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June 2025 “[My employer] used the abilities 
I have because of neurodiversity, 
to an advantage instead of a 
disadvantage.” 

“It’s okay for everyone to be 

different and everyone to learn 

differently and that means that 

we need to support everyone 

differently”

“Being open about neurodivergence 
and other needs as a team has been 
instrumental in us understanding each 
other and supporting each other to play 
to our strengths.”



Background
Neurodivergent people face multiple barriers to finding work and managing work.  
To support employers in Dumfries and Galloway tackle these barriers, the social 
enterprise Sleeping Giants brought together local partners and set up the Creating 
Fairer Workplaces for Neurodivergent People project. The project will be delivered 
in four phases, the first of which aimed to capture the evidence needed to develop 
solutions based on what works and what is needed in the region. 

What we did

1. Evidence 
   Gathering
Engaging with 
employers and 
neurodivergent 
people.

2. Planning & 
   Design
Creating solutions 
and tools for 
employers. 

3. Pilot

Testing out the 
solutions and 
tools.

4. Evaluation   
     & Learning
Reviewing what 
works.

This report summarises the findings from the first phase.

With funding from South of Scotland Enterprise (SOSE), Sleeping Giants engaged with 
employers and neurodivergent adults in Dumfries and Galloway in February 2025.  
The engagement activity explored experiences of neurodivergence at work and the 
types of actions that could improve experiences for both employers and neurodiver-
gent adults.  What we did and who took part is summarised below: 

Employers
58 managers and decision makers completed an online 
survey.  Most of these worked in the public sector (36) but non-
profit organisations (18) and limited companies (8) were also 
represented. 36 people took part in eight employer focus groups.

Neurodivergent People
11 people took part in two focus groups and 49 people completed 
a short online survey.  

These focus groups and the survey were designed to build on the 
findings from a more extensive survey of neurodivergent adults 
living and working in Dumfries and Galloway carried out by Think 
Differently in 2024. 

Desk-Based Activity
A scoping literature review of previous research on neurodiversity 
in the workplace.
A review of tools available to support employers.

Analysis of the Think Differently survey data.
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What we learned from the 
existing evidence base

National statistics show that Dumfries and Galloway has one of the lowest disability 
employment rates in Scotland (39.3% compared to 50.7% nationally). There isn’t 
a figure for neurodivergent employment in Scotland, but only 29% of people in the 
UK with Autism are in work.  

A survey of neurodivergent people living and working in Dumfries and Galloway 
found that 62.0% experienced difficulties finding work and staying in work.  Even 
more (83.8%) found managing the demands of work difficult (Think Differently, 
2024).

The barriers neurodivergent people face to getting a job and managing the 
demands of a job have been well documented in earlier research and include:

Disclosure Communication Managing 
Workloads

Sensory 
Environment

Worries about how 
neurodivergence 
might be 
perceived mean 
that some choose 
not to disclose 
their condition at 
work.  Disclosure 
was even less 
likely when people 
didn’t have a 
formal diagnosis 
(Curnow et al, 
2025). 

Social interactions 
can be difficult for 
neurodivergent 
people to navigate 
and lead to 
misunderstandings or 
conflict (Curnow et al, 
2025).  This can make 
interviews particularly 
difficult yet they 
are the recruitment 
method most 
commonly faced 
(Davies et al, 2023).  

Change and 
unexpected 
workloads can lead to 
burnout (Curnow et 
al, 2025).   Inattention, 
time management, 
lack of organisation 
and short-term/ 
working memory 
problems can make 
it difficult for people 
with ADHD to manage 
workloads (Hotte-
Meunier et al, 2024).

Neurodivergent 
people can be 
sensitive to 
light, noise 
and other 
sensory features 
of a workplace.  
If these aren’t 
adapted, it 
can make 
workplaces 
disabling 
(Thorpe et al, 
2025).

Reasonable adjustments and support mechanisms are needed to enable 
neurodivergent people to be their authentic selves at work, with awareness and 
understanding repeatedly identified as key enablers here. 

A wide range of other tools, guides and schemes are available to help employers 
create workplaces that are inclusive and supportive of neurodivergent employees.   
These include, for example, the UK Government’s Disability Confident scheme, 
Autistica’s Neurodiversity Employers Index and Access to Work.  
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What neurodivergent adults 
told us about their workplace experiences 
and support needs

The survey and focus group findings echoed those 
from previous research and showed that a lack of 
awareness and understanding created barriers for 
neurodivergent people. Individual managers were 
key here, with their views and attitudes often shaping 
workplace experiences.

People worried that neurodivergence was perceived 
as a deficit and that their capability at work might be 
questioned because of it. This meant that they didn’t 
always feel safe to discuss neurodivergence or ask for 
support.

Interviews for recruitment and promotion, sensory 
environments and changing workplace demands could 
be overwhelming for some people.

While some examples were given of the types of support 
that had helped neurodivergent people find a job and 
better manage their work, even more suggestions were 
made about how to make workplaces more inclusive 
and happier spaces.  A key theme here was that a small 
change could have a big impact. 

