the process and 

agree times that are convenient or a process to ask for help (eg email with a 

specific header) ? 

What on-job training is required? Some people ( eg with dyspraxia (DCD))  
may need additional time to learn a new skill i f  i t  requires coordination. 

They may a lso need more time to practise the skill to automate it. This could 

be a health and safety procedure for example. 

The 'non-rules' 

These are the rules of engagement in an organization that no one ever tells 

you about but cause challenges and conflict. Often the structure of the job is 

discussed but aspects of the day that can be more challenging are missed 

altogether. We often use the term 'soft skills' but sometimes these 'non-rules' 
or unspoken rules such as who makes the tea, how long to take for lunch (or 

not) ,  whether you can eat lunch at your desk, what is 'dress down' day ( such 

as if  there is  a no flip-flop rule), and how to address each other including the 

management team ( in  and out of work) .  All these can be things that cause a 
lot of angst if you get them wrong. 

Finding your way around 

• If  you are a large organization, can you provide maps, walk-throughs 

with someone, a video ? 

• A peer mentor can be really useful as a go-to person to ask about the 
organization - this could be via emai l and doesn't necessarily have to be 
a person working directly with you. Peer mentors may be someone who 

does a similar job ( in  larger organizations) or someone who has worked 
in the organization for a while within a department or could be linked to 

a neurodiversity champion. 

• Acronyms and language - provide a glossary of terms from the start. 

• A detailed meeting going through the job description is important as well 

as discussing expectations for the first three months including discussing 
work settings. Will the person be required to come into a work base, 
travel or work from home? 

• Ask about specific support or training needs. Recognizing skil ls gaps may 

need to be explored during the induction process if  the person hasn't been 
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m a similar job  before. It is important to understand the preferred 

communication style of the person and also that they understand other 
people's communication styles to prevent clashes or miscommunication. 

Use of online screening tools can assist in guiding you. 

• Arrange a workplace assessment if required, so that adjustments can be 

put in place in a timely manner. The context of the work being completed 

is important and the assessor may need to speak with the line manager as 

well to gather sufficient information to suggest appropriate adjustments. 

• Safe spaces to ask for help - it may be difficult for someone in a new post 
to feel they can ask for help. Having somewhere where not only the job 

but the impact of wellbeing can be discussed may reduce the risk of drop

out, leavism, presenteeism and absenteeism. 

Getting support in place 

Find out promptly what support needs there may be and set up a review to 

check they are in place or what further adj ustments need to be made. Regular 
short check-ins can make a big difference in picking up small queries or 

chal lenges as they arise. Too often we wait until it's too late and the person 

has left or the l ine manager has lost confidence. 

Life is not static 

People change over time and jobs do too. Issues which were identified and 

addressed during induction may need to be revisited and appropriate actions 

taken. This doesn't need to be onerous but needs to be diarized so that it 

happens. This is especially true as we move to ways of working that are 

more 'flexible', with some of us spending all or some of the week working 

from home. This is open to different interpretations and may change depend

ing on personal and professional demands. 

Mentoring support 

A mentoring system should be considered for new employees. This should 
be agreed between the new employee and the potential mentor and should 

have a specific timeframe. The system should operate during working hours 
and also include work-related social or training events. Neurodiversity 
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champions can also be trained as mentors ( but make sure that the champion 
does not get overloaded) .  

What does involvement mean? 

Employers and  managers need to be  careful to integrate employees into 

whatever workplace arrangements prevail but not to expect everyone to 

want to join in with everything. Work dos, going to conferences or meetings 

can all be very daunting and stressful for some people . We can sometimes 

make assumptions about someone that may be false. Someone who doesn't 

tend to want to chat over the 'water cooler' or kettle could be seen as 

unfriendly or it could in reality be that some people need a break at lunch

time to recover from an intense meeting and manage their work time effec

tively (and their wellbeing) .  

Access to Work2 

This is a government scheme in the UK that can assist organizations to make 

further adj ustments, offer support if  required and arrange an Access to 

Work or a workplace assessment to be undertaken; alternatively in  larger 

organizations this can be undertaken 'in house' .  

C A S E  S T U D Y  

A tale of u ntapped potential at  IBM 3 

Before Covid- 1 9  brought travel to a halt, test special ist Dyllan Rafail would board a 

plane every Monday morning to fly to Boston, where he spent the week working 

onsite for g lobal food retai ler Ahold Del haize. On Friday even i ng, he headed back 

home. A demand ing schedu le for anyone, but Rafai l  isn't you r  average employee -

he's part of a smal l  but growing cad re of neurod ivergent I BMers. 

The fl ight is  j ust two hours, but Rafai l 's real journey began in  th i rd grade, when he 

was fi rst d iagnosed with autism. 'They found me spasming i n  c lass and thought I was 

having seizures,' he said. ' I t  tu rned out that I was having an anxiety reaction to the 

temperatu re in the c lassroom and to how crazy the other kids were being.'  

Two IBMers on a mission 

Rafai l  was h i red as part of an i n itiative spearheaded in 2 0 1 7 by I B M  employees Pau l 

Aust in  and Andrew Wi l l iams w ith the Special isterne Foundation, which works with 
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compan ies around t h e  world t o  successfu l ly br ing neurodiverse candidates on board. 

It was one of several p i lots launched across I BM global ly to pave the way for a more 

i nc l us ive workplace. 

Aust in ,  a New York-based senior manager in WebSphere development, has been on 

a m ission to expand job opportu n ities for the neurodiverse since attend ing the fi rst 

World Autism Awareness Day at the U n ited Nations in 2 0 1 5.  He says: 

People from a n u m ber of compan ies spoke, but the one that really got to me 

was the company U ltra Testi ng - now they call themselves the U ltranauts. Thei r 

speaker said they ate IBM's l u nch at testing by using an al l-autistic staff. 

Austin lau nched the 'Autism as a Sk i l l '  Bus iness Resource G roup (BRG), and with in  a 

few months 500 I BMers h ad joi ned. In 2 0 1 8 ,  the group became the N D@IBM B RG 

and now boasts over 1 ,400 members - neurodivergent employees and al l ies - i n  

locations around t h e  world :  

It's k ind of  s im i lar to  the LG BT+ movement - people are start ing to come out 

more as autistic, and this group provides a resource both for those on the 

spectrum and for those who work with them. I have a nephew with Asperger's, 

but I th ink  my real d riv ing motivation is that I know what it's l i ke to be on the 

outside. I 've always felt on the outside, and I've always sympathized with people 

who are not q u ite u nderstood. This is  my chance to fight for people who don't 

get represented. Autism is a condition that crosses c lass boundaries, racia l  

boundaries, gender bou ndaries. 

Austral ia-based W i l l iams fou nd h is way to the cause of neurodiversity i n  2 0 1  5 when a 

friend introduced h i m  to the CEO of Specialisterne, fou nded in 2 004 by Thorki l  Sonne 

after Sonne's son was diagnosed with autism. Sonne chose to focus on the abi l ities 

often exh i b ited by the neurod iverse - attention to deta i l ,  h igh accu racy, i n n ovative 

th inki ng, loyalty and honesty - rather than seeing it  as a d isab i l ity. At the time, 

Wi l l iams was the global techn ical offering leader for IBM testi ng services. H e  said, ' I  

knew I BMers who had autistic kids, and I saw their struggles. One of them tu rned to 

me once and said about h is daughter, " I  real ly don't know what her future is". So I had 

a personal reason to move forward with this as well as a business reason. '  

Austin and Wi l l iams met at a design thinki ng workshop i n  New York and hit  it  off 

immediately. Austin said,  'Andrew was on the same m ission that I 'm on. And he came 

up with a way to bu i ld  a business offering where we basically told potential c l ients, 

"We're going to test you r  stuff, and we're going to do it us ing a group of autistic 

people, and this is why it's going to be better for you r  company".' 
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I n  2 0 1 9, the grassroots i n itiative started by Austin and Wi l l iams caught the attention 

of I BM's D iverse Abi l ities Cou nc i l ,  which decided to focus on two areas related to 

neurod iversity in h i ri ng: making the workplace more accessib le for neurodiverse 

employees, and developing h i r ing models to br ing more neurod iverse employees into 

IBM.  

'Not h i ng About Us  Without Us '  is the  motto of  I BM's #Actual lyAutistic Task Force. 

Formed in 2 0 1 9,  it's a su pport group for neurodivergent employees as wel l as a 

sound ing  board p rov id ing i mportant advice and gu idance, which is critical for the 

success of the N D@IBM program me. 

Head i ng u p  that effort are Yves Veu l l iet, I BM's global d isabi l ity and i nc lus ion leader, 

and D iane Delaney, program me manager for I BM's global neurodiversity program me. 

'So now we have a two-year p lan to h i re neurodivergent employees i n  various locations 

around the world,  i nc lud ing Australia, Brazi l ,  Canada, Mexico, the UK and the US, '  said 

Delaney. One c hal lenge is identifying locations that su it neu rodivergent cand idates. 

The design th i n k ing model in p lace at many I B M  locations tends to be noisy and ever

changi ng: 

Some autistic people may be comfortable with that, but more often they need a 

q u i eter workplace to be comfortable. An accommodation as s imp le as noise

cance l l i ng headphones can make a h uge d i fference for them, or  making sure 

thei r  desk isn't on a main hal lway with a lot of traffic. 

Whi le the effort with Special isterne is seeing great success - almost a l l  of the 

neurod ivergent employees h i red early i n  the programme are th riving at IBM - a bigger 

chal lenge is creating an environment where the neurodiverse can successful ly apply 

for opportun ities across I B M. 

Diane Delaney, Neurodiversity@IBM Global Programme Manager 

Some people have a preconceived notion that neurodivergent people aren't 

capable, but many are very h igh-function i ng. A study by J P  Morgan showed that 

'after three to six months [ . . . ] ,  autist ic workers were doing the work of people 

who took th ree years to ram p u p  - and were even 5 0  per cent more p roductive.' 

Once people hear the success stories and learn about the abi l ities that 

neurod iverse people have, then they're l i ke, 'OK, how do we become a part of 

that?' 

I B M  developed a cou rse with U ptim ize called 'Neurodiversity 1 0 1 '  that employees can 

take. It's a 7 7 - m i n ute cou rse on how to work with neurodiverse i n dividuals. 'We would 

love for every h i r ing manager to take this trai n i ng,' said Delaney. 
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Veu l l iet added, 'The goal is t o  have a neurodiverse h ir ing process f u l l y  i ntegrated 

i nto the standard h i ring p rocess with i n  the next few years. N oth ing is ever perfect, but  

we want to make sure we're providing equal opportu n ity regard less of factors related 

to neu rodiversity. I B M  has a long trad ition of welcoming people w ith d iverse abi l ities, 

and we've developed a very structured process for onboard ing people l iv ing w ith 

var ious types of d isabi l ities, l i ke vision or heari ng loss. We need to make sure we reach 

that same standard of qual ity for neurodivergent cand idates.' 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

Induction and onboarding 

• Start as early as possible i n  plann ing you r  on boarding experiences. I magine 

it  was a close fam ily friend starting i n  the organization - what would you 

te l l  them? The ru les and the culture of the p lace. 

• I magi ne you are comi ng from another world speaking a d ifferent language 

and with d ifferent cultural norms and try to be expl ic it  about a day in the 

l i fe i n  the new workplace. 

• Provide mentori ng sup port with i n  the organization to ask the questions 

you may not want to ask your l i ne  manager. 

• Be exp l icit about your interpretat ion about the work day, eg tal k ing about 

'flex ib le  working' and what that actual ly means for you and for the person .  

• Put i n  p lace regu lar reviews to check for u nderstand ing. 

Notes 

1 Taylor, T (201 7) Why do 28% of employees quit in their first 90 days? Poor 

onboarding practices? [Blog) HR Dive, 25 April, https://www.hrdive.com/news/ 

why-do-28-of-employees-quit-in-their-fust-90-days-poor-onboarding

practi/441 139/ (archived at https://perma.cc/E74P-MCZ3) 

2 GOV.UK (202 1 )  Get support in work if you have a disability or health condition 

(Access to Work) https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work (archived at https://perma.cc/ 

4XRH-KTHS) 

3 IBM (2020) Neurodiversity: The Power of New Perspectives, https://www.ibm.com/ 

thought-leadership/passion-projects/neurodiversity (archived at https://perma.cc/ 

EH55-45YS) 
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Line m anage ment means h aving 

good conversations 

I ntroduct ion 

Having a good conversation with your line manager requires the other 
person to feel safe, valued and listened to. Sharing who we are, especially for 

those who have what is sometimes seen as a 'hidden disability', can mean we 

have to become visible and have a voice that is loud enough that it can be heard.  
It perpetuates the notion that visibility is a central organizing tenet for 

understanding identity and accessing social recognition from our managers 

and peers. We have to feel confident enough to tell others who we are, and 
describe what we can and cannot do. For most neurodivergent people it 
needs to be worth it. Revealing our invisible identities successfully in the 

workplace can be the only option to access accommodations or adjustments . 
This can result in the need for complex decisions about when, where, and 

how much to disclose. 

Is  there increasing pressure on the neurodivergent person to be their 
'authentic self' and for managers to have that conversation ? In an inclusive 
society there would be no need to have to 'come out' at all, as each person's 

needs would be considered in an ongoing dialogue and reconsidered as 
times and/or the context changed . 

When someone decides to withhold the conversation and not to disclose, 
there can even be a sense of misplaced anger by the manager, who might 
misinterpret that the person is being less than honest. 
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But not disclosing can  be  because of  fear of  oppression and being outed 
as a member of a marginalized or minority grouping, and this may relate to 

poor past experiences. We may also take the decision not to disclose because 

we think it may affect our l ine manager's perception of us and our ability. 
Our fear of the response may be a form of transference because of former 

challenges from school days. We know that people with neurodivergent 

traits are at a higher risk of having been bullied in school. Bullying is a sub

type of aggression that may be defined as a systematic abuse of power in 

which a person (ie the victim) is exposed, repeatedly and over time, to nega

tive actions on the part of one or more other students. It can have serious 
consequences and has been shown to be related to later behavioural and 

emotional problems . We need to remind ourselves and be sensitive to not 

re-traumatizing someone by our actions. 1  

U p  to three-quarters o f  school children with autism spectrum disorder 

have been noted to have been bullied. There is also research relating to those 

with specific language impairments2 and with ADHD,3 and a lso develop
mental coordination disorder (also known as dyspraxia ) .4 

So where d o  we start i n  hav i ng a con versat ion and 

how do we get it r ight? 

A good and positive place to start is with some research with input from the 

people at the coal face: the managers and their people. So we are sharing 

some of the results of three years of hard graft in order to get underneath the 
skin of what it is l ike to manage a person on the autism spectrum and some 

of the learnings gained so that we can help everyone to be better employees 

and managers. 

Anne Cockayne is a researcher in autism employment and is particularly 

interested in what happens to people with an autism spectrum condition 

and their l ine managers. 
Although we know quite a lot about autism as a condition, we hear lots 

of stories from autistic people about the various challenges and strengths 
that they have. Anne's research is focused on what it's like for organizations. 
She has looked at how managers can make a massive difference, both posi
tively and negatively, to someone who's on the autism spectrwn. 

This is not about managers getting it wrong all the time or not caring; 
most managers want to do the right thing. They want to be able to help their 

employees, but often, either they're misguided, or they've misunderstood the 
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situation or may be so cautious about doing the wrong thing they avoid 

doing anything at a l l .  This can lead to conversations being delayed resulting 

in challenges growing even bigger. 

Anne interviewed about 30 managers and HR people who granted her 
access to their organizations of all sizes. What struck her most was that her 

results weren't rea l ly organization size-specific; it was much more about the 

quality of the relationship between the manager and the person they were 

managing. With a team of five or six people, it's a l l  about the person rather 

than the policies. Yet it's sometimes the company's policies that cause diffi
culty and tensions for managers, for example a reward policy that requires 

everyone to work according to a generic job description and doesn't a l low 

for managers to give out tasks according to capabil ities and preferences. 

Anne believes that probably one of the biggest challenges for success is to 

ensure that all managers are given the right support, the right training and 

the right development, so that they can help their employees . 

Does someone need a diagnosis to get support? 

This is a question that is often asked . It is not an employer's right to know 

if someone has lung cancer so should it be the right of employers or manag

ers to know whether you have ADHD or dyspraxia ? They don't have to tel l  

you their diagnosis but often are forced into a position of having to provide 

the necessary evidence . 

What is the best way to support managers? 

The way the law is set up at the moment, you can't easily access support 

through reasonable adj ustments or any other changes unless you've got a 

clinical diagnosis, but it is not actually required . A challenge for some is that 

there are many autistic people or those who identify as neurodivergent who 

do not see themselves as disabled, whereas the law says autism is a d isability. 

This extends to other conditions such as ADHD and dyspraxia too. 

The law is sometimes hard to interpret in that respect, and can make it 
harder for managers. If  they do see that a person is having some difficulty 

with the working environment, they are l imited to what they can do until 

the person discloses it themselves. However, organizations do need to put 

anticipatory processes in p lace. We think that Universal Design principles 

such as putting in place accessible and inclusive processes, and awareness 
and training of staff, can help everyone including those who want to dis
close and those who prefer not to do so. 
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Open dialogue with a prospective or  current employee i s  the easiest way 

of providing support and gaining appropriate adjustments. The manager 
who fails to discuss potential need for adjustments with the employee can 

amount to a failure to make the actual reasonable adjustments . However, 

we do need to recognize that sometimes it is necessary to gain professional 

advice for the adjustments ( not necessarily for a diagnosis) as the employee 

may not have the knowledge or experience to know what would be of great
est help. 

Should it be HR's role to guide the manager? 

Anne's research found that it was very rarely likely that someone in an HR 

role was seen to directly help, as they were often in larger organizations too 

distant or remote from the individual. In some organizations people are sent 

to the occupational nurse or doctor who may also have had little training 

relating to neurodiversity. So if anybody is going to hear someone talk about 
being diagnosed or going down the disclosure pathway, it's more likely to be 

the line manager, because that's the person they are closest to and can trust. 

Once someone has disclosed that they require support or consider them

selves as disabled, then the manager is in a great position to do something 

about considering and putting in place reasonable adjustments. Disclosure 

is the beginning of the dialogue and getting the next steps right is crucial for 

the person who may have not told anyone before or had bad past experi

ences. It is important to note that when we describe challenges in the work

place they may be interspersed with other challenges at home too and not be 

in neatly boxed silos relating j ust to neurodiversity. Remember we are all a 

bit messy! 

It is important for the manager and the employee to discuss what is said 
to the wider team, if  anything. Different people want different information 

shared and this is  very personal and will vary. Not everybody also under
stands that autism for some people, for example, isn't seen as a disabil ity in 
itself, but someone might be disabled by the setting they are in, or have sup

port needs, but it is seen as a disability in the eyes of the law. 
Managers have a real tightrope to walk between wanting to explain to 

others in a team why someone might find bright l ights difficult, or why they 

might need to take a few more breaks, or why one person may feel upset by 
specific food or perfume smells too close to them, if they don't understand 
the reasons why themselves. But it's a confidential matter. So, the managers 
are right in the middle of trying to negotiate something that preserves the 
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i ndividual's rights and confidentiali ty, but at  the same time helps other 

people understand what's going on. 

Because it's that lack of understanding and lack of knowledge of what 

autism or other neurodivergent traits are, and how they show themselves in  

people in  a working environment, that can cause some confusion and result 
in tension within the team. 

Training is important 

This is one of the real reasons why tra ining in relation to neurodiversi ty 

is so important. If an organization takes it upon itself to make sure their 

frontl i ne managers particularly are up to speed, then of course they can 

consider their work environment and for example can make sure the office 
is laid out in a sensible way, and discuss how in general accommodations 

can be made for all. This reduces the need for those 'special' conversations . 

The challenge i s  when people within a team are at 'odds' with putting in  

the changes or  adjustments. One person might say they can't work in  dim 

light and someone else may want specific brighter lighting. This might not 

be about being awkward, they genuinely might need real ly bright l ight; 

maybe they've got eyesight issues. Every manager has to modi fy things to 

suit a number of different s ituations and has to consider each person's 

needs and also what is reasonable. This may also relate to the size of the 

organization as wel l as how many changes you can make. 
The reality of the situation is that managing somebody who is  apparently 

different from most of their employees may take extra time and effort. Tiny 

modifications can make a big difference to somebody's performance, but the 

time to implement them can add up. Delay in implementation is often a big 

issue for the person. But the law, or the company's reasonable adjustments 
policies, don't always say anything about the manager who has not been 
given any extra time and often has l ittle support to deal with the challenges 

they may face and the changes they may need to implement. The minute you 

have a team where one person has quite a different set of requirements from 

the rest, it creates an extra workload and the manager needs some know
ledge around what to do and how to do it. 

Managers can vary hugely in their skil ls, knowledge and will ingness to 
adapt and make adjustments. Some managers see the rationale for doing so 
and know that it's part of their job. Some don't. Anne's research found that 
most people were j ust curious; they wanted to know a lot more, and were 
open minded . Generally their experience with their employees was really 
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positive. But there will always be some managers who j ust think, ' It's all  a 

bit too much trouble, I don't really "get" what it's l ike to be autistic and I 

don't want hassle in my team, I want an easy life.' 

That's the real challenge in managing, supporting and understanding 

diversity, especially when we are talking about neurological differences 
amongst minorities which can vary greatly from person to person. 

It takes a real ly ski l led manager to strike that balance between not 

exploiting an individual, not expecting somebody to do things over and 

above what they're paid to do or for which they have the skills, and also 

giving work that is interesting, productive and can benefit the team and the 

organization. Anne describes 'job crafting', which requires a really in-depth 
understanding of the overall skills and mix of your team. 

A massive conclusion from Anne's research is that it is always important 

to consider the ecology the person is placed in. Success for a person relies 

on us considering not only their physical workplace, but a lso what good 

teamworking and communication looks like. An example of this could be 

somebody who sits on their own at lunchtime. This may be perceived by 

their peers as odd or unfriendly but this could be a complete misconception. 

Some people need time to themselves to decompress at lunchtimes a nd being 

on their own can help . Once managers (and all of us) have an understanding 

that we can all behave differently for a range of reasons that may not be 

obvious, and don't assume how someone is and this is not wrong or bad, we 

can focus on each person's strengths, of which there will be many. 

So then we can start to consider how we each modify our style of inter

action, and how and what we ask every person to do. This is not j ust about 

modifying the environment, but focusing on and harnessing each person's 
individual strengths. Once we start to do this we will then start to have a 

more neurologically d iverse and inclusive workforce that will be happier 

and more productive. 
So with Anne's research in mind, what would it be like to see through the 

eyes of somebody else? The impact that light, sounds or communications 
have on that person. Not what it is to be autistic or ADHD or . . .  but actually 

some of the experiences of those people who fi nd their current working 

environment a challenge and what effect it is having on them physiologically 
and psychologically. 

By putting ourselves in the shoes of others and specifically in the shoes of 
those we manage, we can better increase our understanding and become 

more accommodating. 
When Theo went to the Linkedln offices in London to meet with Clare 

Corrie, account director and dyslexic, he didn't count on what he was going 
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to encounter. H e  had the pleasure o f  interviewing Clare for his podcast, but 

then was introduced to Clare's manager Christopher Barron who had this to 

say: 'Her verbal oral communication is outstanding! Her drive, tenacity and 

ambition contribute to her being a world-class sales professional .  I think it 
stems from her dyslexia.' 

What can we learn from this ?  

This is  where w e  need to get to. A world where managers see neurodiversity 

and those from neuro-minorities as highly skilled individuals who can per
form brilliantly well because of their neurological difference rather than in 

spite of that difference. 
This brings us back to the importance of sharing our experiences and 

feelings to help eliminate stigma, but most importantly of creating an envi

ronment where we can all thrive. 

Organizations should be giving their employees the opportunity to share 

their voice with others . Not just their work persona, but to choose what 

parts of their whole self they want to share. This should not be about 

enforced joll ity (eg everyone being expected to attend Christmas parties 
where everyone has to join in  even if they don't want to or find social set

tings uncomfortable ) .  

A person's voice can b e  presented in  different ways and can encompass a 

wide variety of thoughts, ideas, beliefs, aspirations . . .  It should also not be 

confined to work, because what happens outside of our work significantly 

impacts on our approach, our wellbeing, our thinking, within work . To deny 
the experiences that come from outside limits the ability to maximize our 

internal strengths and ensure we are a progressive, productive and welcom

ing place of work, where we can all feel a sense of belonging. However, we 

need to remember that each person should have the right to choose what 

they reveal about themselves and it is a choice. 

