
Neurodiversity: 
why it’s important 
to consider in 
clinical research

Exploring the accessibility of healthcare 
services and clinical research for 
neurodivergent people, and the 
potential support initiatives that may 
improve their experience



 Introduction Swings and 
roundabouts

neurodivergent 
challenges

Healthcare 
Serenity

positive 
experiences

What about 
clinical research?

Making clinical 
research accessible

It’s thought that up to 20% of the global 

population are neurodivergent.1 And yet, 

research shows that healthcare services 

may be inaccessible to this population.2 

Which got us thinking — what about 

clinical research opportunities, are they 

inaccessible too? 

Introduction
In the UK population, up to:

- 1% are autistic2

- 8% have ADHD3

- 10% have dyslexia3

In the US population, up to:

- 2% are autistic5

- 5% have ADHD6

- 5–15% have dyslexia7
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According to the Oxford English Dictionary,8 

neurodivergent people show differences in mental or 

neurological functioning from what is considered typical. 

Neurodiverse conditions include dyslexia, dyscalculia, 

dyspraxia, ADHD, Tourette syndrome, and autism.

What does ‘neurodiverse’ mean? 
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We wanted to understand more about the barriers 

neurodivergent people experience when trying to access 

healthcare services and clinical research, and to raise 

awareness of the ways these barriers could be overcome. 

So, we conducted a research project where we talked to 

199 people who were neurodivergent or a caregiver for 

a neurodivergent person, and we asked them about their 

thoughts, opinions, and experiences relating to healthcare 

services. Below is a snapshot of who took part.

What’s this book about?

86.4%
neurodivergent

people

13.6%
Caregivers of a
neurodivergent 

person
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When people talk about neurodiversity, 

conversations often focus on ‘negative’ 

characteristics. But there are clear 

strengths of neurodivergent conditions 

that should be talked about more often.

Swings and roundabouts

86.4%
Neurodiverse 

people

13.6%
Caregivers of a 
neurodivergent 

person

 I o�en think 
outside the box.

I am artistic and 
creative.

My neurodiversity makes 
me unique. I’m able to 

recognise 
patterns more 

easily than 
others.

I’m honest.

My neurodiversity gives me 
heightened intuition.

I have high 
attention to detail.
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However, neurodiversity can negatively 

impact aspects of a person’s education, 

career, and relationships.

Swings and roundabouts

86.4%
Neurodiverse 

people

13.6%
Caregivers of a 
neurodivergent 

person

 

I find maintaining relationships 
overwhelming at times.

Certain fonts used in 
educational and 

work-related materials are 
inaccessible for me.

Fast-paced work 
environments can be 

overwhelming.

I find small things 
distracting, making 
deadlines at work 
difficult to meet.

Feeling forced to participate 
in conversations and masking 

to fit in can be exhausting.

I find social cues and 
work politics confusing, 

and I tend to isolate 
myself as a result.

I couldn’t access 
support at school 

or at work without 
a diagnosis.

It’s easier to have 
relationships with other 

people who are neurodiverse 
as they are more empathetic.

I’m told I’m difficult 
to deal with.



 Introduction Swings and 
roundabouts

neurodivergent 
challenges

positive 
experiences

What about 
clinical research?

Healthcare 
Serenity

Making clinical 
research accessible

The challenges faced by neurodivergent 

people can also act as barriers to 

accessing healthcare services. Here are 

the top five reasons the participants find 

healthcare to be inaccessible.

Why healthcare services 
aren’t created with 
neurodivergent people in mind

81% of participants agreed 

that healthcare services are 

rarely, or never, designed with 

neurodivergent people in mind.
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“My favourite hospital 
appointments were during 
the pandemic. Hardly 
anyone was there, and 
people came alone. There 
were no noisy children or 
loud noises coming out of 
phones or tablets.

Participants reported numerous 

sensory challenges, including 

overcrowded waiting rooms, harsh 

lighting, and being expected 

to process large amounts of 

information in short appointments.

Sensory challenges

1.
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“
Consultations are 
very stressful, 
and I will do or say 
anything to get out 
of there.

Participants with dyslexia said it’s 

challenging for them to find accurate 

words to explain themselves 

in appointments, and autistic 

participants said they can sometimes 

become mute because of the stress 

associated with their appointment. 

Participants with dyspraxia reported 

challenges in differentiating their 

symptoms from other diagnoses.

Difficulty 
expressing symptoms

2.



 Introduction Swings and 
roundabouts

neurodivergent 
challenges

positive 
experiences

What about 
clinical research?

Healthcare 
Serenity

Making clinical 
research accessible

“
When discussing their diagnosis 

experience, some participants 

reported that they often experience 

dismissal of their symptoms, 

especially if they were diagnosed 

as an adult. Due to service-based 

trauma and a lack of understanding, 

participants said they were 

often reluctant to disclose their 

neurodivergent diagnosis in fear they 

would be perceived negatively.

Stigma and judgement

3.

As I was an adult trying 
to get a diagnosis, the 
doctor didn’t think it 
could have been missed 
as a kid.
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“
It’s like the longer I’m 
left on hold, the more 
panicky I get. Sometimes 
I think I can’t do this, 
and I hang up the phone.

