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ABSTRACT

This dissertation explores the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults in education and employment within the United Kingdom. The aim of the study is to investigate the obstacles that neurodivergent adults encounter when accessing educational and employment opportunities, and to evaluate how these barriers shape their inclusion, wellbeing, and long‑term outcomes. 
The objectives are: (1) to explain how neurodivergent adults experience educational and employment systems in the UK; (2) to identify social, structural, and institutional factors influencing inclusion; (3) to examine how discrimination, inadequate reasonable adjustments, stigma, and mental‑health challenges affect outcomes; and (4) to present recommendations for improving accessibility, inclusion, and support systems.
The background chapters outline the evolution of neurodiversity, the history of inclusion in the UK, international frameworks such as the social model of disability and Universal Design for Learning, and the legislative context including the Equality Act 2010. Together, these provide a foundation for understanding the persistent gap between policy intentions and lived experiences.
A systematic literature review was conducted using ProQuest, PubMed, and Google Scholar. Ten peer‑reviewed primary research studies published between 2016 and 2026 were selected through a PRISMA‑guided process. Reflexive thematic analysis identified three overarching themes: structural barriers within institutions, identity‑related challenges including masking and stigma, and inconsistent or inadequate support systems.
Findings indicate that neurodivergent adults continue to face significant obstacles in both education and employment, despite legislative protections. These barriers negatively affect academic progression, workplace participation, wellbeing, and long‑term opportunities. The dissertation concludes with evidence‑based recommendations aimed at improving institutional practices, strengthening reasonable adjustments, enhancing staff training, and promoting neurodiversity‑affirming cultures across the UK.





CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

This dissertation examines the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults in education and employment within the United Kingdom. Neurodiversity has become an increasingly important concept in contemporary social policy, higher education, and workplace practice. 

Originating from the work of Judy Singer (1999), the neurodiversity paradigm challenges deficit‑based interpretations of neurological differences and instead frames conditions such as autism, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, and other cognitive variations as natural forms of human diversity. This perspective emphasises strengths, talents, and alternative ways of thinking, while recognising that social, structural, and institutional environments often create disabling barriers rather than the conditions themselves (Clouder et al., 2020; Doyle, 2020).

In the UK, neurodiversity is now recognised as a significant demographic and social justice issue. Recent estimates suggest that approximately 15% of the UK population—around 10 million people—are neurodivergent (Cognassist, 2024). Dyslexia affects roughly 10% of the population, ADHD is estimated to affect between 3% and 4% of adults, and autism diagnoses have risen substantially due to increased awareness and improved access to assessment services (Cognassist, 2024; NHS Digital, 2023). 
Despite this growing visibility, neurodivergent adults continue to face substantial inequalities in both education and employment. These inequalities persist even though the Equality Act 2010 legally requires organisations to provide reasonable adjustments and prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability (UK Government, 2010).
Higher education institutions across the UK have been criticised for inconsistent support, inaccessible learning environments, and delays in implementing reasonable adjustments (Office for Students, 2025a). Neurodivergent students are more likely to withdraw from courses, experience academic penalties related to disability needs, and report negative interactions with staff who lack training in neurodiversity (Friedman & Nash‑Luckenbach, 2024; Clouder et al., 2020). These educational barriers often have long‑term consequences, influencing career opportunities, mental health, and social inclusion.
Employment outcomes reflect similar patterns of disadvantage. Disabled adults have an employment rate of 54%, compared to 82% for non‑disabled adults, and neurodivergent adults face additional challenges such as inaccessible recruitment processes, stigma, and inadequate workplace adjustments (Department for Work and Pensions, 2025; Disability Rights UK, 2023). Research shows that autistic and ADHD adults frequently encounter hiring practices that rely heavily on social performance, ambiguous communication, and rigid behavioural expectations (Davies et al., 2023). In the workplace, neurodivergent employees often report pressure to mask their traits, limited opportunities for progression, and environments that fail to accommodate sensory, cognitive, or organisational needs (Pryke Hobbes et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2024).
Given these persistent inequalities, there is a clear need for research that synthesises recent UK‑based evidence to understand how structural, social, and institutional barriers shape the experiences of neurodivergent adults. This dissertation addresses that need by analysing ten primary research studies published after 2015, all focused on neurodivergent adults in UK education and employment. 
Through thematic analysis, the study identifies recurring patterns, systemic challenges, and opportunities for improving inclusion. 
The findings aim to support ongoing discussions about accessibility, inform policy development, and contribute to the growing movement toward neurodiversity‑affirming practices in the UK.
1.1 Definition of Main Concepts
This dissertation aims to explore the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults in education and employment within the United Kingdom. Neurodiversity is a social justice framework that recognises and values the natural diversity of human brains and cognitive functioning, challenging the view that neurological differences should be considered deficits or disorders (Singer, 1999). 
Neurodivergent individuals include those with conditions such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, dyspraxia, and other neurological differences. Rather than focusing solely on impairment, the neurodiversity perspective emphasises the strengths, abilities, and unique contributions that neurodivergent individuals can bring to society.
Neurodiversity is increasingly recognised as a significant social, educational, and employment issue in the UK. It is estimated that approximately 15% of the UK population, equivalent to around 10 million people, are neurodivergent (Cognassist, 2024). Dyslexia alone affects around 10% of the population, while ADHD is estimated to affect between 3% and 4% of UK adults (Cognassist, 2024). Furthermore, autism diagnoses have risen considerably in recent years, reflecting increased awareness and demand for assessment and support services (Cognassist, 2024). 
Despite growing recognition of neurodiversity and legislative protections under the Equality Act 2010, neurodivergent adults continue to face substantial barriers in accessing inclusive educational opportunities and securing meaningful employment. These barriers may include discrimination, inadequate support systems, inaccessible learning environments, and employer misconceptions regarding neurodivergent conditions.
This study seeks to examine these challenges and explore how educational institutions, employers, and policymakers can better support neurodivergent adults to achieve equitable participation and inclusion. Understanding these barriers is essential not only for improving individual outcomes but also for promoting social justice, equality, and workplace diversity within contemporary UK society.
1.2 Rationale of the Study 
Neurodivergent adults represent a rapidly growing and increasingly recognised population within UK education and employment systems. Despite legal protections under the Equality Act 2010, which requires organisations to provide reasonable adjustments and prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability (UK Government, 2010), evidence consistently shows that neurodivergent individuals continue to face substantial inequalities in practice. 
Reports from the Equality and Human Rights Commission highlight persistent gaps between policy intentions and lived experiences, noting that many employers and educational institutions still lack the knowledge, resources, or willingness to implement neuroinclusive practices (EHRC, 2024). This disconnect creates environments where neurodivergent adults struggle to access equitable opportunities, participate fully, and achieve their potential.
Higher education is a critical pathway to employment, yet neurodivergent students often encounter barriers that undermine their academic progression. The Office for Students reports that disabled and neurodivergent students are more likely to withdraw from courses, experience delays in receiving reasonable adjustments, and face inconsistent support across institutions (Office for Students, 2025a). 
These challenges are compounded by inaccessible learning environments, sensory overload, rigid assessment formats, and limited staff training in neurodiversity (Clouder et al., 2020; Friedman & Nash‑Luckenbach, 2024). As a result, many neurodivergent adults enter the workforce with disrupted educational trajectories, reduced confidence, and unmet support needs. Employment outcomes reflect similar patterns of inequality. According to the Department for Work and Pensions, disabled adults have an employment rate significantly lower than non‑disabled adults, with a 28‑percentage‑point gap that has remained largely unchanged for over a decade (DWP, 2025). 
Neurodivergent individuals face additional barriers such as inaccessible recruitment processes, reliance on social performance during interviews, and workplace cultures that reward conformity rather than cognitive diversity (Davies et al., 2023; Disability Rights UK, 2023). Employers frequently fail to provide adequate reasonable adjustments, and neurodivergent employees often report stigma, misunderstanding, and pressure to mask their traits to fit workplace expectations (Pryke Hobbes et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2024). 
These systemic issues contribute to higher rates of underemployment, job insecurity, and mental‑health difficulties among neurodivergent adults (Buckley et al., 2021; Lippi et al., 2025).
At the policy level, the UK Government has emphasised the importance of inclusive workplaces through the Public Sector Equality Duty, which requires public bodies to eliminate discrimination and advance equality of opportunity (UK Government, 2023). However, recent evaluations show that implementation remains inconsistent, with many organisations lacking clear strategies for supporting neurodivergent staff (EHRC, 2024). Similarly, national guidance on inclusive education highlights the need for proactive adjustments, flexible learning environments, and staff training, yet universities continue to vary widely in their approaches (Office for Students, 2025b).
Given these persistent inequalities, there is a clear need for research that synthesises recent UK‑based evidence to understand how structural, social, and institutional barriers shape the experiences of neurodivergent adults. While individual studies have examined aspects of education or employment, few have integrated findings across both domains to provide a holistic understanding of the challenges faced throughout the life course. 

