
Leaning Out: Embracing Neurodiversity in the Workplace 
 
Thank you so much for having me. I work in one of the most research intensive faculties in 
the Humanities Division, so I feel as though I could fruitfully spend at least an hour 
alternating between saying thank you and saying sorry. 
 
Before I start, a couple of definitions: neurodivergent and neurodiversity or neurodiverse. 
Neurodiverse and neurodiversity are, although you’ll see them incorrectly used in other 
ways, terms that refer to groups of people. A group or a team is neurodiverse if it contains 
people with different neurotypes - people whose brains work differently. Neurodiversity is 
something broader around the idea of different brains, usually in a positive sense, 
encouraging building teams that have different neurotypes - because it’s a good thing to do 
in itself; and because diverse teams make better decisions and perform tasks well in 
general, complementing each others’ strengths and filling in each others’ gaps - and this kind 
of diversity is no different. 

 
Neurodivergent is what some individuals are. It refers to our neurotype, the kind of brain we 
have. Neurodivergent people have brains that are different from the most commonly 
occurring neurotype. That most commonly includes autism, dyslexia, dyspraxia, and ADHD.  
 
One of the things that often differentiates neurodivergence from mental health conditions 
that may manifest themselves similarly, is that, because it’s rooted in the structure of the 
brain, it’s life long. We may get diagnosed really quite late in life - if at all - and that in itself is 
an issue that carries significant problems, not least often decades of trauma from having 
been labelled lazy or difficult. But we have always been the way we are, and always will be. 
And attempts to make us otherwise are not helpful “cures” but can cause real damage. 
 

Usually when I give talks about accessibility in the workplace I will list conditions and the 
needs associated with them, provide some accounts from my personal experience, and 
recommended adjustments that can be made that would help. But now I want to come from 
a slightly different angle, and try to get across why some things work and some things don’t - 
why our actions and abilities as neurodivergent individuals might seem frustrating or 
confusing to you: so that you can understand what lies behind those actions and 
appearances and as a result create a workplace that really supports us to do the work we 
are capable of doing rather than one in which accommodations and adjustments are 
mismatched to an assumption of what those needs might be. 
 
That approach means the natural place to start is with a discussion of an idea that has 
become very popular in some areas - leaning in. “Lean in” is a phrase coined by Sheryl 
Sandberg of Facebook in her book of the same name. The book outlines how she managed 
to succeed as a woman in the tech bro culture of Silicon Valley. The phrase has come to 
mean, since then, “how to survive in hostile environments by learning to navigate those 
environments.” 
 
It’s something we see a lot in TV documentaries and some of the less helpful workshops that 
purport to, for example, help autistic people thrive in the workplace. In this context, leaning in 
says “I know you find interviews hard because of eye contact and small talk - so let’s teach 
you how to do better eye contact and small talk” but no one wins with such an approach. It is 
literally the equivalent of trying to get water to flow uphill. So it traumatises and damages 
autistic people. And it doesn’t serve the needs of the workplace. Neurodivergent people 
bring unique skills to any organization - neutralising that uniqueness would be self-defeating. 
 



To go back to book title, what we should be doing as institutions is learning to, as the late 
Dawn Foster put it in the title of her superb book “Lean Out.”. The aim of “helping autistic 
people to navigate the workplace” should be transformed to “helping the workplace to 
navigate autistic people.” For most workplaces, eye contact and small talk are really not at 
the core of their business. I certainly struggle to find a definition of “teaching and research” 
that includes them. So instead of having autistic people learn these unnecessary parts of our 
work as a university, how about changing the way we carry out our business so autistic 
people can help us excel at teaching and research. 
 

The difference between leaning in and leaning out gets to the heart of a key concept in this 
discussion: the social model of disability. That is, rather than seeing us as “having a 
disability” which makes it hard for us to operate in the workplace, consider the way we are 
disabled by the workplace so we cannot operate within it in the same ways, or by using the 
same amount of energy, as others can. 
 
One way in which most organizations disable us is by failing to account for what I call our 
“spiky profile.” To illustrate, let me take you back to the late Summer of 2017 though, to be 
honest, it could be pretty much any time because this is a story I have lived again and again. 
I’ve always loved being creative. During my doctorate I spent a long time looking at creative 
memory techniques in early modern England. I have taught creative thinking to everyone 
from school children to software programmers to intelligence analysts. I’ve also been 
competing at creative thinking for more than 2 decades, and in the late Summer of 2017 I 
won the second of 3 world championships. 

 

Just two days later, our washing machine broke. For most people, ordering a new washing 
machine (we knew exactly which one we wanted) would take about 5 minutes, and an hour 
of someone’s time when it was delivered. 
 
