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Abstract
The neurodiversity concept has gained prominence across sectors but remains underexplored in sport team environments. This dissertation examines how neurodiversity is understood, supported, and experienced in team sports, focusing on inclusion, social interaction, and symptom management. Using the neurodiversity paradigm and social models of disability, it reviews research from 2015 to 2025 in sport psychology, coaching, and disability studies.
Findings reveal increased awareness of neurodiversity in sport but persistent systemic barriers from ableist assumptions, limited coach training, and rigid team cultures. Neurodiverse athletes face challenges in sensory processing, communication, and social connection, risking exclusion or withdrawal. Yet, evidence shows that inclusive coaching, adaptable communication, and peer support can enhance psychological safety, performance, and well-being. Strategies like team workshops, reflective practices, buddy systems, and assistive tech improve inclusion and self-regulation when applied consistently and empathetically.
The dissertation enhances current research by integrating both theoretical and practical perspectives on neuroaffirmative sport environments and proposing a framework for strength-based inclusion in team sports. Recommendations include incorporating neurodiversity education into coach training, developing flexible organizational policies, and prioritizing athlete-centered approaches that see cognitive diversity as an asset for both performance and social interaction. The study concludes that fostering neurodiversity inclusion in team sports requires cultural change, ongoing leadership dedication, and continuous interdisciplinary research.
Keywords: Neurodiversity, inclusion, team sports, social interaction, symptom management, coaching practice, neuroaffirmative sport, disability studies.
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ADHD – Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder
UNCRPD – United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, WHO – World Health Organization, ND – Neurodiversity / Neurodiverse
SEND – Special Educational Needs and Disabilities, ICF – International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health, EDI – Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion, PHE – Public Health England, UK Sport – United Kingdom Sport, NGB – National Governing Body
PE – Physical Education



Chapter 1: Introduction
	Neurodiversity has developed and gained increasing recognition over the past twenty years in both academic research and broader social and policy discussions (Armstrong, 2010). The term neurodiversity was first introduced by Singer (1999). The concept of ‘Neurodiversity’ reinterprets conditions such as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), dyslexia, dyspraxia, Tourette’s syndrome (TS), and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) as natural variations of human neurology rather than shortcomings that need correction (Stenning & Bertilsdotter-Rosqvist, 2021). In education and employment, neurodiversity has contributed to moving toward more inclusive practices (Den houting, 2019). However, in the world of sports, approaches to neurodiversity remain largely underexplored, despite the advantages of team sports in promoting inclusion, social engagement, and well-being (Karstensen et al., 2024).
	Team sports are often seen as opportunities for personal growth, community involvement, and social cohesion (Collins and Kay, 2014). For neurodiverse athletes participating in team sports, there are many benefits, such as building identity and a sense of belonging, but they also encounter challenges related to communication styles, social expectations, and sensory environments (Brett, 2016). The lack of training on neurodiversity, combined with limited awareness and the absence of inclusive policy frameworks in sporting organizations, creates additional barriers for neurodiverse participants trying to join sports teams.
	With the increasing focus on inclusion and diversity in society, examining how neurodiversity is addressed in team sports is both timely and significant. A detailed exploration of neurodiverse participants' experiences with managing condition-specific symptoms, social interaction, and inclusion within team sports can offer valuable insights that shape both theory and practice.
Rationale for the review
Despite increased visibility of neurodiverse individuals in the public eye, there is still a lack of academic research specifically exploring the experiences of neurodiverse athletes in team sports (Breitkreuz, 2022). Most existing studies focus only on ASD athletes in individual sports, which limits understanding of how other neurodiverse conditions affect participation in sports (Martin, 2021). This imbalance is problematic because team sports involve unique dynamics—such as collaboration, interpersonal interaction, and communication—that are essential for both participation and performance (Eys and Beauchamp, 2025).
	Three interconnected themes form the basis of this review: ‘Inclusion’ – examining how neurodiverse athletes are integrated into team environments, and how organizational policies and coaching practices promote fair participation. ‘Social Interaction’ – investigating how peer relationships develop and are maintained, team communication, and group identity within a sports setting. ‘Symptom Management’ – exploring strategies used by coaches, support networks, and athletes to address condition-specific challenges, such as sensory overload, motor coordination issues, and attentional regulation in team sports.
Aims and objectives
	The purpose of this literature review is to critically assess the current body of research on neurodiversity in team sports, with particular emphasis on inclusion, symptom management, and social interaction. The objectives are to synthesize theoretical perspectives and empirical findings on neurodiversity and sport. To identify barriers and facilitators to inclusion in team-based sporting environments. To analyze how neurodiverse athletes experience and negotiate social dynamics in team sports. To evaluate strategies for managing neurodiverse conditions within the context of team sport participation. To identify gaps in the literature and suggest directions for future research.
Structure of the review
	This dissertation is organized into six chapters, each presenting a clear and progressive analysis of neurodiversity in team sports. Chapter One introduces the research context, rationale, aims, and objectives, establishing the importance of exploring inclusion, social interaction, and symptom management among neurodiverse athletes. Chapter Two offers a comprehensive literature review, divided into five thematic areas: theoretical models of neurodiversity; participation barriers and facilitators; inclusive coaching practices; social and relational dynamics within teams; and strategies for symptom management. Chapter Four provides a critical discussion that synthesizes findings across themes, evaluates their implications in relation to existing theories and practices, and includes a critical reflection on the strengths and limitations of current approaches to neurodiversity in sport. Chapter Five concludes the study by summarizing key insights, offering practical and policy recommendations for improving inclusion in team sports, and suggesting directions for future research.
Significance of the review
	This literature review makes three key contributions. Firstly, it attempts to bring together contrasting strands of literature on neurodiversity, sport, and inclusion, providing a comprehensive synthesis of evidence on team sports. Secondly, it expresses the voices and lived experiences of neurodiverse athletes, contributing to broader debates on athlete welfare, diversity, and human rights in sport (Purdue and Howe, 2012). Third and finally, it offers practical insights for coaches, policy makers, and practitioners in helping to improve the outcomes and environments for neurodiverse athletes in sporting environments. In doing so, the review contributes to advancing understanding the barriers and struggles that neurodiverse athletes have, and putting emphasis on the value of diversity in enriching sporting cultures. 
Chapter 2: Literature Review
Theme 1: neurodiversity paradigm and models of disability.
Introduction 	
Understanding neurodiversity in team sports involves engaging with common debates about how difference is framed (Haore et al, 2023). The paradigms and models used for neurodiversity influence how athletes are perceived, how inclusion is organized, and how interventions are implemented in various areas (Wood et al, 2025). This theme explores the neurodiversity paradigm alongside the medical, social, and biopsychosocial models of disability before considering their effects on sport.
The neurodiversity paradigm
	The term neurodiversity was first introduced by Singer (1999) to describe differences in human neurobiology, including conditions such as ASD, ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, and Tourette’s syndrome. Instead of viewing these as conditions that need a cure, the neurodiversity paradigm sees them as variations that should be recognized and appreciated (Den Houting, 2019).
	In the context of sport, this paradigm signifies a shift from traditional views of performance, which often emphasize standardization, discipline, and conformity to team norms (Narducci, 2025). Neurodiversity challenges these norms by highlighting diverse ways of thinking, interacting, and moving—such as the heightened focus and pattern recognition seen in ASD (Axbey et al., 2023). Additionally, variations in energy levels and impulsiveness among individuals with ADHD may influence team dynamics (Clancy and Waugh, 2019). 
	However, some critics warn against uncritically celebrating neurodiversity (Russell, 2020). They argue that the paradigm risks overlooking the actual challenges and impairments associated with neurodiverse conditions, which could lead to a lack of recognition for support needs (Pellicano and Den Houting, 2022). The challenge for sport, therefore, lies in balancing recognition of strengths with providing appropriate accommodations.
The medical model of disability
	The medical model views disabilities as issues within a person's body or mind that need to be diagnosed, treated, or rehabilitated (Shakespear, 2013). When applied to neurodiversity, this model considers conditions like ASD and ADHD as disorders characterized by deficits in communication, motor skills, and attention (Oliver, 1990). In sports, this can lead organizations to try to 'normalize' neurodiverse athletes' behavior so it fits existing structures (Pagnotta et al., 2024).
	In team sports, athletes who are diagnosed with ADHD, for example, may be required to take measures to manage their hyperactivity with medication to reduce the risk of disrupting play (Polancyk and Rohde, 2007). This is similar for athletes with ASD who may be offered training programs aimed at aligning their behaviors with what is considered neurotypical norms (Howe and Silva, 2017).
	Although the medical model provides a foundational approach for clinical interventions that some athletes see as beneficial, it has been criticized for its deficit-focused perspective and its tendency to marginalize neurodiverse viewpoints (Oliver, 1996). By concentrating only on athletes' impairments, there is a risk of undervaluing the impact of social and environmental barriers on athletes' experiences (Sheaffer, 2024).  
The social model of disability
	In contrast, the social model of disability argues that disability is not caused by impairment itself but by the barriers created by society (Barnes, 2013). Within the context of sport, this model states that exclusion is not guaranteed for neurodiverse athletes but is the result of inaccessible structures, rigid coaching practices, and negative attitudes towards them (Misener and Darcy, 2014).
	An example of this is the sensory overload that ASD athletes experience in noisy sports environments, such as gymnasiums or sports fields, this is not a definitive feature of ASD, but an outcome of an environment that lacks consideration for sensory diversity (Brett, 2016). Similar to this, the difficulties faced by dyslexic athletes in their acquisition of verbal instruction from coaches and peers can be alleviated through the use of visual aids or multi-modal communication (Booth, Boyle and Kelly, 2019).
	The social model has significantly influenced disability sport policy by promoting access and encouraging greater inclusivity (DePauw and Gavron, 2005). However, it is criticized for potentially underestimating the realities of impairment, which is more apparent in high-performance sports where neurocognitive and motor skill differences directly impact training and competitive results (Shakespeare, 2013).
The biopsychosocial model
	To overcome the limitations of both the medical and social models, the biopsychosocial model suggests a more comprehensive approach (Holland, Cole and Owens, 2024). It has been incorporated into the International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF) by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2001). This model combines biological, psychological, and social aspects of disability. 
When used in the context of sports, this framework recognizes that biological differences—such as attentional regulation in ADHD, Salleg-Cabarcas, Robledo-Castro, and Monsalve-Vertel (2024), and motor coordination challenges in dyspraxia—affect performance (Gibbs, Appleton, and Appleton, 2007). It also acknowledges psychological factors like self-esteem and anxiety, which can influence an athlete's experience (González-Hernández, Barrera-Vázquez, and Gómez-López, 2024). Finally, it considers the social environment, including team culture and coaching practices, which can either support or hinder inclusion (Karstensen et al., 2024).