This dissertation addresses that gap by analysing ten primary research studies published after 2015, offering a comprehensive and up‑to‑date examination of the obstacles that limit inclusion and participation. By identifying common themes and patterns across the literature, the study aims to support ongoing discussions about accessibility, inform policy development, and contribute to the growing movement toward neurodiversity‑affirming practices in the UK.

1.3 Aim of the Study
 The aim of this dissertation is to investigate the barriers that neurodivergent adults in the United Kingdom experience when accessing and participating in education and employment, and to evaluate how these barriers shape their inclusion, wellbeing, and long‑term opportunities. Although the UK has established strong legislative protections through the Equality Act 2010 and the Public Sector Equality Duty (UK Government, 2010; UK Government, 2023), recent evidence shows that neurodivergent adults continue to face systemic inequalities, including inaccessible learning environments, discriminatory recruitment practices, and inconsistent reasonable adjustments (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2024; Office for Students, 2025a; Disability Rights UK, 2023). 
These challenges contribute to lower educational attainment, reduced employment rates, and increased mental‑health difficulties among neurodivergent adults (Department for Work and Pensions, 2025; Buckley et al., 2021). 
By synthesising ten UK‑based primary research studies published after 2015, this dissertation aims to provide a comprehensive and up‑to‑date analysis of how structural, social, and institutional factors influence the experiences of neurodivergent adults across the education‑to‑employment pathway. 
The study seeks to generate a clearer understanding of the obstacles that limit inclusion, highlight areas where current systems fail to meet legislative and ethical expectations, and identify evidence‑based strategies that educational institutions, employers, and policymakers can adopt to improve accessibility, participation, and equality of opportunity for neurodivergent adults in contemporary UK society.
1.4 Objectives of the Study
Explain how neurodivergent adults experience educational and employment systems throughout the United Kingdom. Identify social, structural, and institutional factors that shape inclusion and exclusion. 
Examine how discrimination, inadequate reasonable adjustments, stigma, and mental health issues affect educational and employment outcomes.
Present recommendations for improving accessibility, inclusion, and support systems for neurodivergent adults in UK educational and employment environments.
1.5 Structure of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 – Introduction Defines key concepts, presents the rationale, aim, and objectives of the study, and outlines the dissertation structure.
Chapter 2 – Background and Literature Review Provides an overview of existing research on neurodiversity, inclusion, UK policy frameworks, and barriers in education and employment.
Chapter 3 -  Methods. Explains the secondary research design, inclusion and exclusion criteria, data sources, and thematic analysis approach.
Chapter 4 - Results and Discussion. Presents the findings from the selected literature, organised into themes, and discusses in relation to previous studies and UK policy.
CHAPTER 2: BACKGROUND

2.1 Introduction
This chapter provides the historical, international, and legislative context for understanding the experiences of neurodivergent adults in education and employment. It begins by examining the emergence of the neurodiversity movement, highlighting the shift from medical and deficit-based understandings of neurological differences towards a social justice perspective that recognises neurodiversity as a natural aspect of human variation. The chapter then explores the history of inclusion in the United Kingdom, tracing the transition from segregation and institutionalisation to policies promoting integration and inclusion. In addition, it considers international developments, including the growing influence of the social model of disability, strengths-based approaches, and Universal Design for Learning. Finally, the chapter reviews the UK legislative framework, including the Equality Act 2010 and other support mechanisms designed to promote educational and workplace inclusion. Together, these perspectives provide the foundation for examining the barriers that neurodivergent adults continue to experience despite significant policy and legislative progress.

2.2 History of neurodiversity 

The concept of neurodiversity emerged during the 1990s and is widely attributed to Australian sociologist Judy Singer, who sought to challenge the dominant medical view that neurological differences should be regarded solely as deficits or disorders. Instead, Singer argued that variations in human cognition are a natural part of human diversity and should be recognised and valued in the same way as differences in culture, ethnicity, or gender (Caltech Neurodiversity, n.d.).  

Historically, neurodivergent conditions such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia were primarily understood through a medical or pathology model, which viewed individuals as impaired and in need of treatment or correction. This perspective focused on identifying deficits and normalising behaviour rather than understanding the social and environmental barriers that contribute to exclusion (Dwyer, 2022). 

The emergence of the neurodiversity movement represented a significant paradigm shift. Advocates challenged the assumption that there is one ‘normal’ or ‘healthy’ way for the human brain to function and argued that neurological differences should be viewed as natural variations within the population. This perspective aligns closely with the social model of disability, which suggests that disability arises not solely from individual impairments but also from societal barriers, discrimination, and a lack of reasonable accommodations (Caltech Neurodiversity, n.d.).  

A key development in the history of neurodiversity was the growth of self-advocacy movements led by neurodivergent individuals themselves. During the late twentieth century, autistic activists such as Jim Sinclair challenged traditional narratives that portrayed autism as a tragedy. In his influential 1993 speech Don't Mourn for Us, Sinclair argued that autism is an integral part of an individual's identity rather than a condition that can be separated from the person. This shifted discussions towards acceptance, rights, and self-determination for neurodivergent people (Caltech Neurodiversity, n.d.). 

