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The Neuroinclusive Manager's Playbook 

DISCLAIMER 
____ 

 
The information provided in this ebook is intended solely for 
educational and informational purposes. The author does not 
accept any responsibility for the outcomes that may arise from 
the application of the material within. While efforts have been 
made to ensure the accuracy and relevance of the content, the 
author cannot be held accountable for any errors or omissions, 
or for any consequences resulting from the use or misuse of 
the information provided. The responsibility for any actions 
taken based on the information in this ebook lies solely with the 
reader.  
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Foreword 

INTRODUCTION 
____ 

 
If you are reading this, you are likely tired. You are tired of the 
endless cycle of hiring bright talent only to watch them 
disengage, burn out, or leave within eighteen months. You have 
invested in training programs, engagement surveys, and 
performance improvement plans. You have spent hours trying 
to "fix" employees who seem capable of brilliance but stumble 
over basic office expectations. You are constantly managing 
friction: miscommunications, missed deadlines, and 
interpersonal conflicts that just don't make sense given the 
skills on your team. 

The standard management playbook tells you that the problem 
lies with the employee. It suggests that if they just 
communicated better, managed their time more traditionally, or 
fit the culture more seamlessly, the friction would disappear. 

This book proposes a counterintuitive truth: your workplace, 
not your people, is the real barrier to performance. 
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For decades, we have designed organizations for a specific 
type of mind, one that thrives on open offices, back-to-back 
synchronous meetings, ambiguous verbal instructions, and 
constant social networking. We call this the "standard" 
professional. But this standard is narrower than we realize. By 
rigidly adhering to it, we're not just making life difficult for a 
few people; we are actively suppressing the performance of a 
significant portion of the workforce. 

Neuroinclusion goes far beyond charity or lowered standards. 
The talent you need is already on your payroll, stifled by an 
environment designed for one cognitive style. Fix the work 
environment instead of the people, and you don't just help a 
few neurodivergent employees. You build a higher-performing, 
more resilient team for everyone. But to capture this value, we 
must first dismantle the barriers keeping it out. The most 
pervasive of these is a concept we usually treat as a virtue. 

The High Cost of "Cultural Fit" 
Most organizations pride themselves on hiring for "cultural fit." 
On the surface, this sounds like a smart strategy to ensure 
team cohesion. In practice, however, "cultural fit" often acts as 
a proxy for cognitive uniformity. It becomes an invisible filter 
that weeds out anyone who thinks, processes, or behaves 
differently than the majority. 
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Consider a common scenario. A hiring manager interviews a 
candidate for a senior data analysis role. The candidate's 
technical portfolio is flawless; their code is elegant, and their 
problem-solving skills are top-tier. But during the interview, the 
candidate avoids eye contact. They pause too long before 
answering questions. They don't laugh at the manager's small 
talk about the weather. 

The manager rejects the candidate. The feedback has nothing 
to do with SQL or Python skills. Instead, it sounds like this: "I 
just didn't get a good feel from them," or "I don't think they 
would gel with the team." 
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This is the high cost of rigid norms. That manager just rejected 
a high-performer because of social friction that has zero 
correlation with job performance. In doing so, the company 
doesn't just lose a candidate; it reinforces a homogeneous 
culture where everyone thinks alike. 

This leads to a paradox in the modern talent market. Leaders 
everywhere complain about a talent shortage. They claim they 
cannot find people with the right specialized skills to drive 
innovation. Yet, these same leaders systematically reject 
qualified candidates because of arbitrary social expectations. 
We're starving for talent while leaving food on the table. 

The hidden cost extends beyond the hiring pipeline. When you 
filter for conformity, you end up with a team that shares the 
same blind spots. A room full of people who communicate 
exactly the same way will often agree on a bad idea simply 
because it feels comfortable. They lack the cognitive friction 
necessary to stress-test strategies. The stagnation from 
"cultural fit" is expensive. It is measured in missed innovations 
and unsolved problems, simply because no one questioned the 
data. 

The Competitive Advantage of Difference 
It's time to replace the narrative of neurodiversity as a 
charitable HR initiative. While inclusion is the moral choice, the 
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business case for it is hard-nosed and irrefutable. 
Neuroinclusion is a competitive strategy. 

Neurodivergent individuals (those with ADHD, autism, dyslexia, 
and other cognitive variations) often possess "spiky" skill 
profiles. Where a generalist might be moderately good at 
everything, a neurodivergent thinker might struggle with 
administrative tasks but possess exceptional ability in pattern 
recognition, complex problem solving, or hyper-focused 
creative work. 

When you create an environment that supports these profiles, 
the results are not just adequate; they are superior. Data from 
JPMorgan Chase's "Autism at Work" program found that 
neurodivergent employees were 90% to 140% more productive 
than their neurotypical peers in certain roles. This isn't a 
marginal gain. This is a massive efficiency leap achieved 
simply by matching the right brains with the right environment. 

JPMorgan Chase is not alone. SAP’s Autism at Work program, 
launched in 2013, now operates in 18 countries and has 
become a core talent pipeline for their engineering teams. 
Microsoft’s Neurodiversity Hiring Program redesigned its entire 
interview process around work samples and multi-day 
assessments, reporting that neurodivergent hires consistently 
outperform on quality metrics. In the UK, GCHQ has publicly 
credited dyslexic analysts with pattern-recognition 
breakthroughs in cybersecurity that neurotypical colleagues 
missed. 
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Diverse brains prevent groupthink. A team that includes linear, 
sequential thinkers alongside lateral, associative thinkers is far 
less likely to miss a critical risk or overlook a novel solution. In 
industries that rely on innovation, such as tech, engineering, 
creative media, and strategic analysis, the ability to see 
patterns that others miss is the primary differentiator between 
market leaders and followers. 

Your competitors are likely still hiring for social ease and 
conformity. By intentionally building a neuroinclusive culture, 
you gain access to an untapped pool of high-potential talent 
that others are ignoring. You invite people into your 
organization who will challenge the status quo. Their brains are 
wired to ask "why" when everyone else is nodding along, and 
that instinct is exactly what drives innovation. 

A New Philosophy: Fix Work, Not People 
To capture this advantage, we must fundamentally shift our 
operating philosophy. The traditional approach to diversity tries 
to mold "spiky" profiles into round holes. We ask the autistic 
employee to "be more social." We ask the employee with ADHD 
to "just focus harder" in a chaotic open office. We spend 
energy trying to flatten their spikes to make them fit the mold. 

This book teaches you to reshape the hole. 
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The core framework we will use is Universal Design. Originally 
an architectural concept, Universal Design posits that when 
you design an environment to be accessible for those at the 
margins, you improve the experience for everyone. 

Think of the "curb cut effect." The ramps cut into sidewalks 
were originally designed to allow people in wheelchairs to 
move freely between the street and the sidewalk. But once 
they were installed, society discovered they were also 
incredibly useful for parents with strollers, travelers with rolling 
luggage, and delivery workers with hand trucks. A design 
feature intended for a specific disability ended up making the 
sidewalk better for the entire population. 

We can apply this exact logic to the workplace. 

When you design a meeting with a clear, written agenda and a 
"no surprise" policy to support an anxious team member, you 
also help the busy parent who needs to know exactly when 
they can leave to pick up their kids. When you enable 
asynchronous communication to help an autistic employee 
process information at their own pace, you also help the 
deep-work focused developer who hates being interrupted by 
constant pings. 

This is the shift from "accommodating a few" to "optimizing for 
all." 
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Leading this change does not require a psychology degree or 
memorizing the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders. What it requires is a willingness to become an 
architect of work. These chapters will show you how to audit 
your hiring processes, communication channels, and feedback 
loops to remove the friction that slows everyone down. 

These chapters provide a clear, step-by-step guidance to 
rebuilding your team's practices. But before we can redesign 
the system, we must understand who we are designing for. We 
need to move beyond medical labels and stereotypes to 
understand the practical reality of how different brains work. 
That begins with breaking down the concept of neurodiversity 
itself.  
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Part One 

BEYOND LABELS ​
AND DIAGNOSES 

____ 
 
In the early 1950s, the United States Air Force faced a 
perplexing problem. They had better technology and better 
pilots than ever before, yet they were suffering a troubling 
number of crashes. The military initially blamed the men in the 
cockpits, assuming it was an issue of poor training or pilot 
error. When that didn't solve the issue, they turned their 
attention to the design of the cockpit itself. 

