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Designing a  
Neurodiverse Workplace
An investigation into how organizations can rethink 
their space to be more inclusive and to help an 
increasingly neurodiverse workforce thrive—and 
in the process gain a competitive advantage.

The spectrum of human brain 
functioning and behavior forms a 
wide continuum, with each of us 
occupying a unique point. While 
most people operate within a 
range considered neurotypical, a 
significant percentage extend into 
ranges considered neurodiverse.

“Neurodiversity” refers to the 
natural range of variation in human 
neurocognition. It’s an umbrella term 
for people who aren’t neurotypical, 
and includes such conditions as 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD), 
attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), dyslexia, dyspraxia 
(a neurologically based physical 
disorder) and Tourette syndrome, 
among others. Approximately 
15-20 percent of people are 
“neurodivergent.” 

Neurodiversity also includes 
neurological challenges resulting from 
brain injury or other environmental 
causes. Even among those considered 
neurotypical, one in four will experience 
a mental health challenge, such as 
depression or stress, at some point 
in life. Because of widespread under-
diagnosis, more than half of those on 
what are considered neurodiverse areas 
of the continuum don’t even know it.

In addition to just being the right thing 
to do, some progressive employers 
are beginning to recognize that 
accommodating the different wiring of 
neurodiverse people can provide a huge 
competitive advantage. This is leading 
to a range of more inclusive policies, 
programs and procedures, though this 
recognition is only just beginning to 
affect workplace design.
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THE NEW PARADIGM
Instead of seeing natural variations 
in the brain as pathologies, the 
new neurodiversity paradigm 
welcomes and facilitates the diverse 
talents of those of us who think 
differently. Neurodiverse thinkers 
often possess exceptional talents 
when it comes to innovation, 
creative storytelling, empathy, 
design thinking, pattern recognition, 
coding and problem solving. 

Journalist Harvey Blume, who along 
with autism advocate Judy Singer 
first used the term “neurodiverse” 
in the late 1990s, pointed out that 
neurotypical was simply one kind 
of brain wiring that could even be 
inferior when it comes to working 
with technology. “Neurodiversity 
may be every bit as crucial for the 

human race as biodiversity is for 
life in general,” writes Blume. “Who 
can say what form of wiring will 
prove best at any given moment? 
Cybernetics and computer 
culture, for example, may favor a 
somewhat autistic cast of mind.”1 

Success stories abound. 
Leading companies working to 
attract and retain neurodiverse 
talent include Hewlett Packard 
Enterprise, Microsoft, IBM, Google, 
Ford, EY, Dell Technologies, 
Walgreens, JPMorgan Chase, 
SAP, DXC Technology, the British 
Broadcasting Corporation, Deloitte 
and UBS, among many others. 

As part of its inclusive and autism 
hiring programs, Microsoft hosts 

an annual “Ability Summit” for 
employees, outside experts, and 
government, business and academic 
leaders to discuss the importance 
of an inclusive culture and explore 
how technology can empower 
people with special abilities.2 

JPMorgan Chase reports that after 
three to six months of working in 
its Mortgage Banking Technology 
group, autistic employees were 
doing the work of people who 
typically required three years to 
train—and were 50 percent more 
productive.3  At SAP, neurodiverse 
team members helped develop an 
innovation that led to a technical 
solution worth an estimated $40 
million in savings.4 And at DXC 
Technology, employees voluntarily 

This research and advisory firm’s office features a simple concept and clear lines for easy navigation. 
Splashes of color add interest, while strong images reinforce branding and aid in wayfinding. Using natural 
materials, varied ceiling heights and different light levels for private and public areas humanizes the space. 
Diverse work settings accommodate various user needs. The space has a welcoming, harmonious feel.
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In this research and advisory company’s office, clean, crisp spaces accented by strategic 
use of color and pattern generate interest without being overwhelming. Natural materials 

bring a sense of comfort. The lighting rhythm creates subtle movement and interest. 

