
 
 

 
WM People held a virtual roundtable on 23rd March, sponsored by Roche, to bring employers 
together to discuss best practice in recruiting for and managing neurodiverse teams.   
Gillian Nissim, founder of WM People, introduced the session by talking about the different types 
of neurodiversity, from autism to dyslexia and dyspraxia, and about the benefits and  
opportunities of hiring and managing neurodiverse teams. 

 
Pattern Seeking  

She introduced the keynote speaker for the session: Professor Simon Baron-Cohen, a world expert on  

autism and director of the Autism Research Centre at the University of Cambridge. Professor  

Baron-Cohen has just published his new book, The Pattern Seekers: A New Theory of Human Invention.

The book argues that, while autistic people have disabilities when it comes to their social relationships 

and communications, they have strengths and talents when it comes to pattern recognition and that  

ability to spot patterns is behind humans’ unique capacity for invention. 

WM People roundtable  

Neurodiversity in the Workplace 

wmpeople.co.uk

Sponsored by

http://www.wmpeople.co.uk
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/289/289738/the-pattern-seekers/9780241242186.html
http://www.wmpeople.co.uk


While animals can use tools, humans take invention to another level, said Professor Baron-Cohen, and 

that can be seen in early humans up to the present. He said the ability to look for and spot ‘if and then’ 

patterns - if I do this, then this happens - enables invention. Autistic people are very good at spotting 

patterns and at taking systems apart in order to understand them. A lot of what we do involves systems. 

This lies behind mechanics and coding, for instance. Being able to look at the details and spot patterns 

leads to systems improvements. Professor Baron-Cohen said all of us have some autistic traits, but people 

working in STEM-related jobs and in inventing and understanding systems tend to have more than 

average. Autism tends to be higher in places like Silicon Valley. He says the reason may in part be due to 

genetic factors, including an overlap in the genes responsible for understanding systems and autism.  

Professor Baron-Cohen said that despite these strengths, the majority of autistic adults [around 85%] 

are unemployed and face barriers to getting into the workplace. The traditional way of hiring people 

through face to face interviews is one of them - autistic people often find it hard to make eye contact and 

hold fluent conversations. They may also face bias and subtle discrimination in the recruitment process, 

with employers thinking they may need extra support.  Unemployment is bad for mental well being 

and the majority of autistic adults have poor mental health, said Professor Baron-Cohen, citing a survey 

showing two thirds admitting to having felt suicidal at some point and a third having actually attemped 

suicide.  

There is, he said, a social and moral responsibility to make sure autistic people are not excluded from the 

workplace in addition to a business benefit of employing neurodivergent people who bring a  

different skillset and perspective and can enhance innovation and productivity. Employers just need to 

make reasonable adjustments which do not need to be costly, he added. However, neurodiversity is  

lagging behind other diversity initiatives in the workplace and neurodiverse people are often  

underrepresented. It is, said Professor Baron-Cohen, time to wake up to the historic legacy of exclusion of 

neurodivergent people from the workforce and to address the moral and business case for doing so.

Recruitment and onboarding 

Andrew Armes from Roche said that, as a large organisation with a focus on innovation and diversity and 

inclusion embedded in its corporate strategy, the pharmaceutical company had taken a keen interest 

in neurodiversity and understood the need for the workforce to reflect society. That is led from the top. 

Roche therefore tries to help people be aware of their own cognitive biases so they can be more 

empathetic of others. That breaks down fear of others and structural ignorance. 
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Armes said this was not just about neurodiversity, but an overall approach focused on an inclusive, 

self-aware, empathetic culture. Roche also works with external neurodiversity experts to identify any 

barriers that might exist to ensure they are reaching out to a wide talent pool.

Matthew Boyd and Tim Lang from Exceptional Individuals work with employers to do just that. Eighty per 

cent of their team are neurodivergent.  Boyd said a lot of traditional recruitment processes focus on 

neurodiverse people’s challenge areas rather than their strengths. Boyd is dyslexic and says the online 

application process and cover letters are a challenge. Lang said many people anticipate that they will 

make mistakes and so are put off even applying. They need to feel assured that any mistakes will not spell 

instant failure. The online application process can also be challenging if it is not easily navigable by 

neurodivergent people. They can end up stalling in some part of the process, get worried about going 

back and end up losing confidence in the whole process. The traditional interview process is often 

difficult for autistic people, including the online process.  

Instead, the recruitment process should set expectations from the start, giving people choices and 

preferences about how they do things. Any sense of judgement, for instance, about lack of eye contact, 

should be removed as should complicated questions. The interview should focus on people’s strengths 

and line managers need support to understand the bigger diversity and inclusion picture and where 

something might be a barrier.  

It’s important to address issues that arise early for instance, if someone is in the wrong role, rather than 

waiting for them to raise issues themselves, and to understand that dyslexic and dyspraxic people may 

stay silent about these things in an effort to people please. Boyd mentioned that Exceptional People are 

often called in too late to firefight. Often, he said, people focus on changing the individual rather than 

the environment. That is a losing battle, he said. 

Another participant spoke about work adjustment passports and how they require people to disclose 

their neurodiversities. She said everyone should have conversations about how they work best when 

they start. There should be a general discussion among team members and managers. That removes the 

guess work and gives everyone to talk about ways of working in an inclusive way.  

Andrew Armes agreed, saying innovation is about removing the separation between everyone and 

that acknowledging our differences while removing that separation is what makes Roche successful. 