At the time, cockpits were built for the "average pilot." This 
standard was based on data gathered in 1926, and the 
engineers assumed that if they designed for the average 
height, weight, and reach of a pilot, the cockpit would fit the 
vast majority of men. 

To verify this, a researcher named Lt. Gilbert Daniels measured 
over 4,000 pilots on ten physical dimensions, including height, 
chest circumference, and arm length. He wanted to see how 
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many of these pilots fit into the "average" range for all ten 
dimensions. The engineers assumed the number would be 
high. 

The answer was zero. 

Not a single pilot out of 4,000 was average on all counts. One 
pilot might have an average arm length but a 
longer-than-average torso. Another might have average height 
but large hands. By designing for the average, the Air Force 
had designed a cockpit that fit absolutely no one. 

This realization changed aviation history. Instead of forcing 
pilots to fit the machine, the Air Force demanded that 
manufacturers build adjustable seats, pedals, and helmet 
straps. Once the environment became adjustable, pilot 
performance soared and crashes plummeted. 

Today's offices are still designing for the "average pilot." 

We build job descriptions, performance reviews, and office 
environments based on the assumption that there's a standard 
employee. We assume this person has a consistent attention 
span, processes information through text, thrives in social 
group settings, and manages time in a linear fashion. When an 
employee fails to fit this mold, we blame the pilot. We label 
them as "difficult," "disorganized," or "not a culture fit." 
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But the average employee is a ghost. They do not exist. If you 
want to build a high-performing team, you must stop designing 
for a statistical fiction and start designing for the reality of 
human variation. 

The Myth of the Average Brain 
The reason the "standard employee" model fails is that human 
talent does not follow a simple bell curve. We tend to think of 
intelligence as a single slider from "low" to "high." If someone 
is smart, we expect them to be smart at everything: good at 
math, good at writing, good at planning, and good at talking. 

In reality, human cognitive profiles are "jagged." This concept, 
often called the Jaggedness Principle, suggests that talent is 
multidimensional. 

Neurotypical brains (those that process information in the way 
society considers "standard") tend to have flatter profiles. 
They might be average or slightly above average across most 
skills. They may not be exceptional at everything, but they 
generally don't hit rock bottom on basic tasks either. 

Neurodivergent brains are different. They're characterized by 
"spiky profiles." These individuals often have incredibly high 
peaks of ability in specific areas, matched by deep valleys in 
others. 

Take Maya, for example. 
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Maya is a brilliant strategic thinker. She can look at a complex 
market dataset and spot a trend that no one else sees. In a 
brainstorming session, she is the one who connects three 
unrelated ideas to solve a client crisis. Her "spike" in creative 
problem-solving is off the charts. 

However, Maya struggles significantly with administrative 
tasks. She frequently forgets to submit her expense reports. If 
you give her a project with vague instructions, she freezes. In a 
traditional review, Maya is often told: "You have so much 
potential, if you could just get organized." 

The mistake managers make is assuming Maya's valley 
(organization) is a character flaw that contradicts her peak 
(strategy). They try to fix her valley. They put her on a 
Performance Improvement Plan to improve her filing skills. In 
doing so, they waste her energy on her weakest area, causing 
her stress and disengagement, while getting zero value from 
her incredible strategic mind. 

This is not a niche issue. Research and population estimates 
suggest that between 15% and 20% of the population is 
neurodivergent. That includes people with ADHD, autism, 
dyslexia, dyspraxia, and other cognitive variations. If you look 
around your office, one in every five people likely has a spiky 
profile. By designing rigid systems, you're not just 
inconveniencing a minority; you are actively lowering the 
productivity of a massive segment of your workforce. 
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Two Models of Disability 
Once you accept that spiky profiles are normal, the next step is 
changing how you view the challenges they present. In the 
world of disability advocacy, there are two primary ways to 
look at differences. 

The first is the Medical Model. This is the traditional view. It 
locates the "problem" inside the person. 

•​ "Maya has a disorder that makes her bad at administration." 
•​ "John has an auditory processing deficit that makes him 

bad at meetings." 

The solution in this model is to fix or cure the person. In a 
workplace, this looks like mandatory training to "fix" behaviors 
or simply firing the person for not fitting in. 

The second is the Social Model. This view locates the 
"problem" in the environment. 

•​ "The expense reporting system is designed for high 
working memory, which creates a barrier for Maya." 

•​ "The meeting room has poor acoustics and overlapping 
chatter, which prevents John from hearing clearly." 

The solution in this model is to fix the environment. 
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For a manager, the Medical Model is a dead end. You're not a 
doctor. You cannot rewrite an employee's neural pathways, nor 
should you try. 

The Social Model, however, is actionable. It gives you levers 
you can actually pull. You can change the lighting. You can 
change how instructions are delivered. You can adjust the 
"cockpit." 
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Here is how this reframing looks in practice: 

Scenario: An employee wears noise-canceling headphones 
at their desk. 

•​ Medical Model Interpretation: "This employee is antisocial 
and rude. They are refusing to participate in our open 
collaboration culture." 

•​ Social Model Interpretation: "The open-plan office creates 
sensory overload. This employee is using a tool to regulate 
their focus so they can deliver their best work." 

Scenario: An employee asks for the meeting agenda 24 hours 
in advance. 

•​ Medical Model Interpretation: "This employee is rigid and 
lacks the ability to think on their feet." 

•​ Social Model Interpretation: "This employee processes 
information deeply rather than quickly. Providing the 
agenda removes the barrier of surprise, allowing them to 
prepare valuable insights." 

By shifting to the Social Model, you move from judging 
character to removing friction. You stop asking "What is wrong 
with this person?" and start asking "What is wrong with this 
workflow?" 
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Executive Function and Neurotypes 
To identify these barriers, you need a basic understanding of 
the cognitive mechanics at play. You do not need to memorize 
the diagnostic criteria for every condition. Instead, it is more 
useful to think in terms of "Executive Function." 

Executive Function is the brain's project manager. It's the 
secretary responsible for sorting incoming information, 
prioritizing tasks, and regulating emotions. This means keeping 
you calm when a deadline looms or stopping you from 
snapping at a colleague when the printer jams. 

For many neurodivergent people, the core skills themselves 
(coding, writing, selling) are intact or even superior. The 
struggle is often with the secretary. The "secretary" might be 
asleep, or throwing all the papers on the floor, or obsessing 
over one detail while the building burns down. 

To make sense of this, we can categorize these effectively into 
three workplace personas. These are not clinical diagnoses, 
but functional models to help you understand the different 
"operating systems" you will encounter. 
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The Rapid Iterator (Commonly associated with ADHD) 

These employees often possess a high-energy, 
novelty-seeking operating system. 

•​ The Spikes: They're often excellent in a crisis. They can 
hyper-focus on interesting problems, generate a high 
volume of ideas quickly, and pivot direction without 
hesitation. They bring energy and urgency to a team. 

•​ The Valleys: They often struggle with routine, repetitive 
maintenance tasks. Their "working memory" (the brain's 
scratchpad) can be small, meaning verbal instructions 
vanish quickly. They may struggle to regulate their attention 
in boring meetings. 

•​ The Barrier: Long, passive meetings and rigid, 
bureaucratic processes with delayed rewards. 

The Deep Diver (Commonly associated with Autism) 

This operating system often prioritizes pattern recognition, 
detail, and honesty. 

•​ The Spikes: They can often absorb massive amounts of 
information and spot errors everyone else missed. They 
may have the ability to focus deeply for long periods on a 
single subject. They are often logical, direct, and immune to 
groupthink. 
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•​ The Valleys: They may struggle with ambiguity. "Figure it 
out" is a terrifying instruction. They may find social subtext 
(reading between the lines) exhausting and difficult to 
decipher. Sudden changes to the plan can be highly 
disruptive. 

•​ The Barrier: Vague instructions, unspoken social rules 
("office politics"), and sensory-hostile environments (bright 
lights, loud noises). 

The Big Picture Thinker (Commonly associated with 
Dyslexia) 

This operating system processes information conceptually 
rather than linearly. 

•​ The Spikes: They are often incredible at seeing how 
complex systems fit together. They are strong narrative 
storytellers and intuitive problem solvers. They see the 
forest when everyone else is staring at the bark of the 
trees. 