 The biopsychosocial model is increasingly recommended in sport psychology and coaching as a way to tailor support for individuals while addressing structural barriers (Lundqvist and Sandstrom, 2019). This approach might involve athletes with neurodiversity using personalized strategies like sensory breaks or medication, combined with inclusive team practices and policy-level interventions.
The capabilities approach
	The capabilities approach developed by Amartya Sen (1999) and Martha Nussbaum (2006) offers a refreshing way to think about inclusion in sport. Instead of only focusing on what might be missing or difficult, it highlights the importance of empowering individuals to achieve meaningful functioning in their specific contexts (Vecchio and Martens, 2021). In the world of sports, this means more than just opening the door for neurodiverse athletes; it’s about identifying their unique capabilities so they can actively participate, grow their skills, and enjoy the many social, psychological, and physical benefits of team play (Levine, 2018).
	An example of this is a dyspraxic athlete may be physically present in a football team, but in order for them to participate meaningfully, there will have to be adaptations to the way training and coaching is given, which will allow them to develop confidence, which will in turn give them the ability to contribute to team performance (O’Dea et al, 2021). By focusing on capabilities, the approach bridges the gap between theoretical inclusion and lived experiences.
Implications for team sports
	The conceptualization of neurodiversity bears significant implications for team sports. Under the medical model, neurodiverse athletes are frequently perceived as issues requiring management within team dynamics, typically addressed through corrective interventions (Hoare et al., 2025). Conversely, the social model shifts the responsibility to sporting institutions, emphasizing the necessity to adapt coaching environments and practices to eliminate barriers that hinder neurodiverse athletes from achieving their full potential (Smith and Bundon, 2018). Under the biopsychosocial model, inclusion becomes a continuously evolving process involving both tailored individualised support and systemic adaption (McMurtry et al., 2025). Under the neurodiversity paradigm, the differences are valued and diversity is seen as a source of enrichment to teams.
	These frameworks are not incongruent; more so they coexist and are negotiated in practice (Goldiner, 2022). An example of this can be shown in athletes with ADHD who may benefit from both stimulant medication using the medical model and a flexible coaching style that channels the extra energy constructively (Kumar et al., 2025). Similarly, athletes with ASD may require a combination of both sensory accommodations and the cultures in team sport that value different communication styles.
	In elite sports, there is often tension between inclusion and performance. Coaches and managers may prefer to prioritize predictability and efficiency, which could unintentionally put extra pressure on neurodiverse athletes to conform to normative behaviors (Howe, 2008). Conversely, grassroots and community-level sports might be able to focus more on inclusivity (Edwards, Tutton and Gibbs, 2024). Recognizing these dynamics requires understanding that conceptual models are not merely abstract ideas but actively influence sporting practices and policies.
Conclusion to the theme
	This theme has outlined the conceptual terrain underpinning discussions of neurodiversity in sport. The neurodiversity paradigm takes a different viewpoint, treating neurodiversity as a natural variation, while the medical, social, and biopsychosocial models offer competing perspectives but complementary ways of understanding disability. The capabilities approach provides a normative framework for assessing meaningful inclusion. Together, these perspectives inform how neurodiverse athletes are perceived, supported, and included in team sports.
Theme 2: Participation of neurodiverse athletes in team sports.
Introduction to the theme.
	Participating in team sports provides many recognized benefits, such as social integration, psychosocial development, and physical health (Bailey et al., 2013). For neurodiverse individuals, these benefits can be especially valuable, offering opportunities to improve skills, boost self-esteem, and build peer relationships (Goodwin, 2016). However, studies on neurodiverse athletes reveal significant challenges in starting and sustaining participation in team sports (Grospretre et al., 2024).
	This section examines participation patterns among neurodiverse athletes across educational, community, grassroots, and elite programs. It considers barriers such as social, personal, and structural challenges, as well as facilitators like programs, peer support, and coaching practices, along with emerging evidence from intervention studies.
Access and participation patterns
	Examining recent literature, it indicates that although participation of neurodiverse athletes is on the rise, it remains significantly lower than that of their neurotypical peers (Hoare et al., 2023). For example, children with ASD are less likely to engage in team sports and tend to drop out early (Lau et al., 2020). A similar pattern is observed in participants with ADHD, where difficulties in behavior regulation and negative peer perceptions contribute to decreased sustained participation (Clancy and Waugh, 2019).
	There is also a significant difference in participation levels at grassroots and elite sport levels. At the grassroots level, community and school programmes increasingly experiment with inclusive team-based initiatives, showing measurable improvements in motor and social skills (Chan et al., 2021). Currently at elite levels, it remains under-researched, but is attracting growing interest, Hoare et al. (2023) identified 54 studies that relate to neurodiversity in elite sports; however, these studies largely address ADHD and policies relating to medication. The representation of dyslexic, dyspraxic, or ASD at elite level remains vastly under-researched (McMurty et al., 2025).
Barriers to participation
Structural barriers: Organizations often fail to accommodate neurodiverse athletes. Noisy facilities, inflexible competition setups, and fixed training schedules can exclude athletes with sensory sensitivities or attentional differences (Brett, 2016). Governing bodies also fall short by not providing specific neurodiversity policies, leaving coaches without the necessary training and guidance to make accommodations that help neurodiverse athletes succeed (McMurty et al., 2025).
Social barriers: A staple of team sports is interpersonal dynamics; however, this can prove challenging for neurodiverse athletes with social communication differences (Sutherland et al., 2025). Autistic athletes, for example, may struggle with social rules and peer interactions (Harwood and Allan, 2014). Research suggests that negative stereotypes, bullying, and social exclusion remain significant barriers (Howe and Silva, 2017).
Personal barriers: Challenges at an individual-level, including motor coordination difficulties, which are common in dyspraxia and ASD, impulsivity and hyperactivity in ADHD , and difficulty processing verbal instruction in dyslexia, are significant barriers to participation (Booth, Boyle and Kelly, 2019). These differences can make participation in team sports more difficult, but is also made more difficult in environments that lack adequate adaptations.




Facilitators of participation
Inclusive programs and interventions: Evidence indicates that tailored interventions significantly enhance outcomes for neurodiverse participants. Chan et al. (2021) found that structured physical activity programs developed for ASD youths improved their communication skills and social functioning, especially when implemented in small groups and when routines were consistently maintained.
Coaching practices: Central to enhancing outcomes for neurodiverse athletes is coaching knowledge and adaptability (Kimber, Burns, and Murphy, 2021). Inclusive coaching strategies, such as breaking tasks into smaller, more manageable parts, using visual and verbal aids, and providing sensory adjustments, have been shown to influence participation and retention positively (Booth et al., 2019). Coach education interventions have also been proven to improve attitudes and confidence when working with neurodiverse athletes (Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston, 2016). 
Peer support and team culture: Positive peer dynamics can significantly enhance neurodiverse athletes' participation experiences when teammates better understand neurodiversity and are encouraged to promote inclusive practices. Neurodiverse athletes have reported feeling a sense of belonging and increased motivation (Brett, 2016). In contrast, environments that ignore bullying or stigma tend to increase dropout rates among participants with neurodiversity (Harwood and Allan, 2014).
Policy and institutional support: There has been a call for national governing bodies to embed neurodiversity into inclusion policies, where such frameworks exist, athletes benefit from clearer pathways and sustained support (Wood et al., 2025).
Participation across neurodiverse conditions
Autism spectrum disorder (ASD): Many studies consistently highlight both challenges and benefits for ASD athletes in team sports (Fondacaro, Fondacaro, and Camilleri, 2022). Sensory overload and communication differences often hinder participation; however, when participation is structured and environments are predictable, there is significant improvements in social skills, cooperation, and self-confidence (Chan et al., 2021). Grospretre et al. (2024) eluded that although the research is fractured, it demonstrates positive outcomes for neurodiverse athletes when adaptations are applied.
Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD): ADHD presents a contradiction; on the one hand, symptoms that occur, such as hyperactivity and impulsivity, may be disruptive to a structured sports environment, but the high energy and creativity can be assets when channelled appropriately (Clancy and Waugh, 2019). Research has linked ADHD with increased injury and concussion, which can complicate their participation in contact sports such as rugby (Hoare et al., 2023).
Dyspraxia and dyslexia: The current literature on dyslexia and dyspraxia in sport is limited. However, evidence suggests that the difficulties presented in sequencing, motor planning, and processing instructions present significant challenges in team sports (Booth, Boyle and Kelly, 2019). There is therefore a need for coaches to adapt their coaching styles to involve visual aids, which have been shown to mitigate these barriers (Beltran et al., 2024).
Tourette syndrome: Research on Tourette’s and team sport is limited. The available research suggests that tics can present challenges in fast-paced team environments (Pringsheim and Martino, 2021). Although the participation in team sports has been shown to have psychosocial benefits and reduce tic severity in some contexts (Kim et al., 2018).
Case studies and intervention evidence
Several intervention studies have been published, highlighting promising practices. ASD and football programs, structured training sessions when conducted in small groups with visual aids, promote greater social communication and reduce anxiety in ASD children (Chan et al., 2021). ADHD and martial arts or team sport hybrids—these mixed programs that incorporate both martial arts and team sports—have been shown to improve self-regulation and team interaction in children with ADHD. Peer mentoring programs have demonstrated success for neurodiverse athletes in pilot studies. Notably, pairing neurodiverse athletes with trained peers in the team environment enhances inclusion and reduces stigma (Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston, 2016). These case studies suggest that meaningful participation is possible when interventions are deliberate, structured, and supported by both peers and coaches.
Gaps in the literature
	  Despite increasing interest in neurodiversity and team sports, several gaps remain; there is underrepresentation in elite sports, and minimal research documents the experiences of neurodiverse athletes at professional or Olympic levels (Hoare et al., 2023). There is limited focus beyond ASD and ADHD, leaving dyslexia, dyspraxia, and Tourette’s underexplored within the sports context. Most studies, despite extensive research, focus on short-term interventions, leaving long-term participation and retention largely understudied (Edwards et al., 2024). Additionally, research often falls short in examining how gender, race, and socioeconomic status intersect with neurodiversity to influence sport participation.
Conclusion to the theme
	Research highlights both the persistent barriers and emerging facilitators for neurodiverse athletes in team sports. While access remains limited and dropout rates high (Ledbetter et al., 2024). Structured interventions, inclusive coaching, peer support, and policy frameworks demonstrate promising outcomes. Participation is uneven across conditions, with ASD and ADHD receiving the most attention (Stanley & Stanley, 2024). Greater attention to under-researched conditions, elite-level sport, and long-term outcomes is needed.
The next section examines inclusion policies and coaching practices, exploring how institutions and practitioners turn conceptual models into practical strategies that encourage neurodiverse participation in team sports.
Theme 3: inclusion policies and coaching practices
Introduction to the theme. 