‘it’s a strange paradox, that over the last 10 years there has been a 
dramatic increase in the accessibility of neurodiverse information, yet 

organisations are still not accessing and applying that information 
at the rate required to support neurodiverse employees’ 

Cheryl Winter, Director, Cheryl Winter Coaching

spread good news about the firm’s 
autism hiring program, representing 
organizational values in action.5  

The challenge is that neurodiverse 
workers may not always be able to 
thrive within existing workplace 
norms and practices. Along with 
their upside talents, people with 
certain kinds of neurodivergence 
may be challenged to concentrate, 
manage distractions, regulate 
emotions, recall information, 
process details quickly or 
communicate effectively. Despite 
the sought-after advantages 
and specialist skill sets that 
neurodiverse thinkers bring, 
they frequently face obstacles 
in getting and staying hired. 

Through its BBC CAPE (Creating a 
Positive Environment) neurodiversity 
initiative, the BBC has created an 
immersive video that helps viewers 
experience the challenges of 
working in a typical office from the 
perspective of the neurodivergent.6 

Actions that forward-thinking 
employers are taking to make it easier 
for neurodiverse staff to contribute 
include modifying the interview 
process, matching neurodiverse 
employees with in-house mentors 
and conducting awareness training 
for existing staff. On-the-job 
accommodations can be as simple as 
permitting the use of noise cancelling 
headphones, reducing lighting or 
screen brightness, providing access 

to supportive software, and allowing 
breaks for activity or a change 
of scene. Employers surveyed 
by the U.S. Job Accommodation 
Network (JAN) reported that more 
than half of the adjustments cost 
nothing to implement and the rest 
came at a typical cost of $500.7 

The premise of inclusive design is 
that instead of trying to choose 
or change people to fit their 
environment, an organization 
can get the right people for its 
needs—and simultaneously help 
them live more fulfilling lives—
by changing the environment 
to welcome all those people 
who offer unique talents. 
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Where is the neurodiversity movement 
heading? How can workplace 
designers and strategists help? To 
create better work environments for 
all, we must first achieve a better 
understanding of neurological 
differences. HOK’s WorkPlace and 
Consulting teams have been exploring 
how design can help generate and 
sustain a culture of diversity and 
inclusivity. We tapped into our past 
and current projects to identify 
best practices. We surveyed the 
professional and scientific literature. 
And we interviewed thought leaders 
and medical professionals who 
are experts in neurodiversity. 

While an organizational culture of 
inclusion and respect is the single 
most essential element in the 
success of a biodiverse workplace, 
we also heard that design has a major 
role to play by removing barriers, 
improving access to opportunities, 
reinforcing organizational values 
and facilitating success. 

For organizations just starting to think 
about neurodiversity, some aspects 
of inclusive design will be unfamiliar. 
Other strategies are tried-and-true 
methods for designing for improved 
health and well-being. This overlap 
means that, in addition to helping 
those who need it most, designing for 
neurodiverse populations will benefit 
a company’s entire workforce. 

GEAROID KEARNEY 
CEO, myAccessHub
Gearoid uses virtual reality and eLearning to educate 
employees and build autism-inclusive workplaces.

Ask the Expert

Neurodiverse conditions are 
diagnosed by professionals via 
a tool called the DSM-5. In the 
past, the criteria was sparse 
and ambiguous and diagnosis 
of neurodiversity was rare. 

With enhanced research and 
collaboration, the tool has been 
regularly reviewed to reflect 
academic and societal changes, 
which has led to an increase 
in diagnosis of neurodiverse 
conditions and public awareness. 

Yet this awareness is primarily 
only present among those 
who are directly impacted by 
neurodiversity. Additional work 

around awareness is required from 
a broader societal perspective.  

There has been an increase 
in the diagnosis of particular 
neurodiverse conditions, such 
as autism spectrum disorders. 
The diagnosis of this disorder is 
increasing annually at a rate of 
10-17 percent with the cause 
unknown. The development 
of autism spectrum disorder 
is currently being attributed 
to a genetic predisposition 
and a complex interaction 
with the environment. Further 
research is required to provide a 
definitive answer to its cause.

To what do you attribute the raised 
awareness for neurodiversity? 

“There is a lack of understanding from the managers of neurodiverse staff that 
results in them not being able to provide the right guidance and support. Some 
people are also afraid to share that they might struggle with certain tasks, 
where really they are very gifted and talented but just learn differently.” 

‒ Will Wheeler, Founder, The Dyslexic Evolution
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DESIGN FOR INCLUSION
The most common workplace 
challenges center on the issue of 
sensitivity. Neurodiverse thinkers 
often can be over- or under-
stimulated by factors in their 
environment such as lighting, sound, 
texture, smells, temperature, air 
quality or overall sense of security. 
Any comprehensive approach to 
designing for neurodiversity should 
carefully consider these experiential 
aspects of the work environment. 