He would like to see broader self-awareness debates within organisations and says this would help to 

change the culture for everyone.
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Professor Baron-Cohen added that it is not just about cultural and psychological barriers. Some 

practical changes to the physical environment can also be helpful, for instance, to address 

hypersensitivity to fluorescent lighting and to noise.  Small adaptations such as the availability of quiet 

spaces or allowing people to wear headphones while they work can make a difference. Lang added that, 

before and after any changes are made, it is important to find out from people what works. He said every 

conversation about this needs to be clear and backed up in email. This focus on clarity of communication 

and back up emails should be standard practice in managing neurodiverse teams, he said. 

Boyd recommended asking individuals about the application process and offering them as many 

different ways to apply as possible, whether through applications, voice notes or internships or video 

CVs. At the bottom of the box about applications employers could ask people if they have any ideas 

about how they want to apply. Boyd said this would benefit all applicants. Lang added that the 

application process should have clear statements about inclusivity, clear contact options and be very 

accessible. 

 

Career progression 

HR managers said there is a real interest in neurodiversity, but many are at the beginning stages. The 

issue of people who are undiagnosed and may just see their neurodiversity as a character trait was also 

raised. One participant who described himself as “savagely dyslexic” said there was little data on 

neurodiversity, in part because people do not want to give it. But addressing neurodiversity could lead 

to big increases in productivity. Employers also need to look more broadly at how they measure success 

and what good looks like or neurodivergent people will get stuck and fail to move through the 

organisation. Systems need to be in place to enable that progression. 

Another employer spoke of how they are looking to reduce the need for neurodivergent people to 

disclose their neurodiversity in order to access support by focusing on design thinking. One area where 

greater support is needed is for neurodivergent managers who may struggle to manage a team. 

Understanding this and helping them access support rather than leaving them to struggle on their own 

means they are less likely to fail. 

Boyd said it is always a fine balance in his work between drawing attention to neurodiversity to help 

individuals and making it a big issue. Many neurodivergent people are not diagnosed and being 

diagnosed is like coming out, he said, and can bring mental health issues. 
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He focuses on a strengths-based approach which also identifies challenges that Exceptional Individuals 

can help employers to address. Technical fixes like spellchecker devices for converting speech to text can 

have a huge impact and help dyslexic workers to progress, for example. Internal networks, ambassadors 

and champions are also important.

Andrew Armes said Roche is moving towards a more gig, project-based approach to work rather than a 

roles-based approach. He said that removed a level of hierarchy that existed. Instead teams ‘swarmed 

towards work’ that suits their strengths, he stated. That opens up development opportunities for 

everyone and people are not held back by the role they are in. He said the aim was to create trust, to 

unlock the talent of all individuals in the organisation and ensure that all opportunities to grow and learn 

are available to everyone, enabling people to take greater control of their careers. 

Roche is also launching a mentoring scheme this year to focus on disability, whether that is related to 

mental health or physical and hidden disabilities. Through mentors people will have more advocates 

who can help to unpick the challenges that others may not be aware of and help them to progress. 

One employer spoke of the inclusive way they are addressing a big office change. They have been taking 

videos that show people around the new Covid-safe building and the route from the station to the office 

in advance of them having to go there. Giving them as much information as possible and linking to the 

new office beforehand as well as offering people the opportunity to visit the office to get a feel for the 

space rather than to work means everyone feels involved and prepared. 

Lang said anxiety about the future and the move to digital processes can be unsettling for  

neurodivergent people and it is hard to know what people are thinking about them. It should not be as-

sumed that people who can do one thing can do another. Zoom can open up uncertainties about when 

you can speak and when you can’t. People need to be prepared for changes and communication needs 

to be clear. This is good practice across the board.
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Key takeaways 

>  Focus on the strengths of neurodivergent people, such as their ability to drive innovation and to  

     understand how systems work

>  Understand where they face challenges, such as with face to face communication and offer a range of 

     ways to apply for jobs, bearing in mind that traditional recruitment based on application forms, face to 

     face interviews and assessment centres highlight areas of challenge for neurodivergent people

>  Focus on self awareness for all staff when it comes to bias and on empathy

>  Be clear in any communications, back up information delivered face to face in email and make things 

     easily understandable

>  Set expectations before recruitment or promotion processes and prepare people for how it will work

>  Don’t judge based on eye to eye contact or spelling

>  Offer line managers training so they understand the potential barriers for neurodivergent people

>  Address any problems early

>  Ask all new recruits how they work best as a matter of course

>  Allow for minor adjustments to lighting and sound in light of possible hypersensitivity to noise and 

     bright lights

>  Get feedback on processes and any changes made

>  Consider a mentoring scheme and use ambassadors and champions who understand the issues.
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Participants 

>  Capco

>  DFT

>  Discovery

>  Discovery Communications

>  Exceptional Individuals 

>  FedEx

>  Fidelity International

>  FIS

>  Human Tissue Authority

>  John Lewis Partnership

>  Just

>  MBDA UK

>  Morgan Sindell

>  MTR Elizabeth line

>  NatWest Markets

>  Nest Corporation

>  Network Rail

>  Pitney Bowles

>  Roche

>  Schneider Electric 

>  Sense

>  Sytner Group

>  UBS

>  Universal Music UK

>  Willmott Dixon

 
Contact Us  

 
Would like to know more about upcoming roundtables? Contact us. 

E: info@wmpeople.uk
T: +44(0)20 8432 6094

Contact us on social media: 
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/wmpeople-co-uk/

wmpeople.co.uk

http://www.linkedin.com/company/wmpeople-co-uk/
http://www.wmpeople.co.uk