C A S E  S T U D Y  

Talking with Leena a n d  Sea n from the  B B C5 

Leena and Sean work at the BBC and have been doing some i nc redible work over the 

years championing neurodiversity at work and beyond. You can access some of the 

content that they've been creating around neurodiversity and fol low their  work via 

Twitter @BB CCape. And it 's really fantastic to see two people who have created 

someth i ng from the gro u nd up.  
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Sean and Leena don't necessarily come from where we may expect d iversity and 

i nc l usion i n it iatives l i ke this to come from. General ly, they haven't been led by facets 

of H R  or by D&I leaders or even through the recruitment team. 

Sean is  a UX pr inc ipal for cognitive design at the B B C. He works in the user 

experience and design team i n  Salford in the northwest. He's also one of the B BC's 

neurodiversity l eads working on the BBC Cape in it iative, which stands for 'Creating A 
Positive Environ ment'. 

Leena works alongside Sean on the BBC's d iversity i n itiative. She's also a user 

experience designer for the BB C's user experience and design team. Leena descr ibes 

herself as on the autism spectrum and is  also ADHD and identifies as being 

neurodivergent. 

They recall that at the begi n n i ng of their jou rney, no one really knew much about 

neurod iversity. It was a relatively new concept at the t ime, especial ly when Leena 

started at the B B C: 'When I started tal k ing to Sean about it, who was my l i ne  manager, 

he wasn't fami l iar with it h imself.' 

They j ust started having a conversation together about what it means to have a 

differently wired brai n .  N ot just to d iscuss the chal lenges, in terms of accessing certain 

th i ngs with i n  the workplace; they also wanted to share the fact that there's a pool of 

talent that is, u nfortunately not being tapped i nto. They wanted to h igh l ight that 

neurodiversity was about differently wired brains, and that these d iverse perspectives 

could br ing additional value to their teams. The fact that th is could potential ly lead to 

original ins ights, solutions, i nnovation, and people contributi ng i n  creative ways was 

also very appeal ing.  

Leena, as an exam ple, is a visual th inker and you can see this i n  some of the 

beautifu l ly  expressive images and videos she's p roduced and shared across social 

chan nels l i ke Twitter @L 1 L H u lk. Pictu res are her fi rst language. In contrast, she can 

find that verbal iz ing what she's th inki ng can be q u ite chal lenging. U lt imately, what 

they both wanted to show is that if you commun icate in a d ifferent way, that doesn't 

mean it's less, it's just another form of com m u n ication. It can be equally valuable, if 

not more so, and how you com mun icate may often be dependent on the context. 

What we love about th is, and what we find fascinating is what change happens 

when this is led by two ind iv iduals com i ng together and having a mutual ly respectful 

conversation.  Fi rstly a manager, trying to u nderstand their col league and then looki ng 

at what can be done to su pport them. But then beyond that, what can be done for the 

ind ividual, how this can then take the learn i ng gai ned out across the organization and 

beyond, w h ich is exactly what they've done. 

Th is is  a positively d isru ptive staff network from the grou nd u p, but then they were 

also successful because they gained support at a senior level to he lp  fund and support 

the grassroots work: 



L I N E  M A N A G E M E N T  2 0 5  

I t  was a really interesting kind o f  t ime at the beg inn ing there tal k ing to Leena 

and l isten ing to her experiences, because I 'd been at the BBC for probably 

around eight years at the time, and it was the fi rst time I 'd met anybody who 

identified as autistic or  had them explain th is to me. It was someth i ng I 'd heard 

of, b ut I d id n't really u nderstand (Sean). 

Certain ly when they fi rst started off Sean fou nd it d ifficult to know how to su p port 

somebody who is  neu rodivergent as he couldn't find  any i nformation. Leena's 

experiences were also that people d id n't really know much about it. 

So it was an opportu n ity for them, as a result of their conversations, to th i n k  about 

how they cou ld  change the experiences for other people because it cou ldn't  just be 

them who had experienced this. This had got to be a wider issue across the organ ization. 

We had a real ly supportive fi nance d i rector. We took this idea to him and said, 

look, we'd love to do a l ittle bit of work around this to see what we can explore 

and how we can improve this situation. He said yeah, absol utely fine, you go 

and do it (Sean). 

So someth ing really i m portant that Sean and Leena have ach ieved is  that as a manager 

and a col league it doesn 't cost a th i ng to open up the d ialogue and have that 

conversation.  H owever, showing the potential posit ive i m pact for the wider bus iness 

can clearly he lp  to gain sen ior stakeholder support. 

It's l i ke an i nverted fu n nel ,  and the h igher up the leadersh ip  chain it starts the 

better chance it has of reac h i ng a l l  managers and therefore the entire workforce. Sean 

had the support from h is manager that al lowed h i m  to he lp  Leena. With that overal l 

s upport th is  then led to further opportun ities of goi ng out and tal k ing to other people 

and col laborat ing on ideas so that they were able to develop some of the content they 

u lt imately p roduced to raise awareness. 

They created fi l ms that you can watch via the BBC Cape YouTu be channel and they 

wanted to focus on the environ ment that people come into when they jo in  the 

organ ization. 

The reality is that they were i n  fact on ly two employees and not i n  charge of any 

recru itment. So for them the focus wasn't about how to go out and find  talent and 

br ing it in. It was more to raise awareness, so people could start to have the 

conversations to address some of the stigma i n  the workplace around being a neuro

m i nority. The i m pact of th is can result in creating that positive envi ron ment that 

enables people to come in and thrive and to p ursue a meani ngful career. 

I n  thei r words, they wanted to get their own house in order before they invited 

people to tea! N ot only have they taken the B BC, the w ider employees, and their 

col leagues on a journey, but actually al lowing other people to tap i nto that content as 

well  is the b iggest gift of al l .  
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We're positive w e  could a l l  take a leaf o u t  o f  that idea from Sean a n d  Leena a n d  we 

can see that change can start anywhere within an organ ization. 

One of the ir  fantastic p ieces of shared content is  a 3 60-degree v i rtual reality 

experience, where you can see the working world from a neurodivergent i nd iv id ual's 

perspective.6 A lot of it  fi rstly i nvolved tal king to people with d ifferent neurodivergent 

cond itions and getting their stories. The real ity is  that some traits are shared between 

the d ifferent conditions whether it's autism, dyslexia, ADHD or dyspraxia. H ow people 

com m u n icate, how people have sensory issues in terms of their envi ron ment, and also 

some of the chal lenges that come with being on the neurodivergent spectru m - each 

person wi l l  have the i r  own tale to tel l .  

How d id  they go about making it and what was the idea beh i nd it? 

We worked w ith a producer, and we gathered i nformation and stories. I 

explai ned to h i m  how we wanted it to be from the indiv idual's perspective, 

because a lot of the content out there is very much documentary style, or it's 

l i ke a tal k ing heads interview, which a lot of people on the spectrum may feel 

not so comfortable with. L ike a camera pointing at them, and then someone 

fir ing questions at them saying 'How does this make you feel?', 'How do you 

process i nformation?', 'What are the chal lenges you're fee l ing?' 

It becomes q u ite i nvasive. So I thought, wel l ,  why not create a fi l m  w here 

you get to see from the person's perspective almost l ike you put th is  lens on. 

This was a br i l l iant way not just to help people generally understand the potential 

physiological and psychological i mpact of the working environment on those who are 

neurod ivergent, but also to hel p those who are neurodivergent to know they are not 

alone and also offer a chance to see how they feel from another perspective. 

When Theo shared these videos with employees at National Institute for Health 

and C l i n ical Excel lence, he had people approach him to thank h i m  for sharing them, 

and also to express their joy/rel ief/amazement at somebody captu r ing the way they 

feel and the experiences they have on a dai ly basis. Let's not forget that some people 

are so used to feel i ng uncomfortable, anxious and/or stressed i n  the working 

environ ment due to their neu rological d ifferences, that they become u naware or 

forget or j ust don't know that this is not the way most people feel. 

When they started along this journey about fou r  years ago or so, Sean and Leena 

knew maybe a couple of ind ividuals with in the BBC who were openly neurodiverse 

and spoke about it, but not really much more than that. They have seen a positive 

change in the last 24 months, and they modestly suggest that it's probably been 

helped by the external conversation around neurodiversity, and the fact that an awful  

lot more people, certain ly on social media,  are start ing to tal k about it and open up 

that conversation.  
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We'd say the B BC's recent coverage and their  abi l ity to positively project this 

message potentially to the fou r  corners of this earth, means that the work two 

ind ividuals have done in rais ing awareness on the subject of neurodiversity is  more 

i m portant and i m pactful than they would ever dare to bel ieve or suggest themselves. 

This is why the potential power of one manager havi ng a conversation can never 

be ignored . And when we consider what it takes to break down wal ls consider th is !  

'Many people,  who in  many smal l  p laces, do many smal l th ings, that can alter the face 

of the world.'7 

Anybody read ing th is m ust bel ieve in the power of the i n d iv idual  and the i m pact 

you can make on another person's l i fe. Leena and Sean are the proof ... 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

L ine  m a n agement  

• Value  each member in your team. They wi l l  th ink  and  com m u n icate 

d ifferently but wi l l  offer new ideas and perspectives. 

• No conversation = no conversation. 

• S hared u nderstand i ng and improved com m u n ication between l i n e  

managers a n d  t h e  team w i l l  result  i n  better col laboration. 

• L isten and ask what support each person requ i res and if there are tra in i ng 

needs. You don't have to have all the answers. A l ine  manager is not an 

expert in a l l  th i ngs! 

• Good conversations end u p  i n  better and more last ing relationsh i ps and 

can create lasting change. 
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Everyday m eetings, 

conferences and seminars 

Plan ning to be neuro -inclusive 

I ntroduct ion 

How often are we real ly thinking about the meetings we organize and the 

experience for those attending as a participant or a speaker ? What's it l ike 

to be getting to or arriving at an unfamiliar setting? How does it feel when 

you are i n  a round-table meeting and expected to take your turn and hear 

what someone has said as you are preparing the words to speak ?  Amanda 
often has to travel across the UK taking trains, buses and walking into unfa

miliar settings. She is often meeting people she has never spoken to before 

and finds small talk really hard. It's not that she can't do it but she finds it  

exhausting. Travelling and meeting takes huge amounts of energy. This i s  on 

top of planning to get to the place on time and ensuring you have yourself, 

your talk and your kit all  with you. She remembers years ago going to 

deliver a talk on stress, in the days of using acetates and overhead projectors 
(yes, she is that old ! ) .  She was so stressed that she spilled water over the 

acetates and they all fell to the floor with the ink d isappearing into a mess !  
She can st i l l  recall i t  vividly today. 

We can al l  think of conferences where we k now nobody there and stand 
in  the coffee room thinking we need to make pol ite conversation with some
one but not sure who to approach. 
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One really simple trick that normally works is to  remember that every

body is there for the same purpose, so approaching someone and saying hi 

is OK. But a very simple method if you can't see anybody else standing alone 

to approach, is to approach a group of three people, as often the dynamic of 
a three-way conversation is that one of the three people is  less engaged and 

therefore happy to divert their attention to another person for a two-way 

conversation. 

This still takes some courage and won't solve the anxiety that you may 

have at attending an event, but it does work and we need as many hints and 
tips as we can take to help with meetings and events where we don't know 

anybody. 

For conference organizers, j ust remember the positive impact you can 

have by making some adjustments that will stretch beyond those you think 

they will help, to a much wider audience. This can include creating collabo

rative spaces to help and facilitate conversations between attendees, as well 

as assistive technology and quiet spaces. 

Theo, for example, has benefited from events that have l ive transcribers 

with the words projected onto screens or TVs. As he is  dyslexic and ADHD 

he often finds it difficult to remember some of the details and key points of 
a presentation. Having a live script where he can take pictures to review 

after the event has been really helpful . Or if his mind races off for a second 

and he finds he's lost the speaker's train of thought he can quickly catch up 

by reviewing the screen. 

So adjustments for those who may be hard of hearing have in fact helped 

Theo and others, creating a better overall experience for attendees. This 
technology can be utilized at both in-person events and online, so there 

really is no excuse not to. 

The future of events has to be around attendee experience and that 
includes the speakers! Representation is also vital and if the event is not 

accessible you are cutting out very important and valuable voices. 

Conferences 

If you are planning a conference, start by thinking of your own biases or 

lack of knowledge. Depending on the form and content of the conference, 
are you aiming for inclusion and how do you ensure true representation?  If 
we fail to acknowledge our implicit biases it will result in a meeting environ

ment where underrepresented groups will continue to be marginalized and 
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majority groups will continue to dominate. We exclude some people's voices 
because of where the meeting takes place, the cost and the delivery mode. 

If  we have learned anything from Covid-1 9  it is that we can deliver con

ferences remotely as well as face to face. Can we move to a blended option 
that widens the potential to engage? This offers choices for those who want 

to actually be in the room and for others who want to listen and ask ques

tions from their sofa at home and still have a lot to contribute. 

This blended approach also helps with capacity. How many times have 
you attended a conference to see a popular speaker or a speaker on a par

ticularly interesting topic, and the room is packed ful l ?  For most people this 

is an uncomfortable feeling, but for some the bright l ights and noisy, packed 
environment are just too much to take and a good reason to leave. Making 

better use of the space and the way we share and distribute the content has 

to be a focus for future event organizers. 

Who are your speakers? 

Whoever talks has the power. Equity is about access and power. Do we need 

to consider a range of ways to communicate with each other and not just 

through the spoken word? Do we rely on this form because that's the way it 

has always been delivered ? For some people pre-recording their talk and 

then taking questions can be easier, for others having a dialogue with some

one can be perfect. We need to consider different options rather than relying 
on the way we have always done it before. 

Listening is as important as speaking. Can we ensure there are appropri

ate pauses in presentation and wait for others to process information before 
moving on? 

Amanda recognizes she ta lks too fast. She has to consciously check to 

slow her pace and remind herself not to always feel that she needs to fill in 
the gaps. We can sometimes misinterpret slow responses as disinterest when 

they may be as a result of l inguistic or cultural differences, or perhaps the 

need to cognitively process the information before considering a response. 
In a live face-to-face conference setting we may have different ways of 

someone asking questions or seeking clarification. Accommodating different 
communication preferences can be provided through using different means, 

eg using low-tech approaches such as putting your questions on Post-it 

notes and placing them in a box or on a whiteboard or using voting apps 
that allow for polling and engagement from wherever you are.  
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We can all do better and we can learn from our challenges as well as our 

successes and share this with each other. If  we can all write about what we 

have tried and describe any challenges and how we have overcome them (or 

didn't) we can all benefit. This is work in progress. 

Planning the conference 

• Ask the delegates for ideas: 'We want to provide an inclusive, diverse 

conference experience, but we need help. Can you help us? '  

• Consider the information to b e  sent out before and after the event. 

• Provide clear information about where it will take place and timings. 

• Ensure there is information on how to get to the place with transport 

options - identifiable buildings are often helpful (eg near the shop with 

the orange sign; past Hotel X) .  

• Ask specifically if people have special dietary requirements. 

• Make it explicit how to ask for adj ustments. You could say for example, 

'We strive to host inclusive, accessible events that enable all individuals, 

including individuals with disabilities, to engage fully. To be respectful 

of those with allergies and environmental sensitivities, we ask that you 

please refrain from wearing strong fragrances. To request an accommoda

tion or for inquiries about accessibility, please contact ( name, email, 
phone ) .' 

Alternatively, you could offer a checklist for people to tick if they need any 
adjustments or specific support, for example :  

I will need the following accommodations in order to  participate: 

• assistive listening device; 

• captioning; 

• reserved front-row seat; 

• large-print handouts; 

• advance copy of slides being projected; 

• wheelchair access; 

• wheelchair access to working tables throughout room; 

• scent-free room; 

• lactation room; 



• gender neutral bathroom; 

E V E RYDAY M E ET I N G S ,  C O N F E R E N C E S  A N D  S E M I N ARS 2 1 3 

• diet restrictions - list:--------------------

Ask permission to collect data about people's preferences and neurodiverse 
styles but ensure confidentiality. Establishing baseline data now and moni

toring future progress is critical to show progress is being made.  

For presenters 

Provide presenters with a checklist requesting that they: 

• submit materials in advance ( but be reasonable with timeframes) so that 

they can be forwarded to individuals who may not be able to view screens 

or flip charts; 

• verbally describe visual materials (eg slides, charts, etc ) ;  

• have printed copies available ( in larger font) ;  

• avoid using small print on presentations that can't be  seen from a distance; 

• ensure speakers ( including those asking questions) always use a 

microphone; 

• activate captions on any video used in the presentation; 

• encourage hourly breaks; 

• organize breakout group activities to maximize distance between groups 

( eg each group going to a corner of the room or side rooms) .  

I t  can b e  stressful and tiring presenting s o  ensure they know they have a 

quiet space they can go to before and after presentations as well .  

The space and the place 

Design for universal access . Universal Design is the notion that if you make 
a meeting accessible to people who have the biggest chal lenges, everyone 

benefits. How accessible is the venue? Sometimes it may be a challenge in 
terms of the choices you have as you may have a specific budget and need to 

use a certain location. 
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On the day 

• Put up clear signage to show where the meeting or conference is being 

held .  

• Consider breakout rooms and/or a quiet space for coffee/tea breaks so 
that people can choose to move away from the group and the need to 

have to make conversation . 

• Offer name badges to be worn if wanted. Also consider whether 

participants could indicate their preferred pronouns (eg she/her/hers, 

they/them/theirs) at time of registration and add them to name tags or 

provide stickers. 

• Background noises - music playing switched off. 

• Consider the l ayout and set-up of rooms so that visual presentations are 

accessible to al l  and can be heard at all times. Do they have to be seated 

in rows ? 

• Consider if some people may need electrical outlets in accessible seating 

areas to accommodate devices, laptops, etc; extra space or work surface. 

• At the end of each presentation do you think everyone should clap or 

not ? 1  Firstly in Manchester University in  201 8 and then Oxford University 
in 2 0 1 9  they decided to substitute a clap at the end of the conference/ 

performance with using the British Sign Language equivalent - a wave of 

both hands. Consider if  you want to do the same to reduce the sensory 

overload that may be uncomfortable for some. 

Content and form of the day 

• Check microphones are working and offer d ifferent types where possible.  

Some people find it hard to stand sti l l  and need to walk, and/or to have 

to remember to stay near a 'stick microphone' .  

• Check if  there is  a hearing loop available. 

• Can you provide notes in pdf format beforehand or afterwards ? Either 

way do let your participants know what's happening. 

• Can you provide closed captioning on speakers' sl ides ? 

• If you can, ensure someone is available for signing if this is required . 

• Have some tables to sit at for note taking - especially useful if handwriting/ 

taking notes is d ifficult for someone. 
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• Make i t  known that participants can stand at the back of the room if they 

find it hard to sit still for long. 

• Make sure to repeat questions posted by the audience before the speaker 
responds, especially if there is not a roving microphone available. 
Presenters or audience members may express confidence that they are 

loud enough and do not need a microphone. Regardless, encourage them 

to speak into one. 

• Could you provide an alternative space to hear the lecture ( a  TV monitor 

set up in another room with headphones) for someone who may find it 

uncomfortable being in a setting with many people? 

• Remote delivery of live conferences to widen engagement is  now a far 
easier option. It opens up the potential for more people to attend but at 

the same time be in their own surroundings. 

Break and lunch times 

• Food choices - can people let you know beforehand if they have specific 

dietary requirements ? 

• Provide a quiet space to be able to take drinks/food if people need less 

noise and require a break away from having to make conversation. 

• Provide a place to sit down at a table with their food. For some people 

balancing a drink and a plate is really difficult and stressful. 

• Some conferences have some tables with topics cards on or to d irect 

people who come from simi lar geographic or work areas to meet up so 

they know they have something in common. This can be used to help 

start a conversation. 

After the event 

Reflect on what has worked and what hasn't for next time. Ask attendees for 
honest feedback. Sharing your data creates accountability for yourself, and 
also for other groups and events around you. However, remember your role 
in collecting, storing, and sharing data responsibly. Unless strictly necessary 

to do otherwise, maintain demographic and other information related to 

d iversity as de-identified data sets to l imit the risk of exposure of confiden

tial or sensitive in.for ma ti on. 
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Face to face 

Meeti ngs 

Start off by making a simple statement that inclusion is  important. If  people 

don't know each other, put some thought into how you can introduce your
self or ask people to complete something about themselves beforehand. 

Sometimes having to speak out and be interesting when you are feeling 

anxious can make it really difficult to listen to others at the same time! You 
could ask for each person to say their name and perhaps say 'something 

interesting about me you couldn't tell from just looking at me.' 

Verbally acknowledge and draw attention to a 'Code of Conduct' if you 

have one. Making welcoming statements can enable participants to build a 

shared language and understanding of terms and definitions. Describe how 

moderation will happen and clearly identify the moderator. Provide name 
cards so that everyone can write on them how they want to be addressed ( if  

they have a nickname for example) and their preferred pronoun. 

Consider group dynamics and power dynamics of who speaks and who 

moderates. 

Structure decision-making to include everyone. Put a system in place so 

that important conversations and decisions occur during the meeting, where 

everyone can have a voice and a vote. Important decisions made at meetings 

often happen adjacent to the meeting itself, over lunch, in bars, hallways, 

restrooms, etc; be aware that this may preclude some people who find this 
type of interaction uncomfortable and distracting. They also often take 

place in a noisier setting, making it harder for some people to focus. 

Clearly note time constraints and stick to them. 

Moderate Q&A sessions with awareness of inclusion to make sure more 

junior and less vocal attendees can get a word in. Moderators of Q&As play 

an important role in making sure discussions aren't dominated by a small 
number of vocal participants. 

Invite those who may not speak right away to share their views or ask 

questions . Intentionally elicit multiple perspectives from multiple types of 
meeting participants . Questions could be posed before and after the meeting 

so they can be followed up at the next meeting for those who find it harder 

to vocalize in the meetings themselves. Consider letting the audience or par
ticipants prioritize the questions they want to be a

.
nswered such as by using 

apps (eg sl i .do) .2 
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Provide written information to all participants i n  an email so that i t  can 

be read by text-to-speech software if necessary or printed out. 

Online meetings 

In online meetings it can be exhausting trying to get everyone to engage. 

Being a facilitator can be a bit like being the conductor of an orchestra all 
playing different tunes and starting off at different times. Many of the same 

principles you use for a face-to-face meeting can be used when planning 

onl ine meetings. However, there are some differences which you wil l  all be 

fami liar with. 

The person needs the added skills of engaging online with the technology 

as well as participating in the meeting. This can make it harder to pick up 

the nuances of physical communication, movements and eye-to-eye contact 
that would be present in a live setting around a table .  

How you see someone on your computer screen may be different from 

others depending on your set-up. You can't say ' let's go around the room 

and ask everyone' in the same way as in a face-to-face meeting and no one 

can look anyone directly in the eye. Micro-gestures are missed a ltogether. 

You have some control over your actions such as choosing to mute your

self, turning the camera off (and doing something else at the same time) ,  or 

even finding out mysteriously at an inconvenient point in the meeting that 
your internet has gone down! Turn-taking and knowing j ust when you can 

speak can be particularly difficult sometimes in a web meeting and it often 

ends up that you seem to be talking over one another. 

We can sometimes assume that someone is less interested if their camera 

is off but it may be a way of staying focused as you can move around or take 

notes, close your eyes, or think without being judged for doing this. So don't 
assume a camera off means someone is having a nap or making a cuppa!  

When planning web meetings, do consider the size of the group and the 

length of the meeting. If  the group is too big it will reduce the chance of 

participation or any meaningful d iscussions and some people may feel 
uncomfortable speaking up about something they disagree about. You may 
want to consider using breakout rooms to allow everyone to have their 

voice. Someone in each group can then volunteer to give feedback to the 

whole group and this allows for more voices to be heard . 
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What can you do? 

Start by thinking of the length of the meeting. Who says it should always last 

an hour? Can you meet for 20 minutes, have a break, and then meet for 

another 20 minutes when everyone has had time to think about what is 

being discussed and can feed back ? 

D O  HAV E  A FAC I L I TATO R 

Having someone 'directing' or facilitating the meeting like a conductor in an 

orchestra is  important. Their role is to both mediate and facilitate and, 

importantly, to keep track of who's talking - and who's not. The first thing 

is to watch closely for someone who is dominating the discussion and those 

who interrupt others. If  someone tries to control the dialogue, interject and 

redirect the conversation back to the broader group. It is important that 

everyone has the opportunity to speak.  For some, the group setting is really 

hard, especially if  they are more introverted or have a speech and language 
challenge, or require longer to process information. 

P R OV I D E  I N FO R MAT I O N  B E F O R E  T H E  M E ET I N G  

Information beforehand always helps everyone. Provide an outline o f  the 

meeting, who will be attending, the length and format of the meeting, and 

expectations and outcomes ( if  possible ) .  Not all meetings have to last an 
hour so consider actually how long someone can remain focused in this 

setting. 