That said, different neurological 
conditions manifest in different 
ways, and even people who share 
the same condition may experience 

it to varying degrees and express 
it in different forms. “If you’ve met 
one person with autism, you’ve 
met one person with autism,” Dr. 
Stephen Shore, an advocate for 
people with that condition, has 
said, and his statement applies 
to other conditions just as well. 
That is why one of the most 
effective ways to design for 
diversity is to provide choices. 

Choice enables people—
neurodivergent and neurotypical 
alike—to more effectively manage 
their own needs with dignity and 
autonomy. Versatile environments 
that provide for a range of 
preferences make differences less 

apparent, fostering equality and 
integration. These environments also 
allow for individual and operational 
changes, helping to make an 
organization more adaptable. 

Below we highlight some of the 
design considerations behind what 
our research, conversations and 
professional experience suggest are 
five of the most impactful types of 
choice: spatial character, acoustic 
quality, thermal comfort, lighting 
and degree of stimulation. But 
because an environment’s overall 
sense of order and meaning is 
what provides context for all other 
choice decisions, we first need to 
consider spatial organization.

At software company OpenText’s office in Shanghai, biophilic design strategies including the 
wood floor and plants humanize the space and help people relax. The design balances the 
white feature circulation elements with blue lighting and soft blue-toned accents, giving the 
space a clean, crisp and calming feeling. The strategic use of materials and colors defines 
the different planes and activity areas within the space, making it more memorable. 
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Effective spatial design 
strategies include:

 • Creating spaces that are 
memorable and that use a 
rhythm of common elements to 
generate a reassuring sense of 
order and thus assist the brain’s 
innate positioning systems. Such 
design should, at the same time, 
avoid confusing repetition of 
identical spaces or features.

 • Landmarks and focal points (such as 
a staircase or artwork), viewpoints 
(such as a mezzanine overlook) 
and clear lines of sight (including 
views to the outdoors) can help 
building users orient themselves.

 • Meaningful variations in lighting 
levels can help as people naturally 
tend to walk toward brighter spaces 
or paths. Also consider the strategic 
use of materials, colors and signage. 

Particularly in complex 
environments, clear and consistent 
terminology is critical for some 
people with neurodivergence. 
Concise messages, plain (sans 
serif) typography and informational 
hierarchy ease sensory overload. 
Consistent cues with redundant 
messaging in colors, numbers 
and words provide multimodal 
assistance to the full range 
of building users as they head 
to their destinations. 

Strong imagery supports branding and reinforces the culture and core 
messaging while aiding in wayfinding and the creation of brain maps.

Spatial Organization
Good spatial design excites 
curiosity and rewards 
exploration with the delight 
of discovery. It should also 
be intuitive. Visitors as well 
as regular occupants can 
understand where they are 
and can easily find their way. 
However, for some people with 
neurodiverse conditions—
especially those who thrive 
on repetition, predictability 
and clear boundaries to feel 
secure—the need for legible 
spatial order may be intensified. 
Spatial order and ease of 
wayfinding become essential.
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In the Town Pavilion garage in Kansas City, Missouri, strong graphics with 
a common theme but varied colors help with wayfinding and orientation.
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Spatial Character

Workplaces that offer a variety of 
settings enable workers to choose 
the most appropriate environment 
for their task. Shared, open spaces 
facilitate socialization. Smaller, 
enclosed spaces support more focused 
work. Dedicated phone and meeting 
areas enhance technology-based 
communications while buffering other 
work areas from distraction. Cafe- or 
kitchen-type spaces allow workers to 
meet for informal discussions or to 
recharge between tasks. Equipping 
some spaces with technology and 
designating others as tech-free 
zones provides additional choice for 
maximizing productivity. In addition 
to boosting productivity, offering a 
range of choices in spatial character 
accommodates neurodiverse staff who 
may need to minimize distraction and 
sensory stimulation, who pace or fidget, 
or who use an enabling technology. 