	Inclusion in sport has long been recognized as both a social and policy priority (Coalter, 2017). This is not only at the local level but also in international frameworks such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD, 2006), and it extends to national sport strategies. Inclusion has become an essential expectation in the world of sport (Misener and Darcy, 2014). However, neurodiversity has only recently been explicitly incorporated into these discourses, and practical implementation remains inconsistent, with disability in sport being addressed more extensively (McMurty et al., 2025).
	This theme explores how inclusion policies at global, national, and institutional levels address neurodiverse athletes, and then examines coaching practices as a crucial mechanism for translating policy into lived experience.


Policy context
International frameworks
The policies at an international level take a broad approach to inclusivity by categorizing it under disability and diversity (Prieto and Paramio-Salcines, 2018). The International Olympic Committee (IOC) and the International Paralympic Committee (IPC) have continuously emphasized the importance of inclusion within the sporting context and making it central to sporting values (Howe and Silva, 2017). However, while disability inclusion has been brought to the forefront, neurodiversity has been bracketed into the disability category and is rarely articulated explicitly (Andersen and Loland, 2017).
National policies
	Across national sports governing bodies, inclusion policies lack consistency (Hammond, 2022). In the UK, Sport England’s ‘uniting the movement’ strategy (2021) emphasizes inclusivity, but primarily through the lens of disability, ethnicity, and gender, and does not consider neurodiversity (Dowling, 2021). The absence of specific neurodiversity frameworks has led to confusion among coaches and clubs regarding how inclusion policies are applied (Thomas and Guett, 2020). In Canada, similar inclusion agendas primarily focus on disability, gender, and ethnicity, excluding neurodiversity as a distinct area of focus (Peers et al., 2023).
Organisational policies
At the level of sport clubs and community programs, some organizations have taken a step forward with developing neurodiversity-specific initiatives (Hill et al., 2025). For example, some football teams introduced a pilot program specific to ASD, including quiet hours, sensory-friendly stadiums, and adapted coaching (Brett, 2016). However, these types of programs are inconsistent rather than continuous.
Policy-practice gap
	Researchers consistently highlight the gap between lived experiences and inclusivity. Misener and Darcy (2014) argue that while inclusion has become a constant figure in policy, sport delivery often fails to provide coaches with the practical guidance they need. Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers (2021) infer that neurodiverse athletes, due to their needs being less visible than physical impairments, are marginalized. McMurty et al. (2025) further argue that without policies that directly address neurodiversity, coaches rely on their own understanding at the time rather than a pre-planned approach. This means that some coaches exclude neurodiverse athletes on the grounds of ‘team disruption’ or ‘safety,’ which could be prevented with a clear policy structure (Howe and Silva, 2017).
Coaching as a key inclusion mechanism 
The role of coaches
Coaches are often the primary instigators of participation; their role involves not only deciding who plays but also structuring the training sessions and overseeing the team's operations (Cushion et al., 2010). In the context of neurodiverse athletes, a coach's knowledge and attitude can significantly influence the athletes (Liu et al., 2024). Studies have shown that when coaches have a higher awareness of neurodiversity, they are more likely to adopt inclusive strategies and sustain athletes participation (Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston, 2016).
Inclusive coaching practices
	The use of evidence from disability and adapted sports research can provide a strong foundation for inclusive coaching in a neurodiverse context (Sakalidis et al., 2023). The practices include breaking skills into smaller steps (Beyer, Flores and Vargas-Tonsing, 2008). Using demonstrations and visual supports to aid in coaching rather than using verbal instructions only (Vargas, Beyer and Flores, 2018). Allowing flexibility in rules to accommodate the attentional or sensory needs of athletes (Verma and Tripathi, 2020). Creating well-structured and predictable sessions to reduce anxiety for ASD athletes (Grospretre et al., 2024).
Coach education and training
	Despite these evidence-based practices, most coaching systems worldwide provide limited training on neurodiversity, which makes inclusion more difficult due to a lack of understanding (Misner and Darcy, 2014). Blaney and Hannell (2025) found that recent interventions show promise; they inferred that targeted workshops increased coaches' confidence and willingness to adapt their coaching sessions to support neurodiverse athletes. However, these provisions are few and far between, with coaches relying on personal experience to guide their coaching (Blaney and Hannell, 2025).
Challenges in coaching neurodiverse athletes
Knowledge gaps
	Coaches most often report some uncertainty when addressing the needs of neurodiverse athletes, citing a lack of training and a fear of doing the wrong thing (Thomas and Guett, 2020). This results in avoidance or exclusion from participation.
Performance pressure
	At the elite and competitive levels, coaches often prioritize performance outcomes over inclusion. This leads to neurodiverse athletes being perceived as risky or difficult to manage, which leads to exclusion from games (Hoare et al., 2023).
Team dynamics
	Coaches often face challenges in balancing team cohesion with individual adaptations. Harwood and Allan (2024) inferred that while autonomy-supportive coaching benefits all athletes, some coaches struggle to apply it equitably in neurodiverse contexts.

Promising practices and models
Universal design for learning (UDL) in sport:
	Drawing on educational principles, UDL has been proposed in sports coaching (Peers, 2019). These principles involve designing training environments that accommodate diverse learning and sensory differences from the start, rather than making adjustments when it is presumed to be needed (Gilbert, 2019).
Mentorship and peer coaching:
Programs that integrate peer mentors within teams improve stigma and social inclusion (Todd et al., 2019). This is shown in a study by Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston (2016), which reported an increased sense of belonging among neurodiverse athletes when peer leaders were trained in inclusive practices.
Policy-linked education models  
	There are noticeable improvements in practice when national governing bodies link inclusion policies to mandatory coaching education (Cunningham, 2019). This is evident in disability sport, where modules are integrated into UK coaching frameworks, leading to increased coach confidence in working with athletes with physical impairments (Wareham et al., 2018). Applying these approaches to neurodiversity would be a valuable next step in promoting inclusion for neurodiverse athletes (McMurty et al., 2025).
Case Examples
Everton in the Community created an autism-friendly football program that included sensory modifications, leading to higher retention rates and greater parental satisfaction (Brett, 2016). In Canada, pilot programs for inclusive basketball coaching showed that coaches trained in neurodiversity could adapt drills effectively, boosting engagement among ADHD and autistic players (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021). In Australia, state sports organizations that enforced disability inclusion policies saw increased participation of neurodiverse youth, although overall data remain limited (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
Gaps and Future Directions
Policy silence: Few national sport policies explicitly mention neurodiversity, creating ambiguity in implementation. Coach education: Training on neurodiversity is inconsistent and often optional (Hickingbotham, Wong and Bowling, 2021). In elite sport, there is limited evidence on how inclusion policies function at the highest levels, where performance pressures are greatest (Sheaffer, Skubik-Peplaski and O’Brien, 2025). Regarding intersectional coaching practices, little is known about how gender, culture, and socio-economic status intersect with neurodiverse inclusion (Sport, Club and Psychology, 2022).
Conclusion to the Theme
Inclusion policies in sport articulate broad commitments but often fail to translate into practice for neurodiverse athletes. Coaches are critical actors in bridging this policy–practice gap. Evidence shows that inclusive coaching strategies, peer support, and structured interventions improve outcomes, but systemic barriers persist. Without explicit policy recognition of neurodiversity and mandatory coach education, progress will remain fragmented. The next theme turns to Social Interaction and Team Dynamics, focusing on how neurodiverse athletes navigate interpersonal relationships within team settings.


Theme 4: Social Interaction and Team Dynamics
Introduction to the Theme
Social interaction amongst peers is central to team sport. Effective communication, trust, cohesion, and collective understanding underpin team performance and individual satisfaction (Carron, Eys and Burke, 2007). For neurodiverse athletes, whose cognitive, sensory, or communicative profiles may differ these dynamics can both enrich and challenge participation (Goodwin, 2016).
This theme examines how neurodiverse athletes experience social interactions in team contexts, exploring barriers and facilitators to belonging, communication, and cohesion. It integrates psychological, sociological, and educational perspectives to highlight how inclusive practices can support healthy team dynamics.
The Social Dimensions of Team Sport
Team sports create a unique social environment in which individuals must work together, interpret social cues, and manage emotions in real time. Research consistently shows that participating in sports can improve empathy, cooperation, and communication skills (Holt et al., 2017). For neurodiverse athletes, structured sports settings may offer opportunities to build social skills that extend beyond the game (Chan et al., 2021). However, social demands in team sports—such as quick communication, sarcasm, or interpreting non-verbal cues—can pose difficulties for autistic individuals or those with ADHD (Brett, 2016). If not addressed, these challenges may result in exclusion, bullying, or marginalization (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021).
Communication Challenges and Adaptations
Communication barriers
Neurodiverse athletes may process language differently. For example, autistic athletes often interpret instructions literally, struggle with abstract phrasing, or experience sensory overload during noisy training sessions (Grosprêtre et al., 2024). Dyslexic or dyspraxic athletes may find it harder to follow verbal sequences or multitask (Booth, Boyle and Kelly, 2019). ADHD athletes might interrupt discussions impulsively or lose focus during briefings (Clancy and Waugh, 2019).
Adaptive communication practices 
Inclusive teams employ multimodal communication strategies—combining visual aids, demonstrations, gestures, and written notes. Coaches who use consistent, clear, and concise language reduce anxiety and enhance understanding (Misener and Darcy, 2014). Peer interpreters or “communication buddies” can also facilitate integration, ensuring that neurodiverse athletes grasp tactical information (Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston, 2016).
Peer Relationships and Belonging
Social belonging is one of the most powerful motivators in sport. Belonging predicts persistence, enjoyment, and identity formation (Holt et al., 2017). Yet neurodiverse athletes frequently report feeling “othered” or peripheral in team settings (Brett, 2016; Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021).
Inclusion through peer culture
Teams that cultivate empathy and respect—often through diversity education—achieve stronger cohesion. Peer-led initiatives, such as mentoring or inclusion captains, have been shown to reduce stigma and foster a sense of belonging (Chan et al., 2021).
Social exclusion and bullying
Unfortunately, exclusion and bullying remain prevalent. Howe and Silva (2017) report that neurodiverse athletes in youth sport frequently experience ridicule, isolation, or subtle exclusion from key social rituals (team dinners, inside jokes, group chats). These micro-exclusions can erode confidence and increase the risk of dropout.
Team Cohesion and Group Identity
Cohesion dynamics
Carron, Eys and Burke’s (2007) model of group cohesion identifies two core dimensions: task cohesion (commitment to shared goals) and social cohesion (interpersonal attraction among members). For neurodiverse athletes, task cohesion may be accessible through structured goals, but social cohesion often requires intentional facilitation.
Neurodiversity and team identity
Research suggests that when teams embrace neurodiversity as a shared value, cohesion improves. Inclusive environments that normalize difference—rather than pathologizing it—enhance both neurodiverse and neurotypical athletes’ empathy and communication (Peers, 2019). Teams that celebrate neurodiverse strengths (e.g., pattern recognition, focus, creativity) often report enhanced collective performance (Hoare et al., 2023).