S ET TH E G RO U N D  R U L E S  

A t  the start o f  the meeting set the rules and reiterate the purpose and length 

of the meeting. Anyone should be able to edit their name they want others 

to address them by and if  necessary spell it phonetically, as well as giving 

their preferred pronouns. Check if anyone needs any additional support. 

You could ask a general question after a meeting such as 'Are there practices 
we are using in our meetings that are not working for you? '  rather than 
saying 'Do you need adjustments ? '  as not everyone knows what specifically 

may help and you may need to problem-solve. 
An anonymous group poll at the start of the meeting allows you to gain 

a feel of the room. 
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O F F E R  D I F F E R E N T  WAYS TO ASK Q U ES T I O N S  

Be  explicit about how people can  ask questions (eg put hands up  or  type 

into chat any questions ) .  State how they will be responded to - either in  
order or  using an app so  questions can be  prioritized.  Demonstrate how 
to do this. Using the chat facility and allowing people to post anonymously 

can be a way of really getting all people's views without fear of retribution, 

giving the ability to be honest. Have someone read out the chat and ques

tions so everyone can respond and participate and encourage discussion. 

G A I N  F E E D B A C K  A B O U T  B E I N G  I N C LU S I V E  

There i s  n o  doubt faci l itating a meeting takes practice. After meetings do 
try and find out what is working well and what isn't by asking your team 

members for feedback - either at the end of your meetings or with an email 
or app that al lows anonymity. 

C O N S I D E R  W H O  H A S  N OT PARTI C I PAT E D  A N D  C O N S I D E R  T H E  R E A S O N S  W H Y  

Keep i n  mind those who have not participated in the meeting and fol low up 

to ensure everyone has an opportunity to contribute. Some people need to 

have time to reflect before responding. They may d isagree with what is being 
said but feel uncomfortable confronting someone in an open forum. This 

can result in conformity bias which occurs when people feel pressured to 
agree with everyone else in the room. Creating a space where employees feel 

comfortable sharing opposing viewpoints will lead to better decision

making and more engagement from employees. 

R E C O R D  M E ET I N G S  

Consider recording meetings ( but be sure everyone i s  aware o f  this) s o  that 

attendees can review and reflect on the discussion if they need a longer time 
to process the information. 

O F F E R  C L O S E D  CAPT I O N I N G E V E RY T I M E  

Some platforms offer automatic closed captioning so  i t  runs all the time. 

M E ET I N G  N O T E S  OR P R E S E NTATI O N S  

Where possible provide accessible copies o f  the entire presentation, includ
ing handouts, before the webinar. This enables webinar participants to 
review the information ahead of time so they can focus on listening to the 
presenters . 
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KEY P O I N T S  

Everyday m ee tings, conferences a n d  semina rs 

• Preparation is key. Ask for feedback and gu idance from staff and also 

people who have attended events and see how you could do better next 

time. 

• U p-front i nformation helps - knowing what is  happen ing and when can 

make a real d i fference to partici pation. 

• I magine each step of the journey of a meeting or conference and p ut 

yourself in the shoes of other people. 

• Most adjustments don't cost a lot of money or time to put in p lace and 

al low everyone to be able to partic ipate ful ly. 

Notes 

Weale, S and Perraudin, F (201 8 )  Jazz hands at Manchester University: the calm 

behind the storm, Guardian, 5 Oct, https://www.theguardian.com/society/20 1 8/ 

oct/05/jazz-hands-at-manchester-university-the-calm-behind-the-storm (archived 

at https://perma.cc/NM5C-GY25) 

2 Slido (202 1 )  https://www.sli . do/ (archived at https://perma.cc/HA87-2QHP) 
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C h am pions, staff networks and 

com munities 

How to succeed in being an inclusive workplace 

I ntroducti o n  

In  this chapter w e  discuss the ways organizations can p u t  structure a n d  pro

cesses in place to create neuro-inclusive work settings. While it is wonderful 

that organizations speak of diversity and inclusion, there remains a need to 

establish inclusive processes. To do so we also need to understand some of 
the keywords that are used. Sometimes we may assume that when we speak 
to each other we mean the same thing, but this may not actually be true! 

To begin this chapter, we will outline some of the key terms we often use 

and what they mean to us such as equality, diversity and i nclusion, and con

sider them in the workplace and then go on to d iscuss . . .  

What is inclusion ?  

We talk a lot about inclusion but what does it  really mean to you ? Inclusion 

is fundamentally not just about being present. It is  not tokenistic. It is being 

able to contribute to and feel a part of that group or organization and be 

valued.  

In  a workplace setting this  means ensuring there are ways for all to 
contribute, and ensuring that others can access your communication styles. 
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It means being able to talk and share ideas without fear of saying the wrong 
thing or it being taken out of context. It also means having the skills or 

knowledge of key people in an organization to know how to make adjust

ments to all phases of employment and ensure they are put in place, not just 

talked about. Inclusion does not mean doing the same thing for and to 

everyone, eg having a standard practice for people who are dyslexic, as this 

will not achieve equality. It means doing the right thing for each person .  

That i s  equity. Successful i nclusion happens when w e  can a l l  feel valued and 
don't have to 'fit in' but we are integral and a valued team member. It is  

not easy and cannot be achieved in one step as there are elements including 
different people's attitudes and knowledge to address. 

What is the difference between equality and equity? 

We have talked in  a previous chapter about the differences between equality 
and equity but we think it's important to repeat it here. When we talk about 

equality, we think about how everyone has the same opportunities to show
case their talents and skills and can make the most of who they are. 

Sometimes equality and equity are confused. Our society is continuing to 

make steps towards equality but being equal and fair is not always straight

forward. Equity means we may need to differentiate what we do to ensure 

inclusion and sometimes people may need differing support to make their 

opportunities the same as others'. This is  equity and is essential to consider 

when we are talking about neurodiversity and where our brains differ and 
our support needs will be different. 

What is diversity? 

Diversity can be seen as any differences between individuals on any attribute 

that might lead to the perception that another person is different from one

self. 1 It is socially constructed and can be 'othering'. 
The diversity of individuals means that inclusion has to mean under

standing how each person can contribute. This means understanding that 
each individual is unique and recognizing our individual differences and 

valuing them. These can be along the dimensions of race, ethnicity, gender, 
sexual orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical abilities, religious 

beliefs, political beliefs, or other ideologies. It is about each person. Cognitive 

diversity is the differences in the way we think, act and communicate. 
If  we cut up diversity into slices, such as delivering a campaign relating to 

neurodiversity alone, we run a risk of resulting in a 'them and us' situation. 
•· 
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Amanda has recently read documentation referring to 'the neurotypicals'  

and 'the neurodivergents' as if  there are distinct groupings that separate us 

from them. The positive effects of d iversity will be undermined if groups 

perceive dissimilar others as a threat. When the advantages of diversity are 

highlighted to the majority as well as the minori ty, interventions/support 

programmes are less l ikely to be viewed with resentment. We need to value 

i ntergroup d ifferences rather than create factions. 

A successful approach to achieving inclusion and diversity means actions 

need to be part of an ecosystem approach, not a one-off campaign. It needs 

to be embedded in all that we do. Embracing diversity of thinking can lead 

to better communication, improved understanding of how teams interact, 

less conflict and greater wellbeing. It's l ikely that when we consciously con

sider our d ifferences (both strengths and challenges) we can assume our 

roles within the group dynamic more naturally and so teams become more 

cohesive and more productive. 

Tak ing an a l l - i nc lus ive approach 

Ensuring workplace d iversity is far more than just a moral issue but has key 

busi ness benefits. Creating an inclusive approach and celebrating diversity 

in all aspects of business means everyone is a part of this and it is 'business 

as usual ' .  One way to achieve this is  to frame programmes as al l- inclusive, 

explicitly i ncluding majority groups and recognizing differences in us all so 

that we can hear and learn from different experiences and gain i nsight. We 

all gain from learning and integrating information about each other and this 

stimulates deeper information processing and complex thinking. 

Researchers such as Galinsky et al in 20 1 52 found that promoting d iver

sity led to a reduction in bias and better intergroup interactions . Positive 

beliefs about d iversity have also been found to positively impact whether 

diversity leads to greater social integration and innovation. PwC in 20 1 63 

found that educating their workforce led to staff feeling greater inclusivity 
where differences were valued and respected. The contrast to this is wanting 
everyone to be homogeneous in thoughts, feel ings and actions.  In real ity 
each person is the opposite of this; we are all a sum of our parts and inter

sectional i ty i s  the real ity. 
Successful inclusion leads to feel ings of belonging. In  order to belong we 

need to have trust and openness. When we respect differences i n  us al l  we 
can then create a sense of belonging and open up the dialogue. In a culture 
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where 'disclosure' has negative connotations and certain neurodivergent 
conditions still have a stigma attached to them (employers generally know 

less about ADHD a nd Tourette's) then belonging remains an elusive thing .  

Inclusion means ensuring the doors are open 

The amount of actual diversity in organizations is affected by recruitment, 

selection and promotion procedures. The first stage, recruitment, is critical 

because underrepresented individuals often forgo opportunities with organ

izations they deem unwelcoming. An ecosystem approach considers all 

points of the journey for the employee. 

Inclusion is central to belonging 

Belonging is a sense of fitting in or feeling like you are an important member 

of a group. Fitting in is when we feel connected or have an affinity with a 

particular person or group. A sense of belonging is not only innately human,  

but it is also important in building high-performing teams and is  associated 

with strong performance in the workplace. 

Affinity is a l iking or feelings of empathy for someone especially because 

there are shared characteristics, but the opposite of affinity is feelings of 

d issimilarity, dislike, hatred or lack of empathy. When we consider the 

opposite, we see why affinity is so important. It certainly doesn't mean we 

need to all be the same but it does mean we need to have shared values. 

Good companies have values that are known by their employees so they can 

engage and be a part of living them. 

In order to fit in and have an affinity with our team members we need to 

be empathic. Empathy is sometimes confused with sympathy. Empathy is 

our ability to read and understand another person's emotions, needs, and 

thoughts. It is considered to be one of the core competencies of emotional 
intelligence. It has been seen as one of the critical leadership skills .  Good 
leaders need empathy as it ensures that they can influence, inspire, a nd help 
other people achieve their dreams and goals. Empathy is the stuff that 

enables us to connect with others in a real and meaningful way, which i n  

turn makes u s  happier and more effective a t  work. Empathy is important for 
effective team working. In order to be empathetic we also need to recognize 

that we all communicate differently and what we say and what we mean 
may be very different from each other. We need to ask others and not assume. 
We need to check in with the person to see if we are correct. 
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What you can see from this is  that equity, diversity and inclusion are 

integral ly connected with belonging and wellbeing in the workplace. 

Caring has currency 

There is a real currency for organizations who care about their employees 

(and their customers) .  Fostering a sense of belonging is one of the most 

responsible and important things organizations can do to empower their 

teams to be at their best. Organizations that embrace a diverse and i nclusive 

workforce see the value in hiring and nurturing professionals who are will

ing to challenge the status quo and coming up with new ways to solve 

important problems.  Academics have also suggested that financial benefits 

for organizations flow from this. More diverse discussions can lead to better 

decision-making, more complex thinking and ultimately being better 
equipped for unforeseen challenges. 

H ow do we succeed i n  being an i nc l u s ive workplace? 

It is wonderful that organizations are speaking more about the imperative 

for diversity and inclusion in the workplace. There is even growing evidence 
of the impact for businesses that make this a primary focus. 'Diversity 

Wins' ,4 published in 2020, is the third report in a McKinsey series, following 

'Why Diversity Matters' (20 1 5 )5 and 'Delivering Through Diversity' (201 8 ) .6 

The series investigates the business case for diversity. They have focused very 

much on gender diversity and ethnic and cultural diversity in corporate 

leadership - and have shown the business case strengthening from report to 

report; the most diverse companies are now more l ikely than ever to outper

form less diverse peers on profitabil ity. 
We are seeing organizations making statements about their future plans 

and intent and describing some of their actions . Establishing i nclusive pro

cesses, we all need to first understand the words we speak. Sometimes we 
assume that we mean the same thing, but this may not actua l ly be true ! In  

relation to neurodiversity most of the focus has  been more on developing 

programmes for hiring those with autism or dyslexia rather than consider
ing a wider spectrum of different talents. It is sometimes extremely specific 
rather than being neuro-inclusive. 

Becoming an inclusive work setting is not easy and cannot be achieved 
in  one step as there are elements to creating an environment for change, 
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F I G  u RE  1 4 . 1  Steps to create a neuro- inc l usive workplace 

Putting the 
team together 

Making 
the case 

Empoweri ng 

Look for q uick wi ns 

Comm u nicating 
the vision (WIFM) 

Seeing 

the vision 

Maintaining 

requmng that different people's attitudes and knowledge are addressed 

( see Figure 1 4 . 1  ). We need to move away from stereotypes, myths, misinform

ation and biases. Sometimes the language we use creates a barrier to com

municating. We can use terms like disorder, disability and impairment. We 

use different words by different professionals such as specific learning diffi

culties in education and developmental disorders by health professionals .  

These differences can create misunderstanding and confusion. 

Everyone involved must share a commitment to the philosophy of inclu
sion and a belief in the equal value of all. Inclusion requires all participants 

to be equal partners in the process. 

Diversity means understanding that each individual is unique and recognizes 

our individual differences. These can be along intersecting dimensions of 

race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, socio-economic status, age, physical 

abilities, religious beliefs, political beliefs, or other ideologies.7 

It is  about each person. 
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• B y  gaining greater understanding. 

• Being compassionate. 

• Making sustained efforts rather than one-off initiatives. 

• Recognizing where there is discrimination. 

• Identifying and measuring where there is inequity. 

• Being reflective and being humble to our mistakes. 

• Not making neurodiversity this year's thing! 

• Avoiding being tokenistic. 

• Thinking about people and not campaigns. 

At NICE, Theo set up a ' lunch and learn' session on neurodiversity. Soon he 

had over 30 employees in an email list who were happy to share thoughts 

and ideas on neurodiversity. This organical ly led to members of the group 

organizing events and writing interesting articles they wanted to share. 
This group included some senior members of the organization who had a 

personal i nterest in this area . 
Before long, the organization would request advice and input from the 

group on things such as workplace layout and practices such as redesigning 

the office space or how to create accessible designs for the background to a 

Zoom call .  The group grew informally and quietly into a network of l ike

minded individuals who were happy to help and support each other as 

well as the organization on the concept and practical implications of neuro

diversity in the workplace and beyond. 
It was because of this work and Theo's reputation as a neurodiversity 

champion that people would feel empowered to quietly approach him with 

their own stories: 'Hey I'm dyslexic' . . .  or ' I 'm autistic' . . .  or sometimes just, 

' I  always felt different and what you've been sharing really resonates with 

me.' So as an employee, don't always feel you need to wait for permission to 
do the big launch. 

If  you don't feel your organization or team is a safe place to do this or 

hasn't sufficient bandwidth or representation, then begin with external sup
port groups. There are many that are based online and some local support 
groups which meet up in person. This can be a fantastic way of engaging 

with others and starting to test your thoughts and ideas whilst gaining 

insight from people with shared experiences. You can then take some of this 
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dialogue and debate back to  your organization to initiate meaningful change 
by helping them to understand where positive interventions can be made 

and what the potential benefits are to both the employee and the employer. 

From an employer's perspective it is worth noting that many employees 

(particularly from underrepresented groups including neurodiverse employ

ees) value the ability 'to bring your whole self to work'.  Being able to openly 

express one's self in a pluralist inclusive work culture leads to retention of 

staff, good team morale and increased productivity. However, bringing 'your 
whole self to work' doesn't mean you need to reveal everything about your

self but choosing and knowing you can. 

This is  not our novel concept and has been given close attention by Mike 
Robbins in hjs book Bring Your Whole Self to Work: How vulnerability 

unlocks creativity, connection, and performance.8 

Google conducted an in-depth research project between 2012 and 2014 called 

Project Aristotle, aimed at determining the key factors that contribute to high

performing teams. It involved gathering and assessing data from 1 80 teams 

across the company, as well as looking at some of the most recent studies in 

the fields of organizational psychology and team effectiveness. According to 

the findings, the most signiiicant element of team success is what's known as 

psychological safety: a culture of trust where people feel safe to speak llp, take 

risks, and know that they won't be ridiculed for making mistakes or dissenting. 

When these actions - speaking up, taking risks, and owning mistakes - are 

modeled and celebrated, especially by those in leadership positions, it allows the 

team and the environment to be as psychologically safe as possible.9 

C A S E  S T U  DY 

The Adm ira l approach 

One organization that is  doing wel l  i n  creating an inc lusive cu lture is Ad m i ral Insurance 

in the U K .  Paul B i l l ington from Ad miral descri bes thei r processes and the steps they 

have taken over the past few years in bu i ld ing a more d iverse and neuro- inc lus ive 

workforce. They have done this i n  stages bu i ld ing from awareness to provid i ng a clear 

pathway of support and have i ncl uded the trai n ing of a team of professionals with in 

the busi ness. 

'At Ad m i ral ,  we recogn ized that there was a growing, al most newfound awareness 

of neurod iversity begin n i ng to show itself - it was no longer an understand ing com

parable to "dyslexics are just bad spel lers" and other blanket j udgements. I nternally 
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w e  had staff that had al ready told u s  o f  traits and struggles here a n d  there, b u t  we 

recognized that there was no centralized and consistent approach on how we 

supported people. Not that there wasn't support - there was, and it was certai nly 

"doi ng a job", but there was no formal ized route for staff, no s ignposting and l ittle 

awareness on how to access gu idance or assistance. There were some tools to aid 

people, but knowledge was sometimes weak and therefore, how d id  we know we were 

doing the best we could for staff? And more i m portantly, d id all our  staff know where 

to go to receive any gu idance or support should they need it? How wou ld managers 

u nderstand how their teams best operate, respectful of those who could be 

neu rod ivergent?' 

Amanda has been working with Adm i ral for several years in an iterative way to 

bu i ld  a last ing,  sustai nable and i ncl usive system. Paul goes on to describe some of 

the i r  actions. 

'One of the fi rst thi ngs we did was to reach out to experts i n  the field - and luck i ly, 

Prof Ki rby has been a vocal champion in this area, so she was not hard to fi n d !  

U n derstand ing t h e  cu rrent th inki ng, avoid ing common p itfal ls a n d  m isunderstand ings 

i n  this area alongside bu i ld ing a strong through- l i ne for staff, from the recru itment 

stage across thei r entire employment, was at the core of what we wanted to ach i eve. 

'Education was p romi nent in those early days. Ensur ing that we knew how to assist 

future staff to apply for roles with Adm i ral and verify that adjustments were made 

th rough the recru itment process, was key. In turn, creating trai n i ng sessions to dr ive a 

sol id knowledge base for managers and staff a l ike across the com pany that wou l d  help 

them to u nderstand the changing world of neurodiversity - how traits can be missed, 

why someone isn't "just dyspraxic" and how a person's p rofile is not one th ing or 

another - there was lots to com m u n icate and absorb.' 

They developed a stepped process and considered how mental health and wel lbeing 

fitted i nto th is framework: 'We centralized the support structure in a new "Workplace 

Su p port" team with in  the H R  dept. Made up of staff that had previous experience of 

su p porting d isab i l ities and health conditions, workplace adj ustments and a ground ing 

in health, safety and wel l be ing,  one of the new core functions would be to u nderstand 

neurodiversity as it stands, and how to assist anyone with, or without, a confirmed 

d iagnosis. L i n ki ng in that with the effects on mental health, wel lbeing and the barriers 

neu rodivergent staff m ight face was incredibly i m portant in developing strategies that 

would succeed for the person and the business.' 

They carried out a series of actions: 'Creat ing awareness via wel l being d iscussions, 

neurodiversity trai n ing sessions and articles on our  i nternal i ntranet, the new team 

sought to establ i sh  connections and commonal ity of pu rpose withi n  the bus iness. To 

better support those with needs meant i nvolving departments such as recru itment 

(potential and new staff), IT (software and hardware p rovision), and then gai n i ng 
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advice from outside t h e  busi ness too using Do-IT Profiler (for screen ing tools and 

recommendations), talk ing for example with the B ritish Dyslexia Association and 

Autism Spectrum Con nections Cymru.  Additional to that we u ndertook neurodiversity 

awareness train ing for the team, accredited to OCN level 4 for "Supporting a Neurod iverse 

Workforce". Th is  was vital to ensuring the right conversations took p lace, the correct 

th inking went into adj ustments and fundamental ongoing su p port was in place.' 

Paul i m portantly showed that this was a plan that started over one year b ut has 

now been continued for several years. They cou ld see a business advantage in making 

these comm itments: 'Celebrating d iverse talents and br inging about u nderstan d i ng of 

an area that is  u nfortunately somewhat u n recognized as being a valuable and 

im portant asset to any busi ness was i mportant to us. Seeking to employ talented 

people with traits which oftentimes provide sk i l l  sets that, w hen provided the 

opportu n ity, f lourish and del iver needed talents in so many areas of the workplace has 

been someth ing that more busi nesses need to grasp. We are sti l l  developing our  

approaches in  th is  area and w i l l  continue to explore how we respect and develop 

talents in our neurod ivergent col leagues.' 

This stepped process is evolving for Ad miral and this is key to becoming an inc l usive 

organ ization. Ad m i ral have developed their own ideas and some central areas of work. 

Paul descr ibes these: 

• Wel l being in the Workplace assessments and signposting etc (mental health)/al l 

team trained as Mental Health F i rst Aiders/making reasonable adj ustments. 

• DSE/m usculoskeletal - working with d isabil ity, long-term health conditions and 

reasonable adj ustments. 

• Neurodiversity - we got a team trained on the accredited Neurod iversity 

Awareness cou rse and also selected some staff from this to become Workplace 

Needs assessors. We are us ing Do- IT Profiler as a part of the screen ing process 

and then provid i ng one-to-one su pport alongside the su pport of managers who 

oversee the i n dividual and the team. 

Adm i ral have taken a hol istic approach to all these strands as they recogn ize that 

neurodiversity l i n ks to p hysical and mental health and needs a complete and 

overarc h i ng view. They are conti nu ing to develop next steps in this process so there 

are pathways in p lace. Pau l  goes on to describe th is in a l ittle more deta i l :  'The 

recruitment team has d i rect contact with anyone who has said they are neurodiverse 

who has d ifficult ies with the i nterview process or questions about office working 

based on needs. Contact is  made and the team works with the Recru itment Officer and 

Recru it ing Manager. The team also reviews any medical forms that ind icate needs or 

some su pport.' 
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Adm i ral have staff that have been appropriately trained and tra in  others with i n  

Adm i ra l .  Paul says, 'Tra in ing i s  cond ucted o n  neurodiversity awareness b y  o u r  i n it ial 

train ing teams. This often pro mpts some staff who h ave been h aving chal lenges and 

have not been d iagnosed to speak to "Workplace S u pport", where we confidential ly 

meet and talk about their c i rcu mstances, offer support, use the Do-IT Profi ler, make 

any adjustments (environment, software, hardware, targets, day-to-day role etc), 

educate their manager and del iver whatever is needed at that point in time.' 

Ad m i ral have created a Tai lored Adj ustments Plan (TAP) that fol lows the person to 

each department al lowi ng them freedom to explain to each new manager what they 

need. There are Workplace Support (WPS) fol low-up meeti ngs on the plan w ith the 

manager and staff member so that cont inu ing su pport fol l ows a staff member  

wherever they go i n  the business. Regular check- i ns with  staff on their  adj ustments 

are made as often as the person is comfortable. 

What is key about this approach? 

Adm i ral are conti n u ing to bu i ld  awareness in  the organization through a n um ber of 

actions includ i ng: 

• i ntranet artic les on work done, help offered, 'offer rather than declare'; 

• i nternal train i n g  cou rse for teams on what neurodiversity is, held across the 

busi ness - mention ing Workplace Su pport; 

• specific trai n i ng on core areas for speciality and correct advice; 

• 1 - 2 - 1  confidential support sessions with staff; d isabil ity forum awareness. 

They also have had HR buy-in so that if topics come up with i n  performance 

management meet ings etc, staff are sign posted to Workplace Su pport. We th ink  this is  

a great exam ple of an embedded system that has been bu i l t  u p  over time and i s  

creating a cu lture o f  inc lus ion.  

Sett ing up networks 

We hear from Jennifer Offord, Senior Planning and Enabling Manager 

from 'Homes England' about her first-hand experience of neurodiversity 
networks and what has been achieved. 

'For me, being in a neurodiversity network means I am not alone within 

my organization. On projects, I have felt the odd one out, conscious that I 

approach tasks differently to most. It is tiring having to explain why I am 
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interested in connections that others don't see or  feel relevant. In  our 

network discussions, I find I don't have to j ustify myself so much. 
' I  have heard the sense of belonging that the network offers described 

as " finding your tribe" .  I can understand for some the comfort in that. But 

I think what brings our network members together is that we realize we are 
not the same. We notice and respect our unique " spiky profiles " .  We talk a 

lot about the l imitations and frustrations of " one size fits al l"  processes that 

put people into boxes. 

