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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this study is to explore cross-neurotype communication and intersubjectivity 

that occurs using design thinking methods. Neurodiversity, which refers to natural differences in brain 

function, divides people into two categories: neurotypical (NT), who process information in culturally 

expected ways, and neurodivergent (ND), whose unique cognitive profiles often characterized by 

significant disparities in abilities affect their sensory and communicative experiences where 

neurodivergent individuals may excel in areas like verbal and visual skills but struggle with working 

memory and processing speed. These differences can complicate communication between the two 

neurotypes, leading to misunderstandings and frustrations. Additionally, cultural attitudes, listening 

skills, and communication tools exacerbate these challenges and emphasize the need for awareness of 

intersubjectivity, the process of creating shared understanding, which is especially crucial in cross-

neurotype interactions.  

The research design employed qualitative methods in an ethnographic framework with two 

phases. The first research phase consisted of 12 interviews with individuals of both neurotypes. Persona 

profiles of the two neurotypes with a concentration on their perception of intersubjectivity were 

created by the student researcher based on the interview results and literature. The second phase 

builds upon the data from the first with interactive design thinking workshops with 12 members of both 

neurotypes using affinity clustering to organize topics followed by rose-thorn-bud to gain insight into 

how the neurotypes communicate in a team environment towards a mutual understanding. For the final 

task for the workshop, participants created an experience diagram of their journey through the 

workshop as a way to reflect on the experience. 

Findings from the interviews and workshops indicated that neurotypical and neurodivergent 

participants shared a common desire for clarity, connection, and being understood, but pursued these 

outcomes through fundamentally different cognitive and emotional pathways. Neurotypical participants 
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tended to experience communication challenges as situational and temporary, using structure primarily 

to maintain efficiency and flow, while neurodivergent participants relied on structure as a means of 

cognitive stability, emotional safety, and sustained participation. Design thinking methods functioned as 

a shared translation layer, externalizing internal processes such as perception, effort, masking, and self-

regulation that are typically invisible in everyday communication. Visual and reflective tools enabled 

participants to recognize these differences as complementary rather than conflicting, reframing 

communication breakdowns as system-level mismatches rather than individual deficits. The results 

suggest that when environments provide clarity, pacing, and psychological safety through intentional 

design, cross-neurotype communication becomes more equitable, authentic, and generative. These 

findings highlight the potential of design thinking as a practical framework for fostering intersubjectivity 

and leveraging cognitive diversity by aligning communication systems with the natural variability of 

human cognition. 
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Introduction 
This research is a culmination of a lifelong journey to define and understand effective communication. 

The origin story begins with my feelings of frustration at my seeming inability to communicate what I 

saw, read, and heard in my six-year-old newly diagnosed dyslexic world. That same frustration followed 

me into my adult life and throughout my career. My career development led me to the opportunity to 

collaborate in more team settings with neurotypical and neurodivergent members. I found my ability to 

communicate effectively and not only be heard, but to be understood varied between the team 

members. It seemed to me that the neurodivergent individuals could understand and process my 

contributions more effectively. In my search to improve not only my communication but also my 

understanding, I found design thinking methodologies can function as a bridge between the neurotypes. 

 

To achieve understanding of cross-neurotype communication, one must first define what neurodiversity 

is and consider the attributes of the individual. Neurodiversity is described as natural individual 

differences in the way the brain functions and behaves within the human population. People are divided 

into two categories: neurotypical and neurodivergent (Verywell Mind, 2024). A neurotypical person (NT) 

is an individual who thinks and processes information in an expected way for their culture and setting. A 

neurodivergent person (ND) is an individual whose brain chemical, structural, or functional differences 

influence how input from their senses of vision, hearing, taste, or smell affect experiences and 

interfaces. Diagnosis of the ND is generally found in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (DSM-5) (DSM, n.d.) and is a list of the medical diagnosis that include Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Dyslexia, and other 

neurodevelopmental conditions. Looking at neurodiversity from a psychological profile which refers to 

the diversity within an individual’s cognitive ability, there are large, statistically significant disparities 

between peaks and troughs of the profile (Doyle, 2020) known as the “spiky profile” (Figure 1). 



 
 

 9 
 

 

Figure 1: A “Spiky Profile” Showing Example IQ Scores 

A neurotypical’s cognitive scores fall within one or two standard deviations of each other, creating a 

relatively flat profile with scores that average, above or below. Neurotypical is numerically distinct with 

the abilities and skills that cross two or more standard deviations within the common distribution. A 

neurodivergent person has a spiky profile that goes beyond the common distribution with three, four, or 

more standard deviations. Neurodivergent strengths in Figure 1 are verbal skills and visual skills while 

working memory and processing speed are where the difficulties lie (Doyle, 2020). It is the difference 

between the two that can make communication complicated. A neurotypical person with average verbal 

skills may talk faster than a neurodivergent person processes the information. On the other hand, a 

neurodivergent person with high visual skills may be able to see the big picture faster and have difficulty 

communicating what they see to a neurotypical person. It is that difference in communicating that the 

student researcher investigated. 

 

People have a natural desire to be heard and understood. Problems of cultural differences, attitude, 

motivation, listening skills, and communication tools (Indeed Editorial Team, n.d.) exist in 

communication that break down the transfer of perspective and understanding. To explore this topic, 

there needs to be awareness of intersubjectivity which is the process whereby people come together to 

create understanding (Gillespie & Cornish, 2010). When it comes to cross-neurotype interaction, there 

can be a failure to communicate due to the differences in perceptions between neurotypical and 

neurodivergent people as noted above, and brain variations make it challenging to communicate 
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perspectives and understanding of the world. The deficit in the ability to interpret other people’s beliefs, 

intention, motivation, and emotions can be significant challenges in social communication (Bury et al., 

2021). Communication requires understanding of language to complete tasks, self-advocacy skills, the 

ability to formulate and express ideas, along with the ability to engage socially with supervisors and co-

workers (Pouliot et al., 2017) . 

 

The term intersubjectivity may be unfamiliar, but it is something that people deal with on a daily basis 

and is even more challenging between neurotypes. The topic of intersubjectivity is common in general 

conversation when talking with neurodivergent people, though they may not know the term. Most ND 

people feel that the communication barriers they have with a neurotypical person are extremely 

frustrating. It takes time to connect in order to communicate effectively. Verbal communication can be 

difficult enough on its own, but when we also need to track nonverbal cues, like posture, tone, and 

physical proximity, social interactions can feel overwhelmingly hard (Lopatin, 2021) for neurodivergent 

people. We all have experienced meetings where it feels like we are speaking a different language. The 

ideas in our heads are not being conveyed in a way others comprehend. What is interesting is that 

neurodivergent people are naturally drawn to each other and often form teams where they are more 

likely to be better understood. In fact, communication difficulties are part of the reason college 

educated adults with ASD face a substantially high unemployment rate of 85% within the United States, 

compared to the 6.2% unemployment rate of the general US population (LeFevre-Levy et al., 2023). 

Given these facts, the purpose of this research study is to explore communication and intersubjectivity 

that occurs between neurotypes by using design thinking methods. 

Definition of Terms 
Affinity Clustering: A design thinking strategy used to help identify patterns, themes, or commonalities 

among disparate ideas, allowing for the synthesis of complex data into more manageable and 

meaningful insights (LUMA Institute, 2012). 

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD): Is a mental health condition that includes a 

combination of persistent problems, such as difficulty paying attention, hyperactivity, and impulsive 

behavior (Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder - National Institute of Mental Health [NIMH], n.d.). 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): A mental health condition related to brain development that impacts 

how a person perceives and socializes with others, causing problems in social interaction and 

communication (Autism Spectrum Disorder - NIMH, n.d.). 
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Cognitive Style: A person’s characteristic mode of perceiving, thinking, remembering, and problem 

solving (APA Dictionary of Psychology, n.d.). 

Communication: The result of any action (physical, written, verbal, or nonverbal) that conveys meanings 

between two individuals (Communication, n.d.). 

Critique: A design thinking method in which a designer presents their current solution and encourages 

efficient, productive discussion from the reviewers’ who can express concerns or ask specific questions 

about it (LUMA Institute, 2012). 

Design Thinking: Human-centered design methods that create a shared language for innovation (LUMA 

Institute, 2012). 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5): A handbook used by clinicians and 

psychiatrists to diagnose psychiatric illnesses (DSM; Psychiatry Online, n.d.). 

Dyslexia: A learning disability that disrupts how your brain processes written language. People with 

dyslexia have trouble with reading and related skills (Cleveland Clinic, n.d.-a). 

Experience Diagramming: A design thinking method used to visualize event-based research. It helps you 

consider the impact of each and every element of an experience, bringing to light important qualities of 

the experience, showing the complexity or difficulty people faced and how they struggled, adapted, or 

overcame (LUMA Institute, 2012).  

Intersubjectivity: The process and product of sharing experiences, knowledge, understandings, and 

expectations with others (Intersubjectivity, n.d.). 

Masking: The act of hiding one’s traits that are a part of their neurodivergence in order to fit into society 

(Kaur, 2023). 

Mind in the Eyes (RME) Test: A test that measures the ability to recognize and understand another 

person’s mental state or social intelligence (Jones, 2022). 

Neurodevelopmental Disorders: A group of conditions that affect the development and function of the 

brain, leading to impairments in cognition, communication, behavior, and motor skills (Yale Medicine, 

n.d.). 

Neurodiversity: Refers to the infinite neuro-cognitive variability within Earth’s human population. It 

points to the fact that every human has a unique nervous system with a unique combination of abilities 

and needs (Neurodiversity Hub, n.d.). 

Neurodivergent (ND): A nonmedical term that describes people whose brains develop or work 

differently. This means the person has different strengths and struggles from people whose brains 

develop or work more typically (Cleveland Clinic, n.d.-b). 
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Neurotypical (NT): An informal term used to describe a person whose brain functions are considered 

usual or expected by society (Verywell Health, 2024). 

Nonverbal communication: Often referred to as nonverbal cues are the act of conveying information 

without the use of words. Nonverbal communication occurs through facial expressions, gestures, body 

language, tone of voice, and other physical indications of mood, attitude, approbation, and so forth, 

some of which may require knowledge of the culture or subculture to understand (APA Dictionary of 

Psychology, n.d.). 

Persona Profiles: A design thinking method used to summarize the mindset, needs, and goals held by a 

key stakeholder (LUMA Institute, 2012). 

Rose-Thorn-Bud: A design thinking method used to identify positive experiences (Rose), negative 

experiences (Thorn), and new goals or insights (Bud) that provides an opportunity to analyze a set of 

data or help scope a problem by revealing focus areas, allowing you to plan next steps (LUMA Institute, 

2012). 

Social communication: A set of verbal and nonverbal skills used to navigate relationships in work, life, 

and academia (New Frontiers Executive Function Coaching, 2024). 

Thematic analysis: A method for research seeking to understand people’s views, opinions, knowledge, 

experiences, or values from qualitative data (Simply Psychology, 2024). 

Theory of Double Empathy: The basis of the theory is that a mismatch between two people can lead to 

faulty communication. This disconnect can occur at many levels, from conversation styles to how people 

see the world (Zamzow, 2024). 

Theory of Mind: The ability to understand the thoughts, beliefs, desires, and emotions of other people 

(Psychology Today, 2023). 

Literature Review 
When it comes to communication and interaction, NT people can be less willing to interact with their 

neurodivergent peers (Faso et al., 2015) due to perspective differences. The most common studies deal 

with social communication (Lopatin, 2021) and personal relationships between the neurodiverse 

(Renteria, 2022). Intersubjectivity studies address ADHD and ASD communication difficulties dealing 

with empathy and rapport (Bottema-Beutel, 2017; Karagianni et al., 2021) yet, how neurotypical and 

neurodivergent people converse and correspond with one another has not been extensively examined. 

For example, a study on how mothers with ADHD had less synchronized communicative interactions 

with their infant sons (Karagianni et al., 2021) negatively impacted their relationship. Another 
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investigation that focused on interaction rather than cognitive operations explored three features of 

autistic social interaction described as interactional coordination, interactional priorities, and the 

enactment of meaning, found that allowing an autistic child to maintain some control over the 

interaction and engage in ways that reflect their interests and proclivities helped social interactivity 

(Bottema-Beutel, 2017). Having common interests can influence intersubjectivity, as found when video 

games were used to examine how autistic and nonautistic people interact (Heasman & Gillespie, 2019). 

Two players were engaged in expressing emotions of curiosity and excitement through a common 

shared language as when one player is looking for a knife in the game and says, “this is a knife.” The 

other person understands the reference to the movie Crocodile Dundee, and they share a laugh. Looking 

at it from another perspective, what if the two people playing video games did not understand the knife 

reference? There could be a breakdown in communication because no common experience exists. 

Intersubjectivity occurs when people share commonality with others. It requires a shared 

phenomenological experience between two persons in a common world (Cornejo, 2008). 

 

Intersubjectivity evolves with the cultural community through the contexts of history, geography, 

human development, and social, political, and economic systems (O’Donnell & Tharp, 2012). Different 

communities, people with different life experiences, and people who perceive the world differently can 

have dissimilar understandings based on factors that impact intersubjectivity. Taking autism for 

example, there are three theories, a deficit in theory of mind, a theory of weak central coherence, and 

an impairment in executing function (Solomon, 2010). A deficit in theory of mind encumbers a person's 

ability to perceive a cause-and-effect relationship between mental states and actions. Theory of weak 

central coherence argues that autism impairs the built-in propensity to see meaning and structure, to 

form coherence, and to generalize over a wide range of stimuli. Cognitive theory of executive function 

impairment in autism implies, broadly, a deficit in the ability to plan and carry out actions to attain 

future goals. A peer-to-peer information transfer diffusion chain study found empirical evidence that 

suggests the difficulties in autistic communication are apparent only when interacting with non-autistic 

people. Autistic and nonautistic people do not significantly differ in how accurately they recall 

information from peers of the same neurotype but that selective difficulties occur when autistic and 

nonautistic people are sharing information (Crompton et al., 2020) (Figure 2), which can also be 
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considered an example of the theory of double empathy or mismatch in communication  between the 

neurotypes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nonverbal cues are an aspect of intersubjectivity that is challenging for neurodivergent people. From 

firsthand experiences and in conversation with other neurodivergent people, this is an area that adds 

difficulty when having conversations. Findings suggest that nonverbal behavior may be more important 

than verbal behavior in many areas (Grahe & Bernieri, n.d.) including the expression and communication 

of spontaneous affect, the assessment of self-presentation and communication motives, in the 

expression and communication of rapport and the related trait of extraversion, and when perceptions 

are based on limited information. Adding a neurodivergent trait to the mix takes the difficulties to 

another level, yet a Reading the Mind in the Eyes (RME) expression test found that autistic people did 

not perform significantly worse than neurotypical people (Cross et al., 2022). However, when the 

cartoon Reading the Mind in the Eyes (C-RME) expression (Figure 3) was used, the autistic participants 

outperformed the neurotypical despite the ASD people finding both tasks more difficult than the 

neurotypical on average.  

 

Figure 3: RME Panicked Eyes and Cartoon 

From the data presented, it is clear that there are differences in the ways that neurotypical and 

neurodivergent people interact and communicate with each other. There are many factors when it 

comes to neurodivergent people working in a neurotypical world. Seventy-six percent state there are 

Figure 2: Story Details in the Diffusion Chain 
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challenges in looking after their own mental health, 64% find managing boundaries at work hard, and 

35% find working with others difficult American Psychological Association, 2024). In spite of the 

challenges, there are both business reasons and legal reasons for managers to integrate ASD workers 

into the workplace (Patton, 2019). Neurodivergent employees bring unique abilities like exceptional 

attention to details, strong problem-solving skills, high productivity, reduced turnover, and greater 

customer satisfaction (Expert, n.d.). However, inclusion is complicated by processes because there is not 

a general shared mental model or framework of understanding of what a good 

worker/subordinate/colleague should be. This misunderstanding is one of the main reasons why so 

many neurodivergent people mask themselves to appear neurotypical. Masking compensates for the 

lack of knowledge and awareness that others possess about being neurodivergent. It is important for 

fitting in and making social connections with colleagues and is a key motivator to gain and sustain 

meaningful employment (Pryke-Hobbes et al., 2023). There are aspects of being neurodivergent that 

make it difficult to express thoughts and ideas. An ND person can be who they are without masking 

around friends and family, but mask what cannot be shared when at work. Because masking often 

happens among the neurodivergent, complete understanding in the workplace may not be possible. As 

suggested by Compton et al. (n.d.), there are varying levels of relationships across and within 

neurotypes that include cross-neurotype understanding, minority status, and belonging. Sixty percent of 

the ADHD people who responded to an online survey mask when in the company of others (ADDitude 

Editors, 2024). ND’s who mask may never achieve the levels of authenticity, wellbeing, or understanding 

that could be necessary for effective workplace communication to happen. 

 

There are difficulties associated with anxiety when in groups of mixed neurotypes as compared to the 

feeling of mutual understanding and acceptance when with the same neurotype. Furthermore, being a 

minority can exert pressure to conform to the communicative styles and unspoken social rules making 

the environment uncomfortable and difficult to be in. The ND can have a hard time peopling and being 

themselves when interacting with others, due to the feeling of being out of place (Broadbent, 2022), in 

contrast to being with the same neurotype where a person can be themselves, be understood, and feel 

happy. The same can be said for neurotypical people in the workplace. The workplace needs to be an 

inclusive environment in which all neurotypes feel welcome. A key foundation for effective 

interprofessional working is high levels of intersubjectivity amongst co-workers (Billett, 2014). This can 

be achieved through individuals communicating, interacting, and working together. True integration 

cannot be accomplished if employees with disabilities are not given authentic opportunities to 
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communicate with their employers and co-workers about work-related issues (Pouliot et al., 2017). True 

inclusion depends on creating feelings of acceptance, belonging, placing a high value on uniqueness, and 

integrating differences (Nishii, 2013; Shore et al., 2011). It can be a space where a person feels they can 

be themselves without feeling socially awkward or where being socially awkward is the norm 

(Broadbent, 2023).  This is the responsibility of all members of an organization. 

 

Both neurotypical and neurodivergent people have experienced the feeling of not communicating 

effectively. Studies of intersubjectivity, Theory of Mind, shared experiences, and culture along with 

nonverbal studies have all attempted to describe and reduce the barriers of cross-neurotype 

communication. To illustrate, Bottema-Beutel (2017) examined social encounters of ASD through a 

literature review and provided an example of a conversation between a mother and child with ASD. 

Karagianni et al. (2021) studied infants and mothers with ADHD during play interactions. Heasman and 

Gillespie (2019) examined intersubjectivity among those with Autism, but did not include the 

neurotypical as part of the sample. While these studies expand the discourse on communication, they 

do not examine communication in the workplace among adults, nor do they explore cross neurotype 

communication understanding. Cross-neurotype communication is a key that can bring neurotypical and 

neurodivergent individuals together to provide clearer options and reduce the number of strategic 

tradeoffs organizations make (Wolfe, 2024).  

Summary 
This study was conducted to investigate the challenges in the transfer of meaning or intersubjectivity 

between neurotypical and neurodivergent individuals. Intersubjectivity is a fundamental activity needed 

for people to live and work together. Yet research on the topic remains relatively fragmented (Gillespie 

& Cornish, 2010; LeFevre-Levy et al., 2023; Szulc, 2024). Successful communication and exchange of 

meaning in the workplace requires comprehension of language to complete tasks, self-advocacy skills, 

the ability to formulate and express ideas, and the ability to engage socially with one’s supervisors and 

co-workers (Pouliot et al., 2017). From the literature review one can see there are gaps in the research 

that may be more effectively bridged with design thinking methods. Examining intersubjectivity with 

design thinking methodology will provide data that fills a gap in the research and increases the 

understanding of the difficulties that neurotypes face when communicating. 
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Methodology 

Research Design 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand intersubjectivity in the workplace between 

neurotypes using design thinking strategies. The student researcher interviewed individuals from 

different neurotypes to create persona profiles. The data collected from the interviews was used in a 

design thinking workshop where the participants used affinity clustering to discover themes followed by 

rose-thorn-bud to encourage interaction and discussion between the neurotypes. The persona profiles 

were critiqued to facilitate constructive discussion and provide feedback. Lastly, experience 

diagramming was used to capture the participants’ journey through the research design thinking process 

(Figure 4). These design thinking strategies are explained in detail below.  

 

Figure 4: Research Design 

Sample 
An estimated 15-20 percent of the world population is neurodivergent (Neurodiversity - NCI, 2022). 

There are no definitive figures on the percentage of neurodivergent people in the workplace. The 

research was completed with the assistance of individuals from the local neurodiverse community 

located in Florida. Convenience sampling was used by the student researcher for the recruitment of 

neurotypical and neurodivergent participants. The participants were recruited by networking within the 

local neurodiversity community. For Phase 1, the interview participants volunteered by sending an email 

to the student researcher who then scheduled the interview on Zoom. For Phase 2, design thinking 

workshop, an email was sent to the interview participants asking for participation in a workshop (see 

Appendix B). Due to the participants’ availability, four workshops were required to accommodate their 

schedules. The first workshop had four participants, three ND and one NT. The second workshop had 

one ND and two NT participants. The third workshop had two ND and one NT participants and the 
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fourth had two NT participants. The participants’ neurotypes were collected to make sure both the 

neurotypical and neurodivergent were represented and remained confidential (see Appendix C). Efforts 

were made during recruitment to consider diverse demographics to ensure broad representation of 

perspectives including variations in age, race, gender, educational background, and professional 

experience as these factors can influence how a person communicates.  

Instrument and Procedure 
This research employed six distinctive design thinking methods consisting of two data gathering phases. 

Phase One involved methodologies designed to gather qualitative data. Phase Two was a design thinking 

workshop that had a mixed neurotype setting to gather additional data on intersubjectivity between the 

groups (Table 1). 

Explanatory Sequential Qualitative Methods Research Model 

Phase One 

Interviewing Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Affinity Clustering Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Persona Profiles Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Phase Two 

Rose-Thorn-Bud Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Critique of Persona Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Experience Diagramming Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Table 1: Research Phases and Methods 

Phase 1 – Initial Data Gathering: Interviewing is an 

ethnographic research technique used in design thinking that 

offers an opportunity to speak directly to the participants in the 

study. The participants were approached and recruited from 

the local neurodiversity community that the researcher is a member of. Once participants were 

recruited, the 12 individuals were contacted by email to schedule a 30-to-45-minute interview. The 

interview was then scheduled to take place via Zoom. The interviews were conducted over an 8-week 

period of time. An invitation email included consent was sent prior to the interview (Appendix A). 

Participants had time to read the consent form and ask any questions prior to completing the interview. 

Signed consent forms were returned to the student researcher via email prior to the commencement of 

the interview. The participants were asked their neurotype and how they think and feel from a personal 

and professional perspective about intersubjectivity (see Appendix A). Interview data was analyzed 

using affinity clustering by the student researcher. Using inductive coding, the student researcher and a 

member of the thesis committee read through the interview responses three times and used sticky 



 
 

 19 
 

notes to derive keywords and phrases that were then clustered into themes and patterns (e.g., affinity 

clustering). Data from the interviews and literature review allowed the student researcher to help 

visualize the thoughts, feelings, actions, and observations of the individuals interviewed. Persona 

profiles, which are a summary of a person’s mindset or archetype were created from the data (Figure 5). 

The researcher spent 3 weeks using interview responses and literature reviews to create the persona 

profiles to provide a summary of a neurotypical and neurodivergent person.  

 

Figure 5: Persona Profile 

Phase 2 – Design Thinking Workshop: An invitation email 

was sent to the interview participants asking them to take 

part in a design thinking workshop (Appendix B). Those who 

agreed to participate were sent a consent form prior to the 

workshop event (Appendix B). The neurotypical and neurodivergent participants who volunteered were 

provided instructions at the beginning of the workshop and the researcher acted as the facilitator to 

help with the group activity (Appendix C). Due to participant availability four workshop events were 

held. For the first part of the workshop, data from the interviews that had been sorted into topics with 

affinity clustering was used for a rose-thorn-bud activity. Participants were asked to discuss the topics 

with the intent of expanding on what is positive (Rose), negative (Thorn), and where there is potential 

(Bud). The workshops brought the two neurotypes together to discuss topics, share insights, and make 

decisions on the topics at hand. In addition, by working together the different neurotypes gained 

awareness into how the two mindsets communicate. The second part of the workshop was a critique of 



 
 

 20 
 

the persona profiles. Through evaluation of the profiles by the neurotypes with positive and negative 

feedback, the strengths and weaknesses of the profiles emerged. The constructive feedback and 

perspective sharing of the workshop created clarity between the different profiles making them more 

accurate in their assessment of the neurotypes. The final part of the workshop was experience 

diagramming. The workshop participants were asked to reflect on the communication experience 

looking for details of their journey before, during, and after each event. They shared their experiences 

by listing their actions, thoughts, feelings, interactions, and opportunities during the workshop 

highlighting their journey (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Experience Diagram 

Project Timetable 

The project timetable was 21 weeks from the time of the interviews to the end of the design thinking 

workshops (Table 2). 

Research Project Timetable 

Phase One 

Interviewing Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 8 weeks 

Affinity Clustering Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 3 weeks 

Persona Profiles Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 2 weeks 

Phase Two 

Rose-Thorn-Bud Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

8 weeks 

Persona Critique Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Experience Diagramming Design-Thinking Methodology; Qualitative Data 

Table 2: Research Project Timetable 
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Data Analysis 
Thematic analysis was used to interpret people’s views, opinions, knowledge, experiences, or values 

from the research data (Figure 7). The interview Zoom transcripts were read through with keywords 

underlined and noted (what Creswell & Creswell, 2018 call codes). Using affinity clustering, these codes 

and phrases were clustered into common themes. An inductive approach discerned observations and 

patterns from the workshop event activities to present the results of the research. 

 

Figure 7: Data Analysis 

Results 

Phase 1: Data Collection 
During phase one, data was collected from participants through interviews. The interview data was then 

turned into affinity clusters and persona profiles for the workshops. 

Interviews 
Twelve participants completed the interviews over a two month 

period. The demographics as percentage of the neurotypes were 50% 

neurotypical and 50% neurodivergent participants to provide for 

equal input into the research data. The participants consisted of four 

neurotypical females, two neurodivergent females, two neurotypical 

males, and four neurodivergent males (Figure 8). The age ranges of 

the participants varied from 26 to 58 with 50% Millennial, 33% 

Generation X, and 17% Generation Z (Figure 9). The participants 

details including their pseudonyms are in Table 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Participant Demographic – 
Gender and Neurotype 
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Participant Details 

Name Age Gender Neurotype 

Ben 47 Male NT 

Charlotte 52 Female ND 

Emma 26 Female ND 

George 42 Male ND 

Harper 42 Female NT 

Henry 44 Male NT 

James 46 Male ND 

Leonard 42 Male ND 

Lily 58 Female NT 

Lucas 26 Male ND 

Mia 43 Female NT 

Sophia 44 Female NT 

Table 3: Participant Details 

Interview Questions 
The interview was divided into four question categories. The first section explored intersubjectivity 

between the neurotypes. Their preferences, challenges, and strategies of individuals with neurodiverse 

experiences. The second section uncovered the internal thoughts, feelings, and concerns that individuals 

with neurodiverse experiences may have regarding intersubjectivity. The third revealed the emotional 

experiences and reactions of individuals with neurodiverse experiences in intersubjectivity. The final 

section explored the observable behaviors and actions of individuals with neurodiverse experiences 

during communication interactions. Themes from the participants answers were extracted and 

categorized into affinity clusters and personas were developed for the second phase workshops. The 

interview questions and answers are in Appendix D. 

Affinity Clustering 
Affinity clustering was applied to the transcripts to move from individual interviews to informative 

themes. This process involved extracting meaningful statements from participants, organizing them into 

groups of similar ideas, and collaboratively labeling those groups as themes. Clustering allowed 

recurring patterns, such as preferences, challenges, strategies, and emotional responses, to emerge 

across neurodivergent and neurotypical perspectives. Table 4 below presents these clustered themes, 

showing how the neurotypical and neurodivergent experiences intersect to form broader insights into 

cross-neurotype communication. There was a total of 86 sticky note topics created from the interviews 

for the workshops. For the details on the themes and topics see Appendix E. 