•​ The Valleys: They often struggle with text-heavy 
processing. Reading dense reports or writing long, formal 
emails can be slow and draining. They may have trouble 
with rote memorization or sequencing. 

•​ The Barrier: Workflows that rely exclusively on written text 
for communication and evaluation. 
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A Note on "Superpowers" 

It's common in neurodiversity discussions to focus only on the 
"superpowers." While the strengths are real, we must avoid 
toxic positivity. Having a spiky profile is expensive. It takes 
more energy for a "Deep Diver" to get through a chaotic social 
mixer than it does for a neurotypical person. It takes more 
energy for a "Rapid Iterator" to sit through a three-hour 
compliance training. 

Acknowledging these trade-offs is part of the work. If you want 
the high peaks of performance, you must build an environment 
that supports the restoration and regulation required to sustain 
them. 

When we understand these profiles, we stop seeing behaviors 
as defiance. The employee who doodles during meetings isn't 
being disrespectful; they might be an ADHD thinker stimulating 
their brain to stay listening. The employee who points out a 
flaw in your plan very bluntly isn't being mean; they might be 
an autistic thinker who values factual accuracy over social 
hierarchy. 

We are not here to diagnose our colleagues. We are here to 
recognize that different operating systems have different 
requirements. The "average cockpit" of the modern office 
(open plans, constant interruptions, text-heavy workflows) was 
designed for a pilot that doesn't exist. 
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The tool that allows us to rebuild that cockpit's Universal 
Design.  

23 



The Neuroinclusive Manager's Playbook 

Part Two 

THE UNIVERSAL DESIGN 
ADVANTAGE 

____ 
 
In 1972, the streets of Berkeley, California, were a battleground 
for access. A group of students at the University of California, 
led by activist Ed Roberts, called themselves the "Rolling 
Quads." They were wheelchair users living in a world built for 
walking. Every street corner with a high curb was a wall that 
stopped them cold, forcing them to travel in the street with 
traffic or rely on the kindness of strangers to lift them onto 
sidewalks. 

Frustrated by bureaucratic delays, the Rolling Quads took 
matters into their own hands. Under the cover of darkness, 
they went out to Telegraph Avenue with bags of concrete. They 
mixed it on the spot and poured their own ramps, smoothing 
out the sharp angles of the curbs. 

It was an act of protest designed to serve a small minority of 
the population. But once the city eventually sanctioned and 
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installed these "curb cuts" officially, something unexpected 
happened. 

Parents pushing strollers began using them immediately. 
Delivery workers with heavy hand trucks used them to unload 
goods faster. Runners used them to save their knees from the 
impact of stepping down. Decades later, as rolling suitcases 
became common, travelers flocked to them as well. 

A study conducted in Sarasota, Florida, revealed that nine out 
of ten unencumbered pedestrians would go out of their way to 
use a curb cut rather than step off a curb. 

This act of protest gave physical form to the Universal Design 
concept we explored in Chapter 1. It demonstrated that when 
you build for the margins, you improve the experience for the 
center. You did not build the ramp for the parent with the 
stroller, but the parent with the stroller benefited immensely 
because the environment became more accessible. 

This is the core philosophy of neuroinclusion. 

In the modern workplace, we are still tripping over high curbs. 
We have processes, communication norms, and physical 
environments that block neurodivergent employees from 
contributing their best work. When we smooth out these 
friction points, we don't just help the employee with ADHD or 
autism. We create a faster, smoother, and more efficient path 
for everyone. 
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From Retrofit to Design 
Most organizations approach neurodiversity through the lens 
of "accommodation." This is a reactive strategy rooted in the 
legal compliance mindset. 

In an accommodation model, the company builds a standard 
process for the "average" worker. When an employee struggles 
or discloses a diagnosis, the company scrambles to create a 
specific exception for that one person. They retrofit the 
system. It's like building a sidewalk with a high curb, waiting for 
a wheelchair user to show up, and then hastily dropping a 
wooden plank over the edge. 

This approach is flawed for several reasons. First, it puts the 
burden on the employee to disclose a condition, which many 
are terrified to do. Second, it creates resentment among team 
members who see the exception as "special treatment." Third, 
it is inefficient. You are constantly patching holes in a broken 
process. 

Universal Design flips this logic. Instead of waiting for a 
problem to arise, you design the process to be inclusive from 
the start. You pour the concrete ramp before anyone asks for it. 

Many leaders hesitate here because they believe inclusion is 
expensive. They imagine high-tech noise-canceling pods, 
expensive software licenses, and consultants on retainer. They 
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worry that designing for the margins will bankrupt the 
department. 

The data proves otherwise. The Job Accommodation Network 
(JAN) tracks the actual cost of workplace accommodations, 
and their data shows that 56% of workplace accommodations 
cost absolutely nothing. They're changes in schedule, 
communication style, or dress code. Of the accommodations 
that do have a cost, the average one-time expenditure is 
around $500. 

Compare that $500 to the cost of replacing an employee who 
burns out and quits. Or compare it to the cost of a team that 
moves slowly because their workflow is riddled with 
bottlenecks. 

Consider the example of closed captions on video calls. 
Originally designed for people who are deaf or hard of hearing, 
captions are a classic Universal Design feature. In a workplace 
context, they are essential for a deaf employee. But they are 
also used by the employee working in a loud coffee shop who 
forgot their headphones. They are used by the non-native 
speaker who reads English better than they process spoken 
accents. They are used by the visual thinker who retains 
information better when they see it written down. 

By turning captions on by default, you support the deaf 
employee without them needing to ask, and you simultaneously 
boost the comprehension of the entire team. You move from a 
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"medical retrofit" for one person to a "performance upgrade" 
for all. 

The Three Pillars of Neuroinclusive Design 
To apply Universal Design to your management practices, you 
don't need to be an architect. You simply need to build your 
team's culture on three specific pillars. These principles will act 
as your filter for every decision you make, from how you run 
meetings to how you write emails. 
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Flexibility by Default 

Traditional management obsesses over inputs: Where are you? 
What hours are you sitting in your chair? How are you doing 
the work? Neuroinclusive management focuses entirely on 
outcomes. We accept that there are many ways to reach a 
destination. 

•​ Traditional: "Everyone must work 9 to 5 to show 
dedication." 

•​ Inclusive: "Here are our core collaboration hours (11am to 
2pm EST) where we need overlap. Outside of that, manage 
your schedule to suit your energy flow, provided you meet 
your deadlines." 

•​ This helps the ADHD brain that works best in late-night 
hyperfocus bursts, but it also helps the parent doing the 
school run. 

Transparent Documentation 

Neurodivergent employees often struggle to read "between the 
lines." When rules are implied rather than stated, these 
employees trip over invisible wires. Universal Design requires 
us to externalize the executive function of the team by writing 
everything down. 

•​ Traditional: "It's just common sense that we keep our 
cameras on during meetings." 

29 



The Neuroinclusive Manager's Playbook 

•​ Inclusive: We create a written "Team Norms" document 
that explicitly states: "Cameras are optional for internal 
syncs to reduce Zoom fatigue, but preferred for client 
calls." 

•​ This helps the autistic employee who finds eye contact 
draining, but it also helps the new hire who is terrified of 
making a faux pas. 

Psychological Safety 

This is the mortar that holds the other pillars together. Inclusion 
fails if people are afraid to be different. Psychological safety 
means creating an environment where asking for help or 
working differently is not penalized. 

•​ Traditional: "Don't bring me problems, bring me solutions." 
(This causes people to hide struggles until they explode.) 

•​ Inclusive: "It is okay to say 'my brain is stuck' or 'I need to 
process this offline.' We normalize different operating 
speeds." 

•​ This helps the anxious thinker, but it also prevents 
groupthink by allowing anyone to question a bad strategy 
without fear of retribution. 

Auditing Your Invisible Barriers 
Now that we have the framework, we need to inspect the 
current environment. This requires you to put on a new pair of 
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glasses. You're looking for the "curbs" in your office that you 
have been stepping over for years without noticing. 

The most effective tool for this is the "Can Everyone Do This?" 
test. 

Look at a standard practice in your team and ask: Does this 
require a specific type of brain to succeed? 

Let's apply this to a common scenario: the "Brainstorming 
Session." You gather the team in a room, throw a topic on the 
whiteboard, and ask everyone to shout out ideas. You write 
them down as fast as they come. It feels energetic and 
productive. 

But run the test. Can everyone do this? 