'In the network there is no expectation to communicate a certain way. 

Some, like me, interrupt a lot to present ideas, while others find this distract

ing and disruptive. Finding a balance is a work in progress and our Chair 

plays a key role. We are open about our conflicting needs and try to ensure 
everyone has their say, in their own way. Being valued and accepted as an 

individual means I feel more relaxed, and less on my guard . 

'Through other network members, I have discovered a lot about different 

communication styles and the way I work best. This means I am more con

fident about what I can do well, and what strategies work for me. Based on 
what others have said, I realize now that having a clear " mission "  or brief 

before starting tasks is necessary for me to work effectively. The network is 

gaining momentum, and we are starting to put our experience into practice 
through an informal buddy system, offering support to new starters and 

also their managers. 

'Beyond supporting individuals, insight from our network is creating 

practical changes throughout the organization from recruitment, to training 

and procurement. Many of our suggestions have been simple and the bene

fits extend far beyond network members. For example, our network has 
demonstrated that mini-videos can communicate news more effectively than 

relying on long emails. We have also explained why setting out what will 

happen in advance of interviews will enable many candidates to feel at ease 

and present their strengths more clearly than being taken by surprise.' 

So what has Jennifer learned from her experiences, that she can share? 
'A neurodiversity network can begin as an informal group, on WhatsApp or 

Teams, or it can take a more formal structure with a committee and desig
nated roles. A clear vision is important to give the network a purpose. 
Aligning objectives to the organization's goals can help target network 
activity to have the most impact. 

'While a network can help drive change, buy-in from all in the organ

ization is important and there need to be clear boundaries for what the 
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network is  a n d  i s  not responsible for. Strong support from senior leadership 

and a sponsor helps networks to thrive. By reinforcing the message that 

everyone has a role in creating a neuro-inclusive culture, senior leadership 

and managers can involve the whole organization in driving change.' 

Jennifer goes on to say: 'I am encouraged to see neurodiversity networks 

increasingly visible within different organizations, and across professions. It 

is great to see connections across networks too, uniting in the message that 

being neuro-inclusive is vital for organizations to support all employees to 

work at their best. Together our neurodiverse voices can help shape the 

future of work, to support collaboration and innovation, and ensure that no 

one feels alone due to neurodiversity.' 

In an ideal world, a staff network will have the support and backing of 

the organization, and where possible it will be establ ished and led by the 

senior leadership! 

The benefits of staff networks go way beyond the i nclusion of your staff. 

They can bring creativity and innovation to your people strategy and can 
help challenge the status quo, ensuring managers and employees are sup

ported.  Staff networks often serve to engender a feeling of belonging 

amongst your current employees, whilst also helping to attract new talent to 
the organization with new ways of thinking and new approaches to tackling 

the work you do. 

Furthermore, it allows people to bring a 'more genuine' rather than a 

'curated' version of themselves to work, as mentioned previously. They don't 

need to mask their personal traits, or the fact they have a child who's autistic 

or dyslexic. They don't need to feel ashamed of the fact that they have panic 
attacks or struggle to deal with change in their hyper-focused, structured 

world .  Knowing that there are other people in their organization willing to 

share their experiences and offer support and advice, can help people open 

up, break down stigma, and educate those who've not had the opportunity 

to understand why somebody may feel or act in a particular way. 

Key things to consider when looking to set up staff networks 

Establish clearly the purpose of the group and why it is needed. 

2 Gaining senior leadership buy-in. 

3 Inclusion is everybody, try to make sure all are welcome. 

4 Capture learnings to feed back into the business and empower positive 

action. 
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W H AT I S  TH E P U R P O S E  O F  T H E  G R O U P  A N D  W H Y  I S  I T  N E E D E D ?  

If  you have n o  women i n  your organization, i t  may b e  sensible to first under

take due diligence before starting a women's network ,  to understand why 
the organization is fai l ing so significantly at being diverse on the most basic 

of levels. 

Looking for support externally to challenge the status quo may be your 
best bet, on the basis that the organization's issues and challenges may be as 

wide as they are deep. 
Theo's example at NICE is  a good place to start. Do some research, get 

some internal or external speakers in on the subject and see what the take
up is and how engaged people are with the subject. You may fi nd that once 

you start talking about neurodiversity the debate will grow exponentially 

from that point forward. 

G ET S E N I O R  L E A D E RS H I P  B U Y- I N  

The organization eventually has to get behind staff networks from the top 
down. It's not enough to have it on today's agenda, as tomorrow it will be 

all but forgotten. Too often we witness organizations get excited by the idea 
of neurodiversity, but then this initial enthusiasm stagnates, and moves little 

beyond awareness raising, essentially becoming nothing more than a bureau

cratic tick-box activity. Senior leadership needs to see the value for their 
organization in how having a neurodiverse and inclusive workforce brings 

in new talents, and aids productivity and wellbeing. 
Having a senior leader as part of the overall initiative can pay real divi

dends. Often you won't have to dig too deep to find somebody at senior 

level who either identifies as being a neuro minority or has a family member 
who does. 

I N C L U S I O N  IS E V E RY B O D Y, TRY TO M A K E  S U R E A L L  A R E  W E LC O M E  

For a staff network focused on neurodiversity t o  work, we cannot exclude 
others. Who are we to define how somebody is impacted, and why they may 
want to be a part of this network? We must not underestimate how creative 

ideas, positive action and change can come from a wide variety of people. 
Having a group composed solely of those who identify as autistic or dyslexic 

could create its own 'groupthink' challenges. You could inadvertently create 

a group subculture, which is in its own way just as monolithic and singular 

as the wider work culture it is trying to influence. 
And, on a practical note, think about the logistics of the network meeting 

up: when, where and how. For example, try not to organize the first meet-up 
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i n  a busy space with bright lights and poor noise reduction. Be considerate 

of those attending; you may want to offer different ways of engaging that 
suit different styles of communication. You will also need to consider the 

difference in conducting virtual meetings compared with a face-to-face one. 

In  a virtual meeting you may need to explicitly provide the rules of engage

ment, provide an agenda and say how communication works, such as use of 

chat, how to ask a question and contribute. 

C A PT U R E  L E A R N I N G S TO F E E D  BAC K I N TO T H E  B U S I N E S S  A N D  E M P O W E R  

P O S I T I V E  ACT I O N  

Everybody benefits from successful staff networks, not j ust those that form 

the groups and attend the meetings. The learning and experiences shared 

in these networks can be utilized to improve the working environment for 

everybody and ultimately show others that this is a good company to join. 

It can also help feed into wider staff learning and development to ensure the 
workforce are adapting and changing with the times . 

If there is a forum for representation, people who are neurodiverse can be 

empowered to have their voice and be in a safe space to speak up i n  a way 

they may not feel is possible if speaking to their l ine manager or to HR. This 

collective voice may be used to discuss support for themselves a nd their col

leagues at work, as well as their children and wider family. Either way, peo

ple are talking, which is great! There are some caveats though. In any group 
rules of engagement need to be expressly stated. For example, someone may 

share something that should stay within the group. It's important there is a 

discussion around 'duty of care' in case someone says they feel very depressed 
for example. 

Do remember (and it seems such an obvious statement) that people do 

not fit into neat boxes; intersectionality is the rule rather than the exception. 
Hence, an employee can be gay and dyslexic; black, female and autistic. As 

much as groups for specific groups with shared interests can be va luable, 

they should not be seen as an exclusive club but be open to others who may 

want to learn more too or who are not quite sure whether they fit into a 

neurodivergent paradigm. 

I n  writing this book, Amanda was speaking to someone who recently 
gained a diagnosis of ADHD in her forties. She is a parent, now in her fifties, 

and is also a carer, and had been seen by numerous mental health services 
and diagnosed with anxiety but ADHD had never been considered or dis
cussed. Ten years ago she would have joined one employee support group in 
an organization, but today she could potentially join four or five. 
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B u i ld i ng and engagi ng with com m u n it ies 

Another il luminating example of building and engaging with communities 

can be found in the recent publication by Universal called Creative 

Differences: A handbook for embracing neurodiversity in the creative 

industries . 1 0  

The creative industry i s  by nature a highly neurological ly diverse place. 
In the words of High Contrast (who we met in Chapter 4 ) :  'You only have 

to take a look around to see that there are many more music artists l ike me.' 

There are incredible people who have said they are neurodivergent, l ike 

Florence Welch, lead singer of Florence and the Machine, and this encour

ages the external influencers within the neurodiverse community l ike Lucy 
Hobbs in the UK who runs a group cal led The Future is ND who meet and 
share ideas . This helps in the creative sector, especially where people are 

often working alone and need to feel connected.  It has a dual benefit in 

terms of gaining support but a lso acts as a catalyst to work together. 

This is another great way to embrace the power of neurodiversity. 

Given the musical stars associated with Universal and their deep resourc

ing pockets and media platforms, it is not surprising that, as an organiza

tion, they have the time and budgets to foreground and support 
neurodiversity so visibly. However, before we become too cynical, it's not all  

about who you know! 

A visible commitment by organizations to embrace neurodiversity can 

manifest in  a number of ways, as we have described. A company can firmly 

plant a stake in the ground to show that neurodiversity is important, not 

only to current employees, but a lso to the external communities that exist 

around neurodiversity and more broadly around diversity and inclusion. 

They can do this by having awareness sessions, for example. This will help 
attract neurodiverse talent and fundamentally change hiring processes ( for 

the better) .  

Building and engaging with communities i s  about value. Universal has 
created a valuable and shareable handbook that can be used by individuals 

and organizations alike. They are speaking loudly and passionately to those 

they would potentially like to attract to the organization in the future. 
Hence, the focus and structure of the handbook's content ensures it gives 

immediate value to people working within the creative industries, but 
arguably its weight and relevance can be felt much further than this. 

There is a lso the undeniable fact that Universal have j ust created a whole 
new level of interest as a commercial organization and producer of music. 
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Not only d id  we  love some of  their artists before, we  now also hold 

the organization in  high regard. This can be a powerful move by any 

organization. 

Now build ing a community from scratch may not be something you 

want to do; it takes some thought, consideration and planning to get it  right. 

You also have to go back to the point at the beginning of this section around 

the 'why ' .  Simi larly to a staff network, you should only be building some

thing where you can offer value and where there is a specific need.  However, 

it is worthwhi le understanding the methodology used in build i ng engaged 

communities as there is a mutual benefit and, if there is the time and budget 
available, it is often an advantageous venture. 

Somebody who knows a thing or two about building highly engaged 

communities in targeted group demographics is Milimo Banj i .  He was the 

guy who sat with Theo at Recfest ( the leading recruitment festival confer

ence) and within the space of minutes was able to engage with the student 

population on the subject of neurodiversity. 
Mils founded an organization, Tapln, which specializes in  effectively 

bui lding communities of students and graduates for organizations. These 

groups often have a very specific focus around careers support and advice, 
but the key element to his communities is that they are engaged and respon

sive. Why is  this ?  It  is  because he speaks to the group's bespoke needs and 

demands; he provides the community with tailored hints, t ips and advice on 

how to compete for j obs in  niche or very specific markets l ike management 

consultancies. 

Mils answers some key questions on the reasons why you would build an 
online community, who can do it and how you do it. 

Why build an online community ? 

Social communities are some of the most vibrant and thriving ecosystems 

created in recent times. Platforms l ike Instagram, Facebook, Linkedln and 

Twitter have become some of the most engaged channels for talent to reside 

in .  During the Covid- 1 9  pandemic, we've seen an increase in  social media 
usage of over 40 per cent, with the majority of people flocking to social for 
entertainment, education and escape whilst living restricted l ives at home. 

These social channels have become key avenues for the exchange of ideas 
and more than ever before, we're seeing talent go to social media before the 

web to learn more about their next job and engage with employers. With so 

many candidates now on social media, there's a need now more than ever 



2 3 8  N E U RO D I V E RS ITY A T  W O R K  

for employers to build online communities and adapt their strategies by 

finding unique ways to engage with talent in this ever-changing candidate 

landscape. 

Who can build a community? 

Building social communities isn't unique to select employers, i t's not an 

exclusive activity that is al located to a select few. Any employer who wants 

to engage with talent and adapt their attraction and engagement strategy 
should be creating online social communities. The best way to attract talent 
to an organization is organically. When employers focus on building real 

brand affinity and deepen their relationships with candidates, what you'll 

find is  that candidates start to become intertwined with your employer 

brand, share your content and engage authentically with you. Long-term 

investment in your community will reduce the cost of hiring whilst increas

ing the time each employee stays at the organization. You're not j ust hiring 

anyone, you're hiring loyal and passionate people that share your values -

this will have positive impacts on everything from their happiness in the 

workplace to their overall performance and output. 

Building an engaged community 

The key thing to remember when building your community is that you are 

not the centre of the story, you are not the protagonist - rather you are the 

guide. The guide refers to your position in supporting candidates in learning 

more about your organization; you're essentially taking them on a journey 
of exploration and deepening their relationship with your brand whilst 

getting them closer to achieving their goals. 

Building communities begins with value. Before posting anything on 

social media, you've got to understand the concept of value and how to 

create content that provides benefits to those in your community. When 

building your community, begin by really understanding your audience. 

Speak directly to them and find out what sort of content they'd find useful 
in learning more about you and advancing their career ( Instagram Stories' 

interactive stickers are great for collecting insights l ike this in a fun way) . 
You can then use the results you get to create value-driven content designed 
to serve your community, answer their questions and support them. 

Value-driven content is  the key to cutting through the noise on social 

media and earning the attention and trust of top talent. The typical content 
consumer in the UK now sees well over 5 ,000 advertisements every day, 
compared to j ust 500 in the 1 970s; meanwhile, over 500 hours' worth 
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o f  YouTube videos are uploaded per minute, a n d  every day w e  send 
350 million tweets and 294 billion emails, and post 95 million photos and 

videos to Instagram. With so much content and information swirling around 

cyberspace, you've got to show up consistently and frequently with value 
that warrants talent's time and attention. In  a digital world where businesses 

are all trying to 'take, take, take' ,  what can you give ? 

How can you educate, entertain and inspire your audience ? How can you 

speak to them instead of at them? 

Now what Mils has shared with us here is a very high overview of the 

importance of connecting with your fellow human beings in a meaningful 
way and at a place and time that suits them. 

Let's not underestimate the skill that's required to build and engage 

with such communities; that's why we need to ensure the right tone of voice 

is used.  A comment that is often used - 'Nothing About Us Without Us' -

highlights the importance that when building communities we do not 

exclude those we are trying to serve. We can provide the platform, but the 
conversation is not ours to own. 

Creating neurodiversity champions 

We think it is  wonderful to see neurodiversity groups and champions 

beginni ng and growing in many workplaces. It can be amazingly energizing 

to have people who 'get you' .  They have great value and can provide a safe 

space to discuss ideas and views and learn from each other. 
In addition, change champions are important for moving new innova

tions through the phases of initiation, development and implementation, 

and if you are a champion then you can have a big impact on your organiza

tion. 

The concept of champions in other sectors has highlighted a series of core 

elements for success that are useful to consider in this space and include: 

actively and enthusiastically promoting the specific area of i nterest; 

2 making connections between different people in the organization; 

3 mobilizing resources; 

4 navigating the socio-political environment inside the organization; 

5 building support for neurodiversity by expressing a compelling vision 
and boosting organizational members' skills and confidence; 
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6 ensuring that the awareness programme is implemented in the face of  

organizational inertia or  resistance by, for example, gaining buy-in at 
board level .  

Often the person who chooses to put themselves forward to become a 

champion is passionate about making change and will certainly have had 

experiences in the workplace that are valuable not only to those they are 
championing - here, people who are neurodivergent - but also to HR line 
managers in the organization itself. Sometimes people are chosen for the 

role because they are known as the one who is dyslexic or dyspraxic and are 
put forward.  They may not want to be a leader or instigate running a group 

but just be happy to participate. We need to be sensitive to this too . 

Defining the role of a neurodiversity champion 

• This is a signposting role - Amanda often describes this as a bit like being 
a Special Educational Needs Coordinator ( SENCO) in a school .  The role 

is to signpost people to resources or processes within or outside your 

organization, and to be a listening ear. 

• It is important there is clarity about roles and boundaries and what the 

limitations of the role are. The person is not an expert in other people's 

conditions, only their own. They are not a counsellor or a coach (unless 

trained in this ) .  

• A champion can be empathetic, but it is not about sympathy. There is  a 
big difference between the two. Usually neurodiversity champions are 

cognitively diverse themselves and will have had their own experiences 

which they may want to share, but it is important that they do not see 

themselves as THE expert in neurodiversity. 

• The champion needs to have a basic understanding of neurodiversity but 

should avoid commenting about the person and their circumstances at 
home or work.  It is not a diagnostic or an assessor role. 

• Confidentiality frameworks are important to define and are key, but there 

should be conditions where if the champion is genuinely concerned about 

someone's wellbeing, they should be able to have a process in place about 
what to do and who to speak to. 

• Some people who are champions provide awareness sessions for staff but 

the information they are providing needs to be both accurate and robust. 
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When setting up a Neurodiversity Champions programme, consider deter

mining if the role is a project-related and time-bound role .  It helps to have 

clear aims and an end goal .  Alternatively, is the role part of a number of 

processes of organizational change ? It can have elements of both but it is 

useful to consider this. Organizational change for sustainabil ity requires 

champions and leaders to make and sustain improvement in their systems 

and processes. Any intervention needs to consider ways to enhance commu

nication, trust and teamwork so there is a long-term plan. It is important, 

therefore, that this is not put on 'a' champion, but the work is undertaken as 
part of a group. No single neurodivergent person can offer everything 

required for success. It also requires an iterative process as each organiza

tion wi l l  be at a different stage and readiness for change. 

When working with champions, particularly when they are neurodiver

gent, there can be significant impacts on self-confidence and self-esteem if 
there is a lack of support for their role, especially if things do not go as 

expected . We have spoken to some wonderful people who are feeling tired 
and burned out despite being passionate about being part of the change. 

They may soon feel that it is unsustainable. 

Some people may end up being champions for all the best reasons in the 

world but we think we also need to be mindful of the choice to do it, maybe 

because it can be seen as the quick route to getting adjustments in place for 

their own job.  Alternatively some might see the role as a means of settling 
grievances because of inj ustice and lose sight of the aims of the group. Some 

people end up doing it because they find it hard to say no or don't want to 

let people down once they have made a commitment. 

Being a champion while presenting many positives including bonding 

with others in your organization and providing mutual support may a lso 

create a tipping point in someone's wellbeing if they are trying to balance 

job and home l ife when already at near full  capacity. 

Some people want to do good and may become really committed to doing 

the role wel l  and even maybe over-enthusiastic, taking it a l l  on their shoul

ders as well as continuing their day job. For some, as Amanda has seen, this 
may then result in becoming exhausted. 

Be careful that there is not the assumption that someone has the technical 

or emotional skil ls to support others. For example, Amanda met Bob, who 

has dyslexia .  He was often referred to by people in his organization as 

the 'expert' in dyslexia and was advising others about specialist software, 
equipment and guidance based on his own experiences without actually 
having any training. It is essential that boundaries are set at the start to 
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define what the role i s .  This reiterates the need for appropriate training and 

supervision. 

Amanda always works on the 'do no harm' approach and we need to be 

careful that someone doesn't end up becoming over-involved with someone 

else's challenges and not having adequate supervision or a clear pathway for 
referral .  One example of this is Jan. She describes herself as autistic. She has 

been an amazing listener for some of her colleagues with mental health and 

anxiety challenges. She has not had any personal supervision or training in  

how to deal with some really raw stuff (one of  her colleagues ended up tak

ing an overdose) and didn't know where to signpost the person for more 

help . She blamed herself and felt she had failed the person she had been 

talking to and only resolved how she was feeling after having counselling 

herself. We need to be careful when we are trying to do good that we do not 
harm anyone in  the process. 

Interestingly, the evidence around the role of Mental Health First Aiders 
(MHFAs) has been varied. A report, published by the UK Health and Safety 

Executive in 20 1 8, 1 1 concluded that while the approach raises awareness, 

the impact on mental health is inconclusive. Their findings concluded that 

there is consistent evidence that MHFA training raises employees' aware

ness of mental ill-health conditions, including signs and symptoms. However, 
there is limited evidence that MHFA training leads to sustained improve

ment in the ability of those trained to help colleagues experiencing mental 

i l l-health. Finally it reported there was no evidence that the introduction of 

MHFA training has improved the organizational management of mental 

health in workplaces. 

Big companies and small companies 

It is easier to have processes and people to manage these in  larger compa

nies . Small and medium companies who are interested in creating a neuro
diverse workforce may not have the structures in place, nor have Employee 
Assistance Programmes (EAPs) ,  counselling services or HR departments for 

example. So this may mean there are not clear pathways for support and in  

reality one person may be taking on several roles around recruitment and 

support. 
Amanda has been running accredited courses relating to neurodiversity 

awareness for organizations in the UK. One of the courses she delivers is 
with Janette Beetham, who runs Right Resources. The training they have 
been delivering together has been attended by people from a wide range of 
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types a n d  sizes o f  organizations including the police, large-scale employers, 

educational establishments, and unions. 

Janette has had extensive experience del ivering workplace assessor 

courses in the UK and being a workplace assessor herself and provid ing 
coaching. She has developed an accredited dyslexia and neurodiversity 

champions course and has worked in a wide range of settings .  She i s  a great 

person to offer insight on what is gained by organizations taking this 
approach. 

'Some of the more proactive employing organizations have dedicated 

"Staff Networks" and these provide neurodivergent staff with the opportu

nity to come together in a " safe "  and supportive environment. However, 

while valuable in talking about their experiences, unless these networks ben

efit from training and support and have a structure to them, these tend to 
take the shape of social gatherings and so often end up being l ittle more than 

" tal king shops" .' 

She goes on to say that developing a framework can be more beneficial to 

the organization. 'By adopting a "champions approach " the network is more 

able to capitalize on the opportunity their employer has given to them ( in  

terms of time and resources) and use this to take a more proactive approach 
to neuro-inclusion in the workplace. While the training for champions is 

sometimes provided using " in-house resources" (and this can work well if 

there are suitably trai ned professionals within the organization) ,  if choosing 

external trainers it is recommended to " shop around"  and choose care

fully . . .  as this is something that is far too important to get wrong.' 

She describes some of the benefits that having training provides organiza

tions. 'Champions training, when delivered by a specialist organization, 

should help ensure actions are founded on accurate awareness of neurodi

vergent conditions as well as providing clarity on what workplace support 
is available for staff. ( Ideally this should look at what is available " i n-house" 

and what i ndividuals should expect to be able to access in national terms . . .  

includ ing understanding the legal perspective . )  Also, rather than focusing 

purely on their shared challenges, with this type of training neurodivergent 

individuals are more aware of the many commonly associated strengths -
and often untapped potentia l .  For many there will also be the realization 
that this is  not a "one size fits al l"  situation and, though in the early discus
sion their challenges may be seemingly similar, each person's challenges will 
be unique to them.' 

Janette explai ns her personal and professional reasons for developing 
and delivering the 'Dyslexia Champions' (which has been broadened more 
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recently to encompass neurodiversity) training and accreditation. 'The num

bers of people approaching me for impartial advice and guidance - many of 

whom had delayed seeking support due to fear of discrimination and the 

impact it might have on their career in the longer term. This was something 
I could empathize with having suffered in silence myself years ago - feeling 

like I had nowhere to turn (and experiencing the negative impact on my own 

mental health ) .  Having insight and self-knowledge is so important and I am 

keen to ensure people feel safe to talk. No one should be struggling in silence. 

When someone reaches out for the first time, they need to know there are 

impartial, knowledgeable people they can talk to, who understand and can 

really listen. . .  and then provide information to enable them to make 
informed decisions about whether to seek support, or not.' 

This point she makes about being informed and impartial is important 

and we have emphasized the need to set boundaries on what the role is and 

is not. Janette describes how there is a need for good-quality and compre

hensive training. ' It's great to see a number of specialist organizations now 

delivering champions training as those I have personally trained have said it 
is a really positive experience. Ideally the training should include not only 

awareness training (neurodivergent conditions) but also listening skills, 

mental wellbeing, awareness of common workplace challenges and how to 

access workplace-related support.' 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

Champions, staff networks and communities 

• Get b uy- i n  from the top of the organization so there is a comm itment and 

it is  not seen as a one-off activity but part of an inc l usive approach taken 

by the organ ization. 

• N etworks can start i nformal ly and can aid collaboration and 

comm un ication.  

• Establ ish the ru les, boundaries and purposes of a network. Revisit these 

regu larly. 