 

Figure 9: Participant Demographic - Age 
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Affinity Clustering Themes 

Neurotypical Clusters Neurodivergent Clusters 

Communication Preferences Information Processing & Communication Preferences 

Clarity Tools & Adjustments Workplace Dynamics & Accommodation Gaps 

Preparation & Internal Strategies Masking, Self-Regulation, & Internal Dialogue 

Sensory & Environmental Regulation  Sensory Sensitivities & Coping Mechanisms 

Social Dynamics & Comfort Zones Identity, Disclosure, & Stigma 

Nonverbal & Social Cue Navigation Social Interaction Challenges & Anxiety 

Challenging Interactions & Conflict Breakdowns & Emotional Responses 

Emotional Responses Success, Confidence, & Affirmation 

Empathy & Mutual Understanding Empathy, Mutual Understanding, & Inclusion 

Table 4: Affinity Clustering Themes 

The themes were extracted from the interviews into neurotypical (NT) and neurodivergent (ND) and 

then associated across the neurotypes to gain perspective on the topics. The themes below with quotes 

from the interviews provide insight into how they were generated. 

 

The first pair of clusters were based on the expressed communication preferences of both neurotypes 

along with ND information processing.  

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Communication Preferences 
Sophia (NT); “I like when people are concise but still polite. Short 
doesn’t have to sound harsh.”  

Information Processing & 
Communication Preferences 

James (ND); “Text gives me time to think and make sure I say what I 
mean. In conversation, things move too fast. I can’t always keep up, 
and then I miss my chance to respond.”  

 

The second cluster pair were NT clarity tools and adjustments associated to ND workplace dynamics and 

accommodation gaps.  

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Clarity Tools & Adjustments 
Mia (NT); “If something sounds vague, I’ll echo it back and ask, ‘Did I 
get that right?’ It keeps the conversation transparent.”  

Workplace Dynamics & 
Accommodation Gaps 

Leonard (ND); “I’ll write out my questions before a meeting. It helps 
me listen better because I’m not worrying about what to say next. 
Having structure helps me not get caught in the moment or forget 
details.”  

 

The third cluster pair was the NT theme of preparation and internal strategies associated to the ND 

theme of masking, self-regulation, and internal dialogue. 
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Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Preparation & Internal 
Strategies 

Harper (NT); “I like to take a moment before walking in to reset my 
posture, breathe, and remind myself of my purpose. If I skip that, I 
come across more reactive.”  

Masking, Self-Regulation, & 
Internal Dialogue 

Emma (ND); “It’s like performing. I know what version of me is 
acceptable, so that’s who shows up. People like the version of me 
that isn’t real, and that hurts. Afterwards, I feel wiped out, like I 
used up all my energy pretending to be normal.” 

 

The fourth cluster pair was the NT sensory and environmental regulation associated to ND sensory 

sensitivities and coping mechanisms. 

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Sensory & Environmental 
Regulation  

Ben (NT); “I like knowing what kind of meeting I’m walking into. If the 
lighting or setup feels chaotic, I have trouble focusing. I’ll rearrange 
my space close tabs, move papers before a call so I can stay present.” 

Sensory Sensitivities & 
Coping Mechanisms 

Charlotte (ND); “If the lights are too bright or the room’s echoey, I 
start losing words. It’s like my brain shuts down mid-sentence. I have 
to pull back until things calm down.” 

 

The fifth cluster pair was NT social dynamics and comfort zones associated to ND identity, disclosure, 

and stigma. 

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Social Dynamics & Comfort 
Zones 

Henry (NT); “I’d call it being professional, not masking. You adapt 
your behavior for the setting that’s just courtesy. But if I have to keep 
filtering every word or gesture, then the environment probably isn’t 
inclusive enough.” 

Identity, Disclosure, & 
Stigma 

Lucus (ND); “I try to keep myself from fidgeting or interrupting, but 
it’s not easy. Sometimes I tone things down, so people don’t think 
I’m impatient or distracted. If I suppress too much, I lose my 
rhythm.” 

 

 

The sixth cluster pair was NT nonverbal and social cue navigation associated to ND social interaction 

challenges and anxiety. 

 

 



 
 

 25 
 

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Nonverbal & Social Cue 
Navigation 

Sophia (NT); “Listening first gives me context. If I jump in too fast, I 
miss what people really mean. When I hold back, I can read tone, 
expressions, and the flow of the room before I add anything.” 

Social Interaction 
Challenges & Anxiety 

Charlotte (ND); “If I relax too much, my tone or face gets read the 
wrong way. So, I monitor everything, smile, posture, eye contact. It’s 
exhausting to constantly second-guess what looks ‘appropriate.’” 

 

The seventh cluster pair was NT challenging interactions and conflict associated with ND breakdowns 

and emotional responses. 

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Challenging Interactions & 
Conflict 

Henry (NT); “Before a tough meeting, I run through possible 
questions in my head, so I’m not caught off guard. I focus on my 
tone, calm, confident, measured, even if I don’t feel that way at first. 
It’s about setting the tone before the conversation starts. If I go in 
mentally clear, I can listen better and not react emotionally.” 

Breakdowns & Emotional 
Responses 

Emma (ND): “When I’ve spent all day holding everything in; tone, 
expression, movement. I eventually snap over something small. 
People think I’m overreacting, but they don’t see how much I’ve 
already been managing quietly. It’s like a dam breaking.” 

 

The eighth cluster pair was NT emotional responses associated with ND success, confidence and 

affirmation. 

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Emotional Responses 

Lily (NT); “I reflect sometimes, but I have to be careful not to 
overthink. I can spiral into self-criticism instead of learning. If I replay 
it too much, I start focusing on what went wrong instead of what to 
improve.” 

Success, Confidence, & 
Affirmation 

George (ND); “I’ve learned to hold back certain reactions, so I don’t 
overwhelm people. If I slow my pacing or tone down movement, 
people follow the conversation better. It’s not pretending; it’s 
adjusting so communication actually works. When I manage it on my 
own terms, it helps me stay focused and keeps things from spiraling.” 

 

The ninth cluster pair was NT empathy and mutual understanding associated with ND empathy, mutual 

understanding, and inclusion. 

 



 
 

 26 
 

 

Affinity Cluster Sample Participant Responses 

Empathy & Mutual 
Understanding 

Sophia (NT); “I want to know if what I said matched what I meant. If 
something felt off, I check in. Empathy for me is about making sure 
the message landed the way I intended, not just that it was said.” 

Empathy, Mutual 
Understanding, & Inclusion 

Charlotte (ND); “When someone actually gets how my brain works, 
not just tolerates it, everything changes. I can relax, I can be real. 
That’s inclusion.” 

 

 

 

Persona Profiles 
The neurotypical persona profile of Alex (Figure 10) and the neurodivergent persona profile of Riley 

(Figure 11) were based on the answers from interview questions by extracting goal and motivations, 

fears and frustrations, tasks and activities, and needs of the neurotypes.  
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Figure 10: Alex (NT) Persona Profile 
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Figure 11: Riley (ND) Persona Profile 
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NT goals and motivation had several key quotes used to identify the persona profile attributes. 

NT Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Goals & 
Motivation 

Lily (NT); “I think clarification when you’re communicating with 
someone whether they identify as neurotypical or neurodiverse. 
Taking your time…Communicate and focus on what you're saying. 
Being clear, concise, to the point.” 

 

Harper (NT); “Have patience and grace and come into it 
understanding that you’re going to have different communication 
styles so mirroring, I think, is important…Assume positive intent. Try 
not to get frustrated. Be patient with each other, and mirror to make 
sure that you are communicating the way you think you are.” 

 

Sophia (NT); “Large groups make me uneasy. I prefer smaller group 
settings where I can have meaningful one-on-one conversations with 
people. In large crowds, I feel like I have to stay on guard which 
makes it hard to listen or fully engage.” 

 

Ben (NT); “I immediately worry about what everybody thinks of me 
and how am I perceived… I get into a better mode when I focus on 
how others are interacting… If I can somehow weave in something 
they appreciate early, it helps me get a smile or a quick reaction… It 
helps me get past that worry.” 

 

The NT participants were clear about their fears and frustrations. 

NT Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Fears & 
Frustrations 

Harper (NT); “I find it extremely challenging and overwhelming when 
there’s somebody that is extremely dominating. Where there’s an 
underlying dominance that kind of rubs me wrong, either because I 
don’t agree with their vision or because I feel like they are quieting 
voices… If I can’t confront it in a way that gives it a potential solution, 
then I probably will just separate myself.” 

 

Henry (NT); “I tend to shut down if there’s so many things going on… 
if we’re at a crowded restaurant, or there’s a lot of people talking at 
once I’m not gonna fight for attention… I’m just probably not gonna 
talk or try to speak above everybody else.” 

 

Lily (NT); “You have to kind of take it point by point and say, am I not 
communicating effectively in a way that someone can understand 
what I’m saying… You have to see kind of where you’re culpable in 
miscommunication.” 

 

Ben (NT); “I struggle with being direct… I think what I’m trying to do 
is establish more of a bond and a connection and make sure the 
emotions are understood before I immediately go into the why… I’m 
trying to control the environment before sending over a message.”  
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When it came to tasks and activities the participants provided details on how they structured their 

responsibilities. 

NT Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Tasks & Activities 

Ben (NT); “A read-ahead that’s visual or even if it’s just making notes 
to myself of what the communication may be about, or game 
planning what the communication may be… that helps me stop 
running through it in my head and feel organized.” 

 

Henry (NT); “My wife and I sometimes have miscommunication, and 
it helps when we define the weekend. What are we gonna do this 
weekend? We just bought a calendar that we hung on the wall. It’s a 
digital one that we all can add to, my kids, my wife, me. We add 
different events that we have to go to… that’s been very helpful.” 

 

Lily (NT); “I’m big on eye contact… unless I can see that the person 
that I’m talking to is uncomfortable. If I see that someone isn’t able 
to hold eye contact, I don’t take that as a personal affront… You have 
to be mindful of people who you can see are clearly uncomfortable 
and be able to put people at ease.” 

 

Mia (NT); “I tend to kind of hang back and observe before diving into 
the setting, and then… somewhat meet someone’s vibe. If someone 
is very smiley and outgoing, then kind of be cheerful. If someone’s 
acting a little more reserved, kind of be calmer.” 

 

With needs there were clear details provided for what the NT participants expected. 

NT Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Needs 

Harper (NT); “If I’m entering a new situation or group, I tend to be 
much more reserved and observant. I’m looking for what is the tone 
and what is the environment. You got to observe before you really 
feel comfortable to engage at any sincere level.” 

 

Lily (NT); “I think clarification when you're communicating with 
someone whether they identify as neurotypical or neurodiverse. 
Taking your time… Communicate and focus on what you're saying. 
Being clear, concise, to the point.” 

 

Sophia (NT); "I tried to reduce sensory input. By politely asking for a 
change of environment. I might say something like, hey, it’s hard to 
focus in here, can we go somewhere else? Can we step outside?” 

 

Harper (NT); “Have patience and grace and come into it 
understanding that you’re going to have different communication 
styles… Assume positive intent. Try not to get frustrated. Be patient 
with each other, and mirror to make sure that you are 
communicating the way you think you are.” 
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Each persona profile had a unique attribute. For NT it was self-monitoring and internalized responsibility 

which was about taking personal responsibility for communication outcomes. 

NT Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Self-Monitoring & 
Internalized 
Responsibility 

Harper (NT); “My knee-jerk is to take ownership, even if it’s not my 
fault… I’ll beat myself up more than I probably should, although I try 
not to do that because I wouldn’t want somebody else to do that.” 

 

Ben (NT); “I immediately get defensive… but I’ve learned over time to 
try to mask that emotion and try not to show it, because I know if I 
get defensive and show the defensiveness, it may just amp up the 
back-and-forth and not help.” 

 

Lily (NT); We have a tendency and a fast-paced world to sort of throw 
a lot of information at people all at once and we kind of lump 
everything together into this really rapid-fire supposedly easily 
digestible packet of information. I think sometimes if you just kind of 
slow down. Communicate and focus on what you're saying. And the 
person that you're speaking to. Being clear, concise, to the point.  

 

Henry (NT); “If I say something that I feel like I should have said, but 
it comes across the wrong way or it isn’t received well… I would just 
think, oh, I shouldn’t have said something that way, or I would 
probably tend to think it’s probably my fault, I should have 
communicated differently.”  

 

For the N D persona profile of Riley there are similarities with the NT persona profile but there are also 

unique perspectives expressed for goals and motivation. 
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ND Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Goals & Motivation 

James (ND); “I’ve had good instructions from teachers and professors 
and poor instruction. I find that the teachers who lay out a syllabus 
or a plan up front and follow that plan without making any last-
minute changes are very effective. I like clear instruction at work. If 
youre going to give me instructions, make it clear.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “Pick on them about their college football teams. … It 
just opens it up and that’s, like, the safe space. To try and build 
relationships because when people feel comfortable and can do that 
back and forth, I feel it’s a little easier to communicate.” 

 

Lucas (ND); “What I typically do is a sort of soft reset if there’s 
overstimulation. I sort of have to stop for a second. If there’s a lot of 
sensory input, if there’s a lot going on, and I’m very confused, I just 
have to have that momentary pause.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “So, the report, we’re not right 100% of the time but 
trying to be correct. As much as I can be to build the rapport, 
technical rapport. Because if you are wrong, they will stop listening 
altogether.” 

 

The fears and frustrations of the ND expressed internal awareness and adaptations.  

ND Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Fears & 
Frustrations 

Emma (ND); “I don’t really get angry if I feel like I’ve made myself as 
clear as I could and even then, in hindsight, it’s like, I probably could 
have made myself clearer, figured out a different way to 
communicate, or something. That’s where I kind of feel like a failure, 
and I feel hurt.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “When people just talk to fill a void, they drive me 
bananas. Because they’re not talking about anything of substance, 
and now they're wasting my time. … If the confusion is on my side, I 
immediately apologize. Oh, my goodness, I totally misunderstood, 
and I’m so sorry.” 

 

Emma (ND); “If I’m having a conversation with somebody, and 
there’s high-pitched noise that’s going on in the building, and I can 
hear it. I’ve tried to find coping skills … that make me be able to focus 
and feel less overwhelmed in the moment.” 

 

Lucas (ND); “This happened a lot more when I was younger. Less so 
the more I began masking, but earlier on it was crippling. … Masking 
actually let me outwardly seem a lot more gregarious and get 
through that.” 
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With the ND tasks and activities, they developed techniques to help with handling their needs. 

ND Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Tasks & Activities 

Lucas (ND); “I would say massive lists. Either delivered verbally or 
written. But in a format that I have to sift through. Because if it’s not 
outright mentioned what step is what and which step is which? Then 
I will indelibly miss something. It's going to happen." 

 

Emma (ND); “If I’m nervous about the conversation for some reason, 
I’ll rehearse it, or I’ll have to give myself a little bit of a pep talk. … I 
feel like I have to have something on deck for when there’s silence.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “If I’m starting to drift in conversations … I pinched 
myself on my hand in the soft spot. That always seems to help bring 
me a little bit back.” 

 

Lucas (ND); “In conversation I recite back what I heard. So that I can 
check to see if I fully understood, because odds are, that’s how I get 
the piece that I missed. I'll make the list, and I'll say, okay, here's 
what I have. Typically, 9 times out of 10, it’s worked the best, 
because I get the information I'm missing. The other person knows 
I'm hearing them. ... It does help manage expectations a little bit, and 
it also does sort of help cut down on frustration with the other 
person too, because they're knowing I'm hearing them.” 

 

ND Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Needs 

James (ND); “It does help me if I write an itemized meeting, meaning 
there are steps to be taken. It helps me to have an outline of that 
meeting, but if I’m going into a situation where I need to discuss 
certain things.” 

 

Lucas (ND); “What I typically do is a sort of soft reset if there’s 
overstimulation. I sort of have to stop for a second and breathe. In 
for 4 seconds, hold for 4 seconds, out for 4 seconds. It generally 
slows my heart rate down, helps me get my head on straight.” 

 

Emma (ND); “I am thinking about how I am going to be perceived. If 
I’m in a new situation with people I don’t know or engaging in an 
official communication. My first thought is how every word I’m going 
to say is going to shape initial perceptions of me. I often find myself 
slowing down rather deliberately in communication. I have to kind of 
analyze sentences pretty carefully." 

 

Charlotte (ND); "Nearly all the work is done by the neurodivergent 
people trying to communicate with the neurotypical people versus 
the neurotypical people putting in the effort to communicate with 
the neurodivergent people. It seems like we have to accommodate 
them, versus them even trying a little bit to accommodate us." 
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The unique attribute for ND is trust and authenticity in communication which is on how trust influences 

the ability of neurodivergent individuals to communicate. 

NT Persona Profile Sample Participant Responses 

Trust & 
Authenticity in 
Communication 

Leonard (ND); “The last time I told someone I went out with socially I 
had ADHD. They started making jokes that I couldn’t read. So, I 
typically don’t talk about it. … I don’t like people to know, because 
then they jump to judgment that, oh, you’re disabled. You can’t do 
this as well, or you can’t do that as well, so I typically don’t bring it 
up.” 

 

Emma (ND); “It makes me really happy, because it feels like I’m being 
understood, or it’s an attempt at trying to understand and for me, 
intention matters a lot. … Trying to have empathy for their situation 
and their communication … helps make me feel more understood, 
which of course makes me feel really good.” 

 

James (ND); “One of my strategies is I have a step-by-step paper of 
pretty much exactly what to say and when to say it. Then I’ll write 
notes in each of these locations, if somebody brings something up to 
me beforehand that needs to be addressed, I slotted into that spot, 
so I have my notes with me.” 

 

Emma (ND); “I’ll just be direct. Not necessarily blunt, but direct. If it’s 
someone I don’t know as well … I might take it to my friend and wife 
later and be like how would y’all read into this? Then I almost kind of 
take what they say, keep it in my mind for the next thing.  If 
something like that happens again, I’ve got a reference.” 

 

Phase 2: Workshop Data Investigation and Analysis 
For the investigation and analysis of the workshop data, the section will be divided into the following. 

Rose-thorn-bud data from the workshops followed by the critique data of the persona profiles, and 

finally the details from the experience diagramming with results at the conclusion of each topic. 

Rose-Thorn-Bud 
Rose-Thorn-Bud was the first workshop activity. Overall, there were more rose than thorn and bud 

combined with a small number of topics with no majority of opinions (Table 5). The two neurotypes had 

total consensus, 100% agreement, on 26 rose, 9 thorn, and 2 bud topics. 

Topics by Neurotype 

Neurotype Rose Thorn Bud No Majority 

Neurotypical 46 20 14 6 

Neurodivergent 50 22 6 8 
Table 5: Topics by Neurotype 
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Total Consensus Rose Topics 

For the total consensus rose topics 17 were from the neurotypical clusters and 9 were from the 

neurodivergent clusters. In general, there were very little comments on the topics that the majority 

agreed upon. Most of the time group members would say “rose” and did not add details even when 

asked. It was as if there was a broad understanding that the topic was positive or good for everyone. 

The topics by identification (ID) number with samples of the participant responses are below. 

ID Topics and Sample Participant Responses 

NT-1E Uses calendars or digital planners to coordinate and clarify plans. 

 Mia (NT); “It’s organization. It keeps things from slipping through the cracks.” 

 

Lucas (ND); “It’s just practical. It keeps you from forgetting stuff and makes things 
smoother.”  

NT-2A Uses mirroring and reflective listening to ensure clarity. 

 Harper (NT); “That’s active listening. That’s, like, yes, I’m hearing you.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s the essence of good communication. It’s one of those things that 
builds trust immediately.”  

NT-2B Requests rewording or repeats of unclear instructions. 

 

Ben (NT) said, “Teach kids. Make sure you're asking questions in school instead of I'll 
just sit there.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s not a weakness. That’s a communication strength.”  

NT-2C Breaks down complex topics into smaller parts for comprehension. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s how learning happens. Chunking information.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s the cornerstone of both teaching and understanding.”  

NT-2D Uses visual aids, outlines, or structured lists to communicate. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s clarity, that’s organization.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s something that helps everyone not just the person doing it.”  

NT-2E Plans and organizes communication for smoother delivery. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s intentional communication.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s planning ahead. It’s effective and respectful of others’ time.”  

NT-3D Asks clarifying questions to avoid assumptions. 

 

Ben (NT); “I’d rather ask a quick question than waste time fixing a misunderstanding. 
Clarity early saves frustration later.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “If I don’t understand something, I’ll ask again even if I feel awkward. 
It’s better than pretending and getting it wrong.” 

NT-5B Prefers to be around familiar people or shared-purpose groups. 

 

Mia (NT); “I would say that’s part of humanity, honestly. That’s how communities 
form.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “I’d say Rose, because that kind of reinforces belonging and common 
goals.”  
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NT-5E Tends to observe first before fully engaging. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s discernment. That’s situational awareness.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s actually a strength, because you’re reading the room before 
acting.”  

NT-7A Avoids dominance-driven or condescending communication styles. 

 

Harper (NT); “I try not to sound like I’m talking down to people. It shuts things down 
fast. Nobody wants to feel like they’re being corrected instead of included.” 

 Charlotte (ND); “I try not to be a jerk. It doesn’t always work though.”  

NT-8A Experiences relief or pride after effective communication. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s emotional feedback, like the internal reward of, I did that well.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s the sense of accomplishment especially if the interaction was 
challenging. You can walk away from it knowing it landed right.”  

NT-8D Feels more open and engaged when mutual understanding is achieved. 

 

Henry (NT); “Clarity builds trust. If I feel like the other person gets what I mean, I 
engage more. When I’m unsure, I hold back.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s the payoff when you actually feel seen and understood, that’s 
when real engagement happens.”  

NT-9A Values being heard, seen, and understood. 

 Mia (NT) said, “That’s a fundamental human need, right there.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s the foundation of communication. Being understood is the whole 
point.”  

NT-9B Strives to understand others' perspectives, even if different. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s empathy. That’s perspective-taking.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s what makes communication work. Curiosity instead of judgment.”  

NT-9C Recognizes the need for mutual patience and adaptation. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s collaboration, that’s understanding it’s a two-way street.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s the essence of good communication, everyone adjusting a little, so 
it works.”  

NT-9D Believes inclusive, empathetic communication benefits everyone. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s like, baseline good communication.”  

 

George (ND); “Clear and kind communication levels the field. You don’t have to waste 
energy decoding tone or guessing intention.” 

NT-9E Seeks shared ground and rapport through open dialogue. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s building bridges. That’s communication at its best.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s mutual understanding. Open dialogue creates connection.”   
ND-1B Visual and written learning styles. 

 

Henry (NT); “I like it when you've got a procedure with, I'll use the old school term, 
visual aids, where you have screenshots of what you're supposed to see. Stuff like 
that.”  

 

Emma (ND); “I can follow a video way faster than reading a big block of text.” 
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ND-1C Need for clear, unambiguous language. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s just good communication. Everyone benefits from that.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s precision. It prevents misunderstandings. It’s not picky, it’s 
efficient.”  

ND-1E Use of checklists and structured formats. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s organization, that’s accountability.”  

 Leonard (ND); “It's pretty much what I'll do every morning when I go into work.”  

ND-5E Desire for understanding without pity. 

 Harper (NT); "Because pity feels patronizing. You just want to be seen as capable.”  

 Charlotte (ND); “I want understanding. I don't want pity.”  

ND-8A Feelings of triumph, relief, or exhilaration after successful communication. 

 Harper (NT); “That’s that ‘yes’ moment. Like, finally, it worked.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s that burst of confidence. It makes you want to do it again.” 

ND-8B Internal validation and self-esteem reinforcement. 

 

Harper (NT); “It’s like when you don’t need someone else’s approval. You just know 
you did okay.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s intrinsic motivation. That feeling of I handled that right sticks with 
you.”  

ND-9A Value placed on empathy and being "met halfway". 

 

Mia (NT); “That’s connection when both sides make an effort, that’s what makes it 
work.”  

 Lucus (ND); “It’s mutual respect, not one person doing all the adapting.”  

ND-9B Enhanced communication with other neurodivergent individuals. 

 

Harper (NT); “There’s just a level of ease there. You don’t have to overthink how 
you’re coming across.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “It’s easier communication. You don’t have to translate yourself all the 
time.”  

ND-9C Trust built through transparency and curiosity. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s honesty. That’s how you build relationships that last.”  

 Lucus (ND); “That’s open communication. Being real invites trust.”  
 

A central theme throughout the rose topics was the shared value of clarity and structure with both NT 

and ND participants praising calendars, planners, visual outlines, and step-by-step explanations for 

keeping information organized and preventing misunderstanding. They described these tools as signals 

of respect and professionalism rather than rigidity. Active listening and mirroring were also celebrated 

as trust-building behaviors that make people feel heard; paraphrasing, checking for understanding, and 

asking clarifying questions were framed as strengths instead of weaknesses. Participants linked clarity 

and repetition to confidence and smoother collaboration. Preparedness, including mentally rehearsing 

or outlining before speaking, was described as intentional communication that shows consideration for 

others’ time. In social settings, both groups valued belonging with familiar, like-minded people and 
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emphasized that observation before engagement demonstrates maturity and awareness. Empathy, 

tone, and respect consistently emerged as hallmarks of positive communication, with participants 

stressing that connection depends on authenticity and mutual understanding rather than dominance or 

performance. Emotional validation, those moments when an exchange “went well” or felt genuine, 

reinforced confidence and motivation to communicate. There were ND-specific positives such as valuing 

direct language for efficiency, desiring understanding without pity, and feeling most authentic when 

communicating with other neurodivergent individuals. Both neurotypes associated effective 

communication with honesty, patience, and inclusion. The overall synthesis shows that clarity, empathy, 

structure, and emotional awareness are universally appreciated traits, revealing that neuro-inclusive 

communication practices benefit everyone by promoting understanding, trust, and shared humanity. 

Total Consensus Thorn Topics 

Thorn had nine topics that the neurotypes had total consensus on. The majority of the thorns were from 

neurodivergent topics with eight out of the nine with only one neurotypical topic. As with the rose 

topics there were very few comments made. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-8C Tends to self-blame or second-guess communication missteps. 

 Mia (NT); “That can really mess with your confidence.”  

  

Lucus (ND); “That’s a loop that can eat at you. Keep replaying it and it doesn’t help 
anything.”  

ND-2A Lack of formal accommodation. 

 

Mia (NT); “That’s systemic. You can’t always get what you need even if you know 
exactly what it is.”  

 

Lucus (ND); “That’s frustrating. You’re aware of the barriers, but you don’t have the 
power to change them.”  

ND-3D Inner critic / internalized perfectionism. 

 

Harper (NT); “I get caught up replaying moments where I think I should have handled 
it differently. It’s not about guilt, it’s wanting to fix it, but it can spiral.” 

 

James (ND); “That's when you beat yourself up for an hour and a half after a 
conversation.”  

ND-5B Fear of stigmatization or judgment. 

 

Lily (NT); “I’m conscious of tone because I don’t want to sound bossy or 
condescending. You can be right about something and still get labeled the wrong 
way.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I don’t always say what I’m thinking because I’m worried it’ll come 
across wrong. If people knew how hard I have to work to seem normal, they’d 
probably see me differently.” 
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ND-5D Internalized stigma and self-doubt. 

 Mia (NT); “That’s the hardest one when the negative stuff gets in your own head.”  

 

Emma (ND); “I think that one goes along with the masking, because you feel like you 
have to hide certain parts of yourself, and then you start doubting whether those 
parts are even okay to show at all.”   

ND-6B Fear of being misunderstood or perceived as incompetent. 

 

Sophia (NT); “I worry sometimes that asking too many questions will make me look 
unprepared. It’s not about ego; it’s about not wanting people to think I’m incapable.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I worry people think I’m scattered or not paying attention when I’m 
actually processing. They don’t see that I’m still thinking, just not fast out loud.” 

ND-7A Frustration, self-blame, and anxiety from communication errors. 

 

Harper (NT); “I’ll think, ‘Why did I say it like that?’ It bugs me when I know I could’ve 
handled it better. I try to learn from it, but it lingers a bit.” 

 

James (ND); “If I stumble over words or lose my train of thought, I feel embarrassed. 
My brain starts spiraling; I’ll over-apologize just to make sure they know I didn’t mean 
it wrong.” 

ND-7B Emotional shutdowns, meltdowns, or withdrawal. 

 

Ben (NT); “I don’t have meltdowns, but I definitely withdraw when things get intense. 
It’s like hitting pause so I don’t make it worse.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I get mentally exhausted and just shut down. I can’t fake normal 
anymore. I’ll disappear for a bit to reset, it’s not personal, it’s protection.” 

ND-7D Feelings of isolation, imposter syndrome, and inadequacy. 

 

Harper (NT); “It’s a lonely one. It’s the kind of thing you don’t talk about, but it eats at 
you.”  

