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 H
elen, Jamal, and Imani 
work at a prominent 
tech company. Helen is 
a consumer researcher in 
the marketing department; 

Jamal is a data scientist in HR; and Imani 
is a finance manager. Helen is admired for 
her cutting-edge ideas and drive to take 
on new and different projects. Her energy 
and willingness to jump into the unknown 
inspires her team. But when Helen plans  
how to execute her ideas, she gets over-
whelmed and loses steam. 

Jamal is a valued member of the HR team because of his ability to 
quickly see trends in data. Recently, he helped the organization predict 
and divert a potential staffing bind. However, his co-workers often com-
plain that he is not friendly and does not participate in team lunches.

Imani loves her role on the finance team and enjoys thinking of 
new ways to save the company money, but she is often slow at her job 
because she is continuously rechecking her work for possible mistakes.

Helen was recently diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), and she has no idea how to ask for help. She doesn’t 
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even know what she needs help with specifically, but 
she feels ill-equipped to reach her potential. Jamal has 
autism spectrum disorder and has been told he has social 
challenges. He is unsure what to do with that informa-
tion. Imani was diagnosed with dyslexia in elementary 
school and works diligently to ensure she does not make 
mistakes in her work, which often leaves her exhausted.  

Helen, Jamal, and Imani are fictional composites of 
neurodiverse individuals I see in my coaching practice 
or have interviewed in my research on neurodiversity in 
the workplace. Stories are often somewhat similar among 
each diagnosis and the individual’s desire to minimize 
their neurodevelopmental differences to assimilate to the 
world around them. Yet, each is special and interesting 
and has clear strengths that both they and their employ-
ers are not maximizing.  

Approximately one in eight people in the workplace 
has a condition or diagnosis that puts them in the cate-
gory of neurodivergent, according to a 2019 Work Design 
Magazine article. The term neurodivergent—meaning 
different brain—emerged in the late 1990s from sociolo-
gist Judy Singer and was popularized particularly in the 
disability rights movement with specific reference to 
autism spectrum disorder. It is estimated that only 50 
percent of individuals with neurodivergent brains know 
that they have a cognitive difference from those who are 
neurotypical, the Work Design article reports. 

Neurodevelopmental differences are often known  
as invisible disabilities, meaning the challenges people  
face may not be outwardly apparent. Most publications 
include these diagnoses or conditions when referencing  
neurodiversity: autism; ADHD; obsessive-compulsive 
disorder (OCD); Tourette syndrome; and learning differ-
ences such as dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia. See 
the Neurodiversity Diagnoses sidebar for definitions and 
prevalence. Many other diagnoses can fall under the neu-
rodiversity umbrella as well. 

Statistically speaking, there is a strong likelihood that 
your organization currently employs individuals with neu-
rodivergent brains. Based on the workplace statistic men-
tioned above, an organization of 20,000 employees may 
have as many as 2,500 neurodivergent employees. And of 
those 2,500, it is possible that as many as 1,250 have no 
idea that the struggles they are having in life and at work 

are due to a neurodivergent brain. The question then is: 
Are you and the company taking the steps to maximize 
their effectiveness and employee experience?

It is possible you may have a gold mine of exceptional 
talent in your organization and don’t even realize it. If 
your neurodivergent team members are not theoretically 
sitting in the right seat on the theoretical bus, they may 
not realize it either. There are multiple reasons it will 
benefit you and the organization to build a strategy for 
leveraging the strengths of your existing neurodiverse 
employees and attracting neurodiverse applicants into 
roles well suited for their special abilities. 

In this issue of TD at Work, I will cover:
• Why employers should include neurodiversity in 

their diversity, equity, and inclusion strategies
• How to build inclusion by removing barriers for neu-

rodiverse employees through accommodations, indi-
vidualized development, and support

• Why companies should actively recruit individuals with 
neurodivergent minds to strengthen the business
In short, I will provide thought starters, information, 

and tools for people leaders and talent development pro-
fessionals to better understand neurodivergent people 
and help them and neurotypical people together create  
a strong, productive, and healthy organization. 