• Ensure that champions are not a substitute for professional gu idance or 

su p port and don't 'burn out' with pressures and needs of others. 

• M utual val ues and respect for each other wi l l  aid collaboration. 
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Future works paces and wor k p l aces 

I nt rod uct i o n :  So what is  the futu re for workplaces? 

What will an ideal neuro-inclusive workplace look like in the next 25 years 

or even the next five ? The major shift to home working in 2020 has opened 

up the floodgates to flexible working. It has seen us Zooming from call to 

call dressed in track pants, joggers and slippers mixed with professional 
attire up top .  

A real mindset change has happened that could have taken years to 

achieve, yet in reality took months. This has had some clear advantages for 

some people a nd real challenges for others working from home. 

As fun and exciting as this rapid change might have been for some in 

the early days, over time the reality of working, l iving, playing, relaxing, 

stressing all in a single space can and has taken its tol l .  

It's true that you can choose your friends, but you can't choose your 

family and often the place where you live. The reality of the situation is  that 
many people find the journey to and time spent in a workplace an escape 

from their daily lives. 
Just as some children may only receive their single main hot meal a day 

at school, there will be adults who find refuge in their workspace. Those 

people escaping abusive relationships, family members who are addicts or 
environments that are negative to their health and wellbeing, have been 
thrust into the dark depths of despair. 

So when we look at the explosion of working from home, remote work
ing, working from potentially anywhere in the world, for a few that might 
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be a beautifully furnished purpose-built office i n  the house or garden, or 

even more extravagant a yacht in Mauritius. However, for most it  wi l l  be a 

space in a bedsit, a hole underneath the stairs, the kitchen table, the coffee 

table, a shared office space that could be high end, but could be a shared 

box! 
So the future workspace isn't just about what, it's very much about where, 

when and why! 
As we've shared throughout this book, there is no s ingle truth. Each of 

us is an individual and as complex as our bra ins are, our needs around 

workplaces and workspaces will need to be considered from an organiza

tional perspective, but also on a micro ( team) and macro (employee) level, 
to ensure we empower our people to perform at their best in a safe and 

accessible environment. 

Working from home neurodiverse advantages noted 

• Choice over when to work. 

• Choice over where to work. 

• Ability to break tasks into smaller chunks and take short breaks. 

• Ability to move around when you don't want to be disrupted or to disrupt 

others. 

• Creating the right environment without having to conform to social or 

unwritten office rules. 

• Reduced interruptions such as random enquiries from colleagues, phone 

calls . 

• Some sensory triggers can be reduced, such as noise from others around, 
and lighting can be determined. 

• Specific seating and desks can be set up and a constant work station 

established. 

• The individual can determine when to take a break or stretch their legs or 
walk and talk on a call. 

Working from home neurodiverse disadvantages noted 

• Sharing the space socially with others can lead to interruptions and 

d istractions. 
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• Dealing with other unforeseen interruptions, such as deliveries and 

personal phone calls, dogs barking and children!  

• Opportunity for procrastination. It can be easy to drift off to do other 

tasks such as household tasks, playing on games consoles, reading books 

etc. 

• Routine can easily slip, particularly if  there are demands from others such 

as trying to work around a partner's shifts. 

• Internet access may vary, especially if being shared with others working 

from home. 

• Gaining the accessible tools, seating and specialist equipment that are 

present in  the workplace may not be possible because of cost, assessment 

and availabil ity. 

• Loneliness and isolation . Development of secondary issues such as stress 

and depression as a result of a lack of an adequate work environment and 

control over the abil ity to change it, can result in a performance drop. 

• Constant need to demonstrate productivity to others can be problematic 

as informal guidance and communication can be missed. 

• The person can develop habits of extending the work day such as starting 

earlier and ending later, checking emails on days off and being constantly 

'on cal l ' .  

The future will probably see a swing from the necessity for working from 

home al l  the time, which had to happen for so many, to working from home 

some of the time. This wi ll mean establishing new rules. With some consid

eration and planning, it can result in creating the best workplace solution 

for each person. 

The moral of the tale is to take a person-centred approach. 

I ncl u s ive env i ro n me nts and access i b i l ity 

Jean Hewitt is part of Buro Happold's inclusive design team in London, one 
of the leading practices in the field. She has specialized in inclusive environ
ments and accessibility since 200 1 ,  ensuring that client facilities are safe, 
accessible and inclusive for everyone. Her work specializes in access, inclu

sion and wel lbeing in the built environment and includes auditing of exist

ing places, appraisals of new designs (buildings and external environments) ,  

stakeholder engagement, co-design and advisory services. She is excited to 
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be technical author for a new BSI guide, PAS 6463 :  'Design for the Mind: 
Neurodiversity and the built environment' 1 informed by a steering group of 
experts from across the UK. 

The PAS guide will provide information for designers, planners, specifi

ers, facilities managers and decision-makers on particular design features 

(such as l ighting, acoustics, and finishes ) which can make public and main

stream environments more inclusive for everyone. The content of the PAS 
guidance focuses on sensory processing d ifferences and, in particular, design 

measures that may reduce the potential for sensory overload, anxiety or 

distress. Key beneficiaries will be anyone who has heightened sensory sensi

tivity including many people with, ASD, ADHD, SPS, Parkinson's, dementia, 

vestibular and other neurological conditions. 

Jean says that, 'In addition to designing places to accommodate our 

diversity in form, size and physical ability, it should be a fundamental 

requirement to anticipate and design for neurological difference and mental 

wellbeing. This PAS is  an exciting opportunity to ask designers to carefully 

consider the neurological d iversity of humans so that places become com
fortable for everyone to visit and use without encountering emotional d is

tress or difficulty. We hope this will be an important first step in asking 

designers to regularly consider al l  neurocognitive profiles. I 'm excited to 

have the opportunity to be involved in developing this guidance and thank

ful to the huge number of contributors (both professional experts and indi
viduals with a range of conditions) who are helping to make this possible. 

'We all hope to see a shift in approach by everyone in the built environ
ment sector, so that neuro differences are seen in future as a fundamental 

everyday component considered as part of any good design, not an extra.' 

So if this is  about buildings and spaces in the future, what about learning 

and working practices? What will they look l i ke ?  Is the future a really neu

rodiverse world ?  If  this is  the case, what do we need to do now in our educa

tion systems to be prepared ? 

C A S E S T U DY 

Ravensbourne University: H ow d o  we p re p a r e  s t u d e n t s  f o r  f u t u re w o r ki n g  

pract i ce s  a n d  e n s u re t h at w e  re a l l y  attract n e u ro d i ve r s e  t e a m s ?  

Professor Gary Pritchard is  Pro Vice-Chance l lor Academic ( Learn ing and Teach ing and 

Student Experience) at Ravensbourne U niversity in London. Amanda has been worki ng 

with h im and h is team. 
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He talks about what he sees as the fu ndamental changes and t h e  future from a 

un iversity perspective p reparing people for em ployment. 'H igher education has been 

transforming d ramatically in the past 1 0  years due to factors such as B rexit, student 

expectations (now described as customers), tech nological change, the move to an 

aggressive competitive marketplace - and more recently Covid-1 9.  Economic 

downturn,  g lobal lockdowns, a dr ive for remote and flexib le  worki ng, demands for 

val ue for money, and a demand for greater connection between education and 

employment are j ust some of the forces that are dramatically d isrupting the sector .'  

H e  goes on to say: 'Students and thei r parents i n  the U K  sti l l  see u n iversities as  the 

mai n means of secur ing future employment, and th is  means that employab i l ity and 

the student experience is more im portant than ever. Students expect to be taught and 

to learn using modern technology and methods and at a pace that they have chosen 

- not one that is mandated to them. They also demand an education that is  tai lored to 

thei r u n ique needs and acknowledges the d iverse range of factors that need to be 

considered in n u rtur ing deep learning in  its cohorts.' 

Gary descri bes one i n itiative he has been i nvolved with. 'Ravensbourne is a smal l  

special ist design and media u n iversity based i n  London that attracts a broad and 

d iverse student cohort that largely reflects the eth nic d iversity of the capital itself 

(around 44 per cent). But it also welcomes neurodivergent creatives who req u i re 

special ist support and an inc lusive pedagogy. In 2 0 1 9 Ravensbourne partnered with 

Professor Amanda Ki rby's Do-IT Solutions organization w ith a p roject to screen all 

incoming first-year students using the Do-IT Profi ler. The results revealed that a sizable 

minority of students have d ifficulties with learn ing skil ls, partic u larly read ing. Those 

students are m ore l i kely than the average student to then also h ave d ifficulties with 

study ski l ls  and attention skil ls. Students who have read i n g  or attention d ifficulties are 

also more l ikely than the average student to have at least one mental health d iagnosis. '  

Gary describes the val ue of u nderstanding h is students' neurod iverse patterns of 

strengths and chal lenges and how they used the data they gathered. 'This data al lowed 

the u n iversity to identify su pport resou rces for all its students, but also enabled 

academic faculty at cou rse level to have a richer picture of the learner needs in each 

cohort. Alongside this we were able to target the use of other special ist su pport 

resources such as coach ing, mentoring and counse l l ing to ensure that al l our students 

were assisted in their learning journey and to prepare them for their working careers. 

We also used this i ntel l igence to develop an inc lusive curricu l u m  (The M i ndsets and 

Sk i l l sets Man ifesto). This i ncl udes our Digital M i ndsets programme that seeks to 

prepare all students for the world of work. It was carefu l ly designed to put so-cal led 

soft sk i l l s  personal development on equal footi ng w ith sk i l l s  acq u isit ion and i ntel lectual 

rigou r. Traditional ly such emotional inte l l igence, n u rturing ( if taught at all), is 

partitioned off into Student Services or "special ist workshops" outside of the core 
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cu rricu l u m. B y  position ing t h i s  at the heart o f  t h e  learning timetable, an i ntentional 

s ignal was being comm u n icated: that n urtu ri ng the development of the whole 

i nd ividual - whatever that req u i res - has to be prioritized. By extending the norms of 

ski l ls acqu is it ion and com petency-based approaches the Digital M i ndsets programme 

seeks to n u rture the creative ind ivid ual beyond the academy, embracing the ho l istic 

notion of educating the whole person - with no student left beh i nd .  Here, crit ical l ife 

sk i l l s  are i nvestigated and m ultiple i nte l l igences explored through a model that 

supports p rofessional and personal development to create and su pport res i l ient and 

inc l usive i nd iv iduals prepared for work i n  the ever-changi ng creative i nd ustries and 

for l iving i n  the wider fast-changing societal and cu ltural flux i n  the 2 1 st century. 

'Digital M i ndsets works to embed such modes i nto the curricu lum i n  order to 

n u rture rounded p ractitioners who are strong team players and self-reflective creatives 

who are fu l ly prepared for the world of work. This model also rejects outmoded deficit

based pedagogies that rely on deficit remediation programmes that operate on the 

bas is  of encou raging students to work on perceived weaknesses as the basis for their 

academic and professional progression .  Conversely, our strengths-based approach 

attempts to help students identify their own un ique talents and then use them to 

develop a strategy for uti l i zi ng such gifts in negotiating their academic progression 

and careers.' 

Gary and h is team have a vision of how neurodiverse learn i ng can operate for 

future students: 'By actively welcoming students who are neurodiverse i nto our  

com m u n ity of  learn ing, not  only do we provide the personalized curr icu l u m  and 

support that our  students deserve, but  we also are developing a p reviously u ntapped 

rich sou rce of talent that both h igher education and the c reative i n dustries have 

missed out on h istorical ly. We owe it to ourselves and to th is generation of massively 

gifted and u n ique students to ensure that they find thei r p lace, and flour ish in th is 

latest industrial revo lution.' 

We can look at education but what about ensuring that talent can be turned 

into employment? 

Big new world is not al l  about b ig  bus i ness 

Amanda has been thinking a lot about the small businesses in the UK and 
worldwide and the l ink between innovation, entrepreneurship and 

neurodiversity. 



F U T U R E  W O R KS PA C E S  A N D  W O R K P LA C E S  2 5 3  

Let's start by thinking o f  the 9 9  . 9  per cent o f  all  businesses in  the UK 

that are classed as small to medium-sized enterprises, ie employing between 

1 and 249 employees: 

• 0.6 per cent are medium-sized businesses (50-249 employees); 

• less than 4 per cent are small businesses ( 1 0-49 employees) ;  

• 96 per cent are microbusinesses ( 0-9 employees ) .  

This is similar i n  many countries globally. A s  we l ive i n  a post-Covid- 1 9  

world that has opened up options for a n  ideal mix o f  working from home 

and working flexibly, this offers opportunities for skilled workers to partici

pate in their ideas even more, when they may have found a standard office 

setting too much. 

Where is the wider conversation about neurodiversity and 

entrepreneurship? 

Amanda has been talking with Rob Edwards as he has been very excitingly 

setting up the Neurodiversity and Entrepreneurship Association in the UK. 

Rob says: 'The pervading theme of conversations with academic researchers, 

charity leaders and business supporters about neurodiversity and entrepre

neurship, is one of fragmentation. 

'At the start of 2020, the UK had 5 .94 million small businesses, equating 

to 99 .9  per cent of the total business population, and yet, if we use that as 

a rough measure of entrepreneurship (probably as broad a term as neuro
diversity) ,  the data about how neurodiverse people contribute to this 

number is  patchy, missing, and fragmented ( Federation of Small Businesses) .'2 
Rob makes a very good point about the talent that's out there and how 

some businesses are working with individuals to get started .  'There are 

snapshots of great small to medium-sized businesses out there that have 
been created and are being led by, or employing, neurodiverse people. For 

example, the pioneering @geniuswithinCIC were showcasing fantastic small 
businesses on Twitter as part of a 1 2  Days of Xmas campaign .' 

He goes on to say: 'Research also suggests that some of the ski lls that 
could be termed " entrepreneurial" ,  like creativity, resilience and problem
solving, can play to neurodiverse strengths. And yet, where is the data about 

the number of these businesses ? How many SMEs are being run by owners 
who might describe themselves as neurodiverse ? Where does one go to get 

an overall picture of the wider landscape ? Where are the comparative studies 
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of the UK's progress against projects and initiatives in other countries? 

Where are the obstacles and issues recorded and aired, so that solutions can 
be discussed and created ? '  

H e  makes a good point that we need to have the data and to b e  able to 

search for the skills. 'Without an interconnected research base, shared know

ledge and the pulling together of what information is  available, it is a 

challenge to tackle the barriers that we do know about, like access to finance, 

education and training, implications for welfare benefit support, a lack of role 
models and mentors, and a robust and supportive business infrastructure.' 

We are excited to see the setup of this new organization which will be 
' . . .  focused on research, practice and policy, the Neurodiversity and 

Entrepreneurship Association is a new body that a ims to gather the conver
sations about neurodiversity and entrepreneurship together, to connect 

academics, existing and prospective SME owners, and policymakers.' 

We need to remember we have some way to go to be a really inclusive 

neurodiverse workplace and open conversations will only happen when 
people feel safe to do so in organizations of all sizes. 

Ross Cooper, who is  co-editor with Dr Katherine Hewlett, has been doing 

some wonderful work relating to Neurodiversity in  the Workplace includi ng 

curating the Westminster Achieve Ability Commission and Report (201 7 ) .3 

He says, 'The most consistent barrier we face is employers ( and others ) hav

ing so little understanding of neurodivergence. This means that disclosure is 
most frequently met with suspicion, distrust and opposition. This, in turn, 

means that our strengths are dismissed and our weaknesses become the 

focus of concern, rather than being valued for our abi l ity to make i nnova

tive contributions.' 

jack of some trades and not master of a l l  

We know that neurodivergent talent is  often spiky with some amazing 
strengths but also often some challenges . It is  balancing this out so the 
strengths can win. This may relate to everyday organization and time man
agement tasks such as paying the bills on time and invoicing when you have 
done the work. Remembering to do this may be harder and may be not good 

time spent, reducing the time spent where the talent lies. 

Amanda loves the work she does but can sometimes forget to invoice for 
it. Working as part of a team with other people who are much better at some 
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o f  the day-to-day activities in  a business can allow the business to thrive. 

No one i s  good at everything !  The accounting, marketing and 'small stuff' 

are crucial  to make a sustainable business . This is where working with a 

network or marketplace of people with different spiky profiles could offer 

some real shared solutions. We have the capabil ity to do this. The future for 

neurodiversity i n  the workplace is a really exciting one. 

K E Y  P O I N T S  

Fu ture workspaces a n d  workplaces 

• The future of workplaces w i l l  consider neurod iversity at the design stage of 

new spaces. 

• The future of education needs to prepare ch i ldren and young people for 

d i fferent workplaces that enable them to grow their talents. 

• In the future we hope that those who are missed, m isdiagnosed and 

m isdirected get early su pport so they can travel their best pathway. 

N otes 
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3 Achieve Abil ity (201 7) Neurodiverse voices: Opening Doors to Employment, 
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N ext Steps ! Inclusion, equity and 

diversity = belonging 

No one fits into one neat box 

I ntrod uct ion 

I n  writing this book we have heard from some wonderful organizations that 

are making a real difference to people's lives in a tangible way. The compa

nies who are taking on board the concept of neurodiversity and putting the 

policies and processes into place. Their passion and understanding is mov

ing from rhetoric to real action. 

We have also talked about missing people in pre-employment because of 

the silos we often operate. We may focus activity around disabil ity, or gen
der, LGBTQ+ or Black, Asian or other minority ethnic groups. But the future 

is really about not considering neurodiversity as an isolated area of focus in  
an organization but instead really considering that everyone has  merit, 
reducing bias and being truly inclusive. This may start in considering recruit

ment processes, it may be helping people to gain placements, and it may also 

require organizations to be assisted by companies with experience to guide 
them through the necessary changes. 

When we started this book we were in a different p lace to where we are 
today and the concept of neurodiversity is changing. This is  exciting. 
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In this chapter we hear from three amazing people talking about their 

personal and professional experiences and also about the organizations they 

run, where they are today and what their hopes are for the future. 

Each person has written with a sense of passion and commitment in 

common, a theme that has run through our book. Many of us are here 

because we are neurodivergent or have family members who have struggled 

to gain the education and employment that they deserve. The first of these is 

a wonderful, impassioned story from Nancy. 

Nancy Doyle 

Nancy Doyle is the CEO of Genius Within, a community interest company 

specializing in supporting people who are neurodiverse to be successful. She 

stands up and champions neurodiversity in a sensitive and thoughtful way 

to make a real difference. She tells her personal story about why this is a 

passion for her. 

'I have specialized in d isability inclusion since my first job, which was as 

a support worker for adults with learning disabilities and mental health 

needs aged 1 8  years old. Having struggled with my own mental health as a 

teenager due to undiagnosed ADHD, I found both personal and professional 

interactions with the psychological profession unsatisfying. I decided to 

train  as a psychologist, to understand the science-based approach, and 

planned to critique it  from a position of knowledge. In  the past 25 years, 

I have maintained my own personal journey of coming to understand my 

own psychology, and a professional one of learning more about others. My 

focus has been occupational psychology and the neurodiversity movement 

had an instant appeal to me early on due to the needless waste of human 

potential .  Working as a trainee psychologist doing group work with margin

al ized young unemployed people in inner cities across the UK including 

London, South Tyneside, Hull, Leicester and Sheffield, I repeatedly came up 

against the same issue: bright, engaging, dynamic young minds who had no 

education and no self-belief. What caused this dissonance between potential 
and achievement? Neurominority status, intersecting with poverty, racism 
and sexism. Having also worked with individuals with developmental delay, 
learning disabilities and instirutionalization I found it very frustrating that 

we were disabling an additional swathe of the population simply because 
our industria lized education system had excluded them. Literacy, numeracy, 

fine motor control, the ability to sit sti l l  and concentrate for lengthy periods, 
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concentrating in noisy distracting environments - these skil ls should not 

define our working l ives and yet they do. Not because you need those 

ski l ls  to be a painter, or a hairdresser, or a surgeon, or a paramedic, or a 
nurse or a publican or an entrepreneur, but because the entry points to al l  

those careers rely on homogeneous, sausage machine education systems that 

few neurominorities can survive without having their souls crushed. 
'So around 2003 I started developing a specialism in  neurodiversity 

inclusion at work. I provided diagnosis, workplace needs assessments and 

coaching support to thousands of neurodivergent people, a l l  of whom were 

either unemployed or at risk of unemployment. I qualified as a psychologist 

in 2005 and went on to conduct a research doctorate by evaluating the 

impact of d isabil ity adjustments for neurodiverse employees. I 've studied 
management science, human resources and organizational theories as well 

as the neurobiology of neurodiversity, the emotional and socia l  impact of 

marginalization and I am a qualified Expert Witness for discrimination 

tribunals .  I also stand at the intersection of whiteness, a childhood in work

i ng-class schools but with undiagnosed, educated but poor parents and 

femaleness, having fi nally received a formal ADHD diagnosis at the age of 

3 8 .  I situate myself both within and outside the paradigm, and my perspec

tive is based on empirical observation, interpretative experience and critical 

review of the missing voices in the debate. I've been in this field for a long 

time, before it  was popular, when people were routinely locked up in i nstitu

tions and girls couldn't get an ADHD diagnosis at a l l .' 

Nancy describes what she sees are her main priorities for the neuro

diversity movement: el itism, bad science and amateurism. She goes on to 

say, ' I  think the solutions are systemic, co-produced and well-evidenced 

in adjacent fields. We've been reinventing the wheel in neurodiversity and 
fai ling to learn from the right peers. I 'm going to take each item one section 

at a time and outline the problem, and then the solution.' 

Nancy talks about what she thinks is el itism. 'Neurodiversity i s  racist, 

sexist, classist and ableist. It has questionable LGBTQ credentials .  Prevalence 
studies have reliably shown a demographic bias towards white, male, cis, 
heterosexual presentation. Girls are more l ikely to be diagnosed as a nxious, 
or eating d isordered, or to have personality disorders . 1  Black, brown and 

poor children are more l ikely to have conduct and personality disorder 

diagnoses and more l ikely to be criminalized.2 Trans people suffer from 
diagnostic overshadowing and their gender issues are treated and supported 
before their autistic or dyslexic experiences. Is this because pale, male, well

resourced people are more l ikely to be neurodiverse? No. Genetic research 
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has demonstrated that there are few differences between male and female 
ADHD markers, for example, yet the presentation differences are huge. 

'The diagnostic criteria are based on behavioural observations, these are 

subjective, socially biased and, quite frankly, bad science. For years we've 
associated girls with empathy because that's how we name their behaviour, 

not because we can see inside their minds. We give them dolls to play with, 

we sing to them more and throw them around less as babies and then 

assume that the differences are biologically determined even though that is 

unlikely.3 More contemporary research has debunked empathy deficits yet 
the machines of science and practice move slowly. Pejorative, pathologizing 

questionnaires are still a requirement for practitioners making diagnoses 

and they are still routinely excluded on the basis of insufficient evidence, 

asking the wrong questions . 

'Elitism has very real consequences. Perceived " lack of empathy" or " lack 

of self-regulation"  or tropes like " dyslexia is a middle-class condition " (only 

so because only middle-class families can afford diagnosis) give educators 
permission to withhold support, and ration it for the " kids who really need 

it" - the ones with d isabilities we can see, or fit our stereotypes . In 2020 I 

had to critique an invitation to tender issued by a government security 

agency asking for autism training. It was issued on the basis that " autistic 

people don't experience empathy and therefore are more l ikely to be crimi

nals. We need to know how to handle this " .  Actually, research indicates 

autistic people are less likely to commit crime! Twenty-five per cent of the 
prison population have ADHD4 yet less than 1 per cent had a formal diag

nosis and access to treatment. Autism, dyslexia, coordination a nd language 
disorders, i ntellectual disabilities all over are represented in unemployment, 

incarceration, poverty and poor long-term health outcomes/6 yet the neu

rodiversity movement is laser focused on one area: white, male, autistic 

technologists. This is not what the neurodiversity paradigm promised to 

deliver. Without making a dent in standardization of education and entry

level work, the neurodiversity activism field is a commoditization, a greedy 
sell-out and the epitome of elitism. Those who make it through are supposed 

to hold the door open for others to follow, not slam it shut in their faces.' 
Nancy talks about what she considers to be 'bad science' :  'Biased research 

paradigms and asking the wrong questions have influenced our categoriza

tion process. We invested millions in scanning the brains of kids to find the 

bits that are broken. If  they can't read, then there must be something wrong, 
we' ll  find it with our expensive clever systems of neuroimaging and genetic 
profiling. Traditional scientific paradigms have missed the most essential 
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questions: Why? So what? WHY would human evolution continually throw 

up a sizable minority with specialist thinking skil ls ? So what if we know 

the mechanism of what's happening on the inside? I t  helps us believe people 

when they tell us that they are struggling, and helps us to avoid character 

assassinations for those who literally don't have enough dopamine to sit 

still or sufficient sensory processing to find typing easy but what can we do 

about it?  More than 60 per cent of neurodiversity research is neuroscience 

based .7 Why ? Are we going to operate? Use transcranial magnetic stimula
tion? What will all  these millions achieve if we're not looking at ecological 

factors - environments that are conducive/restrictive, tools and processes 

that overcome barriers and unleash creativity? Alternatives to the sausage 

machine of education. While all the glory-seeking academics are rooting 

around for the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow, devising research 

questions that serve their own egos and finding mascot-type job roles i n  

elitist businesses for a lucky few, 1 5-20 per cent o f  the population i s  

struggling.' 