 

Charlotte (ND); “I can be in a room full of people and still feel like I’m on the outside 
looking in. It’s not about being shy, it’s about not fitting the rhythm everyone else 
seems to have.” 

 

Reflections from both NT and ND participants highlighted the emotional and psychological barriers they 

experience in communication and inclusion. Only one NT topic appeared which participants described as 

a confidence-draining loop of rumination. Most of the thorns came from ND experiences, focusing on 

systemic and internal struggles such as lack of formal accommodation, fear of stigma and judgment, and 

internalized self-doubt. ND participants often described being aware of barriers yet powerless to change 

them, and how ongoing masking, perfectionism, and fear of being misunderstood led to burnout and 

anxiety. Both NT and ND respondents related to overthinking, emotional exhaustion, and frustration 

after communication errors, while ND participants added descriptions of shutdowns, withdrawal, and 

isolation following social or cognitive overload. Common emotions across topics included frustration, 

exhaustion, and loneliness often tied to feeling unseen or unsupported. Overall, there is a cost of 
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sustained self-monitoring and unmet needs in communication, contrasting with the Rose document’s 

emphasis on connection and clarity; it reveals that beneath professionalism and empathy, many 

participants silently carry cycles of self-criticism, fear, and internalized stigma that hinder confidence 

and belonging. 

Total Consensus Bud Topics 

The topic with the least amount of consensus was bud with only two. Both were neurotypical topics in 

which an opportunity was seen by both neurotypes. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-7B Dislikes conflict-heavy or emotionally aggressive situations. 

 

Ben (NT); “I feel like this one is an opportunity because I do dislike it, but I can't always 
avoid it. So, I may dislike it, but I have to think through the social aspects and kind of 
learn something.”  

 

Emma (ND); “I used to view conflict as just negative, but I have come to understand 
conflict as a hard conversation that tends to bring about change. Usually, conflict comes 
to a head because something needs to happen. Now I have a more positive view, but 
because of how much I used to dislike conflict-heavy things, I would just run.”  

 

NT-8B Feels frustration or disappointment when misunderstood. 

 

Harper (NT); “I know I shouldn’t take it so personally when I’m misunderstood. There’s 
an opportunity to pause and ask what they heard instead of shutting down.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I’m working on not spiraling when people don’t get me right away. It’s 
a chance to explain differently instead of shutting down.” 

 

Unlike the rose or thorn topics, buds represent neutral or transitional states with challenges that 

participants view as potential for improvement rather than failure. NT participants described these as 

opportunities to develop resilience, empathy, and self-advocacy in uncomfortable contexts. ND 

participants expressed similar awareness, noting that avoiding conflict is self-preserving but can hinder 

necessary change. Both groups viewed the frustration of being misunderstood as a moment for growth, 

a way to improve communication boundaries and emotional regulation. Participants reframed 

discomfort as productive tension, not something to eliminate but to navigate consciously. Overall, the 

topics reveal a shared belief across neurotypes that emotional friction and misunderstanding can be 

catalysts for learning, empathy, and improved self-expression, marking these moments as fertile ground 

for growth rather than failure. 
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Topics of Discord: NT-1 and ND-1  

To continue the investigation and analysis of rose-thorn-bud, the clusters where there was not a total 

consensus and their topics were examined to gain a deeper understanding on the neurotypes 

perspectives. The first cluster from the workshop was Communication Preferences (NT-1). The results of 

rose-thorn-bud show the neurotype preferences of the cluster topics with the neurotypical outcome on 

the left and neurodivergent outcome on the right (Figure 12). Rose is pink, thorn is sage, bud is purple, 

and the white with black border are where there was not a majority opinion expressed. The analysis will 

focus on the clusters with examples from the topics from each neurotype to illustrate their concerns and 

mindset where they differ in outcome. For the neurotypical NT-1 cluster outcome there was rose 

consensus between the nuerotypes on three of the five topics. The neurotypes differed with the topics 

of “Prefers visual or video-based instruction” (NT-1A), top left, and “Verbal instruction is perceived as 

clearer and more efficient” (NT-1C), top right. 

           NT Outcome   ND Outcome 

 

Figure 12: Communication Preferences (NT-1) Compared 

On the topic of, “Prefers visual or video-based instruction” (NT-1A), the NT participants did not have a 

consensus with three rose and three bud while the ND participants had two rose and four bud making it 

a bud topic. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-1A Prefers visual or video-based instruction 

Rose Henry (NT); “If someone walks me through it on screen, I’m good. Written instructions 
make me overthink it.”  

 Emma (ND); “I can follow a video way faster than reading a big block of text.” 

Bud Harper (NT); “I tend to explain things with visuals, like sketching it out on a whiteboard. 
It keeps everyone on the same page. I see it as a data point, not a judgment.” 
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Lucus (ND); “Visuals help me connect the dots. When someone talks too long, my mind 
drifts, but if there’s a chart or a demo, I stay focused. I like having written stuff 
afterward just to check back on, like notes or slides, but not as the first way I learn.” 

 

Both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants expressed a clear preference for visual or video-

based instruction, though their reasons varied slightly. NT participants described visuals as bridging gaps 

in understanding, helping them stay aligned and efficient, and reducing the overthinking that often 

comes with long written explanations. They valued seeing the process mapped out through flowcharts, 

diagrams, or short walk throughs to build shared expectations and maintain focus. ND participants 

echoed this but added that visuals anchor attention and translate abstract information into concrete 

form. They reported that verbal explanations alone felt transient, requiring extra effort to re-imagine or 

backtrack, while videos and diagrams allowed them to process at their own pace and revisit details 

when needed. Overall, both groups emphasized that seeing information unfold rather than just reading 

or hearing it creates faster comprehension, confidence, and connection in learning and communication 

contexts. 

 

The second topic was “Verbal instruction is perceived as clearer and more efficient” (NT-1C). The NT 

participants had four buds and two thorns with the ND participants having four thorns and two buds.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-1C Verbal instruction is perceived as clearer and more efficient 

Bud Ben (NT); “Talking through it helps me catch what matters most. I don’t have to decode 
a bunch of text.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I can process tone and emphasis better in speech, it’s more real, but I 
still need structure.” 

Thorn Lily (NT); “Too much talking makes it harder to follow. I start losing the thread if people 
go on too long or don’t stay focused.” 

 Emma (ND); “Verbal is fine for big picture, but I need it backed up with written steps.” 
 

Both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants recognized the value of verbal instruction for speed, 

tone, and immediate feedback, but their comfort levels and processing needs diverged. NT participants 

described verbal communication as efficient and dynamic, allowing quick clarification, natural dialogue, 

and emotional context through tone and pacing. They appreciated that conversations feel more 

personal and aligned than written exchanges. However, when verbal instruction becomes too lengthy, 

abstract, or disorganized, focus and comprehension drop. ND participants echoed the usefulness of 

hearing things explained aloud but often noted a need for follow-up structure, such as notes or written 
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steps, to retain details or revisit complex points later. In combination, the group revealed a pattern, 

verbal communication builds understanding in real time, but sustained clarity depends on brevity, 

pacing, and supplemental reference materials to support different cognitive styles. 

 

The second cluster from the workshop is a ND cluster on “Information Processing and Comparing the 

Communication Preferences” (ND-1). The results of rose-thorn-bud show the neurotype preferences 

with the neurotypical on the left and neurodivergent on the right (Figure 13). Only one topic differed 

“Step-by-step instruction preference” (ND-1A), bottom left, for NT it was rose and the ND had no 

consensus. 

           NT Outcome   ND Outcome 

  

Figure 13: Information Processing and Communication Preferences (ND-1) Compared  

For “Step-by-step instruction preference” (ND-1A) NT had a majority with five rose and one person 

saying it was an opportunity or bud. The ND participants had no consensus with three rose and three 

bud. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-1A Step-by-step instruction preference 

Rose Henry (NT); “Step-by-step helps me make sure I’m not skipping anything important. I 
like knowing the sequence before diving in. It makes things smoother.” 

 

George (ND); “It’s not about dumbing it down, it’s about clarity. Step-by-step helps me 
process at the right speed. Sequential instructions calm my brain.” 

Bud Sophia (NT); “I like having it mapped out. Once I understand the flow, I can improvise, 
but I need the structure first.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “The best way is when someone talks through what they’re doing like 
narrating each step while showing it. Sometimes people go too slow, explaining every 
tiny thing. That makes me tune out. Too much detail can feel like being micromanaged. 
I want steps, but not handholding.” 
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Both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants expressed a clear preference for step-by-step 

instruction, valuing it as a way to ensure accuracy, alignment, and confidence in task completion. NT 

participants described sequenced instruction as a tool for efficiency and coordination, helping groups 

stay organized and avoid confusion. They appreciated having a roadmap before improvising but 

emphasized the importance of not overcomplicating the process. ND participants framed step-by-step 

guidance as essential for processing clarity and emotional regulation, noting that ordered instructions 

reduce anxiety, prevent mental overload, and allow them to focus on logic rather than interpretation. 

However, both groups recognized opportunities for balance, NT wanting structure without rigidity, and 

ND wanting clarity without micromanagement. Overall, the topic highlights that clear sequencing 

supports understanding for everyone, but optimal communication comes from matching structure with 

flexibility, letting people adjust once the framework is secure. 

Topics of Discord: ND-2  

The cluster “Workplace Dynamics and Accommodation Gaps” (ND-2) (Figure 14) had one topic that 

differed in outcome “Preference for text-based communication over verbal.” (ND-2C), bottom right, 

with it as a bud topic for the NT and rose for the ND. The topic of “Limited awareness of available 

support structures” (ND-2D), top, both neurotypes had it as thorn but there was not a total consensus 

across the neurotypes. 

           NT Outcome   ND Outcome 

 

Figure 14: Workplace Dynamics and Accommodation Gaps (ND-2) Compared  

For the topic of “Preference for text-based communication over verbal.” (ND-2C) NT participants had 

four bud and two rose making it an opportunity topic while the ND was five rose and one bud making it 

a positive topic. 
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ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-2C Preference for text-based communication over verbal 

Rose 
Lily (NT); “Text or email helps me slow down my thoughts before I speak. I can be clear 
that way. I like having things written out because it keeps everyone accountable and 
prevents things from being forgotten.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I can be more articulate in writing. Talking feels like juggling with too 
many variables at once. If it’s written, I don’t have to guess what someone meant. I can 
take time to process before responding. Text lets me slow things down and make sure I 
actually understand what’s being said.” 

Bud 

Harper (NT); “Text is good for follow-ups or quick notes, but not for big conversations. 
It helps when I need to double-check what was said, so nobody misremembers. If it’s 
emotional or complex, I’d rather talk in person, tone gets lost in text. I’ve seen 
misunderstandings happen because people read messages differently than they were 
meant.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I like that text creates a record. It helps me remember what was agreed 
on. Texting or emailing lets me focus on the content instead of tone or facial cues. 
When people talk, there’s pressure to react instantly. With text, I can take a second to 
form a real answer.” 

 

Both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants valued text-based communication for accuracy, 

record-keeping, and clarity, but their motivations diverged. NT participants saw text as efficient and 

organized, ideal for logistics and written confirmation but limited for emotional nuance or fast 

collaboration. They preferred switching to verbal conversation for sensitive or complex matters. ND 

participants described text as a processing and regulation tool, a medium that grants time to think, 

reduces sensory and social pressure, and ensures they are understood as intended. Writing provided 

psychological safety, allowing them to manage pace and wording without the overload or immediacy of 

live conversation.  

 

The topic of “Limited awareness of available support structures” (ND-2D) both neurotypes had it as 

thorn with the NT participants four thorn, and two bud that contrasted to the ND participants who had 

consensus with six thorn. 
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ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-2D Limited awareness of available support structures 

Thorn 

Sophia (NT); “I know there’s an HR support line, but I wouldn’t know who to call for 
something personal or neuro-related. If it’s not clearly presented, people assume it’s 
only for extreme situations. There’s not much conversation about support unless it’s a 
serious issue, so it feels like it’s not really for everyday things. It would help to see 
examples or stories of how people actually use these resources. That would make it feel 
more approachable.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I’ve heard there are support programs, but they’re not really explained 
just links or acronyms you’re supposed to know. If you don’t already understand the 
system, you probably won’t know what to ask for. I wish someone would actually walk 
through what support looks like in practice, not just say it exists. Half the time, I find 
out about things from coworkers instead of official channels. It’s not that help isn’t 
there. It’s that it’s hidden behind too much formality.” 

Bud 

Henry (NT); “Sometimes leaders mention having an ‘open-door policy,’ but it’s not clear 
what that actually means or when you’re supposed to use it. I know there’s an HR line 
and employee resources, but they’re mostly mentioned once at onboarding and never 
brought up again. It would help if people saw examples, like what kind of issues you can 
go to them for, or what happens after you ask for help. Most people don’t think of 
using those programs unless something serious happens.” 

 

The NT and ND participants expressed confusion, uncertainty, and skepticism about available workplace 

support structures, but their perspectives differed in depth and consequence. NT participants described 

the issue as one of visibility and communication resources existed but were poorly advertised, 

inconsistently mentioned, and detached from daily culture. They viewed the problem as a 

communication gap that could be solved through more proactive awareness and normalization. ND 

participants experienced the lack of clarity as a barrier to access and belonging. They described support 

systems as opaque, intimidating, and exclusionary, often hidden behind bureaucracy or stigma. Many 

avoided asking for help out of fear of being misunderstood, labeled, or dismissed. For them, the absence 

of clear pathways reinforced a sense of invisibility and self-reliance. 

Topics of Discord: NT-3 and ND-3  

The cluster “Preparation and Internal Strategies” (NT-3) (Figure 15), topics were all rose, but four did not 

have a total consensus across the neurotypes.  
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                 NT and ND Outcome 

 

Figure 15: Preparation and Internal Strategies (NT-3) 

For “Reviews materials and rehearses before communication tasks” (NT-3A) topic NT participants had 

five rose and one thorn while the ND participants had a consensus with six rose.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-3A Reviews materials and rehearses before communication tasks 

Rose 
Sophia (NT); “If I’m presenting, I go through my notes once or twice just to feel 
comfortable with the flow. I don’t memorize, but I like to know what’s coming next, so I 
don’t stumble. It’s about being polished but still natural.” 

 George (ND); “If I review first, I can focus on the people instead of the content. 
Preparation slows my brain down, so I don’t jump ahead or miss steps.” 

Thorn Lily (NT); “If I over-rehearse, I start sounding scripted instead of real. Once I feel 
comfortable with the outline, I stop practicing, otherwise I overthink it.” 

 

Participants across neurotypes described reviewing materials and rehearsing as a grounding strategy 

that supports clarity, confidence, and flow, rather than memorization. Most framed preparation as a 

way to reduce cognitive load during live interaction allowing them to focus on connection, pacing, and 

responsiveness instead of recall. Reviewing key points, transitions, or openings helped participants stay 

oriented and avoid rambling, skipping steps, or losing their train of thought. One perspective cautioned 

that excessive rehearsal could backfire, leading to rigidity or an inauthentic tone. Preparation was seen 

not as performance, but as a way to stabilize communication so attention can shift from managing 

content to engaging meaningfully with others. 

 

For “Mentally prepares for high-stakes or unfamiliar interactions” (NT-3B) topic NT participants had four 

rose and two bud while the ND participants had five rose and one bud.  
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ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-3B Mentally prepares for high-stakes or unfamiliar interactions 

Rose 
Henry (NT); “Before a tough meeting, I run through possible questions, so I’m not 
caught off guard. I focus on tone, calm, confident, measured, even if I don’t feel that 
way at first.” 

 Charlotte (ND); “Before big meetings, I script openings and possible responses, so I 
don’t freeze. If I’ve walked through it once in my head, it feels like less of a threat.” 

Bud Harper (NT); “I reset my posture and breathe before walking in. It’s not about planning 
what I’ll say. It’s about centering myself, so I don’t react.” 

 Lucus (ND); “I plan things out ahead, but sometimes I over-prepare and it backfires. If it 
doesn’t go how I imagined, I lose focus.” 

 

Both neurotypes described mentally preparing for high-stakes or unfamiliar interactions as a way to 

reduce uncertainty, regulate emotion, and enter conversations with intention rather than reactivity. 

Some responses emphasized visualization, mental walkthroughs, and tone-setting as stabilizing tools 

that allow participants to listen, respond thoughtfully, and avoid being overwhelmed. Preparation was 

framed not as control, but as predictability for lowering the cognitive and emotional load before 

entering complex social terrain. Other responses highlighted a balancing tension while mental 

preparation increases confidence and grounding, too much rehearsal can create rigidity or anxiety when 

interactions deviate from expectations. Mental preparation is viewed as a protective and enabling 

strategy most effective when it supports presence and flexibility rather than performance or 

overcontrol. 

 

The topic of “Mentally prepares for high-stakes or unfamiliar interactions” (NT-3B) the NT participants 

had four rose and two bud while the ND participants had five rose and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-3C Reflects after conversations to evaluate and improve 

Rose Henry (NT); “If something feels off in a conversation, I’ll think about what I said or how I 
said it. Not to beat myself up, but to figure out how to handle it better next time.” 

 Emma (ND); “I reflect a lot, maybe too much. I’ll think about tone, timing, and whether I 
said what I meant. Reflection helps me understand what was actually communicated.” 

Bud Mia (NT); “If something felt tense, I’ll replay it to understand why, but I try not to 
obsess. Reflection helps me separate what I can control from what I can’t.” 

 Lucus (ND); “I replay conversations, but it can turn into overthinking. I’m learning when 
to stop analyzing and just move on.” 
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The neurotypes widely described post-conversation reflection as a deliberate learning mechanism used 

to refine clarity, tone, and effectiveness in future interactions. Several responses emphasized active 

review, replaying conversations to identify misalignment, missed cues, or moments of friction and 

reframed reflection as problem-solving rather than regret. Many participants likened the process to data 

analysis or troubleshooting, using hindsight to improve preparation and delivery. There was an 

important boundary stated on reflection, being useful only when it leads to insight rather than 

rumination. Reflection functioned as a self-regulation and growth strategy, helping participants translate 

lived communication experiences into greater intentionality, awareness, and adaptability over time. 

 

The topic of “Mirrors or paraphrases others to confirm understanding” (NT-3E) the NT participants had 

five rose and one bud while the ND participants had five rose and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-3E Mirrors or paraphrases others to confirm understanding 

Rose 
Lily (NT); “I try to paraphrase, but I’m careful not to overdo it. It’s useful when things 
are complicated or emotional but repeating too much can slow things down.” 

 Leonard (ND); “I paraphrase so my brain doesn’t drift. Saying it back locks it in. If I don’t 
restate it, I might lose the thread or mix up details later.” 

Bud Mia (NT); "If something sounds vague, I’ll echo it back and ask, ‘Did I get that right?’ It 
clears things up, but I don’t do it for every exchange.” 

 Lucus (ND); “I echo parts quietly or in my head. It helps me track meaning, but saying it 
out loud can feel awkward, so sometimes I keep it internal.” 

 

Both neurotypes described mirroring or paraphrasing as a clarity-building strategy that supports shared 

understanding, reduces assumptions, and stabilizes communication flow. Their responses emphasized 

paraphrasing as both a listening signal and a cognitive tool for helping participants process information, 

slow conversations down, and confirm alignment before moving forward. Many framed it as a way to 

manage complexity, emotion, or rapid exchanges, preventing misunderstandings before they solidify. 

Several responses highlighted situational use, noting that while paraphrasing is helpful for ambiguity or 

high-stakes moments, overuse can feel awkward or disruptive. Both used mirroring as a bridge between 

perception and meaning, allowing participants to transform listening into mutual clarity without relying 

on interpretation or guesswork. 

 

The next cluster is “Masking, Self-Regulation and Internal Dialogue” (ND-3) the NT response, left, and ND 

responses, right, were different in two topics (Figure 16), “Conscious social masking to meet 

expectations” (ND-3A), bottom left, and Strategic suppression of natural behaviors (ND-3B), bottom 
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middle. The third topic for analysis is “Logical modeling to interpret social cues” (ND-3E), top right, 

which did not have a consensus for either neurotype. 

            NT Outcome        ND Outcome 

   

Figure 16: Masking, Self-Regulation and Internal Dialogue (ND-3) Compared  

For “Conscious social masking to meet expectations” (ND-3A) topic NT participants had five thorn and 

one bud making it a thorn topic while the ND participants had three thorn and three bud with on 

consensus.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-3A Conscious social masking to meet expectations 

Bud 

Sophia (NT); “When people are always performing, you never know what’s real. I adjust 
my tone depending on who I’m talking to, that’s just communication, but there’s a 
difference between being aware and pretending. If I feel like I have to put on a version 
of myself to fit in, it means something about the environment isn’t right. I’d rather 
people be honest and a little rough around the edges than polished and distant.” 

 

James (ND); “Masking helps me avoid misunderstandings, but it feels like running two 
conversations, the one outside and the one in my head checking every word. If I plan 
how I’m going to respond, I can sound confident even when I’m anxious. It’s exhausting 
sometimes, but it’s better than being misread.” 

Thorn 

Mia (NT); “Sometimes a little polish helps, like in interviews or presentations. It’s part of 
reading the room, not pretending to be someone else. The key is not losing yourself in 
it. If I’m masking so much that I feel drained, then it’s not worth it. That means 
something about the environment is off.” 

 

Emma (ND); “It’s like performing. I know what version of me is acceptable, so that’s 
who shows up. People like the version of me that isn’t real, and that hurts. Afterwards, I 
feel wiped out, like I used up all my energy pretending to be normal. It’s not just tiring, 
it’s lonely.” 

 

Both NT and ND participants acknowledged adjusting their behavior to meet social or professional 

expectations, but their experiences and emotional costs were different. NT participants viewed 

adaptation as professionalism and situational awareness, a normal part of reading the room, 
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maintaining tone, and respecting social norms. They described masking as situational and temporary, 

expressing frustration only when the environment demanded excessive filtering or felt inauthentic. For 

ND participants, masking was constant, deliberate, and exhausting. A learned survival mechanism to 

prevent judgment, rejection, or misinterpretation. They described it as “performance under pressure”, 

requiring cognitive effort to monitor expression, tone, and behavior while concealing their authentic 

selves. This often led to burnout, disconnection, and emotional fatigue. 

 

The second ND-3 topic was “Strategic suppression of natural behaviors” (ND-3B). The NT participants 

had one rose, one thorn, and four bud making it a bud topic. The ND participants had two rose, two 

thorn, and two bud with no consensus.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-3B Strategic suppression of natural behaviors 

Rose 

Sophia (NT); “Being aware of my body language helps. I’ve learned that calming 
gestures can make people feel more comfortable. It’s not about hiding who I am. It’s 
about being mindful of how I come across. When I choose to soften my tone or pause, 
it keeps the energy in the room balanced. It feels good when awareness helps everyone 
relax, that’s not suppression, that’s intention.” 

 

George (ND); “I’ve learned to hold back certain reactions, so I don’t overwhelm people. 
If I slow my pacing or tone down, people follow the conversation better. It’s not 
pretending, it’s adjusting so communication actually works. When I manage it on my 
own terms, it helps me stay focused and keeps things from spiraling.” 

Thorn 

Lily (NT); “When I start second-guessing every reaction, it feels fake. It’s like my real 
personality is under review. I’m watching myself instead of just being present. If I’m 
focused on how I look or sound, I stop actually listening. It’s stressful when you have to 
keep checking if you’re ‘too much’ or not enough.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I hold back expressions because people misread them. It’s safer to stay 
neutral than risk being seen as rude. Sometimes I shut down instead of speaking up, 
because it’s easier than dealing with people’s reactions. If I relax too much, my tone or 
face gets read the wrong way. So I monitor everything, smile, posture, eye contact. It’s 
exhausting to constantly second-guess what looks ‘appropriate.’ I’m trying to seem 
calm, but inside I’m tense the whole time.” 

Bud 

Harper (NT); “There’s a balance between staying composed and staying real. I hold 
things back sometimes to keep the tone calm, but I don’t want to sound fake. If I’m 
frustrated, I try to breathe and reset instead of reacting right away. The opportunity is 
learning how to stay professional without losing personality. I don’t want to come 
across cold.” 
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Lucus (ND); “I try to keep myself from fidgeting or interrupting, but it’s not easy. 
Sometimes I tone things down so people don’t think I’m impatient or distracted. If I 
suppress too much, I lose my rhythm, like my thoughts stop flowing. It’s about learning 
when to let natural reactions show without it throwing people off.” 

 

Both NT and ND participants described intentionally moderating their natural reactions to maintain 

harmony, but their underlying motives and consequences differed. NT participants framed suppression 

as part of professional composure and emotional intelligence. A skill for keeping discussions calm and 

constructive. They focused on balance, aiming to express emotion appropriately without seeming 

unfiltered or insincere. ND participants, by contrast, experienced suppression as a protective adaptation, 

used to prevent misinterpretation, social penalty, or sensory overwhelm. Their self-monitoring often 

involved constant vigilance over tone, movement, and expression, which they found mentally draining 

and emotionally disconnecting. For some, restraint provided control and focus, for others, it produced 

anxiety, exhaustion, and a sense of inauthenticity. 

 

The final topic for this cluster is “Logical modeling to interpret social cues (e.g., if-then reasoning)” (ND-

3E). There was no consensus for either neurotype with two rose, two thorn, and two bud for the NT 

participants and three thorn and three bud for the ND participants.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-3E Logical modeling to interpret social cues (e.g., if-then reasoning) 

Rose 

Ben (NT); “I definitely run little ‘if-then’ scripts in my head sometimes. If they pause, 
they disagree; if they nod, keep going. It helps me read the room, but it also slows me 
down. Logic keeps things predictable, but people aren’t always consistent inputs. I like 
frameworks, but they can’t explain every tone shift. Sometimes you just have to feel 
the moment instead of solving it.” 

Thorn 

Lily (NT); “I overthink how people react, like trying to solve them. If I start running every 
look or pause through a mental checklist, I stop being present. I catch myself trying to 
predict what’s coming next so I can sound right or avoid sounding off. It’s not helpful. I 
end up second-guessing tone instead of actually connecting.” 

 

Emma (ND); “I catch myself building mental rules for people, if they smile, they’re fine; 
if they look away, they’re upset; if they use short sentences, they’re done talking. It 
helps me feel safe because I’m not guessing, but it’s exhausting trying to predict 
everyone. When my system breaks, when someone reacts differently than expected, I 
freeze. I don’t know what to do next. I wish I could just relax and trust the flow instead 
of running calculations in my head all the time.” 
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Bud 

Harper (NT); “I do a little if-then reasoning when I’m not sure how someone’s going to 
take something, like if they pause, I’ll soften my tone; if they nod, I keep going. It helps 
me read the room. It’s useful for awareness, but if I think too hard about it, I stop being 
present. People don’t always follow the pattern, and that throws me off. There’s an 
opportunity for me to trust that I can handle surprises instead of trying to predict every 
move.” 

 

James (ND); “I catch myself building little rules in my head; if they smile, it’s safe; if they 
look away, stop; if they change tone, slow down. It helps me stay oriented. I use logic to 
make sense of people, but it’s not foolproof. Sometimes I’m so focused on predicting 
what comes next that I miss what’s actually happening. It’s like running two tracks; one 
for talking and one for processing. When it works, it keeps me calm; when it doesn’t, I 
get stuck. There’s an opportunity to trust the flow more instead of depending on my 
rules every time.” 

 

Both NT and ND participants described using logical reasoning to interpret social cues, but their reliance 

on it came from different needs and produced very different experiences. NT participants used logic as a 

situational awareness tool. A way to maintain composure, anticipate reactions, and guide tone in 

dynamic settings. They viewed “if–then” reasoning as helpful when used lightly but acknowledged it 

could lead to overthinking or detachment if they became too analytical. For them, logic served as an aid 

to social intuition, not a replacement for it. ND participants, by contrast, used logic as a protective 

mechanism. A learned strategy for decoding unpredictable or emotionally complex interactions. Their 

“if–then” reasoning was constant, structured, and mentally demanding, helping them navigate 

ambiguity and avoid missteps but often at the expense of natural flow and emotional connection. They 

described it as a cognitive translation system between themselves and others effective for safety, but 

exhausting to sustain. 