When you look at this format through the lens of a spiky profile, 
you see that it heavily favors the "Rapid Iterator," often the 
ADHD thinker, who thinks verbally and quickly. Conversely, it 
actively excludes the "Deep Diver" or the reflective thinker who 
needs time to process information before speaking. These 
team members might have the best idea in the room, but the 
barrier of instant verbal processing prevents them from sharing 
it. 

The Universal Design fix is simple: Send the topic 24 hours in 
advance. Allow people to add ideas to a shared digital 
document before the meeting starts. During the meeting, allow 
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for silent writing time. Now, the fast thinkers can still talk, but 
the deep thinkers have a ramp to enter the conversation. 

Let's look at another scenario: The "Culture Fit" Interview. 
You're hiring for a new role and want to ensure the team gets 
along. You ask a candidate, "Who would you want to have a 
beer with?" or you judge them based on how well they "banter" 
during the interview. 

Can everyone do this? 

This approach relies heavily on social instinct and neurotypical 
conversational norms. To a neurodivergent candidate, this is a 
minefield. An autistic candidate might be incredibly loyal and 
kind but struggle with the rapid-fire, unstructured nature of 
"banter." A candidate in recovery might feel alienated by the 
alcohol-centric question. The barrier here is using social 
charisma as a proxy for team cohesion. 

The Universal Design fix is to standardize your evaluation of 
"fit" around values rather than vibes. Instead of testing for 
social ease, ask: "Tell me about a time you had to support a 
struggling team member." This measures actual collaborative 
behavior, which is accessible to everyone regardless of their 
social style. 

These barriers are everywhere. They live in your "Last Minute 
Urgent" culture that destroys the productivity of people who 
need structure. They hide in your open-plan office that forces 
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sensory-sensitive employees to burn a massive amount of their 
cognitive energy just blocking out background noise. 

Identifying these friction points has nothing to do with 
criticizing your past management style. The purpose is to 
recognize that your "standard" way of working was 
accidentally designed for a very narrow slice of the workforce. 

With these three pillars in place, you move beyond the medical 
model of "fixing" employees and start building an environment 
where performance flows naturally. But the most perfectly 
designed environment is useless if you cannot get the right 
people through the door. The first and most formidable barrier 
most neurodivergent talent faces is not the job itself, but the 
gauntlet we force them to run to get it. It's time to fix your 
hiring process.  
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Part Three 

FIXING YOUR BROKEN 
HIRING PROCESS 

____ 
 
Elena walks into the room five minutes early. She is wearing a 
suit she bought specifically for this day. In her bag, she carries 
a portfolio of code that could optimize your company’s entire 
logistics backend by 15% in the first quarter. She has 
rehearsed her answers to questions about Python libraries and 
database architecture for three days. 

But as she steps through the door, the fluorescent lights buzz 
at a frequency that feels like a drill pressing into her temple. 
The interviewer, a gregarious director named Mark, reaches 
out for a handshake, but Elena hesitates for a fraction of a 
second too long because she is calibrating the grip pressure. 
When they sit down, Mark starts with small talk about the local 
sports team. Elena, who finds no logical connection between 
sports and database architecture, stares blankly and offers a 
stiff, one-word answer. 
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Ten minutes later, the interview is over. Mark walks her out, 
politely thanking her for her time. 

When Mark debriefs with HR later that afternoon, he doesn’t 
mention the code samples he never looked at. He doesn’t 
mention her technical test scores, which were in the top 1% of 
all applicants. Instead, he shrugs and says, "She just didn’t 
have the right energy. I didn't get a good feel from her. Not a 
culture fit." 

Elena is rejected. She failed a social audition that had nothing 
to do with the work itself. Her technical ability was never the 
question. 

This scenario plays out thousands of times every day in offices 
around the world. It is a primary reason why, despite a global 
talent shortage, unemployment and underemployment rates for 
neurodivergent adults remain staggeringly high. We're not 
facing a shortage of skill; we are facing a surplus of barriers. 
We have designed a hiring process that effectively filters out 
the exact talent we claim to be desperate for. To fix this, we 
have to stop hiring for "vibes" and start hiring for value. 

The "Cultural Fit" Trap 
The rejection of candidates like Elena is rarely malicious. Most 
hiring managers believe they are protecting the team's 
cohesion. They rely on "gut instinct" to gauge whether a 

35 



The Neuroinclusive Manager's Playbook 

candidate will "gel" with the existing group. This reliance on 
intuition is known as the "Halo Effect" - a cognitive bias where 
we assume that because someone is socially polished, 
charming, and similar to us, they must also be competent and 
hardworking. 

Conversely, when we encounter someone with a "spiky profile" 
(someone who avoids eye contact, speaks in a monotone 
voice, or fidgets) we unconsciously assume they are 
incompetent or difficult. 

In many organizations, "Cultural Fit" has become code for 
"social conformity." It essentially asks: Would I enjoy having a 
beer with this person? 

This is the "Beer Test," and it is one of the most dangerous 
metrics in business. Unless you're hiring a professional beer 
taster or a social host, the Beer Test has near-zero correlation 
with job performance. In fact, it actively damages your team by 
enforcing homogeneity. If you only hire people who make you 
feel comfortable during a thirty-minute chat, you end up with a 
team that shares your blind spots. 

For neurodivergent candidates, the Beer Test is a brick wall. An 
autistic candidate might struggle with the unwritten rules of 
small talk. A candidate with ADHD might interrupt out of 
enthusiasm. A dyslexic candidate might need a moment to 
process a complex multi-part question. When we filter for 
"polish," we filter out these minds. 
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We need to replace the "Beer Test" with the "Skills Test." We 
need to move from asking "Is this person like us?" to "Can this 
person add what we are missing?" This shift begins before the 
candidate even applies, with the very first signal you send to 
the market. 

Designing the Invitation (Job Description) 
If your hiring funnel is a party, the job description (JD) is the 
invitation. Right now, most invitations are written in a code that 
tells neurodivergent talent they're not welcome. 

Review your current job descriptions. You will likely find a 
laundry list of generic soft skills mixed in with the technical 
requirements. Phrases like "must be a rockstar," "thrives in a 
fast-paced environment," or "excellent oral and written 
communication skills" are standard boilerplate. But to a literal 
thinker, these are stop signs. 

Consider the requirement for "excellent communication skills." 
For a backend developer role, does this mean they need to be 
able to give a TED Talk? or does it mean they need to be able 
to write clear documentation for their code? 

When a neurodivergent candidate reads "excellent 
communication skills," they often self-select out. They know 
they struggle with public speaking or spontaneous phone calls, 

37 



The Neuroinclusive Manager's Playbook 

so they assume they are unqualified, even if they are the best 
coder in the pipeline. 

To fix your JDs, you must apply the Universal Design principle 
of transparency. You need to distinguish between what's truly 
essential and what is merely "nice to have." 

The Audit: Red Flag Phrases to Remove 

•​ "Rockstar" or "Ninja": These vague terms imply a need for 
ego-driven, high-visibility performance. Replace them with 
specific competency requirements. 

•​ "Thrives in a chaotic environment": This is often a 
euphemism for "we are disorganized." It scares away 
candidates who need structure to perform their best. 

•​ "Great personality": This is code for "socially compliant." 
Remove it. 

•​ "Must be a team player": Too abstract. Replace with 
"Ability to collaborate on code reviews using GitHub." 

Before and After: The Backend Developer Role 

•​ Before (Exclusive): "We are looking for a coding ninja with 
superior communication skills who can juggle multiple 
priorities in a fast-paced, high-pressure environment. Must 
be a social butterfly who loves team happy hours!" 

•​ After (Inclusive): "We are looking for a Python developer to 
manage our logistics database. Required skills: Ability to 
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document code clearly for team review and update ticket 
status daily in Jira. We value focused work and provide a 
structured sprint schedule." 

The "After" version is not just better for neurodivergent 
candidates; it is better for everyone. It attracts people who 
actually want to do the work, rather than people who just want 
to be seen doing the work. 

Once you've fixed the invitation, you must change how you 
conduct the audition.  

Auditioning Performance, Not Personality 
The traditional unstructured interview - where you sit in a room 
and chat for an hour - is statistically one of the worst ways to 
predict future job performance. 

