Exploring the Experiences of Neurodivergent Employees in Social Care and the Role of Management in Creating Neuroinclusive Workplaces
1. Introduction
Neurodiversity recognizes that people process and experience the world differently, and that these neurological differences are just part of what makes us human (Singer, 1999; Doyle, 2020). It includes a range of conditions like autism, ADHD, dyslexia, and dyspraxia. Lately, there’s been a bigger push to talk about neurodiversity at work, but researchers still find plenty of barriers like tricky recruitment processes, poor communication, uncertainty about whether to disclose, workplace culture, and struggles with reasonable adjustments or management (Doyle, 2020; Wen et al., 2024; Koldas et al., 2025). 
Social care is a key area to research into these challenges. The work depends on solid communication, strong relationships, teamwork, and adaptability. At the same time, the sector faces ongoing pressure on its workforce. In Wales, for example, the 2025 Social Care Wales workforce survey showed that 11% of respondents identified as neurodivergent. That says a lot about how important neurodiversity is in social care. 
This research aims to look at what neurodivergent social care employees really experience and to see how management shapes more inclusive workplaces. Instead of framing neurodivergence as a weakness or some kind of superpower, the approach lets participants tell their own stories and share their views.
2. Research Question
How do neurodivergent employees experience working in social care, and what role does management play in creating neuroinclusive workplaces?
3. Research Aim
To explore the experiences of neurodivergent employees working in social care and examine the role of management in creating more inclusive and supportive workplaces.
4. Research Objectives
The research will have five objectives:
1. To explore the experiences of neurodivergent employees working within social care.
2. To identify the workplace factors that influence the experiences and inclusion of neurodivergent employees.
3. To explore managers' understanding and experiences of supporting neurodivergent employees.
4. To examine the role of management in providing appropriate support and reasonable adjustments.
5. To develop recommendations for improving neuroinclusive practice within social care workplaces.


5. Research Questions
Research Question 1
How do neurodivergent employees experience working within social care?
Research Question 2
What workplace factors influence the inclusion and experiences of neurodivergent employees?
Research Question 3
How do managers understand and experience supporting neurodivergent employees?
Research Question 4
What role does management play in creating and maintaining neuroinclusive workplaces?
6. Literature Review
Neurodiversity is all about the natural differences in how people’s brains work. It covers things like autism, ADHD, dyslexia, and dyspraxia (Singer, 1999). The whole neurodiversity approach questions the idea that these differences are just problems to fix. Instead, it pushes us to listen to people and see how their experiences make them unique (Kapp, 2020). This research doesn’t label neurodivergence as a flaw or call it some kind of “superpower.” It just gives participants space to talk honestly about what it’s like for them working in social care. 
The social model of disability helps make sense of neurodivergence at work. Oliver (1990) points out that disability isn’t just about a person’s own attributes - it’s also shaped by the barriers society and organizations set up. In a workplace, those barriers aren’t just physical. They show up as rigid rules, struggles with communication, bright or noisy environments, and a lack of understanding from colleagues or managers (Doyle, 2020; Scott et al., 2019). Doyle (2020) takes it further with the biopsychosocial model, showing how personal traits and the work environment really interact and affect each other.
Neurodivergent employees often hit barriers when it comes to getting jobs and feeling included at work. Harmuth and colleagues in 2018 pointed out obstacles like tricky recruitment processes, unsupportive work environments, and unhelpful attitudes from employers. Scott and his team in 2019 found that things like solid organisational support and healthy relationships in the workplace make a big difference. Lately, studies keep showing that rigid structures, stigma, and plain lack of understanding keep making life harder for neurodivergent staff. 
However, making work more flexible, having supportive managers, and offering the right accommodations help open doors (Koldas et al., 2025; Wen et al., 2024). Management really matters if you’re trying to build a workplace that includes everyone. Research says managers need to understand neurodivergence, talk openly, and make sure accommodations are in place (Cooper & Kennady, 2021; Whelpley et al., 2022). Still, some employers see hiring neurodivergent people as complicated, expensive, or even risky (Scott et al., 2017). So, making a workplace inclusive isn’t just about neurodivergent people trying to fit into old ways. The whole system needs to rethink how it operates.

Communication matters. Milton’s double empathy problem (2012) flips the usual assumption that all communication issues come from autistic people, and it points out that misunderstandings happen on both sides because people bring different backgrounds and ways of relating to the table. Everything in Social care relies on teamwork, clear communication, and solid relationships. 