 

Topics of Discord: NT-4 and ND-4  

The cluster “Sensory and Environmental Regulation” (NT-4) did not have a single topic of total consensus 

for either neurotype and had three topics that differed in outcomes (Figure 17). The first topic differed 

in outcome is “Withdraws or shuts down in overstimulating environments” (NT-4A), top left, with NT 

participants thorn and no consensus for the ND participants. The topic of “Uses walking, deep breathing, 

or solo time to reset focus” (NT-4C), top right, the NT participants outcome was bud with the ND 

participants as rose. For the topic of “Prefers quiet workspaces or remote work to reduce distractions” 

(NT-4D), bottom left. The NT had it as bud while the ND had it rose. For two of the topics “Takes quiet 

breaks or leaves the space when overwhelmed” (NT-4B), top center, and “Uses casual physical escapes 
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(e.g., bathroom breaks) to self-regulate” (NT-4E), bottom right, both the neurotypes agreed that they 

were rose but neither had total consensus. 

           NT Outcome   ND Outcome 

 

Figure17: Sensory and Environmental Regulation (NT-4) Compared  

For “Withdraws or shuts down in overstimulating environments” (NT-4A) the NT participants had five 

thorn and one bud making it a thorn topic and the ND participants had three rose and three thorn with 

no consensus. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-4A Withdraws or shuts down in overstimulating environments  

Rose Leonard (ND); “If it gets too loud or unpredictable, I’ve learned to step away before I 
crash. Quiet resets me fast. I’m not avoiding people, I’m protecting my focus.” 

Thorn 
Lily (NT); “When there’s too much going on, people talking, phones buzzing, I zone out 
completely. It’s like my brain hits pause, but then I lose the thread of what’s 
happening.” 

 

Emma (ND); “Too much sensory input makes me shut down. It’s not emotional, it’s 
physical. I can’t focus, can’t keep eye contact, can’t even think straight. I just need quiet 
or space until it passes.” 

Bud 
Sophia (NT); “Too much noise or cross-talk throws me off. I can’t focus when 
everyone’s talking at once or when there’s too much movement. If that happens, I’ll 
usually just go quiet or step out for a minute to regroup.” 

 

The NT and ND participants described withdrawing or shutting down as a self-regulation strategy when 

faced with overstimulating environments, but their experiences varied in intensity, cause, and social 

interpretation. The NT participants withdrawal was a temporary response to distraction or mental 

fatigue. They described it as a way to regain focus and composure, often taking a short break or tuning 

out until the environment settled. Their reactions were framed as practical resets, not impairments. The 

ND participants, shutdowns were physiological and involuntary, triggered by sensory overload rather 

than frustration. They emphasized that shutdowns are not emotional withdrawal but neurological 
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exhaustion. A full stop in processing caused by excessive input. Unlike NT, they often felt misunderstood 

or judged when they withdrew, as others perceived it as disinterest or avoidance. 

 

The second topic “Uses walking, deep breathing, or solo time to reset focus” (NT-4C) the NT participants 

had two rose and four bud making it an opportunity and the ND participants had five rose and one bud 

making it a positive topic. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-4C Uses walking, deep breathing, or solo time to reset focus  

Rose Sophia (NT); “I’ll step away from my desk, breathe, stretch, or walk for a bit. It’s not 
avoidance, it’s how I come back sharper. Taking space gives me perspective.” 

 

James (ND); “When I feel overstimulated, I breathe or step outside. It’s the difference 
between shutting down and staying clear. That pause keeps me steady.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “Sometimes I’ll take a walk or just step outside for air. It helps, but I don’t 
always let myself. I worry people will think I’m slacking off, even though I come back 
focused.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “Deep breathing helps me keep from spiraling when I’m overstimulated. I’ll 
step away for a minute, reset, and come back clear but I don’t always notice I need it 
until it’s too late.” 

 

Both NT and ND participants described using walking, deep breathing, or solo time as essential methods 

for regaining focus and composure, though their reasons and consistency differed. NT participants 

viewed these techniques as intentional moments of professional self-management, simple mindful 

resets that help them refocus, regulate emotion, and return to tasks with clarity. Their reflections 

showed confidence in the strategy but also a tendency to postpone breaks or feel guilty about taking 

time away, revealing an opportunity to normalize rest as part of productivity. ND participants, on the 

other hand, described these same practices as necessary forms of sensory and cognitive regulation, vital 

for preventing overload and maintaining engagement. They experienced walking and breathing not as 

optional pauses but as essential stabilizers that restore equilibrium and mental clarity.  

 

The third topic that the neurotypes differ on is “Prefers quiet workspaces or remote work to reduce 

distractions” (NT-4D). The NT had two rose and four bud while the ND had five rose and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-4D Prefers quiet workspaces or remote work to reduce distractions 

Rose 
Sophia (NT); “When it’s quiet, I can think clearly. Open offices make it hard to focus. 
Someone’s always talking or moving around. Working remotely or with the door shut 
lets me actually finish what I start.” 
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Charlotte (ND); “Remote work changed everything for me. I can manage sensory input, 
lighting, and timing on my own terms. It’s not about isolation, it’s about functioning at 
my best.” 

Bud 
Ben (NT); “I get more done when it’s quiet, but I miss the quick collaboration. Remote 
work helps with focus, but sometimes you lose the spontaneous conversations that 
spark ideas. I’m still figuring out the balance.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “Office noise feels like static in my head. Even small sounds pile up until I 
can’t think. I do better at home, but I’m still learning how to speak up for that need.” 

 

Both NT and ND participants emphasized the importance of quiet, low-distraction environments for 

maintaining focus and well-being, though their motivations and experiences differed. NT participants 

described calm or remote spaces as a means to enhance efficiency, clarity, and control, noting that quiet 

settings enable deeper concentration and smoother workflow. However, they also expressed a desire to 

balance solitude with collaboration and acknowledged occasional guilt or hesitation about stepping 

away from group spaces. ND participants, in contrast, framed quiet work environments as essential for 

sensory and cognitive regulation, describing them as conditions that prevent overload, sustain clarity, 

and allow full participation. While some saw opportunities to advocate for these needs more openly, 

others noted that such preferences are often misunderstood as isolation or disengagement.  

 

For “Takes quiet breaks or leaves the space when overwhelmed” (NT-4B) the NT participants four rose 

and two bud with the ND participants three rose, one thorn and two bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-4B Takes quiet breaks or leaves the space when overwhelmed 

Rose 
Lily (NT); “When I feel overwhelmed, I’ll excuse myself, even just to refill water or walk 
down the hall. That short pause makes it easier to come back calm and focused.” 

 

George (ND); “Taking breaks is how I regulate. When everything feels too fast or too 
loud, I go quiet or move somewhere calm. People think I’m disappearing, but it’s 
actually what helps me stay present.” 

Thorn 
Charlotte (ND); “If I don’t step out, I’ll shut down. Taking a quiet break keeps me 
steady, but I hate that it gets noticed. People read it as me being moody or 
unprofessional, not as me trying to stay functional.” 

Bud Mia (NT); “If a meeting gets too heated or chaotic, I want to step out, but I don’t always 
feel like I can. I’m worried people will think I’m disengaged when I just need space.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I take short breaks when I can, but it’s tricky. Sometimes I wait too long 
and hit overload before I realize it. I’m learning to step out sooner, not just when I’m 
already shutting down.” 
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Both NT and ND participants described taking quiet breaks or leaving a space as an important way to 

manage being overwhelmed, though the reasons and experiences behind those actions differed. NT 

participants viewed short pauses as a practical strategy for emotional regulation and focus, allowing 

them to calm down, regain clarity, and return to tasks with a more balanced mindset. Many recognized 

the benefit of stepping away but admitted they often waited until stress built up or worried that others 

might view their breaks as disengagement. ND participants, on the other hand, described quiet breaks 

as essential for sensory and cognitive recovery, a necessary reset to prevent overload and maintain 

functional presence. While they found these moments grounding and effective, some felt 

misunderstood when their need for space was misinterpreted as avoidance or unprofessionalism.  

 

For “Uses casual physical escapes (e.g., bathroom breaks) to self-regulate” (NT-4E) the NT participants 

had four rose and two bud and the ND participants had five rose and one bud.  

 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-4E Uses casual physical escapes (e.g., bathroom breaks) to self-regulate 

Rose Ben (NT); “A quick physical reset stepping out, grabbing coffee, pretending to check 
something gets me back on track. It’s a pressure valve without making it a big deal.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I take micro-escapes when I feel myself slipping. Going to the bathroom, 
washing my hands, or just standing in the hallway gives me a reset moment. I come 
back more centered.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “I use little excuses to step away, refill coffee, check my phone, anything that 
buys me a few minutes to reset. I don’t want people to think I’m anxious, but I know I’ll 
focus better if I step out.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I’ll use casual excuses like a bathroom break because people understand 
that. Saying I need quiet sounds weird to them, but this way, I get to regulate without 
judgment.” 

 

Both neurotypes described using casual physical escapes like bathroom breaks, refilling water, or 

grabbing coffee as discreet ways to self-regulate and maintain composure in overstimulating or stressful 

environments. NT participants viewed these short exits as polite, practical resets, using them to refocus, 

calm their thoughts, and return with a steadier presence. Their reflections emphasized subtlety and 

social awareness, seeking relief without drawing attention or appearing disengaged. ND participants 

echoed similar behaviors but attached deeper meaning to them, describing these small, socially 

acceptable exits as necessary moments of sensory and emotional recovery that prevent overload or 
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shutdown. For them, these micro-breaks served as protective strategies to manage environments not 

designed for their cognitive or sensory needs.  

 

The ND cluster “Sensory Sensitivities and Coping Mechanisms” (ND-4) did not have a single topic of total 

consensus for either neurotype with one topic that differed in outcome (Figure 18). The topic that had a 

different outcome is “Preference for low-stimulation or controlled environments” (ND-4E), top right. For 

the topics that the neurotypes agreed on there were two rose and two thorn. The rose topics were 

“Grounding strategies (fidgeting, tactile tools, breathing techniques)” (ND-4D), top left, and “Use of 

headphones, white noise, quiet environments” (ND-4C), bottom right. The thorn topics were “Auditory 

overload (misophonia, background noise)” (ND-4A), bottom left, and “Visual overstimulation” (ND-4B), 

bottom center. 

            NT Outcome         ND Outcome 

  

Figure 18: Sensory Sensitivities and Coping Mechanisms (ND-4) Compared 

For “Preference for low-stimulation or controlled environments” (ND-4E). The NT participants had three 

rose, one thorn and two bud and the ND participants had three rose and three bud with no consensus. 

ND-4E Preference for low-stimulation or controlled environments 

Rose 
Ben (NT); “A little background noise is fine, but constant stimulation drains me. I prefer 
controlled settings, quiet but not sterile, where I can manage what I’m paying attention 
to.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I need environments that don’t assault the senses. Bright lights, 
random noises, or constant chatter make my brain feel scrambled. A calm, predictable 
space keeps me balanced and clear.” 

Thorn 

Sophia (NT); “I like a calm, steady environment. Too much noise or motion pulls me out 
of focus. When things are controlled and predictable, I can think more clearly and work 
faster. But sometimes total quiet feels isolating; I start to lose energy without a bit of 
movement or chatter.” 

Bud 
Lucus (ND); “Low-stimulation settings are how I keep my brain from short-circuiting. 
Too much sensory input makes me shut down. I function best when I can regulate the 
environment myself, but that’s not always possible.” 
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Across both NT and ND participants there was strong alignment around the value of low-stimulation, 

predictable environments for focus and composure, but the degree of need differed. NT participants 

framed calm or controlled spaces as ideal conditions for concentration and flow, describing them as 

helpful for maintaining structure and preventing distraction. They expressed appreciation for balanced 

environments that support productivity without feeling isolated or sterile. ND participants, in contrast, 

described low-stimulation environments as essential for functioning and well-being, emphasizing that 

sensory control was not a preference but a necessity. For them, excessive sound, light, or movement 

triggered cognitive fatigue, stress, or shutdown, while calm spaces enabled clarity and emotional 

regulation. 

 

The first rose topic was “Grounding strategies (fidgeting, tactile tools, breathing techniques)” (ND-4D). 

The NT participants had four rose and two bud and the ND participants had consensus with six rose. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-4D Grounding strategies (fidgeting, tactile tools, breathing techniques) 

Rose Mia (NT); “Sometimes I’ll focus on a single point or slow my breathing when things get 
intense. It helps me stay calm and think before I respond.” 

 

James (ND); “Grounding keeps me from zoning out. I’ll use a fidget or focus on 
breathing to keep my thoughts from scattering. It’s how I anchor myself when things 
get overwhelming.” 

Bud 
Henry (NT); “I do a quiet version of grounding, pressing my feet to the floor or slowing 
my breathing. It’s subtle but helps me stay focused when things get stressful. I need to 
remember to do it more often.” 

 

Both NT and ND participants, grounding strategies such as fidgeting, tactile tools, and breathing 

techniques were seen as essential for maintaining composure, attention, and emotional control. NT 

participants used grounding as a discreet form of situational regulation, often emphasizing breathing or 

subtle physical gestures to manage tension without drawing attention. These actions were described as 

something they recognized the need to practice more deliberately during stress. ND participants, by 

contrast, viewed grounding as a constant and necessary form of regulation, integrating tactile or 

rhythmic actions throughout the day to maintain sensory and emotional balance. For them, grounding 

was not an occasional coping method but a continuous means of staying functional and connected.  
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The topic of “Use of headphones, white noise, quiet environments” (ND-4C) the NT participants had four 

rose and two bud and the ND participants had consensus with six rose making it positive for both. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-4C Use of headphones, white noise, quiet environments 

Rose 
Lily (NT); “I put on instrumental playlists when I’m writing or doing detail work. It’s like 
creating a bubble, no one interrupts you if they see the headphones. It keeps me calm 
and on task.” 

 

James (ND); “Headphones keep me from getting lost in the noise. It’s the difference 
between focusing and shutting down. Sound control gives me space to think.” 

Bud 
Ben (NT); “Music helps me stay focused, but sometimes it becomes another distraction. 
I’m still learning what kind of sound helps instead of hurts. Silence can feel too heavy, 
so I use ambient noise to balance it.” 

 

Both neurotype participants emphasized that sound control through headphones, white noise, or quiet 

environments supports focus, calm, and emotional regulation, though the underlying purpose varied.  

NT participants described these strategies as intentional productivity tools, helping them block 

distractions, manage workflow, and concentration in noisy or social settings. They viewed sound as 

something to fine-tune for efficiency, experimenting to find the right balance between isolation and 

connection. ND participants, by contrast, framed these same methods as essential sensory-management 

practices. Controlling auditory input allowed them to prevent overstimulation, reduce anxiety, and 

maintain functional stability in unpredictable environments. For them, quiet and consistent sounds were 

not optional aids but protective mechanisms that made participation possible. 

 

The first thorn topic was “Auditory overload (misophonia, background noise)” (ND-4A). The NT 

participants had five thorn and one bud and the ND participants had consensus with six thorn. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-4A Auditory overload (misophonia, background noise) 

Thorn Leonard (ND); “Certain sounds hijack my brain. If there’s background chatter or high-
pitched noise, I can’t tune it out. It’s like my brain refuses to ignore it.” 

Bud 
Henry (NT); “I can work with some noise, but when it’s constant, I start zoning out. I 
wish offices balanced open spaces with quiet areas. Sometimes a little background 
sound is fine, but too much feels chaotic.” 

 

Participants across both neurotypes described auditory overload as one of the most draining and 

disruptive sensory challenges, though its impact was more severe and involuntary for neurodivergent 

individuals. NT participants framed background noise as a stress-inducing distraction that reduced 
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concentration and caused irritability, often leading them to retreat or use headphones for relief. They 

tended to see noise management as an environmental preference rather than a critical need. ND 

participants, by contrast, described sound as a source of sensory intrusion that could trigger physical 

tension, fatigue, or shutdown, particularly in unpredictable or crowded environments. Their experiences 

revealed the body-level strain of misophonia and the exhaustion of filtering multiple sounds at once.  

 

The second thorn topic was “Visual overstimulation” (ND-4B). The NT participants had five thorn and 

one bud and the ND participants had consensus with six thorn. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-4B Visual overstimulation 

Thorn 
Charlotte (ND); “Too much visual input makes my mind crash. Bright colors, motion, 
screens, everything starts blending until I can’t process. I have to look down or close my 
eyes for a second just to reset.” 

Bud 
Henry (NT); “I notice I focus better in simple spaces, but I don’t always realize visual 
clutter is the problem until I leave it. I’m learning how much my brain calms down in 
low-stimulation environments.” 

 

Both neurotypes reported experiencing visual overstimulation in busy, bright, or cluttered 

environments, but the intensity and consequence of that overload varied. NT participants described 

visual busyness as distracting and mentally draining, a factor that disrupted focus and productivity but 

could be mitigated by adjusting lighting, layout, or seating. Their awareness of visual fatigue tended to 

emerge after the fact, reflecting mild sensory sensitivity more than acute discomfort. ND participants 

portrayed visual overload as direct and often physical disruption, triggering headaches, disorientation, 

or shutdown when light, motion, or color exceeded manageable levels. For them, visual input was not 

merely information but a flood, one that required deliberate control through low-light settings, minimal 

movement, or visual breaks.  

Topics of Discord: NT-5 and ND-5 

The cluster “Social Dynamics and Comfort Zones” (NT-5) there were two topics with total rose 

consensus across the neurotypes. For the remaining one topic was rose for both neurotypes, one was 

thorn for both, and one was NT thorn and ND rose (Figure 19). The rose topic was “Relies on trusted 

individuals when navigating group interactions” (NT-5C), top right. The thorn topic for both neurotypes 

was “Feels anxious or uneasy in unfamiliar social settings” (NT-5A), top left. For “Avoids large social 

gatherings or unstructured events” (NT-5D), bottom left, NT had it as thorn topic while the ND had it as 

rose topic. 
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           NT Outcome   ND Outcome 

  

Figure 19: Social Dynamics and Comfort Zones (NT-5) Compared 

For “Relies on trusted individuals when navigating group interactions” (NT-5C) there were five rose and 

one bud from the NT participants and four rose, one thorn, and one bud from the ND participants. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-5C Relies on trusted individuals when navigating group interactions 

Rose 
Sophia (NT); “In big meetings, I look for one or two people I know I can read. If I start to 
lose track of where the discussion is going, I’ll glance at them to gauge reactions or see 
if I’m on the same page.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I rely on one or two people who know how to read me. They can help 
bridge the gap if I misread a tone or freeze. It’s like having a translator in social spaces.” 

Thorn 
Charlotte (ND); “I depend on people I trust to help me navigate social dynamics. They’re 
my social compass, but it’s frustrating because it feels like I can’t function on my own. I 
wish I didn’t need that kind of backup to feel safe.” 

Bud 

Lily (NT); “When I’m unsure how to jump in, I lean on someone I trust to set the tone. 
It’s easier to participate when you know at least one person who gets your 
communication style, but I’m trying to be more confident even when I don’t have that 
anchor.” 

 

Emma (ND); “Trusted people help me feel safe enough to talk. Otherwise, I go quiet and 
observe. I’d like to rely on myself more, but when they’re there, it feels like the 
conversation has structure.” 

 

Across both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants, the presence of trusted individuals during 

group interactions played a vital role in promoting comfort, clarity, and confidence. NT participants 

described trusted peers as anchors that provided psychological safety and helped them gauge tone or 

group energy, allowing them to relax and participate more authentically. This reliance was seen as a 

natural part of collaboration rather than dependence, with some recognizing opportunities to 

strengthen self-confidence in unfamiliar settings. ND participants echoed this reliance but described it as 

a functional necessity rather than preference. Trusted people served as interpreters and stabilizers who 

reduced the social and sensory strain of complex group dynamics. While some expressed frustration 
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about feeling reliant on others, most emphasized how these relationships made engagement possible 

and reduced anxiety.  

 

The thorn topic of “Feels anxious or uneasy in unfamiliar social settings” (NT-5A) there were four thorn 

and two bud from the NT participants and five thorn, and one bud from the ND participants. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-5A Feels anxious or uneasy in unfamiliar social settings 

Thorn Henry (NT); “I get a little tense in new social settings, especially if I don’t know the 
expectations. Once I figure out the flow, I relax, but until then it’s uncomfortable.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “Unfamiliar social settings make me hyper-aware of everything, tone, 
gestures, who’s talking to who. I need to observe first before I join in, and that can 
make me look withdrawn.” 

Bud 
Harper (NT); “I feel uneasy in unfamiliar groups, not because I don’t want to talk, but 
because I don’t know the tone yet. Once I know how people communicate, the anxiety 
fades.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “New groups make me shut down. My brain starts running checklists on 
how to act, and it’s so much that I just go quiet. It’s easier to observe until I know 
what’s expected, but I’m getting better at easing in sooner.” 

 

For both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants, unfamiliar social settings were described as 

stressful and cognitively demanding, though for different reasons and at varying intensities. Most 

participants reported discomfort rooted in uncertainty, how to read tone, when to speak, or what 

behavior was appropriate, while a smaller number noted gradual improvement through self-awareness 

and experience. NT participants tended to view their unease as temporary and situational, fading once 

they could gauge group dynamics or establish rapport. ND participants experienced the same situations 

as deeply taxing and emotionally draining, describing heightened self-monitoring, sensory vigilance, and 

fear of social missteps. Their anxiety was often linked to masking or interpreting hidden norms rather 

than simple unfamiliarity.  

 

The final topic of this cluster was “Avoids large social gatherings or unstructured events” (NT-5D). The 

NT participants had the topic as thorn overall with three thorn, one rose, and two bud while the ND 

participants had it as rose overall with three rose, two thorn, and one bud.  
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ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-5D Avoids large social gatherings or unstructured events 

Rose 
Sophia (NT); “I’ll go to big events if I have to, but I usually find one or two people to talk 
with. When I can connect in a small way inside a large group, it actually feels grounding 
instead of draining.” 

Thorn Henry (NT); “I get restless at unstructured events. When there’s no direction, I feel like 
I’m wasting time. I usually leave early once the small talk starts looping.” 

 

Emma (ND); “Crowded, unpredictable spaces make me feel trapped. I start scanning for 
exits or quiet corners right away. It’s not that I don’t like people it’s the chaos I can’t 
manage.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “Large events make me anxious at first, but if I have a plan, like meeting 
someone there or finding a quiet spot I can manage. I’m trying to stop seeing them as 
something to survive.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “Big gatherings are tough, but if I know the plan and can take breaks, I can 
handle them. I’m working on finding ways to enjoy them instead of just enduring 
them.” 

 

Both neurotypes acknowledged that large or unstructured social gatherings often create tension and 

fatigue, yet their ability to navigate them depended heavily on structure, purpose, and preparation. 

Participants who responded positively described finding connection or grounding strategies engaging 

with trusted individuals, focusing on smaller conversations, or taking on roles that gave events meaning. 

Others expressed frustration with sensory overload, social ambiguity, and surface-level interactions, 

which left them feeling disconnected or drained. NT participants tended to view these events as 

optional and situationally manageable, adjusting their comfort through pacing or planning. ND 

participants framed their experience as a balance between survival and engagement, emphasizing that 

structure, predictability, and control over stimuli were essential for participation. 

 

The ND cluster “Identity, Disclosure, and Stigma” (ND-5) had three topics of total consensus between 

the neurotypes with one rose the two thorn (Figure 20). There were two topics that had different 

outcomes, “Selective Disclosure and Contextual Identity” (ND-5A), top left, and “The Role of Diagnosis in 

Self-Concept” (ND-5F), bottom right. The neurotypes agreed that “Unrecognized or Masked 

Neurodivergence” (ND-5C), top right, was a thorn.  
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            NT Outcome           ND Outcome 

  

Figure 20: Identity, Disclosure, and Stigma (ND-5) Compared 

For the topic of “Selective Disclosure and Contextual Identity” (ND-5A) the NT participants were divided 

with two rose, two thorn, and two bud while the ND participants had five rose and one bud. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-5A Selective Disclosure and Contextual Identity 

Rose 
Lily (NT); “I think everyone has a ‘work self’ and a ‘home self.’ It’s not fake, it’s just 
adapting. I don’t feel like I’m pretending, more like keeping things appropriate for the 
situation.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I choose who I tell about being neurodivergent. Not everyone reacts 
well, and I’d rather not have to educate or defend myself. It depends on the 
environment.” 

Thorn Ben (NT); “It’s hard to be completely open when people read too much into what you 
share. Sometimes it’s easier to stay quiet than deal with misinterpretation.” 

Bud 
Lucus (ND); “I’ve been burned before by being honest about who I am. People say 
they’re supportive, but then they treat you differently. So now I test the waters before 
opening up.” 

 

Participants across both neurotypes expressed intentional control over self-disclosure as a way to 

manage identity and emotional safety in different social and professional contexts. NT participants 

largely viewed selective openness as a matter of professionalism and social intelligence modulating 

personal detail to maintain balance, composure, and situational appropriateness. Their caution was 

pragmatic, rooted in tone-matching not necessarily out of fear. ND participants described the same 

behavior through a protective and identity-affirming lens, framing disclosure, especially of 

neurodivergent traits, as a strategic act shaped by prior experiences of misunderstanding or bias. For 

them, disclosure was not about image but trust, gauging when authenticity would be met with empathy 

instead of judgment.  
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For the topic of “Unrecognized or Masked Neurodivergence” (ND-5C) both neurotypes topic outcome 

was thorn. The NT participants had four thorn, and two bud while the ND participants had consensus 

with six thorn. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-5C Unrecognized or Masked Neurodivergence 

Thorn 
Sophia (NT); “I’ve probably worked with people who were neurodivergent and didn’t 
know it. You can sense when someone’s processing things differently, but it doesn’t 
make them less capable. It just means they need space to do it their way.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I got so good at masking that I fooled myself. I thought I was coping, 
but I was really just suppressing. It catches up to you; you start losing touch with who 
you actually are.” 

 

Emma (ND); “Masking feels like acting, like playing a part so people don’t get 
uncomfortable. After a while, you start wondering if people like you or the version of 
you that’s easiest to handle.” 

Bud 
Ben (NT); “We reward people for blending in instead of being honest about what they 
need. That’s a system problem. You shouldn’t have to hide who you are to keep your 
job.” 

 

Both neurotypes describe masking and unrecognized neurodivergence as emotionally draining and 

deeply systemic, though their lived experiences differed. Nearly all participants viewed masking as a 

painful form of self-suppression born from social pressure, not personal preference. NT participants 

tended to describe it from an outside-in perspective, expressing empathy and frustration with 

environments that reward conformity over authenticity. They saw masking as a sign of misalignment 

between culture and individual needs, rather than as weakness. ND participants spoke from inside the 

mask sharing stories of fatigue, confusion, and identity loss after years of trying to appear “normal.” 

Their reflections carried a mix of grief and self-realization, recognizing how habitual masking distorted 

their sense of self.  

 

For the last topic of this cluster “The Role of Diagnosis in Self-Concept” (ND-5F) the NT participants had 

one rose and five bud and the ND participants had no consensus with three rose and three bud. 

 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-5F The Role of Diagnosis in Self-Concept 

Rose 
Sophia (NT); “When people finally get a diagnosis, it’s like everything clicks into place. 
It’s not an excuse; it’s context. You can finally see patterns that used to feel random, 
and that understanding helps you move forward.” 
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James (ND); “When I was finally diagnosed, I felt relief and anger at the same time. 
Relief that it made sense, anger that no one noticed sooner. It changed how I saw 
myself, but also how I advocate for myself.” 

Bud Lily (NT); “I think diagnosis can be empowering, but it can also become a label people 
hide behind. It depends on how you use it, does it explain or does it define?” 

 

Lucus (ND); “Getting a diagnosis explained a lot, but it didn’t fix anything. It’s like having 
a map, you still have to figure out how to travel it. I’m still learning what it means day 
to day.” 

 

Participants across both neurotypes described diagnosis as a turning point in self-understanding, but the 

degree of empowerment versus uncertainty depended on their perspective and experience. NT 

participants tended to view diagnosis as contextual clarity for others, a tool for empathy and 

communication, but often emphasized caution against over-identification or stereotyping. Their 

reflections framed diagnosis as helpful but limited, meaningful only when it leads to growth or practical 

support. ND participants, by contrast, described diagnosis as deeply personal and transformative, 

bringing long-sought validation and relief after years of confusion or self-blame. For them, the label 

offered language, legitimacy, and self-compassion, though it also introduced new challenges around 

disclosure and stigma.  

