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Foreword

Manuel Cortes  
General Secretary, TSSA 

It’s a fact that neurodivergent conditions such as 
Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia, Attention Deficit 
Disorder, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and 
Aspergers and Autism are found in workplaces across 
our rail industry. This means that our members are 
either neurodivergent themselves or work alongside 
people who are. 

The reality is that neurodivergent conditions are mostly a protected 
characteristic under the Equality Act 2010. This means that employers can face 
legal action if they fall foul of their obligations. If line management aren’t up 
to speed with these conditions, it can have a very serious detrimental impact 
on individuals’ working lives and their access to learning, development and 
progression opportunities.

Since 2010, our union has been working hard pioneering a number of 
initiatives to support our neurodivergent members and also to heighten 
awareness of these issues, amongst our wider membership, employers and 
our Labour and Trade Union Movement. Our “Lost for Words” project broke 
new ground in talking openly about dyslexia in the travel and transport 
industries. From 2011, we broadened the scope of what we are doing to 
include some of the conditions that often co-occur with dyslexia. After much 
discussion, the term neurodiversity was adopted as a campaigning response 
towards challenging the stigma associated with these conditions – we want to 
celebrate the strengths that neurodivergent people bring!
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As a union we are campaigning extremely hard to change social attitudes 
and are focused on dismantling the barriers to equality and inclusion that 
exist within the employers for which our members work. We believe that 
neurodivergence must be part of every equality and diversity. We want each 
and every one of our TSSA workplaces to become more inclusive, accepting 
and welcoming of human difference of every kind.

Our aim is to ensure that our neurodivergent members feel confident that they 
will encounter understanding, support, and access to opportunities at every 
stage of their working lives. In this respect, I strongly believe that collaboration 
between TSSA and employers will prove extremely productive. We hope to 
achieve this and more with all employers in the industries.

Finally, thanks to all the people who contributed to this work. I hope that you 
find this report both interesting and enlightening. Most of all, we hope that 
swift action is taken on its recommendations. 

Let’s vow to improve the working lives and access to learning, 
development and promotion opportunities for neurodivergent 
people within all sectors of transport and travel.
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Last year, in February 2018, as part of the  Diversity 
West network – a Diversity and Inclusion network on 
Western route, a group of individuals were involved in 
setting up a number of awareness events in April for 
Autism awareness week.

The project was linked with wider Network Rail efforts to create 
communication; posters, stories and drop in sessions to educate and 
spread awareness of neurodiversity in Network Rail.

Great effort was made to push for awareness sessions to take place 
and invite as many people as possible. Not all session were filled at 
full capacity.

A lot of the feedback from the sessions was that more needs to be 
done to create awareness and not only during one week in April. 
Neurodiversity awareness and training needs to be embedded in the 
way we do things at Network Rail.

Managers are seeking support from HR colleagues, who equally may 
not be confident in providing support in an area they don’t feel they 
have had the training in themselves.

Aleksandra Parker 
Senior Resourcing Business Partner (New Entrant Projects)
Network Rail
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Key definitions and background 
information

AD(H)D / Attention Deficit (Hyperactivity / Hyperkinetic) 
Disorder 

A more inclusive term would be AD(H)C. 

The symptoms of attention deficit hyperactivity condition (ADHC) can 
be categorised into two types of behavioural problems: inattentiveness 
(ADC), and hyperactivity and impulsiveness (ADHC). ADC can sometimes go 
unnoticed because the symptoms may be less obvious.[1]

•  ADC Inattentiveness – short attention span, easily distracted, careless 
mistakes, forgetful, losing things, unable to stick to tasks that are tedious 
or time consuming, limited ability to listen or carry out instructions, 
constantly changing activity or tasks, starting new tasks before finishing 
old ones and difficulty organising tasks.

•  ADHC Hyperactivity and impulsiveness – fidgeting, restlessness or 
edginess, poor concentration, excessive physical movement and talking, 
not waiting to take turns, acting without thinking, little or no sense of 
danger or personal safety, mood swings, irritability and quick temper or 
extreme impatience and inability to deal with stress.

Statistics say 4.4% of adults have one or other of the conditions. Both genders 
are equally likely to be diagnosed as adults although males are more likely to 
have a diagnosis from childhood.

There are a number of benefits open to companies willing to harness the 
strengths of those with this condition. For example, seemingly endless energy 

[1] nhs.co.uk
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for projects, spontaneity which is ideal for breaking the status quo, creativity 
and inventiveness best for original and wider problems solving solutions.

