G Lt
) University

INNOVATION THROUGH NEURODIVERSE TEAMS

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT

Bachelor’s Programme in Industrial Engineering and Management, Bachelor’s thesis
2025

Veera Matikainen

Examiner: Senior researcher Satu Parjanen



ABSTRACT

Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology LUT
LUT School of Engineering Sciences

Industrial Engineering and Management

Veera Matikainen

Innovation through neurodiverse teams

Bachelor’s thesis

2025

33 pages, 3 figures

Examiner: Senior researcher, Satu Parjanen

Keywords: team innovation, neurodivergence, creativity, proximity, autism, adhd, dyslexia,
cognitive diversity, team diversity

In the rapidly evolving current era, innovation is a crucial step organizations need to take to
adapt to changes in the market environment and survive and remain competitive. To date,
there has been much research conducted around how organizations can increase their
innovation potential through various mechanism, while different aspects of team diversity
have been studied as a catalyst for team innovation. This study builds upon previous research
around diversity in team innovation, focusing on diversity in terms of neurology, aiming to
find out the potential of neurodiverse teams for innovation. From the research conducted, it
was concluded that neurodiverse teams have both unique strengths and challenges, and that
there are ways to mitigate the challenges while upholding the strengths. The key results of
the research are that neurodiverse teams’ strengths in innovation include increased team
creativity through cognitive diversity, increased flow of ideas through persistence and
resilience, flexibility, and openness to experience, mediated by team learn and inclusion.
Meanwhile, the challenges for innovation through neurodiverse teams consist of
communication, social distance, team learning and inclusion, and stigmatization. These
challenges can be mitigated through tailored accommodations, adapted communication
strategies, intrapreneurial teams, low organizational proximity, strength-based roles, and
traming.
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1 Introduction

It is crucial for organizations to adapt to changes in the market to stay competitive, survive,
and maintain their position in the market (Georgsdottir and Getz, 2004). Innovation plays a
key role in a company’s adaption to changes and thus long-term survival (Georgsdottir and
Getz, 2004). This is evident in the product lifecycle model, where products and services
eventually reach their end, forcing companies to decide whether to innovate on the existing
offering or develop something entirely new. Beyond the pressure of market demands and the
inevitable decline of products as they age, there is an even more urgent reason for companies

to embrace innovation in this era.

Park (2016) describes the first industrial revolution as a change to mechanized
manufacturing through steam and waterpower in the mid-1700s, the second industrial
revolution as mass production through electrification in the mid-1800s, and the third
industrial revolution as automisation of production through digital technologies in the mid-
1900s. Civilization is at the onset of the fourth industrial revolution, where the boundaries
between the physical, digital, and biological realms are becoming increasingly indistinct.
This is due to advancements in technology which has led to the digital transformation taking
place across all industries, and where Al is becoming more and more dominant.
Advancements such as virtual reality, gene editing, 3D printing, and robotics are prime
examples of how innovation is driving the fourth industrial revolution. Instead of a linear
advancement, such as the previous three industrial revolutions, the fourth industrial
revolution is advancing exponentially, meaning a much more rapid pace of development.
The nature of this rapidly digitalizing market has heightened the demand for innovative
capabilities, with critical thinking, creativity, and innovation being crucial for
complementing Al advancements (Axbey, Beckmann, Fletcher-Watson, Tullo, and
Crompton, 2023). Thus, it is crucial for organizations to increase their innovative capabilities

to keep up with the rapid advancement in this era.

One aspect which has potential to lead to better innovative capabilities is team diversity in

innovation activities. There are many different diverse characteristics of teams which have



been studied in relation to team innovation capabilities, such as discipline, communication,
geographical distance, knowledge, and cognition (Parjanen, Melkas, and Uotila, 2011). One
such diversity which has not been studied a lot is neurodiversity. Neurodiversity in teams is
an important area to study right now in the field of industrial engineering and management
because neurodivergent individuals, with their unique information processing and perceiving
the world, are creative problem solvers, which makes innovation more probable (Golden,

Sniderman, Buckley, and Holdowsky, 2024).

Since industries demand faster innovation, understanding how to harness and foster
neurodivergent strengths, as well as mitigate the challenges, can help create more innovative
teams and keep up with the pace of change. Additionally, 15-20% of the population is
neurodivergent, meaning that approximately one in five employees in any organization is
likely neurodivergent (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024). This represents untapped potential for
innovation, as organizations that lack the knowledge or tools to foster a neurodiverse
inclusive team may be missing out on valuable creative and problem-solving capabilities, as
well as insights into neurodiverse customers. SAP and Microsoft are examples of how
recognizing and harnessing the strengths of neurodivergent individuals not only reflects
ethical responsibility but also offers economic benefits. Through inclusive hiring practices
like their neurodiversity hiring programs, both companies have seen significant increases in

productivity and innovation (Houdek, 2022).