Topics of Discord: NT-6 and ND-6 

The cluster “Nonverbal and Social Cue Navigation” (NT-6) had no topics of total consensus. The 

neurotypes agreed on two of the topics, one rose and one thorn (Figure 21). The rose topic was 

“Observes others’ demeanor before choosing to engage” (NT-6C), top right. The thorn topic was 

“Sometimes misinterprets tone or overanalyzes expressions” (NT-6A), top left. There was no consensus 

with the topic of “Notices incongruence between verbal and facial signals” (NT-6B), top center. Two 

topics, “Matches energy levels or "vibes" during interaction” (NT-6D), bottom left, and “Adjusts use of 

eye contact based on context and comfort” (NT-6E), bottom right, were seen as buds by the NT 

participants while the ND participants saw them both as rose topics. 
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           NT Outcome   ND Outcome 

  

Figure 21: Nonverbal and Social Cue Navigation (NT-6) Compared 

For the topic of “Observes others’ demeanor before choosing to engage” (NT-6C) the NT participants 

had four rose and two bud and the ND participants had five rose and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-6C Observes others’ demeanor before choosing to engage 

Rose 
Sophia (NT); “I always take a few seconds to read the room before jumping in. It helps 
me match the tone and energy. You can tell a lot about how people are feeling just by 
how they’re sitting or interacting.” 

 

Emma (ND); “I read the emotional temperature before I engage. It’s self-preservation, 
really. You can tell who’s safe to talk to and who’s not just by watching a bit.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “I like to see how people are responding before I jump in. It helps me feel 
grounded, but I can overthink it, sometimes I hold back too long and miss my window.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I observe first because it’s safer. The problem is, I can get stuck in that 
observation loop. I’ll keep waiting for the ‘right’ time to talk and miss it completely.” 

 

Both neurotypes described pausing to observe others’ demeanor before engaging as a deliberate, 

adaptive communication strategy, though their motivations differed subtly. NT participants framed 

observation as a sign of emotional intelligence and situational awareness, using it to set tone, establish 

rapport, or read social cues efficiently. They viewed this pause as leadership or relational skill, helping 

align energy and intention within a group. ND participants expressed similar behaviors but described 

observation as a self-regulation and safety mechanism, a way to gauge psychological risk, reduce social 

missteps, and calibrate authenticity to context. While NT emphasized synchronization and strategy, ND 

emphasized stability and protection.  

 

For the topic of “Sometimes misinterprets tone or overanalyzes expressions” (NT-6A) the NT 

participants had four thorn and two bud and the ND participants had consensus with six thorn.  
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ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-6A Sometimes misinterprets tone or overanalyzes expressions 

Thorn 
Lily (NT); “I pick up on tone quickly, maybe too quickly. If someone sounds short, I 
assume they’re upset, even if they’re just busy. I have to remind myself not to take it 
personally.” 

 

George (ND); “I notice micro-expressions that others miss, but that doesn’t mean I 
understand them. I’ll think about a look or sigh for hours trying to figure out what it 
meant.” 

 

Emma (ND); “Tone gets me every time. If someone sounds different than usual, my 
brain jumps straight to ‘they’re upset.’ It’s hard to just accept neutral as neutral.” 

Bud 
Ben (NT); “Tone is tricky, some people are just blunt, but I used to think that meant 
they were annoyed. I’m getting better at not reading into every expression or word 
choice.” 

 

The neurotypical and neurodivergent participants both found tone interpretation and emotional over 

analysis emerge as a common yet exhausting challenge. While NT participants described this as 

occasional overthinking tied to social awareness or emotional sensitivity, ND participants portrayed it as 

a near-constant cognitive loop driven by uncertainty and hypervigilance. NT tended to self-correct 

through clarification or conscious reframing seeing misinterpretation as a learning opportunity to 

improve communication habits. ND described a deeper internal feedback cycle where misreading tone 

triggered anxiety, rumination, and self-doubt. Both groups acknowledged that unclear tone or 

expression can erode confidence and derail focus, but the intensity and duration of emotional 

processing differed. For the NT it was situational and recoverable, for the ND it was patterned and 

cumulative. 

For the topic of “Notices incongruence between verbal and facial signals” (NT-6B) the NT participants 

had no consensus with three rose and three bud and the ND participants had one rose, one thorn, and 

four bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-6B Notices incongruence between verbal and facial signals 

Rose 
Ben (NT); “I notice those moments right away. It’s like emotional feedback that doesn’t 
add up. I take it as a cue to slow down and listen better. It usually means there’s 
something unspoken.” 

 

Lily (NT); “I notice right away when someone’s tone or face doesn’t match their words. 
It’s like my brain flags it automatically. Usually, I’ll check in gently, ‘Are you sure you’re 
okay?’, just to be sure.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I pick up on mismatched cues fast, it’s a survival skill. If someone says 
they’re okay but their face tightens, I know they’re not. It’s less intuition and more 
pattern recognition.” 
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Thorn 
Emma (ND); “Mixed signals stress me out. When someone’s words and expressions 
don’t line up, I start doubting myself. It feels like there’s a hidden meaning I’m missing, 
and that anxiety sticks with me.” 

Bud 
Sophia (NT); “When someone says they’re fine, but their face says otherwise, I pick up 
on it, but I don’t always know whether to ask or leave it alone. I don’t want to make it 
awkward if I’m wrong.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “When people’s expressions don’t match their tone, I get confused. I 
know something’s off, but I don’t know what. I’ll replay it later, trying to make sense of 
it.” 

 

Both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants demonstrated a keen awareness of emotional 

incongruence when someone’s words and expressions fail to align but they diverged in how they 

processed and responded to that difference. NT participants tended to see it as a meaningful social cue, 

using it to guide empathy, pacing, or conversational tone. They often interpreted mismatches as 

opportunities for deeper connection or clarification, showing confidence in reading subtle signals. ND 

participants described a more analytical and uncertain process, recognizing discrepancies but struggling 

to assign accurate meaning. For them, incongruence often triggered confusion, rumination, or anxiety 

especially when tone and expression carried implicit social expectations. 

 

For the topic of “Matches energy levels or "vibes" during interaction” (NT-6D) the NT participants had 

one rose and five bud and the ND participants had four rose, one thorn, and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-6D Matches energy levels or "vibes" during interaction 

Rose Sophia (NT); “I naturally match people’s tone and energy. If someone’s calm, I slow 
down. If they’re excited, I meet them there. It keeps conversations balanced and easy.” 

 

James (ND); “I’m very aware of energy shifts. If I don’t match them, people misread me. 
Mirroring helps me stay present; it’s like emotional translation in real time.” 

Thorn 
Charlotte (ND); “I try to match energy, but it feels fake sometimes. People expect a 
certain tone or reaction, and if I can’t keep up, they think I’m cold or uninterested. It’s 
exhausting trying to keep the pace.” 

Bud 
Henry (NT); “I think part of being a good communicator is matching energy. If 
someone’s calm, you don’t come in loud. But if you always adapt, it can be tiring, you 
start feeling like a social chameleon.” 

 

Ben (NT); “I try to meet people where they are. If they’re stressed, I stay steady; if 
they’re joking, I lighten up. I like connecting that way, but I also have to remind myself 
to stay authentic.” 
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Emma (ND); “I read energy easily, but it’s hard to know how much to match. If I stay 
myself, I worry about seeming off. If I match too much, I feel drained. It’s a constant 
adjustment.” 

 

Both neurotypes described matching energy levels or “vibes” as an essential part of successful 

communication but achieving this alignment often requires conscious effort. NT participants tended to 

frame it as a social courtesy or emotional intelligence skill, using tone and pacing alignment to maintain 

rapport, reduce friction, and signal empathy. Yet, many admitted that over-adjusting could feel 

inauthentic or draining, creating a tension between connection and authenticity. ND participants 

expressed a similar practice, but for them, energy-matching functioned as a social translation tool, a way 

to prevent misunderstanding, smooth unpredictable dynamics, and reduce anxiety in real-time. While 

some found comfort and rhythm in this adaptability, others described emotional fatigue from constant 

self-monitoring or frustration at being misread when they couldn’t sustain the expected tone. 

 

The final topic of the cluster is “Adjusts use of eye contact based on context and comfort” (NT-6E) the 

NT participants had two rose and four bud and the ND participants had five rose, and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-6E Adjusts use of eye contact based on context and comfort 

Rose Lily (NT); “I use eye contact as a way to connect. Too much can feel invasive, but too 
little feels distant. It’s about balance, reading the person and matching their comfort.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “Eye contact helps me stay focused in conversation, but it also drains 
energy if it goes on too long. I use short bursts, it’s how I manage attention without 
losing comfort.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “I adjust my eye contact depending on the person. Some people need that 
steady gaze to feel heard, others look away a lot. I still get nervous about seeming too 
intense or too distracted.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I know people expect eye contact, but it takes focus. I have to remind 
myself to look up sometimes, even when I’m listening. It’s not avoidance, it’s 
management.” 

 

Across both neurotypes eye contact emerged as a conscious, situational behavior rather than an 

automatic reflex, reflecting awareness of both comfort and cultural expectations. NT participants 

viewed it as a social balancing act, a nonverbal signal used to convey respect, attentiveness, and 

connection while avoiding intensity or discomfort. They framed adjustment as a matter of social 

intelligence and empathy, emphasizing the ability to match another’s comfort level. ND participants 

expressed a more intentional and energy-aware approach, using eye contact as a calibrated tool for 
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engagement and regulation. Many described relying on strategies like timed glances, focal points, or 

“eye contact illusions” to appear attentive while maintaining sensory comfort.  

 

The ND cluster “Social Interaction Challenges and Anxiety” (ND-6) had three topics of total consensus 

between the neurotypes (Figure 22). There were two topics that had different outcomes, “Apprehension 

before social or professional communication” (ND-6A), bottom left, and “Reliance on known individuals 

for social scaffolding” (ND-6E), top right. The neurotypes agreed that the remaining topics were thorn. 

                 NT Outcome         ND Outcome 

  

Figure 22: Social Interaction Challenges and Anxiety (ND-6) Compared 

For the topic of “Apprehension before social or professional communication” (ND-6A) the NT 

participants had one rose, two thorn, and three bud while the ND participants had five thorn and one 

bud. 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-6A Apprehension before social or professional communication 

Rose 
Ben (NT); “I used to get anxious before high-stakes communication, but now I see it as 
normal adrenaline. A little nerves mean I care about getting it right, it keeps me sharp, 
not scared.” 

Thorn 
Sophia (NT); “Before important conversations, I get nervous about tone, whether I’ll 
come across too direct or too soft. I rehearse what I’ll say in my head, but I still second-
guess once I start talking.” 

 

George (ND); “I get tense before meetings, especially group ones. I worry about missing 
cues or talking over someone. By the time it starts, I’m already mentally exhausted.” 

 

James (ND); “Even small interactions can make me nervous if I don’t know the tone. My 
brain jumps ahead, trying to plan every response. I end up more focused on how I 
sound than what I’m saying.” 

Bud 
Harper (NT); “I get nervous before big conversations, but I try to turn that energy into 
focus. If I overthink it, I lose my rhythm, so I remind myself that preparation usually 
carries me through.” 
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Lucus (ND); “I get nervous before social or professional talks, but if I’ve prepped notes 
or a few lines, it helps. I still overthink, but having structure keeps the anxiety 
manageable.” 

 

Across both neurotypes pre-communication apprehension was nearly universal, but the source and 

impact of that anxiety differed. NT participants described mild, situational nerves tied to performance 

and impression management, often reframing that energy as focus or motivation. Their unease 

stemmed from social formality and typically faded once interaction began. ND participants described 

anticipatory anxiety deeply rooted in uncertainty and self-monitoring, driven by fear of misreading cues, 

overstepping, or being misunderstood. Many referenced mental rehearsal, scripting, or over-

preparation as coping mechanisms that ensured control but caused emotional exhaustion.  

 

For the topic of “Discomfort in unfamiliar or large social groups” (ND-6C) the NT participants had four 

thorn, and two bud while the ND participants had five thorn and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-6C Discomfort in unfamiliar or large social groups 

Thorn Henry (NT); “Crowded or unstructured groups make me uncomfortable. I prefer 
settings where there’s a clear purpose or flow, otherwise it just feels like noise.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I feel out of sync in large groups, like everyone’s speaking a language I 
don’t fully understand. I’m usually quiet until I can gauge who’s safe to talk to.” 

Bud 
Harper (NT); “Big social events are a stretch for me, but I’m learning to navigate them. 
If I go in with a plan, find a few familiar faces or step out when I need a break, I can 
manage better.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “Large groups are tough, but if I can anchor to one person or small 
subgroup, I’m fine. It’s all about finding a manageable rhythm before I burn out.” 

 

Both neurotypes described heightened discomfort in large or unfamiliar social groups, but their internal 

experiences revealed distinct layers of emotional and sensory processing. NT participants framed their 

unease as situational tension, a temporary sense of awkwardness that dissipated once they adjusted, 

found structure, or identified familiar people. For them, discomfort stemmed from social 

unpredictability or lack of meaningful engagement. ND participants portrayed these settings as 

overstimulating, disorienting, and energy depleting, describing how rapid conversation shifts, multiple 

sensory inputs, and unspoken social rules triggered exhaustion or withdrawal. Their coping strategies, 

anchoring to one person, observing quietly, or exiting early reflected adaptive regulation rather than 

avoidance. 
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For the topic of “Difficulties with small talk and icebreakers” (ND-6D) the NT participants had four thorn, 

and two bud while the ND participants had five thorn and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-6D Difficulties with small talk and icebreakers 

Thorn Lily (NT); “I’m not great at small talk, I never know what to say after the obvious stuff. 
I’d rather just dive into the topic instead of dancing around it.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “Small talk drains me. It feels like I’m pretending to care about things 
that don’t matter. I can do it, but it takes effort to sound natural.” 

Bud Mia (NT); “Small talk isn’t my favorite, but I’ve learned it’s a bridge. It’s a social ritual. I 
use it to gauge tone and get a sense of how open people are.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “Small talk used to terrify me, but I’ve started treating it like a warm-up 
instead of a test. It’s not deep, but it helps open the door to better conversations.” 

 

Both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants expressed discomfort and ambivalence toward small 

talk and icebreakers, though their reasons and emotional responses differed. NT participants described 

small talk as socially necessary but personally tedious, often approaching it as a strategic prelude to 

more meaningful interaction. They recognized its function in building rapport but admitted that it felt 

superficial or awkward, especially in formal settings. ND participants experienced small talk as 

cognitively draining and emotionally inauthentic, describing it as an effortful performance rather than a 

natural exchange. Many framed it as a “social script” they could follow but not enjoy, often 

accompanied by anxiety or sensory fatigue.  

 

For the topic of “Reliance on known individuals for social scaffolding” (ND-6E) the NT participants did 

not have a consensus with two rose, two thorn, and two bud while the ND participants had five thorn 

and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-6E Reliance on known individuals for social scaffolding 

Rose Ben (NT); “I like having a familiar person in the mix. It keeps things grounded and makes 
introductions easier. It’s not dependence, it’s efficiency you build from a base of trust.” 

Thorn 
Sophia (NT); “I like having familiar people around in big or unfamiliar settings, but I try 
not to lean on them too much. It’s easy to hide behind comfort instead of pushing 
yourself to engage.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “If there’s someone I know in the room, I stick close. It’s like having a 
translator for social language. Without that, I end up quiet or exhausted from reading 
the room alone.” 
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Emma (ND); “I stick with people I know because it’s safer. I can follow their lead and 
mimic how they interact. It’s exhausting trying to read everyone cold.” 

Bud 
Harper (NT); “I gravitate toward people I already know in group settings. It helps me 
relax and find my rhythm, but I’m trying to branch out more instead of staying in that 
comfort zone.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I like having a familiar face in the crowd. It gives me confidence to speak 
up. I’m trying to rely on it less, but it’s still my safety net.” 

 

Both neurotypes described seeking familiar people in social situations as a stabilizing force, though their 

motivations and emotional framing differed. NT participants characterized this reliance as a natural and 

strategic way to build momentum in new environments, using trusted individuals as social “anchors” to 

ease into group dynamics or facilitate introductions. For them, it represented comfort-driven efficiency, 

not dependence. ND participants portrayed reliance on known individuals as a coping mechanism for 

managing uncertainty, sensory load, and communication complexity. Familiar people served as 

translators, advocates, or emotional stabilizers, reducing the mental strain of interpreting social cues in 

real time. While some NDs expressed guilt or frustration about this dependency, others saw it as an 

essential bridge to meaningful participation.  

Topics of Discord: NT-7 and ND-7 

The cluster “Challenging Interactions and Conflict” (NT-7) the neurotypes agreed on one rose and one 

bud topics with total consensus (Figure 23). The neurotypes agreed on one bud topic, “Avoids 

communication when it feels futile or one-sided” (NT-7E), bottom right, to differing degrees. Two topics, 

“May mentally disengage or shut down when challenged” (NT-7C), top right, and “Looks for exit 

strategies or uses masking in unsafe environments” (NT-7D), bottom left, had mixed results.  

           NT Outcome             ND Outcome 

  

Figure 23: Challenging Interactions and Conflict (NT-7) Compared 

For the topic of “Avoids communication when it feels futile or one-sided” (NT-7E) the NT participants 

had one rose, and five bud and the ND participants had two rose, and four bud.  
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ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-7E Avoids communication when it feels futile or one-sided 

Rose 
Lily (NT); “I used to push through every conversation trying to fix it. Now I recognize 
when it’s going nowhere. Walking away keeps the peace and protects my energy.” 

 

Emma (ND); “I stop engaging when it’s clear the other person’s not listening. That’s not 
defeat, it’s boundaries. You can’t communicate if the other side isn’t present.” 

Bud Ben (NT); “When communication feels one-sided, I shift to action instead of words. 
Some people only understand results, not conversation.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “If someone’s just talking at me, I mentally step back. I’ll stay polite, but I’m 
already planning how to exit. There’s no point forcing connection that’s not there.” 

 

Both neurotypes described withdrawing from futile or one-sided communication as a form of boundary-

setting, though their emotional framing and triggers differed. NT participants tended to view 

disengagement as strategic restraint. It is a practical decision to conserve time and maintain 

professionalism when dialogue stalls. Their approach reflected situational awareness and emotional 

control, often tied to maintaining harmony rather than avoidance. ND participants portrayed withdrawal 

as psychological self-protection. A necessary response to chronic experiences of being unheard or 

misunderstood. For them, stepping back was less about efficiency and more about preserving mental 

and emotional energy in spaces where genuine understanding felt out of reach. 

 

For the topic of “May mentally disengage or shut down when challenged” (NT-7C) the NT participants 

had no consensus with three thorn and three bud and the ND participants had four thorn and two bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-7C May mentally disengage or shut down when challenged 

Thorn Sophia (NT); “When I feel cornered in a conversation, my brain just stops cooperating. 
I’ll nod along, but I’m not really processing anything until I calm down.” 

 

James (ND); “I can’t think clearly when someone challenges me harshly. My brain floods 
with thoughts, but none of them come out. It’s like buffering mid-sentence.” 

Bud 
Ben (NT); “It happens when the tone gets sharp. I stop listening for meaning and start 
listening for defense. I’ve learned to recognize that and re-engage once I feel steady 
again.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I used to shut down completely when people pushed back. Now I try to 
slow it down, ask for a pause, or take notes. It’s my way of staying present without 
spiraling.” 

 

Both neurotypes described mental shutdown or disengagement when feeling challenged, though the 

underlying triggers and recovery processes differed in intensity and awareness. NT participants tended 
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to interpret shutdown as a short-term defensive response to conflict, frustration, or perceived 

disrespect. They often recognized it as an emotional pause, an instinctive way to regulate tone or 

prevent escalation and several described developing strategies to re-engage, such as breathing, 

reframing, or asking clarifying questions. ND participants portrayed shutdown as a cognitive overload 

event rather than a choice, an involuntary mental freeze triggered by tone, speed, or social intensity. For 

them, disengagement was not avoidance but neurological protection, a momentary loss of processing 

capacity that required time or structure to recover.  

 

For the topic of “Looks for exit strategies or uses masking in unsafe environments” (NT-7D) the NT 

participants had three rose, one thorn and two bud and the ND participants had no consensus with two 

rose, two thorn and two bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-7D Looks for exit strategies or uses masking in unsafe environments 

Rose Lily (NT); “If I don’t feel safe being myself, I’ll go into professional mode measured tone, 
polite smile. It’s not fake, it’s self-protection. Once I know it’s safe, I loosen back up.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “I can feel when a space isn’t safe. I switch into my filtered version, 
calm voice, careful words. It’s not lying; it’s survival. I do it to get through, not to fit in.” 

Thorn 
Sophia (NT); “When a situation feels tense or judgmental, I start planning my way out. 
Sometimes that means literally leaving, sometimes it’s just mentally checking out until I 
can go.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “When I feel unsafe, I go into observation mode. I mask automatically, 
smile, nod, don’t react too fast. It keeps me out of trouble, but it’s exhausting to hold it 
together that long.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “When I sense tension, I start filtering what I say. I don’t want to trigger 
conflict, so I play it safe until I know the mood. It’s a habit I’m trying to unlearn.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “When a space feels off, I stay quiet until I can read it better. I put on my 
‘safe mode’ voice, but I’m starting to work on leaving instead of masking for too long.” 

 

Both neurotypes described adaptive self-protection behaviors in psychologically unsafe or tense 

environments, though their awareness and reasoning differed in depth and emotional cost. NT 

participants tended to frame these actions, masking politeness, managing tone, or planning exits, as 

pragmatic professionalism. A conscious choice to maintain composure, protect relationships, or defuse 

tension. For them, these behaviors were situational and reversible once the environment stabilized. ND 

participants portrayed masking and withdrawal as survival mechanisms, reflexive and energy-draining 

responses to perceived social threat or judgment.  
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The ND cluster “Breakdowns and Emotional Responses” (ND-7) had three topics of total consensus 

between the neurotypes that were thorn (Figure 24). There was one topic, “Delayed processing and 

need for post-conversation review” (ND-7C), bottom right, that had different outcomes. 

            NT Outcome         ND Outcome 

  

Figure 24: Breakdowns and Emotional Responses (ND-7) Compared 

For the topic of “Delayed processing and need for post-conversation review” (ND-7C) the NT 

participants had two thorn, and four bud while the ND participants had five thorn and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-7C Delayed processing and need for post-conversation review 

Thorn 
Lily (NT); “I process things after the fact, especially tough discussions. I’ll think about 
tone, wording, and whether I came across right. It helps me learn, but it also keeps me 
up at night.” 

 

George (ND); “I process things slowly. During the moment, I’m just trying to keep up. 
Later, I’ll replay everything, what was said, what wasn’t, and figure out what I actually 
think.” 

Bud 
Mia (NT); “I used to overanalyze everything I said, but now I see reflection as part of 
preparation. If I didn’t explain something clearly, I make a note to circle back later.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “I tend to process conversations later, once I can slow down. I’ve learned to 
accept that it’s how I work. Sometimes I’ll follow up later when my thoughts settle.” 

 

Both neurotypes described a strong tendency toward post-conversation reflection, but their reasons 

and experiences differed in depth and emotional cost. NT participants viewed reflection as a 

constructive tool, a way to clarify meaning, refine communication, or ensure closure after dialogue. 

Their post-processing often took the form of brief mental reviews or follow-ups that improved future 

interactions. ND participants described delayed processing as a cognitive necessity rather than a choice. 

A pattern driven by real-time information overload and the need for decompression to fully interpret 

tone, subtext, or emotional nuance.  
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Topics of Discord: NT-8 and ND-8 

The cluster “Emotional Responses” (NT-8) had four topics of total consensus (Figure 25). Both 

neurotypes agreed that the topic of “Emotionally responds to communication success with joy or 

satisfaction” (NT-8E), bottom right, was rose but there was not total consensus. 

                NT and ND Outcome 

  

Figure 25: Emotional Responses (NT-8) 

For “Emotionally responds to communication success with joy or satisfaction” (NT-8E) the NT 

participants had consensus with six rose and the ND participants had five rose and one bud.  

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

NT-8E Emotionally responds to communication success with joy or satisfaction  

Rose Henry (NT); “I love when a tough conversation turns into mutual understanding. It’s not 
just relief; it’s pride in the process working.” 

 

Mia (NT); “Good communication feels like momentum. When ideas flow smoothly, it 
makes me genuinely happy. It’s proof that clarity works.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “When someone actually understands what I meant, I feel it physically, 
like tension leaving my body. It’s rare, so it means a lot.” 

Bud James (ND); “It feels good when people get what I mean, but part of me doubts if it’ll 
last. I’m still learning to trust that understanding can be real, not temporary.” 

 

Across both neurotypes success was described as emotionally restorative and deeply validating, though 

the quality of that satisfaction differed. NT participants expressed energizing joy and pride, a sense of 

accomplishment and flow when dialogue worked smoothly or mutual understanding was achieved. They 

viewed successful communication as a tangible indicator of teamwork, rapport, and clarity. ND 

participants echoed that joy but framed it more as relief and affirmation, often noting how rare and 

meaningful those moments felt after frequent experiences of misinterpretation or cognitive effort. For 

them, being understood carried emotional weight, it was a release from vigilance and self-monitoring.  
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The ND cluster “Success, Confidence and Affirmation” (ND-8) had two topics of total consensus between 

the neurotypes that were rose (Figure 26). The third, “Preference for clear feedback and recognition of 

effort” (ND-8C), left, the NT participants had four rose, and two bud while the ND participants had a 

consensus with six rose. 

                NT and ND Outcome 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26: Success, Confidence and Affirmation (ND-8) 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-8C Preference for clear feedback and recognition of effort 

Rose Harper (NT); “When people take the time to say what they appreciated or what could 
be better, it keeps me motivated. Clear feedback feels like respect.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “Clear feedback helps me calibrate. If someone’s specific, I can adjust 
fast. Ambiguity makes me spiral because I start guessing what they meant.” 

 

Emma (ND); “Feedback gives me a roadmap. Without it, I overthink everything I did 
wrong. I’d rather hear something direct than nothing at all.” 

Bud 
Ben (NT); “Feedback’s great when it’s clear, but tone matters. If it feels like critique 
instead of collaboration, I shut down a bit. I’m still learning to take it as help, not 
judgment.” 

 

Both neurotypes expressed a strong desire for clear, specific feedback and acknowledgment of effort, 

yet their underlying motivations differed subtly. NT participants associated clear feedback with 

motivation, professionalism, and mutual respect, viewing it as a driver of growth and alignment. They 

valued tone, balance, and authenticity, preferring feedback that was conversational rather than 

systematic. ND participants described feedback as essential to psychological stability and clarity, 

emphasizing how ambiguity often triggers anxiety or rumination. For them, detailed feedback served as 

a cognitive anchor, providing validation and direction in environments that can otherwise feel uncertain 

or inconsistent. Recognition carried deeper meaning. For NT, it reinforced teamwork and morale; for 

ND, it affirmed visibility and belonging. 
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Topics of Discord: ND-9 

The final cluster is “Empathy and Mutual Understanding”. The cluster had total consensus with rose on 

three topics and bud on one (Figure 27). For the topic of “Perceived imbalance of effort in neurotypical 

vs neurodivergent dynamics” (ND-9D), top, the NT participants had one rose, one thorn, and four bud 

while the ND participants had two thorn and four bud. 

                NT and ND Outcome 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27: Empathy and Mutual Understanding (ND-9) 

ID  Sample Participant Responses 

ND-9D Perceived imbalance of effort in neurotypical vs neurodivergent dynamics  

Rose Henry (NT); “Communication takes effort on both sides. Everyone has blind spots. I 
think the key is curiosity, ask, adjust, and don’t assume. That’s balance.” 

Thorn Lily (NT); “It can feel like I’m the one adjusting all the time. I want to be supportive, but 
it’s hard when it feels one-sided. At some point, everyone needs to meet halfway.” 

 

Charlotte (ND); “It feels unfair sometimes. I’m masking, adapting, decoding, and the 
other person thinks communication is easy. It’s not mutual; it’s maintenance on my 
side.” 

Bud 
Harper (NT); “I’m learning that being clear and patient helps, but it can be tiring when I 
don’t know what the other person needs back. I want it to feel mutual, not like I’m 
walking on eggshells.” 

 

Leonard (ND); “I often feel like I’m the one translating. I’m monitoring tone, reading 
cues, making sure I don’t sound too blunt. It’s constant work, and most people don’t 
even realize I’m doing it.” 

 

Lucus (ND); “It’s hard not to feel like I’m doing extra work just to be seen as ‘normal.’ I 
know others try, but the load doesn’t feel even.” 