Then there’s disclosure. Deciding whether to share a diagnosis isn’t simple. People worry about stigma, and Goffman’s classic work on stigma (1963) helps make sense of those fears. Research backs this up from Romualdez and colleagues (2021a, 2021b)  - they found that choices around disclosure aren’t just personal; they’re shaped by how people expect colleagues, managers, or the general workplace to react. Sometimes, as Hull et al. (2017) point out, autistic adults camouflage their traits to fit in or avoid judgment. 
All of this points to something bigger: real inclusion at work takes more than just official policies or formal adjustments. The atmosphere at work and how safe people feel to be themselves, how accepting the culture is, ends up being just as important (Edmondson, 1999).
People are starting to realise that making reasonable adjustments can really help neurodivergent employees, but what works for one person might not help another (Whelpley et al., 2022). So, it makes sense to tailor support instead of offering the same thing to everyone. You see this especially in social care where jobs and environments can look completely different from one place to the next. Even though research into neurodiversity at work is picking up, plenty of questions remain, especially when it comes to what neurodivergent employees actually experience in different fields. 
Reviews from Koldas et al. (2025) and Park et al. (2026) point out that we still don’t fully understand workplace experiences, management approaches, or how organisations respond to neurodiversity. Most studies also focus on autism, leaving out other kinds of neurodivergence, and there’s hardly anything focused specifically on social care. 
That’s why this research digs into how neurodivergent staff experience working in social care and how managers view supporting them. The study uses semi-structured interviews to let people share what really matters to them. This approach shines a light on how workplace culture, management style, communication, disclosure, and reasonable adjustments shape the day-to-day lives of neurodivergent staff. In the end, it should point the way toward more neuroinclusive social care workplaces.
7. Methodology
7.1 Research approach
I’m taking a qualitative approach for this research. What I’d like to find out is how people see, feel, and make sense of their jobs and their bosses, especially in social care. The goal is to investigate how each person understands their own world at work. To do that, I’m using an interpretivist perspective. That means I believe everyone builds their own meaning from their experiences, and two people can walk away from the same workplace with totally different stories (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This research isn’t about pinning down a single “true” experience for neurodivergent employees. It's about hearing their perspectives and how they see inclusion, how they live it and making sense of those views.
7.2 Research design
The study will use semi-structured interviews.
10 participants will be recruited. The sample will include neurodivergent employees working in social care and managers who have experience of managing or supporting neurodivergent employees.
Semi-structured interviews are appropriate because they provide a consistent structure while allowing participants to expand upon issues that are personally relevant to them (Saunders et al., 2019).
This approach is particularly appropriate for the present research because the study is concerned with lived experiences. Participants will be able to describe their experiences using their own language rather than selecting from predetermined response categories.
7.3 Sampling
The research will use purposive sampling.
Purposive sampling involves deliberately selecting participants because they possess characteristics or experiences relevant to the research question (Palinkas et al., 2015).
Participants will be aged 18 or over and will have experience of working within social care or managing employees within social care.
The proposed sample will include:
· neurodivergent employees working within social care; and
· managers who have experience of managing or supporting neurodivergent employees.
7.4 Data collection
Data Collection: Semi-Structured Interviews and Visual Mind Maps
Data will be collected through 10 semi-structured interviews with neurodivergent employees working in social care and managers who have experience supporting or managing neurodivergent employees. Semi-structured interviews have been selected because they provide a consistent framework while allowing participants to explain their experiences in their own words and introduce issues that may not have been anticipated by the researcher (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saunders et al., 2019).
By using a visual mind map during the interviews, my aim is to help make things more accessible and neuroinclusive. Instead of just handing out a list of questions, the mind map gives people a clear look at the main topics like workplace experiences, communication, management, support, reasonable adjustments, and inclusion. Participants aren’t locked into answering questions in a set order. The visual layout lets them see how everything fits together and choose which experiences or areas they want to talk about. It’s all about helping them feel more comfortable and in control during the conversation and lessen any emotional distress to be in line with my ethical considerations.
The approach also reflects the principles of the neurodiversity paradigm, which emphasises the importance of recognising differences in communication and experience rather than expecting all participants to engage with research in the same way (Kapp, 2020). The visual interview approach therefore forms part of the study's commitment to making participation as accessible as reasonably possible.
The same broad structure will be adapted for the two participant groups. The employee version will focus primarily on experiences of working in social care, workplace relationships, communication, support and adjustments. The manager version will explore experiences of managing and supporting neurodivergent employees, organisational practices and perceptions of workplace inclusion. This will allow the research to consider both employee and management perspectives without assuming that these experiences will be the same within social care.
8. Data Analysis
The data will be analysed using thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2021) approach.