To date, research on the potential of neurodiverse teams for innovation has been limited.
Axbey et al.’s study (2023) was the first to look at how creative thinking and innovation
work with a neurodiverse group, versus a non-neurodiverse group. This empirical study
concluded that neurodiverse teams can lead to better creative and innovation, but that more
research is needed to understand the challenges and potential of neurodivergent teams in
innovation. This is an emerging field of study with a noticeable research gap. Therefore, the
goal of this thesis is to address this gap and explore the potential of neurodiverse teams in
driving innovation. The focus of this thesis is to examine the strengths and challenges of
neurodiverse teams in innovation, and to propose organizational best practices for supporting
neurodiverse teams to maximize innovation potential. The focus will not be an in-depth
psychological examination of neurodiversity; there will be no clinical analysis, diagnosis
criteria, or clinical discussion of neurodivergent people or the different conditions. The

research question and sub questions are presented below.



1.1 Research

The research approach employed is a narrative literature review, offering insight into the
following primary question. ‘“How does neurodiversity influence the potential for

innovation in teams?’’

Subquestion 1: What unique contributions do neurodiverse individuals bring to team

innovation?
Sub question 2: What unique challenges do neurodiverse teams face in innovation?

Sub question 3: How can organizations support neurodiverse teams to maximize their

potential in driving innovation?

1.2 Methodology

The methodology of this research is a narrative literature review to examine the innovation
potential of neurodiverse teams. This style of literature review was chosen because of the
broad scope of the topic; the research question was not narrowed to a single neurodivergent
condition or to individual-level innovation. Instead, in explored neurodivergent individuals
more generally, alongside the broader concept of team innovation. These two elements
combined broaden the scope of the study and thus solicit a more flexible approach to
reviewing literature. A narrative literature review enables a comprehensive evaluation of the
diverse views of the theoretical findings and helps in understanding such a multifaceted topic

as neurodiverse teams for innovation.

Moreover, as neurodiversity is an emerging area of research, this approach is well-suited to
capturing emerging trends that might not be present in more rigid methodologies. A
systematic literature review, for example, requires a formal structures approach with theories
that are widely accepted in research and rigorously tested — criteria that neurodiversity

research has not yet fully met.

Lastly, a narrative literature review is effective for bridging research gaps. Since there is
limited research on this thesis topic, a narrative literature review allows for an interpretive

analysis of the findings. This flexibility is important for answering the research question,



which could not have been addressed purely systematically due to the lack of directly

connected studies.

The selection process of the literature to be used in the study included peer-reviewed
scientific articles, empirical studies, as well as highly relevant, credible, and important
sources to the research question gathered from online magazines and research centres. The
literature selection approach included grouping the relevant literature to be used in the study
into four thematic categories: (1) team dynamics in innovation, (2) strengths of
neurodivergent individuals, (3) challenges of neurodivergent individuals, (4) supporting
neurodivergent individuals. The literature was selected based on its relevance to one or more

of these themes.

LUT Primo served as the primary search database, with Scopus, Google Scholar, and Google
Search complementing it as supplementary sources. In LUT Primo, the search term “team
innovation”, one of the key concepts required to address the research question, initially
yielded 109,126 results. When combined with “neurodiversity”, the other central concept,
the results were narrowed to 23. To further improve the precision and relevance of the search,
additional keywords related to neurodiversity and team innovation were arranged in various

combinations using Boolean operators such as """, AND, and *.

List of keywords used:

e neurodiversity

e innovation

e cognitive

e diversity

e creativity

e ADHD

e autism

e entrepreneurship

e team

Since foundational theories still hold relating to team innovation and creativity, literature
spanning up to 30 years was used to find literature related to theme (1). On the other hand,

since neurodivergence is still an emerging area of research, only recent studies up to 10 years



were used related to themes (2), (3), and (4), with exceptions given to clinically established

literature on neurodivergence, such as diagnostic criteria.

Following the literature selection, a thematic analysis was then conducted, followed by
interpretive synthesis that integrated literature from theme (1) with each of the remaining
three themes. This allowed for a comprehensive understanding of how team dynamics in
innovation intersect with the strengths, challenges, and support needs of neurodivergent
individuals. Moreover, the synthesis helped connect the individual level characteristics of

neurodivergent individuals into neurodiverse team traits.

The selected literature review style and the methodology of reviewing, choosing,
synthesizing, and interpreting the results provided a structured yet flexible framework,
enabling the exploration of the multifaceted topic of the thesis. In hindsight, this approach
proved to be the right choice, as it led to meaningful results, which will be discussed in

Section 3.

Artificial intelligence, specifically OpenAl’s ChatGPT (April 2025 version) was used during
the thesis writing process strictly for language and structure support. The outputs were
critically evaluated and modified for accuracy and alignment with academic standards. Use

1s sporadic throughout the work.
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2 Theoretical background

This section will introduce the concepts used in the study and the background information
for the research, so that the reader is acquainted with the latest knowledge regarding team
innovation and neurodivergence, so they would have a strong knowledge base to understand

the results of the thesis.