Choices also let people find a 
comfortable level of social exposure and 
interaction. For example, it’s instinctive 
for most people to feel vaguely uneasy 
in a workstation that leaves their back 
open to a room.8 Yet for people with 
certain types of neurodivergence, 
that feeling is more than vague—it’s 
intolerable. An enclosed office, on 
the other hand, can foster feelings of 
security and autonomy—or it can leave a 
person who already feels “different” more 
isolated than ever. Providing a variety 
of activity-based workspaces, including 
nooks, alcoves and areas of refuge, as 
well as clusters and neighborhoods, 
gathering places and spaces for 
movement, enables everyone—including 
neurodivergent staff—to find the best 
place for their work. If offering choices 
about work spaces isn’t possible, then 
simply asking the neurodivergent 
about their preferences can help.

TOBY MILDON
Diversity and Inclusion Architect 

 Toby is an architect who held corporate diversity 
and inclusion positions for Deloitte and BBC 
before establishing his own consultancy. 

Ask the Expert

One of the best ways is to put 
themselves in the shoes of 
somebody with a neurodiverse 
condition. For example, ask 
yourself what it would be like 
in a space you were designing 
if you had difficulty with 

too much light, loud noises, 
sensitivity to touch, challenges 
reading, et cetera. Then think 
of creative ways of improving 
the environment for people 
with these conditions.

If we design workplaces 
with different impairments, 
disabilities and conditions at 
the forefront of our thinking, 
we will make workplaces 
better for everybody. This 
includes creating different 
types of environments for 
team collaboration, quiet 
reflection time, focused 
thinking and relaxation. 

I am often asked what the 
business case is for employing 
people with neurodiverse 

conditions—or other disabilities 
for that matter. Firstly, it is a 
fundamental human right to 
access work and employers 
must do everything they can 
to provide open workplaces. 
But organizations do benefit 
from diversity of thought 
and cognitive abilities. With 
a more diverse workforce, 
businesses are better problem 
solvers, more creative, more 
profitable and able to engage 
with more consumers.

How can workplace designers enhance the 
efforts of organizations to ensure that their 
culture, operations and space contribute to 
the success of neurodiverse employees?

What else do we need to keep in mind when 
designing a workplace for inclusion?
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Acoustic Quality
Impromptu meetings at a nearby 
space, mobile phone users who 
seem to believe the cone of 
silence really works, the continual 
pinging of technology—the 
everyday sounds of a typical 
workplace can make it hard for 
employees to focus. While it 
takes about 20 minutes to settle 
into a state of flow, workplace 
interruptions occur, on average, 
every seven minutes. At the other 
end of the acoustic range, an 
office space can actually be too 
quiet. Without low-level, ambient 

background noise to absorb them, 
every murmur or cough intrudes. 

Where neurotypical employees may 
find ambient noise—or the lack of 
it—counterproductive, employees 
who are especially sensitive or prone 
to distraction, such as those with 
autism or ADHD, can find it downright 
disabling. They may adapt by wearing 
headphones, seeking out their 
optimal environment for hyperfocus 
or using a sensory distraction 
they can control to mitigate the 
impact of others who they can’t. 
Companies that depend on all their 
employees’ ability to concentrate, 

however, are increasingly 
prioritizing a comprehensive—
and therefore more inclusive—
approach to acoustic design. 

Effective acoustic design for the 
workplace provides a variety of 
auditory settings in support of 
diverse activities, locates them 
appropriately relative to one another 
and specifies assemblies for acoustic 
comfort within spaces and acoustic 
separation between them. Acoustic 
design may also consider whether a 
sound masking or white noise system 
would further increase comfort.

Strong contrast coupled with natural materials in Stryker’s office in Burlington, 
Ontario, ground people in a sophisticated yet calming environment that feels 
secure. The styling and use of residential elements help people feel welcome. 
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In WPP’s office at 3 World Trade Center in New York, vibrant pops of color, pattern, 
playful artistic elements and varied lighting schemes create a stimulating, energized 
space in a location occupants can elect to experience or avoid. 



Designing a Neurodiverse Workplace    |   12

Thermal Comfort
Along with acoustics, thermal 
comfort consistently ranks on 
workplace surveys as one of 
the top environmental irritants. 
Researchers have found that it has 
a significant impact on productivity. 

Thermal comfort can vary with 
personal factors such as clothing, 
activity level and metabolism, as 
well as neurology. One solution to 
this variety is to provide individual 
temperature controls, such as an 
operable window or air diffuser, 
to enable workers to adjust their 
thermal environment to their liking. 
Estimates link individual temperature 
controls to productivity increases 
of as much as seven percent, 
depending on the nature of the task.9  

Other elements of effective thermal 
design for the workplace include:

 • Controlling solar gains in perimeter 
spaces so people beside the 
windows don’t overheat.