Research by Schmidt and Hunter analyzed 85 years of data to 
determine which selection methods actually predict success. 
They found that unstructured interviews have a predictive 
validity of just 0.38. While this is statistically better than 
random chance, it is alarmingly unreliable. It leaves the vast 
majority of future performance unexplained, leading to 
frequent hiring errors. In contrast, Work Sample Tests - giving 
the candidate a piece of the actual job to do - have a predictive 
validity of 0.54. 
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If you want to hire neurodivergent talent, you must stop the 
interrogation and start the simulation. 

Shift from "Tell Me" to "Show Me" 

Instead of asking a marketing candidate, "Tell me about a time 
you were creative," give them a task: "Here is a product 
description. Please write three social media headlines for it." 

Instead of asking a project manager, "How do you handle 
stress?", give them a scenario: "Here is a project schedule that 
has slipped by two weeks. Draft an email to the client 
explaining the delay and proposing a solution." 

This approach bypasses the social anxiety of the interview. It 
allows the candidate to demonstrate their "spikes" in ability 
without being penalized for their "valleys" in social 
performance. It focuses entirely on the output, which is what 
you are paying for. 
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Send Questions in Advance 

This is the single most effective Universal Design adjustment 
you can make in hiring. 24 hours before the interview, email the 
core questions to the candidate. 

Many leaders resist this. They argue, "I need to see how they 
think on their feet!" But unless you're hiring an improv comic or 
a crisis negotiator, "thinking on your feet" is rarely a core job 
requirement. Most jobs require thinking deeply, checking facts, 
and formulating a coherent plan. 

This is the "curb cut" effect in action. Just as a ramp helps a 
parent with a stroller as much as a wheelchair user, providing 
questions in advance reduces anxiety for the neurodivergent 
candidate while allowing the neurotypical candidate to provide 
deeper, more thoughtful answers. The playing field levels itself, 
and you get to see their best thinking instead of their best 
acting. 

Extend the Structured Process to Day 1 

Finally, consider the first week of work as the final phase of the 
selection process - not to test them, but to confirm you have 
set them up to succeed. Even with work samples, the transition 
into a new environment can be jarring. 
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For a neurodivergent new hire, "Day 1" is often a sensory and 
cognitive nightmare. Where is the bathroom? What are the 
unwritten rules of the slack channel? Who do I ask for help? 

Structure this period to reduce cognitive load. Provide a "User 
Manual" for the team that explicitly lists communication norms. 
Assign a "buddy" who is not their manager to answer "silly" 
questions. When you remove the anxiety of the unknown, you 
allow the new hire to direct their energy toward learning the 
job. 

By moving from "cultural fit" to "work samples," and from 
"surprise interrogations" to "prepared simulations," you do 
more than just open the door for neurodivergent talent. You 
create a hiring process that's rigorous, data-driven, and fair. 
You stop rejecting the Elenas of the world because of the 
lights, and you start hiring them for their code. 

Hiring is only the starting line. The real challenge begins on day 
one.  
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Part Four 

CREATING BRAIN-FRIENDLY 
WORKFLOWS 

____ 
 
Gloria Mark, a researcher at the University of California, Irvine, 
spent years tracking how office workers actually spend their 
time. Her findings were uncomfortable: the average worker 
switches tasks every three minutes and five seconds. After 
each interruption, it takes roughly 23 minutes to fully recover 
focus. For neurotypical employees, this is annoying. For 
neurodivergent employees, the cost is exponentially higher. 
Consider a typical Tuesday morning status meeting. The 
agenda is loose to allow for "organic discussion." The 
overhead fluorescent light is flickering. The team chat is 
pinging with side conversations. The manager asks a broad 
question: "Does anyone have thoughts on the Q3 roadmap?" 

For a neurotypical employee, this is a routine part of the day. 
They filter out the light, ignore the pings, and read the social 
cues to know when to speak. 
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For a neurodivergent employee, however, this environment is a 
minefield. The flickering light is not just annoying; it creates a 
strobe effect that makes it physically difficult to process 
language. The side chat splits their attention, causing their 
working memory to dump the manager's question. The vague 
request for "thoughts" triggers a loop of anxiety: What kind of 
thoughts? Strategic? Tactical? Are we critiquing or 
brainstorming? 

By 10:15 AM, this employee is exhausted. They have spent their 
entire daily allowance of executive function just trying to exist 
in the room. When they stay silent or give a disjointed answer, 
the manager marks it down as a lack of engagement. 

This is not a performance failure. It's a workflow design failure. 

We often assume that if we hire talented people, they will 
naturally find a way to work together. But different brains have 
different operating manuals. When you force a "Deep Diver" 
into a workflow designed for a "Rapid Iterator," or subject a 
sensory-sensitive brain to a high-stimulation environment, you 
create friction that grinds productivity to a halt. 

Creating a brain-friendly workflow goes beyond simply 
lowering 
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The "User Manual to Me": ​
Making the Implicit Explicit 

The "Double Empathy Problem" explains why communication 
breakdowns happen so often in neurodiverse teams. Two 
people are broadcasting on different frequencies. Neither is 
"wrong." They simply have different defaults for how 
information should flow. 

In a standard office, we rely heavily on implicit social contracts. 
We expect people to "just know" that a closed door means 
knock first, or that an email sent at 6:00 PM doesn't need an 
immediate reply. But for neurodivergent employees, particularly 
those who struggle with reading subtext, these unwritten rules 
are invisible tripwires. 

Ambiguity is the enemy of executive function. When an 
employee has to spend energy guessing how you want 
information delivered, or wondering if it is okay to turn off their 
camera, they have less energy for the actual work. 

The solution is to replace guessing with documentation. We 
call this the "User Manual to Me." 

This is not an HR form or a medical disclosure document. It's a 
professional alignment tool where every team member 
(including the manager) documents their working style, 
communication preferences, and triggers. By making this a 
standard practice for everyone, you apply the Universal Design 
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principle of normalizing differences without singling out 
neurodivergent staff. 

To create these manuals, ask your team to answer four core 
questions. The goal is to be specific and actionable. 

Core Questions for a User Manual: 

•​ My "Green Zone" times: When am I most focused and 
productive? (e.g., "I am sharpest between 8 AM and 11 
AM.") 

•​ How I prefer to receive feedback: Do I want it in writing 
first so I can process it, or do I prefer a face-to-face 
conversation? 

•​ My communication bottlenecks: What shuts me down? 
(e.g., "Vague 'can we chat?' messages cause me anxiety. 
Please tell me the topic.") 

•​ My struggle signs: How can you tell if I am overwhelmed 
or stuck? (e.g., "If I become very quiet in meetings, I am 
likely processing, not disengaging.") 

Example in Action 

Marcus, a manager, felt frustrated with Priya, a senior 
developer. Marcus processed information verbally and would 
frequently stop by Priya's desk to "bounce ideas" around. Priya 
would seem flustered, give short answers, and return to her 
screen. Marcus felt she was being dismissive. 
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When they completed the "User Manual to Me" exercise, Priya 
wrote: "I have slow auditory processing. If you ask me a 
complex question verbally, I panic because I cannot hold all 
the variables in my head. I need to see the problem written 
down to solve it." 

Marcus realized he wasn't dealing with a bad attitude; he was 
using the wrong input method. He switched to sending Priya a 
brief Slack message with the problem statement first. Priya 
began replying with detailed, brilliant solutions within minutes. 
The friction vanished because the manual made the implicit 
need explicit. 

Restructuring Communication: ​
The Asynchronous Default 

Once you understand individual preferences, you must look at 
the infrastructure that connects them. The modern workplace 
is currently suffering from an epidemic of "immediate 
responsiveness." We have equipped our teams with Slack, 
Teams, email, and text, and we expect them to monitor all of 
them simultaneously. 

For a neurodivergent brain, this is disastrous. 

Many neurotypes, particularly those with ADHD or autism, 
struggle with "context switching." This is the mental act of 
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stopping one task, shifting attention to a new stimulus (like a 
notification), and then trying to return to the original task. 

Research by Gloria Mark at the University of California, Irvine, 
shows that it takes an average of 23 minutes and 15 seconds to 
get back on track after an interruption. If your team is 
interrupted just three times a day, they lose over an hour of 
deep focus. For a neurodivergent employee who relies on 
"hyperfocus" to deliver their best work, a single wayward "hey 
quick question" ping can shatter an entire afternoon's 
productivity. 

Research confirms this pattern: a 2023 study in the Journal of 
Applied Psychology found that workers with ADHD required an 
average of 23 minutes to fully regain focus after a single 
instant-message interruption, compared to 12 minutes for 
neurotypical peers. 