Autism / ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder) 
A more inclusive term would be ASC (Autism Spectrum Condition). Autism is 
a spectrum condition and is defined not by their level of autism but, by how 
neurotypicals can interact with the person. It affects three key areas: social 
communication, social interaction and social imagination. ASC also includes 
and has replaced other diagnosis including: 

•  PDD Pervasive Developmental Disorder

•  HFA High-Functioning Autism (which has now replaced Asperger’s 
Syndrome)

•  PDA – Pathological Demand Avoidance

•  Asperger’s Syndrome – now replaced with HFA

•  ODD – Oppositional Defiance Disorder

•  Savant Syndrome – extremely rare. Vast dichotomy between excessively 
above average skill in one area with significant mental difficulties in most 
others. Often the excessive skills relates to calculation, art or music.

Autism is conservatively thought to affect 1.1% of the UK population. 
There are currently more white males diagnosed with ASC than any other 
demography, however, changes and improvements to diagnosis processes is 
expected to change this.[2]

There are significant benefits to autism to the person and to the company. For 
example, attention to detail, expertise in particular subjects, unique take on 
things and therefore unique, creative and faster solutions to problems, higher 
intelligence than a majority of neurotypicals and non-judgemental perfect for 
non-biased decision making.

[2] National Autism Society
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Dyscalculia 
Affects a person’s ability to acquire arithmetical skills. It shows up in poor 
recognition of numbers or sense of the number knowing arithmetic facts, 
accurate and fluent calculations and reasoning.

Research estimate that up to 6% have dyscalculia.[3] 

There are a number of advantages to having dyscalculics in the workplace for 
example, creativeness, strategic thinking, practical ability, wider vocabulary, 
intuitive thinking and enhanced problem solving.

Dyslexia 
Affects a person’s ability to process language. It shows in reading and writing, 
spelling, following or understanding written instructions, sequencing and 
planning and organisation.

Dyslexia affects 10% of the UK population.[4]

There are a number of strengths that dyslexics can bring to a business for 
example, excellent visual processing, holistic thinking, seeing the connections 
in complex systems, good special awareness and mental 3D manipulation, 
sharper peripheral vision and high levels of creativity.

Dyspraxia / Developmental Coordination Disorder (DCD) 
A more inclusive term would be DCC Developmental Coordination Condition 
or stick with Dyspraxia. Dyspraxia is usually spotted because of poor fine and 
gross motor skills but it also shows in fatigue, speech, concentration, easily 
distracted, social impairment and poor organisational skills.

Dyspraxia is thought to affect up to 10% of the population.

Dyspraxic people bring a number of strengths to any business, including 

[3] dyslexia.uk.net
[4] British Dyslexia Association
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creative, inventive and original thinkers and problem solvers, strong in lateral, 
holistic, conceptual and strategic thinking, highly motivated and determined 
and greater levels of empathy and sense of humour.

Neurodiversity / Neurodivergent / Neuro-atypical 
An inclusive term used to describe the natural occurrence where the brain 
is wired differently and therefore processes information differently to 
neurotypicals. This term includes, but is not restricted to, Dyslexia, Dyscalculia, 
Dyspraxia, ADHD, Tourette’s Syndrome and Autism. Neurodiversity refers to 
the populace as a whole, whereas Neurodivergent or Neuro-atypical is an 
umbrella referring to the conditions listed above specifically.

Social model of disability
The social model of disability recognises disability does not reside within the 
individual; rather it is the consequence of the broader environment, including 
organisational practices. The social model of disability is compatible with 
changing nature of work in the transport industry, the Equality Act 2010, and 
the concept of neurodiversity.
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Executive summary

Purpose
This report has been commissioned by the TSSA. The purpose of 
this report is to gather, analyse and conclude on key information 
on the line management of neurodivergent staff (i.e. employees 
diagnosed with dyslexia, dyscalculia, dyspraxia, ADD/ADHD or 
autism). So that the TSSA can develop a bespoke training, toolkit, 
guidance and advice for line managers who are responsible for 
managing neurodivergent employees.

Methods
Information was gathered on the line management of neurodiverse 
employees from three sources: extant literature; secondary 
analysis of primary data from interviews with transport industry 
line managers; and, primary data gathered from interviews. 
Findings were analysed based on identifying facilitators required 
to effectively line manager neurodivergent employees and the 
challenges line managers face when managing neurodivergent 
employees. The findings were analysed by applying the social 
model of disability.