 

Both neurotype participants acknowledged an imbalance of communicative effort within mixed NT and 

ND interactions but they interpreted its causes and consequences differently. NT participants tended to 

frame imbalance as situational or reciprocal, emphasizing the need for mutual awareness and patience 

while sometimes expressing fatigue or uncertainty about “how much to adjust.” For them, imbalance 
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felt like an interpersonal challenge to be managed through empathy and adaptability. ND participants 

described it as a chronic structural reality, a continuous cognitive and emotional labor required to mask, 

translate, and self-monitor in environments designed around norms. Their reflections carried tones of 

exhaustion and quiet frustration, tempered by an ongoing desire for fairness and understanding rather 

than blame.  

Critique of Persona Profiles 
The critique of the persona profile’s goal was to evaluate how effectively each persona, Alex (NT) and 

Riley (ND), captured the lived experiences, communication tendencies, and emotional contexts 

represented in the interview data. During the critique sessions, participants reviewed the personas 

through guided prompts focused on clarity, authenticity, and relevance. Rather than judging the 

personas as right or wrong, the discussions explored how well the profiles reflected real communication 

patterns and where additional nuance or balance could be introduced. The researcher read through the 

first persona profile of Alex with the participants to clarify questions on the critique process then the 

participants read the Riley persona profile, and the group critiqued them together. 

Goals and Motivation 

Alex’s (NT) goals and motivations center on clarity, control, and consistency (Figure 10). He values 

structured communication, clear expectations, and efficient problem-solving that ensures everyone 

stays aligned. Participants described him as “comforted by step-by-step structure” and motivated by the 

sense that “if it’s clear, it’s done right.” His confidence comes from preparation and predictability, 

reflecting a desire to minimize ambiguity and maintain order. In contrast, Riley’s (ND) motivations are 

grounded in adaptation, sustainability, and authenticity (Figure 11). Participants said he “shows the 

recovery side, the ways we recharge or regain focus” and “scripts ahead in his head so he doesn’t trip up 

socially.” Where Alex seeks mastery over systems, Riley seeks balance within them motivated by the 

need to function effectively amid fluctuating energy, sensory input, and social expectations.  

Fears and Frustrations 

Alex’s (NT) fears and frustrations stem from ambiguity, inefficiency, and loss of control. He becomes 

uneasy when instructions are unclear or when conversations drift without purpose. As one participant 

noted, “Sometimes step-by-step is more than you need,” highlighting Alex’s tension between wanting 

structure and feeling trapped by it. His frustration arises when expectations are not explicit or others 

deviate from agreed methods. Riley’s (ND) fears, by contrast, are rooted in misunderstanding, judgment, 

and the emotional cost of masking. Participants explained that “masking isn’t a choice, it’s survival 

sometimes” and that Riley is often “misread when he pauses or needs time to process.” His frustration 
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grows from being perceived as disinterested or incompetent when he is actually managing sensory or 

cognitive overload. While Alex fears chaos disrupting communication, Riley fears misinterpretation 

erasing authenticity.  

Tasks and Activities 

Alex and Riley approach tasks and daily activities from opposite ends of the cognitive spectrum, 

revealing how each manages their underlying concerns. For Alex, (NT) tasks are a way to maintain 

control and prevent confusion. He relies on structured routines, detailed checklists, and clear 

procedures to stay efficient and confident. Participants described how he “uses calendars and digital 

planners to coordinate and clarify plans” and “writes instructions very exactly so they can’t be 

misinterpreted.” These behaviors serve to guard against his fear of ambiguity and disorder. Riley (ND) 

uses tasks to regain balance and manage internal energy. His activities include scripting conversations, 

taking quiet breaks, and mentally resetting after social or sensory overload. As one participant put it, 

“After a meeting or social event, I have to mentally reset, that’s part of how I work.” Where Alex 

structures his external world to avoid chaos, Riley structures his internal world to recover from it.  

Needs 

Alex and Riley share a fundamental desire for clarity and stability, but the nature of their needs differ in 

focus and depth. Alex’s (NT) needs are external and procedural. He thrives on clear instructions, 

predictable systems, and shared frameworks that make expectations explicit. Participants emphasized 

his reliance on “visual clarity” and his belief that “opportunity to rephrase” prevents errors and 

confusion. Riley’s (ND) needs are internal and relational, grounded in psychological safety and 

understanding. He requires environments that acknowledge cognitive fatigue and make room for 

recovery, as participants noted: “Needs something about energy management, how we recharge”. 

While Alex depends on structure to maintain order, Riley depends on empathy to maintain equilibrium. 

Alex’s clarity supports his efficiency; Riley’s safety supports his authenticity.  

Self-Monitoring and Internalized Responsibility and Trust and Authenticity in Communication 

For the unique topics Alex’s (NT) self-monitoring and internalized responsibility reflects a mindset of 

competence, preparation, and composure. He gauges success by how well he plans, organizes, and 

communicates, taking personal accountability to ensure clarity and professionalism. As one participant 

noted, “Neurotypicals just come across more confident. Like they don’t second-guess themselves as 

much.” His internal voice is steady and task-oriented, emphasizing order and reliability over emotion. 

Riley’s (ND) trust and authenticity in communication, on the other hand, are deeply relational and 

contingent on psychological safety. Participants explained, “We mask because we don’t trust reactions” 
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and “You only open up when you sense someone gets it.” For Riley, authenticity emerges only after trust 

is earned. Blunt honesty is both a sign of safety and a form of respect. While Alex’s self-monitoring is 

about maintaining external control, Riley’s communication is about navigating internal vulnerability.  

 

Participants across all workshops described the Alex (NT) and Riley (ND) personas as authentic with 

contrasting ways of understanding communication and cognition. “Yeah… makes sense. That’s how I’d 

expect it to look,” said Sophia (NT) of Alex, noting his predictability and efficiency, while Leonard (ND) 

agreed it “fits with what I see every day.” James (ND) added that Alex “just comes across more confident 

like they don’t second-guess themselves as much.” In contrast, Riley evoked personal identification and 

emotional depth. Emma (ND) said, “I saw so much of myself in this. Especially the energy drop after 

social stuff.” Participants across groups emphasized Riley’s honesty and adaptability: “It could show 

more about how we adapt, not just the challenges,” Sophia (NT) advised, while Leonard (ND) added, 

“Maybe flexibility, we’re not always one way; sometimes we adjust more than this shows.” They also 

called for bluntness and realism, “Be blunt about it, that’s what makes it real,” said James (ND) and 

stressed psychological safety: “We mask because we don’t trust reactions,” explained Emma (ND). NT 

participants validated this difference, with Lily (NT) reflecting, “It makes me realize how much 

processing is going on in real time for you guys,” and Henry (NT) affirming, “Desire for understanding 

without pity, that’s how trust should feel.” Together, the critique positioned Alex as embodying clarity, 

structure, and outward confidence, and Riley as expressing authenticity, adaptability, and energy 

awareness. As one participant summarized through contrast, “Alex looks effortless; Riley shows the 

work behind that effort.” The consensus was that both personas are accurate and complementary, two 

sides of the same communicative spectrum, demonstrating that effective understanding emerges when 

Alex’s clarity meets Riley’s honesty, balancing structure with empathy and order with interpersonal 

dynamics. 

Experience Diagramming 
Experience diagramming was used to provide data on the participants’ journey through the research 

from the interviews to the workshop activity to ensure all aspects of the research was clear and to 

capture any additional data from the participants that may have been overlooked. A summary of the 

experience diagram is in Appendix G. 

Interview 

The first part of the experience diagramming focused on events or milestones of key points that marked 

a change or step forward for the participants that occurred during the interview session. Participants 
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highlighted moments of personal insight and emotional resonance across both neurotypical and 

neurodivergent perspectives. Sophia (NT) described the experience as “good self-reflection,” 

emphasizing personal awareness and introspection. Emma (ND) found the process “easy to understand” 

and even described a “light bulb moment,” revealing clarity and cognitive connection. Henry (NT) 

admitted he “felt a little defeated, more self-reflective,” showing vulnerability that led to deeper self-

evaluation, while Ben (NT) noted the experience “validates the way you feel,” underscoring the 

emotional affirmation derived from the exchange. Collectively, these reflections illustrate how the 

interview process fostered understanding, validation, and growth across neurotypes.  

 

The second part of experience diagramming plotted the visible steps or activities carried out by 

participants during the interview process. Participants reflected on both emotional growth and the need 

for structural clarity. James (ND) shared that “talking about it provided another step on my journey,” 

highlighting how the conversation itself contributed to his ongoing process of self-discovery and 

personal development. In contrast, Henry (NT) noted a need for “more clarification with some of the 

questions,” pointing to moments of ambiguity that could be refined to improve understanding. 

Together, their comments reveal how interviews can simultaneously serve as a reflective experience for 

participants while also emphasizing the importance of clear, well-structured communication. 

 

The third part of experience diagramming examined the emotional state that participants felt during the 

interviews. Participants described a range of emotional and cognitive responses during the interview 

process, reflecting both vulnerability and growth. James (ND) admitted feeling “a little anxiety but it was 

a positive experience,” recognizing both initial nervousness and overall value in the exchange. Emma 

(ND) noted she was “surprised by answer and reflection,” indicating unexpected insight through 

dialogue. Lily (NT) shared she was “questioning self as NT or ND” and added “this is an interesting 

conversation,” suggesting the discussion prompted self-exploration and curiosity. Meanwhile, Ben (NT) 

acknowledged “a little insecurity,” revealing moments of self-consciousness, while Henry (NT) stated the 

session “created a safe space,” underscoring the workshop’s supportive atmosphere. Together, these 

reflections illustrate how structured dialogue fostered emotional openness, introspection, and 

psychological safety across neurotypes. 

 

The fourth section of the experience diagram examined the sensory context of the interview. 

Participants reflected on how environment and context shape communication comfort and 
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effectiveness in the environment. Sophia (NT) emphasized the importance of tailoring surroundings, 

noting the need to “adapt environment for a better workplace,” highlighting design and sensory 

considerations that support focus and inclusion. James (ND) shared that he “prefers Zoom-type 

meetings but in-person is more effective,” recognizing that while virtual settings reduce anxiety, face-to-

face interactions foster deeper understanding. Similarly, Emma (ND) described the interview as a 

“comfortable space,” emphasizing the value of safety and acceptance in fostering participation. 

Collectively, these insights underscore that psychological comfort and environmental design are key 

enablers of authentic and effective communication across neurotypes. 

 

The last part of the experience diagram explored pain points or joy that occurred during the interview 

session. Participants reflected on the interpersonal and emotional dynamics of the interview experience, 

revealing themes of connection, contribution, and self-evaluation. Sophia (NT) highlighted the 

collaborative nature of the exchange, describing it as fostering “mutual sharing and understanding” and 

expressing hope that her participation “may help other people,” showing empathy and purpose. Lily 

(NT) shared that she was “enjoying the topic and conversation,” reflecting genuine engagement and 

curiosity. In contrast, Ben (NT) expressed self-doubt, stating he “did not give the interview what was 

needed” and felt “not a good interview subject,” pointing to perceived shortcomings in communication. 

Meanwhile, Henry (NT) described the process as “felt rewarding to help,” emphasizing fulfillment 

through contribution. Together, these reflections illustrate how the interview setting fostered a balance 

of empathy, engagement, and self-reflection, with participants valuing both connection and 

contribution. 

Rose-Thorn-Bud of Affinity Clusters 

The sections will be in the same order as the interviews with the first on events or milestones that were 

key points that marked a change or step forward for the participants in the workshops. The discussion 

revealed strong thematic patterns that emerged through the Rose-Thorn-Bud (R-T-B) reflection process, 

highlighting shared experiences and perceptual insights across participants. Mia (NT) observed that she 

“couldn’t tell which topic was which neurotype but there were eye-opening patterns,” recognizing 

unexpected overlap between neurotypical and neurodivergent perspectives. Harper (NT) added that 

many ideas were simply “worded differently,” emphasizing that meaning often transcended language 

framing. Ben (NT) noted he “liked group discussion,” valuing the collective exchange of viewpoints that 

deepened understanding, while Henry (NT) described the process as “calibrating,” reflecting ongoing 

adjustment and awareness in group reflection. Together, these observations and the overarching rose-
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thorn-bud patterns demonstrate how structured dialogue fostered empathy, alignment, and shared 

insight across neurotypes. 

 

The second section was actions that the participants did including the visible steps or activities they 

carried out during the rose-thorn-bud part of the workshops. Participants reflected on the clarity, 

familiarity, and collaborative value of the workshop process, noting how visuals and dialogue supported 

understanding. Sophia (NT) described the session as having a “good visual” and noted that the 

“situations were familiar,” showing how relatable scenarios and visual aids enhanced engagement. Lily 

(NT) mentioned she “picked up on not following the pattern,” demonstrating her attention to structure 

and process flow. Lucus (ND) appreciated the facilitation, describing it as a “good walkthrough,” while 

Harper (NT) said “confirmation was helpful,” underscoring the reassurance gained from group 

validation. Ben (NT) reflected that they “talked through examples,” emphasizing practical application, 

and Henry (NT) added that having a “partner helps,” highlighting the benefit of collaboration. 

Collectively, these reflections illustrate that visual clarity, structure, and interpersonal exchange 

contributed to participants’ comfort, learning, and confidence throughout the workshop. 

 

The third section was emotions of the participants and included how they felt along with their emotional 

state during the workshops. Participants described a mix of emotional reflection, comfort, and cautious 

engagement during the workshop experience. James (ND) shared that the session “brought back 

feelings and events,” indicating deep emotional recall and connection to past experiences. Emma (ND) 

described the process as “introspective,” emphasizing self-examination and awareness. Mia (NT) noted 

she “felt comfortable, relieved working through categories” showing that structured organization 

provided emotional ease, while Lucus (ND) remarked that the group “worked together well” highlighting 

cooperative dynamics. Mia (NT) also described the activity as “pretty interesting,” suggesting curiosity 

and engagement, and Ben (NT) said “interaction helped,” recognizing value in dialogue for 

understanding. In contrast, Henry (NT) admitted, “don’t want to put my card on the table,” reflecting 

hesitancy and self-protection in sharing openly. Collectively, these responses reveal that the workshop 

encouraged emotional reflection, collaboration, and growth, while also showing individual differences in 

comfort and openness during group dialogue. 

 

The fourth section was the sensory context of the workshops and entailed how the setting or conditions 

affected participant experiences. Participants reflected on the structure and design of the workshop, 
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emphasizing both the benefits of clarity and the challenges of information load. Sophia (NT) appreciated 

the diversity of viewpoints, noting “different perspectives” as a key strength of the discussion. Emma 

(ND) valued the “small groups,” explaining that more intimate settings fostered comfort and 

engagement. Harper (NT) described the layout as “spaced out and clear,” highlighting the effectiveness 

of well-organized visuals in aiding comprehension, but she also noted that when she tried to “zoom out 

it felt like a lot of information overload,” pointing to cognitive strain when viewing the workshop’s 

complexity all at once. Together, their reflections underscore the importance of balance between clarity, 

pacing, and cognitive manageability in inclusive design and group learning environments. 

 

The last rose-thorn-bud workshop section is on pain points or delights which looked for what caused 

frustration and what brought joy to the process. Participants shared reflections that balanced emotional 

honesty with constructive awareness of similarities and growth opportunities. James (ND) expressed 

“frustration with the workplace environment” and admitted to challenges from “not preparing for an 

event,” revealing the impact of environmental and situational factors on self-efficacy. Lily (NT) 

acknowledged that some discussions were “triggering from content,” highlighting the emotional depth 

of the material. Lucus (ND) summarized his impression as “fairly good,” showing general satisfaction 

with the process. Harper (NT) observed that “NT and ND can be similar, patterns appear,” identifying 

meaningful overlaps between neurotypes, while Mia (NT) emphasized “areas of opportunity and 

growth,” framing the experience as a chance for learning and improvement. Together, these reflections 

illustrate a dynamic blend of emotional resonance, self-awareness, and optimism for growth, revealing 

how both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants connected through shared experiences and 

reflection. 

Critique of Persona Profiles 

The sections will be in the same order as the previous with the first section on events or milestones that 

were key points that marked a change or step forward for the participants in the workshops. 

Participants’ reflections highlighted nuanced insights gained through comparing neurotypical and 

neurodivergent perspectives. Emma (ND) noted that “going between them helped,” explaining that 

alternating between the two personas deepened her understanding of their distinct yet connected 

experiences. Harper (NT) observed that “ND is much more aware, NT sensitive but not as aware,” 

capturing a key difference in cognitive awareness and emotional processing. Mia (NT) added that “ND 

require more effort,” recognizing the additional cognitive labor neurodivergent individuals often expend 

to self-regulate and communicate effectively. Ben (NT) appreciated “the clarity of the personality,” 
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acknowledging how well-defined traits helped him understand each perspective, while Henry (NT) 

reflected on “share commonalities, trust vs authenticity,” identifying overlapping human values 

alongside differences in how openness and safety are balanced. The insights reveal how contrast and 

comparison fostered empathy, clarity, and respect for the diverse ways individuals perceive and engage 

in the world. 

 

The second section was actions that the participants did including the visible steps or activities they 

carried out in the critique of the persona profiles during the workshops. Participants emphasized the 

analytical and comparative value of reviewing the persona profiles, while also noting areas for 

improvement in clarity. Sophia (NT) remarked that the workshop produced “good data” and that 

“comparing them brought out the differences,” recognizing how side-by-side evaluation revealed 

meaningful distinctions between neurotypical and neurodivergent traits. Emma (ND) explained her 

process, saying she would “read one and read another” and wished to “have more time to compare,” 

reflecting a deliberate, methodical approach to understanding. Lucus (ND) noted he “wanted to look 

and reference,” emphasizing the value of revisiting the profiles for deeper reflection. Meanwhile, Harper 

(NT) observed that some sections were “too small, needed clarification,” pointing to visual and design 

barriers that hindered comprehension. The insights highlight how participants valued structured 

comparison and clear presentation to better interpret and engage with complex cognitive and 

behavioral patterns. 

 

The third section was emotions of the participants along with how they felt and their emotional state 

while reviewing the persona profiles. Participants described a blend of emotional connection, self-

recognition, and insights during the workshop discussions. Sophia (NT) characterized the exchange as a 

“good conversation,” reflecting engagement and meaningful dialogue. Lily (NT) shared that she 

experienced “anxiety based on personal experience” and a sense of “nostalgia recognizing herself in a 

profile,” revealing how the persona work evoked both vulnerability and familiarity. Mia (NT) expressed 

that she “felt seen and a need I had in common,” highlighting validation and belonging through shared 

experience. Meanwhile, Harper (NT) observed “translating terms ND to NT,” emphasizing the 

importance of bridging language and interpretation between neurotypes. Together, the reflections 

illustrate that the workshop fostered empathy, personal resonance, and cross-neurotype translation, 

allowing participants to connect emotionally while deepening mutual understanding. 
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The fourth section focused on the sensory context of the workshops and explored how the setting or 

conditions affected the persona profile critique experience. Participants reflected on the visual and 

emotional aspects of comparing the persona profiles, emphasizing the value of clarity. Emma (ND) 

shared that she “liked the layout and overview,” appreciating the organized presentation that made 

information easier to process. Lucus (ND) noted it would be “easier if he had both to study,” suggesting 

that having both persona profiles available side by side would support deeper analysis and 

understanding. Ben (NT) described the “emotional ND picture,” recognizing the neurodivergent persona 

as more expressive and affectively detailed. Collectively, the insights highlight that participants valued 

clear visual structure, comparative access, and emotional depth, which together enhanced their 

engagement and comprehension of neurotype differences. 

 

The last persona profile critique of the workshop section was on pain points or delights which looked for 

what caused frustration and what brought joy to the process. Participants expressed a mix of emotional 

responses, recognition of similarity, and appreciation for the practical relevance of the persona work. 

Lily (NT) shared that the session was “triggering from content, causing some self-doubt,” indicating that 

exploring communication and identity themes prompted personal reflection. Mia (NT) observed that the 

personas were “so similar but so different,” capturing the nuanced overlap between neurotypical and 

neurodivergent experiences. Lucus (ND) added, “seeing common struggles can create both discomfort 

and validation.” Harper (NT) noted that “both valued communication that would be good to bring into 

day-to-day life,” emphasizing how workshop insights could enhance real-world interactions. Finally, 

Henry (NT) recognized the “value in persona,” affirming the effectiveness of the exercise as a tool for 

understanding cognitive and emotional variety. Together, these reflections reveal that the workshop 

fostered empathy, introspection, and practical awareness, encouraging participants to integrate these 

insights into everyday communication. 

Discussion 

Summary 
This research study is something I never would have imagined doing just a few years ago. It builds upon 

existing research that highlights perspective differences between neurotypical (NT) and neurodivergent 

(ND) individuals (Faso et al., 2015; Lopatin, 2021), while addressing a notable gap in how these groups 

communicate with one another (Crompton et al., 2020; Heasman & Gillespie, 2019). What brought me 

to this point was my lifelong experience with dyslexia and how it shaped the way I perceive and engage 
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with the world. It was the difficulties in communicating with others and the lack of understanding I saw 

in a person’s face when I attempted to share my world with them. In the frustration of those moments, I 

turned inward asking myself, “Why don’t people see what I see?” That question eventually became a 

turning point. My investigation into the nature of that difference led me to design thinking. Its emphasis 

on iteration and visualization mirrored how I had always navigated challenges by mapping ideas, finding 

structure through investigation, and turning confusion into clarity through creative problem-solving. 

Design thinking gave me the language and tools I needed to express myself in ways other people could 

understand. It helped break down barriers that had once felt immovable and once I saw how powerful 

that shift was in my own life, I wanted to explore whether these same methods could help others bridge 

their cognitive differences too. That goal ultimately shaped this thesis using design thinking as a way to 

understand how people perceive, process, and engage differently and how those differences can 

become pathways to connection rather than obstacles. 

 

From the interviews and the workshops’ activities, the data reveals that NT and ND participants share a 

strong desire for clarity, connection, and respectful communication, yet they reach these outcomes 

through distinctly different cognitive and emotional pathways, this is aligned with literature emphasizing 

intersubjectivity as a shared meaning making process shaped by experience and context (Gillespie & 

Cornish, 2010; Cornejo, 2008) and is consistent with prior research on cognitive profiles and internal 

processing differences (Doyle, 2020; Solomon, 2010). NT participants tend to view communication 

challenges as situational and manageable, relying on structure for efficiency, using calendars, step-by-

step instructions, and organized visuals to stay aligned, confident, and professionally composed. Their 

adjustments in tone, pacing, eye contact, or mirroring function as courtesy and situational awareness. 

ND participants also value structure, but for fundamentally different reasons. It provides stability, 

reduces sensory and cognitive overload, and protects against misinterpretation. Their communication 

carries deeper internal labor, masking, scripting, logical modeling, delayed processing, and sensory 

regulation used not for polish but for psychological safety and participation. This is supported by existing 

literature on masking, sensory regulation, and cognitive load (Bury et al., 2021; Pryke-Hobbes et al., 

2023). While NT experience communication friction as temporary moments of misalignment, ND 

experience it as continuous negotiations of energy, authenticity, and inclusion. In essence, NT clarity 

supports control and flow, while ND clarity supports survival and understanding. Yet both groups 

consistently described successful interactions as moments of being seen and understood. Taken 

together, the findings show that cross-neurotype communication is not defined by opposing traits but 
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by differing routes through the same landscape. NT individuals tend to function best when predictability 

is externally structured and shared, while ND individuals are more likely to internalize regulation and 

stabilization when external structure is insufficient or implicit. Effective communication emerges when 

systems, environments, and expectations offer both structure and empathy, reducing cognitive friction 

and enabling all participants to perceive, process, and engage with greater parity and authenticity. 

These findings align with the double empathy framework, which suggests that communication 

difficulties arise not from individual deficits but from mismatches between neurotypes (Crompton et al., 

2020).  

Interpretations 
The findings of this study suggest that communication differences between neurotypical and 

neurodivergent individuals are not rooted in deficits, but in distinct cognitive patterns of perception, 

processing, and engagement. These patterns were made especially visible through the Rose-Thorn-Bud 

reflection activity conducted during the workshops. When participants categorized their experiences, 

Roses frequently reflected moments of clarity, validation, and ease of understanding; Thorns surfaced 

points of friction tied to mismatched expectations, implicit norms, or unspoken emotional labor, and 

Buds captured emerging awareness, curiosity, or tentative shifts in perspective. Notably, neurotypical 

and neurodivergent participants often identified similar interaction moments but interpreted them 

differently across these categories, underscoring that communication challenges were not experienced 

as individual failures but as relational and contextual dynamics. The Rose-Thorn-Bud activity thus 

functioned as a structured mechanism for externalizing internal responses, allowing participants to 

articulate cognitive and emotional experiences that are typically implicit, fragmented, or difficult to 

name.  

 

The Alex (NT) and Riley (ND) Persona Profiles revealed two stable but complementary ways of navigating 

communication: one oriented toward clarity, structure, and predictability; the other toward 

authenticity, adaptability, and emotional stability, reflecting established research on cognitive variability 

and spiky profiles in neurodivergent populations (Bottema-Beutel, 2017; Doyle, 2020). These differences 

create friction when unrecognized, but they also form a natural cognitive tension where collaborative 

strengths can emerge, aligning with intersubjectivity research that emphasizes shared meaning as a co-

constructed process shaped by differing experiential frameworks (Cornejo, 2008; Gillespie & Cornish, 

2010). Miscommunication often arises not from content but from mismatched expectations. 

Neurotypical participants tended to prioritize efficiency, directness, and contextual norms, consistent 
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with findings that neurotypical communication styles emphasize social conventions and implicit 

nonverbal cues (Faso et al., 2015; Grahe & Bernieri, n.d.). Neurodivergent participants were more likely 

to prioritize meaning, intention, and emotional safety, aligned with literature on masking, cognitive 

load, and the internal labor required for participation in neurotypical environments (Bury et al., 2021; 

Pryke-Hobbes et al., 2023). When these priorities collide, each group may assume the other is being 

unclear, unresponsive, or overly sensitive when in reality, they are simply operating from different 

cognitive styles, a pattern well-documented in studies of cross-neurotype interaction and workplace 

communication (LeFevre-Levy et al., 2023; Lopatin, 2021). 

 

Design thinking provides a shared “translation layer.” Throughout the workshops, methods like Persona 

Profiles and Experience Diagramming helped surface invisible internal processes on both sides, 

consistent with design thinking literature that emphasizes externalization, visualization, and shared 

sense-making as tools for navigating complex human systems (Brown, 2009; LUMA Institute, 2012). 

When participants critiqued the Alex (NT) and Riley (ND) personas, they consistently described 

“recognition,” “validation,” or “clarity,” suggesting that structured visual methods can externalize 

cognitive experiences that are typically internal and unspoken (Kolko, 2015). In other words, design 

thinking acts as a bridge: it slows down communication, makes patterns visible, and creates 

psychological space for both clarity and authenticity to coexist. Conditions shown to reduce cognitive 

load and improve participation across diverse cognitive styles (Doyle, 2020; Gillespie & Cornish, 2010). 

 

The data also suggests that internal strategies such as self-monitoring, masking, or emotional regulation 

play a larger role in communication behavior than participants typically realize. Neurotypical 

participants often engaged in self-monitoring to ensure clarity, correctness, or emotional neutrality, 

aligning with research on norm-based communication and impression management (Grahe & Bernieri, 

n.d.). Neurodivergent participants frequently describe energy management, sensory awareness, or 

masking to ensure safety or avoid misunderstanding, reflecting established findings on masking and 

internal labor in neurotypical-dominant environments (Bury et al., 2021; Pryke-Hobbes et al., 2023). 

These invisible patterns shape how and when people engage, withdraw, clarify, or adapt in 

conversations, reinforcing the double empathy perspective that communication challenges arise 

relationally rather than individually (Crompton et al., 2020). Participants were not simply reacting to 

communication styles, but to the conditions surrounding the communication. When environments 

supported clarity, pacing, and emotional safety, both NT and ND individuals reported more positive 
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interaction experiences, supporting research that frames inclusion as an environmental and systemic 

outcome rather than an individual accommodation (Nishii, 2013; Shore et al., 2011). This suggests that 

many communication challenges are system-level issues, rooted in context, norms, expectations, rather 

than individual limitations.  

 

Finally, the research indicates that cognitive diversity becomes an advantage when it is acknowledged 

instead of stifled. The personas helped participants reframe differences as complementary strengths 

rather than incompatibilities. Alex brings structure; Riley brings depth. Alex provides clarity; Riley adds 

nuance. Together, they offer a broader range of perception and response than either could alone, 

reinforcing design and organizational research that shows diverse cognitive perspectives enhance 

problem-solving when supported by shared frameworks (Billett, 2014; Brown, 2009). This suggests the 

broader interpretation that design for neuro-inclusion is not about accommodating deficits but about 

aligning environments with the natural variability of human cognition. 