2.1 Diversity in innovation

Innovation and creativity

Innovation is the implementation of an improvement or a new product, service, or system
that brings value to its users (Taylor, 2017). Boyles (2022) defines innovation as something
that much be both novel and useful, emphasizing that creativity is a prerequisite for
innovation. Creativity refers to products, ideas, or procedures that are both novel and have

the potential to benefit an organization (Oldham and Cunnings, 1996).
Diversity on innovation groups

Diversity is important for innovation because diverse groups tend to be more innovative and
creative than homogeneous groups, as well as better at solving complex problems (Chow,
2018). Namely, diversity in areas such as knowledge, values, norms, and attitudes increase
innovation in groups; while surface level characteristics such as gender or nationality do not
(van Rijswijk, Curseu, and van Oortmerssen, 2024). Diverse groups often generate more
creative solutions than homogeneous ones because of their many resources, perspectives,
and skills within the group, supplying the team with a broader body of knowledge and
providing a wider range of ideas (Rink and Ellemers, 2007). These ideas can be merged with
existing ones to form new combinations, resulting in the emergence of fresh ideas, which
can then be applied to create innovations (Paulus and Brown, 2007). Diversity in groups
also helps reduce the likelihood of groupthink, where team members think alike, agree with
each other, and share the same knowledge (Chow, 2018). This homogeneity can limit
creative thinking, as everyone tends to agree, and no one contributes new ideas (Golden et

al., 2024). Without diverse perspectives, there are fewer opportunities for team members to
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combine different concepts and generate new ideas. However, Bassett-Jones (2005) found
that diversity alone is not enough to result in innovation; team dynamics, such as trust and
an understanding of each other’s strengths and weaknesses, coupled with diversity can

unlock team innovative potential.
Proximity and innovation

Another perspective for understanding creativity and innovation in teams is through the lens
of proximity. Parjanen et al. (2011) identified eight types of proximity that can either
enhance or limit innovation: geographic, cognitive, communicative, organizational,
functional, cultural, social, and temporal. It can be said that when team members are
proximate, then innovation capabilities increase because of increased collaboration.
However, excessive proximity can have the opposite effect, reducing innovation by fostering

groupthink and limiting diverse perspectives needed to generate fresh ideas.
Social proximity and innovation

Social proximity refers to the closeness of relationships between individuals, built on
friendship, trust, and experience (Parjanen et al., 2011). Higher social proximity within a
group result in more trust and tacit knowledge sharing, enhancing innvation potential
(Boschma, 2005). Conversely, low social proximity can hinder knowledge exchange due to
a lack of trust (Parjanen et al., 2011). However, Boschma (2005) highlights a paradox:
excessive social proximity can be detrimental. Strong loyalty, long-term relationships, and
established routines may create closed networks that exclude outsiders and new ideas,
stifling innovation. This relationship follows a U-shaped curve, where social proximity is

beneficial up to a certain threshold, beyond which its advantages decline.
Team creativity and innovation

Team creativity can be increased in the individual realm by creative team members with
diverse skills and perspectives (Somech and Drach-Zahavy, 2013) and divergent thinking
(Paulus, 2000). It can be increased in the team dynamics level by goal setting and
performance management (Paulus, 2000). It can be increased in the environmental level by
a supportive environment, freedom of choice and autonomy (Paulus, 2000). Team creativity
is hindered at the individual level by social anxiety and cognitive load, and in the group

dynamics by production blocking, freeriding, and task irrelevant behaviors (Paulus, 2000).
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For creative ideas to be transformed into innovations, an innovative climate that encourages

and supports new ideas is needed (Somech and Drach-Zahavy, 2013).
Cognitive diversity and innovation

Van Rijswijk et al. (2024) found two different definitions of cognitive diversity. That is
cognitive diversity in what content is available to the group, for example, knowledge and
skills, and cognitive diversity in terms of cognitive processes, for example, learning style,
thinking style, and information processing. This study will focus on the latter because
knowledge generally is not directly linked to neurodivergent individuals, while factors like

learning style, thinking style, and information processing are.

2.2 Neurodivergence

Neurodiversity refers to the idea that human neurocognition is inherently diverse (Patton and
Santuzzi, 2024), with each individual possessing unique cognitive abilities (Doyle, 2020).
Doyle (2020) defines "neurotypical" individuals as those whose cognitive abilities fall within
the statistical average, typically within one or two standard deviations from the norm. As

such, they present a relatively *’flat’’ cognitive profile (Figure 1).

130
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100 — e --_..____@______..-F _,---"'""F-B
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Verbal Skills Working Memory Visual Skills Processing Speed

===\ eurotypical Spiky

Figure 1. Cognitive profiles of neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals. (Doyle, 2020).
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In contrast, neurodivergent individuals have cognitive profiles that deviate significantly
from this average, often displaying a "spiky" profile (Figure 1) that exceeds two standard

deviations from the norm, characterized by pronounced strengths and weaknesses.