To fix this, we must move from a "Synchronous Default" 
(everyone talks now) to an "Asynchronous Default" (we 
communicate when it suits our schedule). 

This does not mean banning meetings. It means raising the bar 
for when a meeting is necessary and protecting the time 
outside of them. 
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Establishing Rules of Engagement 

You need clear protocols for your communication channels. 
Most teams use every channel for everything, which creates 
noise. Instead, define the purpose of each tool: 

•​ Project Management Tool (Jira/Asana): The single source 
of truth for work. If it isn't here, it doesn't exist. 

•​ Email: For external communication or long-form internal 
updates that don't require a reply within 24 hours. 

•​ Instant Message (Slack/Teams): For quick coordination or 
social connection. Crucially, it is not for assigning tasks. 

•​ Phone/Text: Only for true emergencies (site is down, 
building is on fire). 
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The "No-Meeting" Zone 

Universal Design creates containers for deep work. A software 
team I worked with implemented a policy called "Maker 
Mornings." No meetings were allowed between 9:00 AM and 
1:00 PM on Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday. 

Before the change, their lead designer (who has ADHD) was 
constantly working late into the night because the day was 
fragmented by 30-minute syncs. After the change, she was 
able to cluster her collaborative work in the afternoons and use 
the mornings for the deep, complex design work that required 
uninterrupted flow. Her output increased, and her burnout 
metrics dropped to near zero. 

This approach mirrors what Hewlett Packard Enterprise 
discovered with their Dandelion Program in Australia. By 
restructuring workflows around neurodivergent employees’ 
needs, including dedicated focus blocks and reduced meeting 
load, HPE’s software testing teams achieved a 30% 
productivity gain across the board. 

By defaulting to asynchronous communication, you give your 
team control over their attention. You allow the "Deep Diver" to 
process information before responding, and you protect the 
"Rapid Iterator" from being constantly derailed by shiny new 
notifications. 
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Auditing the Sensory Environment 
We've addressed the interpersonal and the procedural. Now 
we must look at the physical and digital container in which 
work happens. 

For years, we treated offices as neutral backdrops. But the 
environment is a "silent manager." It is constantly telling your 
employees whether they are safe or under threat. 

For someone with Sensory Processing Sensitivity (common in 
autism, ADHD, and dyspraxia), the environment can trigger a 
fight-or-flight response. The hum of a server rack, the smell of 
microwaved fish, or the visual chaos of an open-plan office 
aren't just annoyances. They're assaults on the nervous 
system. When the brain is busy filtering out threats, it has no 
bandwidth left for creativity. 

This applies equally to remote work. A clutter of notifications, a 
gallery of staring faces on Zoom, or unreadable font contrasts 
can be just as disabling as a loud office. 

The Audit: Permission to Adjust 

You likely cannot rebuild your office building. But you can 
introduce the concept of "Permission to Adjust." This means 
explicitly telling your team that they have the autonomy to 
modify their environment to suit their sensory needs without 
social penalty. 
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Physical Adjustments: 

•​ Quiet Zones: Designate a specific room or corner as a 
"Library Rule" area. No phone calls, no chatting. This is a 
sanctuary for those who need silence to focus. 

•​ Lighting Control: If you have fluorescent lights, allow 
employees to use floor lamps or install light covers. 

•​ Headphones: Normalize the use of noise-canceling 
headphones. Ensure the team understands that 
headphones on means "do not disturb," not "wave at me 
until I look up." 

Digital Adjustments: 

•​ Camera Optional: Video calls are mentally draining. They 
require us to process non-verbal cues from multiple faces 
while simultaneously performing our own "face" for the 
camera. Allow team members to turn cameras off, 
especially for internal meetings. 

•​ Hide Self-View: For many, seeing their own face constantly 
creates a distraction loop known as the "mirror effect." 
Encourage your team to right-click and "Hide Self View" so 
they can focus on the content, not their appearance. 

Example in Action 

A marketing team was struggling with their weekly creative 
reviews. The meetings were held in a glass-walled conference 
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room that faced a busy street. The creative director noticed 
that one of their best copywriters, who was autistic, would 
often shut down during these sessions, offering zero feedback. 

Using the "Permission to Adjust" principle, they moved the 
meeting to a windowless room with softer lighting and allowed 
the copywriter to submit ideas via a shared document during 
the session rather than speaking up over the noise. The 
copywriter's engagement skyrocketed. The "performance 
issue" was actually a sensory issue. 

Fixing Work to Fix Performance 
User Manuals, Asynchronous Defaults, and Sensory Audits 
aren't merely "nice to have" perks. They are the operational 
foundation of an inclusive team. 

When you remove the ambiguity of "guessing games," you free 
up executive function. When you reduce the cost of context 
switching, you make room for deep work. When you lower the 
sensory load, you prevent burnout. 

You are moving from a system that relies on every employee 
being a generic, average worker to a system that's modular 
and adaptable. You are building a cockpit that fits the pilot, 
rather than forcing the pilot to fit the cockpit. 

Once you have cleared these operational hurdles, a new 
challenge emerges. With the friction removed, you can finally 
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see what's really happening. You can distinguish between a 
workflow barrier and a true skill gap. You are now ready to 
have honest, data-driven conversations about output, growth, 
and the future. 

With these operational hurdles cleared, a new challenge 
emerges: judging the work itself.  

54 



The Neuroinclusive Manager's Playbook 

Part Five 

REDEFINING PERFORMANCE 
AND FEEDBACK 

____ 
 
David sits across from Liam in a glass-walled conference room. 
It is time for Liam’s quarterly review. David feels prepared. He 
has his notes, he has a coffee, and he intends to be supportive. 

"Liam," David starts, smiling warmly. "You’re doing great work 
on the backend architecture. The code is solid. But to really get 
to the next level, I need you to be more proactive during our 
team syncs. You seem a bit disengaged. I want you to really 
step up and own the room." 

David leans back, feeling satisfied. He believes he has just 
given Liam a clear path to promotion. 

Across the table, Liam’s heart rate spikes to 120 beats per 
minute. His mind begins to race. What does "proactive" mean? 
Does he want me to interrupt people? I thought I was being 
respectful by listening. Does "disengaged" mean I’m about to 
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be fired? "Own the room"? I am a junior developer; if I act like I 
own the room, won’t that be seen as arrogant? 

Liam nods slowly, terrified. "Okay," he says. "I’ll try to do that." 

He leaves the room having no idea what he is supposed to do 
differently tomorrow. He enters a state of high anxiety, 
overanalyzing every silence in every meeting for the next 
month. His actual work output drops because his brain is 
consumed by the effort to decipher a vague social instruction. 

David’s intent was mentorship. The impact was paralysis. 

This disconnect is the defining tragedy of traditional 
performance management. We operate on a system that 
rewards social signaling: how much you speak, how late you 
stay, or how enthusiastic you look. We prioritize these optics 
rather than actual value creation. For neurodivergent 
employees, this system is not just confusing; it's a 
career-limiting barrier that has nothing to do with their actual 
talent. 

To build a neuroinclusive team, we must dismantle the theater 
of performance and replace it with the physics of performance. 
We must stop judging how the pilot looks in the cockpit and 
start measuring whether the plane landed safely. 
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From Monitoring Inputs to Measuring 
Outcomes 

Most organizations suffer from a "Hidden Curriculum" of 
success. The official job description lists technical skills and 
deliverables. But the unofficial scorecard lists social attributes: 
"good with people," "highly visible," "executive presence." 

These are input metrics. They measure style, not substance. 
And they are inherently biased against neurodivergent minds. 

Two employees on your sales team illustrate this perfectly. 

Profile A: "High-Visibility Hannah" 

Hannah is in the office at 8:30 AM every day. She speaks up in 
every meeting, often repeating points others have made but 
with more energy. She goes to every happy hour. Her actual 
sales numbers are average, often missing targets by a small 
margin, but everyone "feels" she is a top performer because 
she is constantly present. 

Profile B: "High-Output Owen" 

Owen works from home three days a week. In meetings, he is 
often silent, taking detailed notes. He skips the happy hours 
because the noise drains him. But Owen hits 120% of his sales 
target every single quarter. He has automated three of the 
team's administrative processes, saving everyone time. 
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In a traditional calibration meeting, Hannah gets the promotion. 
Owen receives a generic "Meets Expectations" rating despite 
his stellar numbers because his "Cultural Contribution" score 
drags him down. The manager notes: "Needs to work on 
visibility and team culture." 