But my spouse and I are both bipolar. They are autistic; I have ADHD and dyspraxia. As a 
result of the impact of these conditions on our ability to plan and communicate, it took me 10 
hours just to place the order. And I had to recount intimate medical details to more than 10 
different individuals before I found a company that would allow me to have the delivery 
arranged in an accessible manner. It was distressing, humiliating, and left me wrung out, and 
temporarily broken to the extent I was able to do nothing but sit at my desk and stare at a 
blank screen for days after. It was the kind of episode that embodies so many of the reasons 
for the income gap I mentioned earlier. 
 
I posted about the experience on Facebook and got a very interesting comment back — 
“genuinely interested, do you have any idea what it is about the difficult stuff that means you 
can do it when you can’t do the easy stuff”. It took me completely aback because the answer 
is obvious — I can’t do the difficult stuff, like answering a telephone call, I can do the easy 
stuff, solving puzzles. And then of course it clicked. As a society we have objectified our 
definitions of easy and difficult rather than accepting that the terms are relative. If you can do 
“difficult things” therefore, you must be able to do all things with no help at all, and if you 
can’t do “easy” things then there must be nothing you can do. 
The problem always seems to boil down to the fact it is so easy to see one side of a person 
and then draw conclusions about the rest of them from that. 
This has happened to me in the workplace. When I ask for adaptations in order to help me 
do my job, the level of work I am given is lowered, the amount of work reduced, the 
opportunities I am given lessened because “we don’t want to put pressure on you” or “we 
know you struggle” - as though what I struggle with is delivering presentations of performing 
complex calculations or seeing the deep implications of policy and strategy and not, let’s 



see, having to work fixed hours despite fluctuating health and being forced to use the 
telephone. And so I end up with tasks I cannot perform well and because I cannot perform 
them well I am given tasks that are so-called “easier” which I can do less well, and the spiral 
continues 
 
But when I stay silent about the adaptations I need, I find that work at which I would 
otherwise excel comes with sets of procedures, utterly irrelevant to the task at hand, such as 
the clothes you should wear to carry it out, a deadline not for the final work but for every 
stage it is assumed you will take along the way, the form of communication any 
collaborations are to take, and the linear medium in which everything related to the task is to 
be delivered. And so I fail at that too. 
 
In both cases, people end up unable to do what they are capable of doing, and the 
organisations that employ them end up losing out on their potential.  
The answer falls into that tricky category of “simple but hard.” It is simple because all it 
involves is not judging us in one area based on our performance in another. But it is hard, 
because we are often very good at things at which most people struggle and very bad at 
things which most people don’t even consider tasks. It can be almost impossible for a 
manager to understand that someone may be capable of carrying out the highest level of 
strategic planning, but not of sitting in an office with fluorescent lighting. How such a 
manager can do better is something I’ll come back to, but is based on two very simple 
principles: involve us in high level decisions; and believe us when we tell you what we need - 
even if it seems at odds with what your brain is telling you! 

One of the things that makes it so hard for people to understand us in this way is what I call 
“the empathy gap.” This can be stated very simply as: 

The easier it is for most people to perform a vital action, the greater the empathy gap they 
will experience with people who cannot (whom they will tend to characterise as unwilling not 
unable).  

A further aspect, which has come to the fore during the pandemic is: 

If you find an activity difficult or an inconvenience, you will tend to believe that you 
understand people who find it inaccessible or impossible. So, because you are able to carry 
out the activity despite finding it difficult, you will tend to believe that they could do the same, 
and that if they don’t it is the result of laziness at worst or obstinacy at best. 

This is at the root of the trauma many of us experienced at school before we were 
diagnosed. So when managers adopt the same approach, it can trigger harmful episodes of 
PTSD as well as being ineffective.  

The solution is again simple but hard. The “easier” you find something, the more you must 
remind yourself that there will be people who find it hard. And the more you think you 
understand something, the more you need to listen to what people are actually saying about 
there experience, because there is an increased danger you will interpret it in the light of 
your own experience. 

 
 
 



Those are some of the structural issues that affect us in the workplace and elsewhere, but 
there are also some very particular aspects of the work environment where many of us need 
to do things differently from the way most people do because of the way our brains work. 
The most common of these is communication.  
 
For many of us, remote spoken communication is incredibly hard. Not in the same way that 
“everyone finds Zoom tiring” but hard to the point of being inaccessible, which brings us back 
to what I said about the empathy gap. This is because of the way we process information, 
how we take it in and then formulate responses. Part of it is to do with how we filter out 
sounds, how we use non-auditory clues when we take in information (which is why so many 
neurodivergent people use subtitles while watching TV). It is also connected to the way we 
translate words into thoughts and then back into words.  
 