2.3 Common neurodivergent conditions

Due to the impracticality of covering all neurodivergent conditions in this thesis, this section
will describe some of the most common neurodivergent conditions, specifically ADHD,

autism, and dyslexia, which will be used and referenced throughout the study as examples.
ADHD is characterized by at least one of the following ongoing symptoms:

1. inattention (staying on task or paying attention)
2. hyperactivity (restlessness and moving around)

3. impulsivity (interrupting or trouble waiting your turn)
(National Institute of Mental Health, 2025)
Autism is characterized by persistent deficits in all three of the following areas:

1. social-emotional reciprocity
2. developing, understanding, and maintaining relationships

3. nonverbal communication
as well as at least two of the following four behaviours to be present:

1. inflexible to changes in routine

2. restrictive or fixated interests that may be abnormal in focus or intensity

3. hypo- or hyperactivity in response to sensory input or abnormal fixation
with sensory aspects of the environment

4. repetitive movements, speech, or use of items
(Lordan, Storni, and De Benedictis, 2021)
Dyslexia is a learning disability characterized by the following symptoms:

1. difficulty decoding words (reading)
2. difficulty spelling



(Snowling, Hulme, and Nation, 2020)

14
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3 Results

This section provides the results from the narrative literature review about the innovation
potential of neurodiverse teams. First, the strengths evident in neurodiverse teams for
innovation will be discussed. Second, the challenges such teams face in innovation will be
discussed. Finally, a framework of organizational best practices will be presented to help

foster innovation in neurodiverse teams.

3.1 Neurodiverse teams’ strengths

This section discusses the many strengths of neurodiverse teams in innovation, ranging from

personality traits to cognitive differences, and lived experiences.

3.1.1 Cognitive diversity

Cognitive diversity within groups offers distinct benefits for innovation: it enhances the
effectiveness, performance, creativity, and overall innovation of the group (van Rijswijk et
al., 2024). Additionally, research by Reynolds and Lewis (2017) showed that cognitively
diverse teams solved problems three times faster than those without. Neurodiversity is a
specific form of cognitive diversity (van Rijswijk et al., 2024) and, as such, contributes to
these advantages (Figure 2). Figure 2 summarizes the impact of the strengths and challenges
of neurodiverse teams for innovation. It shows the relationship between neurodiverse teams
and cognitive diversity, highlighting how greater cognitive diversity can lead to innovation
through creativity and team learning and inclusion. These aspects will be further discussed

in Section 3.2.2.

Cognitive diversity in thinking can be categorized into two types: divergent thinking and
convergent thinking. Divergent thinking involves generating a wide range of solutions
through a free flow of ideas, whereas convergent thinking focuses on identifying common
links among ideas to arrive at a single, correct solution (White and Shah, 2006). The latter
demands strong inhibitory control to filter out incorrect answers and maintain focus until the

right solution is found (White and Shah, 2006). There is a positive association with poor
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inhibitory control and heightened divergent thinking (White and Shah, 2006). Divergent
thinking has high individual creative potential (Runco and Acar, 2012), which is a
prerequisite for innovation, and it is also fundamental to team creativity (Paulus, 2000).
Thus, as individuals with ADHD have low inhibitory control, this leads them to have
enhanced divergent thinking, which increases individual and team creativity. Furthermore,
(White and Shah, 2006) found a relationship between creativity and executive dysfunction,
which is a key characteristic of those with ADHD. Although difficulties in inhibiting
distractions can impair convergent thinking, this same challenge often fuels a constant

stream of ideas, ultimately boosting creative thinking and innovation.

Similarly, individuals with autism may also contribute to team creativity through their
divergent thinking. Although it is commonly believed that individuals with autism are more
convergent thinkers due to their detail-oriented nature, research by Best (2015) demonstrates
that they are divergent thinkers because of their unique way of processing information.
Individuals with autism often think in patterns, a trait that can drive innovation by helping
them anticipate future outcomes. This unique perspective helps them develop creative

solutions that may not be immediately obvious to others (Golden et al., 2024).

Furthermore, Golden et al. (2024) found that dyslexic individuals often think in pictures and
are thus great at visualization. For example, the owner of IKEA is dyslexic, and he could not
understand or remember the numbers of each of the products. Consequently, he began
naming them after people, places, and things. This was a huge success, as many people will

now recognize a piece of Ikea furniture solely by its name.