Many of the suggestions were underpinned by calls 
to treat people with respect and without judgement.  
Recognising differences regardless of whether a 
person had a diagnosis was important here.  
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Creating Fairer and Happier Workplaces

Action Description
Awareness 
and 
understanding

Most often, neurodivergent people wanted managers and 
colleagues to better understand how neurodivergence could 
affect them at work.  Sometimes people made a generic request 
for improved understanding while others called for awareness of 
specific symptoms (e.g. not taking part in banter or social events 
isn’t rudeness).  

Recognising 
and valuing 
differences

Related to this, neurodivergent people wanted differences to be 
recognised and valued in the workplace.  They wanted the narrative 
to shift from ‘deficit’ to ‘difference’. 

     “See neurodiversity as a strength not a weakness.” 
     (survey respondent)

     “Don’t assume incapability without evidence.” 
     (survey respondent)

A judgement-free workplace was also important here:

     “Understand that it might seem a strange request but give it a    
     chance.” (survey respondent)

Listening Some neurodivergent people wanted there to be improved 
communication in the workplace, with regular conversations about 
needs.  Those taking part in the focus groups in particular emphasised 
the importance of creating safe spaces for neurodivergent people 
to be heard.

Providing 
support

While some simply called for neurodivergent people to be supported 
at work, specific suggestions were also made (e.g. provision of quiet 
places, flexible working hours, home working).

Several people also emphasised the importance of recognising 
that not all employees will have a diagnosis or know that they are 
neurodivergent.  They wanted to see all adults supported regardless 
of a diagnosis.

"[My employer] used the abilities 
I have because of neurodiversity 
to an advantage instead of a 
disadvantage.  For example, 
memory or the way I talk about 
things factually."

“We need to feel safe and valued 
for them to get the best out of us.”

“I think a lot of the issues that I’ve 
had over the years are the things that 
just a kinder approach to everybody 
in our organisations would benefit.  
Regardless of whether somebody has 
a piece of paper, a certificate to say 
that they have a diagnosis or not.”
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What employers 
told us about their experiences of 
neurodivergence and their support needs

Some of those taking part in the employers focus groups and survey chose to 
disclose a neurodivergent condition and therefore shared their experiences as a 
neurodivergent employer.  The views summarised here might then represent those 
who are most committed to the creation of fairer workplaces for neurodivergent 
people.  

It should also be noted that private sector employers were a minority voice and 
most of those taking part were from a public sector or non-profit organisation.

Experiences of recruiting neurodivergent people were mostly positive, with over 
half rating this as very easy or easy (53.6%, 30).  But there was a perception 
amongst some of the focus group participants that some smaller businesses 
were anxious about recruiting neurodivergent people.

While over half of employers (58.8%, 30) said that they’d had a positive experience 
of neurodivergent people in the workplace, others had more mixed experiences 
(41.2%, 21).

Some of the employers who’d had a more negative experience felt that the 
behaviours of neurodivergent staff could be seen as aggressive or bullying 
and affect other staff members.  Others had felt isolated when supporting 
complex needs or managing an HR issue and wanted more help to interpret 
and implement policies.  
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But adjustments were a more common source of difficulty, with some 
experiencing tensions between support needs and the demands of a busy 
workplace.  A quarter of employers (24.5%, 12) said that it was difficult to 
make adjustments to the physical environment and 14.0% (7) said that other 
adjustments were difficult.

The causes of these difficulties included:  

different and changing support needs (and the capacity or employers 
to respond to them)

unprecedented budgetary pressures

the feasibility of adjustments within particular workplaces (e.g. 
because of a small team or physical environment constraints)

their potential impact on the wider team (and especially if it meant 
an increased workload for other staff).  

Awareness and understanding was identified as important in enabling the 
appropriate support to be put in place.  Although employers felt that they had 
a good understanding (82.4%, 42), views on colleagues were more mixed.  It 
was also thought that understanding could be dependent on an individual’s 
initiative to learn.

It was suggested that a lack of understanding might lead to intolerance of 
differences so that neurodivergence (or anyone that worked differently) was 
perceived as a problem.  A lack of training provision made it difficult for some 
managers to tackle these attitudes.  

Where a manager lacked understanding, there was concern that a conduct 
or capability review could be triggered instead of adjustments.   

Training was often identified as a way of improving awareness and 
understanding; 42.0% (21) of employers completing the survey said that their 
employees had received neurodiversity training but 58.0% (29) said that they 
either hadn’t received training or didn’t know if they had.  External providers 
were often used with the Usual Place being the most common. 

Other ways of improving awareness and understanding were also suggested, 
including:

Learning from lived experience and good practice (e.g. through case 
studies, staff networks, wellbeing champions).  

Toolkits and informational resources that set out key messages and 
signposted to appropriate sources of support.
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The creation of fairer workplaces, however was perceived as going beyond 
learning and employers felt that kindness and respect needed to be embedded 
into practice.  

Fairer workplaces were characterised by open and non-judgemental 
communication, where staff felt safe and able to discuss their needs.