Nancy goes on to describe an experience of one workplace needs assess

ment she was asked to review by a registered psychologist. 'My contact was 

concerned. She had been given a list of things she had to do differently at 

work in order to keep her job, things like setting goals at the start of the 

week to help with procrastination, colour-coding diaries - the list was basic, 

infantilizing and deeply insulting. The author of the report demonstrated a 

fundamental misunderstanding of human resources, disability legislation 
and the process of adjustments. Equality law worldwide indicates that 

organizations have to make accommodations. An assessment which sets a 

list of tasks on the to-do list of an already struggling employee is not legally 

compliant nor l ikely to work .  The employee needs support, a coaching inter

vention to develop those habits or devise some that are achievable, personal, 

easy to adopt. The report should also have made recommendations for 
changes to working conditions, such as flexible hours or remote working 
to ensure quiet space for focusing, yet none were made. This is poor practice 
on the part of the psychologist; it is based on heuristics and an absence of 

scientific research. This is where our scientific efforts should be focused, not 
making up new rules about categories for diagnosis. Twenty-five years have 

passed since I became a psychologist in order to improve the profession. 
This sort of practice is exactly where my efforts lie - in  the boring, back

office committee politics of writing best practice standards for practitioners, 
and generating research interest in practical field-based research to develop 
interventions that work.' 
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Nancy also talks about 'amateurism' and the risks of this .  'While we 

dithered with bad science and ill-informed practice, a large void has opened.  

Where can a neurodiverse/divergent person go for advice? Will they be 

offered Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) " treatment" ,  which has deep, 

unaddressed flaws ?8 The neurodiversity self-advocacy movement has started 
to fill this space. My own sister reports that she gets more helpful i nforma

tion from parent networks on Facebook than from her daughter's speech 
and language therapist, who really wants her to try ABA to stimulate speech 

and is withholding funding for an AAC (Augmented and Alternative 

Communication) device until my sister has " tried i t" .  All the while my three

year-old niece remains unable to communicate her needs effectively and is  

suffering needlessly. However, we have learned that fact and fiction are not 

easi ly d iscriminated against on social media and there is a huge risk to the 

system when the speediest, most caring responses are provided by those 

with the least training. Firstly, the advice might be wrong. Secondly, it is  

l ikely to be biased to anecdotal evi dence - what worked for me rather 

than what has a good chance of working for you. Thirdly, it places a huge 

responsibil ity on the people who are giving i t, who have their own traumas 

and exc lusion to deal with. Lastly, it absolves the state, medics, educators, 

employers and psychologists of the obligation to deliver and i mprove.' 
Nancy talks about her present work and the relevance of this and 

what she feels needs to be done. 'In the world of work, many HR teams have 

abdicated responsibil ity to i n-house champions and l ived-experience panels. 

Employees in  need of adj ustments are referred to Frank in finance, who has 

an autistic son, so must know everything. Kamini in  marketing has a dys

lexia diagnosis, and is  now in charge of training managers in  neurodiversity 

awareness . A group of in-house champions have determined that HR must 

issue a policy stating that no autistic people are invited to group socials in 

case i t  makes them feel pressured. In the group they are having a big argu
ment as to whether autism can be caused by brain damage because one of 

them experienced birth trauma and says that it can, and the others find this 

d iscriminatory and want to ostracize him. These are real examples. From my 
experience as a trai ned expert legal witness I need to tell you that every sin

gle one of these cases could result in  a disability discrimination claim. The 

employers are not doing due di l igence and worse, their negligence means 
that employees are not getting the support they need and are riski ng their 
l ivelihoods. I have no doubt that Kamini will give advice on what works 
for her, that the autistic people who don't want to be invited to lunch mean 
well,  but it is anecdotal .  When I advise HR, don't do it on the basis  of my 
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personal diagnosis, I do it on the basis of  my training m psychology, 

management science and knowledge of the law.' 

Nancy's point is an important one we have reiterated in the chapter relat

ing to misusing 'champions', and also the burden this can place on the per
son being given this role. She goes on to reiterate this point. 'And what of 
Frank in finance ? How is he going to cope if someone reveals to him that 

they are so worried about losing their job they've been self-harming? Is it 

fair to ask him to take on this extra role, for which he is not paid or trained ? 

What about the colleagues' privacy and confidentiality? Is their data being 

captured and stored safely by Frank ? Does he know he has to do that?  

Employers are not asking these governance questions and have deferred 

responsibility to a vulnerable population. Outside the workplace, self-advo

cates are routinely responsible for each other's mental wellbeing and those 

who form a viable income stream in this field become conflicted - in order 

to earn a living they have to put their own raw trauma in the public domain, 

and handle that of other people. It is not fair or safe and we need a viable 

alternative.' 

Nancy describes the actions she thinks should be taken to make an 

impact: ' I  am arguing vociferously for my contact to complain about her 
workplace needs assessment report. I have personally written the profes

sional practice guidelines that this professional has contravened . I know 

that if they are reported to their regulatory body there will be an investiga

tion, perhaps a hearing, and a report that the whole profession sees, so that 

we can transparently learn from the mistake and update our practice. One 

example will be held up, often anonymously, to shine a l ight to others. This 

is how professional systems of practice are supposed to operate . We can't 

improve the support networks by circumventing them, we have to go in 
directly and give each other the opportunity to learn and improve. Chip chip 

away at poor practice and simultaneously build the evidence base of what 

does work, what is ethical, what services individuals find helpful.' 

Nancy discusses what she thinks should happen and describes this as 
systemic inclusion . 'So what is the answer to all this ? Well, in  what Judy 
Singer calls the " feeding frenzy" around neurodiversity, we're currently 

stuck on compliance and tokenism. Employers hire and expect individuals 
to ask for the help they need, even when it is perfectly predictable that 
20 per cent of the workforce will need some sort of adjustment. We've spent 
years focused on Autism at Work projects . Entire conferences are dedicated 
to business people from flashy large corporations doing 'show and tell' 

about how awesome they are for hiring 80 autists into their tech teams. 



N EXT S T E P S  2 6 3  

Does this work ?  They say yes. They say the autistic technologists are doing 

an awesome j ob .  And from a simplified " if and then " level of analysis I guess 
they are right. The logic works : if we can't hire autistics via traditional 

recruitment and we create these special programmes then they can be 

included and they do a good job. If we create special programmes and they 
do a good job then it is  working. If they do a good job and we have proved 

it works then we have increased inclusion. But from a critical perspective, 

who is on these programmes? Where are the poor, female, undiagnosed 

autistics? Do they have a job yet? What about dyslexics? What about the 

intellectually disabled ? If you need a diagnosis to get on these programmes 

and that d iagnosis is determined by your privi lege then your programme is 

elitist. And further, if you can only join the programme if you are autistic 

and other people cannot apply then your programme is positive d iscrimi na

tion, which is i l legal in the UK, Australia and many US states.' 

Nancy's point relating to access to special programmes is important. I f  

the route into a programme is by gaining a s ingle diagnosis of autism, what 

does that actually mean when different people will have different patterns 
and strengths as well ? Is the pass-card the diagnosis or that you have the 

skills for the job?  Is the application process tilted towards males more than 

females and those ' lucky enough' to be formally diagnosed ?  

She goes o n  to say: 'Chris Argyris came up with a theory called " double

loop learning" . 9  He asserts that in s ingle-loop learning, we see a problem 

and fix it. You can't read ? Have some software . Autistic people can't get a 

job? Have a special programme. Argyris' work points out that a lot of what 

we think of as sophisticated science falls into this trap. Paradigm shifts and 

scientific breakthroughs come when we shift our thinking to question the 
structures that created the problem in the first place. Ten per cent of you 

can't read ? I wonder whether reading is really an essential human endeav

our and what can you do instead ?  One per cent of you turn out to be excel

lent employees but can't get through recruitment processes ? I wonder if we 

should change those recruitment processes and make them more focused on 

the eventual job performance, not heuristical HR practices that have poor 
predictive validity. When we zoom out a level, from the perspective of the 
square peg in the round hole to the number of pegs, and the variety of holes 
possible, and the frequency of the poor fit, we find that systemic pattern 
level, from which we can create systemic change.' 

Nancy describes how her company works and what they do. ' In my com

pany, Genius Within CIC, we've provided coaching i nterventions for more 
than 1 0 ,000 people. We measure success for individuals. We ask them and 
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their managers to anonymously rate performance before and two months 
after coaching. We ask our coaches to record the topics they want to focus 

on. We ask them for their experience on the programme, qualitatively. We 

follow up after one year to ask what happened to their jobs which were at 
risk, and their career. We have a lot of data now, some of which I have had 

peer-reviewed and published in specific cohorts . 1 0• 1 1 • 1 2• 1 3  Ninety-two per cent 

of our clients want help with memory and concentration. That's nearly all, 

in  a diverse group of neurominorities and hidden disabilities. Eighty-two per 

cent organizational skills, 78 per cent time management, 67 per cent stress 

management, 67 per cent communication. Our most common point of refer

rals is six months into promotion. Ninety-five per cent of clients keep their 

job.  Twenty-five per cent of cl ients get promoted within a year. Managers 

report a 50 per cent increase in performance. Clients themselves report a 

reduction in  stress and a 70 per cent increase in productivity. It works. But 

it is STILL single-loop learning. For it to be double-loop learning we need 

to zoom out. What these data show is that there are predictable trends in 

adjustment compliance. For a double-loop, systemic approach we need to 

plan for them and not react, one person at a time. We can build universal 

HR systems14• 1 5  and prevent distress and poor performance.' 

Nancy and Professor Almuth McDowall in 2020 started to set up a 

Research Practice Alliance Centre at Birkbeck's School of Organizational 

Psychology to consider levelling up the neurodiversity toolkit in manage
ment science. So what does Nancy think about Diversity and Inclusion? 

'In scientific training, you learn that when you have a new idea, the first 
port of call is to read widely around the subject and find adjacent fields from 
which you can port principles and theories. Neurodiversity at work is failing 

on this front, and so I'm going to introduce some relevant learning that I 

think wil l  i l luminate our practice. Firstly, diversity, equity and inclusion 

research more broadly. Many neurodiversity advocates and practitioners I 

know approach D&I like we have to teach them about us, but we should 

also note what they have to teach us. In racial equity work, terms like virtue 
signalling, performance activism and tokenism have become popular. These 

allude to an approach where racial diversity is tolerated, onboarded one 
person at a time, like a mascot or a few mascots, without actually changing 

any of the systems that caused the lack of representation in the first place. 

Sound familiar? It is considered incredibly poor practice to ask the s ingle 

female board member or only black person in management to educate oth
ers about inclusion. Sound familiar? Racial d iversity work has identified a 
tendency to "top slice" and lump all races and ethnicities into one BAME 
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category. This tends t o  result in recruiters selecting east Asians over black 

Africans or Afro-Caribbeans but sti l l  "ticking the box " - this reminds me of 
the autism privi lege over dyspraxia, for example.' 

So what does she think makes a difference ?  

' In  academic research, systematic reviews aggregating the results of  tens 

of individual interventions have found that in-house champions and panels 
of l ived experience are performative and do not increase representation. 

What works is coaching/mentoring programmes and holding managers to 
account for recruiting and promoting inclusively. 1 6  We are currently rein

venting the wheel and making all these mistakes again, when it is not neces

sary if we j ust took a professional, multi-disciplinary and evidence-informed 

approach to the work .  

'However, the "neurodiversity a t  work" field is  overrun with " experts" 

from education, or cl inical practice, or marketing and MBAs, who have not 
spent enough time on their own training and research to see what has 
already been done. Knowing about neurodiversity is not enough. We need 

services that also know the law, human resources, can view the situation 
from individual and organizational perspectives, who can i ntervene when 

an indivi dual idea should not be scaled because it is anecdotal .  

'My first big intervention in psychology practice was getting the practice 

guidelines updated to firmly state that reports should go to the individual 

first, not their employer. This principle hasn't been considered because in 

clinical and educational practice the norms are professionals sharing infor
mation about a cl ient, all with their own ethical guidelines. I pointed out 

that HR and managers are not regulated professionals and not able to 

decode reports, and that we should summarize the employer versions with 

" need to know" only information, not developmental history and IQ scores. 

It took me years to get that through, with many boring committee meetings 

in which I had to sit still and listen! I know that there are still instances 
where this slips through the net, and I urge all employers reading this not to 

ask for al l  the details in reports, it's confidential. Ask for what you need 

only! I urge all employees to complain to the Health Professionals Council 
or the British Psychological Society if your psychologist sends a confidential 
report to your employer before you have signed it off. You have the right to 

withdraw. Help improve practice. 

'Secondly, involving communities of lived experience is not new. Self
advocacy was not invented by autistics, the internet, or the need to push 

back on institutionalized professions . There are a number of examples here, 
for example the failed token disabil ity employment programmes of the 
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1 98 0s and 1 990s and their much more successful incubated social enterprise 

successors17 as well as mental health and substance misuse recovery com

munities. 1 8· 1 9  In recovery communities, people with lived experience become 

mentors, but not immediately on arrival ,  not on the basis of their social 

media activity, but on the basis of their own recovery. An individual will 
arrive and complete a self-discovery journey of healing, in a group so that 

they have exposure to other peoples' journeys, which may be different to 

theirs.' 

We have d iscussed this in the chapter relating to neurodiversity champi

ons and compared this to mental health first aiders and the need for appro

priate supervision to support people and respecting the qualifications and 

training someone actua l ly needs and supervision once someone is acting in 

a support role. 
Nancy talks about the difference for someone with the appropriate pro

fessional training and the support they receive. 'As such, they get informal, 

client-centred training in breadth and depth of lived experience. They then 

become supervisors and mentors, whilst receiving their own supervision. If 

one of their clients has an experience that triggers them, they have a safe 

space to debrief. If one of their clients reveals abuse, suicidal intentions or 

self-harm, they have a safeguarding mechanism and support to enact it . 

They conference with professionals who are managing the service and 

designing the workshops . They contribute to materials and evaluation pro

tocols .  They are included and valued, without being overexposed or bur

dened.  If they take a month off sick, someone will be there for their clients. 

It is a safe system. 

' I 've seen this work well in employment. One client I have employs 65 per 

cent neurominorities, of all flavours. They have an in-house champion 

group, but they don't ask these individuals to take responsibility for their 

colleagues . The panel is part of the procurement decision; when I pitched for 

the work to do assessments, coaching and training for this company I had to 

be interviewed by the in-house champions. They took great care to make 
sure I was the " right" kind of psychologist, that I wasn't going to train their 

HR team to believe they had no empathy, or make adjustment recommenda

tions that foisted a long to-do list on their colleagues. They worked in part
nership with the procurement team who checked that my company was 
registered with the Information Commissioner's Office and had a good data 
control record, that we were insured, etc. This is also a safe system. This 
organization is leading the way and the areas in which they now need sup
port involve conflicts where two employees require competing adjustments 
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( eg low and bright l ight) or  where meltdown outbursts cannot be  tolerated 

by colleagues with PTSD. Whose needs win ?  This is  what I call the " sharp 

end " of neurodiversity, beyond the bright l ights of skill and unusual talents, 
making it work on an everyday, team-based level, protecting employment 

but also protecting from discrimination. It is complex, hol istic work that 
needs an ecological frame in which legal duties are balanced with personal 

experiences. It's exactly the right time for co-producing policy and processes.' 

What does Nancy see as the future of neurodiversity? 'So as we move into 
this maturing phase in the neurodiversity field, my long-term hope is that we 

develop systemic, co-produced practice. I'd l ike to upend and redesign edu

cation, but I am a workplace psych not an educational psych so I guess I 
need to stay i n  my lane !  For me personally, I love my work and I am proud 

of my neurodiverse, d isabled, female-owned and led business. My own 

ADI-ID forms a massive part of my success as a human and it  has also been 
disabling .  I didn't attend school for two years in  my teens and I was hospi

talized for anxiety, depression and disordered eating. I am aware that 

my needs were simultaneously minimized and mistreated as a female, yet 

privileged due to my white skin. My parents were educated enough to fight 
my corner. I was d iagnosed with school phobia and allowed to study from 

home, rather than labelled a school refuser or a ta lent. My parents were 
l istened to, and argued with, but not dismissed. This experience was deeply 

scarring, but I emerged with solid GCSEs and a platform on which to build 

a career, rather than a criminal record or a crack habit. 

'My granddad once took me for a G&T when I was about 1 8 .  I was 

l iving in  bedsits and fai l ing to achieve any A-Levels. I'd started eight so far, 

but hadn't finished any (how did they miss the ADI-ID ) ?  He said that I 

needed to work. That education wasn't engaging me and that I should ignore 

my parents who were i nsisting that I go to uni and get a job.  He told me that 
I shouldn't follow the trodden path, but go where there is  no path and leave 
a trai l ,  which I think is  Emerson. He was right. All my work, with my com

pany and Employable Me, advocating from practice to change, fil l ing the 

gaps in the scientific l iterature, is  aimed at social inclusion . When I took that 

job with disabled adults and young people I found my vocation, my passion 
and my motivation . Finding my own "Genius Within" transformed my l ife 
and this  is the gift I wish to pass on. I still think that if we had that missing 
1 5-20 per cent worki ng at their best across all i ndustries the world would 

change. 
'We need to come together as a sector, avoid the us/them traps, profes

sional versus l ived experience, educator versus clinician, HR versus manager 
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and develop communities of practice, amplifying the skill and value that 

each element brings. That, after all, was the original purpose of the 

Neurodiversity Movement.' 

We also hear from another genuinely impactful organization with values 

that we all need to l isten to . The voice of this case study is  from Atif 

Choudhury, and was written with the heartfelt assistance of Raphaele von 

Koettlitz, whose ongoing support helps bring so many of Atif's visions to 

life .  

Atif Cho u d h u ry 

Arif is a CEO and award-winning social entrepreneur, with a background in 

economic justice and disability inclusion projects . He set up Diversity and 

Ability ( D &A), a multi-award-winning d isabled-led social enterprise that 

exists to i ncrease the social and economic participation of d isabled people. 

They have supported over 20,000 disabled and neurodivergent people i n  

education, the workplace and through social j ustice projects. 
Arif describes their work. 'Ten years ago, D&A was created to fully pro

mote and advocate a social model of disability by galvanizing the lived real

ities and assets of d isabled people to fulfil the spirit of the then newly formed 

Equalities Act. As an end-user-led organization, 85 per cent of the team self

identify as disabled, myself included, and our work is guided by this wealth 

of varied l ived experiences to ensure support is relevant and authentic. 

'At D&A, it's not j ust about teaching tools to support neurodiversity, but 

about inclusion, belonging, and the safety of connecting with others that 
share similar experiences of disablement. The impacts of disabil ity are all 

too often rooted in  wider-reaching intersecting factors that, when piled up, 

create immense levels of inequality. Growing up on a council estate i n  

Thamesmead, a s  a young dyslexic Bangladeshi, I know concretely what this 
means and how it can impact your life. 

'Everyone deserves the opportunity to learn, work and thrive, but it's 
often not afforded to those navigating systemic marginalization. Exclusion 
does not happen in a vacuum, but is a product of many layers of intersecting 

societal barriers. That is why when we talk about d isabil ity, we must always 
think about wider d isabling factors such as race, rel igion, gender and class 
etc, that compound socio-economic disadvantages. 
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'Effective support and societal change in terms of the inclusion of disa

bled people hinges on the recognition of these interlinked barriers. Disabled 

people do not have homogeneous identities, needs or backgrounds and 

when this is ignored it leads to powerlessness and loss of agency. Society 

suffers when we fail to recognize and harness the value in diversity.' 

Atif talks about his own experiences and how this differs for so many. 

' I  was only diagnosed with dyslexia at university, at the point of dropping 

out. This was a pivotal turning point for me emotionally, educationally and 

professionally, and is a story that echoes millions of others, particularly 
those from poor, BAME backgrounds. Accessing support, particularly for 

those experiencing hidden disabilities, is a privilege. This support is often 
denied to those who need it the most, due to cultural understandings and 

financial means. 

'This is particularly highlighted by our work with people impacted by 

homelessness, where it's estimated roughly 50 per cent have learning differ

ences such as dyslexia, which more often than not are undiagnosed.  20 Mental 
health conditions are also rife, with about 44 per cent disclosing a mental 

health diagnosis (as opposed to 23 per cent of the general population ) .21 

'There is a clear link between unsupported, undiagnosed learning differ

ences and access to civil society in terms of baseline social welfare, educa

tion and employment opportunities and stable housing. This is  often 

compounded by digital exclusion; statistics show that d isabled and home

less people are among those with the lowest digital access in our society.22 

This is due to a variety of factors including financial means, physical access 

points to computers and charging points as well as barriers posed by learn

ing differences and poor digital literacy skills . 

' In our digital-by-default world, it's critical to be able to access and 

effectively use technology to benefit from online services, to maintain social 

connections and be included in the job market. To illustrate, one study by 
the House of Commons indicates that almost 90 per cent of jobs require 

some form of digital skil l .  23 This being said, technology has the potential to 

be both enabling and disabling. When used as a tool to overcome day-to-day 
literacy barriers, for example through using built-in accessibility functions 
or assistive technology, technology can facilitate increased participation in 

society and access to information. However, usability and accessibility can 

equally be compromised by lack of fundamental digital literacy skills or 

challenges l inked to a learning difference.' 

Atif goes on to describe some of the work they have been doing in  
the past few years to make a difference. 'We have been working with 
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anti-homelessness charities such as  Crisis and St Mw1go's since 2014,  to 

tackle the issue of digital skills gaps, providing digital l iteracy and core skil ls 

training to enable service users to access the internet and use technology i n  

their daily l ives. One training recipient, who faces significant l iteracy barri

ers, shared his story of how discovering text-to-speech functionality on his 

smartphone enabled him to advocate for his rights when faced with eviction 

from his home. He was able to scan a letter that contained information 
confirming his payments were up to date and have it read out loud . He was 

then able to relay the i nformation and calmly diffuse the situation with a 

bail iff. He explained how the use of technology in this way not only diverted 

what would have otherwise been an extremely stressful encounter but also, 

crucially, i t  a llowed him to take control of the s ituation and make sure his 

housing wasn't jeopardized. Armed with new strategies and hope, the par

ticipant said he was fi nally able to start looking to the future and exploring 

employment opportunities that had previously been out of reach. 

'Another participant, who moved to the UK from Somalia with child 
refugee status at the age of 1 4, spoke little Engli sh and only as a second 
language. She struggled with reading and writing at school and never learnt 

to read and write independently. She was diagnosed with dyslexia at the age 

of 2 8 .  The tailored digital skills training introduced her to various apps and 

assistive technology programs that allowed her to be more independent and 

confident in  navigating essential services and day-to-day tasks . Through 

using voice recognition software she was able to get onl ine and research 

universal income and housing benefits available to her. She also explained 

how she was emotional ly dependent on having to get a neighbour or friends 

to read out her post until she started using text-to-speech software to read 

i t  out to her. This reduced the anxiety of not knowing what was contained 

in the letters (even medical ones) and having to rely on others, as well as 

granting her a level of personal privacy that she had previously been forced 

to sacrifice for so long. 

'Providi ng tailored support and access to assistive technology can help 
break the cycle of homelessness. I draw on these examples to i l lustrate the 
very real knock-on effect and cyclical nature of social and economic margin

alization when intertwined with disability.' 
Atif concludes his thinking about considering what is the true value of 

d iversity: 'D&A shines a l ight on the value diversity can bring; after all ,  we 

can achieve miraculous things when we all have a seat at the table. Every 
day I look at the organization and smile, knowing it's the organization 
I needed when I was younger. Cultivated by the powers of such l ived 
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experiences, I am truly convinced that when welcomed, the diversity of 

thought can change the world;  perhaps it's the only thing that ever does.' 

Alan Kriss 

Alan is  CEO of Specialisterne USNCanada . 'Specialisterne began its journey 

focused on autism. But it did not take long for us to learn that in the employ
ment context, diagnoses are less relevant than personal experience and the 

impacts of l iv ing outside the norm. Many persons who identify as neuro

divergent face similar challenges obtaining and mainta ining employment. 

Yet they have the skills and motivations to be an asset to an employer. 