3.1.2 Persistence and resilience

Paulus and Brown (2007) highlight the importance of perseverance during the idea
generation stage. This phase typically starts with brainstorming common categories related
to a topic before moving on to less common ones, which tend to spark the most creative
ideas. Additionally, the more ideas generated, the more the group tends to keep coming up
with new ones. However, if the flow of ideas slows down, it often signals the group to stop.
Neurodivergent individuals are well-suited for this process because, as noted by Golden et
al. (2024), they frequently navigate a world not designed for them, which requires constant

problem-solving and behavioural adaptation. This constant need to adjust helps them
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develop perseverance. Moreover, individuals with autism tend to be inherently perseverant,
while those with ADHD are naturally resilient (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024). As such,
neurodivergent individuals, with their innate perseverance, can play a crucial role in
maintaining the flow of ideas, preventing the innovation process from stalling, and
ultimately increasing the likelihood of generating more creative solutions by fostering team
learning through increased idea diversity and availability (Figure 2). Figure 2 illustrates this
phenomenon; it provides a visual representation of the positive impact neurodiverse teams
bring to team learning, creativity, and innovation through persistence and resilience. The
diagram demonstrates the progression from neurodiverse teams to perseverance and
resilience, which in turn leads to more idea diversity and availability. This enhanced team
learning facilitates greater creativity and innovation, as will be further discussed in Section

3.2.2.

3.1.3 Broadening customer insights

Neurodivergent individuals often have insights that others may not, particularly in relation
to daily life and the shared experiences of neurodiverse customers (Houdek, 2022). A
neurodiverse team provides the team a more comprehensive understanding of the entire
range of customer experiences and a holistic view of their customer base. This broadening
of customer insights leads to team learning, as new ideas and knowledge are transferred
across the team, expanding the pool of ideas from which team members can draw to generate
novel solutions (Paulus and Brown, 2007). This is reflected in Figure 2, which shows the
positive link between neurodiverse teams, broadened customer insights, and team learning.
The relationship between this process and creativity and innovation will be discussed in

Section 3.2.2.

Given that 15-20% of the population is neurodivergent (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024), a portion
of a business’s customers will inevitably also be neurodivergent, as well. This deeper
understanding of customer experiences gained through team learning allows teams to look
beyond conventional design approaches and better cater to the needs of neurodiverse
customers. One effective way of addressing these needs is through the integration of
universal design principles into products and services. Universal design ensures that

products and services are accessible to as many people as possible, making it not only an
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ethical consideration for the “people” aspect of the triple bottom line, but also an economic
benefit. Inclusive designs often end up benefiting everyone, improving customer satisfaction

and expanding market reach.

3.1.4 Flexibility

Georgsdottir and Getz (2004) highlight the importance of companies adapting to market
changes to stay competitive. Flexibility is the ability to adapt to changes accordingly, and
organizations can achieve this by innovating. Flexibility is a cognitive ability and a
personality characteristic, characterized by a preference for change, novelty, and openness
to new experiences. Flexible thinkers can look at problems from new angles and even
redefine them, leading better creative solutions. Spontaneous flexibility refers to coming up
with diverse solutions to a problem when there is no pressure to do so and facilitates
divergent thinking through a variety of ideas. Personality traits, such as preference for
change and novelty, openness to experience, wide interests, and sensation seeking facilitate
spontaneous flexibility, and increase creativity and innovation. Many of these personality
traits can be traced back to neurodivergent individuals. Tomcheck and Dunn (2007) and
Shimizu, Bueno, and Miranda (2014) explain that individuals with ADHD and autism are
sensation seekers due to their sensory processing dysfunction, leading to a greater need for
sensory stimulation. Additionally, people with ADHD are naturally curious (Patton and
Santuzzi, 2024), leading to a broad range of interests. Likewise, their explorative,
spontaneous, and entrepreneurial nature drives them to seek out new experiences (Nordby,

Guribye, Nordgreen, and Lundervold, 2023), reflecting their inherent need for change.

Another factor which Georgsdottir and Getz (2004) found to contribute to flexibility is the
presence of opposing personality traits. Creative individuals often possess traits that seem
contradictory, such as introversion and dominance, and they must be flexible to integrate
these traits to function effectively in society. This relates to neurodivergent individuals
because they often have contradicting personality traits, and thus need to be flexible to
integrate them. For example, most neurodiverse are hypersensitive in some areas like ears,
eyes, mouth, (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024) but are also hyposensitive in other areas, such as
needing tactile sensation. Also, people with ADHD are easily distractable due to their

inattention (National Institute of Mental Health, 2025), but may also have sprouts of extreme
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hyperfocus (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024). In conclusion, individuals who embrace change,
novelty and variety, which are key characteristics of neurodivergent individuals, tend to be
more flexible in their thinking, which can drive innovation through cognitive diversity

(Figure 2).

Figure 2 brings these concepts together, illustrating the sequential steps that lead from
neurodiverse teams to innovation through flexibility. It highlights the positive link between
neurodiverse teams and openness to experience, as neurodivergent individual tend to be
more open to new experiences. The figure also shows the connection between openness to
experience and flexibility, supported by research that demonstrated how openness fosters
flexibility. The final link is between flexibility and cognitive diversity because flexibility is

a cognitive ability.