This is not just unfair; it is bad business. You're promoting the 
person who is good at being an employee and stalling the 
person who's good at doing the work. 

The bias here is well-documented. Research into "Idiosyncratic 
Rater Bias" has shown that over 50% of a performance rating 
reflects the personality of the manager, not the performance of 
the employee. When you evaluate based on vague traits like 
"potential" or "attitude," you are essentially measuring how 
much the employee reminds you of yourself. 

To fix this, you must shift your entire management philosophy 
from observing inputs to verifying outcomes. 

This starts with a "Definition of Done." In agile software 
development, a team never starts work until they agree on 
exactly what the finished product looks like. We need to apply 
this rigor to individual roles. 

Instead of setting a goal to "Improve communication," set a 
goal to "Send a written status update containing progress, 
risks, and next steps by Friday at 2 PM." The first is a judgment 
of behavior; the second is a verifiable binary outcome 
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containing specific quality criteria. Either the email arrived with 
the required information, or it didn't. 

When you strip away the requirement for social performance, 
you often find that your "spiky" employees, those with high 
technical skills but low social interest, suddenly soar. You stop 
taxing their valleys and start investing in their peaks. 

Radical Clarity: The Feedback Protocol 
Once you have defined the work, you need a way to talk about 
it. This brings us to the most delicate part of neuroinclusive 
management: giving feedback. 

For many neurodivergent people, receiving feedback is 
physically painful. This is often due to a phenomenon known as 
Rejection Sensitive Dysphoria (RSD). While not a formal 
medical diagnosis, it's a very common experience for people 
with ADHD and autism. It is an intense, unbearable physical 
emotional response to the perception of being rejected or 
criticized. 

Research by Dodson (2022) in the Journal of Attention 
Disorders estimates that RSD affects up to 99% of adolescents 
and adults with ADHD, making traditional feedback methods 
particularly counterproductive for this population. 

When a manager says, "Can we chat for a minute?", an 
employee with RSD might instantly assume they are being 
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fired. Their nervous system floods with cortisol. By the time 
they sit down, they are in fight-or-flight mode, physically 
unable to process nuance. 

To make matters worse, most managers use the "Sandwich 
Method" (Compliment, Critique, Compliment) to soften the 
blow. 

Manager: "You're such a valuable part of the team! I think you 
were a bit rude in that client meeting, but I really love your 
passion!" 

To a neurodivergent brain susceptible to RSD, this can feel like 
torture. The compliments seem like lies wrapping a hidden 
dagger. The critique is vague ("rude"), and the mixed signals 
create total confusion about where they actually stand. 

You must kill the sandwich. In its place, use Radical Clarity. 
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Radical Clarity separates the person from the behavior. It relies 
on a simple formula: Observation + Impact + Request. 

•​ Observation: State the specific data point. What exactly 
happened? (Not "You were rude," but "You interrupted the 
client while they were speaking.") 

•​ Impact: Why does this matter? (Not "It was bad," but "It 
made the client feel unheard, which risks the renewal.") 

•​ Request: What's the specific future action? (Not "Be nicer," 
but "Wait for the client to finish their sentence before 
sharing your solution.") 

Let's look at a translation of vague feedback into Radical 
Clarity. 

Vague (Harmful): 

"You need to pay more attention to detail. Your work has been 
sloppy lately." 

Result: Employee feels attacked, assumes they are stupid, but 
doesn't know which details matter. 

Radical Clarity (Helpful): 

"In the Q3 report, the Excel formulas in column C were broken. 
This caused the finance team to overstate our budget by 10%. 
Please run the error-check function on all spreadsheets before 
submitting them." 
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Result: Employee knows exactly what went wrong, 
understands the gravity of it, and has a tool to fix it. No shame, 
just correction. 

To ensure your feedback lands, adopt a hygiene checklist for 
your reviews. Before you deliver a piece of criticism, run it 
through these five filters. 

The Feedback Hygiene Checklist 

•​ Is it written down? (Always provide a written summary for 
later processing.) 

•​ Is it binary? (Can we both agree on whether the action 
happened or not?) 

•​ Is it about the work, or the style? (Are you critiquing the 
result, or just the fact that they did it differently than you 
would?) 

•​ Is the "Why" explained? (Don't assume the consequence 
is obvious.) 

•​ Is there a clear "Next Step"? (Never leave a problem 
without a proposed solution.) 

When you deliver feedback this way, you reduce the anxiety 
loop. The employee doesn't have to guess your secret intent. 
The rules are on the table. 
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Curiosity-First Performance Management 
Even with clear outcomes and clean feedback, things will go 
wrong. High performers will hit slumps. Deadlines will be 
missed. 

The standard management reaction to a slump is punitive. We 
issue a verbal warning. We put the employee on a Performance 
Improvement Plan (PIP). We increase the pressure. 

For a neurodivergent employee, pressure is rarely the missing 
ingredient. Often, a performance drop is not a lack of will; it's a 
collapse of the environment. 

This requires a Curiosity-First approach. Instead of asking 
"Why are you failing?", ask "What has changed?" 

Nina was a data analyst who had been a top performer for two 
years. Suddenly, her error rate skyrocketed. She missed two 
deadlines in a row. A traditional manager would have pulled her 
into a room and said, "Nina, you need to focus. If this 
continues, we'll have to go to a formal warning." 

Nina’s manager, however, practiced curiosity. She sat down 
with Nina and pulled out the "User Manual" they had written 
(see Chapter 4). 

"Nina," the manager said, "You’ve been a rockstar for two 
years. The last month has been hard. Looking at your manual, I 
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know you need deep focus time. Did something change in your 
setup?" 

Nina hesitated, then admitted, "Since the office reorganization 
last month, my desk is right next to the kitchen. The smell of 
microwaved food makes me nauseous, and the coffee machine 
noise breaks my concentration every ten minutes. I’m wearing 
headphones, but I can still hear it. I’m so exhausted by noon 
that I can’t check my code." 

The problem wasn't Nina’s competence. It was Nina’s sensory 
environment. 

The solution wasn't a warning. It was a desk move. The 
manager moved Nina to a quiet corner away from the kitchen. 
Within a week, her error rate dropped to zero. 

If the manager had used a PIP, Nina likely would have quit. By 
using curiosity, the manager saved a high-performing 
employee with a zero-cost adjustment. 

This mindset extends to career planning as well. Traditional 
organizations force a single path: you get good at a skill, and 
then you become a manager of people who do that skill. 

For many neurodivergent people, people management is a 
nightmare of ambiguity and social exhaustion. They want to 
progress, but they don't want to stop doing the deep work they 
love. When you force an incredible engineer to become a 
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mediocre manager, you lose an engineer and gain a bad 
manager. 

You must build Expert Tracks. Create a path where an 
individual contributor can rise in seniority, pay, and influence 
without ever managing a direct report. Let them become a 
"Principal" or "Fellow." Let them mentor others on technical 
craft without burdening them with HR administration. 

If formal tracks don't exist yet in your organization, define a 
"Principal" role within your team that delegates technical 
mentorship instead of people management. By decoupling 
status from management, you allow people to grow in the 
direction of their spikes, rather than forcing them into their 
valleys. 

The Cultural Shift 
Redefining performance has nothing to do with being "nice." 
Precision is the point. 

When you move from monitoring inputs to measuring 
outcomes, you stop rewarding the people who are best at 
office politics and start rewarding the people who are best at 
the job. When you shift from vague criticism to radical clarity, 
you stop inducing panic and start inducing improvement. When 
you replace judgment with curiosity, you solve problems at the 
root rather than pruning the symptoms. 
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These practices (objective metrics, clear language, 
environmental investigation) are the hallmarks of a mature, 
high-functioning management culture. They help the autistic 
developer, yes. But they also help the exhausted parent, the 
remote worker, and the introvert who just wants to do good 
work. 

However, individual management practices can only go so far if 
the wider organization is fighting against them. You can be the 
most inclusive manager in the world, but if your company’s HR 
policies are rigid and your executive leadership is stuck in the 
past, your team will eventually hit a glass ceiling. 