 • Improving the performance of 
the building envelope for even 
conditioning throughout the space.

 • Decoupling heating and cooling 
zones from ventilation (with radiant 
systems, for example) for more 
effective and quieter conditioning.

 • Designing thermally varied spaces, 
such as a naturally ventilated 
atrium or an outdoor patio, so 
people can choose a location that 
suits their thermal preference. 

Lighting
Lighting offers another opportunity 
for inclusive design to make a 
difference. Measures can be as 
simple as replacing fluorescent 
fixtures (which can have a 
distracting flicker and buzz 
that are perceptible only to the 
neurodivergent) LED fixtures. 

Lighting research conducted at the 
University of Toronto has suggested 
that bright lighting levels can 
intensify feelings, both positive and 
negative, and that dimming the lights 
can result in more rational decisions, 
a finding that some neurodiverse 
thinkers may already know from 
experience.10  Other studies have 
found that changing lighting color 
and intensity over the course of 
the day to mimic nature’s diurnal 
changes can also help to reduce 
stress. Again, these benefits are 
likely to affect the neurodivergent 
as well as neurotypical employees.

More comprehensively, workplace-
wide access to daylight can result 
in increased physical well-being, 

improved mental and emotional 
health, and increased productivity 
and happiness for all workers. The 
evidence for our need for daylight 
is so compelling that several 
countries have enacted laws requiring 
workplace access to daylight. Some 
studies suggest that the benefits 
start to kick in with a minimum of 
four hours of light per day, whether 
from natural or artificial sources.

Several design standards offer 
guidance on daylight for workplaces. 
LEED’s Daylight credit, for example, 
requires specified glare-free daylight 
illuminance levels for 75 percent 
of regularly occupied spaces. The 
WELL Building Standard sets a 
baseline of 95 percent of building 
inhabitants sitting within 15 feet 
of the perimeter, with a fallback 
requirement for appropriate 
electrical illumination. Ultimately, the 
opportunity for staff to tailor lighting 
to their preferences may be one of 
the most effective ways to get this 
key aspect of workplace productivity 
and well-being right—and to enhance 
autonomy and comfort for all.

“The tube in fluorescent lighting vibrates, which results in a buzzing 
sound that only those with hypersensitive vestibular sensory 
processing disorder can hear. Every person with autism spectrum 
disorder is impacted by vestibular sensory processing.” 

‒ Gearoid Kearney, CEO, myAccessHub 
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The crisp white furniture, dropped ceiling, soft materials, and dramatic but 
calming colors make this area of Convene’s coworking space in Los Angeles an 

oasis from the workspace—a place where people can go to refresh. 

“Ask the neurodiverse 
what works and 
what doesn’t and 
include them in the 
decision making. 
Don’t let fear be a 
barrier. Ask ‘Why do 
we do that?’ ‘Could 
we do it another 
way?’ There’s an 
abundance of 
knowledge and 
passion waiting, 
often for free, to 
take advantage of.” 
Caroline Turner, Founder 
and Managing Director,  
Creased Puddle

Degree of Stimulation
For people with certain types of 
neurological conditions, visual, 
auditory or scent-based sensory 
cues can be overwhelming. For 
others, a lack of stimulation is the 
problem, resulting in an inability 
to focus. Creating options for 
employees to control or choose 
the degree of sensory stimulation 
in their surroundings is a key 
aspect of inclusive design. 

Providing different microenvironments 
to choose from is one approach. 
Minimizing visual clutter, creating 
quiet and tech-free zones, and 
incorporating areas of rest and 
reprieve into circulation areas and 
level changes can also be beneficial. 

Use of color is a significant 
consideration. Blues and greens tend 
to calm and reassure while yellow, 
orange and red tend to stimulate 
and uplift. Jarring or clashing 
colors that neurotypical people 
may overlook can deeply disturb 
others with heightened sensitivity. 

Pattern and texture also contribute 
to sensory stimulation. Using 
predictable patterns and incorporating 
symmetry or fractals can help people 
understand, manage and navigate 
their world. Selecting organic patterns 
or incorporating irregularity and 
complexity can invite others to focus 
and engage. Like patterns, texture 
can dial up or down the intensity of 
stimulation in the environment. 