Finally, while flexibility helps in coming up with creative ideas, it also plays a role in getting
those ideas accepted; if the people or organizations who need to accept or implement the
idea are not flexible, it could make it more difficult to bring new ideas to life (Georgsdottir

and Getz, 2004).

3.2 Challenges

This section explores the challenges that neurodiverse teams encounter in the context of
innovation. When discussing the unique challenges faced by neurodiverse teams, it is
important to recognize that these characteristics are not inherently strengths or weaknesses;
how they are perceived depends on the perspective taken. For instance, impulsiveness in
people with ADHD may be seen as a negative, or it can be seen as positive because of rapid
decision making. Similarly, hyperactivity is often viewed negatively, but when channelled
effectively, can become a valuable source of energy for productivity. People with autism
might be seen as persistent or determined, traits some may label as stubbornness, but this

can also be reframed as perseverance.
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3.2.1 Communication

Communication is one of the most crucial aspects of innovation in teams. Boschma (2005)
emphasizes that simply having knowledgeable team members is not enough for innovation
because that knowledge must be transferred to others to make use of it. This is even more
difficult because of the tacit nature of knowledge. When there is close cognitive proximity
within a team, communication becomes easier, facilitating the transfer of this tacit
knowledge. However, if cognitive distance is too small, it limits the flow of new ideas, while
too much cognitive distance hinders communication altogether. Social proximity plays a
critical role in this process, as it fosters trust, which in turn promotes the sharing of tacit
knowledge, leading to team learning and new ideas, creativity, and innovation (Figure 2).
However, excessive social proximity can also be problematic; when a team is too tightly-
knit and trust becomes too strong, it may lead to established, fixed ways of doing things,
making it difficult to break out of these patterns, especially if the group is resistant to external
input or outsiders. In the case of neurodiverse teams, greater cognitive diversity often leads
to increased communication challenges (Figure 2) due to differences in processing and
thinking styles and the difficulty in social emotional reciprocity. Additionally,
neurodivergent individuals may share less social proximity (Figure 2) because they often
struggle to respond to social cues and form friendships, and have difficulty developing,
understanding, and maintaining relationships (Lordan et al., 2021), which further
complicates communication. This lack of social proximity can present unique barriers to
effective communication and collaboration, which further inhibits creativity and innovation
in neurodiverse teams. Figure 2 depicts the negative effect of the low social proximity
evident in neurodiverse teams can have on team learning and, ultimately, innovation. It
shows how neurodiverse teams may experience reduced communication, both directly and

as a result of lower social proximity, leading to less team learning.

3.2.2 Stigmatization

Ali, Grabarski, and Baker (2024) explain how neurodivergent individuals often face
discrimination in the form of stigmatization in the workplace because of misunderstandings

of limited abilities and stereotype bias. Stigmatization occurs when individuals categorize
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others into social groups, leading to negative assumptions and the perception that people
from different groups are homogeneous while viewing their own group as diverse. This
results in neurodivergent individuals being seen as liabilities rather than assets within teams.
Stigmatization typically arises when there is insufficient knowledge or cognitive resources
to understand individual differences. As a result, neurodivergent individuals may be
excluded from groups due to negative attitudes, which has a negative effect on team
innovation through less inclusion (Figure 2). Furthermore, even Al language models have
been found to carry biases against neurodivergent individuals, perceiving terms like “bank
robber” as more negative than “autism” (Brandsen, Chandrasekhar, Franz, Grapel, Dawson,
and Carlson, 2024). Since these models are trained on human-generated text, this bias

reflects the societal stigma that could potentially undermine team innovation.

3.2.3 Team learning and inclusion

Team learning and inclusion are important mediators for cognitive diversity to result in
creativity, ultimately driving innovation within teams (Figure 2) (Chow, 2018). Figure 2
illustrates how the strengths and challenges inherent in neurodiverse teams must be
navigated through team learning and inclusion to either support or hinder innovation. This
makes team learning and inclusion a central part of this conceptual model of neurodiverse

teams and innovation.

During the idea generation phase of innovation, listening to ideas and contributing one’s
own fosters knowledge sharing and the generation of new ideas, which is essential for team
learning (Paulus and Brown, 2007). Meanwhile, waiting for one’s turn to speak and paying
attention to social cues are important for inclusion, ensuring everyone’s voice is heard.
However, these essential aspects of team learning and inclusion can become challenging in
group settings. Because of the cognitive loud, it is easy for team members to lose track of
their thoughts or struggle to engage fully when they must listen to others’ ideas, come up
with their own, wait for a time to speak, and pay attention to social ques and etiquette all at

the same time (Paulus, 2000). These challenges are amplified in neurodiverse teams.