Thematic analysis provides a flexible method for identifying and interpreting patterns within qualitative data.
The analysis will involve:
1. Familiarisation with the interview data.
2. Generation of initial codes.
3. Development of potential themes.
4. Review of themes in relation to the data.
5. Definition and naming of final themes.
6. Production of the final analysis.
The themes will not be predetermined. They will be developed through engagement with the interview data.
The analysis will consider the explanations of both neurodivergent employees and managers. It will look at areas of agreement and difference without assuming that one perspective is more accurate than another.
Participant quotations will be placed into the final findings analysis to demonstrate how interpretations are grounded in the data.
9. Findings and Analysis
As the interviews have not yet been conducted, the findings cannot be predicted within the research proposal.
The final findings will present the themes that emerge from the interview data. Participant quotes will be used to support the themes identified through analysis.
The analysis will consider the findings in relation to the research questions, objectives and literature.
The findings will also be examined through the theoretical perspectives of the Social Model of Disability, Double Empathy Problem and psychological safety.
10. Discussion
In this discussion, I'll connect the findings to what's already out there in the literature. I'll focus on what neurodivergent employees experience, how inclusive the workplace really is, and what managers do - or don’t do - to shape those experiences. I'm using the Social Model of Disability as a lens to look at whether it's the workplace structures, company policies, or the environment itself that are shaping the participants' experiences. Milton’s Double Empathy Problem (2012) gives us a way to investigate how communication and relationships work between employees and their managers.
Psychological safety, based on Edmondson’s 1999 work, is another key idea here. It helps me examine how comfortable people feel telling others what they need, asking for help, and talking about challenges at work. I’ll also get into reasonable adjustments and the bigger picture of company culture. 
When it comes to management support, I’ll put these findings up against work from researchers like Krzeminska et al. (2019), Whelpley et al. (2022), and Koldas et al. (2025) to see how things line up or differ. 
Neurodivergence takes a lot of forms, and people’s work lives are shaped by lots of factors - who they are, what job they do, which company they work for, their manager’s style, and the environment around them. So, the goal here is to spot patterns in the research but still pay close attention to each person’s unique situation.
11. Recommendations
The recommendations will be developed from the findings.
They will focus on practical implications for social care organisations and managers.
Potential areas for consideration will include management awareness, communication, reasonable adjustments, organisational support, workplace culture and employee involvement.
Recommendations will be directly connected to the evidence produced by the research.
This will ensure that recommendations are not based simply on assumptions about neurodivergent employees but emerge from the experiences and perspectives identified within the study.
12. Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval will be sought before I start collecting any data. Everyone who takes part gets an information sheet and it will lays out what the research is about, what they’ll be doing, how I’ll use their data, and reminds them they can leave at any point. 
I will ask for informed consent before running any interview making it clear that taking part is voluntary. I won’t use real names anywhere in the dissertation; I’ll use participant codes to keep everything anonymous. That’s especially important because people might share stories about their employers, managers, or coworkers - so I’m extra careful with quotes or details so no one can reasonably figure out who’s who. 
All interview recordings and transcripts get stored securely, following university rules and data protection laws. I will also ensure to make sure interviews don’t cause any unnecessary stress. I will let people know they never have to talk about anything they’re uncomfortable with, and they can pause or end the interview anytime. To make things more accessible, I use visual mind maps. This gives people more choice in how they share their experiences. They can ask questions, ask for something to be explained, take breaks, or skip topics. The mind map’s just a guide and not a checklist so participants can talk in whatever way works best for them.
14. Limitations
There are several anticipated limitations to the study.
First, the relatively small sample of ten participants means that the findings will not be statistically generalisable to the wider social care workforce.
Second, purposive sampling may result in participants with a particular interest in neurodiversity being more likely to volunteer.
Third, participants' experiences may be influenced by the specific organisations and roles that they work.
Fourth, because the research counts on self-reported experiences, the findings will represent participants' perceptions of their experiences rather than an objective measurement of workplace practice.
Finally, time constraint is also a major influence on limitations as there is only a certain amount of months to ask people to participate for interviews, collect and analyse the data collected.
These limitations will be acknowledged when interpreting the findings.
15. Expected Contribution
The research aims to contribute to the developing literature surrounding neurodiversity and employment by focusing specifically on social care.
Instead of just looking at things from the top down, it brings in voices from both employees and managers. The study doesn’t stop at policies - it explores how those rules play out in real, everyday situations and what inclusion feels like on the ground. 
Social care leaders and managers can use these insights to rethink how they communicate, support staff, and make reasonable adjustments - so workplaces feel genuinely neuroinclusive.
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