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 Enhancing communication of benefits to employees is crucial, especially in the current environment 

 Employees are turning to online tools to support them in making benefit choices 

 Employers are offering greater flexibility for employees to manage home and work challenges 

 Most organisations are taking steps to support employee choice via voluntary benefits and choice in core benefit 

options 

Because every absence is different 

Embracing our differences 

It is estimated that 1 in 7 people in the UK (more than 15% of the population) 

are neurodivergent. This means that their brain functions, learns and 

processes differently to those of us that are neurotypical. Neurodiversity was 

first coined by Psychologist Judy Singer and refers to the natural differences 

between people and is used to describe people with varying characteristics and 

behaviours of neurodevelopmental conditions alongside the ‘neurotypical’ 

majority. Singer sees human beings as having differences in the way their 

brains function, interacting with other cultural and genetic differences.  

In that sense, the population as a whole is incredibly neurodiverse, but for 

some, the combination of differences can make them gifted in some areas  

Neurodiversity in the workplace 

1 in 7 
people in the UK are 

neurodivergent 

but also present challenges in everyday tasks and interactions. Most forms of neurodivergence are formed 

along a spectrum; there is an associated set of characteristics but these can vary from person to person. 

Alongside this, an individual will often have characteristics of more than one type of neurodivergence. This 

can make the diagnosis of a neurodivergence a challenging and long journey, not helped by the Private 

Medical Insurance industry. 

What is neurodiversity? 

The term neurodiversity usually refers to a range of specific learning differences, sometimes known as 

spectrum disorders, including: 

• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder - an estimated 4% of UK population has ADHD 

• Autism – its estimated 1-2% of the UK population is autistic 

• Dyslexia – its estimated 10% of UK population has challenges with Dyslexia 

• Dyspraxia –  up to 5% of UK population is Dyspraxic 

Other forms of neurodivergence include: 

• Developmental Co-ordination Disorder – DCD 

• Epilepsy 

• Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder – FASD 

• Intellectual Disability 

• Tourettes and Tic disorders 
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If around 15% of the UK population is estimated to be neurodivergent, there is a good chance that a 

colleague is – but why is this important? 

There are challenges that come with being neurodiverse – a person with ADHD, as an example, may 

have challenges with their attention span; someone that is autistic might have problems with social 

interactions. However, alongside those challenges can often come attributes that would be an asset to 

any organisation, such as: 

• Creativity  

• Lateral thinking 

• Strategic thinking 

• Development of highly specialised skills 

• Consistency 

It is important however, as we look at both challenges and positive attributes, not to stereotype – not 

everyone with austism is a maths genius. 

Attention has typically focussed on the challenges that neurodiversity brings, rather than the strengths. 

Neurodivergent conditions will typically be classed as a disability under the Equality Act 2010 – this 

means that employers are required to make reasonable adjustments to support disabled job applicants 

and employees. A reasonable adjustment might be better, clearer communication, a more individualised 

management approach or a quiet place to concentrate – something that would suit most employees.   

What should organisations consider? 

Recruitment 

 

• Ensure that your job specifications are clearly written and free of jargon. 

• Identify what skills are essential and what are nice to have. 

• How much emphasis is placed on an interview and what are you assessing 

through that process? 

• We’re all told that making good eye contact and good body language is key in an interview, 

but what of the candidate with autism that struggles to make eye contact or the candidate 

with a tic, where sitting still is near on an impossibility? 

• For many that might have sensory issues, simply what they wear to an interview might 

pose a challenge. 

• These could put the candidate at a disadvantage and be misinterpreted, thus making it 

harder for them to demonstrate they have the right skills and experience for the role. 

• Ensure that emphasis is placed on specific competencies rather than all round generic 

competencies. 

Seeing the individual, not the label 

Issues with performance are more likely to arise when the manager is not aware of 

a neurodivergent condition. It is therefore key to create an environment where 

employees feel secure that they can talk freely. Flexibility and awareness are key 

attributes here. Understand your colleagues condition and needs: 

• Is there a time of day when they are more productive? 

• Would they work better in a quieter space? 

• Is there a specific software package that’s required?  

Companies should be proactive in providing information and training on neurodiversity. Does 

your organisation have networks for colleagues to access to gain information and support?   



 

How to make your workplace more inclusive 

• Highlight your Company’s commitment to D&I and include neurodivergence 

within these policies. 

• Reduce the stigma about neurodivergence. 

• Create an environment where your employees feel safe to disclose a 

neurodivergent condition. 

• Ensure that neurodiverse employees are treated fairly by their managers and other 

colleagues. 

• Widen your organisations reach to a pool of talent that may otherwise have been 

overlooked. Neurodivergent employees will have many strengths that can enhance your 

organisation. Don’t look only for the challenge but the opportunities. 

• Get to know team members and identify what colleagues need. Offer flexibility to maximise 

their strengths – be that flexible working patterns, the work environment and specialist 

equipment. 

• Managers/team leaders - be approachable. Treat each team member as an individual and 

identify what they want and need from you. 

• Regularly hold one to ones to check on progress any forthcoming challenges and agree on 

how best to support them. 

• Regular, continual reflection and communication to identify and provide support needed. 

Neurodiversity / private healthcare and other support 

The UK private healthcare market generally exclude tests to diagnose or any treatment for neurodiverse 

conditions. They are viewed as developmental and chronic and are therefore excluded. As mentioned 

briefly before, the diagnosis of a neurodiversity can be a long and challenging path, not made easier, at 

this time, by the UK PMI industry. However, we are seeing policy changes in many aspects and Willis 

Towers Watson are challenging our colleagues in the industry to review this area. Chronic condition 

benefits are being introduced which might be a way to offer support with specialists. The blanket exclusion 

of neurodiverse conditions can be frustrating for employees so its important to understand other areas that 

could be called upon to support. These might include national organisations, local support groups or 

charities, social media channels or internal networks. 

Workplaces are full of neurodiversity and we should be encouraging of normalising neurodivergence. 

However, too often the route to normalising is to suppress and ignore individual characteristics. 

Characteristics which, in neurodiverse colleagues are often not seen, ignored or viewed as disruptive. An 

example employee who has ADHD traits has found enormous benefit from crocheting in meetings and her 

colleagues accept this as a way for her to concentrate better in the meeting. By ensuring your workplace 

is open and inclusive to all, we can learn and benefit from the skills of all colleagues. 
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