Emotional Regulation and Team Climate
Neurodiverse athletes may experience heightened emotional responses due to sensory sensitivities or difficulties with self-regulation. In team settings, this can lead to misunderstandings if peers or coaches misinterpret these responses as poor sportsmanship or disengagement (Goodwin, 2016).
Supportive emotional climates
Teams that adopt supportive emotional climates—where mistakes are reframed as learning opportunities—enable neurodiverse athletes to thrive. Harwood and Allan (2014) found that autonomy-supportive coaching reduces anxiety and increases intrinsic motivation, particularly for athletes who experience heightened stress responses.
Role of Coaches and Captains in Social Integration
Coaches and captains are pivotal in shaping social norms. Inclusive coaches intentionally pair neurodiverse and neurotypical athletes in drills, promote team discussions about difference, and reinforce inclusive values (Misener and Darcy, 2014). Captains can model acceptance, intervening when exclusionary behaviour arises.
Training leaders for inclusion
              Recent studies advocate leadership training for coaches and captains to promote neuroinclusive culture. For instance, Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers (2021) found that peer leaders who received neurodiversity training facilitated smoother communication and higher group morale.
Intersectionality and Social Experience
Neurodiversity intersects with gender, culture, and socioeconomic background to shape social experiences. Autistic girls, for example, may mask their traits to fit team norms, increasing emotional exhaustion (Lau et al., 2020). Cultural differences can compound this, as some communities attach stigma to neurodiversity, discouraging disclosure (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
Intersectional approaches to inclusion recognise these layered identities, promoting flexibility in communication and social expectations (Peers, 2019).
Strategies to Enhance Social Inclusion
Evidence-based strategies for promoting inclusion and belonging among neurodiverse athletes include conducting team education workshops on neurodiversity and empathy (Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston, 2016), creating buddy systems or peer mentors to enhance communication and social bonds (Chan et al., 2021), holding structured reflection sessions where athletes can share their experiences and give feedback (Harwood and Allan, 2014), and implementing coach-led inclusive rituals—such as shared goal-setting and rotating leadership roles—that help democratize team culture (Misener and Darcy, 2014).
Challenges and Gaps in the Literature
Despite progress, research on social interaction among neurodiverse athletes remains limited. Most studies are small-scale, qualitative, and focus on youth sports (Brett, 2016; Chan et al., 2021). There is limited evidence regarding the experiences of adult or elite athletes in teams. Longitudinal research on how inclusion initiatives impact long-term belonging is also lacking (McMurtry et al., 2025).
Conclusion to the Theme
Social interaction and team dynamics pose both challenges and opportunities for neurodiverse athletes. When teams view differences as a collective strength, participation from neurodiverse members thrives—boosting not just inclusion but also overall performance and empathy within the group. Coaches, captains, and peers each have vital roles in shaping these dynamics. Building sustainable inclusion requires ongoing cultural support, reinforced through education and leadership development. The next theme explores Symptom Management and Wellbeing, analyzing how team sport participation influences the mental health, coping strategies, and regulatory mechanisms of neurodiverse individuals.

Theme 5: symptom management and wellbeing
Introduction to the theme 
	There are many benefits to team sports this includes physical, psychological, and social benefits, which support symptom management and the general well-being of neurodiverse individuals (Goodwin, 2016). Hoare et al, (2013) inferred that regular participation in sport may help regulate emotional states, enhance executive functioning, and build resilience. These benefits, however, depend on the coaching support, environmental fit, and access to appropriate adaptations for neurodiverse athletes.
	This theme explores how participation in team sport influences symptom management across the neurodiverse conditions, ASD, ADHD, dyspraxia, dyslexia, and Tourette syndrome. It also looks at the dual potential of sport, while inclusive environments can enhance wellbeing, non-inclusive contexts may exacerbate anxiety, stress, or burnout (Brett, 2016).
The role of sport in self-regulation and executive functioning.
It has long been established that physical activity can enhance cognitive and emotional regulation (Zhao, 2024). Self-regulation and executive functioning are two interconnected cognitive-behavioral domains that support adaptive performance in sports and daily life (Hyland-Monks et al., 2018). Self-regulation refers to the ability to control, monitor, and adjust emotions, impulses, and behavior when pursuing a goal (Duckworth et al., 2019). Executive functions involve higher-order cognitive processes such as mental flexibility, working memory, and inhibitory control (Diamond, 2013). Both are essential for the success of sports teams, where athletes need to make quick decisions, stay focused, and manage emotional responses under pressure (McGeown and Taylor, 2020).
Neurophysiological mechanisms linking exercise and executive control
	Physical activity plays an integral part in inducing neurobiological adaptations that enhance self-regulation and executive function (Chang et al., 2020). Aerobic and coordination exercises stimulate regions of the brain, such as the prefrontal cortex, basal ganglia, and cingulate cortex, that are conducive to cognitive control (Erickson et al., 2019). Exercise increases dopamine, norepinephrine, and brain-derived neurotrophic factor, which modulate attention and mood (Pontifex., 2019).
	For individuals with ADHD, the unbalanced pathways contribute to attentional deficits and impulsivity (Mehta et al., 2019). Physical activity has been reported to normalize dopaminergic functioning; these effects are comparable to those of stimulant medication (Cerillo-Urbina et al., 2019). Neuroimaging studies demonstrate improved prefrontal activation and response inhibition following short bouts of exercise (Ludyga et al., 2018). There are similar results for ASD individuals, structured movement tasks enhance connectivity between motor and sensory networks, supporting improved sensory integration and emotional regulation (Pan et al., 2017).
Executive function development in team sports
	Team sports inherently demand complex executive functioning. Strategic play, quick decision-making, and social communication simultaneously engage multiple Executive functions (Ishihara et al., 2018). Participation offers repeated opportunities to practise working memory, such as retention of tactical and technical information, inhibition, controlling impulses, and cognitive flexibility, adapting to dynamic play (Pesce et al., 2019).
	Empirical research has indicated that such contexts benefit neurodiverse populations when there is appropriately structured. Lau et al. (2020) found that adolescents with ADHD who participate in organized football show significant gains in task persistence and attentional control compared with those in unstructured play. This is also shown in the Chan et al. (2021) report, which shows improvements in social cognition and rule-based reasoning among ASD participants in adapted basketball programs. These findings align with broader reviews showing that cognitively engaging, coordinative sports elicit greater executive functioning benefits than repetitive or monotonous activities (Best and Miller, 2020).
Emotional regulation and stress response 
	Emotional self-regulation is a key component of well-being and performance (Rodríguez et al., 2022). Exercise is said to lower cortisol and raise serotonin and endorphin levels, promoting stress recovery and positive affect (Brand and Ekkekakis, 2018). Team environments further facilitate emotional learning through social feedback and shared challenges.
	When this is viewed within the neurodiverse context, these benefits are greater in supportive, predictable environments. A longitudinal study conducted by Mandigo and Corlett (2020) found that neurodivergent youth who participated in coach-led feedback sessions after training reported significant reductions in emotional dysregulation over 12 weeks. The results were similar in Harwood and Allan (2014), which highlighted that autonomy-supportive coaching, characterized by empathy and dialogue, improves athletes' emotional literacy and resilience.
Impulsivity, inattention, and behavioral control
	Research conducted on ADHD emphasizes impulsivity and inattention as barriers to consistent participation, yet structured sport may provide compensatory scaffolds (Hickingbotham, Wong and Bowling, 2021b). Cerrillo-Urbina et al. (2019) found moderate-to-large reductions in impulsivity following 12 weeks of moderate aerobic exercise in adolescents with ADHD. Real-time continuous feedback during play reinforces self-monitoring and inhibitory control (Ludyga et al., 2018). However, without tailored instruction, excessive complexity can overload working memory (Booth, Boyle and Kelly, 2019). Using visual cues, scaffolding, and short feedback cycles mitigates cognitive overload Pesce et al., 2019).
Routine, predictability, and sensory integration
	Routines that are set and predictable are vital for self-regulation in ASD and dyspraxia (Kurtz, 2007). Brett (2016) and Grospretre et al. (2024) infer that anxiety and behavioral disruption are reduced when sessions are structured and consistent, stating that predictability lowers cognitive load, allowing skill development rather than distraction from coping with the situation.
	Other benefits from sport include sensorimotor therapy. Repetitive, rhythmic movements such as running, dribbling, and passing produce a kinesthetic sense that stabilizes arousal levels (Pan et al., 2017). Studies show that integrating occupational therapy with team-based sports reduces sensory defensiveness and improves motor planning in neurodiverse youth (Kern et al., 2016).
Motivation, autonomy, and self-determination
	According to self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan, 2000), self-regulation is evident when the environment supports autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Team sports that fulfill these needs promote intrinsic motivation and behavioral persistence (Holt et al., 2017). Autonomy-support coaching enhances focus and emotional stability in ADHD and ASD athletes (Mandigo and Corlett, 2020).
	Self-choice and ownership of goal opportunities are shown as valuable for neurodiverse athletes (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021). When coaches validate neurodiverse experiences and encourage agency, athletes report higher self-efficacy and better self-regulation (Thomas and Guett, 2020). Additionally, environments prioritizing conformity or punitive correction provoke stress and disengagement (Lau et al., 2020).
Integrating cognitive, emotional, and social regulation
	Ideal advancement of self-regulation requires simultaneous engagement of cognitive, emotional, and social processes. Team sports achieve this by bringing together social problem-solving, physical exertion, and feedback (Holt et al., 2017). Shared tactical planning, peer mentoring, and post-match reflection reinforce integrated executive functioning and emotional learning (Ishihara et al., 2018).
	The biopsychosocial model best captures this complexity; it highlights that self-regulation improvement stems not merely from biological exercise effects but from the combination of supportive relationships and contextual inclusivity (McClean et al., 2024).
Conclusion to the theme
Although limited, research over the last decade provides evidence that sport participation enhances executive and self-regulatory capacities in neurodiverse populations via multiple pathways: neurochemical modulation, behavioral reinforcement, and psychosocial scaffolding. However, overly stimulating or harsh settings can negate the benefits. It is therefore essential for these neurocognitive gains to be put into wellbeing outcomes that hinge on inclusive design, embedding predictability, choice, and constructive feedback throughout sporting experiences.
Chapter 3: Conclusion to lit review 
	 The literature reviewed in this chapter highlights that neurodiversity in team sports is an emerging yet complex field, integrating disciplines such as psychology, sociology, sport science, and disability studies (McMurtry et al., 2025). The main finding from the review is that although both theoretical and empirical research have made significant progress over the past decade, the practical application of inclusivity for neurodiverse participants in sporting environments remains highly inconsistent, mainly influenced by individual efforts and organizational culture (Hoare et al., 2023).
