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Agenda

•What is neurodiversity?

•Why should we care?

• Social v Medical models of disability

•Neurodivergent traits are human traits

•What assets do neurodivergent people bring?

•How can we make the workplace/academia more accessible 

to neurodivergent individuals?

•Measurable benefits of having neurodiverse teams



Neurodiversity: A History

1997, Harvey Blume
Autistics, freed from face-to-face 
encounters, are communicating 
in cyberspace
“Neurological pluralism”

1999, Judy Singer 
Undergraduate sociology thesis
‘Why can’t you be normal for once in 
your life?’ From a ‘problem with no 
name’ to the emergence of a new 
category of difference
“Neurodiversity”

2006, Austitic Self Advocacy Network 
(ASAN)
Founded by Ari Ne’eman and Scott 
Robertson
Joined with greater disability rights 
movement

2021, Ari Ne’eman
When disability is defined 
by behaviour, outcome 
measures should not 
promote “passing”
Trait-based approach

2000 Kassiane Asasumasu
Inclusion, not exclusion
“Neurodivergent” 
“Neurodivergence”



What is neurodiversity?

• Diversity in human brain and cognition 
across the population

• Neurodivergent individuals share differences 
in thinking, processing and 
communication

• This might result in a range of symptoms, 
especially relating to executive functioning

• Self-control

• Flexibility

• Task Initiation

• Organization

• Planning and Time Management



What is neurodiversity?
Ari Ne’eman

“Neurodiversity is best understood as applying 
to individual traits rather than to whole people 
or populations”

Some neurodivergent conditions or 
neurodiverse traits can be considered “bad” or 
because of negative experiences

• e.g.: traumatic brain injury, PTSD, Down 
Syndrome, schizophrenia

• e.g.: self injury, unwanted/disturbing 
thoughts, hallucinations

It is vital to treat intrinsically harmful 
behaviours, whilst accepting non-harmful or 
adaptive neurodiverse traits



Why should we care?

And 41% of them are underemployed2

72% of organisations do not consider 
neurodiversity in their organisation’s 

people management practices4

1 in 5 people are neurodiverse1

Just 33% of autistic people are in 
employment in Canada2

1. neurodiversityweek.com 2. 2017 Canadian Survey on Disability 3. Kuriyan et al., 2013 Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology 4. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2018

Adults with ADHD are 61% more likely to be fired 
than those without ADHD3



Why now?

In this room are future employers, hiring committees, 
group leaders, teachers and mentors

Neurodiversity is, inherently, a hidden disability, and 
individuals are often very good at hiding it

Academia is attractive to neurodivergent people



Social Model of Disability

Attitudinal

• Negative stereotyping

• Poor understanding

• Increased social 
isolation

Environmental

• Inaccessible 
infrastructure

• Lack of services

• Poor communication
Institutional

• Lack of employment 
opportunities

• Non-inclusive legislation, 
policies and procedures

• Lack of educational 
opportunities

Adapted from nursenextdoor.com.au 



Social Model of Disability

Disability Advice Service Lambeth 
(@dasl_lambeth) 

• Medical model = something wrong with the individual

• Social model = something wrong with society

This does not exclude 

the role of medications, 

therapies and 

treatments for disabled 

people!



Neurodivergent Traits are Human Traits

Take 5 minutes to build 

your profile!

*This isn't "neurodiversity quiz"



Ease or
Ability

Easy
Above 
average

Hard
Below 
average



Ease or
Ability

Easy
Above 
average

Hard
Below 
average





Improving Accessibility

Getting In

Staying In

Playing to our Strengths



Considering Neurodiversity in the Workplace
Anyone who is qualified, skilled or valuable to your team should be included and accommodated. 

Accommodation 
e.g.: flexible 

working

Neurodivergent

Organisation

Neurotypical
o Makes the workplace more accessible for 

parents and/or caregivers

o Allows everyday errands or requirements to 

be slotted in around working hours

o Allows individuals to work at times that suit 

their best working hours (circadian 

rhythm/chronotype)

o Better work-life balance

o Makes the workplace more 

accessible to individuals who might 

otherwise be unable to work

o Reduced pressure on executive 

functioning skills e.g.: timekeeping

o Allows the individual to work at 

quieter times, to aid focus or reduce 

pressures of masking
o Increased productivity

o Better job satisfaction

o Attracts talent

o Reduced sick absences



Benefits of Neurodiversity in the Workplace
Institute of Leadership & Management: 20-30% of employers stated they would be 
uncomfortable employing or managing someone with neurodivergent conditions

Forbes: “Diverse and inclusive cultures are providing companies with a competitive edge 
over their peers”

CIPD: “Organisations seeking to become more inclusive and get the best out of an 
increasingly diverse workforce need to focus much more on people’s strengths and what 
they do well rather than what they can’t do or aren’t very good at.”

Helga Alvarez (CTO at Leaf): “For me, the biggest takeaway in recruiting and retaining a 
high-performing team is to create a space where everyone can feel safe being themselves”

Harvard Business Review: Neurodiverse teams are up to 30% more productive

J.P. Morgan: In the correct environment, autistic people are 48 to 140% more productive 
than their peers



Knock-on effects 

Improved mental health, self-

esteem and self-acceptance

Improved relationships 

with family, friends 

and co-workers

Finding one’s place in 

the world



Conferences Interviews

Grad School

What challenges might 
neurodivergent individuals find in 

these situations?