For example, neurodivergent individuals may find it difficult to focus due to distractions
such as sensory sensitivities like loud noises, as most neurodivergent individuals have super

sensitive nose and ears (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024), or an overactive mind, as in the case of
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ADHD (White and Shah, 2006). Additionally, individuals with autism often face difficulty
with communication due to lack of social emotional reciprocity, including differences in
conversational styles, difficulty understanding nonverbal communication, and challenges in
interpreting social cues (Lordan et al., 2021). These difficulties can hinder team learning, as

effective communication and knowledge sharing is crucial for this.
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Figure 2. Impact of neurodiverse teams on innovation. Solid black lines and solid red lines
represent positive and negative correlation respectively. Dashed lines represent a mediating

effect.

Moreover, for communication and team learning and to be effective, positive feelings are
crucial to create an inclusive environment where everyone feels comfortable sharing their
ideas (Paulus and Brown, 2007). However, neurodivergent individuals may find it more
difficult to develop these bonds, making it more difficult to foster an inclusive, collaborative
atmosphere. Individuals with autism, for example, may struggle with forming relationships
due to their unique communication styles (Lordan et al., 2021) and because colleagues may
perceive their behaviour as atypical (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024), which can hinder social

interaction and reduce the likelihood of fostering positive feelings and decrease inclusion.
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3.3 Supporting neurodiverse teams for innovation

This section introduces how the strengths and challenges of neurodiverse teams can be
effectively managed to increase their innovation potential. It outlines the role of

organizational best practices in supporting neurodiverse teams.

3.3.1 Strength-based roles

The idea is to implement strength-based roles for neurodiverse teams, aligning tasks with
their natural talents. This approach is particularly beneficial for neurodivergent individuals,
as a strong person-environment fit enhances their job success (Patton and Satuzzi, 2024).
For example, different parts of innovation need different thinking styles. In the early stages
of innovation, like the problem defining or idea generation stage, a global style of thinking
is needed, while at the idea implementation stage, a local thinking style or a more focused
or detail-oriented style may be needed (Georgsdottir and Getz, 2004). Since different
thinking styles during different phases of the innovation process, it would be helpful to have

specific people with those strengths at those spots during the process.

Both divergent and convergent thinking are required at different stages of innovation, with
each method providing varying value to the process (Figure 3). Figure 3 shows how
divergent thinking is used to discover the problem and develop the solution, while

convergent thinking is used to define the problem and deliver the solution.

DISCOVER DEFINE

Figure 3. Different thinking styles required in the creativity process. (Dwass, n.d.)
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As neurodivergent individuals are divergent thinkers (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024), allocating
them for the divergent thinking stages of innovation would be beneficial in aligning them

with strength-based roles.

Furthermore, individuals with ADHD could lead in idea generation because of their
creativity (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024), individuals with autism could lead in idea
implementation because of their detail-oriented nature (Patton and Santuzzi, 2024), and
individuals with dyslexia could do prototyping because of their visualization skills (Ali et

al., 2024).

3.3.2 Organizational proximity

Boschma (2005) defines organizational proximity by the degree of hierarchy, freedom and
flexibility within an organization’s structure afforded to its actors. Higher organizational
proximity means a hierarchical structure and centralized control, which can hinder
innovation because of bureaucracy and inflexibility. Lower organizational proximity means
the actors are independent without formal relationships, leading to flexibility and
adaptability. Since neurodivergent individuals tend to be flexible (Georgsdottir and Getz,
2004), and innovations require a flexible environment (Haga, 2005), it follows that low

organizational proximity is beneficial for neurodiverse teams.

3.3.3 Intrapreneurial teams

Entrepreneurship is the ability to transform an innovation into a viable business solution
(Haga, 2005). Due to their hyperactivity and impulsivity, individuals with ADHD have high
entrepreneurial intention, entrepreneurial self-efficacy, entrepreneurial perseverance, and
entrepreneurial orientation (Patton and Santuzzi 2024). Neurodivergent individuals’
entrepreneurial intention is further increased through their openness to experience
(Mohammad and Rana 2021). As a result, neurodivergent individuals appear naturally

inclined toward entrepreneurship.

However, despite their entrepreneurial mindset, neurodivergent individuals may struggle to
bring their ideas to fruition due to executive dysfunction. First, both autism and ADHD can

make it challenging to complete long multi step projects (Houdek, 2022), meaning that even
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with strong entrepreneurial intention, their ideas may not always translate into concrete
business solutions. Second, individuals with autism (Lodi-Smith, Rodgers, Cunningham,
Lopata, and Thomeer, 2019) and ADHD (Van Dijk, Mostert, Glennon, Onnink, Dammers,
Vasquez, Kan, Verkes, Hoogman, Franke, and Buitelaar, 2017) tend to score lower on
conscientiousness -- a trait associated with planning, organization, motivation,
dependability, and impulse control (Mohammad and Rana, 2021), all of which are critical
for executing entrepreneurial ideas. Third, the innovation process requires both flexibility
and structure; while idea generation thrives in a flexible, open-ended environment,
implementation demands organization, control and structure (Haga, 2005). Neurodivergent

individuals often excel in the former but struggle with the latter.

