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What is neurodiversity?

You must have surely heard the term neurodiverse by now, for discourse on there being more
differences than similarities between people’s brains has become far more mainstream. But what

do these terms mean?

Before we explore the terms neurodiverse and neurodivergent, it is crucial to understand
neurotypicality — the term is used to describe people whose brain functions, ways of processing

information and behaviours are seen to be standard. However, it has been arcued to be a
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dubious construct on the basis that there is no such standard for human brain. = ; EN

And this is where the following terms come in:
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The terms neuroatypical, neurodivergent, and neurodiversity are relatively new. It is only within
the past few decades that scholars within the realms of various academic domains (e.g,
educational psychology, sociology, disability studies) have started using these terms. Previously,
neuroatypical individuals would have been described as having a neurological disorder, or an

intellectual/developmental disability.

The rationale behind the neurodiversity paradigm, therefore, is that differences in neurology
should be recognised and respected as a social category, like ethnicity or sexual orientation,

rather than neurological diseases that need to be “cured”.

What does neurodivergence encompass?

Neurodivergence includes a broad spectrum of neurological and developmental conditions, and
even certain chronic mental health conditions (such as OCD, bipolar disorder, etc.). Some of the

most conditions are:

(@) ADHD: A developmental condition affecting communication, social interaction, and

behavioural patterns, often paired with exceptional focus or attention to detail.

(b)) ASD: A developmental condition affecting communication, social interaction, and

behavioural patterns, often paired with exceptional focus or attention to detail.

(6) Dyslexia: A learning difference that affects reading, spelling, and writing skills, often

accompanied by strong visual thinking and problem-solving abilities.

(d) Dyspraxia: A motor coordination disorder impacting movement and coordination, often

coexisting with strengths in creativity, empathy, and strategic thinking.
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potential strengths in language, creativity, and abstract reasoning.



() TS: A neurological condition characterised by involuntary movements and vocalisations

(tics) often paired with heightened energy, creativity, and focus.

Why is neurodiversity important for a workplace?

Between 10% and 20% of the world’s population is estimated to be neurodivergent.
Unemployment for neurodivergent adults ranges at least as high as 30-40%, which is three times

the rate for people with impairment, and eight times the rate for people without disabilities.”

This is largely owing to the ways in which our world is built around neurotypicals, often leading
to difficulty in adapting or even meeting expected professional norms for neurodiverse people.
In the context of the workplace, individuals disclosing that they are neurodivergent are likely to
encounter questions regarding their ability to successfully integrate into and add value to the
organisation,? especially on account of neurotypical work norms and established medical history

of treating neurodiverse traits as disorders/deficits.

What would be these neurotypical norms be? Some of the typical markers of a “good”
employee are being punctual, following a set protocol of task fulfilment, being organised, etc.
While these may come naturally to neurotypicals, to the neurodivergent brain, these tasks and
social norms can be challenging as they have an intuitively different approach. For example,
people with ADHD often struggle with executive functioning, which is the cognitive ability to
plan, decide, follow steps, and execute tasks. As a result, they might have difficulty prioritising

tasks on their own, juggling and keeping track of multiple things at once, etc.

If one were to base an impression of a neurodivergent employee based on the neurotypical
markers, they could easily be dismissed as “unprofessional”, “difficult” or other such misguided
perceptions. It is thus crucial to appreciate the arsenal of strengths that such an employee brings

to the workplace if allowed to thrive in a supportive and accommodative environment.

There are plenty of strengths that are brought to the table by neurodivergent employees,
including:

1. complex pattern recognition;

2. reliance on visual memory;

3. ability to focus on complex and repetitive tasks;

4. creative thinking; and



5. readiness to handle multiple deadlines and rapidly changing content.

Neurodiversity in the workplace rose to prominence when companies, especially in the tech
space, sought new talent to fill in-demand technology roles and recognised the unique talents
that neurodiverse individuals held for these roles. SAP, Hewlett Packard and Microsoft started

neurodiversity hiring programs? to tap into this underutilised talent pool.

Resultantly, companies such as SAP, Microsoft, Deloitte, IBM, JP Morgan Chase, and Hewlett
Packard Enterprise, have launched significant initiatives to recruit and hire neurodivergent

employees.!”

Research supports the effectiveness of these programs, including enhanced
otganisational performance!! and how teams with neurodivergent professionals in certain roles
can be up to 30% more productive than those without.!> However, to fully leverage the
advantages of including neurodiverse individuals, most workplaces would need to adapt their

current organisational systems and processes in order to accommodate neurodiverse talent.

Remedial/accommodative measures for neurodiverse employees

Recommendation #1: Recognise nenrodivergence as diversity

As the adage goes, no two people are alike. This remains applicable to neurodivergence as well.
How a particular neurodivergence plays out may vary from person to person. Suffice to say that
each neurodivergent person is unique, and it is not possible to generalise their experience and/or
their accommodations. Therefore, this variability in neurodiverse experiences should be

accounted for while designing organisational framework(s)/policy(ies) for neuro-inclusion.

Recommendation #2: Foster and enable conversation on nenrodivergence

It is important for workplaces to have and encourage open conversations around neurodiversity
so that a more inclusive and supportive approach benefits the organisation and its employees
together. Such conversations would make people aware and maybe even self-identify and/or
self-diagnose as neurodivergent. Neurodiversity discourse would benefit greatly with a top-down
approach, as senior leadership partaking in transparent conversation would lead the talk by
example. While at it, it should be ensured that conversations around this subject are respectful
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and not derogatory or condescending in nature.

Recommendation #3: Accommodate nenrodiversity



As a peer of a neurodivergent person, it is important to understand such person’s preferred
manner of accommodation, so that the accommodations can be tailored to the individual rather
than be based on general assumptions and stereotypes. Accordingly, the first step towards

accommodation is to understand and/or ask preference and be open to feedback.

For instance:

(a) If a person is wearing headphones, refrain from supposing it to be insubordination or
means of distraction/disengagement; the person may need it to prevent auditory

overstimulation, to activate or maximally leverage their abilities.

(b) 1t a person is avoiding eye contact or being fidgety, especially in an interview set up,
refrain from being suspect and supposing it to be lack of confidence; the person may be
anxious and exhibiting neurodivergent symptoms. Instead, it would be worthwhile to
make the interview process neuro-inclusive by tweaking the interview format and laying
down more effective communication guidelines moving away from the conservative

approach of judging body language.

Basis such understanding, it is critical to act in an accommodative manner and ditch the
unconscious bias. Embrace a flexible approach that values diverse cognitive styles and reinforces

“diverse minds and diverse performance”.

Recommendation #4: Nothing about neurodivergence, without nenrodivergent persons

For neurodiversity initiatives to be truly meaningful, there is a need to ensure that the
accommodation preferences of neurodivergent persons are borne in mind. Accordingly, it
should be ensured that neurodivergent employees are actively involved in shaping
accommodations and policies that impact them. One way of ensuring this would be to not only
source participation across the organisation but also individual and more personalised outreach

to persons who openly identify as neurodivergent.
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