Expand Your Inclusion Strategy 

Chances are you know at least one person in your 
workplace, social life, or family who is considered neu-
rodiverse. It is possible you are neurodivergent your-
self. When looking at the prevalence, consider that for 
decades, many people were not diagnosed—or at least 
not properly diagnosed. While it looks like these disor-
ders are on the rise, it is probably more so the case that 
more people are learning about and acknowledging their 
cognitive differences. Parents of children diagnosed with 
certain cognitive differences are also receiving their own 
diagnoses later in life. Critics suggest that children are  
being overdiagnosed, but the reality is that society is 
closer to getting it right than previously when children 
were just thought to be naughty, slow, or weird. As a 
result, there are many maladjusted adults in the work-
place struggling to thrive.  
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A new wave of young adults entering the work-
force with neurodivergent diagnoses are accustomed 
in educational institutions to having accommodations 
and individualized support plans in place. Baby boom-
ers, Gen X, and older millennials who are considered 
neurodivergent are less likely to have received a formal 
diagnosis until adulthood and often only then as a result 
of a child or grandchild receiving a diagnosis, because 
many forms of neurodiversity are genetic. Gen Z and the 
next generation—Gen Alpha—are the first generations in 
which correct diagnoses are more prevalent, and inter-
ventions are starting as early as elementary school. 

 As previously mentioned, a neurodivergent brain is 
an invisible difference that many neurodiverse individu-
als work hard to conceal. The effort they put into con-
cealing cognitive differences can be exhausting, draining, 
and often demoralizing as they struggle to cope in a world 
built for neurotypical people. Finding ways to remove bar-
riers and obstacles for neuro diverse employees to thrive 
and shine may serve as the strongest retention tool an 
organization has. A company may never fully know the 

prevalence of this underrepresented group in it work-
force; therefore, an inclusion strategy should consider all 
types of brains. As with all under represented groups, the 
competitive business advantage is rooted in inclusion—not 
assimilation. I propose a three-pronged model for building 
inclusion in your organization for neurodiverse employ-
ees: accommodate, individualized development, and sup-
port. Use the template in the Tools & Resources section to 
formulate your own inclusion strategy using this three-
pronged approach.

Accommodate

The Cambridge English dictionary defines accommodate 
as a verb meaning to give what is needed to someone.  
You can accommodate employees with cognitive differ-
ences in numerous ways. Companies spend hundreds  
of millions of dollars per year on employee engagement  
initiatives. A decade ago, talent development profes-
sionals were learning about the impact of active engage-
ment and retention on productivity and profitability. Now 

Neurodiversity Diagnoses

Many publications include the following diagnoses and conditions when referencing neurodiversity. However, many 
others exist.

Diagnosis Description Prevalence in US

Autism spectrum disorder Lifelong developmental disorder that affects communica-
tion and relating to people

5.6 million Americans 

Attention deficit disorder/
attention deficit hyperac-
tivity disorder

Executive function disorder with symptoms such as inatten-
tiveness, impulsivity, and excessive motor activity

10 million American adults  

Obsessive compulsive 
disorder 

Chronic condition classified by intrusive or unwanted 
thoughts, feelings, or sensations that lead to repetitive 
actions or compulsions

2%–3% of Americans 

Tourette syndrome Disorder that causes uncontrollable movement and vocal tics 300,000 American children 

Learning differences • Dyslexia—affects the ability to read, write, spell, and speak

• Dyspraxia—affects motor skills

• Dysgraphia—affects fine motor skills needed to write

• Dyscalculia—affects the ability to understand numbers 
and math

• 30 million Americans 

• 5% of children 

• 5%–20% of American 
children 

• 7% of Americans 

Sources: Forbes, CHADD, US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, American Psychiatric Association, Tourette Association of America, The Reading 
Well, Understood, ADDitude magazine, Dyscalculia.org 