The result is that we often struggle to take information in during telephone calls or Teams 
calls. And we particularly struggle to give answers to unexpected questions - we will often 
think of an answer hours after a meeting has ended.  
 
One result of this is that while the pandemic has made a lot of things more accessible to 
many disabled people, and in many aspects to many of us, the proliferation of the use of 
Teams to communicate or hold meetings, almost always without mitigations such as speech 
to text, adequate use of the chat function, or provision of documents and questions well in 
advance, has made work even more inaccessible for us than it already was. I certainly find 
that having to hold any meetings by Teams will mean I not only don’t contribute properly and 
come across as a bystander, but will be so exhausted by attempting to take in information 
that I can do nothing else for the rest of the day. It is this kind of expectation that we lean in 
to standard ways of working that widens an already large income gap, and makes us less 
likely to receive more interesting tasks, or promotion opportunities, more likely to be seen as 
plain awkward and subject to performance review - which is rather like disciplining a 
wheelchair user for poor attendance at a seminar series on the top floor of a building with no 
lift. 
 

Closely related to this are common sensory sensitivities. Again, these relate to the way many 
neurodivergent brains filter their input. And what it means is that sights, sounds, and smells 
that many people filter out can become overwhelming 
 
Sustained exposure to this kind of sensory stimulus can overload people. Their systems are 
literally overwhelmed by the amount of information coming in and, like a computer with too 
many tabs open, there is nowhere for the processing unit to go. And this can lead to 
meltdowns or shutdowns. Meltdowns can be distressing to witness (though of course nothing 
like as distressing as they are to experience) - often intense physical and verbal reactions 
that can include shouting, screaming, and involuntary movements. These are the body’s 
attempt to empty itself of overstimulation and stop new information coming in. They are 
totally involuntary, but sadly a lack of awareness means they are often treated as violence or 
aggression and can lead to people being disciplined - often by the same person or institution 
whose failure to create a space that is accessible has induced the episode in the first place. 
If someone is experiencing a meltdown, the worst thing you can do at the time is try to 
intervene. Instead, treat it much the same as you would a grand mal seizure - make sure the 
space around them is clear of hard, sharp objects and leave them be, providing a quiet, dark 
space for them to recover afterwards. And afterwards the worst thing you can do is, of 
course, to treat it as a disciplinary matter in any way - also avoid asking questions about 
“what caused it.” Instead, treat it as no big deal, and try to soften the sensory impact of 
surroundings in future. 
 



Shutdowns are also the body’s attempts to stop the influx of overwhelming sensory 
information. They can manifest as a person losing the ability to form words. I will regularly 
have shutdowns after or during Teams meetings because I’m overwhelmed by the amount of 
auditory information my system is having to process. The best way to respond to a shutdown 
is to cut off sensory input - stop speaking to the person and allow them to go to a quiet, drak 
space until they have replenished. 
 
There are several things you can do to help avoid sensory overload. Avoiding the causes of 
them altogether is best - not using fluorescent lights, avoiding electronic noises, avoiding 
eating overpowering foods in common spaces, making sure someone is not placed in an 
open plan office. Allow people to wear whatever clothes they want. If these are not possible, 
make sure someone is able to be as far away from the source of the overload as possible, 
allow them to wear (and provide) noise cancelling headphones, provide screen filters for 
their computer. And ideally have a quiet, dark room where they can retreat to when needed. 
 
 

Finally, many of us struggle to understand social conventions, or to make eye contact. We 
can find interpreting non-literal communication difficult, often having to go to exhausting 
lengths to learn how to do so, and to formulate scripts to enable us to respond in common 
social settings. This doesn’t mean we don’t want to socialise, or are unfriendly. It just means 
we oiften do it differently. We might talk at great length and with great enthusiasm about 
subjects of interest to us, foir example. And socialising might take more out of us than it does 
other people, so we have to be very careful how often we do it to avoid burnout. So if your 
office culture is based around social occasions, make sure that does not lead to us being 
excluded - keep asking us to things but be absolutely fine with us saying no all the time, for 
example. And if opportunities are presented over networking events and social occasions, 
well... they just shouldn’t be. 
 
And to calm ourselves down we often fidget or engage in repetitive sounds or movements 
called stims. Don’t stop people if they do this - you’ll get far better performance from us and 
allow us to thrive far more. And if you think it’s weird, well - you should consider how we find 
your words that don’t mean what they seem to mean and mannerisms like eye contact and 
handshakes that seem to us to serve no apparent purpose - and we’ve had to cope with that 
all our lives. There is a staff experience survey question that asks if people feel able to be 
themselves in the workplace. I doubt I know a single neurodivergent person here who would 
“strongly agree” they do. And the reason is the way people judge us when we start being 
ourselves. As the meme goes: 
“Be yourself. No, not like that” 
 
 

One of the most frequent questions managers ask at sessions like this is “what can I do?” 
Specifically, “What can I do so that people feel they can approach me if they need 
something?”  
 