Results
Support practices for line managers appeared sophisticated, 
extensive and wide-ranging. However, there appears to be a gap 
between the rhetoric of organisational support for such activities 
and the experiences of line managers.
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There is a need for line managers to be trained on a wide range 
of issues related to managing neurodivegent employees. Line 
managers need to have the authority to make informal/minor 
reasonable adjustments. Facilitative factors included TSSA 
partnership, trade union neurodiversity specialist equality reps and 
dyslexia training. Challenges included:

• lack of understanding of neurodivergence

• managing changing working arrangement

• lack of disclosure by staff, and

• increased pressures on managers

Recommendations
Line manager training should include attention to the referenced 
aspects of line managing a neurodiverse employee. However, such 
training needs to be complemented with modifications to wider 
organisational facilitation practices.
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Introduction

Aim of study
This study was undertaken as part of the recommendations of a previous 
study on neurodivergence in the industries: Neurodiversity in the Transport 
and Travel Industry, 2012.

The scope of the study focused on four conditions:

•  dyslexia

•  dyscalculia

•  ADD/ADHD and 

•  Autism / Asperger’s Syndrome

The focus on four neurodivergent conditions relates to the most cause of 
concern and priority for advocates and sponsors of this report.

The report aims to 

•  identify the experiences of line managers and perceived facilitators and 
challenges to managing neurodivergent employees; and,

•  based on identifying perceived facilitators and challenges, provide a range 
of recommendations to assist the TSSA trade union in designing a training 
programme for line managers who manage neurodivergent employees.

Definition and prevalence of neurodivergence
All of the conditions are covered by the Equality Act 2010. Usage of 
neurodiversity and the newer neurodivergence / neuro-atypical are partly 
political terms that have arisen as a response to the stigmatising effect of 
medical language, which frequently terms such conditions as “weaknesses”, 
“difficulties” and “disorders”. While difficulties with such conditions are not 
denied, the concept of neurodiversity is one of viewing such conditions as 
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normal human variation[1]. In other words, society should put far more 
effort into accepting neuro-differences than trying to “fix” or “cure” people 
diagnosed with such conditions.

The occurrence of neurodiverse conditions in society is unclear and made 
particularly difficult to measure because of overlapping descriptions of such 
conditions[2] and how individuals are often co-diagnosed with two or more 
conditions[3]. However, research suggests of the total population,

•  dyslexia affects 2-15%[4]

•  dyscalculia 6%[5]

•  ADD / ADHD 1-4%[6] and

• Asperger syndrome 1%.[7] 

Overview of methodology
A review of the transcriptions from the previous report were added to 
interviews commissioned specifically with the current report in mind. In total 
ten interviews were conducted with Network Rail line managers with current 
or recent experience of managing neurodiverse employees. Interviewees 
were recruited via emails sent out via Network Rail. Participants self-selected 
themselves for the study, suggesting participants were likely to have a good 
range of experience of the key issues under investigation. 

[1] (Paletta, 2013.)
[2] (Portwood, 2000.)
[3] (Hendrickx, 2010.)
[4] (POST, 2004.)
[5] (Barbaresi et al., 2005.)
[6] (NCCMH, 2009.)
[7] (Brugha et al., 2009.)
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The difference you can make for one person when you 
get it right. So as a line manager I do simple things like 
sending out information and an agenda prior to meetings. 
Which makes it so much easier for people who are dyslexic to be 
fully engaged in the meeting instead of spending the majority of the 
time interpreting the documentation. Also, having had ND training I 
am now able to spot conditions through behaviours and make subtle 
changes without having to make an obvious issue of it.

Andrew Squires
Route Control Manager LNW
Network Rail

Chart: Conditions covered by the line managers
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Main findings

In this section the three sets of findings are presented in turn. Each 
sub-section highlights the support line managers need when managing 
neurodiverse employees. Each sub-section also highlights challenges line 
managers face when managing neurodiverse employees.

Research results
Line-managing neurodiverse employees

The literature reveals a range of ways by which line managers can be 
supported when given the task of line managing a neurodiverse employee. 
The findings below suggest line managers given such a task need to be 
supported in a range of ways to effectively and appropriately manage 
neurodivergent employees. The findings have been split in to three categories 
with additional details of support or barriers support summarised.

Directorate level

Local level Facilities



16

1. Directorate level

Organisational support practices 
for line managers

Details 

Major changes in work routine New performance appraisal system 
or change of line manager 

Changing nature of work Workload increase, multi-tasking and 
flexibility in role bring out disability

Barrier Details 

Lack of wider support Does not receive support to carry out 
people management role effectively 

Time consuming Supporting an employee may detract 
from wider/primary commitments of 
line manager 

Transition process to new line 
manager

Lack of or inadequate handover 
between line managers

Human resources professionals 
at cross purposes

HR primary concern legal 
compliance; actual support for 
employee appears a secondary 
concern
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Direct challenges reported