Natural elements such as the trickle 
of water or a view of a roof meadow 
can be both calming and stimulating, 
providing a focus of soft fascination 
that offers relief to people struggling 
with either too much or too little 
stimulation. Natural materials are 
often more comprehensible, calming 
and uplifting than their synthetic or 
ersatz counterparts—all good things 
for neurodiverse thinkers. In fact, many 
of the principles of biophilic design 
that have been shown to offer benefit 
neurotypical people in the workplace 
can also contribute to an environment 
that’s more inclusive of neurodiversity.



Designing a Neurodiverse Workplace    |   14

A NEURODIVERSE-FRIENDLY WORKPLACE
When designing a workplace to be inclusive for all, it’s 
important to provide a variety of options to enable users 
to find a space that fits their specific needs for the 
task at hand. All aspects of the space—color, lighting, 
materiality, elements in the field of view and sensory 
stimuli—need to be designed with purpose and intent. 

Multifunctional 
Visual Displays
Large screens aid in 
group work. When 
not in use, they can 
display important office 
information or visual 
project  timelines.

Super Minimal Hyper 
Focus Rooms

Enclosed room with 
acoustic panels and 
no clutter minimizes 

distractions and signals 
the brain to focus. 
Thermal and light 

controls with various 
preset levels appeal 

to diverse needs. 
Tablets with headsets 
can be preloaded with 
choice of white noise, 

neuro boosting or 
productivity playlists.

Open Group Work Areas
Provide choices within the work 
area with areas off the main 
circulation path

Movement Zone
Chairs for bouncing, wobbling 
and balancing in a meeting area 
encourage active movement.

Tranquility / 
Focus Room
Enclosed, softly 
designed room for 
relaxed, focused 
work in a lounge 
setting. Doubles as 
a tranquility room 
with adjustments to 
personal settings 
for lighting, color, 
music and scent.

Quiet Lounge Seat
Remotely placed, high-

back acoustic lounge 
chair provides relief 

from distractions. It’s a 
place to focus or reflect 
without being confined 

to an enclosed space.

Quiet Area
Tech-free zone 

with semi-open 
work area with 

acoustic dividers, 
custom light levels 

and headphone 
connections.

Visual Access 
Work Counter

View to nature 
creates a place for 

deep thinking away 
from distractions. 
Different counter 

heights provide 
sit-stand choices. 

Daylight and 
outdoor views 

enhance mood.

Social Gathering
A place to socialize, collaborate 
or work. A pantry for nutrition 
and hydration keeps the brain 
optimally functioning. Warm 
colors stimulate and uplift. Some 
employees may prefer changes in 
their routines and move from open, 
active areas to focused spaces 
throughout the day. Providing 
opportunities to refresh and refuel 
with nutritious food is important 
for the mind, body and soul and 
encourages interaction.

Connection + Activity
Stairs encourage 
movement and link 
departments. They can be 
integrated with seating 
for social moments and 
serve as a memorable 
placemaking element for 
wayfinding.

Employee Art Wall
Encourage making art 
as a break from routine. 
It’s a positive distraction 
that promotes creative 
thinking that helps 
with problem solving. 
Displaying artwork 
celebrates the office 
community.

Clear Circulation
Clear paths for easy 
navigation with 
wayfinding elements 
for orientation.

Client Meeting Rooms
Provide a variety of settings 
for different needs. 

Place to Pause
Soft seating niche 
adjacent to conference 
rooms for reflection 
between meetings.

Group Work / 
Art Rooms
Places for focused, 
collaborative group work. 
Stocked with materials, 
laptops, magnetic 
white boards, screens 
and art supplies.
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Strong lines, contrast, texture and varied light levels emphasize this feature 
element and create intuitive navigation in WPP’s Chicago office. 

Use of color at Convene’s Los Angeles coworking space creates visual interest while 
highlighting and defining seating areas as individual pods. The graphic element 
along the stairs ties together the spaces while assisting with wayfinding.
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• Provide a wide variety of spaces—
some for socializing and others for 
semi-private or private concentration.

• Create active zones and space 
that encourage movement.

• Place work points in low-traffic areas.

• Offer dedicated quiet rooms to 
accommodate intense concentration.

• Consider using dividers in appropriate 
areas to block and reduce noise.