	Across the five themes explored, there is a constant pattern that has emerged: neurodiversity is no longer framed solely through a deficit lens, but increasingly seen through the lens of social and relational models that value the differences of people with neurodiversity rather than seeing it as a dysfunction to be cured (Kapp, 2020). This ideology shift mirrors broader movements within critical disability theory (Shakespeare, 2013) and aligns with the neurodiversity paradigms' call for systemic, rather than individualized change (Chapman, 2021). The literature demonstrates that effective inclusion is not based on fixing the neurodivergent athlete, but by designing inclusive sporting environments that recognise and accommodate variations in communication, sensory processing, attention, and emotion regulation (Anderson et al., 2022).
Summary of key findings
 	The first major theme, which examines the neurodiversity paradigm and models of disability, highlights how conceptual framing influences practice. Research suggests that environments based on the medical model tend to emphasize behavioral correction and compliance (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022), while those aligned with the biopsychosocial or social model focus on adaptation, collaboration, and relational understanding (Hwang et al., 2019). This shift from pathology to participation is key to enabling authentic inclusion in sport settings, allowing athletes to participate as themselves rather than conforming to neurotypical expectations (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021).
	The second theme examined participation and barriers to inclusion, revealing that structural and attitudinal barriers persist across multiple sporting contexts. Despite increasing awareness of neurodiversity, access to appropriate programs remains uneven, especially at the community level and in youth sports (Brewer et al., 2020). Common barriers include inconsistent coach education, rigid competition structures, sensory overload, and the stigma surrounding behavioral differences (Goodwin, 2016). Nevertheless, promising signs are emerging through inclusive initiatives such as ASD football academies, Unified sports, and neurodiversity-informed coaching interventions, which have demonstrated to improve participation and retention (Stapleton and Hodge, 2024).
	The third theme examined social interaction and communication in team sports, showing that while neurodiverse athletes may face challenges with social cues and team cohesion, inclusive and explicit coaching can help overcome these barriers (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017). The research indicates that implementing structured communication protocols, peer mentoring, and predictable routines fosters a greater sense of belonging and promotes social learning (Moola and McPherson, 2018). Importantly, neurodiverse athletes can serve as valuable social assets in team environments, contributing honesty, hyperfocus, creativity, and attention to tactical details (Vestberg et al., 2017). The literature increasingly recognizes that neurodiversity can enhance team functioning when supported within a psychologically safe climate (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
	Theme four explored coaching practices and inclusive leadership, highlighting that coach behavior is the most crucial factor in the success of neurodiverse athletes (McMurtry et al., 2025). Research indicates that autonomy-supportive, person-centered, and reflective coaching styles are linked to higher athlete engagement, greater self-efficacy, and reduced dropout rates (Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston, 2016). It is also important to note that, despite positive findings in the literature, there are systemic shortcomings—for example, most coach education programs lack neurodiversity-specific modules and instead focus on disability modules, with many practitioners relying on informal or anecdotal learning (Thomas et al., 2022). Therefore, the need for structured professional development in neuroinclusive practice remains a major research and policy priority (Chan et al., 2021).
	The fifth and final theme, symptom management and self-regulation through sport, suggests that there are significant benefits of sport participation, evidenced by neurocognitive and psychosocial improvements in neurodiverse athletes, particularly in executive function, attention, and emotional control (Chang et al., 2020). 
The evidence from ADHD and ASD research suggests that structured, rhythmic, and socially supported sport interventions improve focus, working memory, and mood regulation (Lau et al., 2020). These benefits, however, are only made possible when there is consistency in routines, avoiding sensory stressors, and autonomy-supportive environments (Grospretre et al., 2024). When these factors are ignored, sport can become a place of high anxiety and sensory overload, which can lead to burnout and withdrawal of athletes (Hwang et al., 2019).
Gaps and future directions
	Despite the positive steps taken to promote inclusivity in team sports for neurodiverse athletes, several gaps remain in the literature. First, empirical research on neurodiversity mainly focuses on ASD and ADHD, paying less attention to Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, Tourette’s syndrome, or highly sensitive processing profiles (Hoare et al., 2023). Future studies should consider the full spectrum of neurodiverse cognitive differences present in sporting environments.
	Secondly, the vast majority of existing studies employ small, non-representative samples without longitudinal follow-ups (Misener et al., 2021). There is a very real need for longitudinal studies to examine long-term effects; there is also a need for mixed-method designs that track developmental outcomes across multiple sporting environments, particularly regarding self-regulation, social identity, and life transitions beyond sport (Chan et al., 2021).
	Thirdly, neurodiversity is vastly underrepresented in elite sport contexts. While inclusion in grassroots has been widely examined, the lived experiences of neurodivergent athletes in high-performance environments remain under-researched (Brewer et al., 2020). Exploring how organizational cultures, selection systems, and media discourse shape neurodiverse athletes' experiences at the elite level could advance understanding of institutional ableism and the mechanisms of cultural change within sport (McMurtry et al., 2025).	Fourth, there is a notable methodological bias toward deficit-oriented measurements, such as the behavioral observation scales, which often assess deviation from neurotypical norms rather than strengths or adaptive outcomes (Andersson, Rankin, and Diptee, 2017). It would be beneficial for future research to incorporate participatory, neurodiverse methodologies that put the lived experiences and self-defined success metrics at the forefront (Chapman, 2021).
	Finally, the current literature suggests that inclusion is not merely a behavioral or pedagogical issue; it's also a moral and policy-driven imperative (Murtiningsih and Sujito, 2025). Effective inclusion requires coordinated leadership from sports governing bodies, educational institutions, and policymakers to embed neurodiversity awareness and inclusion into national sports frameworks, funding structures, and coach accreditation systems (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
Synthesis of literature review
In synthesizing these themes, it is evident that neurodiversity in team sports presents both challenges and opportunities (Asonitou, Charitou and Koutsouki, 2025). Neurodiverse athletes often encounter structural and cultural barriers that hinder participation; however, when inclusion is clearly recognized, sporting environments can be a transformative arena, which enhances self-regulation, resilience, identity formation, and community connection (Holt et al., 2017). The literature indicates that key factors for successful inclusion include autonomy support, relational safety, predictability, and sensory accommodation.
Combining theoretical models such as neuropsychology, disability studies, and sport sociology helps create a stronger, more complete understanding of inclusion (O’Brien, 2023). However, achieving neurodiverse inclusion across the sporting environment requires a system redesign rather than isolated efforts. As Hoare et al. (2023) argued, neurodiversity should be seen as a form of cognitive equity, which is an integral part of the broader equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) agenda within sport.
Conclusion to chapter 3
	In summary, the reviewed literature highlights a paradigm shift from tolerance to empowerment, from accommodation to co-creation, and from deficit to diversity. When implementing a structured inclusivity approach, team sports can serve as a powerful tool for improving well-being, self-regulation, and social participation among neurodiverse individuals. However, the literature also reminds us that inclusion is an ongoing, evolving process.
Chapter 4: Discussion 
	The purpose of this discussion chapter is to critically analyze the findings of the literature review in light of current theories, empirical evidence, and practical considerations related to neurodiversity in team sports. While it is clear that the reviewed literature emphasizes the process of inclusive practice, the discussion aims to synthesize how these ideas collectively create a rational framework for neurodiversity inclusion, social interaction, and symptom management.
	The key findings from the literature show that neurodiversity inclusion in team sports remains very loosely implemented due to systemic, educational, and cultural barriers (Hoare et al., 2023). However, despite these barriers, there is transformative potential through proven inclusive leadership, evolving technology, and adaptive coaching strategies (McMurtry et al., 2025). This discussion will argue that sustainable inclusion can only be achieved when neurodiversity is integrated as a core value, supported by training, policy, and cooperative leadership, rather than being viewed as an optional addition.
Theme 1:
	The first theme builds on the theoretical perspectives discussed in the literature review to examine how conceptual frameworks shape inclusion. The increasing influence of the neurodiversity paradigm (Singer, 2017) has challenged the traditional medicalized models that portray neurodiversity as a defect or problem. In the context of sports, this signifies a shift in mindset from trying to change athletes' behavior to modifying environments and expectations (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
	These adjustments align with the social model of disability, which infers that the barriers to participation are not due to individual impairment but to environmental and attitudinal factors (Shakespeare, 2013). For example, sensory overload during competition is not inherently disabling; rather, it becomes disabling when the environment fails to accommodate sensory diversity (Brett, 2016). Similarly, communication breakdowns between neurodivergent athletes and neurotypical teammates are often rooted in mutual misunderstanding rather than deficit (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021).
The biopsychosocial model offers another level of complexity by recognising that physiological, psychological, and social processes interact strongly Hwang et al., 2019). This model is particularly relevant to symptom management, as it envisions attention regulation, sensory processing, and anxiety as phenomena influenced by both individual neurobiology and environmental context (Townsend et al., 2019). Within sport, the biopsychosocial approach underpins the move toward more context-sensitive coaching, wherein adaptation is informed by ongoing reflection, feedback, and co-creation between coach and athlete (Harwood et al., 2022).
In summary, the transition from medicalized to relational frameworks represents a profound paradigmatic shift in sport inclusion discourse. It positions neurodiverse athletes not as passive recipients of accommodation, but as active participants in shaping their environments. This philosophical realignment is essential for genuine inclusion and provides the theoretical foundation for applied change.
Policy and institutional translation 
Despite the clear progress in neurodiversity in sports, the practical application of neurodiversity frameworks within sport governance and policy remains limited (McMurtry et al., 2025). Studies indicate that inclusion policies in national and regional sport organizations often take on board generic disability frameworks that inadequately account for cognitive diversity (Misener et al., 2021). For example, while physical accessibility, such as ramps and adaptive equipment, is often legislated, neurological accessibility, encompassing sensory-friendly environments, communication adjustments, and predictable structures, is often left out of policy (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
Where policies exist, they often rely on broad inclusion criteria rather than clear operational guidelines. As Hoare et al. (2023) noted in their scoping review of elite sport policy, neurodiversity is acknowledged in theory but not in practice. This policy gap highlights inconsistencies across clubs and regions, leaving inclusion dependent on individual coaches or administrators rather than on systemic frameworks.
However, there are emerging models of best practice for neurodiversity in team sports such as the English Football Association's ‘Gameplan for Growth’ (FA, 2022) and Special Olympics Unified sports model represents an attempt to integrate neurodiversity awareness within mainstream sport policy (Holland, 2021). These initiatives foreground athlete voice, peer education, and partnership between schools, clubs, and families, the key principles that align with UDL (Meyer, Rose and Gordon, 2014).
The literature suggests that successful policy translation depends on three factors, Education, through targeted neurodiversity training for coaches and administrators (Coates and Vickerman, 2016). Resources, through access to sensory-friendly facilities, flexible equipment, and different types of communication aids (Parnell et al., 2023), and Leadership, which can take the form of visible endorsement of neurodiversity inclusion by governing bodies (McMurtry et al., 2025). Without these supportive environments, inclusion remains a talked-about idea rather than something that is enacted. Therefore, policy frameworks must evolve from symbolic to structural, embedding neurodiversity into accreditation systems, performance pathways, and evaluation metrics (Townsend et al., 2019).