Participants reported increased fear 

and anxiety about the ‘unknown’, 

which included being put on hold 

for long periods of time, or being 

expected to answer unscheduled 

phone calls.

Appointments over 
the phone

4.
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“
The reason I didn’t get 
diagnosed when I was 
younger was due to the 
combination of autism 
and ADHD. I feel like they 
can clash a lot.

Up to 70% of autistic people also 

present with ADHD.9 The autistic 

participants who also have ADHD 

reported that their symptoms can be 

contradictory, leading to difficulties 

in getting a diagnosis, and finding 

medications that are suitable for both 

neurodivergent conditions. 

Implications of 
having more than 
one neurodivergent 
condition

5.
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To help make healthcare services 

less stressful and more accessible for 

neurodivergent people, the following 

approaches should be considered.

Healthcare serenity

Making doctors appointments 

longer to allow more time for 

information processing.

Providing clear 

instructions on where to 

park and who to contact 

for appointments.

Having more options for 

virtual appointments, such 

as texts and video chats.

Hiring more 

doctors who are 

neurodivergent.
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Avoiding phone calls as 

appointments, especially 

if they are not scheduled.
Providing training 

for doctors to treat 

neurodivergent people 

more appropriately.

Facilitating text reminders 

for attending appointments 

and taking medications.

To help make healthcare services 

less stressful and more accessible for 

neurodivergent people, the following 

approaches should be considered.

Healthcare serenity
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While there are areas where healthcare services could be improved, it’s important to 

highlight the positive experiences discussed by the participants, too.

Making positive experiences commonplace

86.4%
Neurodiverse 

people

13.6%
Caregivers of a 
neurodivergent 

person

Being treated by 
neurodivergent 

doctors

“I had an appointment with 
an ADHD nurse who was so 

clued up and understanding, 
my appointment felt really 

helpful, positive, 
and validating.”

Allowing time to 
ask questions and 

process information

“Little things like ‘how are 
you doing’ or ‘is everything 

alright’ provides that 
platform for support.”

Facilitating 
regular contact 

opportunities

“Regular contact is 
really good because it 

just stops it from 
dropping off my radar.”

Providing options for 
writing out responses 
instead of relying on 
verbal explanation

“When I was getting my autism 
diagnosis, they gave me the option 

to write down all of my thoughts 
rather than having to have a 

face-to-face interview. This made it a 
much easier experience for me.”
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There is little to no research on the impact of neurodivergent conditions on clinical 

research engagement. However, this research shows that neurodivergent people may 

experience similar barriers accessing clinical research as they do healthcare services. 

What about clinical research?

“There’s a risk of bringing more difficulties 
upon me that would just add on to the ones 
I already have.



 Introduction Swings and 
roundabouts

neurodivergent 
challenges

positive 
experiences

What about 
clinical research?

Healthcare 
Serenity

Making clinical 
research accessible

Challenges in 
articulating 

thoughts.

Service-based 
trauma.

Creating 
additional 

burden.

Sensory 
overload.

Difficulty processing 
or remembering 

information.

In a pressure-filled environment, participants said they 

would say anything to get out of the room. This could 

impact a neurodivergent person’s ability to give consent 

to take part in clinical research.

Participants reported that they regularly had negative 

experiences when accessing healthcare services, 

creating a lack of trust in the industry. Clinical 

research is likely to be seen in the same light.

Many participants described sensory 

challenges in healthcare settings, such 

as bright lights, loud sounds, and busy 

waiting areas. All of these sensory 

challenges are present in clinical 

research too.

Neurodivergent people experience numerous 

challenges, from their career and education to 

their relationships. Participants were concerned 

that clinical research would add to this burden.

Participants reported difficulty in processing complex information, and also keeping on top of appointments and remembering to take medication regularly. 

This could impact a person’s ability to adhere to medication regimen, and to navigate complex information or clinical research schedules. 

What about clinical research?
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Despite the barriers, 61% of participants had 

considered participating in clinical research. 

Making clinical research accessible

Yet just 8% had actually taken 
part. When asked how clinical 
research could be made more 

accessible, the participants 
recommended the following.
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 of participants said information should 

be made easier to understand.

of participants recommended using 

videos and infographics.

 of participants said to break up any 

large chunks of text.

of participants suggested to  provide 

assistance with understanding 

research information.

Before clinical research begins

 70%

32%

29%

 22%

of participants would want medication 

and appointment reminders.

of participants said that appointment 

flexibility was important.

of participants would prefer to keep   

a digital diary.

 of participants said they would want all 

staff to be informed on neurodiversity.

During clinical research

55%

16%

24%

24%
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 of participants would want to know 

the outcomes of the clinical research.

After clinical research “
I’d want to know the 
results of the research as 
a priority. I’d personally 
want a lot of information 
about the results and 
what happens next.

Together.

92%
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We would like to thank all participants for taking part in this research, and 

for sharing their valuable insights on how access to healthcare services 

and clinical research could be improved for neurodivergent people.

“Small changes are essential for some, 

but helpful for all.”

Thank you

Demand Diversity is a non-profit organisation that strives to 
promote diversity, equity, and inclusion within the clinical 

research industry. We’re committed to giving underserved 
communities and patients a voice, and supporting those working 

in healthcare and clinical research to be truly inclusive.
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