 

Implications 
Most cross-neurotype communication problems are not personal failures, they are environmental 

mismatches, a conclusion supported by research framing communication breakdowns as relational and 

contextual rather than deficit-based (Crompton et al., 2020; Heasman & Gillespie, 2019). When 

conversations move too fast, lack clarity, or feel emotionally unsafe, both neurotypical and 

neurodivergent people struggle, consistent with findings that cognitive load, pacing, and emotional 

safety significantly influence participation and understanding across neurotypes (Doyle, 2020; Gillespie 

& Cornish, 2010). The implication is simple: better communication comes from better design. Design-

thinking methods proved especially effective because they externalize what is usually invisible, aligning 

with design research that emphasizes visualization and external representation as mechanisms for 

shared sense-making in complex human systems (Brown, 2009; Kolko, 2015). 

 

Visual methods like affinity clustering, rose-thorn-bud, and persona profiling, along with experience 

diagraming helped participants express needs they rarely articulate, supporting prior findings that 

structured visual methods reduce ambiguity and support diverse cognitive styles (Billett, 2014; LUMA 

Institute, n.d.). This suggests that organizations should adopt visual, iterative communication practices 

to support diverse cognitive styles across the board, rather than relying on individual accommodation 

alone (Nishii, 2013; Shore et al., 2011). The Alex (NT) and Riley (ND) personas further illustrate that 
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clarity and authenticity function as complementary strengths rather than competing traits, reinforcing 

literature on intersubjectivity and the double empathy framework, which positions communication 

success as emerging from alignment rather than conformity (Cornejo, 2008; Crompton et al., 2020). 

 

Finally, this research reinforces that individuals, rather than diagnostic categories, should guide inclusive 

design, consistent with scholarship that calls for flexible systems responsive to variability in human 

cognition (Doyle, 2020; Patton, 2019). Flexible structures, multiple ways to engage, and space for both 

processing and expression create environments where people move from awareness to agency. In short, 

design for the cognitive flexibility of human minds, not for how individuals are labeled. 

 

Validity and Limitations 
The data gathered through interviews, affinity clustering, persona development, and workshop activities 

reflects the perspectives of both neurotypical and neurodivergent participants. These methods highlight 

the strengths and challenges each group experiences with intersubjectivity and offer insight into how 

cognitive styles influence communication dynamics. However, several limitations affect the study’s 

external validity. Because this is qualitative research, the sample size is necessarily small and may not be 

useful to generalize the broader neurotype populations. The demographic composition of the 

participants, gender, age, race, ethnicity, education, and workplace background may also influence the 

results, as these factors shape communication experiences. Additionally, the personas created from this 

sample represent generalized patterns, not definitive descriptions of neurotypes, and may not fully 

capture the diversity within each group. 

 

The workshops provided opportunities for participants to reflect on communication challenges using 

rose-thorn-bud and critique methods. While these activities enabled constructive dialogue, they rely on 

participants’ willingness to express their thoughts openly. Some individuals may withhold their true 

feelings, feel uncomfortable challenging others, or enter discussions with strong preconceived ideas, 

which could limit the depth of data. Differences in life experience also introduce variation in how 

participants interpret communication situations. Despite these limitations, several design features 

strengthen the study’s validity. Triangulation was used across multiple methods, interviews, affinity 

clustering, persona profile development, and workshop activities to reduce reliance on any single data 

source. The iterative design-thinking activities acted as built-in validity checks: rose-thorn-bud provided 

feedback on interview themes, persona profile critique assessed the accuracy of mindset 
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representations, and experience diagramming allowed participants to evaluate the workshop process 

itself. Together, these checks and balances support the credibility, dependability, and overall 

trustworthiness of the findings. 

 

Recommendations: Avenues for Further Studies or Analysis 
Although this research used categories like neurotypical and neurodivergent for clarity, people should 

not be viewed through fixed labels. They can illuminate patterns, but they also confine, raising 

awareness while risking stigma. Each person carries a unique blend of strengths and challenges that 

cannot be captured by a single term, and future research should continue designing for individuals 

rather than categories. Larger and more diverse samples would strengthen the understanding of how 

background and experience shape communication. Mixed-methods studies could validate the 

communication patterns suggested by the Alex and Riley personas, while real-world testing would help 

determine its practical impact. Additional work should also explore environmental conditions such as 

pacing, meeting norms, and sensory factors that influence communication across neurotypes, as well as 

examine more specific cognitive profiles, including ADHD, autism, dyslexia, giftedness, and anxiety. 

Together, these avenues point toward research that honors individual cognitive variation and the use of 

design-thinking tools to understand patterns without reducing people to them. 

 

Conclusion 
The findings from this study demonstrate that communication across neurotypes is not a problem of 

individuals, but of environments, expectations, and unspoken cognitive differences, a conclusion aligned 

with research framing communication breakdowns as relational and contextual rather than deficit-

based (Crompton et al., 2020; Heasman & Gillespie, 2019). Through interviews, affinity clustering, rose-

thorn-bud, persona profile development, workshops, and analysis, the results revealed that people do 

not simply communicate differently they perceive, process, and engage the world through distinct 

cognitive styles shaped by experience, energy, and context, consistent with neurodiversity research 

emphasizing natural cognitive variation rather than abnormality (Doyle, 2020; Verywell Mind, 2024). 

Understanding these cognitive styles requires moving beyond labels and toward a more human-

centered approach that recognizes each person’s unique blend of strengths and challenges, providing 

further support to calls within both psychology and inclusion literature to design for variability rather 

than classification (Nishii, 2013; Shore et al., 2011). 
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The methods used in this thesis, especially design thinking tools, proved effective in making invisible 

cognitive processes visible, supporting design research that identifies externalization and visualization as 

critical mechanisms for shared sense-making in complex human systems (Brown, 2009; Kolko, 2015). By 

slowing communication and creating shared reference points, these methods transformed 

misunderstanding into understanding and difference into insight, reinforcing intersubjectivity theory 

that meaning is co-constructed through interaction within supportive contexts (Cornejo, 2008; Cornish, 

2010 & Gillespie). Ultimately, this work shows that when we design communication with intention, 

curiosity, and respect for cognitive variation, environments can emerge where clarity and authenticity 

can coexist. The goal is not to categorize minds, but to create spaces where all minds can connect, 

collaborate, and thrive especially since people in the workplace want to be seen and heard despite their 

cultural differences, attitude, motivations, communication style, and neurotype (Indeed, n.d.). 
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Appendix A 

Scheduling Email for Interviews 
 

 

Scheduling Email for Interviews 

Understanding Cross-Neurotype Communication: A Design Thinking Approach 

Dear 

Thank you for your interest in participating in the research study that explores cross neurotype 

communication. You are invited to participate in a Zoom interview that will last one hour. The study is 

being conducted by Jeff Wolfe, Graduate Student, MFA in Design Thinking (jwolfe@radford.edu) and Dr. 

Joan Dickinson, Professor, Department of Design at Radford University (jidickins@radford.edu). 

Attached you will find a consent form that explains the interview portion of the study in detail (Phase 

One). Once you have read this form, please sign and return via email to:  jwolfe@radford.edu. If you 

have any questions regarding the consent form, please feel free to contact either Joan Dickinson or Jeff 

Wolfe at the email addresses above.  

 

Below, are dates and times provided for online interviews to occur. Please let us know which dates and 

times work best for your schedule.   

  DATE 1  AND TIME 

  DATE 2 AND TIME 

  DATE 3 AND TIME 

 

Once a time and date have been agreed upon, we will email you the Zoom link for the interview. Thank 

you and we look forward to hearing from you. 
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Informed Consent for Interview 

 

Informed Consent for Online Interviews 
 

Title of Research: Understanding Cross-neurotype Communication: A Design Thinking Approach 

 

Researcher (s): Joan Dickinson (principal investigator) and Jeff Wolfe (student investigator) 

jwolfe30@radford.edu. 

 

You are asked to be a volunteer in a research study designed to: explore cross-neurotype 

communication and intersubjectivity between the neurotypes. You were selected as a possible 

participant due to your neurotype. We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have 

before agreeing to be in the study. Participation is completely voluntary. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this research study is to explore cross-neurotype communication, focusing on 

how neurotypical (NT) and neurodivergent (ND) individuals share experiences and understanding. The 

study will consist of an online Zoom interview that will last a total of one hour. 

 

Procedures: If you decide to be in the study, you will be asked to participate in an online interview using 

your computer with Zoom software. The total time for the Zoom interview is one hour. 

 

Significant Risks: The research team will work to protect your data to the extent permitted by 
technology. It is possible, although unlikely, that an unauthorized individual could gain access to 
your responses because you are responding online. This risk is similar to your everyday use of 
the internet. Identification numbers associated with email addresses will be kept during the 
data collection phase for tracking purposes only. A limited number of research team members 
will have access to the data during data collection. Identifying information will be stripped from 
the final dataset.  
 

Potential Benefits: If you participate in this research, you may learn about ideas that could 
enhance communication across different neurotypes.  
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Risks or Discomforts: This risk is similar to your everyday use of your computer. Identification numbers 

associated with email addresses will be kept during the data collection phase for tracking purposes only. 

A limited number of research team members will have access to the data during data collection.  

Identifying information will be stripped from the final dataset. This study has no more risk than you may 

find in daily life. If someone feels uncomfortable with the data collection procedure, they may leave the 

Zoom session at any time without penalty. Some people may have difficulty recalling past 

communication issues. If someone feels uncomfortable with the data collection procedure, they may 

leave the Zoom session at any time without penalty.  

 

A 24/7 Neurodiverse Hotline is available through 988 Lifeline (https://988lifeline.org/help-

yourself/individuals-with-neurodivergence/). Counselors are available 24/7 to listen and support 

without judgement via text, chat, or phone.  

 

Compensation to You: There is no compensation from being in this study. You can choose not 
to be in this study. If you decide to be in this study, you may choose not to answer certain 
questions or not to be in certain parts of this study.  
 

Confidentiality: The data collected in this research study will be kept confidential. Participation 
in research may involve some loss of privacy. We will do our best to make sure that the 
information about you is kept confidential, but we cannot guarantee total confidentiality. Your 
personal information may be viewed by individuals involved in the research and may be seen by 
people including those collaborating, funding, and regulating the study. We will share only the 
minimum necessary information in order to conduct the research. Your personal information 
may also be given out if required by law, such as pursuant to a court order. While the 
information and data resulting from this study may be presented at scientific meetings or 
published in a scientific journal, your name or other personal information will not be revealed. 
 

Audio and video recordings will be collected during this study and used to allow the researchers 
to review the interview at a later time. The recordings will be stored in a restricted access folder 
and/or encrypted cloud-based system and destroyed after 3 years. The recordings will not be 
shared with the general public. You do have to agree to be recorded in order to participate in 
this part of this study.  

 

If you give the research team permission to quote you directly, the researchers will give you a 
pseudonym and will generalize your quote to remove any information that could be personally 
identifying. 
 

Your information will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 
 
Costs to You: There is no cost to you to participate in this study. 

https://988lifeline.org/help-yourself/individuals-with-neurodivergence/
https://988lifeline.org/help-yourself/individuals-with-neurodivergence/
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Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant: 
If at any time you want to stop being in this study, you may stop being in the study without 
penalty or loss of benefits by contacting: Jeff Wolfe, jwolfe@radford.edu or Joan Dickinson, 
jidickins@radford.edu. If you choose not to participate or decide to withdraw, there will be no 
impact. If you have questions now about this study, ask before you sign this form.  
 
This study was approved by the Radford University Committee for the Review of Human Subjects 

Research. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject or have complaints 

about this study, you should contact Dr. Jeanne Mekolichick, Institutional Official and Associate Provost 

for Research, Faculty Success, and Strategic Initiatives, jmekolic@radford.edu, 540.831.6504. 

 
It is your choice whether or not to be in this study. What you choose will not affect any current 
or future relationship with Radford University.  
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  
 

 

If all of your questions have been answered and you would like to take part in this study, then 
please sign below. 
 
_______________________  ____________________  ____________ 
Signature    Printed Name(s)   Date 
 
 
I/We have explained the study to the person signing above, have allowed an opportunity for 
questions, and have answered all of his/her questions. I/We believe that the subject 
understands this information. 
 
_______________________  ____________________  ____________ 
Signature of Researcher(s)  Printed Name(s)   Date 
 
Note: A signed copy of this form will be provided for your records. 
 
I do □ or do not □ give my permission to the investigators to quote me directly in their research. 
 
The investigators may □ or may not □ digitally record this interview. 
 
Participant Name (printed): _______________________________________________ 
  
 
Signature: ____________________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 

mailto:jwolfe@radford.edu
mailto:jidickins@radford.edu
mailto:jmekolic@radford.edu
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Interview Questions 
The questions at the beginning gather the characteristics and neurotype of the person being 
interviewed. 

• What is your name? 

• What is your age? 

• What is your gender? 

• What is your ethnicity? 

• Do you identify as neurotypical or neurodivergent? 
 
The first list of questions explores intersubjectivity between the neurotypes. Their preferences, 
challenges, and strategies of individuals with neurodiverse experiences, helping to foster understanding 
and empathy in interactions. 
 

1. What is your preferred way to receive information or instructions in the workplace? Why? 
2. Can you describe any challenges you face in understanding nonverbal cues or social signals? 
3. How do you navigate situations where you feel overwhelmed by sensory input during 

communication? 
4. What accommodations or adjustments do you find helpful in facilitating communication? 
5. Can you share any experiences where clear communication has positively impacted your 

interactions with others? 
6. What advice would you give to neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals who want to 

communicate more effectively? 
 
The second list of questions uncovers the internal thoughts, feelings, and concerns that individuals with 
neurodiverse experiences may have regarding intersubjectivity, providing valuable insights into their 
perspectives and experiences. 
 

7. What thoughts or concerns do you have when entering a new social situation or engaging in 
communication? 

8. How do you perceive the expectations placed on your neurotype in social interactions or 
communication settings? 

9. What internal strategies do you use to navigate complex social dynamics or understand implicit 
social cues? 

10. Are there specific communication scenarios or contexts that you find particularly challenging or 
overwhelming? 

11. What thoughts or feelings do you experience when communication breaks down or 
misunderstandings occur? 

12. How do you internally manage sensory sensitivities or distractions that may affect your ability to 
communicate effectively? 

 
The third list of questions uncovers the emotional experiences and reactions of individuals with 
neurodiverse experiences in intersubjectivity, providing valuable insights into their emotional journey 
and well-being. 
 

13. How do you emotionally react when you successfully navigate a communication challenge or 
effectively express yourself? 
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14. What emotions do you experience when you encounter misunderstanding or misinterpretation 
in communication? 

15. Can you describe the emotional impact of feeling socially isolated or excluded due to 
communication difficulties? 

16. How do you feel when others show empathy and understanding towards your communication 
differences? 

17. Do you experience anxiety or apprehension before engaging in social interactions or 
communication tasks? 

18. How do you emotionally respond to situations where you feel judged or stigmatized because of 
communication differences? 

 
The fourth list of questions explores the observable behaviors and actions of individuals with 
neurodiverse experiences during communication interactions, providing valuable insights into their 
intersubjectivity strategies and preferences. 
 

19. How do you physically engage during communication interactions (e.g., eye contact, gestures, 
body language)? 

20. Can you describe any specific communication behaviors or rituals you engage in to feel more 
comfortable or confident? 

21. What actions do you take when you need to communicate complex ideas or concepts 
effectively? 

22. What steps do you take to ensure clarity and understanding in your communication with 
others? 

23. Can you describe any patterns or routines you follow in your communication habits? 
24. What actions do you take to establish rapport and build connections with others in 

communication settings? 
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Appendix B 

Scheduling Email for Workshops 
 

 

Scheduling Email for Workshops 

Understanding Cross-Neurotype Communication: A Design Thinking Approach 

Dear 

Thank you for your interest in participating in the research study that explores cross neurotype 

communication. You are invited to participate in a 90 minute workshop that will be held by Zoom. The 

study is being conducted by Jeff Wolfe, Graduate Student, MFA in Design Thinking (jwolfe@radford.edu) 

and Dr. Joan Dickinson, Professor, Department of Design at Radford University (jidickins@radford.edu). 

Attached you will find a consent form that explains the workshop portion of the study in detail (Phase 

Two). Once you have read this form, please sign and return via email to:  jwolfe@radford.edu. If you 

have any questions regarding the consent form, please feel free to contact either Joan Dickinson or Jeff 

Wolfe at the email addresses above.  

 

Below, are dates and times provided for the online workshop to occur. Please let us know which dates 

and times work best for your schedule.   

  DATE 1  AND TIME 

  DATE 2 AND TIME 

  DATE 3 AND TIME 

 

Once a time and date have been agreed upon, we will email you the Zoom link for the workshop. Thank 

you and we look forward to hearing from you. 
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Informed Consent for Online Workshop 
 

 

Informed Consent for Online Workshop 
 

Title of Research: Understanding Cross-neurotype Communication: A Design Thinking Approach 

 

Researcher (s): Joan Dickinson (principal investigator) jidickins@radford.edu and Jeff Wolfe (student 

investigator) jwolfe30@radford.edu.  

 

You are asked to be a volunteer in a research study designed to: explore cross-neurotype 

communication and intersubjectivity between the neurotypes. You were selected as a possible 

participant due to your neurotype. We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have 

before agreeing to be in the study. Participation is completely voluntary. 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this research study is to explore cross-neurotype communication, focusing on 

how neurotypical (NT) and neurodivergent (ND) individuals share experiences and understanding. The 

study will consist of an online Zoom workshop that will last a total of ninety minutes. 

 

Procedures: If you decide to be in the study, you will be asked to participate in an online workshop using 

your computer with Zoom software. The total time for the Zoom workshop is ninety minutes. 

 

Significant Risks: The research team will work to protect your data to the extent permitted by 
technology. It is possible, although unlikely, that an unauthorized individual could gain access to 
your responses because you are responding online. This risk is similar to your everyday use of 
the internet. Identification numbers associated with email addresses will be kept during the 
data collection phase for tracking purposes only. A limited number of research team members 
will have access to the data during data collection. Identifying information will be stripped from 
the final dataset.  
 

mailto:jidickins@radford.edu
mailto:jwolfe30@radford.edu
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Potential Benefits: If you participate in this research, you may learn about ideas that could 
enhance communication across different neurotypes.  
 

Risks or Discomforts: This risk is similar to your everyday use of your computer. Identification numbers 

associated with email addresses will be kept during the data collection phase for tracking purposes only. 

A limited number of research team members will have access to the data during data collection.  

Identifying information will be stripped from the final dataset. This study has no more risk than you may 

find in daily life. If someone feels uncomfortable with the data collection procedure, they may leave the 

Zoom session at any time without penalty. Some people may have difficulty recalling past 

communication issues. If someone feels uncomfortable with the data collection procedure, they may 

leave the Zoom session at any time without penalty.  

A 24/7 Neurodiverse Hotline is available through 988 Lifeline (https://988lifeline.org/help-

yourself/individuals-with-neurodivergence/). Counselors are available 24/7 to listen and support 

without judgement via text, chat, or phone.  

 

Compensation to You: There is no compensation from being in this study. You can choose not 
to be in this study. If you decide to be in this study, you may choose not to answer certain 
questions or not to be in certain parts of this study.  
 

Confidentiality: The data collected in this research study will be kept confidential. Participation 
in research may involve some loss of privacy. We will do our best to make sure that the 
information about you is kept confidential, but we cannot guarantee total confidentiality. Your 
personal information may be viewed by individuals involved in the research and may be seen by 
people including those collaborating, funding, and regulating the study. We will share only the 
minimum necessary information in order to conduct the research. Your personal information 
may also be given out if required by law, such as pursuant to a court order. While the 
information and data resulting from this study may be presented at scientific meetings or 
published in a scientific journal, your name or other personal information will not be revealed. 
 

Audio and video recordings will be collected during this study and used to allow the researchers 
to review the workshop at a later time. The recordings will be stored in a restricted access 
folder and/or encrypted cloud-based system and destroyed after 3 years. The recordings will 
not be shared with the general public. You do have to agree to be recorded in order to 
participate in this part of this study.  

 

If you give the research team permission to quote you directly, the researchers will give you a 
pseudonym and will generalize your quote to remove any information that could be personally 
identifying. 
 

Your information will not be used or distributed for future research studies. 

https://988lifeline.org/help-yourself/individuals-with-neurodivergence/
https://988lifeline.org/help-yourself/individuals-with-neurodivergence/
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Costs to You: There is no cost to you to participate in this study. 
 

Questions about Your Rights as a Research Participant: 
If at any time you want to stop being in this study, you may stop being in the study without 
penalty or loss of benefits by contacting: Jeff Wolfe, jwolfe@radford.edu or Joan Dickinson, 
jidickins@radford.edu. If you choose not to participate or decide to withdraw, there will be no 
impact. If you have questions now about this study, ask before you sign this form.  
 
This study was approved by the Radford University Committee for the Review of Human Subjects 

Research. If you have questions or concerns about your rights as a research subject or have complaints 

about this study, you should contact Dr. Jeanne Mekolichick, Institutional Official and Associate Provost 

for Research, Faculty Success, and Strategic Initiatives, jmekolic@radford.edu, 540.831.6504. 

 
It is your choice whether or not to be in this study. What you choose will not affect any current 
or future relationship with Radford University.  
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records.  
 

 

If all of your questions have been answered and you would like to take part in this study, then 
please sign below. 
 
_______________________  ____________________  ____________ 
Signature    Printed Name(s)   Date 
 
I/We have explained the study to the person signing above, have allowed an opportunity for 
questions, and have answered all of his/her questions. I/We believe that the subject 
understands this information. 
 
_______________________  ____________________  ____________ 
Signature of Researcher(s)  Printed Name(s)   Date 
 
Note: A signed copy of this form will be provided for your records. 
 
I do □ or do not □ give my permission to the investigators to quote me directly in their research. 
 
The investigators may □ or may not □ digitally record this workshop. 
 
Participant Name (printed): _______________________________________________ 
  
Signature: ____________________________________________ Date: ____________ 

mailto:jwolfe@radford.edu
mailto:jidickins@radford.edu
mailto:jmekolic@radford.edu
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Appendix C 

Design Thinking Workshop  
The design thinking workshop is divided into 3 phases. The first phase is the rose, thorn, and bud activity 
that helps participants identify positive aspects (roses), areas of potential (buds), and challenges (thorns) 
of the affinity cluster topics obtained from the interviews. The second phase is the critique of the 
persona profiles. Critiquing the persona profiles ensures the profile is accurate, useful, and aligned with 
its intended purpose. The third phase is creating an experience diagram by the participants of the design 
thinking workshop. It involves illustrating the flow of the workshop in a way that captures the key 
stages, activities, and participant interactions. 
 

Phase 1: Rose-Thorn-Bud 

Introduction and explaining the method (5 minutes) 

Begin the workshop by explaining the Rose-Thorn-Bud method clearly: “Today, we are going to use the 

Rose-Thorn-Bud technique to evaluate the interview topics. This exercise helps to identify what is 

working well, where there are growth opportunities, and what challenges are faced for each topic.” Go 

over the use of sticky notes with the participants. 

Explain the three categories: 

1. Rose: 
o Definition: Positive aspects or successes. 
o Example: “The app’s interface is intuitive and easy to use.” 

2. Bud: 
o Definition: Ideas or potential opportunities that could be developed. 
o Example: “Adding voice commands could make the app more accessible.” 

3. Thorn: 
o Definition: Pain points, challenges, or areas that need improvement. 
o Example: “The app crashes frequently when uploading images.” 

Instructions to participants: 

• “Use the color-coded sticky notes for each category.” 
• “Write one idea per sticky note. Be concise but specific.” 
• “Feel free to work individually but ask questions if anything isn’t clear.” 

Individual brainstorming session (10 minutes) 

1. Set the timer: 
o Participants generate as many sticky notes as they can. 
o Encourage them to think critically about the topic and write down any observations. 

2. Guiding prompts (if participants need help getting started): 
o Rose: “What works well for you?” 
o Bud: “What ideas or possibilities do you see for improvement?” 
o Thorn: “What obstacles or frustrations have you encountered?” 
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3. Monitor progress: 
o Check progress, answer questions, and encourage participation. 

Group sharing and discussion (10 minutes) 

1. Organize the sticky notes: 
o Ask participants to place their sticky notes under the appropriate categories on the 

board (Rose-Thorn-Bud). 
o Add their notes to the corresponding sections on the digital board. 

2. Facilitated discussion: 
o Review each category together, starting with Roses (positive aspects) to create a 

positive tone. 
o Discuss each note briefly: 

▪ Ask for Clarification: “Can you elaborate on this idea?” 
▪ Encourage Dialogue: “Does anyone else share this perspective?” 

3. Identify themes: 
o Group similar sticky notes together to identify patterns. 
o Highlight key insights or trends that emerge during the discussion. 

Synthesis and action planning (5 minutes) 

1. Summarize key takeaways: 
o Highlight the main Roses, Thorns, and Buds that the group identified. 
o Capture these insights in a summary document or on the whiteboard. 

2. Close phase 1 of the workshop: 
o Thank participants for their contributions. 
o Recap the objective and how their input will be used moving forward. 

Phase 2: Critique of Persona Profiles 

Introduction and explaining the method (5 minutes) 

Briefly explain the role of facilitator and state the goal of the session. “My name is Jeff. I will be 
facilitating the critique phase of the workshop. The purpose of the critique is to improve the persona 
profiles created from the interviews. This is a constructive session, focused on providing actionable 
feedback.” 

 
Three-part critique framework: 

o Describe: What do you see? (Objective observations.) 
o Analyze: What works well and why? What does not work and why? 
o Suggest: What could be improved? Offer specific recommendations. 

Rules for feedback: 
o Be specific and objective. 
o Focus on the design, not the person. 
o Use "I" statements (e.g., "I found this section unclear because…"). 
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Present the persona profiles (5 minutes) 

A persona profile is a concise representation of a key stakeholder. It captures details such as 
mindset, needs, and goals. By focusing on a fictional but realistic archetype based on research, it 
helps teams empathize with users, align design efforts, and create solutions tailored to real needs. 
Explain persona profiles. 

o The purpose of the design. 
o Who the design is for. 
o Specific challenges or areas where feedback is needed. 

Structured critique session (25 minutes) 

Step 1: Describe (5 minutes) 
o Participants objectively describe what they see. 
o No interpretations or judgments at this stage. 

Step 2: Analyze (10 minutes) 
o Discuss what works well and why. 
o Discuss what does not work well and why. 
o Encourage participants to build on each other's insights. 

Step 3: Suggest (10 minutes) 
o Each participant offers specific suggestions for improvement. 
o Write down suggestions. 

 

Summarize key points (5 minutes) 

o Recap the major themes of the feedback. 
o Thank everyone for their contributions and time. 

 

Phase 3: Experience Diagram of Workshop 

Introduction and explaining the method (5 minutes) 

Begin the phase by explaining experience diagramming method and provide a simple example. 
“Experience diagramming is a visual method used to map out the interactions, thoughts, and emotions 
of a person as they go through a process or experience. It is used to understand user journeys, identify 
pain points, and uncover opportunities for improvement. An example is the process of buying an item 
online. A person searches for a product online → Adds to cart → Pays.” The experience to be mapped is 
the design thinking workshop. Using a diagram or whiteboard map participants experience of the rose-
thorn-bud, and the critique of the persona profiles phases. 

Diagramming (15 minutes) 

• Add Touchpoints: Identify where each step happens. 
o Add Emotions: Use different colored sticky notes, symbols, or font colors to represent emotions 

(e.g., smiley faces for positive, frowning faces for negative). 
o Identify Pain Points: Circle or highlight the steps where users encounter difficulties. 
o Opportunities: Discuss potential solutions or improvements for each pain point. 
o Thank participants for their contributions. 
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Appendix D 

Research Interviews 
This appendix contains transcripts of interviews conducted as part of this research study on cross-
neurotype communication. The interviews were designed to elicit participants’ perspectives on 
communication preferences, challenges, internal strategies, and emotional experiences in both social 
and professional contexts. Inclusion of these transcripts serves three purposes: (1) provide transparency 
regarding the data collection process, (2) preserve the authenticity of participants’ voices in their own 
words, and (3) illustrate the depth and nuance of lived experiences that informed subsequent analysis. 
Transcripts have been minimally edited for readability (e.g., removal of filler words and transcription 
errors) while maintaining the integrity and meaning of the original dialogue. To protect confidentiality, 
all participant names and identifying details have been changed. One participant requested not to be 
quoted directly and is therefore not included in this appendix. 
 