Theoretical integration and conceptual tension 
 	While the neurodiversity paradigm presents a compelling moral and social vision, its integration within a performance-oriented sporting culture remains persistent (Anderson et al., 2022). High-performance sports emphasize standardization, discipline, and predictability; these principles may be at odds with the flexibility and individuality fundamental to neurodiversity inclusion (Brewer et al., 2020).
	This raises a big question on whether elite sport, which is built on competitive hierarchies, genuinely accommodates neurodiverse ways of being (Hoare et al., 2023). Some scholars argue that inclusion within such systems is possible only if success metrics are redefined to value personal growth, wellbeing, and teamwork alongside traditional performance indicators (Haegele and Hodge, 2021). Other scholars warn that inclusion rhetoric risks masking ongoing ableism unless standard organizational practices such as, communication speed, sensory expectations, and behavioral conformity are rethought (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022).  
	Conclusively, inclusion in team sports must go beyond hollow participation to embrace cognitive pluralism (Casper, 2023). This is the recognition that multiple modes of learning, communication, and information processing can coexist and contribute to collective success (Vestberg et al., 2017). When reframed through this lens, neurodiversity becomes not a challenge to be managed but a resource for innovation, empathy, and creativity within sport teams (Singer, 2017).
Implications for practice
	The synthesis of theory and policy suggests several implications for practice. First, neurodiversity inclusion requires a drastic shift in coach education, embedding neuroaffirmative principles into certification pathways (Townsend et al., 2019). Second, inclusion should be co-produced with neurodivergent athletes, recognizing their lived experiences and preferences (Chapman, 2021). Third, policy frameworks must be integrated across organizational levels —from grassroots participation to elite performance —ensuring continuity of support and communication.
	Finally, inclusion is not only a moral obligation but also a performance advantage. Research indicates that cognitively diverse teams demonstrate enhanced strategic flexibility, resilience, and creativity, which are attributes that are increasingly valued in team sports (Vesterberg et al., 2017). Therefore, embedding neurodiverse frameworks is both ethically and operationally beneficial.
Theme 2: 
	This section critically discusses the literature on social interaction, communication, and team integration, situating these within broader theoretical frameworks of social inclusion, psychological safety, and identity development. The discussion draws on the idea that inclusion is not merely the absence of exclusion, but the presence of meaningful belonging (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021). The quality of relationships between athletes, coaches, and peers plays a more decisive role in determining inclusion than any formal policy or technical adaptation (Harwood et al., 2022). Consequently, understanding the social dynamics of neurodiverse participation requires examining the interplay between individual neurocognitive profiles and the cultural ideologies of team sports.
Belonging, identity, and social integration
	Belonging is a psychological and social construct that describes an individual's sense of acceptance and valued member within a group (Baumeister and Leary, 1995). In the context of sport, belonging translates into feeling recognized not just as a participant, but as a contributor (Zhao et al., 2020). Having a sense of belonging for neurodiverse athletes can be disrupted due to stigma, inconsistent peer support, and misunderstood behaviors (Martin and Whalen, 2018).
	A study conducted by Anderson et al. (2022) suggested that athletes with ASD and ADHD often see themselves as outsiders within a team setting, especially when social norms are strict or driven by unspoken rules. Research by McConkey et al. (2022) found that misunderstandings in communication styles, such as differences in eye contact, tone, or turn-taking, can lead to bullying or exclusion. However, when teams are trained to establish clear communication norms and engage in peer education, neurodiverse athletes report greater confidence and social satisfaction (Gillespie-Lynch et al., 2017).
	Constructing identity through sport can also intersect with neurodiversity, making it complex. For many neurodiverse athletes, sport provides a space to develop a positive self-concept distinct from deficit-based labels imposed in educational or clinical settings (Haegele and Hodge, 2021). Participation in team sports allows individuals to construct dual identities as both athletes and neurodivergent persons, challenging stereotypes that link disability to passivity (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021).
	 The integration of identity largely depends on the attitudes of others on the team. Teams that value individuality and support self-expression help neurodiverse athletes develop a sense of competence and pride (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022). In contrast, teams that emphasize conformity and social mimicry can increase masking behaviors, where neurodiverse athletes hide traits to fit in, which may lead to burnout and emotional exhaustion (Den Houting, 2019). Therefore, it is essential that sport shifts from merely providing access to participation toward creating relational environments where authenticity is valued.
Communication, empathy, and team dynamics
	Communication is essential for team cohesion and performance but remains a challenge for neurodiverse athletes (Pan et al., 2017). Traditional sports communication depends on social cues like tone, body language, timing, and even sarcasm; this puts athletes with ASD, ADHD, or social communication differences at a disadvantage (Brett, 2016). Coates and Vickerman (2016) emphasize the importance of communication frameworks, which can include feedback, consistent routines, and visual aids. Research has shown that when coaches use multimodal communication, such as demonstrations, diagrams, and tactical cues, athletes with diverse processing styles participate more fully (Booth et al., 2019).
	The bridge between neurotypical and neurodivergent can also be closed by empathy. Spencer-Cavaliere and Kingston (2016) demonstrated that targeted peer education programs, whereby teammates are educated on the effects of neurodiversity and how to be inclusive in a sporting environment, significantly improve empathy and reduce social isolation. 	This can be looked at through the lense of intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), which states that structured, cooperative interaction between groups can reduce prejudice and foster understanding (Ali, Grabarski and Baker, 2023).
	It is important to understand that empathy is a two-way process. While neurotypical athletes are often encouraged to develop understanding of neurodiverse peers, there could become a ‘double empathy problem’ (Milton, 2012), which implies that communication breakdowns are mutual, arising from mismatched expectations rather than one-sided deficits. This theory reframes inclusion as a reciprocal learning process, whereby communication and relational styles are adapted for both neurotypical and neurodiverse individuals (Botha, Hanlon and Williams, 2021).
	Applying this perspective has profound implications for team sport, shifting focus from helping neurodiverse athletes to creating equilibrium within teams (Harwood et al., 2022). Teams that have sessions that involve reflective dialogue about differences, such as discussions, workshops, or mentor schemes report stronger cohesion and psychological safety (McConkey et al., 2022).
The role of coaches and leadership
	Coaches act as the cultural architects of the team environment (Harwood and Allan, 2014). Their attitudes towards neurodiversity and inclusion profoundly affect belonging and value (Townsend et al., 2019). The literature consistently demonstrates that inclusive coaching behaviors such as empathy, adaptability, and autonomy support enhance not only performance but also interpersonal harmony (Mandigo and Corlett, 2020). On the other hand, controlling or authoritarian coaching styles can amplify anxiety and remove trust, particularly for athletes with heightened sensitivity to tone or unpredictability (Lau et al., 2020).
	Coaches who model openness about neurodiversity help promote difference, creating a climate of psychological safety (Edmundson, 2018). Emerging research supports the implementation of mentorship models, such as pairing neurodiverse athletes with trained peers or assistant coaches (Martin and Whalen, 2018). Such relationships provide scaffolding for communication, emotional regulation, and role modeling, while also distributing relational labor beyond the head coach. Leadership also extends to organizational structures. As McMurtry et al. (2025) argue, inclusive team cultures require multilevel cooperation, policy, administrative commitment, educational support for coaches, and community engagement from parents and peers. Without this combined integration, inclusion collapses under the weight of isolated good intentions.
Psychological safety and team cohesion
	Psychological safety, this is the shared belief that everyone can express themselves without any backlash and this is critical for inclusion (Edmondson, 2018). In team sports, psychological safety allows athletes to take risks, admit mistakes, and contribute effectively to collective learning (Vella et al., 2022). For neurodiverse athletes, it is the precondition for participation (Ocampo, 2024). Empirical studies confirm that neurodiverse athletes thrive in environments characterized by predictable routines, emotional validation, and non-judgmental feedback Clancy and Waugh, 2019). When such climates are absent, athletes report heightened anxiety, masking behavior, and withdrawal (Den Houting, 2019).
	The mechanisms underpinning psychological safety in neurodiverse teams include Consistency, stable schedules, and transparent expectations that reduce cognitive load (Wood et al., 2025c). Autonomy support, providing choice, fosters ownership and self-determination (Shogren and Raley, 2022). Constructive feedback, focusing on effort and strategy rather than personality (McDowall and Doyle, 2023), and Shared reflection, encouraging mutual understanding and empathy within teams (Harrison, Rowlings and Aivaliotis-Martinez, 2024). It is interesting to note that teams that embrace diversity in thinking and behavior often report improved collective resilience, as exposure to difference fosters adaptability and creativity (Vestberg et al., 2017). These findings suggest that neurodiversity inclusion benefits not only individual athletes but the performance culture of teams overall.

Challenges
	Despite promising practices, there are significant challenges remaining to foster genuine relational inclusion. Stereotypes about neurodiversity persist, which is more prominent in male-dominated sports where emotional expression and difference are often stigmatized (Anderson et al., 2022). In some cases, neurodiverse athletes report surface-level inclusion, such as being invited to participate but not truly integrated into social or tactical decision-making (Smith et al., 2021).
	Moreover, the literature highlights the tension between team conformity and individual authenticity (Grégoire et al., 2021). Where teamwork functions require cohesion and synchrony, neurodiverse athletes may express focus, communication, and energy differently (Bekker and Posbergh, 2021). Balancing these needs requires coaches and teammates to expand their definition of team fit to include neurocognitive diversity (Townsend et al., 2019). Ethics must be considered when addressing neurodiverse inclusion to avoid coercive normalization, in which neurodiverse individuals are pressured to mimic neurotypical behavior to be accepted (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022).
Conclusion 
	The social and relational dimensions of neurodiverse participation underscore that inclusion is not solely a structural or pedagogical issue; it is a deeply human one. Belonging, empathy, and communication form the relational fabric that sustains inclusion (Long and Guo, 2023). However, achieving this requires more than good intentions; it demands systemic empathy, ingraining understanding and acceptance of neurocognitive differences into every layer of sport culture (Finke and Dunn, 2023). When sport becomes a site of authentic belonging for neurodiverse individuals, it transcends recreation to become a medium of empowerment, social change, and collective growth.
Theme 3:
	Symptom management in the context of neurodiverse athletes involves regulating sensory, attentional, and emotional processes that influence performance and participation (Vargas et al., 2023). Unlike medical models that locate management solely within the individual, contemporary approaches emphasize adaptive coaching and technological supports as co-regulatory mechanisms embedded within inclusive environments (Townsend et al., 2019).