• Design acoustically sensitive 
environments that generate white noise. 

• Use acoustic dampening materials 
around loud equipment or noisy areas 
to alleviate crossover sounds. 

• Provide work spaces that are not over-lit 
and that have adjustable lighting levels 
or areas with varied lighting levels. 

• Avoid fluorescent lighting and poor-
quality LED to reduce flickering. 

• Ensure access to daylight. 

• Incorporate natural elements into 
spaces to create a calming effect.

• Provide work spaces that 
are well-ventilated.

• Create non-stimulating color schemes 
intermixed with areas of high stimulation.

• Mitigate stress by avoiding chaotic 
patterns in work areas.

• Prevent sensory overload by creating an 
ecosystem with different settings and 
microenvironments that enable people 
to find the right level of stimulation, be 
it visual, auditory or physical.  For those 
who are under-stimulated, provide spaces 
that have hands-on tactile elements and 
sensations that can assist with focusing. 

• Design space that is intuitive to 
navigate and has a sense of order.

• Use color strategically to help 
with orientation and wayfinding. 

• Emphasize wayfinding cues through 
repetition of signage as well as 
consistency and clarity of message. 

• Create spaces that enable 
visual connections.

• Include distinct, memorable spaces. 

• Consider providing nourishment 
stations to help all staff maintain healthy 
blood sugar and hydration levels.

• Consider providing areas for doodling/
drawing in collaborative areas.

DESIGN STRATEGIES
A workplace assessment can provide HR and corporate real estate teams with valuable 
information for creating more effective work environments for the neurodivergent. In planning 
a new space or overhauling an existing one, incorporating these design features will help 
create an inclusive culture and physical environment that works better for everyone.
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• Provide awareness training to help staff 
understand neurodiversity among colleagues.

• Promote a flexible work culture. Allow 
staff to work from home when they need 
to concentrate, for example, and offer flex 
hours so staff can minimize distractions.

• Offer options so employees can 
choose the environment that best 
suits them and the task at hand. 

• Give people choices about where they sit. 
This can significantly increase satisfaction 
and impact engagement and productivity.

• Offer an ergonomics assessment program.

• Allow for seating away from doors, 
windows and colorful displays.

• Reduce visual clutter and provide 
uncluttered work surface space and storage 
space. Promote a clean desk policy.

• Display important information 
where it can easily be seen.

• Provide accessible storage options 
for people needing an increased 
sense of security and order. 

• Eliminate or shield flashing 
devices and equipment. 

• Provide easy access to necessary 
supplies and materials.

• Permit employees to use noise–canceling 
headphones to reduce distractions. 

• Provide equipment with 
accessible instructions. 

• Provide assistive software and 
technology such as speech-to-
text software, time management 
programs and organizational tools.

• Provide dual monitors to facilitate 
organization and information retention. 

• Minimize glare by strategically locating 
monitors and using glare-reducing film. 

• Encourage intermittent breaks 
between focus periods.

• Give clear action points in meetings. 
Avoid metaphors or ambiguity. 

• Encourage the use of aids such 
as stress balls so staff can fidget 
without distracting others.

• Allow staff to book meeting rooms for 
tasks that require concentration. 

OPERATIONAL CHANGES
Organizations should create HR programs that educate and sensitize neurotypicals on working 
and engaging with neurodiverse employees. For example, offering training about how to adjust 
to or ignore certain self-stimulating (a.k.a. “stimming”) behaviors can be highly beneficial.
Consider these simple, no- or low-cost accommodations, all of which will benefit 
the neurodiverse and neurotypical and create a more inclusive workplace:
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The cool color palette for the furniture and wall defines open spaces as “zones” 
while providing stimulation that aids in innovative thinking and brainstorming.

• If working in an open space, 
choose a low–traffic area.

• Avoid getting stuck in a daily routine. 
Schedule breaks and make slight 
changes to your work days. This can 
help you focus on the task at hand.

• Use visual checklists to stay 
on top of progress.

• Use visual timelines to track important 
dates and break down assignments.

• Break tasks up into manageable pieces.

• Perform one task at a time. Don’t start a 
new task until you complete the current one.

• Set an alarm to focus for defined 
periods of time, followed by a break.

• Set phone alerts to provide reminders for 
scheduled phone calls and meetings.

• Use a day planner to write 
down important deadlines.

