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Understanding neurodiversity within the workplace

Imagine walking into work each day knowing that your strengths are recognised, your
challenges are supported, and you can thrive just as you are. That’s the power of
embracing neurodiversity in the workplace. Whether you’re an employer, a manager,
or a colleague, understanding neurodiversity isn’t just about inclusivity—it’s about
creating an environment where different ways of thinking and working are valued.

Neurodivergent individuals, including those with ADHD, autism, dyslexia, and other
cognitive differences, bring unique skills and perspectives that can drive creativity,
innovation, and problem-solving. But without the right support, they may face
unnecessary barriers that impact their wellbeing and performance. By learning more
about neurodiversity and making simple adjustments, you can help build a workplace
that works for everyone.

So, how can you create a truly inclusive space? Let’s explore what neurodiversity
means, the benefits it brings, and the practical steps you can take to create a more
supportive and understanding workplace.

What'’s the difference between neurodiversity and neurodivergence?
You’ve probably heard these words before, and they often get mixed up. But they
mean different things, and knowing the difference is important for inclusivity.

Neurodiversity is just the fact that all brains work differently. Some people learn
quickly, some take their time. Some love routine, others thrive on change. Everyone’s
mind works in its own way, and that’s completely normal.

Neurodivergence is when someone’s brain works in a way that’s different from what’s
considered typical. This includes autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, and other
conditions. Neurodivergent people often have unique strengths — like creative
thinking, problem-solving, or attention to detail. But they might also face challenges,
like sensory sensitivities or difficulties with organisation and communication.

Understanding this isn’t just about ticking boxes or following policies. It’s about
making sure everyone feels valued and supported at work. A little awareness goes a


https://pmac.uk/resources/neurodiversity/managing-staff-with-adhd/
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long way in creating a space where neurodivergent people can do their best work and
feel like they belong.

The benefits of neurodiversity in the workplace
When you bring together different ways of thinking, you get fresh ideas, new
perspectives, and better problem-solving. That’s what neurodiversity offers.

Neurodivergent employees often have unique strengths. Some spot patterns others
miss, some think outside the box, and some have incredible focus or memory. A
dyslexic colleague might excel at big-picture thinking, while an autistic team member
might bring deep attention to detail. An ADHD thinker could generate creative ideas at
lightning speed.

Beyond individual skills, neurodiverse teams are more innovative. When people
approach challenges in different ways, businesses find smarter solutions. Companies
that embrace neurodiversity see improved creativity, productivity, and even employee
satisfaction.

But for neurodivergent employees to thrive, workplaces need to be flexible,
understanding, and open to different ways of working. When that happens, everyone
benefits.

What are common challenges neurodivergent employees face?

While neurodivergent employees bring fresh ideas and valuable skills to the
workplace, they often face obstacles that make it harder to do their best work. A little
understanding can make a big difference.

1. Sensory overload

Bright lights, loud chatter, strong smells — things most people tune out can feel
unbearable to someone with sensory sensitivities. An open-plan office with constant
noise or harsh lighting can be distracting or even painful. Simple changes, like a quiet
workspace, can help.
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2. Communication differences

Not everyone picks up on sarcasm, body language, or unspoken rules in
conversations. A neurodivergent colleague might take things literally or struggle with
small talk. Clear, direct communication — like saying what you mean instead of relying
on hints — makes teamwork easier for everyone.

3. Trouble with organisation and time management

Deadlines, shifting priorities, and complex tasks can be overwhelming for someone
with ADHD or dyslexia. It’s not about laziness — executive function challenges make
planning and prioritising harder. Offering structure, like clear deadlines and checklists,
can help keep things on track.

4. Unspoken social rules

Casual chats by the coffee machine, networking events, knowing when to jump into a
conversation — these things don’t come naturally to everyone. Some neurodivergent
employees prefer direct, purpose-driven conversations. Respecting different social
styles creates a more comfortable workplace.

5. Misunderstandings and stigma

People often assume things based on behaviour. Someone avoiding eye contact might
be seen as rude. Someone needing extra time to respond might seem uninterested.
But these are just differences, not flaws. A little patience and awareness go a long way
in making neurodivergent employees feel valued.

6. Inflexible work policies

Strict schedules and one-size-fits-all office rules don’t work for everyone. Some
people focus better with flexible hours, remote work, or a personalised workspace. A
bit of flexibility can mean the difference between struggling and thriving.

How to create a neuro-affirming workplace

A neuro-affirming workplace doesn’t just acknowledge neurodiversity — it actively
supports and values it. It’s about making sure neurodivergent employees feel
respected, understood, and able to thrive.
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1. Recognise strengths

Neurodivergence isn’t a weakness — it’s a different way of thinking. Many
neurodivergent employees have incredible skills, like creative problem-solving, deep
focus, or spotting details others miss. When you focus on these strengths, everyone
benefits.