	This section examines how coaches and sports organizations can foster neurodiversity-friendly environments through flexible communication, sensory adjustments, and assistive technologies. It also considers how digital tools like wearable devices, virtual reality (VR), and app-based feedback systems improve self-awareness, independence, and engagement for neurodiverse athletes. A key theme is that effective symptom management is a relational and environmental process, not just an intervention. By incorporating adaptive coaching and technology, team sports can shift from a one-size-fits-all approach to responsive systems that respect diverse cognitive and sensory needs.
Adaptive coaching: frameworks and approaches
	Adaptive coaching involves systematically adjusting instruction, communication, and environment to address athletes' cognitive, sensory, and social needs (Lindsay and Spittle, 2024). It aligns with principles of UDL (Meyer, Rose, and Gordon, 2014) and neuroaffirmative practice, which focus on flexibility, predictability, and collaboration (Stark, Stacey, and Knight, 2025).
	Research consistently shows that adaptive coaching enhances both participation and performance among neurodiverse athletes (Booth et al., 2019). An example of this is coaches who use multimodal instruction, which combines verbal guidance with visual demonstrations, written cues, and physical modelling, helping athletes who process information differently (Sapre et al., 2025). 
	Another aspect of adaptive coaching incorporates individualized communication. Neurodiverse athletes often benefit from clear, concise, and literal communication rather than abstract or idiomatic language (Coates and Vickerman, 2016). Structured feedback loops where athletes can clarify understanding through visual prompts or check-ins build trust and self-efficacy (Harwood et al., 2022). Furthermore, adaptive coaches promote autonomy and self-regulation, key components of Deci and Ryan's (2000) self-determination theory. By involving the athletes in the decision-making around training structure, rest periods, or sensory preferences, coaches help reduce stress and increase intrinsic motivation (Hoare et al., 2023).
	This coaching paradigm aligns with a neurodiversity-affirming ethos that celebrates difference rather than compensates for it (Antony, Ramnath and Ellikkal, 2024). Adaptive coaching not only functions as a remedial practice but as a performance enhancer, fostering creativity, flexibility, and problem-solving across teams.
Sensory adaptation in training and competition
Sensory processing differences, such as hypersensitivity to noise, touch or visual stimuli, can significantly influence neurodiverse athletes' performance and wellbeing (Pagnotta et al., 2024). Sensory overload can lead to heightened anxiety, shutdowns, or avoidance behaviors, particularly in high-stimulation team sports (Den Houting, 2019). Recent literature emphasizes the importance of environmental sensory design in inclusion (Martin et al., 2024). A study by Martin and Whelan (2018) inferred that modifying training spaces through controlled lighting, reduced echo, and visual clarity improves focus and reduces distress. Some clubs have introduced quiet zones and sensory regulation rooms together with training facilities, allowing athletes to decompress during overstimulation sessions (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
Equipment modification has also been suggested as a way of managing sensory regulation. Weighted vests, textured grips, and compression garments help athletes manage kinesthetic feedback (Pan et al., 2017). An emerging best practice is the use of sensory profiles, which are personalized assessments that identify triggers and preferences, guiding coaches in tailoring training sessions (Lesiakowski, Lubiński, and Zwierko, 2017). By incorporating sensory awareness into planning, coaches move from reactive to proactive management, reducing the risk of overload and prompting consistent engagement (Parnell et al., 2023). These strategies highlight that symptom management is fundamentally environmental and by adapting sensory inputs rather than constraining athletes' responses, teams create equitable conditions for success.
Technology as a tool for inclusion and symptom management
	Technological innovation represents a transformative advancement in neurodiversity inclusion (Motti, 2019). From wearable technology to augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR), digital tools can personalize feedback, support attention, and facilitate self-regulation (Rynne et al., 2023).
	Wearable devices, such as heart monitors, EEG headbands, or skin conductance sensors, can detect physiological indicators of stress or overload in real time (Mason et al., 2019). For neurodiverse athletes, this data can be effective by providing objective feedback to help recognize early signs of fatigue or anxiety, enabling timely intervention (Borghouts et al, 2020). Coaches can use such metrics to adjust training intensity or environmental factors dynamically (Vestberg et al., 2017).
	App-based coaching platforms have also gained considerable traction. This provides structured routines, visual schedules, and gamiefied progress tracking (Parenell et al., 2023). These tools enhance predictability and motivation, aligning with cognitive preferences for routine and immediate feedback (Haegele and Hodge, 2021). For example, the autism fitness tracker app offers personalised movement patterns and progress summaries tailored to sensory and attentional profiles (Brett, 2016).
	AR and VR technologies offer safe, controllable environments for exposure and skill rehearsal (Keller and Buchner, 2025). VR training has been shown to improve anticipatory decision-making, spatial awareness, and anxiety regulation among neurodiverse youth athletes (Rynne et al., 2023). Similarliy, AR overlays can provide visual prompts during drills, helping athletes focus attention and recall tactical sequences.
	It is, however, important to note that technology raises ethical and practical questions around accessibility, data privacy, and overreliance (Walkowiak, 2023). Cost barriers may limit fair access, and excessive digital monitoring risks shifting attention away from empowering to surveillance (Boroughts et al., 2020). Thus, technological tools should be put in to supplement coaching and not replace it. When implemented within collaborative frameworks where athletes maintain agency over data use and goal setting, technology becomes a powerful extension of inclusive practice.
Integrating coaching and technology
	The most useful inclusive practices emerge when there is an interlink between coaching and technology in holistic systems (Townsend et al., 2019). Coaches can adapt training to incorporate digital tools to personalize support while maintaining human connection (Nath et al., 2024). For instance, coaches may use data from wearables to anticipate sensory overload, then employ communication strategies grounded in empathy and predictability to address it (Harwood et al., 2022). This systems approach reflects the principles of ecological dynamics, where athlete behavior arises from the interaction between induvial, task, and environment (Chow et al., 2016). 
Within neurodiversity contexts, ecological thinking reframes symptom management as a dynamic process shaped by environmental affordances and interpersonal attunement rather than fixed deficits (Button et al., 2021). Moreover, co-design methodologies involving neurodiverse athletes in developing technological or coaching interventions, enhances usability and authenticity (Botha, Hanlon and Williams, 2021). When athletes are positioned as experts in their own experience, innovation becomes participatory rather than controlled (Chapman, 2021).
Empirical evidence suggests that systems combining adaptive coaching, technology, and co-design result in improved engagement, self-efficacy, and retention (Rynne et al., 2023). This approach also fosters cultural change, embedding neurodiversity awareness into the team’s collective practice rather than isolating it as specialist knowledge (McMurtry et al., 2025).
Challenges and future directions
	Despite encouraging developments in this area, several challenges persist. First, there remains a lack of empirical studies on neurodiversity in sport and technology integration, particularly in adult and elite populations (Hoare et al., 2023). Most of the current research focuses on youth interventions, leaving a gap in understanding how digital inclusion scales across developmental and competitive levels.
	Second, coach education has yet to catch up with the complexity of neurodiversity. Few certification programs formally include neuroaffirmative training, leading to inconsistent implementation (Townsend, 2019). Bridging this gap requires embedding neurodiversity competencies into mainstream sport science curricula. Third, there is a need for ethical frameworks guiding the use of athlete data. Transparent consent, data minimization, and athlete ownership of personal metrics must underpin technological adoption (Borghouts et al., 2020).
	Finally, future research should explore interdisciplinary collaboration, integrating insights from sports psychology, occupational therapy, and cognitive neuroscience (Mutch & Knott, 2024). Such collaboration could advance understanding of how adaptive feedback loops influence attention regulation, executive function, and motivation in real-world sport environments (Vestberg et al., 2017).
Conclusion
	Adaptive coaching and technology hold transformative potential for supporting neurodiverse athletes in team sports (Liu et al., 2025). By shifting focus from deficit correction to environmental and relational adaptation, these approaches affirm diversity as a strength rather than a barrier (Judge et al., 2025). The integration of adaptive communication, sensory-aware design, and ethical technology enables athletes to proactively manage symptoms, boost performance, and maintain well-being (Doyle, 2018). However, inclusion through adaptation must remain rooted in human connection; coaches' empathy, patience, and openness remain the most powerful tools for change. Ultimately, the combination of adaptive coaching and technological innovation leads to positive outcomes for inclusive sports—where neurodiversity is normalized, participation is equitable, and every athlete is empowered to perform and belong on their own terms.
Conclusion 
Synthesis of key findings
	This discussion chapter has examined neurodiversity in team sport through three interrelated dimensions, the theoretical and policy frameworks underpinning inclusion, the social and relational dynamics shaping athlete experience, and the adaptive and technological innovations that support symptom management and participation. Across these domains, a consistent argument emerges: ‘neurodiversity inclusion in team sports is contingent not merely upon access, but upon cultural transformation.
	The first theme established that neurodiversity inclusion needs a great shift from medicalized to relational and affirming frameworks. Medicalized to relational and affirming frameworks. The neurodiversity paradigm (Singer, 2017) and the social model of disability (Oliver, 1996) redefine difference as a natural human variation, shifting focus from individual remediation to environmental systemic adaptation (Jaarsma & Welin, 2011). Yet, despite the growing support, inclusion remains unevenly realised due to policy fragmentation, resource inequity, and persistent ableism within sport institutions (Hoare et al., 2023).
	The second theme explored the social and relational fabric of inclusion, revealing that belonging, empathy, and communication are central to neurodiverse participation (Spencer-Cavaliere and peers, 2021). Teams that cultivate psychological safety, open communication, and emotional validation enable athletes to thrive both socially and competitively (Harwood et al., 2022). Conversely, masking pressures and communication breakdowns undermine inclusion, demonstrating that social adaptation is as crucial as technical accommodation.
	The third theme examined adaptive coaching and technology innovation, showing that flexible pedagogical approaches and personalized digital supports enhance engagement, autonomy, and performance (Townsend et al., 2022). However, this potential is constrained by structural inequalities, conceptual ambiguities, and ethical tensions (Borghouts et al., 2020). Taken together these themes reveal that neurodiversity inclusion in team sports is an ongoing negotiation between theory and practice, ethics and innovation, structure and agency.
Integration and interpretation 
	Synthesising these findings highlights several interconnected insights relevant to both research and practice. First, inclusion is relationally co-produced rather than externally imposed. It emerges from meaningful interactions between coaches, athletes, peers, and systems (Milton, 2012). The relational dimension demands that neurotypical teammates and coaches develop reciprocal empathy, moving beyond unidirectional support toward mutual understanding (Botha, Hanlon and Williams, 2021).
	Secondly, contextual sensitivity is essential. Effective strategies vary across sport types, competition levels, and athlete profiles. The ecological perspective (Chow et al., 2016) offers a useful theoretical lens, viewing behaviour as shaped by dynamic interactions among person, task, and environment. This model underlines that neurodiverse inclusion cannot rely on generic templates, it must be contextually adaptive and athlete-led.