Today, the neurodiversity movement is increasingly recognised as a social justice issue, advocating for equal opportunities, inclusion, and participation in education, employment, and wider society. This approach emphasises that many challenges experienced by neurodivergent individuals arise from inaccessible environments, negative attitudes, and a lack of support rather than from neurological differences themselves (National Autistic Society, 2025).  
2.3 History of Inclusion in the UK
Understanding the historical development of inclusion in the United Kingdom is essential when exploring the barriers experienced by neurodivergent adults today. The approach towards individuals with disabilities and neurodivergent conditions has evolved significantly over the past century, moving from segregation and exclusion towards greater inclusion and recognition of rights. However, despite substantial legislative and policy reforms, challenges remain in achieving genuine equality in education and employment (Tang et al., 2024). 
The Era of Segregation and Medical Categorisation (Pre-1970s)
Before the 1970s, disability and learning differences were predominantly understood through the medical model of disability, which focused on individuals' impairments rather than the barriers created by society. Educational provision centred on what children could not do, and support was largely determined by medical diagnoses rather than educational needs. The Education Act 1944 formalised categories of disability and led to the expansion of special schools and residential institutions for children considered unable to access mainstream education.
During this period, many children with severe learning difficulties were classified as "uneducable" and were excluded from formal education altogether. Instead, they were placed in hospitals or junior training centres where educational opportunities were limited. This approach reflected wider societal attitudes that viewed disability as an individual deficit requiring segregation rather than accommodation (Florian, 2019; Black-Hawkins, 2014).
The Shift Towards Integration (1970s–1980s)
A significant turning point occurred with the Education (Handicapped Children) Act 1970, which transferred responsibility for all children, including those previously considered uneducable, to local education authorities. This legislation established the principle that all children had a right to education.
Further progress followed with the publication of the Warnock Report (1978), which fundamentally changed how educational needs were understood. The report introduced the concept of Special Educational Needs (SEN), moving away from rigid medical labels and recognising that educational support should be based on individual needs rather than disability categories. Warnock also recommended that, wherever possible, children should be educated within mainstream schools.
These recommendations were incorporated into the Education Act 1981, which introduced the statementing system and established a presumption that children with SEN should be educated in mainstream settings when appropriate. While this represented a major advance, integration often required pupils to adapt to existing educational structures rather than schools adapting to meet diverse needs.
From Integration to Inclusion (1990s–2000s)
During the 1990s, educational thinking shifted from integration to inclusion. Integration focused on placing children with disabilities into mainstream schools, whereas inclusion sought to transform schools themselves so that all learners could participate fully regardless of their differences.
Internationally, the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) played a significant role in influencing UK policy by promoting inclusive education as a fundamental human right. This approach emphasised the removal of barriers to participation and learning rather than attempting to fit learners into existing systems.
The publication of the Index for Inclusion by the Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education (CSIE) in 2000 further strengthened this perspective by encouraging schools to identify and eliminate barriers to learning and participation. Rather than focusing solely on pupils' difficulties, the framework highlighted the responsibility of educational institutions to create inclusive environments.
The Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (SENDA) 2001 strengthened the rights of disabled learners by making discrimination unlawful and reinforcing access to mainstream education. These developments reflected a growing recognition that exclusion often resulted from institutional barriers rather than individual impairments.
Contemporary Reforms and Ongoing Challenges (2010–Present)
The introduction of the Equality Act 2010 consolidated previous anti-discrimination legislation and provided legal protection against disability discrimination across education, employment, and wider society. Educational institutions and employers became legally required to make reasonable adjustments to support disabled and neurodivergent individuals.
A further reform occurred through the Children and Families Act 2014, which replaced Statements of SEN with Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs). EHCPs were designed to provide integrated support across education, health, and social care services for young people up to the age of 25, facilitating transitions into further education and employment.
Despite these advances, tensions remain between inclusive ideals and practical implementation. Research suggests that educational institutions continue to face challenges balancing inclusion with performance-driven accountability measures. Furthermore, many neurodivergent individuals continue to encounter barriers during transitions from education into employment, including inadequate support, discrimination, and a lack of workplace understanding. Consequently, while policy has evolved considerably towards inclusion, the experiences of many neurodivergent adults indicate that legal rights do not always translate into meaningful participation and equality.
2.4 International context 

International Context of Neurodiversity and Inclusion
Internationally, perspectives on neurodiversity have evolved significantly over the past three decades. Traditionally, neurodivergent conditions such as autism, ADHD, and dyslexia were viewed through a medical model, which emphasised deficits, impairments, and the need for intervention. More recently, a growing number of countries, educational institutions, and international organisations have adopted a social model of disability, recognising that many of the challenges experienced by neurodivergent individuals arise from environmental, structural, and attitudinal barriers rather than from neurological differences themselves. This has led to a greater emphasis on inclusion, accessibility, and the celebration of cognitive diversity within education and employment settings (Mindham, 2024; Uniquely Created Education, 2024).
The international neurodiversity movement promotes the idea that neurological differences should be understood as natural variations within the human population. Consequently, inclusive policies increasingly focus on providing reasonable adjustments, flexible learning opportunities, and supportive environments that enable neurodivergent adults to participate fully in education and employment. Rather than requiring individuals to adapt to rigid systems, contemporary approaches seek to redesign those systems to accommodate diverse ways of thinking, learning, and communicating (Mindham, 2024; PMC, 2025).
Key Global Frameworks and Concepts

The Social Model of Disability
One of the most influential frameworks underpinning inclusive practice internationally is the social model of disability. This perspective argues that disability is created by barriers within society rather than by an individual's impairment. In relation to neurodiversity, challenges often arise from inflexible curricula, inaccessible learning environments, discriminatory attitudes, and a lack of appropriate support. The social model therefore shifts responsibility from the individual to institutions and policymakers to remove barriers and promote participation (Uniquely Created Education, 2024).
Strengths-Based Approaches
International research increasingly advocates for a strengths-based approach to neurodiversity. Rather than focusing solely on difficulties or deficits, this perspective recognises the unique strengths often associated with neurodivergent conditions. For example, autistic individuals may demonstrate strong attention to detail and pattern recognition, while individuals with ADHD may display creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurial thinking. Strength-based educational approaches seek to develop these abilities and build learner confidence while providing support for areas of difficulty (Uniquely Created Education, 2024; PMC, 2025).
Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
A further influential international framework is Universal Design for Learning (UDL). UDL promotes the creation of flexible learning environments that accommodate diverse learners from the outset rather than requiring individual adaptations. The framework encourages educators to provide multiple means of engagement, representation, and expression, enabling learners with different cognitive profiles to access education in ways that best meet their needs. UDL has been widely adopted internationally as a strategy for improving educational inclusion and reducing barriers faced by neurodivergent students and adult learners (CAST, 2024). 
Europe and the United Kingdom
Across Europe, inclusion has become a central component of educational and employment policy. In the United Kingdom, the Equality Act 2010 requires education providers and employers to make reasonable adjustments for disabled and neurodivergent individuals. Similar approaches can be observed across many European nations, where legislation increasingly supports equal access and participation. Organisations such as AHEAD (Association for Higher Education Access and Disability) have developed initiatives aimed at creating inclusive learning environments for neurodivergent adult learners, particularly within online and higher education settings (AHEAD, 2024).
OECD Perspectives
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has highlighted the importance of modernising educational systems to better meet the needs of diverse learners. The OECD argues that educational success should extend beyond traditional academic achievement and should recognise a broader range of skills and abilities. This is particularly relevant for neurodivergent individuals, whose strengths may not always be reflected in conventional assessment methods. Consequently, there is increasing international recognition that education systems must become more flexible to support lifelong learning and participation in contemporary labour markets.
Global South and Developing Nations
Despite progress in many developed countries, opportunities for neurodivergent adults vary significantly worldwide. In many low- and middle-income countries, neurodiversity remains largely understood through medical or deficit-based perspectives, and access to diagnosis, educational support, and employment accommodations can be limited. However, international advocacy groups and grassroots organisations are increasingly promoting culturally responsive approaches to neurodiversity that recognise the influence of social, economic, and cultural contexts on experiences of inclusion. These initiatives seek to extend neurodiversity awareness beyond Western frameworks while advocating for greater educational and workplace accessibility globally (Shaw et al., 2025). 
Relevance to This Study
The international shift towards neurodiversity-affirming practices provides an important context for understanding the experiences of neurodivergent adults in the UK. While legislation and policy increasingly promote inclusion, evidence suggests that barriers remain within both educational and employment settings. 
Examining these barriers through the lens of international frameworks such as the social model of disability, strengths-based practice, and Universal Design for Learning can provide valuable insights into how more inclusive systems might be developed. 
This dissertation therefore situates the experiences of neurodivergent adults within a broader global movement that seeks to promote equality, participation, and social justice.
2.5 UK Legislative Framework Supporting Neurodivergent Adults
The United Kingdom has developed a comprehensive legislative framework designed to promote inclusion and protect neurodivergent individuals from discrimination in education and employment. These legal protections reflect a broader shift towards recognising neurodiversity as a form of human diversity and ensuring that individuals have equitable opportunities to participate in society. Central to this framework is the principle that barriers to participation should be removed through reasonable adjustments and supportive practices rather than expecting individuals to conform to inflexible systems.
Equality Act 2010
The most significant legislation governing inclusion in the UK is the Equality Act 2010, which brought together previous anti-discrimination laws into a single legal framework. The Act protects individuals from discrimination on the grounds of disability, including many neurodivergent conditions such as autism, ADHD, dyslexia, and dyspraxia. It applies across education, employment, and wider public services, requiring organisations to take proactive steps to prevent disadvantage and promote equality.
For neurodivergent adults, the Equality Act 2010 places a legal duty on education providers and employers to make reasonable adjustments where a person would otherwise experience a substantial disadvantage compared to their peers. These protections aim to ensure that neurodivergent individuals can access learning opportunities and employment on an equal basis with others (Equality Act, 2010).
Reasonable Adjustments
Reasonable adjustments are a key mechanism for promoting inclusion. In educational settings, adjustments may include: additional time in examinations and assessments, access to quiet rooms or alternative assessment environments, use of assistive technologies such as speech-to-text software and mind-mapping tools, provision of specialist mentoring or study support, flexible teaching and learning approaches.
Within employment settings, adjustments may include: flexible working arrangements, clear written instructions and communication, adapted recruitment and interview processes, sensory-friendly workspaces, specialist software and equipment.
These adjustments recognise that neurodivergent individuals may process information, communicate, or learn differently and that adapting environments can reduce barriers to success.
Disabled Students' Allowances (DSAs)
For students in higher and further education, Disabled Students' Allowances (DSAs) provide additional financial support to help overcome barriers to learning. DSAs can fund specialist equipment, assistive technology, non-medical support workers, mentoring services, and other disability-related study costs. This support helps neurodivergent students participate more effectively in higher education and develop the skills required for future employment.
Research suggests that access to appropriate support can significantly improve educational outcomes, retention, and student wellbeing among neurodivergent learners. Therefore, DSAs form an important component of the UK's inclusive education framework (Department for Education, 2026). 
Access to Work Scheme
For adults entering or participating in employment, the government's Access to Work scheme provides practical and financial support to overcome workplace barriers. The scheme can fund specialist equipment, workplace adaptations, job coaching, mental health support services, and communication assistance where needed.
Access to Work is particularly relevant for neurodivergent adults who may require adjustments beyond those provided directly by employers. By reducing financial barriers and supporting workplace inclusion, the scheme aims to improve employment outcomes and promote long-term career development (Department for Work and Pensions, 2026). 
Specialist Advocacy and Support Organisations
Alongside statutory support, numerous organisations provide guidance and advocacy for neurodivergent adults. Organisations such as the National Autistic Society (NAS) and the British Dyslexia Association (BDA) offer resources, training, advice, and advocacy to help individuals access appropriate educational and workplace accommodations. These organisations also play an important role in raising public awareness and promoting neuroinclusive practices across society.
Ongoing Challenges
Despite the existence of strong legislative protections, research indicates that many neurodivergent adults continue to experience difficulties accessing support, obtaining reasonable adjustments, and challenging discrimination. Awareness and implementation of legal duties can vary between institutions and employers, meaning that legal rights do not always translate into inclusive practice. Consequently, a gap often exists between policy intentions and the lived experiences of neurodivergent adults. 
This ongoing disparity highlights the importance of examining not only the legislative framework but also the practical barriers that continue to affect neurodivergent individuals in education and employment. Understanding these challenges is central to evaluating the effectiveness of current inclusion policies and identifying areas for future improvement (Shaw et al., 2025).
2.6 Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated that understandings of neurodiversity and inclusion have evolved considerably over time. 
The neurodiversity movement challenged traditional medical perspectives by recognising neurological differences as a natural form of human diversity rather than a deficit requiring correction. 
Similarly, developments in UK education and disability policy reflect a gradual shift from segregation and integration towards more inclusive approaches that emphasise participation, accessibility, and equal rights. 
International frameworks such as the social model of disability, strengths-based practice, and Universal Design for Learning have further strengthened the case for creating environments that accommodate diverse ways of learning and working. 
Although the UK now has extensive legal protections through legislation such as the Equality Act 2010, evidence suggests that many neurodivergent adults continue to experience barriers in education and employment. 
Therefore, understanding the gap between policy intentions and lived experiences is essential. The following chapter will explore these barriers in greater detail, focusing on the educational and employment challenges faced by neurodivergent adults in contemporary UK society.