Specialisterne is here to bring candidates and employers together and to help 

build successful careers. Specialisterne focuses on competitive employment 
and is  not focusing on supported employment solutions.' 

What do they think makes them different from other organizations? 

'One of the things that makes us different from other organizations and 

makes us unique is  our focus on the employer side of these employment 

issues. In many countries like the US and Canada, early interventions and 

supports are improving so that more young people are getting through high 

school and often getting post-secondary education. These are capable and 

motivated people who are looking to start their careers. But employers have 

not kept up with the evolution. They maintain the same recruitment meth

ods that they were using at the beginning of the last century. So employers 

tend to systematically overlook autistic talent as well as other people with a 

range of neuro-differences. We do more than educate employers. We work 

with them to first begin to successfully recruit and manage neurodivergent 

persons, and then to work closely with them to help them implement changes 

that would systematically improve their diversity outcomes in recruitment 
and beyond i nto developing careers. 

'Some organizations teach and some do what is  needed for the employer. 

We teach and we do, depending on the need and the evolutionary stage or 

maturity of the employer with respect to inclusive cultures, policies and 

processes . In terms of candidates, our focus is  on those who are employment 

ready, or at least quite close, and we work with employers to create social 
and physical environments for them to be themselves, a state in  which they 

will be so much more productive.' 
Alan describes Specialisterne's aims now and for the future. 'We're trying 

to be a lantern for propagating improved tools, methods and processes for 
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recruiting and onboarding people. We are forced to take an outlier's per

spective because we work with outl iers who have skills to do many jobs . 

Global ly our objective is to generate meaningful employment for 1 ,000,000 

people who are autistic or who are neurodivergent. This is about transform

ation in the employment market; ensuring there's an equal chance of 
attaining employment and of developing real careers . We want to change 

systems and have a transformational impact. 
'We see the future as all about innovation and working with partners 

from a number of different perspectives and objectives including employers, 

post-secondary institutions, HR management and research, working with a 
wide range of d iversity partners, recruitment providers, system providers 

and i ncluding industry-specific associations to leverage their expertise and 

match their emerging needs. 

'We have a stepped approach ( see Figure 1 6 . 1 )  working with employers 

where they are in their maturation, going from stage one which is tradi

tional forms of placement to stage two beginning, stage three working in 

paral lel, stage four transitional steps, and stage five delivering an i nclusive 

solution.' 

Pau l Sesay 

Final ly we hear from Paul Sesay and his incredible journey and why he 

champions diversity and inclusion . Like the other case stories he is dedicated 

to the work he does. He is making a real difference in  the UK diversity and 
inclusion space working with organizations from all sectors of employment, 

driving standards up year on year. 

The story told above by Specialisterne is one of organizations embedding 
policy and practice in a completely inclusive manner, which al igns well to 

Paul's ambitions and the actions he has taken so far to encourage organiza

tions to do so. 

'As the proud founder and CEO of a number of Diversity and Inclusion 
initiatives including The National Diversity Awards, The Inclusive 
Companies Membership, The Inclusive Top 50 UK Employers List and the 
Inclusive Companies Awards, and most recently "The Precedent Group",  
my business acumen has mainly been with a social focus . With over 1 7  

years' worth o f  experience within the Diversity, Equality and Inclusion sec
tor, I have worked alongside some of the largest organizations in the world 

on their D&I profiles, helping to advance inclusion across each strand, 
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across each level of  employment. I am extremely proud to have created a 

national platform that a llows me to work with d iverse communities, helping 

inspirational individuals from various backgrounds to achieve a nd empower 

disadvantaged groups across the nation.' 
Paul tells us about himself as a young man. 'My journey really began 

when I was a young lad, fostered from a very young age, growing up in 

i nner-city areas and raised with no visible role models guiding me through 

life. Consequently, this meant I grew up with no ambition, no goals, and not 

many dreams that I can recall .  It was a trip to Liverpool and a chance meet

i ng that ignited that fire in my belly, and I knew then that I wanted to make 
a change, and not j ust a change for myself but also for the lives of others 

too.' 

His story of someone believing in him and inspiring him is one that we 

all need to take on board as it can change lives. He goes on to say, ' Iconic 

Liverpool DJ and club MC James Klass took me under his wing when I 

arrived in Liverpool and gave me countless opportunities to build my own 
unique skill set and instilled the belief that I could become something, that I 

could make a difference and I could be successful. James was the inspiration 

behind me changing my entire outlook on life. 
'I worked for various companies, primarily in a sales role and I found 

that I was actually really good at it! I got my head down and I worked hard, 

and I outsold all the other team members, by far. I could feel that fire i n  

my belly once again, and I knew that I had what it took to set up my own 

business, I just had to take that plunge. 
'And I d id .  Inclusive Companies was born and a team of four were work

ing hard to break down barriers that individuals from disadvantaged back

grounds felt that they faced when applying for job opportunities in major 

organizations. We developed school workshops designed to inspire young

sters to raise their sights and believe in their abilities, as well as recruitment 

fairs and conferences.' 

Paul a lso describes how he was able to revisit his vision even in challeng
i ng times. 'The recession hit, and whilst this had a detrimental impact on my 

business, I d idn't want to lose sight of what was important; there was still 

work to be done across D and I and I wasn't about to give up so easily. I 
quickly identified that there was an urgent need to highlight role models 

across the UK for the contributions they provide across minority communi

ties, and so the National Diversity Awards was born. 
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'Nine years later and the National D iversity Awards is  a ceremony that 

the nation has truly taken to their hearts, with over 60,000 nominations and 

votes received in 2020 alone, highlighting the tremendous work of Positive 
Role Models, Community Organizations and Entrepreneurs up and down 

the country.' 

Despite making a real difference, Paul certainly hasn't become compla

cent. 'My journey continued and I wanted to expand my portfolio of D&I 

in itiatives and so set up the Inclusive Companies Awards and the Inclusive 
Top 50 UK Employers List, both of which recognize cross-industry organi

zations who are striving for an inclusive workforce across each level of 

employment and highlight the work that they carry out for D &I both inter
nally and the contributions across their local communities.' 

Paul has continued to drive forward what needs to be considered as 

inclusive practice and has recently taken this to the next step . 'The most 

recent initiative to develop a truly inclusive business is  Precedent Group, 

which delivers a portfolio of recruitment services with particular focus on 
diversity and inclusion. We work with progressive, forward-thinking organ

izations to enable them to capitalize on the competitive advantage of build
ing and maintaining a d iverse workforce. We harness our expertise and 

network to create and deliver future-facing talent for the modern world .  

'Thinking differently is in  our DNA and we believe that a l l  candidates, 

regardless of their background, ethnicity and gender, should be represented 

in a manner in l ine with their skills and abil ities. We work with al l  our 
partners to fully understand their requirements and hiring practices to 

seamlessly match talent into their businesses.' 

Paul is  certainly not ready to stop what he is  doing: 'Over the years we 
have seen s light progress across the inclusion spectrwn, but I know there is 

still so much more work to be done, especially when we look at the levels of 

d iverse representation within UK-based organizations. In 20 1 7  I designed a 

support network that a llowed me to work holistically with organizations on 

their unique D&I journey, providing them with the tools they need to 

become a fully inclusive employer. Inclusive Companies is now the premier 
cross-industry network harnessing best practices and innovation to drive 
inclusion for al l .  It was designed and exists to challenge the lack of d iverse 
representation within UK-based organizations and to assist employers in 

fostering a truly inclusive environment within which they recognize and 

value the difference of each employee. 

'It is through this network that we have been able to identify organiza
tions who are ahead of the curve in the diversity arena.' 
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One thing he has  achieved i s  that he has managed to engage all sectors 

of business in this initiative. 'University Hospitals of Morecambe Bay NHS 

Foundation Trust (UHMBT) were named the UK's most Inclusive Employer 

in 2020, taking the Number One position on the Inclusive Top 50 UK 

Employers List for the first time ever in recognition of their continued 

dedication to workplace diversity. They have made significant progress in 
striving to become " Effortlessly Inclusive" .  Ensuring the best possible expe
rience for colleagues and patients is at the heart of their Inclusion and 

Diversity Strategy - understanding and learning from current lived experi

ence, to make improvements that are far-reaching and make a real d iffer

ence to people in  their communities.' 

It is interesting to see what Paul says has been great about this organiza

tion: 'UHMBT has a number of procedures to help staff understand the 

organization's commitments to equality of opportunity, which starts on the 

employee journey even before they begin in post. They have a public-facing 

web page for Inclusion and Diversity which enables staff and patients to 
understand how seriously they take equal ity and diversity. On that page are 

their annual reports for inclusion and various action plans together with 

their overall five-year "Towards Inclusion" strategy (201 6-202 1 ) , as well as 

monthly inclusion newsletters and information about i nclusion networks. 

'Following on from the recruitment process, their corporate induction, 

which is mandatory for all staff, covers information and contact details for 
their inclusion networks for colleagues (covering BAME, LGBT +, Gender, 

Forces, Respect, Personal Fair and Diverse champions and Carers) and a 

Network for Inclusive Healthcare. In addition, they have a mandatory 

Equality and Diversity training course, which is essential to all roles, that 

staff complete every three years.' 

Paul also describes a very different organization but one that is never

theless a very well-known international brand . '20 1 9  saw media giant Sky 

ranked as the UK's Most Inclusive Employer. Serving 24 million customers 

across seven different countries, Sky's 3 1 ,000 employees help connect cus
tomers with the very best of sports, news, the arts and to their own local, 

original content. Their technology allows customers to watch what they 

want, when they want, how they want, and as they connect mill ions of 

families to content they love, it i s  their responsibility to do it safely through 

services such as Sky Broadband Buddy and the Sky Kids app. And their 
onl ine streaming service, NOW TV, brings viewers all the enjoyment of Sky 
with the flexibility of a contract-free service. Sky is also a proud employer 
- signed up to D isability Confident (a UK government scheme) and a " Race 
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at  work" signatory, as well as being recognized by The Times, Stonewall and 

also as the UK's most Inclusive Employer.' 

Paul makes an important point that we have reiterated a number of times 

in this book that you can make a difference if you are one person, a small 

team or a small organization. Passion and commitment can go a long way. 

He says, 'You might think a big organization like Sky would have a large 

inclusion team, but they don't, because they believe a sustainable approach 
is empowering every team to understand any inequality and take action. 
I t  is evident that Sky are tapping into their own inherent sense of fairness 

and the times they've felt excluded, to connect their people with purpose 

and make the changes needed both today and in the future.' 

Paul describes what Sky has set up: 'Sky has six thriving employee net

works, each with an executive sponsor who guides them to focus on what 

matters most. These volunteer-led communities have the freedom to push 
boundaries and agitate for change through the creation of bottom-up pres

sure and a collective voice, to make life at Sky great for everyone both on 

screen and behind the scenes. At Sky, inclusion is everyone's responsibility.' 

Paul speaks of where we are in considering inclusion, and why we cannot 

go back to where we were. 'In 202 1 ,  I have seen a shift in  the inclusion 

approach of organizations participating in the Inclusive Top 50 UK 

Employers List. The d isruption of Covid-1 9 followed by the impact of the 

Black Lives Matter movement has truly shone a light on the power of inclu
sive leadership and prompted employers to examine inadequacies internally. 

Companies featured on this year's list have felt the importance of ensuring 

individual voices are heard and standing up as responsible employers against 

inequality, inj ustice and intolerance. 

'The topic of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEi) has become a focal 

point for major organizations across the globe. The most prosperous 

employers understand the value of harnessing diverse talent and are taking 
action to ensure their company is not left behind in the quest to become fully 

inclusive. It is clear to see that a host of companies are making improve

ments across many areas, whilst some are falling behind in others. 
'Since I began my business venture in 2006, my core values have remained 

consistent throughout the years, to enhance diversity and inclusion across 

each protected characteristic. As we move through 202 1 ,  companies should 
ask themselves new questions for a changed workplace. Leaders now have 
an opportunity to build a more equitable and inclusive workplace that will 
improve their organizations far beyond Covid-1 9 .  Companies that capture 
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the moment wi l l  not only be better placed to support their employees but 

will also drive sustainable business performance.' 

What is  consistent among Paul, Atif, Alan and Nancy is considering how 
to embed their innovative and thoughtful practices. 

Judy Singer, the Australian sociologist, seen by some as the 'mother of 

the concept of neurodiversity' reminds us in a blog she wrote in February 
202 1 :24 

Don't be intimidated by the hefty word 'Neurodiversity'. It's simply a word 

that describes the incredible diversity of human minds, in which no two of the 

billions of us on the planet are exactly alike. We are all 'Neurodiverse'. There are 

not two groups of people in the word, 'normal people' and 'the neurodiverse' . 

There is only flawed humanity, al l  of us imperfect, all of us with needs, all of us 

interdependent. 

Neurodiversity is not a new name for 'Neurological Disability'. It is the name 

of a social movement by neurologically categorized outsiders with labels like 

autistic, ADHD, the dyses, etc to remind us of the wonder of the extraordinary 

diversity of the human mind, and to bring us back to our senses. It calls us to 

stop dividing people into 'the productive' and 'the unproductive', where the 

possession of 'a job' is the highest measure of virtue, while those who cannot 

win the gruelling race to get one, are punished by punitive welfare systems and 

grudgingly doled out the meanest portion to survive on. 

Despite the fancy name, the recognition of the value of neurodiversity changes 

nothing about human nature: it j ust gives us a 'rallying cry' - in the jargon of 

our age - to mobilize for what humans have strived towards throughout the 

ages: fairness, j ustice, a fair share of the riches of the world around them. That 

is, enough to have their basic needs met, and enough over to allow them to 

develop their potential, to care for each other and to enjoy the beauty and glory 

of our world. 

At such times, it will require courage to stand up for minorities, along with 

humility, patience, perseverance and work. And it must be real work in the 

service of the future of humanity, not 'busy work' as conscripts goaded by the 

carrot of consumer goodies and the stick of a punitive 'welfare' system. We must 

not buy into the belief that work, any paid work, is inherently a virtue. Not 

when it is used to pollute the planet for the sake of producing consumer j unk 

for people in a perpetual dissatisfied state from the meaninglessness of their 

working lives. 



What have we learned? 
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In  the process of writing and completing this book, Theo and Amanda have 

changed. They have listened to and learned from many wonderful people 
and organizations striving (and in many cases succeeding) to create change . 
They all  have one thing in common. They are driven and committed to an 

inclusive and equitable agenda and are not satisfied with the status quo. 

They are all saying we CAN do more. We have heard from people being a 

part of that change process and challenging the status quo. 

This can be an exciting time if we can really make change and widen the 

opportunities for employment for al l .  It makes sense to harness and not lose 

the talent that we have in society. We are encouraged about the future if we 

can embrace the true concept of neurodiversity in that it is about the won

derful variety of strengths and skills in us all and is not an exclusive club 
that only some can join.  

We need to be aware that in  times of global challenges we don't resort to 

recruitment processes that continue to preclude groups of people in society 

because of the way we select or exclude talent. If we take on board the 

changes we need to make, we can hope for future workplaces that are truly 

inclusive. But it does require a change in both culture and practices. 
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APPE N DIX 

What is A D H  D? 

Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) is a developmental condi

tion that affects attention, impulsivity and activity levels .  Some individuals 

may have a diagnosis of attention deficit disorder ( ADD ), the name used for 
this condition between 1 9 8 0  and 1 987. 1 •2 

There are three types of ADHD : predominantly hyperactive, pre

dominantly inattentive, and combined (which has both hyperactive and 

inattentive features) . 

How common is ADHD? 

Studies suggest that between 2 and 7 per cent of children and adults have 

ADHD, with an average of around 5 per cent.3•4 ADHD is sti l l  relatively 

under-recognized and underdiagnosed in most countries, particularly i n  
girls and older children. ADHD often persists into adulthood and there are 

increased risks factor for other mental health disorders. There is evidence of 

negative outcomes, including educational underachievement, d ifficulties 

with employment and relationships, and criminality. 

Common challenges described by adults with ADHD 

I M P U LS I V ITY 

• Speaking/acting before thinking. 

• Interrupting others because of ideas and thoughts that can't wait to be 

shared. 

• Jumping to a new topic of conversation without finishing the current one 

because of multiple ideas. 

• Difficulty waiting turn. 



H Y P E RACT I V I TY ( T H I S  I S  M O R E  O BV I O U S  I N  C H I L D H O O D) 

• Difficulty sitting sti l l  and 'doing nothing' . 
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• Being restless and fidgety, eg tapping feet, playing with pen, being over

talkative, and doodl ing. 

• Feeling restless internally - some people talk about having a 'busy brain ' .  

I N ATT E N T I O N  

• May be easily d istracted; this may vary a s  some people find specific noises 

around them d istracting or other people talking or movement. 

• Losing concentration/daydreaming, especially for more boring tasks. 

• Can hyper-focus on tasks of high interest. 

O RG A N I ZATI O N A L  C H A L L E N G E S 

• Difficulty organizing selves and work without practis ing and having 

automated procedures in place . 

• Can start tasks but finds it hard to finish them or misses out steps. 

• Produces work of a variable quality dependi ng on load of work, other 

d istractions and level of anxiety. 

• Feeli ngs of frustration because the person wants to be organized and is  
often aware of their challenges. 

Strengths associated with ADHD 

• Creativity. 

• Good initiator. 

• Energy. 

• Hyper-focused . 

• Makes connections between things. 

• Project oriented. 

• An ideas person. 
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What is  Aut ism Spectrum D i so rder or Con d it ion?  

Definition 

Autism Spectnun Disorder (ASD )/or Autism Spectrum Condition ( ASC) is 

a developmental condition that affects communication and social inter

relatedness. Some people may have a diagnosis of autism or Asperger's syn

drome depending when they were diagnosed. These were conditions that 

used to be diagnosed separately but are now considered to be part of ASD/ 

ASC5'6 Different people will have different challenges and strengths and not 

one person is similar to another. 
In the autism community, many self-advocates and their all ies prefer 

terminology such as 'autistic', 'autistic person' ,  or 'autistic individual' 

because they consider that autism is an inherent part of an individual's 

identity. Identity-first language is also used such as 'person with'. Ask the 

person their preference. 

How common is autism?  

I t  used t o  b e  thought that autism was fairly uncommon. Rates vary world

wide and this may be because of the method of identification and awareness. 

The rates are around 0 .5-1 per cent of populations . This has increased for 

several reasons in the past few years, partly because of increased awareness. 

Challenges described by some adults with Autism 

S O C I A L  C O M M U N I C AT I O N  

• Autistic people may have difficulties with interpreting both verbal and 

non-verbal language l ike gestures people make or tone of voice. 

• Language skills may vary, from some autistic people having no language 
to some having good language skills. 

• May take things literally and not understand more abstract concepts or 

pick up on sarcasm. 

• May need additional time to process information or respond to questions. 

• May repeat what others have said to them. 



S O C I A L  I N T E RA C T I O N  
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• Autistic people often have difficulty recognizing or  understanding others' 

feelings and intentions and expressing their own emotions . This makes it 

harder going into new social or work situations, especially to start with. 

• May have d ifficulties in some social interactions because of conununication 

differences .  

• The person may appear to  others as  insensitive or  be  direct. 

• May find noisy or busy settings overwhelming and need to have time 

alone. 

• May find it harder to make friends. 

• May mask challenges they are having 111 order to conform to social 
stereotypes. 

• May assume others already know they have some challenges, so may not 

inform others or wish to do so. 

• May be reluctant to discuss challenges, which may be related to poor past 

experiences with others when they have disclosed they are autistic . 

• May be very able in some aspects of employment (and may be very well 

qualified) yet may face real difficulties with tasks that appear simple to 

others, eg getting to appointments on time, mixing with a group of other 
people.  

• Difficulty coping with change to routine if no time to prepare or 
understand what the change may be. 

• May lack confidence when asking questions or asking for help. 

• May be anxious when faced with unfamiliar situations, questions and/ 

or people and if anxiety is heightened may 'melt down' or 'shut down' .  

' A  meltdown happens when someone becomes completely overwhelmed 

by their current situation and temporarily loses behavioural control' ;  
'A shutdown appears less intense to the outside world but  can be equally 

debilitating.'7 

• May appear impatient/confrontational if they do not understand why 

they have been asked to do something. 

• Are more likely to take language literally. 

• Some people may have heightened sensitivity to certain sounds, touch, 
tastes, smells, light or colours and being exposed to them may cause them 
to feel more anxious. 
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• A changing or  new environment may cause anxiety. Some people have 

repetitive behaviours (called stimming) and this may occur when the 

person is feel ing more anxious and help them feel calmer. 

• Many autistic people have intense and highly focused interests. 

Strengths associated with autism 

• Hyper-focused. 

• Specific interests . 

• Detail oriented. 

• Retention of facts. 

• Creative. 

• Good analytical skills . 

What is dyslexia? 

Dyslexia (also called Developmental Dyslexia) is  a developmental condition 

that specifically affects literacy (reading, writing and spelling) . People who 

have dyslexia have poor literacy after taking into account the education and 
teaching support they have had. 

How common is dyslexia ? 

It can be hard to be precise, as many studies don't look at people's history 

and therefore can't tell the difference between dyslexia, alexia and illiteracy 

due to lack of education. It's commonly stated that 10 per cent of the popu

lation have dyslexia .8 Rates may vary from country to country dependent on 

awareness, definition used and the type of assessments undertaken. 9  

Challenges described by adults with dyslexia 

• Chal lenges with filling in forms, especially if hand-written. 

• Slower at reading information and needing to re-read it. 

• Making spelling errors or missing out key words in written text, eg 
emails .  



• Difficulty structuring written work, eg reports, assignments. 
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• Difficulty writing down information accurately while doing another task 

such as listening to someone on the phone. 

• Challenges remembering things or a series of instructions, eg appointments, 

instructions, items to bring to meetings. 

• Finding way around unfamiliar places. 

• Reluctance to disclose dyslexia to others. This may be related to poor 

prior experiences of doing so. 

Strengths associated with dyslexia 

• Creative. 

• Outgoing. 

• Resourceful. 

• Entrepreneurial .  

What is dyscalc u l ia? 

Dyscalculia ( also called Developmental Dyscalculia) is a developmental con

dition that specifically affects mathematic ability. People who have dyscalcu

lia have poor mathematic ability after taking into account the education 

they have had . 
Innumeracy due to absent, patchy or inadequate education is not the 

same as dyscalculia, even though it may result in similar difficulties with 

mathematics. ( Innumeracy is poor mathematics skills due to a lack of educa

tion and/or skills practice, whereas dyscalculia occurs despite sufficient edu

cation and time to practise ski l ls . )  Some people may have had mathematics 
skil ls but then lost them, eg due to stroke or head injury. This is  called acal

culia. 

How common is dyscalculia ? 

It's hard to say, as most studies don't look at people's history and therefore 
can't tell the difference between dyscalculia, acalculia and innumeracy due 

to lack of education. This varies from country to country depending on 

awareness of the condition. Studies of children vary from 3 . 6  per cent in the 

UK to 6 .4 per cent in the us. 1 o, i i , i 2, 1J  
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Challenges described by adults with dysca!cu!ia 

• May avoid maths-related tasks, eg paying bills, checking change. 

• Slower completing simple maths tasks. 

• Confusion with mathematical operator symbols ( +  - x .;- etc ) .  

• May have difficulties accurately recording numbers, eg  telephone 

numbers, bank detai ls .  

• May make mistakes when dial l ing telephone numbers. 

• May have challenges tel l ing the time, especially with analogue clocks. 

• Challenges with time management. 

• Challenges when trying to estimate d istance. 

• May forget passwords, p in  codes, etc. 

• May feel anxious when undertaking maths-related tasks. 

Strengths associated with dyscalculia 

• Creative. 

• Artistic. 

• Thinker. 

• Empathic. 

What is deve lopmental coord i nat i o n  d isorder? 

Developmental coordination disorder (DCD) is  a developmental condition 

that affects motor (movement) skills, coordination and balance. In the UK, 

it 's often known as dyspraxia. 

DCD is  distinct from other motor disorders such as cerebral palsy or 
stroke. 

How common is DCD? 

Studies suggest that between 1 . 8 and 4.9 per cent of UK children have 

DCD.14 



Common challenges described by adults with DCD 
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• Challenges with everyday life skills, e g  preparing a meal, ironing, DIY. 

• Challenges with handwriting fast and neatly. 

• Challenges with skills requiring balance. 

• Challenges with organization and time management. 

• Challenges with tasks that need fine and accurate movements. 

• Slower at learning new skills requiring speed and accuracy, but once 

learnt can do them. 

• Lack of confidence because of chi ldhood/school challenges. 

• Increased association with anxiety and depression. 

• Frustration when others don't understand why they have some challenges. 

Strengths associated with DCD 

• Empathic. 

• Caring. 

• Persistent. 

• Creative. 

What is developmental language d isorder? 