2. Keep communication clear

As we’ve mentioned, some people struggle with indirect language, sarcasm, or
reading between the lines. Being clear, direct, and open makes communication easier
for everyone. Encouraging honest conversations about neurodiversity also helps break
down stigma and create a workplace where people feel safe to ask for what they
need.

3. Offer practical support

Small changes can make a big difference. Flexible working hours, noise-cancelling
headphones, written instructions, or quiet spaces can help neurodivergent employees
work more comfortably. The best way to know what helps? Ask them.

4. Make hiring and reviews fairer

Traditional job interviews and performance reviews don’t always reflect someone’s
true abilities. Offering interview options like written responses, work samples, or extra
processing time can help. Focusing on skills rather than social performance creates a
fairer system for everyone.

5. Create a safe and supportive culture

Nobody should feel judged for thinking or working differently. A neuro-affirming
workplace takes bullying seriously, encourages leaders to set the right example, and
supports neurodiversity initiatives. Employees should feel safe to be themselves
without fear of being misunderstood.

6. Keep learning

Understanding neurodiversity isn’t a one-time thing. Regular neurodiversity training,
workshops, and listening to neurodivergent voices help challenge misconceptions and
improve support. A workplace that keeps learning is a workplace where everyone can
thrive.



https://pmac.uk/services/training-courses/neurodiversity-awareness-training/
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At Manchester Community Central, we believe that when workplaces embrace
neurodiversity, they create stronger, more inclusive teams where everyone has the
chance to push their strengths.

Build a workplace where everyone can thrive

Creating a neuro-affirming workplace isn’t just about making adjustments—it’s about
changing the way we think about work, communication, and inclusion. And, when
workplaces embrace different ways of thinking, they become stronger, more creative,
and more effective.

If you want to make your workplace more inclusive but aren’t sure where to start,
Manchester Community Central can help. We offer resources, training, and support to
help organisations build inclusive workplaces. Whether you need guidance on best
practices, help with policy development, or access to local networks and support
groups, our services can connect you with the right tools and expertise.

Inclusion is a journey, and every step you take makes a difference. By making
workplaces more accessible and welcoming for neurodivergent employees, we create
environments where everyone—regardless of how they think or work—has the
opportunity to succeed.

Support organisations in Greater Manchester

Autizma
Provides various training and consultancy services to the education, health and social
care sectors and practitioners.

Autism Wise
A dedicated hub created for families and individuals navigating life with autism.

Respect For All

Respect for All offers specialist counselling and group support services for autistic
and/or learning disabled people and their families and carers who live in Greater
Manchester. We believe that everyone is unique and different, and we all deserve the



https://manchestercommunitycentral.org/
https://manchestercommunitycentral.org/our-services
https://www.autizma.co.uk/
https://autismwise.com/
https://www.respectforall.org.uk/
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space and time to explore our thoughts, feelings and beliefs in order to gain a better
understanding of why we think, feel and act the way we do.

Starling CIO
We run arts-based projects for neurodivergent young people aged 10-25. Let loose

your self-expression whilst meeting like-minded people. Drop in to one of our
workshops, no strings attached, and come see what Starling has to offer.

Neurodiverse Self Advocacy (NDSA)

Welcome to the meeting place for the neurodivergent community. We are an
advocacy by neurodivergent people for neurodivergent people. We came together as
a non-profit voluntary group to build self-advocacy and peer to peer support network
dedicated to empowering autistic adults, harnessing our talents, overcoming our
barriers and achieving equality in employment, relationship and wellbeing.

| AM: Celebrating Autism in Greater Manchester

UK registered charity working with and supporting a wide range of people, aged 10
years and upwards, who have a diagnosis of Autistic Spectrum Condition (which can
also be called Asperger Syndrome, High Functioning Autism or Autistic Spectrum
Disorder) as well as their families, guardians and carers in Greater Manchester

LGBT Neurodivergent programme
Focuses on creating accessible social spaces for autistic and neurodivergent LGBTQ+
people.

Genius Within
Working towards a future where all neurodivergent talents are celebrated and all
organisations work systemically to maximise our potential and work to our strengths.

Greater Manchester Youth Network (GMYN)
Offers programmes for disabled and neurodivergent young people, including social
activities and support.



https://starlingcio.org/
https://ndsa.uk/content
https://i-am-autism.org.uk/
https://lgbt.foundation/autistic-and-neurodivergent-programme-events
https://geniuswithin.org/
https://gmyn.co.uk/