CHAPTER 3: METHODS

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the methodology adopted for this dissertation, which explores the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults in education and employment in the United Kingdom. A secondary research approach was selected, using a systematic literature review to identify, evaluate, and synthesise existing research evidence. The methodology provides a transparent and structured process for identifying relevant studies, ensuring that the findings are based on high-quality evidence and can be replicated by future researchers.

3.2 Research Design

This study employed a systematic literature review methodology. A systematic review is a rigorous method of identifying, selecting, and critically analysing existing research on a specific topic through a structured and transparent process (Snyder, 2019). Unlike traditional literature reviews, systematic reviews follow predetermined search strategies and inclusion criteria to minimise bias and increase reliability.
The review focused on peer-reviewed primary research studies published within the last ten years (2016–2026) that examined the experiences of neurodivergent adults in educational and employment settings within the United Kingdom. The purpose was to gain a comprehensive understanding of the barriers to inclusion and identify common themes across the literature.
3.3 Search Strategy

A structured search strategy was undertaken to identify relevant literature. Searches were conducted across three electronic databases: ProQuest, PubMed, Google Scholar. These databases were selected because they provide access to a wide range of educational, psychological, health, and social science research relevant to neurodiversity and inclusion.

3.4 Keywords
The following key search terms and combinations were used: neurodiversity AND inclusion, neurodivergent adults AND education, neurodivergent adults AND employment, autism AND workplace inclusion UK, ADHD AND higher education UK, dyslexia AND employment barriers, neurodiversity AND reasonable adjustments, neurodivergence AND workplace experiences, inclusive education AND neurodiversity, barriers to inclusion AND neurodivergent adults.
Boolean operators AND and OR were used to broaden and refine search results where appropriate.
3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure the relevance and quality of the evidence, specific inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied.

Inclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they: were published between 2016 and 2026, were peer-reviewed journal articles, reported findings from primary research, focused on neurodivergent adults (18 years and over), examined experiences in education, employment, or transition between the two, were conducted within the United Kingdom, were published in English.

Exclusion Criteria

Studies were excluded if they: were published before 2016, were literature reviews, opinion pieces, editorials, or reports, focused exclusively on children or adolescents, were not UK-based studies, did not address inclusion, educational experiences, or employment experiences, were not peer-reviewed, did not report original, empirical research findings.

3.6 Study Selection Process

The study selection process followed the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework to ensure transparency and rigour. Initially, all articles identified through database searches were screened using titles and abstracts. Duplicate articles were removed. The remaining studies were then assessed against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Full-text versions of eligible articles were reviewed before the final selection was made. A total of 10 peer-reviewed primary research studies were included in the final review.

PRISMA Flow Diagram
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Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram for Study Selection



Data Extraction

Data were extracted systematically from each selected study using a data extraction table. The following information was recorded: author(s) and year, research aim, participant characteristics, research methodology, educational or employment setting, key findings, identified barriers to inclusion, recommendations. This process enabled comparisons to be made across studies and ensured consistency during analysis.

3.7 Data Analysis

The selected studies were analysed using thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a qualitative method used to identify, analyse, and interpret recurring patterns within data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 

The analysis followed six stages: familiarisation with the data, initial coding of significant findings, searching for patterns and themes, reviewing identified themes, defining and naming themes, producing the final report. 

Through this process, common barriers experienced by neurodivergent adults were identified across the selected studies. Themes were compared and refined to ensure they accurately reflected the evidence presented in the literature.

3.8 Ethical Considerations

As this study was based entirely on secondary data, no direct contact with participants took place, and no new data were collected. However, ethical principles remained important throughout the review process. These included: a representation of authors' findings, avoidance of plagiarism through appropriate referencing, honest reporting of results, transparency in study selection and analysis, acknowledgement of limitations within the reviewed studies. Maintaining academic integrity was essential to ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the research findings.

Reliability and Limitations

The systematic review approach enhanced reliability through the use of predetermined search strategies, inclusion criteria, and a transparent selection process. Using peer-reviewed research also increased the quality and credibility of the evidence base.
However, some limitations should be acknowledged. Restricting studies to the UK and the last ten years may have excluded relevant international or historical research. Additionally, publication bias may exist, as studies reporting significant findings are more likely to be published than studies reporting neutral outcomes.