I’ve found the easiest way to explain my answer is, as is often the case, with a story. 
 
It is a story that starts, as so many of the most important stories tend to do: at the end. It 
starts with a manager, Steve, sitting at his desk shaking his head. He has just had to send a 
final email to Jem, After months of escalating procedures through Jem’s sickness, he has 
finally let them go. What more could he have done? “If only you’d come to me earlier, I could 
have done something,” he wrote. But, he thinks to himself as he closes his laptop, shrugs, 
and gets on with his day, “How could I have known?” 



 
Now our story takes us back in time, to that first day in the new office as Jem excitedly 
arranges their things on their new desk - their purple journal and pen, the purple photoframe, 
and the purple letter trays they’ve had since student days. “Are you all set up?” asks their 
new boss, Steve, “Anything you need, you can order up from supplies.” “Well,” says Jem 
enthusiastically, “I just need some paperclips. I saw the catalogue has some purple ones. It’d 
be epic if I could have some of those.” It’d really make my desk feel like home, they think. 
 
“Sorry,” says Steve. “We have a supply of plain metal clips in the cupboard. Help yourself. 
You know what they say, ‘watch the pennies.’” Jem smiles, knowing that’s the correct 
reaction to the first thing your new boss says to you. Inside they shrink a little, a light dims, 
something begins to die, a familiar wall goes up. That night they take their purple journal 
back to the sanctuary of home. It’s nothing they haven’t been through before they reflect as 
they stare at the ceiling, unable to sleep. They’d hoped it would be different this time, but if 
that’s how Steve reacts when they ask for something as small as a purple paperclip, there’s 
no way he’s going to listen to what they need to make the workplace work for their 
depression. 
 
In short, if you want to make it safe for your team to talk to you about their mental health, 
what matters most is how you behave long before they ever need to approach you. The way 
you talk about and act around things that are not related to mental health tells such an 
important story about how you would respond to someone coming to you to talk about 
mental health. 
 
Another way you can make the workplace more accessible without requiring people to 
disclose their needs to you is by adopting the principles of inclusive design. Inclusive design 
simply means building everything from your premises to your systems and your software 
with accessibility in mind. Very simple examples would be avoiding fluorescent lighting. This 
will avoid causing sensory overload for autistic employees without them ever having to ask. 
Inclusive design can also benefit everyone. If you follow web accessibility principles like data 
minimisation and simplicity, for example, you will provide something essential for people 
whose ADHD means they struggle with task sequencing, but you will also provide something 
useful for everyone else who uses that system. And using captions as a default for 
presentations will meet an essential need for autistic and D/deaf employees - but the 
availability of an instant written summary might be useful for everyone else as well. It’s not 
as simple as saying that when you design for accessibility, everyone benefits. But it’s as 
close to that as you’ll get. 
 
 

Use the language people use about themselves. This sounds trivial or pedantic but it really 
matters. It matters especially when the language people use about themselves differs from 
the way most people refer to them, in some cases the way that well-meaning organizations 
say we should refer to them. It matters because it shows that you are really listening, not just 
ticking boxes. Of course, individuals refer to themselves in many different ways, and you 
should follow their lead when referring to them. But in your literature, and the way you talk in 
general, it’s good to follow how a wider community generally speaks. For example, most 
autistic people (in surveys it’s usually between 60 and 90%) use what’s called “identity first 
language” - “autistic people” rather than “person first language” - “people with autism.” There 
are many reasons for this, but what matters is that if you use language this way in your 
general communication, you demonstrate actual listening, rather than demonstrating that 
you have been to a seminar by an advocate and don’t really care about people themselves. 
And if you’re an autistic person working somewhere, which do you think will make you feel 
more able to approach your managers in the hope of being listened to? 



 
 

But these will only take you so far., There are two more steps that are necessary to go the 
rest of the way 
First. Involve us in the most crucial decisions - “nothing about us without us” has become the 
international rallying call for disabled people for a reason. If you involve us in the decisions 
that affect us, you will not only get things right more often for us - but you ill benefit as a 
workplace from what we are able to do when our needs are supported and our talents 
empowered. 
 
And for the last step, when people come to you asking for adjustments, believe them when 
they tell you what they need. Don’t try to understand - I hear people say a lot “I’m trying to 
understand” as a reason for asking endless questions of us that cause distress and use yet 
more resources we don’t have - but no answers will satisfy that desire to understand - our 
neurotypes are different, we react to things differently. We don’t need you to understand, we 
just need you to believe us and act 
 
 
 
 
 

  
  
  

 