Given these challenges, intrapreneurship presents a promising alternative for neurodiverse
teams. While entrepreneurs exist on their own outside of an organization, intrapreneurship
often takes the form of teams working together with minimal support as self-guided teams
(Coplan, Crocker, Landin, and Stenn, 2021). This setup provides access to resources,
financial backing, structure, and organization that they are lacking, while still allowing the

neurodiverse team to work flexibly according to neurodiverse team strengths.

3.3.4 Diverse communication methods

Different interaction styles should be normalized, allowing team members to communicate
in ways that suit them best. For instance, dyslexic individuals may prefer visual
communication, while autistic individuals might favor direct, unambiguous language or
written communication. One innovative approach to accommodating diverse
communication preferences is electronic brainstorming, as suggested by Paulus and Brown
(2007). This method involves brainstorming in writing, such as on a computer, which
removes the need to navigate social cues, waiting for a turn to speak, or balance idea
generation with listening to others. By simply focusing on their own screen, individuals can
transition more smoothly between generating ideas and reviewing contributions from others.
Given that these communication challenges are often heightened in neurodiverse teams,
electronic brainstorming could be particularly beneficial in fostering inclusivity and

creativity in such groups.
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3.3.5 Tailored accommodations

Since many neurodivergent individuals experience sensory sensitivities (Patton and
Santuzzi, 2024), they may be more prone to task-irrelevant behaviours in group settings,
such as mind wandering, daydreaming or fidgeting. Creating sensory-friendly spaces can
help minimize distractions and reduce feelings of overwhelm. Simple adjustments, such as
providing a quiet environment or dimmable LED lighting can significantly enhance focus

and comfort for neurodivergent individuals.

3.3.6 Training

Ali et al. (2024) found that managers have more awareness of workplace neurodiversity and
perceive more benefits of neurodiverse team members compared to employees, due to their
greater access to information and diversity training. As such, providing employees with
training on the characteristics and advantages of neurodiverse teams could enhance their
knowledge, leading to a greater appreciation of neurodivergent individuals. Increased
awareness can also help reduce stigma, as stigma often stems from a lack of understanding.
By reducing stigma, teams may experience improved communication, greater inclusion, and

increased social proximity, ultimately enhancing their innovation potential.
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4 Conclusion

The central research question focused on the impact of neurodiversity on a team’s innovation
potential. The results revealed both positive and negative effects on innovation within
neurodiverse teams, as well as practical strategies to leverage their strengths and mitigate
challenges to boost innovation potential. These findings coincide with Axbey et al.’s (2023)
empirical study, which demonstrated that neurodiverse teams tend to be more creative than
their neurotypical counterparts. Additionally, the results affirm that while proximity can

enhance collaboration, it may simultaneously hinder creativity and innovation.

While Parjanen et al. (2011) identified eight types of proximity which can either hinder or
foster innovation depending on the degree, this thesis proposes neurological proximity as a
potential ninth. Higher neurological proximity within a group tends to facilitate
communication, knowledge sharing, social proximity, team learning and inclusion.
However, excessive proximity can stall the creative process. Conversely, teams with greater
neurological diversity have the potential for significantly higher creative solutions and
innovations. This diversity can also hinder the exchange of ideas, communication, team
learning, and inclusion. However, these difficulties can be effectively managed with the right
tools. The key to working with neurodiverse teams to boost their innovation capabilities is
to implement organizational best practices such as training to reduce stigma and increase
team learning and inclusion, tailored accommodations for sustained attention, adapted
communication strategies to ensure all team members can contribute effectively,
intrapreneurial teams to leverage entrepreneurial strengths, low organizational proximity for

a flexible environment, and strength based roles to align tasks with individual strengths.

In the future, managers can use this framework to recognize how the unique strengths of
their neurodiverse teams can drive organizational innovation. Additionally, they will be
better equipped to identify potential challenges and implement strategies to fully capitalize

on these strengths.
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4.1 Future research

While this study focused on providing a comprehensive guide on neurodiverse team
strengths, challenges, and best practices for innovation, future research along this topic could
focus on specific aspects of these findings. Empirical studies could also be conducted to
determine whether the conclusions from the literature review align with real-world
observations. For instance, future research could examine the effects of implementing the
strategies proposed in this study to support innovation within neurodiverse teams, testing

their effectiveness in practice.

4.2 Limitations

Given the vast range of neurodiverse conditions, it is not feasible to address every condition
within the scope of this study. Furthermore, as neurodivergent conditions exist on a spectrum
and can differ significantly from one another, it is challenging to group them under one
category and claim that the identified strengths apply universally. As a result, this study is
limited by the generalization of the strengths and challenges in neurodiverse groups. This
can lead to oversimplification and may not fully capture the nuanced experiences of all

neurodivergent individuals.
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