3.9 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the methodology used to investigate barriers to inclusion for neurodivergent adults in education and employment. A systematic literature review was conducted using peer-reviewed primary research studies identified through ProQuest, PubMed, and Google Scholar. Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied, and the study selection process followed PRISMA guidelines. Data were analysed using thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and themes across the literature. The following chapter presents the findings of this review and discusses the major barriers experienced by neurodivergent adults within educational and employment contexts in the UK.






















CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the findings of the systematic literature review and discusses their significance in relation to the aim of this dissertation: to investigate the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults in UK education and employment.
 The findings are based on the analysis of ten peer‑reviewed primary research studies selected through the PRISMA process outlined in Chapter 3. These studies provide contemporary evidence on how neurodivergent adults navigate educational environments, workplace structures, and transitions between the two. The chapter begins with a summary table of the selected studies, followed by a thematic discussion that examines recurring patterns, similarities, and differences across the literature. By analysing these themes in the context of existing research, this chapter directly addresses the dissertation’s objectives and demonstrates how the findings contribute to understanding the systemic, social, and institutional barriers that continue to affect neurodivergent adults in the United Kingdom.

4.2 Table of findings

	Author(s) and Year
	Aim
	Methodology and Sample Size
	Key Findings

	1. Davies, Heasman & Remington (2023)
	To compare hiring experiences of autistic, neurodivergent and neurotypical adults in the UK.
	Online survey (Diverse Minds Survey); N = 377 (225 autistic, 64 non-autistic ND, 88 neurotypical).
	Autistic & ND adults face more barriers in interviews; traditional recruitment disadvantages ND candidates; adjustments improve fairness; disclosure is low due to fear of discrimination.

	2. Walker, Sri & Murphy (2024)
	To explore prevalence and experiences of neurodiversity among staff in a UK high-secure psychiatric hospital.
	Mixed methods; confidential online questionnaire; N = 124 (122 valid responses).
	40 % reported neurodivergence (ADHD most common); 36 % nondisclosure; 23 % felt unsupported; staff saw neurodiversity as beneficial, but awareness and training were lacking.

	3. Martin (2021)
	To explore employment experiences of autistic researchers and lecturers in UK universities.
	Qualitative questionnaire; N = 12 autistic UK‑based academics.
	Autistic academics face structural and attitudinal barriers, insecure contracts, unclear communication, sensory overload, and ableism; disclosure is risky; grassroots networks (PARC) and Universal Design practices support inclusion.

	4. Buckley, Pellicano & Remington (2021)
	To examine how autistic traits relate to wellbeing, self‑efficacy, mental health, and support needs among UK performing arts professionals.
	Mixed‑methods online survey; N = 1,427 UK performing arts professionals.
	Higher autistic traits linked to lower wellbeing and self‑efficacy, higher depression/anxiety, and greater need for workplace support; qualitative themes highlight lack of understanding, reliance on peers, and desire for inclusive management.

	5. Pryke-Hobbes et al. (2023)
	To compare workplace masking experiences among autistic, non‑autistic neurodivergent, and neurotypical adults in the UK.
	Online survey; reflexive thematic analysis; N = 472 (285 autistic, 88 ND, 99 NT).
	Masking is common across all groups; autistic & ND adults face unique pressures due to limited workplace understanding; masking used to avoid stigma and negative outcomes; associated with stress, emotional exhaustion, and reduced authenticity.

	6. Branicki et al. (2024)
	To examine how flexible and homeworking practices shape employment outcomes for neurodivergent and neurotypical adults in the UK.
	Quantitative analysis of UK Labour Force Survey; N > 25,000 UK adults.
	ND adults are twice as likely to be in precarious work and ten times more likely to hold temporary roles; higher underemployment and shorter job tenure; flexible and homeworking practices significantly improve ND employment outcomes.

	7. Lippi, Demou & Riach (2025)
	To compare employment and mental‑health patterns among neurodivergent, disabled, and non‑disabled adults in the UK.
	Quantitative cross‑sectional study using UK Biobank data; N = 289,295 adults (40–64 yrs); Latent Class Analysis.
	Neurodivergent adults show higher unemployment and mental‑health issues; late diagnosis worsens outcomes; higher education and urban living improve wellbeing; urgent policy action needed for inclusion.

	8. Jack, Crane & Davis (2024)
	To explore the experiences of neurodivergent student teachers in Scottish education programs leading to teaching qualification.
	Qualitative primary research; semi‑structured interviews; N = 9 ND student teachers.
	ND students face systemic barriers, risk of withdrawal, and limited inclusion; accessibility and attitudes affect disclosure and support; representation varies across neurotypes, revealing a hierarchy of acceptability.

	9. Crook & McDowall (2023)
	To explore positive career experiences and strengths among adults with ADHD using a strengths‑focused coaching psychology approach.
	Primary qualitative research; semi‑structured Feedforward Interviews; reflexive thematic analysis; N = 17 ADHD adults.
	ADHD strengths are paradoxical (core strengths, adaptive strategies, overplayed strengths). Career success is an evolving narrative shaped by diagnosis, self‑acceptance, and reframing success. Participants achieve success both because of and in spite of ADHD.

	10. Smith, Shaw, Doherty & Ives (2025)
	To explore workplace challenges and reasonable adjustments needed by autistic clinical professionals in UK healthcare.
	Primary qualitative study; online qualitative survey; quasi‑thematic + content analysis; N = 82 autistic clinicians.
	Eight themes: barriers in employment, informal adjustments, communication mismatches, executive‑function challenges, difficulty with change, sensory environments, rigid workplace cultures, and negative consequences (stress, burnout). Calls for individualized, iterative reasonable adjustments to improve equity and patient care.


 
Findings

This chapter presents the findings of the secondary research conducted for this project. The analysis is based on ten peer‑reviewed UK studies published after 2016, all focusing on neurodivergent adults’ experiences in education and employment. The results are organised into three overarching themes that emerged consistently across the literature.

4.3 Characteristics of the Selected Studies

The final dataset consists of 10 primary research studies, all conducted in the United Kingdom, and all examining adult neurodivergent populations (autistic, ADHD, or mixed neurodivergence). The studies cover: employment access and hiring processes (Davies et al., 2023; Branicki et al., 2024; Lippi et al., 2025), workplace experiences, masking,
discrimination, and adjustments (Pryke Hobbes et al., 2023; Walker et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2025), academic and professional experiences in higher education (Martin, 2021; Buckley et al., 2021; Jack et al., 2024), career strengths and identity development (Crook & McDowall, 2023), the studies use qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods, with sample sizes ranging from 17 to 289,295 participants, providing both depth and breadth.

Thematic Analysis of Findings

Across the ten studies, three major themes emerged:

Theme 1: Systemic Barriers and Structural Inequalities
Theme 2: Masking, Identity, and Stigma
Theme 3: Reasonable Adjustments, Inclusion, and Support Systems

4.4 Theme 1: Systemic Barriers and Structural Inequalities

Across the included studies, the most consistent finding was that neurodivergent adults continue to encounter systemic barriers within both educational settings and the workplace. Rather than reflecting individual limitations, these barriers arise from organisational structures, institutional policies, and environments that are designed around neurotypical expectations. Recruitment processes, workplace cultures and higher education systems frequently fail to recognise diverse communication styles, sensory needs and alternative ways of working, creating significant obstacles to inclusion.

Several studies demonstrated that traditional recruitment methods disadvantage neurodivergent applicants. Davies et al. (2023) found that interview processes often rely heavily on social interaction, eye contact and rapid verbal communication, placing autistic and other neurodivergent candidates at a disadvantage despite possessing the necessary knowledge and skills. Similarly, Branicki et al. (2024) reported that neurodivergent adults were substantially more likely to experience precarious employment, temporary contracts and underemployment than neurotypical workers, suggesting that structural inequalities extend beyond recruitment and continue throughout employment.

Comparable barriers were identified within higher education. Martin (2021) highlighted that autistic academics experienced unclear communication, insecure contracts, excessive workload expectations and institutional cultures that rewarded conformity over diversity. Likewise, Jack et al. (2024) found that neurodivergent student teachers often struggled within inflexible educational environments where support depended largely on individual staff attitudes rather than consistent institutional policies. 