	Thirdly, technological innovation must be grounded in ethics and accessibility (Asare, 2024). While digital tools enhance feedback and self-regulation, they risk reinforcing inequality or surveillance if removed from human connection (Borghouts et al., 2020). Ethical frameworks emphasising consent, data protection, and athlete autonomy are therefore non-negotiable.
	Finally, neurodiversity inclusion should not be viewed as a special intervention but as a core aspect of coaching excellence (Harwood et al., 2022). The same adaptive and empathetic practices that benefit neurodiverse athletes—such as clarity, consistency, and flexibility—also improve communication and cohesion across all teams (Townsend et al., 2019).
Critical reflection and remaining gaps 
	Despite significant progress, this dissertation recognizes that inclusion in team sports remains aspirational in many contexts (Haegele and Hodge, 2021). Structural barriers persist at institutional, cultural, and epistemic levels (Edwards et al., 2024). Research continues to prioritize autism, often at the expense of understanding other neurodivergent conditions such as ADHD, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, and tourettes (Brett, 2016).
	Furthermore, most inclusion frameworks remain top-down, created by neurotypical practitioners. This sustains epistemic injustice by excluding neurodiverse voices (Chapman, 2021). Real progress requires participatory and co-produced methods, where neurodiverse athletes are not just accommodated but actively empowered to influence culture, policy, and teaching (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022).
	When viewed from a broader perspective, there is a tension between optimal performance and inclusivity. Competitive sports often validate uniformity, speed, and efficiency—qualities that can conflict with neurodiverse communication or processing styles (Anderson et al., 2022). Future models of excellence must therefore redefine success to include resilience, adaptability, and creativity (Smith et al., 2021).
	Finally, enthusiasm for technology must be balanced with critical reflection. Relying too much on digital tools risks neglecting the embodied, emotional, and social aspects of sport (Rynne et al., 2023). As Harwood et al. (2022) pointed out, inclusion is relational before it is technical; no algorithm can replace empathy.
Practical implications
	From a practical perspective, several implications emerge for coaches, organisations, and policy makers. Coach education should include neurodiversity training with it embedded within mainstream accreditation pathways rather than offered as optional modules. This includes knowledge of sensory processing, communication diversity, and trauma-informed practice (Haore et al., 2023). Policy integration should be implemented by national governing bodies to develop inclusion policies that explicitly reference neurodiversity, with accountability mechanisms and funding streams to support implementation (McMurtry et al., 2025). 
	Athlete empowerment, co-designing models should take into consideration the views of neurodiverse athletes as collaborators in programme development, ensuring interventions reflect lived realities (Chapman, 2021). Technological ethics, clubs adopting wearable or VR technologies should ensure informed consent, equitable access, and athlete control over data usage (Borghouts et al., 2020). Cultural leadership, inclusion should be visibly championed by sports leaders, normalizing conversations about neurodiversity and celebrating diverse pathways to excellence (Thomas and Guett, 2020).
Theoretical and philosophical contributions
	This dissertation contributes to the growing body of work reframing sport as a socially situated ecosystem where cognitive and sensory diversity are integral to collective performance. It bridges critical disability studies with applied sport science, demonstrating how the neurodiversity paradigm can reshape the epistemology of coaching and team dynamics.
	By adopting a biopsychosocial-ecological framework, the discussion moves beyond ideologies of deficit versus difference, proposing a synthesis where individual variation is contextualized within adaptive systems (Chow et al., 2016). This theoretical integration offers a pathway for future scholarship to connect neurodiversity studies with practical sport innovation.
Concluding remarks
	In conclusion, neurodiversity inclusion in team sports is both a moral must and a transformative opportunity. It challenges the field to rethink not only who participates but how they participate. True inclusion requires more than accommodation; it requires a cultural shift that values cognitive plurality as an engine of creativity, empathy, and resilience. Adaptive coaching and technological innovation, when guided by neuroaffirmative ethics, can operationalize this vision. Yet, inclusion ultimately depends on human connection, grounded in curiosity, respect, and togetherness. When coaches, athletes, and institutions embrace neurodiversity as a shared strength, team sports evolve from arenas of conformity into communities of belonging. The final chapter translates the findings into actionable recommendations for research, policy, and practice 
Chapter 5: Conclusion and recommendations
Introduction
	This dissertation explored neurodiversity in team sports, focusing on inclusion, social interaction , and symptom management. Drawing on recent research (2015-2025), it examined how neurodiverse athletes experience participation in collective sporting environments, and how adaptive coaching, social inclusion, and technological interventions shape those experiences.
	The findings reveal that neurodiversity inclusion in team sports remains inconsistent and often superficial, constrained by cultural norms, performance pressures, and uneven institutional support (Hoare et al., 2023). Although inclusive practices are increasingly promoted, the gap between theoretical advocacy and real-world implementation persists (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022).
Key conclusion
	 A major conclusion is that neurodiversity should be recognised as a dimension of human variation, not pathology (Den Houting, 2019). Within the neurodiversity paradigm, difference is reinterpreted as a natural diversity in cognitive functioning (Botha, Hanlon and Williams, 2021). Applying this lens to sport requires moving beyond deficit-based coaching models toward relational and contextual adaptation (Shakespeare, 2013).
	Despite increased awareness, many sport organizations still rely on medicalized or surface-level frameworks (McMurtry et al., 2025). Coaches often describe neurodiverse athletes in terms of behavioural challenges rather than diverse learning profiles (Haegele and Hodge, 2021). This reinforces systemic bias and restricts real inclusion. The evidence underscores that neurodiversity inclusion must involve cultural transformation, embedding difference into the fabric of team sport culture rather than treating it as an exception (Anderson et al., 2022).
Social and relational dimensions of inclusion
	Inclusion is fundamentally social and relational. Team belonging, peer understanding, and empathy determine whether neurodiverse athletes thrive or disengage (Harwood et al., 2022). Social exclusion frequently arises from subtle communicative breakdowns and unspoken expectations of conformity (Botha, Hanlon and Williams, 2021).
	Research demonstrates that when teams foster psychological safety through empathy, flexible communication, and positive identity affirmation, neurodiverse athletes report improved self-esteem and engagement McConkey et al., 2022). Conversely, masking pressures and lack of understanding can lead to withdrawal and burnout (Milton, 2012). Thus, social inclusion is not simply an outcome of access, it’s an ongoing practice of belonging, requiring attuned relationships and awareness of neurocognitive diversity (Harwood et al., 2022).
Adaptive coaching and technological integration
	Adaptive coaching and technological supports provide pathways to inclusion but must be applied thoughtfully. Effective adaptive coaching emphasizes clarity, structure, and empathy, utilizing multiple communication channels and sensory-aware design (Rynne et al., 2023). These strategies not only improve learning for neurodiverse athletes but also strengthen overall team cohesion (Harwood et al., 2022).
	Technologies like VR training, wearable feedback devices, and AR tools have demonstrated potential in enhancing focus, emotional regulation, and tactical awareness (Borghouts et al., 2020). However, issues such as unequal access, limited empirical evidence, and ethical concerns surrounding privacy and over-monitoring continue to be significant challenges (McMurtry et al., 2025). Importantly, these technologies and adaptive practices should aim not to normalize behaviors but to strengthen individual capabilities and promote independence (Chapman, 2021).
Structural and policy implications
	Neurodiversity remains underrepresented in formal sport inclusion frameworks (Thomas and Guett, 2020). Many policies group cognitive differences under disability categories, failing to recognize their distinct social and sensory implications (Hoare et al., 2023). This results in fragmented implementation, inconsistent funding, and limited accountability (McMurtry et al., 2025). Structural progress requires clear acknowledgment of neurodiversity in coach education, talent pathways, and competition structures. As Anderson et al. (2022) argue, inclusion policies must go beyond symbolic gestures to deliver measurable outcomes supported by equitable resource distribution.
Practical recommendations
For coaches 
Practical recommendations for coaches include conducting inclusion audits to identify barriers in communication, environment, and leadership (Hoare et al., 2023). Develop peer mentorship programs to build social bridges between neurotypical and neurodiverse teammates (Goodwin, 2016). Implement sensory modifications in facilities, such as adjustable lighting, quiet zones, and structured routines (Anderson et al., 2022). Establish anti-stigma policies addressing subtle exclusion or bias (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022) and ensure accessible feedback channels for athletes and their families (Townsend et al., 2019).
For governing bodies
	Governing bodies need to recognise neurodiversity in policy as a distinct inclusion domain (Thomas and Guett, 2020). Mandate training for all accredited coaches, referees, and administrators (Hoare et al., 2023). Allocate targeted funding for adaptive technology, mentorship, and research (McMurtry et al., 2025). Embed evaluation frameworks to monitor inclusion outcomes and participation trends (Brett, 2016). Promote representation of neurodiverse individuals in leadership and decision making roles (Chapman, 2021).
Policy and ethical recommendations
	Policy frameworks must extend beyond compliance-driven accessibility to value-based inclusion (Den Houting, 2019). National sport agencies should intergrate neurodiversity into existing equality frameworks, linking sport participation with education, wellbeing, and public health agendas (Thomas and Guett, 2020). Ethically, adaptive technologies should priorities consent, transparency, and athlete autonomy (Whitfield, 2021). The collection of biometric and behavioural data must be subject to rigorous ethical review, ensuring it supports wellbeing rather than surveillance (McMurtry et al., 2025).
	Finally, inclusion must be culturally embedded, awareness campaigns, leadership visibility, and public naratives should challenge stereotypes and promote neurodiversity as part of sporting excellence (Harwood et al., 2022).
Future directions
Future research directions 
	Diversify research populations by broadening focus beyond ASD to include ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, and Tourette syndrome (Haegele and Hodge, 2021). Use intersectional analyses to explore how neurodiversity interacts with gender, ethnicity, and class in sport participation (Spencer-Cavaliere and Peers, 2021). Conduct longitudinal studies to assess the long-term impacts of inclusion programs on well-being and retention (Booth et al., 2019). Promote athlete-led methodologies to encourage participatory and co-produced research designs (Chapman, 2021). Examine the ethical considerations of technology by analyzing the psychological and privacy implications of VR, AI, and tracking devices (Rynne et al., 2023). Perform cross-cultural comparisons to investigate how national and regional cultures influence neurodiversity inclusion (McMurtry et al., 2025).

Final conclusion
	Neurodiversity inclusion in team sports represents both a moral and developmental imperative. It challenges long-standing conceptions of performance, discipline, and identity urging sports systems to evolve from conformity to collaboration (Botha and Gillespie-Lynch, 2022). Genuine inclusion requires an integrated framework that links neuroaffirmative coaching, ethical technology, and cultural empathy (Townsend et al., 2019).
	When team environments embrace cognitive diversity as a collective asset, sport transcends physical competition and becomes a medium for social innovation and human connection. The future of inclusive sport therefore depends on redistributing power and redefining success from standisation toward shared growth, creativity and belonging (Den Houting, 2019).   
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