How can we make these situations 
more neurodivergent friendly?

Comprehensive 
Exams

Lab meetings Lab environment

Social 
dynamics

Presentations

Fellowship applications

Networking UndergraduatesGraduate School

Questions

Breaks

Anxiety

Poster Sessions Industry



Resources
Neurodiversity Celebration Week Great website to explore, with lots of resources for many different groups of 

peoplehttps://www.neurodiversityweek.com/

Canadian Centre for Diversity and Inclusion (2024) 
Neurodiversity 101: Supporting a neurodiverse workforce Canadian-specific information on neurodiversity and recommendations for 

workplaces
https://ccdi.ca/blog/neurodiversity-101-supporting-a-neurodiverse-workforce/

Specialisterne Worldwide company focussed on increasing employment of neurodivergent 
individuals

https://ca.specialisterne.com/

Doyle, N (2020) Neurodiversity at work: a biopsychosocial model and the 
impact on working adults British Medical Bulletin 135 108-125 

A review that offers an overview of neurodiversity from medical, psychiatric and 
sociological lenses, particularly of working adults

https://doi.org/10.1093/bmb/ldaa021

Syharat, C M (2023) Experiences of neurodivergent students in graduate 
stem programs Frontiers in Psychology  14:1149068 A qualitative look at neurodivergent graduate students
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1149068

Ford, C (2024) What went wrong with autism research? Let’s start with lab 
mice. Vox A cool article on whether animal models of autism are useful for autistic people

https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/377739/autism-research-mice-lab-models

Paquette, A To mask or not to mask?: A story of a neurodivergent graduate 
student in STEM

A blog post following a student’s experience with dyslexia throughout 
undergraduate and graduate studies

https://michelejacobsen.ca/mask-or-not-mask-neurodivergence/

UBC Disabilities United Collective
Advocacy and support resource group for disabled students at UBC.

https://ubcduc.wixsite.com/website/assessment-guide

UBC Counselling 
First point of contact for mental health concerns at UBC. 

https://students.ubc.ca/health/counselling-services/ 

UBC Centre for Accessibility Facilitation of disability-related accommodations and programming designed to 
remove barriers for students with disabilities and ongoing medical conditions.https://students.ubc.ca/about-student-services/centre-for-accessibility/ 

https://www.neurodiversityweek.com/
https://ccdi.ca/blog/neurodiversity-101-supporting-a-neurodiverse-workforce/
https://ca.specialisterne.com/
https://doi.org/10.1093/bmb/ldaa021
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1149068
https://www.vox.com/future-perfect/377739/autism-research-mice-lab-models
https://michelejacobsen.ca/mask-or-not-mask-neurodivergence/
https://ubcduc.wixsite.com/website/assessment-guide
https://students.ubc.ca/health/counselling-services/
https://students.ubc.ca/about-student-services/centre-for-accessibility/


Please fill out survey before you leave!



Conferences

• Lots of socialization and being “on”

• 12-hour days → lots of “mandatory” activities
• Some penalize you for not attending all of them 
• Creates a lot of pressure

• Designated break area
• Sensory friendly rooms 
• Provide a quiet environment

• Should be part of the planning and not a secondary thought

• Written, not just verbal, questions
• Helps with comprehension and participation
• Virtual option (e.g.: Slido) for asking questions – helpful for 

both people asking questions and presenters

• Networking can be overwhelming
• Would be helpful to have small, facilitated groups
• Pre-prepped questions or activities to help initiate 

conversation
• Seating plans help – mixes groups, helps if you don’t know 

anyone

• We’re all socially anxious – even PIs, so you’re not alone → this helps 
to create safe spaces

• Poster presentations
• Very loud environment
• Would be helpful to space everyone out, across space and/or 

time

Results from discussion
Release schedules earlier to allow you to mentally prepare for the 
activities appropriately 

• E.g.: CSV “award” was to present after poster → had to stay up 
to prep 

• Socialization pressure
• Not a diverse event selection (e.g.: drinking, but not everyone 

drinks)
• Other activities (e.g.: bowling) are good to allow turn taking 

and socialising without pressure to drink

• Everyone goes to conferences for different reasons
• Could be included on your ID card?

• E.g.: I’m looking for help with experimental 
design/analysis

• E.g.: I’m looking for a post-doc
• E.g.: I’m looking to hire …

• Could also help with initiating conversation, getting past 
initial small talk

• Office hours for keynote speakers

Suggestions are underlined



Graduate School

• Social dynamics
• Events
• Asking for help or reagents
• Networking
• Inviting speakers or committee members
• Navigating politics of academia

• Research
• Self-paced
• Lack of clear guidelines
• Hard to multitask

• Seminars
• Nervous to ask questions
• Virtual option (e.g.: Slido) for asking questions – helpful for both 

people asking questions and presenters

Fellowship applications

• Needs social/volunteer experience to be well-rounded

• Asking for letters of recommendation

• Logistics, keeping track of deadlines and required documents

Results from discussion

Comprehensive exams

• Thinking on your feet, “curveballs”

• Public speaking & verbal communication

• Put more weight on written portion of comp exams

• Breaks

• Options to sit comprehensive exam
• Some people find giving comps/defences/interviews over 

Zoom easier than in person 

Interviews

• Charisma/interpersonal skills often valued more over abilities

• Record videos instead of live interviews

• Scheduling interviews on different days or at different times of 
day rather than crammed into a short period of time

Suggestions are underlined
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