These findings suggest that educational settings frequently place responsibility on neurodivergent individuals to adapt, rather than adapting systems to accommodate different needs. Healthcare workplaces reflected similar patterns. Walker et al. (2024) and Smith et al. (2025) found that although many organisations recognised the value of neurodiversity, reasonable adjustments were often inconsistent, informal or unavailable. Participants described rigid workplace cultures, poor understanding among managers and limited awareness of neurodivergent experiences, resulting in reduced workplace satisfaction and increased stress.

Collectively, these findings indicate that structural inequalities remain a significant barrier to inclusion across both education and employment. The consistency of evidence across qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods studies strengthens the conclusion that systemic change, rather than individual adaptation, is required to improve inclusion for neurodivergent adults.

4.5 Theme 2: Masking, Identity and Stigma

The second major theme concerns the relationship between masking, identity and psychological wellbeing. Across the literature, neurodivergent adults frequently described concealing or suppressing aspects of their identity in order to meet social and professional expectations. Although masking was often perceived as necessary to secure employment, progress academically or avoid discrimination, the evidence consistently demonstrates that it comes at a considerable personal cost.

Pryke-Hobbes et al. (2023) found that masking was common across autistic, ADHD and other neurodivergent adults, although autistic participants reported significantly greater pressure to hide their differences. Participants described modifying communication styles, suppressing natural behaviours and continuously monitoring their actions to appear neurotypical. While these strategies sometimes reduced the likelihood of discrimination, they were strongly associated with emotional exhaustion, chronic stress and reduced authenticity.

These findings were reinforced by Buckley et al. (2021), who identified significant associations between higher autistic traits and lower wellbeing, reduced self-efficacy and increased symptoms of anxiety and depression among performing arts professionals. Similarly, Lippi et al. (2025) demonstrated that neurodivergent adults experienced higher rates of unemployment alongside poorer mental health outcomes, with delayed diagnosis further increasing vulnerability.

However, the literature also highlights the strengths associated with neurodivergence. Crook and McDowall (2023) reported that adults with ADHD described creativity, innovation, adaptability and hyperfocus as valuable professional assets. Participants emphasised that career success often resulted from recognising and utilising these strengths rather than attempting to conform to neurotypical expectations. This strengths-based perspective contrasts with deficit-focused models and supports the growing neurodiversity paradigm, which recognises neurological differences as natural forms of human diversity.

Overall, the evidence suggests that poor mental health is not an inevitable consequence of neurodivergence itself but is largely influenced by environments that encourage masking, discourage disclosure and fail to provide appropriate support.

4.6 Theme 3: Reasonable Adjustments, Inclusion, and Support Systems

The final theme demonstrates that inclusive practices and reasonable adjustments play a critical role in improving educational and employment outcomes for neurodivergent adults. Although support provision varied considerably across organisations, studies consistently reported that personalised, flexible and proactive approaches enabled greater participation, wellbeing and retention.

Smith et al. (2025) found that autistic clinicians frequently relied on informal adjustments negotiated directly with colleagues rather than formal organisational processes. While these adaptations were often beneficial, their inconsistent implementation created uncertainty and placed responsibility on individuals to repeatedly advocate for their needs. Similar experiences were reported by Jack et al. (2024), where neurodivergent student teachers perceived that educational institutions expected students to adapt to existing systems rather than redesigning learning environments to promote accessibility.

Flexible working arrangements emerged as one of the most effective adjustments. Branicki et al. (2024) demonstrated that opportunities for homeworking and flexible schedules significantly improved employment outcomes, particularly for neurodivergent adults managing sensory sensitivities, executive functioning challenges or fluctuating energy levels. Walker et al. (2024) similarly reported that organisations with greater awareness of neurodiversity and better staff training were more likely to create supportive workplace cultures that encouraged disclosure and reduced stigma.

Across all studies, effective inclusion was characterised by several common features, including personalised reasonable adjustments, flexible working practices, clear communication, neurodiversity training for staff, and environments that considered sensory and executive functioning needs. These findings reinforce the importance of moving beyond compliance-based approaches towards genuinely inclusive organisational cultures that recognise neurodiversity as a source of strength rather than deficit.

4.7 DIscussion

This chapter has presented the findings from ten UK-based primary research studies exploring the experiences of neurodivergent adults in education and employment. Three overarching themes emerged from the thematic analysis: systemic barriers and structural inequalities; masking, identity and mental health; and reasonable adjustments, inclusion and support systems. This discussion interprets these findings in relation to the existing literature, UK legislation and policy, and the overall aim of the dissertation, which was to investigate the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults within education and employment in the United Kingdom.

Interpretation of Findings

Systemic Barriers and Structural Inequalities

The findings demonstrate that systemic barriers remain one of the greatest obstacles to the inclusion of neurodivergent adults in both educational and employment settings. Across the reviewed studies, participants consistently described organisational structures, recruitment practices and institutional cultures that were designed around neurotypical expectations rather than diverse ways of learning, communicating and working. These barriers frequently resulted in reduced employment opportunities, limited career progression and unequal access to educational support.

The reviewed evidence supports previous UK research highlighting persistent inequalities experienced by disabled and neurodivergent individuals. The Office for Students (2025) has reported continuing inconsistencies in the provision of reasonable adjustments and disability support across higher education institutions, while Disability Rights UK (2023) identifies significant disparities in employment rates, career opportunities and workplace inclusion. 

Together, these findings suggest that despite legal protections under the Equality Act 2010, many organisations continue to adopt reactive rather than proactive approaches to inclusion.
The consistency of these findings across qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods studies strengthens the conclusion that the barriers experienced by neurodivergent adults are primarily systemic rather than individual. Consequently, improving inclusion requires organisational and cultural change rather than expecting neurodivergent individuals to adapt to environments that do not adequately meet their needs.

Masking, Identity and Stigma

A second key finding relates to the widespread practice of masking and its impact on identity, wellbeing and mental health. Many participants reported suppressing or concealing aspects of their neurodivergent identity in order to meet perceived social and professional expectations. Although masking was often viewed as necessary to obtain employment, succeed academically or avoid discrimination, the literature consistently associated this behaviour with increased anxiety, emotional exhaustion, reduced wellbeing and burnout.

These findings are consistent with wider research indicating that prolonged masking contributes to significant psychological distress and poorer mental health outcomes among autistic and other neurodivergent adults (EHRC, 2024). The reviewed studies also demonstrate that the pressure to mask frequently arises from organisational cultures that value conformity and social performance over diversity and inclusion.

However, the findings also challenge deficit-based perspectives of neurodivergence. Several studies highlighted strengths commonly associated with neurodivergent individuals, including creativity, innovation, problem-solving abilities, resilience and hyperfocus. These findings support the neurodiversity paradigm, which recognises neurological differences as natural variations in human cognition rather than conditions requiring correction. The evidence therefore suggests that many of the negative outcomes experienced by neurodivergent adults arise not from neurodivergence itself but from environments that fail to recognise and value cognitive diversity.

Reasonable Adjustments, Inclusion, and Support Systems

The third theme demonstrates the importance of reasonable adjustments and inclusive organisational practices in improving educational and employment outcomes for neurodivergent adults. Across the reviewed studies, personalised support, flexible working arrangements, adapted communication methods and neurodiversity awareness training were consistently associated with greater wellbeing, improved retention and increased participation.

These findings support current UK policy and guidance, which emphasise that reasonable adjustments should be proactive, individualised and embedded within organisational practice rather than implemented only after difficulties arise (UK Government, 2023). 

Similarly, the Equality Act 2010 places a legal duty on employers and education providers to make reasonable adjustments that reduce disadvantage experienced by disabled individuals, including many neurodivergent adults. Importantly, the reviewed studies indicate that inclusion extends beyond legal compliance. 

Organisations that foster psychologically safe environments, encourage disclosure without fear of discrimination and adopt flexible approaches to working and learning are more likely to enable neurodivergent individuals to reach their full potential. These findings suggest that meaningful inclusion requires cultural change, increased awareness and a commitment to recognising neurodiversity as an organisational strength rather than simply meeting statutory obligations.