Challenge Examples of challenges

HR support Inconsistent and bureaucratic 

Non-specialised

At cross-purposes, e.g. legal 
compliance over support 

New HR advice service, e.g. no single 
and continuous point of contact, 
policy compliance

Line management Unsupportive senior line manager 

Inexperienced senior line manager

Problem employee transferred 
from line manager to another line 
manager

Ownership Organisational culture of key actors 
“turning a blind eye” to problem – 
bureaucratic support practices

Medical model of disability Emphasis on coaching employee, 
psychological assessments

Perceptions of trade union Role of trade union seen in 
terms of collective bargaining or 
representation at disciplinary or 
grievance hearings, i.e. perceived to 
be adversarial and not supportive
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Occupational health Not aware despite ongoing problems 
Mixed experience of such services

Focus on response to absences and 
serious/visible medical problems

Perceptions of disability Unclear if neurodiverse conditions 
covered by Equality Act 2010

Awareness of sources of support Inconsistent use of external specialist 
organisations

Inconsistent awareness, availability 
and expertise of Diversity and 
Inclusion Champions

Unaware of TSSA Neurodiversity 
Champions

Best practice

Support practices for line managers

• Expertise from human resource and occupational health practitioners

• Senior management allowing line managers to make informal/minor 
reasonable adjustments, seeking of expert advice form external 
organisations, authorised purchase of assistive technologies

• Provision of training on particular neurodiverse conditions and 
making reasonable adjustments

• Disability support networks
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• Provision of classes to improve basic maths and English skills

• Work experience for people with learning difficulties/disabilities

• Organisational information on neurodiverse conditions

• Poster campaign materials

• Drawing of expertise from external specialised organisations,  
e.g. Dyslexia Action and Prospects

• Human resource specialists – policy and practice advice;  
HR business partner

• Employee assistance programme

• Occupational health specialists

• Drawing on expertise of external medical practitioners,  
e.g. psychologists and psychiatrists

• Diversity and Inclusion Champions Network

• Working in partnership with TSSA

• TSSA Equality Neurodiversity Specialist Reps

• Policies supporting and informal sanctioning of a range of reasonable 
adjustments

• Supportive senior management
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2. Local level

Organisational support 
practices for line managers

Details 

Training Avoiding discrimination at the selection 
and promotion stages/awareness of 
atypical education and employment 
experiences

Awareness of learning styles of 
neurodiverse employees 

Publicising and implementing disclosure 
procedures 

Recognising and acting upon non-
disclosed neurodiverse employees 

Leadership style Adopt consistent style

Avoid random allocation of work

Minor/informal reasonable 
adjustments

Work structure, flexible working 
practices, avoidance of hectic parts of 
the working day, wearing of headphones 

Regular breaks to avoid over-
sensitisation and breaching reduced 
attention skills 
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Managing performance Follow up oral conversations with 
clarifying emails/asking for progress 
reports 

Close supervision of easily distracted 
employees 

Liaising with external sources of 
specialised support

“Buddying system”

Impact of support role on 
wider role

Supporting employee was challenging 
Lack of support “sucks” line manager 
into providing more and more support

Toll on health

Impact on team/wider work 
group

Allowances made impact on team 
morale

Line manager constantly explaining 
performance issues

Team members ridicule neurodiverse 
employee

Disclosure Failure to pass on details to new line 
manager Partial disclosure – some 
colleagues knew and some did not

Uncooperative employee Employee does not listen or respond to 
support
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Maintaining professional 
boundaries with employee

Not been assertive enough in managing 
employee

Becoming “friends” with employee

Severe employee problems Wider, often more severe mental health 
problems, conflict with attempts to 
manage neurodiverse condition

Guidance on personal issues Problems with personal hygiene and 
appearance

Direct challenges reported

Challenge Examples of challenges

Training Little or no training on full range of 
neurodiverse conditions

Emphasis on legalistic side of disability

Limited to awareness training

Training limited in some locations

Difficulties getting time off to train

Changing nature of work Relocation of staff 

Work intensification

Increased flexibility in role 

New shift patterns

New technologies
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Line manager well-being Increased workload/extra work not 
recognised in workload arrangements

Sense of isolation

Lack of support from, e.g. HR, OH and 
line manager 

Drains energy

Disclosure Non-disclosure of employee 

Late disclosure of employee

Limits to what disclosure information 
can be shared

Employee Lack of co-operation from employee

Secondary mental health 
problems

Self-harming

OCD

Line manager and 
operational role

Impact of supporting neurodiverse 
employee on primary role of line 
manager

Teamworking Increased workload for other team 
members 

Team members not sure how to interact 
with neurodiverse employee

Sense of favouritism
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Barrier Details 