There were different views on whether a diagnosis or disclosure of a neurodivergent 
condition was needed here.  Some employers thought it was more difficult to 
provide support without having a conversation about a disclosure or diagnosis.  
But others wanted an ‘inclusive by design’ approach, which meant that the 
needs of all staff were supported regardless of disclosure or diagnosis.  Employee 
passports were identified as a potentially useful tool in enabling all staff to better 
communicate their needs.  

“Our organisation benefitted hugely 
from the staff member’s attention 
to details, organisational skills and 
writing skills especially once measures 
were put in place to support them.  We 
learned a lot about the different ways 
people work and how best to enable 
them to work.  We adopted a more 
flexible way of working with staff having 
a mix of working from home and set 
days for being in the office with other 
staff.  This has become our preferred 
working arrangement.”

“Being open about 
neurodivergence and 
other needs as a team has 
been instrumental in us 
understanding each other 
and supporting each other 
to play to our strengths.  We 
now know why we behave in 
certain ways and can offer 
support with things we know 
we each find difficult.”
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What happens next: delivering 
the next phases of the project
The purpose of the engagement activity was to provide an evidence base that could 
be used to inform the development of solutions that can help employers to develop 
fairer workplaces for neurodivergent people.   

A wide range of actions and processes were suggested as enabling the development 
of these workplaces and are summarised in the figure below. Although the suggested 
delivery mechanisms may not be appropriate in all workplaces, they are intended to 
provide a starting point for discussions about how best to support employers in phase 
two.  

Creating Fairer and Happier Workplaces: Potential Actions and 
Delivery Mechanisms

Increasing awareness and understanding through:

Promoting neurodivergence strengths 
to increase the number of employers 
recruiting neurodivergent people.

Rolling out mandatory training for all 
employers, so every member of staff 
has a basic understanding of what 
neurodiversity is.

Providing examples of good practice 
so that managers can better 
understand the types of adjustment 
that can be made.

Sharing lived experience to help people 
understand how neurodivergence can 
affect people at work and how best to 
use their strengths.

Potential D
elivery M

echanism
s

Case studies 

Accreditation 
schemes (e.g. 
Autistica’s NDEI, 
Disability Confident)

Online training

Face-to-face 
training, 

Resources and 
toolkits

Case studies

Staff networks

Wellbeing 
champions

Case studies

Resources and 
toolkits
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Embedding learning in practice through:

The use of more inclusive 
recruitment processes (e.g. 
placements, work experience).

The adoption of strength-
based management, where 
the workplace is a safe space 
to discuss differences.

Managers and employees 
being kind, compassionate 
and valuing difference.

Maintaining and reviewing 
adjustments, regardless of 
whether there has been a 
diagnosis or disclosure.

Potential D
elivery M

echanism
s

Case studies

Job coaches

Employability schemes

Enhanced induction 
processes

Open, honest and ongoing 
communication 

Staff networks to enable 
the lived experience voice 
to be heard

The use of team-wide 
personality profiling (to 
normalise differences)

Ongoing reflection of 
practice (supported by 
accreditation schemes)

Leadership 

Passports

Access to work
policies that articulate 
what is a reasonable 
adjustment

Support from HR to 
interpret these policies
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The available evidence suggests that implementation of these actions and delivery 
mechanisms will be challenging.  Any solutions developed in phase two will therefore 
have to carefully consider how to: 

Enable employers to maintain and review adjustments amidst 
workplace demands, budgetary pressures and changing employee 
needs. Embedding the values needed to enable employers to operate 
flexibly will take time and be difficult to achieve in all settings. 

More broadly, the findings from phase one suggests that there is a commitment 
and willingness to create fairer workplace for neurodivergent people amongst the 
employers who have engaged with the project.  The challenge then is to harness this 
drive for change and support partners to work together to develop an approach that 
can make a difference. 

Enable the adoption of a strength-based approach that benefits all 
employees. Enabling open and honest communication to take place 
with all employees, while also recognising the particular barriers 
neurodivergent employees face, is key to creating fairer workplaces.

Best meet local training needs, especially given a reliance on the 
‘good will’ of individual employees to develop their own understanding 
of neurodivergence and recent cuts in local training provision.      

“Managing the team based on the 
individuals and looking at their 
strengths and how to best harness 
them for those who are neurodiverse 
and those who are not so that it 
creates a positive culture.”

“We have to try and embed 
the different policies and 
the different structures 
into the way we work. And 
that’s how we get strength-
based [work] from all our 
employees...rather than just 
looking at neurodiversity 
as a group. What will come 
out of that will benefit the 
whole organisation. My 
organisation is better if it 
listens to its employees 
and then puts things in 
practice.”

“I think our neurodiverse staff bring 
many strengths to the organisation 
mostly due to their other ways of 
thinking that can really drive change.  I 
believe that they also bring many skills 
and talents that when harnessed can be 
a huge contributor to the organisation.”
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For more information, contact:

info@sleeping-giants.org.uk
07745 188845

www.sleeping-giants.org.uk