Strengths of This Research

This dissertation has several important strengths. First, it synthesises evidence from ten contemporary UK primary research studies, ensuring that the findings are directly relevant to current educational, employment and policy contexts. The inclusion of qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods studies provides both depth and breadth of evidence, allowing for a comprehensive understanding of neurodivergent adults' experiences across multiple settings.

Second, the use of reflexive thematic analysis enabled the identification of recurring patterns across diverse studies while maintaining sensitivity to differences in research design and participant experiences. This approach facilitated the development of meaningful themes that directly addressed the research aim and objectives.

Finally, the review is situated within the UK legislative and policy context, including the Equality Act 2010 and the Public Sector Equality Duty. This strengthens the practical relevance of the findings and enables evidence-based recommendations that can inform educational institutions, employers and policymakers seeking to improve inclusion for neurodivergent adults.

Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. As a secondary literature review, this dissertation relied on previously published research and therefore had no control over the quality, methodology or reporting of the original studies. Although all included studies met the inclusion criteria and underwent quality appraisal, variations in research design and sample characteristics may have influenced the findings.

Furthermore, several qualitative studies included relatively small sample sizes, limiting the generalisability of individual findings. While rich qualitative data provided valuable insight into lived experiences, these perspectives may not represent the diversity of all neurodivergent adults across the UK.

The review also focused exclusively on UK-based research to ensure relevance to national legislation, policy and practice. Although this strengthened contextual applicability, it limits comparisons with international evidence and potentially excludes innovative inclusive practices developed elsewhere.

Finally, the majority of included studies focused on autism and ADHD, meaning that the experiences of individuals with other forms of neurodivergence, such as dyslexia, dyspraxia and Tourette syndrome, were comparatively underrepresented. Future research should therefore adopt a broader neurodiversity perspective and explore experiences across a wider range of neurodivergent populations.

4.5 Summary
This chapter presented and discussed the findings of the systematic literature review, drawing on evidence from ten UK-based primary research studies examining the experiences of neurodivergent adults in education and employment. Through thematic analysis, three overarching themes were identified: systemic barriers and structural inequalities; masking, identity and mental health; and reasonable adjustments, inclusion and support systems. 
Overall, the findings demonstrate that neurodivergent adults continue to face significant barriers within educational institutions and workplaces due to organisational structures, limited awareness and inconsistent implementation of inclusive practices. The evidence also highlights that pressures to mask neurodivergent characteristics can negatively affect wellbeing, identity and mental health. At the same time, the reviewed studies emphasise the strengths and valuable contributions of neurodivergent individuals, demonstrating that personalised support, flexible working arrangements, reasonable adjustments and neurodiversity-affirming cultures can substantially improve educational and employment outcomes. 
The discussion showed that these findings are consistent with current UK legislation, policy and previous research, reinforcing the need for organisations to move beyond legal compliance towards genuinely inclusive practices that recognise neurodiversity as a valuable form of human diversity. The strengths and limitations of the review were also considered, providing context for interpreting the findings and identifying areas for future research. 
The next chapter concludes the dissertation by summarising the key findings in relation to the research aim and objectives, outlining the practical implications for education, employment and policy, and presenting recommendations for future research and practice.
























CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION

5.1 Introduction
This chapter presents evidence‑based recommendations derived from the thematic analysis of ten UK primary studies and supported by recent national policy reports, parliamentary briefings, and sector‑wide evaluations. The recommendations aim to address systemic barriers in education and employment and promote neurodiversity‑affirming practices across the United Kingdom.

5.2 Recommendations
 Reform Recruitment Processes to Reduce Bias and Improve Accessibility.
UK evidence shows that autistic and neurodivergent adults face disproportionately high barriers during recruitment, particularly in interviews that rely on social performance, ambiguous communication, and rapid processing demands (Davies et al., 2023). National policy reviews confirm that autistic adults have one of the lowest employment rates of all disability groups — only 34% in 2024/25 (House of Commons Library, 2025).
To address this, employers should: 1) replace traditional interviews with skills‑based assessments, 2) provide clear, structured questions in advance, 3) offer alternative communication formats (written responses, practical tasks), 4) allow extra processing time and reduce sensory overload.
These recommendations align with the Buckland Review of Autism Employment (2024), which calls for a national employer awareness campaign and improved access to programmes such as Access to Work.

Standardise Reasonable Adjustments Across UK Workplaces.
Evidence shows that neurodivergent adults often receive inconsistent or informal adjustments, leading to unequal experiences across organisations (Smith et al., 2025). Parliamentary briefings highlight that access to adjustments remains difficult, with many employers failing to meet Equality Act obligations (House of Commons Library, 2025).
Employers should: 1) create formal reasonable adjustment policies, 2) ensure adjustments are proactive, not reactive, 3) provide sensory‑friendly workspaces, 4)offer flexible working arrangements, which significantly improve outcomes (Branicki et al., 2024).
The CIPD Neuroinclusion at Work Report (2024) identifies seven guiding principles for neuroinclusive workplaces, including leadership accountability, staff training, and personalised support plans.

Improve Neurodiversity Training for Educators and Employers.
Studies show that staff often lack confidence and knowledge in supporting neurodivergent adults, leading to misunderstandings, stigma, and inconsistent support (Walker et al., 2024; Jack et al., 2024).
Training should include: 1) understanding neurodivergent communication styles, 2) recognising masking and its mental‑health impacts, 3) adapting teaching and management approaches, 4) implementing inclusive assessment and feedback practices.
The Partnerships for Inclusion of Neurodiversity in Schools (PINS) Report (DfE, 2025) found that staff training significantly improves institutional capacity to support neurodivergent learners and enhances student outcomes.

Strengthen Inclusive Education Practices and Reduce System Fragmentation.
The UK SEND system remains fragmented, inconsistent, and adversarial, with families and adults struggling to access support (Education Committee, 2025). Although this report focuses on children and young people, its findings reflect broader systemic issues that continue into adulthood. Higher education institutions should: 1) standardise “ordinarily available” support,
2) ensure timely implementation of adjustments, 3) reduce reliance on diagnostic proof, 4) embed universal design for learning (UDL) principles, 5) create sensory‑considerate learning environments.
The Solving the SEND Crisis Report (2025) emphasises that inclusive mainstream provision must be clearly defined and consistently implemented across institutions.

Expand Employment Support Programmes for Neurodivergent Adults.
National programmes such as Access to Work, Connect to Work, and WorkWell provide essential support but remain underutilised and inconsistently accessed (House of Commons Library, 2025). This recommendations include: 1) increasing awareness of available programmes, 2) simplifying application processes, 3) providing job coaching and supported employment pathways, 4) improving early intervention for adults newly diagnosed.
The Westminster Hall Debate on Supporting Neurodivergent People into Employment (2025) highlights the need for expanded support and better coordination between Jobcentres, employers, and health services.

Promote Neurodiversity‑Affirming Cultures in Education and Employment.
Across all ten studies, neurodivergent adults reported stigma, masking, and pressure to conform to neurotypical norms (Pryke Hobbes et al., 2023; Buckley et al., 2021).
Institutions should: 1) adopt neurodiversity‑affirming language, 2) encourage disclosure without penalty, 3) create peer support networks, 4) celebrate neurodivergent strengths (e.g., creativity, hyperfocus, analytical thinking).
The CIPD Neuroinclusion Report (2024) stresses that culture change must be driven by leadership and embedded into organisational strategy, not treated as an optional initiative.

5.3 Conclusion

Strengths of the Study
Uses ten high‑quality UK primary studies published after 2016, integrates findings with recent UK policy reports (2024–2025), provides a holistic view across education and employment, offers practical, evidence‑based recommendations aligned with national priorities, and supports current movements toward neurodiversity‑affirming practice.
Limitations of the Study
The secondary research cannot control the quality of original studies, some studies have small qualitative samples, experiences of dyslexia, dyspraxia, and other ND groups are underrepresented, only UK studies were included, limiting international comparison, no primary data collection, which may reduce contextual richness. 