Partial or limited disclosure Team conflict, e.g. sense of 
favouritism 

Confidence to act Experience may be limited or 
previous poor experience of 
providing support

Complexity Supporting employee may call on 
complex skills and wider support for 
such skills is lacking or absent 

Support practices for line managers

• Availability of awareness training, particularly in dyslexia

• Diversity and inclusion training

• Reasonable adjustments training

• Support for assistive technologies as reasonable adjustments

• General line manager training on human resource management 
issues
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3. Facilities

Organisational support practices 
for line managers

Details and reference

Assistive technologies Standard or bespoke IT for dyslexia 
and dyscalculia 

Inexpensive alarms, beepers and 
voice recorders for ADD/ADHD and 
Asperger syndrome

Office distractions Noisy offices

Outside distractions, e.g. low flying 
planes

Requests to close blinds conflicts 
with wider office views on such 
matters

Financial authorisation of 
assistive technologies

Repeated authorisation required 
every time employee changes place 
of work

Best Practice

Support practices for line managers

• Support for assistive technologies as reasonable adjustments
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Social Model of Disability
Equality Act 2010
Nature of work in the industries
Disclosure
Neurodivergent conditions
Specialists

Recommendations

Based on an analysis of the findings, training for line managers who have the 
task of managing neurodiverse employees should focus on a range of issues 
and an associated range of skills. The recommended range of issues and 
associated skills relating to training are summarised below.

Organisation level 
• As part of an across the board and not exclusive to line-managers, should 

focus on the relevance of the social model of disability in the work setting. 

• How the Equality Act relate to neurodivergent conditions. 

• How changes to the industry and working practices can impact the 
employee. 

• Managing and advertising the disclosure process. 

• Awareness of the wide-ranging neurodivergent conditions and the most 
common concomitant conditions. 

• Where and how to seek advice from expert third parties, including 
trade unions, outside organisations, internal committees and contracted 
companies such as occupation health.
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Local level
• Focused for line-managers with additional insight for those who 

immediately support them. 

• How to manage the transition of neurodivergent employees from line 
manager to line manager. 

• What reasonable adjustments can be initiated by the line manager. 

• How to manage a team with neurodivergent member/s. 

• Ways to determine and understand the best learning styles for 
employees. 

• How to have difficult conversation with neurodivergent employees 
dependent on their condition when they are partially or wholly 
disengaged. 

• Developing and maintain clear, professional and healthy boundaries with 
neurodivergent employees. 

• Additionally how to negotiate with own line-manager for time and 
resources to effectively manage neurodivergent employees.

Change of line-managers
Reasonable Adjustments
Teamworking
Employee learning style
Uncooperative neurodivergent employees
Employee boundaries
Managing workloads
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I passionately believe that raising 
awareness about neuro-diverse 
conditions and their presence in the 
workplace is vital to businesses helping 
people to be both 100% themselves and also fully 
engaged, productive and included whilst at work. 
The research carried out for this project will be 
invaluable in helping to achieve these stats.

Kevin Bowsher QP, 
Assoc. CIPD, FRSA – Diversity and Inclusion Manager
Network Rail

It’s brought a new awareness of how I 
line-manage. For example I changed how 
I delivered information and spent more 
time coaching and developing the ND person. Who 
then went on to a promotion and is doing well for 
the business.

Keith Morey
CDM Integration Manager
Network Rail
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TSSA have been passionately working on improving workplaces for 
neurodivergent staff since 2011. As part of this we undertake a number of 
strategies including:

• awareness training for all TSSA members

• workplace workshops

• collective negotiations on policies, procedures and practices

• individual advocacy and screening for TSSA members

• training for elected Equality Reps to specialise in neurodiversity

• working with allies

• consulting for organisations including national and international

• lobbying for political change and support

TSSA aim to support workplace change so that workplace are not adapting 
to issues for neurodivergent individuals as and when they arise but, that 
workplaces are set up, run and designed to be all embracing. Where a 
change that would benefit one person becomes a change that benefits or 
is accessible to all staff. Where the option to work one way or another is 
possible and a matter of course. Where staff are freely able to achieve their 
best.
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Contacts

TSSA helpdesk and website
UK: 0800 328 2673
R0I: 1800 805 272
www.tssa.org.uk/neurodiversity

Dyslexia and Dyscalculia 
British Dyslexia Association 
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk

Dyspraxia
Dyspraxia foundation 
www.dyspraxiafoundation.org.uk

ADD/ADHD
AA-DD UK
http://aadduk.org

Autism 
National Autistic Society 
www.autism.org.uk

Employment 
ACAS 
www.acas.org.uk
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