Developmental language disorder (DLD) is a developmental condition that 

affects the understanding of and/or production of spoken language. Some 

individuals may have a diagnosis of specific language impairment (SLI) ,  an 

older name for this condition, or SCLN (specific communication and lan

guage needs ) .  

How common is OLD? 

Studies suggest up to 7 .6 per cent of  UK children may have DLD. This may 

vary from country to country depending on definitions, awareness and 

assessment approaches . 1 5 
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Common challenges described by adults with OLD 

• Difficulties following a series of instructions. 

• Needing information to be repeated. 

• Anxiety going into an unfamiliar setting. 

• Taking longer than others to respond to a question. 

• Needing additional time to respond and process information. 

• Not recognizing quickly the social nuances of a conversation. 

• Substituting related words, even when they don't mean the same thing 

( says 'couch' i nstead of 'chair' or 'beef' instead of 'chicken ' ) .  

• Difficulties finding words. 

• May use substitute words or use word fi llers . 

• Not always picking up on the meanings of jokes; may take things l iterally. 

• Finds it difficult to focus on what someone is saying, particularly if there 

is background noise such as in an office. 

• Often seems disinterested in conversations, even with friends or loved 

ones. 

• Finds it harder to answer questions about what was j ust discussed and 
may need additional time to process the information. 

• Finds it harder to join in  'office talk' .  

• May appear rude or direct to others . 

• Trouble following multi-step verbal instructions. 

• Difficult responding quickly in a group setting. 

What a re To u rette's syn d rome (TS) and Tic d isorders? 

Tourette's syndrome (TS) was named after Dr Georges Gilles de la Tourette 

who described the condition in 1 8 85 ,  although it had been described earlier. 

It is the most common cause of tics. It is also sometimes known as multiple 
tic disorder or tic spectrum disorder. TS is also commonly associated with 

other disorders including ADHD and obsessional compulsive disorder. Tics 
are relatively brief, rapid, intermittent, purposeless, involuntary movements 
(motor tics) or sounds. The latter are called vocal or phonic tics. 



How common are tic disorders?  
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The rate is  somewhere between 0 .3 and 1 per cent of the population . Up to 

20 per cent of the childhood population can have transient tics which go 

away over time. It is three to four times more common in boys than girls . 1 6  

About 0 .05 per cent o f  adults are thought to have Tourette's syndrome. 1 7  

Common challenges reported 

Most tics are abrupt in onset and duration (clonic tics) ,  but may be slow and 

sustained, either dystonic (associated with a twisting type of movement), or 

tonic, if the muscle contractions are isometric and not associated with any 

movement (eg arm or abdominal tensing) .  

Tics may be: 

• 'simple' and include sniffing and throat clearing; 

• 'complex' (coordinated, sequential movements resembling normal motor 

acts/gestures but that are i nappropriately intense and may be repetitive) .  

Complex vocal/phonic tics may include barking and animal noises . 

There are wide variations in TS, from potentially not very obvious signs 
such as shaking of the head or tossing hair that may not interfere greatly in 

every day functioning, to severe, pervasive and impairing challenges.  

Tics may fluctuate in severity and are also suppressible, and persist dur

ing sleep. Most patients describe a sensation before the tic begins. Other 

symptoms include: 

• Echolalia (copying what others say) .  

• Echopraxia (copying what others do) .  

• Pal i lal ia ( repeating one's last word or part of sentence) .  

• Coprola lia ( inappropriate, involuntary, and swearing) - this i s  uncommon, 

occurring only in about 1 0-15 per cent of patients. However, it has been 

misconceived by some to be the main presenting feature of Tourette's 

syndrome. 

Challenges for some people 

• Higher rates of anxiety and depression. 

• Having to cope with others' (mis)perceptions in public and/or m the 
workplace; being stigmatized.  
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• Tics may worsen in  situations when the person i s  under stress. Although 

the symptoms of TS are involuntary, some people can sometimes suppress, 

camouflage, or otherwise manage their tics in an effort to minimize their 

impact on functioning. 

• People with TS often report a substantial build-up in tension when 

suppressing their tics to the point where they feel that the tic must be 

expressed (against their will ) .  

• Tics in  response to an environmental trigger can appear to be voluntary 

or purposeful but are not. 

• Tics are often reduced in calm and more focused conditions . 

Strengths associated with TS and Tic disorders 

• Creativity. 

• Sense of humour. 

• Empathy. 

• Persistence. 

N otes 

American Psychiatric Association (20 1 3) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

M ental Disorders, 5th edition, American Psychiatric Publishing, Washington, 

DC, USA 

2 Russell, G et al (2014) The association of attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder with socioeconomic disadvantage: alternative explanations and 

evidence, The journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 55 (5 ) ,  pp 436-44, 

https ://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10. 1 1 1 1/jcpp . 12 1 70 (archived at 

lmps://perma.cc/2UXB-W2RP) 

3 American Psychiatric Association (2013 )  Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, Sth edition, American Psychiatric Publishing, Washington, 

DC, USA 

4 Sayal, K et al (20 1 8 ) ADHD in children and young people: prevalence, care 

pathways, and service provision, The Lancet Psychiatry, 5 (2) ,  pp 1 75-86 

5 American Psychiatric Association (20 1 3) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 

Mental Disorders, 5th edition, American Psychiatric Publishing, Washington, 

DC, USA 

6 Chiarotti, F and Venerosi, A (2020) Epidemiology of autism spectrwn 

disorders: a review of worldwide Prevalence Estimates since 2014 ,  



A P P E N D I X  2 9 3  

Brain Sciences, 10  ( 5 ) ,  p 274, https://doi.org/1 0.3390/brainsci 1 0050274 

(archived at https://perma .cc/G4 7H-5X8W) 

7 National Autistic Society (202 1 )  https://ww-v.autism .org.uk/advice-and

gujdance/what-is-autism (archived at https://perma.cc/2WTL-ZHW4) 

8 The British Dyslexia Association (202 1 )  https://www.bdadyslexia.org.uk/about 

(archived at https ://perma .cc/L3MF-VJX9) 

9 Mather, N, White, J and Youman, M (2020) Dyslexia around the world: 

a snapshot, Learning Disahilities: A Multidisciplinary journal, 25 ( 1 ) , pp 1-1 7, 

1 O . l 8666/LDMJ-2020-V25-Il -9 5 52 

1 0  Lewis, C et al ( 1 994) The prevalence of specific arithmetic difficulties and 

specific reading difficulties in 9- to 10-year-old boys and girls, journal of Child 

Psychology & Psychiatry, 35,  pp 283-92 

1 1  Badian, N A  ( 1 983)  Dyscalculia and nonverbal disorders of learning. 

In H R  Mykelbust (ed), Progress in Learning Disabilities, Ulverscroft, 

New York, USA, pp 235-64 

1 2  Badian, N A  ( 1 999) Persistent arithmetic, reading, or arithmetic and reading 

disability, Annals of Dyslexia, 49, pp 43-70 

1 3  Shalev, R S et al (2000) Developmental dyscalculia: prevalence and prognosis, 

European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 9 (Suppl 2) ,  II58-II64, 

https://doi .org/10 . 1 007/s0078 70070009 (archived at https://perma.cc/4TFV

Z6AS) 

1 4  Lingam, R et al  (2009) Prevalence of Developmental Coordination Disorder 

using the DSM-IV at 7 years of age: a UK population-based study, Pediatrics, 

123, e693-e700 

1 5  Lindsay, G and Strand, S (201 6)  Children with language impairment: 

prevalence, associated difficulties, and ethnic disproporrionality in an English 

population, Frontiers in Education, 1 (2) 

1 6  Scahill ,  L, Specht, M and Page, C (2014) The prevalence of tic disorders and 

clinical characteristics in children, journal of Obsessive- Compulsive and 

R elated Disorders, 3 (4), pp 394-400. https://doi.org/10 . 1016/j. 

jocrd.2014.06.002 (archived at https://perma.cc/C77X-L3VA) 

17 Knight, T et al (2012) Prevalence of t ic disorders: a systematic review and 

meta-analysis, Pediatric Neurology, 47 (2), pp 77-90 



G LOSSARY 

ABI: This stands for Acquired Brain Inj ury. 

Acquired Brain Injury: Any injury to the brain . This includes Traumatic 

Brain Injury but also stroke, encephalitis, brain cancer, hypoxia, poisoning, 
substance abuse and other brain injuries. 

ADD: This stands for Attention Deficit Disorder. 

ADHD: This stands for Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder. 

AS: This stands for Asperger's Syndrome. 

ASD: This stands for Autism Spectrum Disorder also known as ASC. 

Asperger's Syndrome: See Autism Spectrum Disorder. Asperger's Syndrome 
is a milder ASD which was not typically associated with low IQ.  In 2013 ,  

Asperger's Syndrome was removed from DSM-5.  It remains a diagnosis 

in ICD- 1 0  but has been removed from ICD-1 1 .  

Attention Deficit Disorder: Attention Deficit Disorder is an old term for 

ADHD. ADD was introduced in DSM-III in 1 980 but was changed to 

ADHD in the revised version (DSM-III-R) in 1 987.  

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder: A condition characterized by 

inattention and/or hyperactivity and impulsivity. Symptoms must have 

been present prior to age 12 years. There are three subtypes of ADHD: 
predominantly inattentive, predominantly hyperactive-impulsive and 

combined.  

People with predominantly inattentive ADHD have severe inattentive 

behaviour, but do not have severe enough hyperactive or impulsive 

behaviour to meet a diagnosis of combined ADHD. People with 

predominantly hyperactive-impulsive ADHD have severe hyperactive 
and impulsive behaviour, but do not have severe enough inattentive 
behaviour to meet a diagnosis of combined ADHD. People with combined 
ADHD have severe inattentive, hyperactive and impulsive behaviour. 

Auditory discrimination: The ability to hear differences and similarities in 
phonemes or words, eg that 'cat' and 'cot' sound similar but are distinct. 

Autism Spectrum Disorder: A condition characterized by difficulties with 
social communication and interactions and restricted, repetitive patterns 
of behaviour, interests and activities . It is a developmental condition, so is 
present from early childhood . 
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The term ASD includes conditions formerly described as Autism, 
Asperger's Syndrome and PDD-NOS.  Also known as Autism Spectrum 

Condition. 

Biopsychosocial model: A theory about illness/disability. This theory states 

that people's experiences of illness/disability depend on the interaction 
between their health or disability ( bio-), their mental health, emotions 

and feel ings (psycho- )  and the physical and social environment they live 

in  (social ) .  Therefore, to help someone with an illness or disabil ity, you 

need to look at all three of these aspects. 

Camouflaging: This may be seen in females with ASD who may 'cover up' 

the challenges they have by modelling their behaviour on others around 

them. 

Chronic Tic Disorder: A condition characterized by motor (movement) or 
vocal tics that have lasted for more than one year. 

Cognitive: Mental processing or thinking. 

Comorbidity: When two or more medical conditions that are not related 
to each other are found in the same person at the same time. This term 

generally should not be used for Neurodiverse conditions as they are 

often related to each other in some way. 

Compensating: This is described by adults with ASD as either 'shal low' ( eg 

laughing or nodding at others' jokes) or 'deeper' compensation. Com

pensation requires executive function and requires the ability to consider 
what may happen and to be able to switch between social rules and think 

about the social niceties. It  is much harder to do when d istracted or 

feeling distressed a nd can lead to mental fatigue. 

Co-occurrence: When two or more medical conditions are found in the 

same person at the same time. This term is the preferred one to use for 
Neurodiverse conditions as it does not imply that they are unrelated to 
each other. 

CTD: This stands for Chronic Tic Disorder. 

DCD: This stands for Developmental Coordination D isorder, also known as 
Dyspraxia in some countries. 

Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD):  A condition characterized 

by d ifficulties with big (gross) and small (fine) movement and balance. 
It is a developmental condition, so is present from early childhood.  In  the 

UK, this is often called Dyspraxia. 
Developmental Language Disorder ( OLD ) :  A condition characterized by 

difficulties with receptive and/or expressive language. It is a developmental 
condition, so is present from early childhood. This used to be a lso 
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called Specific Language Impairment, Specific Communication Language 

Needs .  

Diagnosis: A statement or conclusion that describes the reason for a disease, 

i l lness or problem. 

DSM: This stands for the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders . This book is used by many professionals around the world 
to diagnose mental health conditions. It is the American Psychiatric 

Association diagnostic categorization. 

The various DSM editions are referred to by number: DSM-I was 

published in 1 952, DSM-II in 1 968 ,  DSM-III in 1 980 and revised (DSM

III-R) in 1 987, DSM-IV in 1 994 and revised (DSM-IV-TR) in 2000 and, 

most recently, DSM-5 in 201 3 .  

Dyscalculia: A condition characterized by difficulties with mathematics. 

These difficulties may extend into tel l ing the time and estimating distances. 

It is a developmental condition, so is present from early childhood. 

Dysgraphia: Difficulties with handwriting - can be related to content and 

production .  

Dyslexia: A condition characterized by difficulties with reading, writing 

and spell ing. It is a developmental condition, so is present from early 

childhood. 

Dyspraxia: See Developmental Coordination Disorder. Originally came 
from the 'brain injury' literature. 

Education, Health and Care Plan: A relatively new term, replacing Statements 

of SEN in England. 

EHCP: This stands for Education, Health and Care Plan. 

Empathy: The ability to read and understand others' emotions, needs, and 

thoughts. 
Executive function: A set of mental skills that make sure things get done. 

They are used in planning, time management, problem-solving, emotional 

regulation and keeping track of what you're doing. 
Executive function deficit: Difficulties with executive function skills . Someone 

with an executive function deficit may have a hard time planning or 

starting tasks and seeing them through. 

Expressive language: How a person communicates, using facial expression, 
gestures, body language and aspects of spoken language including 
vocabulary, word/sentence meaning, grammar rules, etc. 

Expressive Language Disorder: A type of Developmental Language Disorder 
characterized by difficulties with expressive language. It is a developmental 

condition, so is present from early childhood. It is listed in ICD-1 0 as 
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Expressive Language Disorder but is  included in  DSM-5 under Language 

Disorder. 

Hyperactivity: Active movements seen more in children with ADHD. In  

adults this may be seen as  drumming fingers, fiddling with jewellery, 
doodling, rocking on a chair. 

ICD: This stands for the I nternational Statistical Classification of D iseases 

and Related Health Problems. It is a medical list that classifies diseases. 
It is created by the World Health Organization and is used by doctors 

around the world .  

The various ICD editions are referred to by number: ICD-6 was 

published in 1 949, ICD-7 in  1 955, ICD-8a in 1 968 ,  ICD-9 in 1 978 and 

ICD-1 0  in  1 993 . ICD- 1 1  has been written and accepted.  I t  wil l  start being 

used in 2022 . 

ID: This stands for Intellectual Disability. 

IDP: This stands for Individual Development Plan . 

Impulsive behaviours: In adults this may be acting without thinking, eg a 

tendency to express thoughts and emotions without any sort of censorship; 

acting without regard to how such behaviour may affect others, spending 

money or making key decisions without reflecting on the impact on 
yourself or others. 

Intellectual Disability: A group of conditions characterized by significant 

difficulties with general intellect and everyday functioning. They are 

developmental conditions and are present from birth. This term includes 

conditions such as Down's Syndrome. In the UK, Intellectual Disability is 

called Learning D isability. 

IQ: This stands for I ntell igence Quotient. It is a widely used scale for 

measuring general intelligence. 

Kinaesthesia: The awareness of the position and movement of the parts of 

the body by means of sensory organs {proprioceptors) in  the muscles and 

joints. 

LD: This stands for Learning Disability. It is a UK term. In the US it can refer 

to Dyslexia as well .  

LDD: This stands for Learning Disabilities and Difficulties. It is a UK 
term. 

Learning Difficulty: See Specific Learning Difficulty. Learning Difficulty is a 
UK term. 

Learning Disability: See I ntellectual Disability. Learning Disability is a UK 
term. 
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Medical model: A theory about illness/disability. This theory states that 

people's experiences of illness/disability depend predominantly or only 
on the symptoms of their physical or mental health/disability. Therefore, 

to help someone with an il lness or disability, you just need to treat their 

i llness or disability, eg with medicine, physical therapy, etc. 

Mental Retardation: See Intellectual Disability. This historic term is no 

longer used as it is  considered pejorative. 

Misophonia: Select sound sensitivity syndrome, sound-rage. People who 

are sensitive to certain sounds sometimes cope by blocking them out. 

Misophonia, literally 'hatred of sound', was proposed in 2000 as a 

condition in which negative emotions, thoughts, and physical reactions 
are triggered by specific sounds. 

Mixed Receptive-Expressive Language Disorder: A type of Developmental 

Language Disorder characterized by difficulties with both receptive and 

expressive language. It is a developmental condition, so is present from 

early childhood. It is listed in ICD-10  as Mixed Receptive-Expressive 

Language Disorder but is included in DSM-5 under Language Disorder. 
Multisensory: Relating to multiple senses, eg hearing, sight and touch. 

ND: This stands for Neurodisability. 
NDD: This stands for Neurodevelopmental Disorder. 

Neurodevelopmental Disorders: This term refers to a cluster of related 

conditions that affect the brain (neuro-) during development. It includes 

ADHD, ASD, DCD, DLD, Dyscalculia, Dyslexia, ID and Tic Disorders . 

Neurodisability: This term refers to any disabil ity that affects the brain 

(neuro- ) .  It includes NDDs but also other conditions i ncluding brain 
injury, stroke, encephalitis, brain cancer, neurodegenerative conditions 

such as Alzheimer's Disease and neurometabolic conditions such as 

Phenylketonuria . 

Neurodivergence: This refers to people whose brains ( neuro- ) diverge from 

the norm or the 'average' .  

Neurodiversity: This term was originally coined by Judy Singer, an Australian 
social scientist, to refer to Autism and was also described around the 
same time by Harvey Blume. Its meaning has now expanded to include 
( but not exclusive to) conditions often relating to a nwnber of conditions 

including ADHD, ASD, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia (DCD), Dyscalculia, DLD 

and Tic Disorders, 
The term Neurodiversity moves away from considering specific 

conditions negatively, as 'disorders', 'disabilities', 'deficits' or 'difficulties' ,  



G LO S SA RY 2 9 9  

and i nstead as traits of strengths and chal lenges that are a part of human 

variation. 
Neuroqueer: A newer term that considers Neurodiversity/Neurodivergence 

from the perspective of queer theory. It is defined as both an identity and 

an ethos, involving being Neurodiverse, approaching this as a form of 

queerness and actively choosing to embrace, embody and express one's 

own Neurodiversity. 

Non-stimulants: A family of medicines that are sometimes used to treat the 

symptoms of ADHD. They work by decreasing impulsive behaviour and/ 

or improvi ng attention span. 

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder: A condition characterized by the need to 

repeatedly perform certain routines (compulsions ) or the presence of 

repeated thoughts (obsessions) .  These cannot be controlled by the 

person for very long and are severe enough to negatively affect the 
person's l ife. 

OCD: This stands for Obsessive-Compulsive D isorder. 

POD-NOS: This stands for Pervasive Developmental D isorder - Not 
Otherwise Specified . 

Pervasive Developmental Disorder - Not Otherwise Specified: See Autism 

Spectrum Disorder. PDD-NOS is  an Autism Spectrum D isorder which is 

often, but not always, milder than typical Autism but more severe than 

Asperger's Syndrome. PDD-NOS is  sometimes referred to as Atypical 

Autism. In 2013,  PDD-NOS was removed from DSM-5 . It remains a 
d iagnosis  in ICD-1 0 but has been removed from ICD-1 1 .  

Phoneme: The smallest unit of sound, eg 'b' ,  't' or 'ch ' .  

Phonology: To do with the systems of  sounds that make up a language . 

Pragmatics: To do with language in use and the contexts i n  which it is used.  

This i ncludes things such as taking turns in  conversation and implied 

meanmg. 

Proprioception: Perception or awareness of the position and movement of 
the body. 

Psychostimulants: A family of medicines that are often used to treat the 
symptoms of ADHD. They affect dopamine activity in the bra in  and can 
help with focusing thoughts and ignoring distractions . 

Receptive language: How a person understands other people's commu

nications including how they understand other people's facial expression, 

gestures, body language and aspects of spoken language including 
vocabulary, word/sentence meaning, grammar rules, etc. 
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Self-stimulatory behaviour: Making repetitive movements, sounds or words 
or observing repetitively moving objects. For example, hand flapping, 

rocking, head banging or watching spinning objects. Self-stimulatory 

behaviour is commonly carried out by people with ASD to relieve anxiety 

and other negative or heightened emotions, happiness, boredom and/or 

to block out unpredictable or unwanted environmental stimuli. In adults 

this may be seen as drumming fingers, rocking back and forth on a chair, 
or repetitive playing or fiddling with objects. 

Semantics: To do with meaning in language, including words, phrases, signs 

and symbols. 

Sensory: To do with the senses - touch, taste, smell, hearing and/or sight. 

SLI: This stands for Specific Language Impairment. 

Social model: A theory about illness/disability. This theory states that 
people's experiences of i l lness/disability depend predominantly or only 

on how they interact with their physical and social environment. 

Therefore, to treat someone with an illness or disability, you need to 
change their physical or social environment. For example, someone who 

uses a wheelchair would no longer be 'disabled' if the environment they 

l ived in accommodated their needs by having ramps and lifts instead of 

stairs. 

Specific Language Impairment: See Developmental Language D isorder. The 
term SLI was replaced with DLD in 201 7. 

SpLD: This stands for Specific Learning Difficulty. 

Specific Learning Disability/Difficulty: This term includes conditions that 

affect specific aspects of learning rather than general intell igence or 

overall functioning. It includes Dyscalculia, Dyslexia and Developmental 

Coordination Disorder (Dyspraxia ) .  The term tends to be used more in 

educational systems. 

Stimming: See self-stimulatory behaviour. 

Synaesthesia: When stimulation of one sensory or cognitive pathway results 

in involuntary ( automatic) experiences of a second sensory or cognitive 
pathway. For example, someone might see numbers and automatically 

strongly feel that each number is associated with a particular colour or 

someone might hear a particular noise, such as a trumpet, and auto

matically see a green circle. 

Tactile: To do with touch. 
TBI: This stands for Traumatic Brain Injury. 
Tic Disorders: A term which includes Chronic Tic Disorder and Tourette's 

Syndrome. 
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Tics: The production of  sudden, repetitive, non-rhythmic involuntary 

(automatic) movements, sounds and/or words .  These include clapping, 
bl inking, head jerking, repeating/echoing words or involuntarily saying 

taboo words or phrases. 

Tourette's Syndrome: A condition characterized by motor (movement} and 
vocal tics that have lasted for more than one year. 

Traumatic Brain Injury: Any injury to the brain that is the result of physical 

trauma, eg a blow or fal l .  TB! is classified as mild, moderate or severe 

based on length of loss of consciousness and/or Glasgow Coma Score 

immediately after injury. 

Working memory: The 'temporary storage' part of memory that is used, for 

example, to store numbers when doing sums in your head or for storing 

ideas when decision-making. 

Working memory deficit: Difficulties with skills and tasks that use working 

memory. Someone with a working memory deficit may have a hard time 

with decision-making, following instructions with several steps, doing 

sums in their head and/or copying text. 
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tics 301 
tokenism 262-63, 264-65 
Tourette's syndrome (TS) 290-92, 3 0 1  
training 

champions training 243-44 
neurodiversity awareness training 

1 8 9-90, 201-03, 242-44 
staff networks training and support 

243-44 
traumatic brain injury (TB! ) 3 0 1  
TRUFeeds case study 8 1  
Tsaprounis, Christos 87-9 1 

Umbrella Project, ADHD Foundation 
123-24 

United Nations, Agenda for Sustainable 
Development 3-4 

Universal 236-37 
Universal Design principles 1 99, 2 1 3  
universities, understanding o f  neurodiversity 

82-83 

van de Haterd, Bas 1 5 1-54 
Vermeesch, Michael 127 
Veulliet, Yves 1 95 ,  196 
victirniza ti on 1 03-04 
Vlastelica, John 1 42-45, 1 4 8  
von Koert!itz, Raphaele 268 

webinars 2 1 7-1 9 
websites, readability of 1 70-73 
Welch, Florence 236 
Wells v the Governing Body of Great 

Yarmouth High School (201 7) 
1 02 

Whyte, William H 1 7  
Williams, Andrew 1 93-95 
Williams, Robin 48, 1 5 4  
Winner, Shelley (case study) 77-81  
Wolchin, Rachel 57 ,  1 64 



3 1 0  I N D E X  

work placements 1 22, 125-36 
working from home, neurodiverse 

advantages and disadvantages 
248-49 

working memory 3 0 1  
working memory deficit 3 0 1  
working remotely 1 6, 1 19-20, 1 70, 247-48 
workplace 

bidirectional communication strategy 
1 14-1 5  
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