This dissertation set out to investigate the barriers to inclusion experienced by neurodivergent adults in UK education and employment, drawing on ten primary research studies published after 2015 and supported by recent national policy reports. The findings reveal a consistent and compelling picture: despite legislative protections under the Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2010) and increasing societal awareness, neurodivergent adults continue to face systemic inequalities that limit their ability to participate fully and equitably in contemporary UK society (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2024; Disability Rights UK, 2023).
Across the literature, three interconnected themes emerged. First, structural barriers remain deeply embedded in both educational and employment systems. Neurodivergent adults encounter inaccessible recruitment processes (Davies et al., 2023), rigid institutional cultures (Walker et al., 2024), inconsistent reasonable adjustments (Smith et al., 2025), and learning environments that fail to accommodate sensory, cognitive, or organisational needs (Martin, 2021; Jack et al., 2024). These barriers are not isolated incidents but reflect broader patterns of institutional design that privilege neurotypical norms and disadvantage those who think, learn, or communicate differently (Office for Students, 2025a).
Second, the findings highlight the profound impact of identity, masking, and mental health on neurodivergent adults’ experiences. Many individuals feel compelled to suppress their traits to meet social expectations, a practice associated with exhaustion, anxiety, and reduced wellbeing (Pryke Hobbes et al., 2023; Buckley et al., 2021). The literature shows that masking is not merely a coping strategy but a response to environments that lack psychological safety and understanding. This underscores the need for cultural change within institutions, where neurodivergent identities are recognised, respected, and affirmed (CIPD, 2024).
Third, the analysis demonstrates that reasonable adjustments and support systems—although mandated by law—are inconsistently implemented across the UK. Adjustments are often informal, delayed, or dependent on individual staff attitudes rather than institutional policy (Smith et al., 2025). When adjustments are provided effectively, outcomes improve significantly, demonstrating that inclusion is not only possible but achievable with the right structures in place (Branicki et al., 2024; Department for Work and Pensions, 2025).
Taken together, these findings show that the barriers faced by neurodivergent adults are not the result of individual deficits but of systemic shortcomings. The UK has strong legislative frameworks, including the Equality Act 2010 and the Public Sector Equality Duty (UK Government, 2023), yet implementation remains uneven. National reports from the Equality and Human Rights Commission, the Office for Students, and the Department for Work and Pensions consistently emphasise the gap between policy and practice (EHRC, 2024; Office for Students, 2025b; DWP, 2025). 
This dissertation contributes to that evidence base by synthesising recent empirical research and demonstrating how these systemic issues manifest in real educational and workplace contexts.
The recommendations presented in this chapter offer practical, evidence‑based strategies for addressing these inequalities. Reforming recruitment practices (House of Commons Library, 2025), standardising reasonable adjustments (CIPD, 2024), improving staff training (PINS/DfE, 2025), strengthening inclusive education (Education Committee, 2025), expanding employment support programmes (Westminster Hall Debate, 2025), and promoting neurodiversity‑affirming cultures are essential steps toward creating environments where neurodivergent adults can thrive. 
These recommendations align with national priorities and emerging UK policy initiatives, reflecting a growing recognition that inclusion is both a moral imperative and a societal benefit.
Ultimately, this dissertation argues that meaningful inclusion requires more than compliance with legislation—it requires a fundamental shift in how institutions understand and respond to neurodiversity. By embracing cognitive diversity as a strength and designing systems that accommodate a wider range of needs, the UK can move toward a future where neurodivergent adults are not merely accommodated but empowered. 
The evidence presented here demonstrates that such change is both necessary and achievable, and it provides a foundation for continued research, policy development, and institutional reform.
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APPENDICES


APPENDIX A: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram
Figure A1. PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram showing the identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion of studies in the systematic review.
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APPENDIX B: Table of Findings
The table below summarises the ten primary research studies included in the systematic review. It outlines key characteristics, methodologies, and findings relevant to the barriers experienced by neurodivergent adults in UK education and employment.
	Author(s), Year
	Title
	Population
	Setting
	Methodology
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Dissertation Aim

	Davies et al. (2023)
	Access to employment
	Autistic, ND & NT adults
	UK hiring processes
	Qualitative
	Hiring relies on social performance; ND adults disadvantaged
	Shows structural recruitment barriers

	Pryke Hobbes et al. (2023)
	Workplace masking
	Autistic & ND adults
	UK workplaces
	Qualitative
	Masking linked to stress, burnout
	Demonstrates identity-related barriers

	Walker et al. (2024)
	Neurodiversity in secure hospitals
	Staff in secure psychiatric hospital
	UK
	Mixed methods
	ND staff face stigma, limited adjustments
	Highlights institutional barriers

	Buckley et al. (2021)
	Autistic traits & wellbeing
	Performing arts professionals
	UK
	Quantitative
	Higher autistic traits → lower wellbeing
	Shows mental health impact

	Lippi et al. (2025)
	Employment & mental health
	ND, disabled & non-disabled adults
	UK workforce
	Quantitative
	ND adults have poorer employment outcomes
	Shows systemic inequality

	Jack et al. (2024)
	ND student teachers
	Student teachers
	UK education
	Qualitative
	Institutions expect ND students to adapt
	Shows educational structural barriers

	Martin (2021)
	Autistic academics
	University staff
	UK HE
	Qualitative
	Lack of adjustments; stigma
	Shows HE workplace barriers

	Branicki et al. (2024)
	Flexible working
	ND & NT adults
	UK workplaces
	Mixed methods
	Flexibility improves ND outcomes
	Shows value of adjustments

	Crook & McDowall (2023)
	ADHD strengths
	ADHD adults
	UK employment
	Qualitative
	ADHD adults show unique strengths
	Shows identity-related experiences

	Smith et al. (2025)
	Autistic clinicians
	Healthcare professionals
	UK
	Qualitative
	Adjustments inconsistent; burnout risk
	Shows support system gaps











APPENDIX C: Search Strategy Details
A systematic search was conducted across three databases: ProQuest, PubMed, and Google Scholar. The search strategy followed PRISMA 2020 guidelines.
Databases Searched
· ProQuest
· PubMed
· Google Scholar
Search Terms Used
Search strings included combinations of:
· “Neurodivergent adults”
· “Autism AND employment AND UK”
· “ADHD adults AND workplace barriers”
· “Neurodiversity AND higher education AND UK”
· “Reasonable adjustments AND neurodivergent”
· “Inclusive education AND adults”
Boolean Operators
· AND
· OR
· NOT
Filters Applied
· Publication years: 2016–2026
· Peer‑reviewed only
· UK-based studies
· Adult population (18+)
· English language
Example Search Strings
· “Neurodivergent adults” AND “employment” AND “United Kingdom”
· “autism” AND “higher education” AND “reasonable adjustments”
· “ADHD” AND “workplace inclusion” AND “UK”
Search Results
· ProQuest: 87 results
· PubMed: 42 results
· Google Scholar: 54 results
Screening Process
· Title/abstract screening removed non‑UK, child-focused, medical-only, or irrelevant studies.
· Full-text screening removed non-primary research, inaccessible articles, and pre‑2016 publications.
· Final inclusion: 10 studies.
















APPENDIX D: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria Table
The table below outlines the criteria used to determine which studies were included in the systematic review.
	Criteria Type
	Included If…
	Excluded If…

	Population
	Adults aged 18+
	Children or adolescents

	Location
	UK-based
	Non-UK

	Study Type
	Primary research (qualitative, quantitative, mixed methods)
	Reviews, opinion pieces, theoretical papers

	Publication Date
	2016–2026
	Before 2016

	Focus
	Neurodivergent adults in education or employment
	Medical-only focus, clinical trials

	Accessibility
	Full text available
	No full text

	Relevance
	Addresses barriers, inclusion, adjustments, stigma, or ND experiences
	Irrelevant to inclusion or adult ND experiences
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