• Use headsets to tune out 
background office noise. 

• Turn off email and text message 
alerts and set aside 10 minutes 
of every hour to check. 

• Only attend critical meetings where 
you can maintain your focus. 

• Always take notes in meetings. Use 
color to highlight key information.

• Record meetings, if possible, 
to review details later.

• Follow up on oral conversations with 
an email for clarification and so you can 
refer to important details as needed. 

• Employ organizational tools, software 
and bins to create a sense of order.

INDIVIDUAL ADJUSTMENTS
Over the course of our planning and design work with many different clients, we have 
developed this list of advice that organizations can offer their people about feeling 
more comfortable in a workplace by adjusting their own work styles and habits:
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HELEN NEEDHAM
Founder, Me.Decoded
Helen founded Me.Decoded as an online platform that brings together the 
neurodivergent who are willing to share insights into themselves along with 
advocates and allies who can help change things from the inside out.

Ask the Expert

Obstacles faced by the neurodivergent 
often start before they reach the 
workplace. It begins with the way in which 
jobs are advertised and how potential 
candidates are assessed for open roles. 

Within the workplace, obstacles 
can include a lack of access to 

assistive technology, sensory-
overwhelming environments, a one-
size-fits-all approach to management 
and performance reviews, and a 
lack of willingness to consider 
alternative ways of working. 

Highlight the benefits of neurodivergent 
thinking and how changes to support 
the neurodivergent will benefit 
everyone. Encourage them to involve 
the neurodivergent in the design 
process, so that together they can 
identify what is needed to ensure the 
success of the neurodivergent. 

Neurodiversity needs to be bought into at 
all levels. Having corporate strategies for 
neurodiversity won’t bring about change 

if managers don’t embrace an inclusive 
approach within their teams. Encouraging 
a neurodiversity inclusive culture is 
essential. We want managers and teams 
to actively strive to understand and agree 
on what is needed to ensure that team 
members have what they need to succeed.

It shouldn’t be a one-off exercise, as 
needs may change over time and new 
neurodivergent employees may have 
needs that weren’t previously considered.

Which workplace obstacles prevent 
neurodiverse individuals from thriving?

How can workplace designers enhance the efforts of 
organizations to ensure that their culture, operations and 
space contribute to the success of neurodiverse employees?
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BENEFITS FOR ALL
Designers have an opportunity 
to influence the physical and 
cultural adaptations required to 
make workplaces more inclusive. 
We need to ensure that the most 
valuable assets and currency of 
any business—its people—have 
the opportunity to be happy, 
healthy, engaged and empowered.

Creating spaces that meet the 
psychological needs of a wide 
spectrum of talent starts with the 
basics. It focuses on workplaces 
that provide optimal ranges of 
temperature, lighting, air quality, 
noise, ergonomics, and a sense 
of comfort and security. 

Going further, designing for the 
neurodivergent creates space 
that enables all individuals 
to find suitable levels of 
privacy and concentration, 
connection and engagement. 

There is no single solution 
for designing space that best 
accommodates everyone. 
But when achieved within an 
organizational culture of respect 
and inclusivity, attention to 
design elements that consider 
the needs of the neurodivergent 
and that provide choices can 
reduce the adverse effects of 
neurological difference, take 

full advantage of the numerous 
benefits, and support broader 
organizational values and goals. 

The significant overlap between 
design for neurodiversity and 
the wider movement toward 
design for improved health and 
well-being suggests that the 
benefits of a more inclusive 
workplace apply to the entire 
population. This can help all of an 
organization’s members cope with 
the day-to-day stresses of life 
and achieve their full potential.

Strong wood elements in the ceiling and on the floor help tie together the space and scale 
it to the people inside. The pattern on the glass provides shielding for those within the 
space, subtly reinforces the brand and creates interest without being overwhelming.
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High-performance workplaces enable people to be 
productive, engaged and happy, whether they are 
distributed workers, digital nomads or working in an 
office building, hospital, lab, campus or at home. HOK’s 
evidence-based design solutions optimize the potential 
of these experiences. This may involve decreasing 
occupancy costs, embodying an organization’s 
culture or fostering innovation—however our client 
defines success. Leveraging our global network 
and knowledge of best practices, HOK’s WorkPlace 
practice leads the strategic planning, design and 
implementation of work experiences across the world.

hok.com/workplace


