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Fortitudo ex varietate. Strength from variety.

www.neurocharity.org



FROM AWARENESS TO 
TRANSFORMATION

NEUROINCLUSION, COGNITIVE 
DIVERSITY AND THE DESIGN OF 
MORE HUMAN SYSTEMS
DIS Festival / European Scientific Conference
DisAbility Culture: Art, Inclusion and Social Transformation
University of Cyprus / European Research and Innovation context
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Fortitudo ex varietate. Strength from variety.

Robert Annis
Organisational Psychologist
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robannis/



AWARENESS IS 
NOT ENOUGH
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Awareness changes language. Transformation 
changes conditions.

Awareness can make neurodivergence visible.
But visibility alone does not create safety, access, 
dignity or participation.

Neurodivergent people are not only excluded by 
prejudice. They are excluded by systems built 
around too narrow a model of the human mind:

• classrooms that reward speed over depth;

• workplaces that reward fluency over insight;

• research that studies people without inclusion;

• public services that require people to explain 
needs they may not yet understand.

Core question:
What must change in the system so that human 
variation no longer becomes unnecessary 
suffering?



NEURODIVERGENCE IS NOT 
ALWAYS KNOWN TO THE PERSON
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A flaw in many inclusion models: they assume people can self-identify.

But many neurodivergent adults were never identified as children. Many have spent 
decades interpreting their experience through the language given to them by others:

• Lazy and difficult;

• oversensitive;

• disruptive;

• too intense;

• not trying hard enough;

• bright but inconsistent.

People are not born knowing they are different. Difference becomes meaningful through 
comparison, culture, family, school, work, medicine and social judgement.

Design implication:
A system that only supports people after they can name themselves accurately will 
miss many of the people who need it most.



THE SCIENTIFIC SHIFT: FROM DEFICIT 
TO FIT

FR
O

M
 A

W
A

RE
N

ES
S 

TO
 T

RA
N

SF
O

RM
A

TI
O

N
21

/0
5/

20
26

5

The old question: What is wrong with this person?

The better question: What happens when this mind meets this environment?

Neurodiversity does not deny disability. It challenges the assumption that difficulty is located 
only inside the person.

A person may be disabled by:

• unclear expectations;

• high sensory load;

• rapid verbal processing demands;

• constant switching;

• ambiguous social rules;

• punitive feedback;

• systems that reward conformity over contribution.

This is not “soft” inclusion. It is cognitive ergonomics.
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MISUNDERSTANDING IS 
OFTEN MUTUAL

The double empathy problem

Communication breakdown is not always a neurodivergent deficit. It 
can be a mismatch between people with different ways of 
experiencing, interpreting and responding to the world.

If misunderstanding is mutual, then adaptation must also be mutual.

Too often, neurodivergent people are expected to do all the 
translation:

• mask more;

• explain more;

• tolerate more;

• infer more;

• adapt more;

• recover privately.

Transformation means shared responsibility for understanding.



THE HIDDEN COST OF 
APPEARING INCLUDED
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Exclusion is not always absence. Sometimes it is participation at 
unsustainable cost.

A person may appear to be coping while paying through:

• masking;

• sensory overload;

• cognitive exhaustion;

• rumination;

• shutdown;

• burnout;

• withdrawal;

• eventual exit.

Many systems measure attendance but not cost. They measure output, 
but not depletion. They measure whether someone was present, but 
not whether participation was humane.

If a person must damage themselves to access a system, the system 
is not inclusive. It is merely permeable.



COGNITIVE 
DIVERSITY IS A 
RESOURCE, BUT 
ONLY BY DESIGN
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Different minds can notice different patterns, risks, errors 
and possibilities.

But cognitive diversity does not automatically create 
innovation.

Without good design it can become:

• conflict;

• misinterpretation;

• tokenism;

• burnout;

• lost talent.

So, the serious question is not: Do we have diverse minds?

It is: Have we built the conditions where diverse minds 
can work together well?

For NEURO, neuroinclusion is not a campaign for nicer 
language. It is institutional capability: evidence, standards, 
training, measurement, implementation and shared 
responsibility.



FROM AWARENESS TO 
TRANSFORMATION
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A practical route

1. Recognise variation
Understand neurodivergence as part of human cognitive diversity, including people who 
have not been identified.

2. Build recognition pathways
Do not rely only on disclosure or self-identification. Create safe ways for people to recognise 
needs, patterns and barriers.

3. Map the mismatch
Find where environments create avoidable cognitive, sensory, social or procedural load.

4. Redesign conditions
Change communication, spaces, processes, learning, leadership and accountability.

5. Measure what matters
Track clarity, safety, participation, sustainability and outcomes.

6. Share power
Design with neurodivergent people, not merely for them.

If awareness is the moment society notices difference, transformation is the moment society 
accepts responsibility for what it has built around that difference.

The future of inclusion is not asking more people to fit broken systems. It is building systems 
worthy of human complexity.

Fortitudo ex varietate. Strength from variety.
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Fortitudo ex varietate. Strength from variety.
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