To make this stick, we have to scale it. We have to move from 
"fixing the team" to "fixing the organization."  
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Part Six 

SUSTAINING YOUR 
NEUROINCLUSIVE 

TRANSFORMATION 
____ 

 
The annual engagement survey results just landed in your 
inbox. For the third quarter in a row, your team’s scores have 
climbed while the company average has flatlined. The 
consultants are long gone. The "Neurodiversity Launch Party" 
banners were recycled months ago. There's no special budget 
code anymore, because the practices you built have simply 
become how your team operates. 

This is the moment of truth. 

In this quiet moment, you will discover the difference between 
a campaign and a transformation. A campaign is a temporary 
burst of energy that ends when the money runs out. A 
transformation is a permanent shift in how the organism 
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functions. If you have done this work correctly, there will be no 
confetti today. There will simply be a team that communicates 
more clearly, solves problems faster, and supports each other 
more effectively than they did two years ago. The goal was 
never to create a permanent "special project." The goal was to 
reach a point where neuroinclusion is just the way you do 
business. 

But entropy is real. Without active maintenance, systems drift 
back to their lowest energy state, which is usually the status 
quo. To ensure the changes you've made in hiring, 
management, and culture stick, you must shift your focus from 
implementation to sustainability. 

Measuring What Matters: ​
Beyond Vanity Metrics 

The most common trap for organizations at this stage is 
measuring the wrong things. It is easy to track activity. You can 
count how many managers attended training, how many 
people joined the Employee Resource Group (ERG), or how 
many candidates disclosed a diagnosis during hiring. These 
are "Vanity Metrics." They look good on a slide deck, but they 
tell you nothing about the health of your culture. 

A company might celebrate hiring fifty neurodivergent 
employees in a year. They win awards and post glowing press 
releases. But internally, forty of those employees resign within 
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twelve months because the environment was hostile to their 
sensory needs. If you only measure hiring, you are celebrating 
a leaking bucket. You are churning through talent and likely 
doing significant reputational damage in the process. 

To sustain change, you must switch to "Impact Metrics." These 
are harder to measure, but they tell you the truth about your 
organization. 

The Three Metrics That Matter 

•​ Retention VarianceDo not just look at your overall retention 
rate. Break it down. Are employees who identify as 
neurodivergent leaving at a faster rate than their 
neurotypical peers? If there's a gap, you have a culture 
problem, not a hiring problem. Research by the Job 
Accommodation Network suggests that when businesses 
get inclusion right, retention rates for neurodivergent 
employees can hit 72%, often outperforming the general 
staff average. If your numbers are lower, dig deeper. 

•​ The Inclusion Gap (eNPS)Most companies measure 
Employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS). To find the signal in 
the noise, segment this data. Compare the engagement 
scores of your neurodivergent staff against the company 
average. If your average score is an 8/10 but your 
neurodivergent staff averages a 4/10, you have a 
"psychological safety gap" that requires immediate 
attention. 
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•​ Internal MobilityAre your neurodivergent employees 
getting promoted? Or are they stuck in entry-level 
individual contributor roles? True inclusion means access 
to power and career growth. If you've a diverse entry-level 
team but a homogenous management layer, progress has 
stalled. 

 

Gathering the Data 

You might be asking, "How do I measure this if people don't 
disclose?" This is a valid concern. You never want to pressure 
employees to reveal a medical diagnosis. Instead, focus on 
anonymous sentiment regarding the environment. 
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Add questions to your pulse surveys that target the experience 
of neurodivergence, rather than the label. Ask: "Do you feel 
you have to hide parts of your personality to be successful 
here?" or "Do you have the flexibility to adjust your workspace 
to suit your sensory needs?" The answers to these questions 
will give you the data you need to adjust your course without 
violating anyone's privacy. However, data alone is just a signal; 
to turn that signal into action, you need a dedicated 
infrastructure of people. 

Scaling Through Structure: ​
ERGs and Executive Sponsors 

You cannot be the only person caring about this. If the entire 
initiative relies on the energy of one HR leader or a single 
passionate manager, it will collapse when that person leaves or 
burns out. You need to build human infrastructure that can 
carry the weight of this shift. 

This typically takes the form of an Employee Resource Group 
(ERG). However, most ERGs are set up to fail. They're treated 
as social clubs where employees gather once a month to vent 
about their struggles. While community is important, a "venting 
club" cannot change the business. 

To scale your impact, you must reshape your Neurodiversity 
ERG into a strategic business unit. These groups should be the 
beta testers for your new policies. When you want to roll out 
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the "User Manual to Me" concept from Chapter 4 to the whole 
company, your ERG is the pilot group that refines the template. 

EY’s Neuro-Diverse Centers of Excellence offer a model worth 
studying. Rather than treating neurodiversity as an HR initiative, 
EY embedded it into their service delivery, building dedicated 
teams of neurodivergent professionals who now handle 
complex data analytics and automation projects for clients. The 
program generates revenue, not just goodwill. 

The Role of the Executive Sponsor 

An ERG without power is just a suggestion box. This is why 
every successful inclusion initiative needs an Executive 
Sponsor. This should not just be a figurehead who shows up 
once a year to wave and smile. 

The Executive Sponsor has a specific job: to be a snowplow. 
They exist to clear the roadblocks that the ERG cannot move on 
their own. 

Imagine your ERG identifies that the new open-plan office 
design is causing sensory overload. A junior employee 
complaining to Facilities will be ignored. A C-suite Executive 
Sponsor walking into the Facilities Director's office and saying, 
"This design hurts our productivity; we need to budget for 
quiet zones," gets results. 
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Avoiding the "Minority Tax" 

A critical warning as you build this structure: Don't expect the 
people most affected by the problem to fix it for free. 

Asking your autistic employees to organize all the training, 
write the policies, and mentor new hires (on top of their day 
jobs) is a recipe for burnout. It is called the "Minority Tax." If 
your ERG leaders are doing real work for the company, that 
work should be recognized. Give them a budget. Allocate 
specific hours during the work week for ERG tasks so they 
don't have to do it at 6:00 PM. Include their ERG leadership in 
their performance review as a contribution to company 
strategy. 

The Iterative Mindset: ​
Leading Through Friction 

Even with the right metrics and the right structure, things will 
go wrong. Inclusion is not a smooth line from "bad" to "good." 
It follows a "J-Curve." When you first introduce new ways of 
working, performance might dip slightly as people figure out 
the new rules. Confusion might increase before clarity settles 
in. 

This friction isn't a sign of failure. It is a sign of change. 

The most common source of friction you will face is 
"Competing Access Needs." This happens when the thing one 
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person needs to function actively hurts another person's ability 
to work. 

Scenario: The Quiet vs. The Verbal 

You manage a team with two star performers. Elias, who's 
autistic, needs absolute silence and predictable written 
communication to focus. Zoe, who has ADHD, processes 
information by "talking to think" and needs a low hum of 
energy and body doubling to stay motivated. 

If you put them in a small room together, one of them will 
suffer. Elias will be overstimulated by Zoe's talking; Zoe will feel 
stifled and isolated by Elias's need for silence. 

In a rigid workplace, a manager might label one of them 
"difficult" and tell them to just deal with it. In a neuroinclusive 
workplace, the leader accepts that both needs are valid and 
gets creative with the environment. 

You might establish "Library Hours" (silence) for the morning 
and "Collaboration Hours" (chatter allowed) for the afternoon. 
You might invest in noise-canceling headphones for Elias and 
give Zoe a "breakout buddy" she can talk to without disturbing 
the room. 

The solution is rarely perfect. It is often a "patch." In software 
development, a patch is a small piece of code inserted to fix a 
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bug or improve usability. It doesn't rewrite the whole system, 
but it makes it work for now. 

You need to normalize "policy patches." If a flexible schedule 
policy isn't working for the customer service team, don't scrap 
the whole idea. Patch it. Add a "core overlap hour" and try 
again. Treat your culture like software - something that is 
constantly in beta, constantly being tested, and constantly 
being improved based on user feedback. 

This iterative mindset protects you from the paralysis of 
perfection. You don't need to get it 100% right on day one. You 
just need to be committed to fixing it on day two. 

The principles in these chapters share a 
common thread that neuroinclusion is a 
method of continuous organizational learning.  

We started by understanding that human brains are spiky, not 
round. We learned that by building for those spikes (by 
designing for the margins) we create a stronger, more resilient 
foundation for everyone. The work of fixing your workplace is 
never truly done, but every barrier you remove clears the path 
for brilliance to walk through your door. 
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