The first list of questions explores intersubjectivity between the neurotypes. Their preferences, 
challenges, and strategies of individuals with neurodiverse experiences, helping to foster understanding 
and empathy in interactions. 
 
1. What is your preferred way to receive information or instructions? Why? 
 

• I think I'd rather be instructed verbally. It kind of cuts down on confusion when someone gives you 
oral instruction. There's not a lot of room for misinterpretation. Most of the time. It just makes it 
easier to understand. - Lily (NT) 
 

• Personally, I find it to be a lot more actionable if I receive Professionally written instructions and in 
stages. If I can get the problem in pieces, I can more effectively assemble a solution. If I'm with 
people I'm close to, it's more verbally and in pieces. I can do it more effectively that way, because 
otherwise, if it's one big thing, I can get lost in the minutiae. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I like my handheld. It sounds funny, but I work really well if I'm doing something alongside someone. 
Copying what they do, or them telling me, step by step, what to do. Usually, once I do it a couple 
times, I kind of nail it. It's how I learn best. - James (ND) 

 

• It's definitely visual. I'm a big picture thinker, and when I see a ton of words and a lot of details I 
struggle so I definitely prefer more of a visual start and words can help, details can help, but my first 
preference is always visual. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I prefer to receive information initially in writing. Then I like to hear it just because it can feel 
different. It's like a text message, right? When somebody sends you a text versus hearing it. Then I 
like to see it demonstrated, and then I like to try it myself. The reason for that is because it's 
progressive, and I feel like I just learn best that way. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I would say if it's information that I need to retain later on, usually something either written or 
recorded, so I can reference it later if I can't remember. Probably that versus verbal, just because I 
can't go back and make a record unless I take notes myself. - Mia (NT) 
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• I prefer written instructions. Because that way, I don't have to retain the information, and I can refer 
back to it. But my favorite way to learn is an integrated thing. I'm best at learning with OJT. I learn 
by doing. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Visual, almost always, but not necessarily in writing. Writing just visual blocks is usually easier for me 
and I like to make sure things are clear, and I know exactly which way I'm going with that, rather 
than sometimes when you have verbal communications, there's definitely miscommunication and 
you're not sure which way to go. Pictures, diagrams like that. If it's very verbose writing, I have a 
hard time with that. Words are always moving on a page to me, so it's a little bit harder to focus on 
them. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Written. Communication when receiving directions so that I can go back and reference them. If I 
have questions, I will ask. I just prefer it written down. Then I have reference so that I can go back 
and look at them to not be confused. I have a tendency when taking a test to just skip over the 
directions. Versus really reading them, what they're telling me, before solving the problem. I learned 
that real quick by getting a lot of wrong answers. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• Probably not reading them, when I look at things for how to fix a car, or something like that, I'll look 
at YouTube. Like a hands-on, show-me type thing. Because it's harder for me to visualize it when I'm 
reading it, and so it's almost like doing it when you watch somebody else do it. - Henry (NT) 

 

• When it comes to just general information, because information and instructions, it's a little bit 
different. So, information I really like to read but for instructions I really like to watch. I think that's 
because with information when I watch something, the information doesn't store the way that it 
does when I read, I feel like. So, when I watch something if I have to fix an appliance in my house, 
my dryer. I put on a YouTube video and watched it. I don't remember any of it at all, but I was able 
to follow the instructions step by step. If it's something where it's instructions I'm needing to retain 
well, that would also be reading. I'm not sure why reading really sets in better for me but honestly, if 
I can read, watch, listen, if I can do all of it, it's the best, but if I had to pick one, it would probably be 
reading, because I think I just retain better that way. - Emma (ND) 

 
2. Can you describe any challenges you face in understanding nonverbal cues or social signals? 

 

• Interpreting nonverbal cues from people who are neurodiverse. Sometimes their signals are a little 
bit harder to read. Especially in the workplace. Sometimes their social signals can be a little harder 
to read. But that can also be true for neurotypical people. You know, you have people that don't 
always emote with what they say, it's doesn't always fit together, so there can be room for 
miscommunication. - Lily (NT) 
 

• I've found the most difficulty I have with nonverbal cues is people express themselves non-verbally 
in unique ways, so I have to spend a beat just sort of familiarizing myself with their individual 
dialect. If they're using nonverbal cues with me a lot, I have to kind of piece it together and let my 
barometer sort of take the lead, because first, I need to decode it. Once I decode it, I need to learn 
what each particular queue means, and there's what's said, and then there's what's implied. 
Oftentimes what's implied and what's nonverbal rides roughshod over what's actually said, and I'll 
get conflict between the two if I don't have a minute to just analyze what I'm looking at. - Lucas (ND) 

 



 
 

 117 
 

• I don't think so. I don't think I faced too many challenges. I can kind of understand emotional body 
language, and things like that. I think I understand most nonverbal cues and things like that. - James 
(ND) 

 

• I actually don't think I get too challenged with nonverbal cues. I think it’s another area that I 
perceive as a superpower. I focus a lot on the nonverbal cues because I'm visual, so I'm always 
looking at how someone's body language may be showing they're perceiving something, or how 
they're reacting to it, so I don't think I struggle with it. I think maybe more of the balance is to make 
sure it's not information overload, and I can filter through and try to figure out what are the right 
data points. - Ben (NT) 

 

• If I'm not in the mindset of active listening or emotional awareness I can miss social signals. I have to 
consciously turn that part on. I have to say, okay, I gotta focus and hold back on my own internal 
dialogue. Like, when you hear things, you're constantly thinking of your own experiences and things 
like that. I have to really focus on trying to listen to understand. I've been told I don't pick up on 
flirting, sarcasm, and sometimes emotional undertones. I might not recognize it when someone's 
being passive-aggressive or flirty, unless it's consistent. I focus a lot on literal meaning of things 
versus the emotion. I'm better at reading tone and intent when I'm mentally focused. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• Not really. I'd say, based on my own experiences, I've had to be a little more in tune with nonverbal 
cues, so I tend to pick up on them pretty well. - Mia (NT) 

 

• Well, that's a bit of a tricky question, because I do think sometimes, I'm not picking up on things. But 
it's kind of like, how do you know when you're not picking up on things? How do you know what you 
don't know? This one's a tough one for me. I think for the most part, I can do it. There are times 
when I'm clear and others when I really work to clarify what I think I'm hearing. - Harper (NT) 

 

• I feel like I've gotten better with this over the years, but I would say I was just horrible in my youth. 
Trouble determining the cues. For someone with ADHD, I can come across as focused and direct, 
and that puts people on their back. I call it their back feet. You can tell when they're just, like, 
backing off a little bit, because they're a little bit intimidated. It's usually the first thing I pick up on, 
just because I've done it so much. You can tell when you're making someone a little uncomfortable. I 
try to soften up from there or go quiet to get people to re-engage. So that's probably the first thing I 
notice. Of course, I didn't know that's what I was doing. I had to ask a bunch of people. So, I can see 
it happening, but I didn’t know I'm doing that to people. You can tell if it's too much one right after 
another, right after another, and they're just kind of backing off a little bit, body language is a little 
odd. Most people can't stand in and just have that eye-to-eye contact. So, from there, I just try to 
soften it up a little bit, maybe I'll slow down, or I'll just kind of back out of conversation for a few 
minutes and see if they re-engage. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• I'm probably more about 80% good with cues. I miss about 20% of cues. So, I don't always get the 
hint that someone’s wanting me to leave, or they're busy, or come back later, or whatever, unless 
they actually verbalize it to me. I don't pick up on that they don't want me there unless they actually 
say it. - Charlotte (ND) 
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• I think maybe I read too much into things, if anything. Maybe the way somebody reacts to 
something, I would say, or maybe reading too much in their tone, or something like that. As 
opposed to necessarily their words, I mean, I don't know that I have issues receiving nonverbal cues. 
I think I can understand. - Henry (NT) 

 

• My biggest social signal I struggle with is eye contact. I never know if I'm looking too much, if I'm 
looking away too much, and so I keep waffling at different points in my life, between probably what 
is too intense of eye contact, just constant, and then no eye contact. That’s one that I really struggle 
with and then when it comes to nonverbal cues. I'm trying to think if I have any specific examples. 
Recently my wife and I had gotten into a bit of an argument because she had subtext in what she 
was saying, and I wasn't understanding, and so I was trying to solve a problem, and she was trying to 
get out of a commitment with a friend, and so I was like, oh, well, you could still do it if you do this, 
and I said it in front of the friend. My wife later was like, hey, I was actually trying to get out of that. I 
was like, I just did not know what that sign was. I don't even know she didn't even tell me beyond oh 
no, I was just trying to get out of it. I don't even know what I missed there, but, definitely, I feel like, 
tone, sometimes I misread, or I personally, myself, am worried I'm too monotone. - Emma (ND) 

 
3. How do you navigate situations where you feel overwhelmed by sensory input during 

communication? 
 

• I think everybody has. I'm generalizing, but I think everybody has moments where they feel a little 
overwhelmed. Whether it's overloaded from a sensory perspective or maybe misunderstanding a 
communication. I will repeat back what they're saying to me. Because I want to make sure, first of 
all, that I'm understanding what they're saying and that they know that I understand. That feeling of 
being understood is really, really important. - Lily (NT) 

 

• What I typically do is a sort of soft reset if there's overstimulation. I sort of have to stop for a 
second. And breathe. In for 4 seconds, hold for 4 seconds, out for 4 seconds. It generally slows my 
heart rate down, helps me get my head on straight. Sometimes I have to do that a couple of times. If 
there's a lot of sensory input, if there's a lot going on, and I'm very confused, I just have to have that 
momentary pause. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I'll start to shut down. Sometimes it's best if I leave the situation, and I think this is going to be an 
answer for quite a few responses, is I'll begin to shut down. - James (ND) 

 

• I try to find a quiet space and remind myself to kind of find peace in the moment. Going to a work 
conference is that type of situation. Because there's lots of interactions, lots of people you don't 
necessarily know. Don't always understand the intent that everybody may have for their interaction. 
A lot of times, if I'm out of conference, it's because I have a speaking engagement. So that can be 
extremely overwhelming and stressful for me, and the best thing I can have is quiet time. There's a 
corner I can get to that's away from people, and I can just try to calm my thoughts and try to 
organize my thoughts, that helps me kind of prepare for whatever engagement I need to go do next. 
I can definitely get overwhelmed in those situations quickly. - Ben (NT) 
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• I tried to reduce sensory input. By politely asking for a change of environment. I might say 
something like, hey, it's hard to focus in here, can we go somewhere else? Can we step outside? Or 
even work remotely if it's something that I just can't focus on in the office I might say, hey. I've got 
to do this thing, so I'm going to have to go home and finish it. Something like that. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I generally freeze a little bit and then try and if it's a noise that I can't get away from I try to get a 
little bit closer to a person. If it's just multiple people asking me questions at the same time then I'll 
try to be like, okay, your question, and then your question. Break it down. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I literally just power through if I can't get out of the situation. Then I think I just get quiet to the best 
of my ability. Which is my way of trying to minimize the overwhelm and just try to suffer through it. 
- Harper (NT) 

 

• It's usually about slowing things down. I can tell when I'm getting overloaded, because the back of 
my neck gets really tense. You'll see me cracking my neck a lot in meetings. So, just slow it down, 
breathe, but also tactically retreat, so I can go and study it later. Sometimes you just need to walk 
away to come back. I haven't found when I'm getting overloaded, how to recover in a meeting, 
necessarily. I'm not that good at meditation but I can recover in a day, you know, in the same day, if 
you're able to walk away and regroup. But not if you're getting overloaded in an instance and 
usually it's hard to interpret the visuals, but also you can't think or process it clearly. I usually 
retreat. Just away from people for a bit, because you need to breathe. I don't know how else to 
describe it, just usually one-on-one, calming down. Just enough so I can try to re-engage, because I 
just can't let go, then if I didn't grasp something. I have to come at it again. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Having misophonia, everything to my hearing is sensory overload if there's more than one source of 
sound. For example, my mom will call me, and she'll start shuffling papers, or doing dishes, or 
cooking something, or banging something in the background and I cannot hear what she's saying to 
me. I have to actually tell her to stop whatever she's doing and that's hard, because she's also a 
neurodivergent, and has ADHD, and she's got to be doing several things all at once. Instead of just 
sitting and talking to me. I'll just stop and I'll ask, can you repeat that? or what did you say? to get 
someone to repeat it so that I can actually hear it. I also have to turn my hearing on so if you say 
something to me and I'm not expecting someone to say something, I'll say, what? What'd you say? I 
have to be ready for it. I have to actually be facing them. If they're behind me or in front of me, I 
can't hear them. I'm looking at their mouth. When they're speaking. I wouldn't say that I can actually 
read lips. But it's far easier for me to understand if I'm looking at their face. So, eye contact, I'm not 
really making eye contact, I'm looking at their mouth. Headphones make a difference in the office 
definitely, and when people are speaking it makes it difficult, because it's very noisy because I'm in 
an open cubicle. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I tend to shut down if there's so many things going on. I mean, depending on my mood. If I know 
everybody, and I've had a few drinks or whatever it doesn't tend to overwhelm me, but if we're at a 
crowded restaurant, or there's a lot of people talking at once I'm not gonna fight for attention or 
anything like that. So, if it's really loud, or crowded, or Crazy or whatever, I'm just probably not 
gonna talk or try to speak above everybody else. - Henry (NT) 
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• I try to discreetly find some sort of thing to anchor me, and so sometimes it's tactile sensory stuff. 
It's very weird for me, because I feel like when I'm overstimulated with sensory things, it's usually 
one thing at a time. It's not like sound and touch. Like, one will anchor me while the other one is a 
little much. So, I think a lot about if I'm having a conversation with somebody, and there's high-
pitched noise that's going on in the building, and I can hear it. I need to think this sweater's super 
soft, so I might be rubbing it to kind of ground myself type of thing, if that makes sense. I've tried to 
find coping skills, or just different things that I can do that make me be able to focus and feel less 
overwhelmed in the moment, because once the communication is over, then I can, if I really need to 
take time for myself, I could do so. - Emma (ND) 

 
4. What accommodations or adjustments do you find helpful in facilitating communication? 

 

• I think clarification when you're communicating with someone whether they identify as neurotypical 
or neurodiverse. Taking your time, I think. We have a tendency and a fast-paced world to sort of 
throw a lot of information at people all at once and we kind of lump everything together into this 
really rapid-fire supposedly easily digestible packet of information. I think that that's not always the 
case. I think sometimes if you just kind of slow down. Communicate and focus on what you're 
saying. And the person that you're speaking to. Being clear, concise, to the point. When you 
communicate with people, look for nonverbal cues, where if they're staring off into space, you see 
that they're not getting it, you're not including them in the conversation. - Lily (NT) 

 

• Whenever I'm trying to communicate. I typically try to do things piecemeal. I don't overwhelm with 
a bunch of details early on. I've done that a couple of times. It kind of makes people's heads spin if 
I'm not careful. I try to do point by point, and I do sort of verbally, I like to do check-ins. I try to 
encourage feedback from the person I'm having conversations with. I like to think it helps people 
feel like they're a little bit more involved. Like I'm talking with them, not talking at them. - Lucas 
(ND) 

 

• A read-ahead that's visual or even if it's just making notes to myself of what the communication may 
be about, or game planning what the communication may be, so I've got something to look at. That 
helps me stop running through it in my head and not feel organized, so it's like I have to turn it into 
some kind of visual, even if the visual is just a couple words, or a screenshot of some charts of what 
may be coming. That helps me find some kind of calm and preparedness. - Ben (NT) 

 

• Having my own space with a closed floor. People that have their own office, you know, I think that 
sometimes is helpful. I don't have that, and it's not often that you get that in our type of work. Short 
focus meetings, under 30 minutes typically work best for me. After I hit my 30-minute mark, I start 
with something and help. If I don't focus on staying present, or if I feel like it's irrelevant, or there's 
not a purpose to it. It's hard for me to stay engaged. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• For me, I would say it's easier to catch things either in person, face-to-face or through something 
like a video call. Even a phone call versus an email or written words, because then you lose nuances 
and things like tone of voice, or facial expressions. - Mia (NT) 
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• I very much like to have a transcriber on, like a closed caption thing, which I'm using right now as we 
speak. Because sometimes I'll think I missed a word, or I just want to reassure myself that's what 
they're saying. Which is, you know how they say, kind of reflect back in your own words to make 
sure you understood what was being said. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Usually visuals like a PowerPoint, but I don't think I've had many different types of accommodations 
on that. I know we were talking about different types of fonts. I haven't really gone down that path 
before. I like more visuals because I try to lay it all out there. So, whiteboard. Oh, that would be 
when I'm trying to explain something. I'd like to draw it out. I always feel kind of handcuffed if I 
don't have a whiteboard around. Because sometimes you just need to draw it out and sketch it out 
on paper or just write it out and then you'll know what you need to do, even if the rough draft is 
bad. That's just the way I have to try to get ideas out of my head. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Being extremely clear, with exact language, exactly what you mean and just being upfront about it 
and not alluding to something. I gave the example about how one of the managers asked me to 
write a paragraph and I wrote the paragraph and sent it back by email, and that's not what the 
manager wanted. They wanted me to upload it into the electronic system, but they didn't say that 
extra step in the email. It was implied. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I don't know if this is what you're looking for, but if I don't understand the question, I could say, 
maybe phrase it a different way. I don't know. Say that again? - Henry (NT) 

 

• Honestly, one of the things that has worked for me the best and I recently transitioned jobs. I was 
working at the front desk and now I work in financial aid. It's a very different world even the 
communication styles are different so much of it is text-based, which, as wild as that is, I weirdly 
prefer, because I'm not overthinking it, I'm not thinking about the eye contact. I'm in my office 
typing to people and so it's not necessarily an accommodation. It's been an adjustment for me. That 
would probably be the biggest thing, but also, they're very open to questions, and I avoid being 
anxious about questions and stuff like that, and how my OCD can really get me. I want to do 
something perfectly the first time, especially. So being open about that, they've been very please 
ask us questions, it's totally fine, we get it. My last workplace was like that, but it was a little bit kind 
of like here, I feel like I can ask the same question a few times till I understand, and there it felt like 
one and done. The tasks that I'm doing, the communication style, all of it feels a little bit more like 
playing to my strengths, and it's also just less sensory overwhelming in a way, because being up 
front, I used to be by a sink and people would come wash their dishes up there and stuff, that sound 
sensory thing that would really get me. - Emma (ND) 

 
5. Can you share any experiences where clear communication has positively impacted your 

interactions with others? 
 

• What comes to my mind is communicating with my father's doctors. My father had a long and 
protracted illness, and he had a myriad of doctors.  The ability to be clear at each of those 
appointments when my father was not in his right mind. I had to understand and communicate what 
I understood the situation to be. What the course of treatment would be. I did a lot of mirroring in 
those years, because I wanted to know and understand and be able to explain it to my father. I think 
the ability, especially in those situations when we're a fish out of water, you know, with the medical 
profession. The ability to understand and communicate clearly when you're not really understanding 
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at its fullest and ask for clarification. No matter what the situation is, medical being one of the things 
where people have a tendency to not ask questions. Because we don't want to be seen as being less 
intelligent, or not understanding, or maybe miscommunicating. I think our ability to ask for 
clarification when we need it, or explanation when we need it, and to be able to give clarification. 
That there's a stigma that's kind of associated with that. We all want to be heard and understood, 
and I think that that's true for every situation. I don't think that there's anything wrong with being 
able to say, I'm not really sure that I'm understanding. Could you explain that to me? - Lily (NT) 

 

• Most of mine have been relatively work-related. I find that clear communications and 
comprehensive lists of requirements have generally cut down on frustration with the people I've 
been communicating with significantly. I tend to provide a copious amount of information that 
people actually need. You've done this, now do this. But sometimes, if I'm giving someone a 
comprehensive checklist in that regard, but organized in pieces, they can take it like a checklist and 
just check off each step as they go. I've learned that people have generally have people have 
generally had a relatively positive reaction to that, in my experience, simply because people in 
general get overwhelmed, especially with the minutiae of everyday life. So, if I cut down a little bit 
of that into digestible pieces that let people take it as they come. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• Going to school these last few years. I've had good instructions from teachers and professors and 
poor instruction. I find that the teachers who lay out a syllabus or a plan up front and follow that 
plan without making any last-minute changes are very effective. I like clear instruction at work. If 
you're going to give me instructions, make it clear. Tell me what you want and don't move the 
goalposts. - James (ND) 

 

• I feel like it always does, so it's always positively reinforced. I found lots of situations in my career 
where there's been challenging communication, whether it's a technical issue or something that's 
very emotional for people, whether it's a personnel issue or a data point that's causing people to 
have a disagreement. I've always found, especially earlier in my career when I wasn't in a leadership 
position. If I could draw it out and try to have some kind of visual that helped us understand a path 
forward and also allowed others to feel heard. What they were trying to say, it was a great way to 
collaborate and a great way to take out the emotion, and kind of be visionary on where we need to 
go from here, and how to drive progress in the situation. That has what's brought me some success. 
Finding a way to visualize something, write it down, and use that as a means to drive better 
communication between multiple parties. - Ben (NT) 

 

• Structured communication is really nice, like, when I'm in school. I like that kind of communication. 
Not online school necessarily, but, when I'm sitting in a classroom, and I've got the teacher or 
someone professional that's done it a bunch of times. They know how to structure the information. I 
really enjoy that kind of setting. I like the visual and the verbal guidance. And I think that makes it 
easier to remember and apply versus somebody that's kind of fumbling around trying to find their 
words. Typically, people like that, or like a doctor are clear, they're calm, they're very 
communicative and trying to make it about you, and you understanding the information, so I feel 
like that works best for me. I've also learned that direct eye contact helps me retain information. 
That actually helps me, because if I'm not paying attention by looking, then I'm not as likely to 
remember the information. - Sophia (NT) 
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• I would say, like, with kids' teachers over the years. Sometimes being able to have just a very short 
conversation with them is worth about 20 emails. It's a lot easier to just quickly discuss something 
and have both of us understand it, rather than having a chopped-up email where maybe you send 
an answer, and you forget an earlier part of the conversation. It’s easier to have a shorter face-to-
face than a long, drawn-out email. - Mia (NT) 

 

• It's probably easier to tell you when it has not. Where it's like, literally every avenue of my life I 
wouldn't say a struggle for having clear communication, but I am very intentional about clear 
communication. I can say right now, in the place, in the culture, the environment that at work. I've 
been doing my job for over 15 years. I know my job and I'm pretty good at it and right now, I am 
asking and re-asking and revalidating everything. Almost to the point where it feels ridiculous. 
Because right now, the environment is so, like, well, this is the truth as of 8PM on a Monday and in 
10 minutes, it can change, so it's constant good communication, meaning reflective and mirroring 
and all of that, and validating what you think you know so that none of us step in it, and either say 
the wrong thing or communicate something that's not ready to be communicated. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Clear communication is key to be able to get people to understand you. I did have one that did not 
work well last week, but when I was able to tag up with someone more one-on-one you could get a 
better feeling when you could talk and when that other person could talk. That went pretty well, 
and it's just you slow down to try to explain things. So that one, we were talking about two different 
scenarios, and I was trying to explain A and B to them. It was a work conversation. How it related to 
different contracts, and when we should and shouldn't do things. We were getting hung up. We 
were looking at technical stuff, they were looking at how to execute it from a contract basis, how 
they can give direction. We were just explaining, no, we're not doing A, this is what we asked you to 
do. This is what we're doing. Oh, okay, that makes sense. You use the visuals to try to break it out. 
It’s harder in a room when everyone is trying to talk or wants to be heard without understanding. 
So, the best thing is trying to understand where people are coming from. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• The more clear and concise that you communicate with me, or you tell me you need something the 
better off I can focus and put the plan in place to get it to you ASAP. Another manager asked me to 
put together system failures and I was able to do that within 3 hours and send it back. The more 
detailed and precise and exact, less vague, the easier it is for my brain to focus in on exactly what 
you want. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I think my wife and I sometimes have miscommunication, and it helps when we define the weekend. 
What are we gonna do this weekend? Let's go ahead and talk about it, what it looks like for each of 
us you know. I'd like to mow the grass at some point this weekend. Sort of defining what we're both 
thinking about, if that makes sense? Is your plan to go shopping all day Saturday? My natural 
tendency would be sort of to wait and procrastinate and not talk about those types of things, I 
guess, and just go out and mow the grass and I communicate, I'm gonna go do that, and I'm gonna 
be out of pocket for 2 hours. But lately, I think we've been doing better at communicating and 
expectations of what's going on so that's always a positive thing. Yeah, so what's interesting is we 
just bought a calendar that we hung in the wall. It's a digital one. That we all can add to, my kids, my 
wife, me. We add different events that we have to go to, or like, tonight, I had this on there, so 
everybody would know, okay, it's 7 o'clock, I'm doing this and that's been very helpful. - Henry (NT) 
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• I think the thing that I learned the most with communication came from a time in my life where my 
wife and I, before we had gotten married. I went from someone that communicated. But not really, 
to someone that over-communicates now but without having clear communication throughout that, 
because it was very turbulent, it was a very different time of my life compared to where I am now 
and where I was before. I think that being able to clearly communicate about what's going on really 
strengthened our relationship. I see a lot where clear communication with my best friend also 
there's a lot of times I say things to her, and she's like 100% get what you're saying and it's clear 
both ways, and I feel a lot closer to her when we go through that. - Emma (ND) 

 
6. What advice would you give to neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals who want to 

communicate more effectively? 
 

• It's not always easy for people to put themselves in another person's shoes. As someone who is 
married to a neurodivergent person. I do a lot of mirroring in my relationship, and so does my 
spouse, because our communication is the most important thing to us, our ability to talk, and we 
talk a lot. When you understand that somebody's brain works differently. Not wrong, not better, not 
worse, just differently. That they may not see what you're saying, or they may not hear what you're 
saying. They may not quite get that. Slow down. Understand that not everybody's going to respond 
the way you want them to. Watch them, pay attention to them. And take your time. - Lily (NT) 

 

• We’re referring to the communication styles of each individual. If you're talking about a 
neurodivergent person, they might have a way of piecing together their own information that might 
differ from mine. They might have their own means. I would advise for both individuals to sort of 
familiarize one another with the overall communication style. Notify each other of places where 
they might have some difficulty. If, for example, one is bombarding and the other one gets lost in 
the minutiae. Communicate expectations. Because the expectation then goes on to shape reality, 
and that might actually prove to be beneficial in the long run if you can actually learn more about 
each other. Get to know one another, because I feel like breaking down some of the initial barriers 
and developing a sense of understanding might actually cut down on some of the overstimulation 
on one side, and some of the confusion on the other. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• From my experience, working for a team that invested a lot in understanding, giving us training to 
help us understand how the brain worked. Even at a high rudimentary level. That helped me 
understand that we're all different. Early on in my career, and I got to take so many different 
assessments, whether it's Myers-Briggs, or HBDI, whatever flavor of the month of how people 
perceive and are wired differently, that helped me tremendously in my career. Because it helped 
you realize there's no black and white, it's not all binary, it's a spectrum, and everybody's at 
different points on the spectrum, and it's almost multi-dimensional. Understanding that helped me 
a lot. I think that is an important area for both neurotypical and neurodivergent people to be able to 
better interact with others. The more that they're able to understand not everyone's going to think 
like you. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I would just say patience and normalization. Neurodivergent people often need extra support. But 
they're also constantly adapting. constantly to a world that's not designed for them. In my opinion. 
so, offering clarity. boundaries. I feel like just that everyone benefits when communication is flexible 
like that, respectful, considerate. I can empathize with their situation. I need it to go both ways, 
though, because I know that I can get overwhelmed and overstressed, and I don't want to turn into 
some of the raging you know what. Because I'm overstimulated, right? - Sophia (NT) 
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• I would say patience and asking for feedback. Is this helpful? Would you like me to try something 
else? It's kind of if it's not working. Do you have any ideas of how I could help, or otherwise? I'll try 
this. I'll just kind of be open and flexible. - Mia (NT) 

 

• Patience and grace and come into it. Understanding that you're going to have different 
communication styles so mirroring, I think, is important, so that there's no accidental 
miscommunications. Which also means that it may take longer when you're trying to communicate 
what you're trying to say. Assume positive intent. Try not to get frustrated. Be patient with each 
other, and mirror to make sure that you are communicating the way you think you are. - Harper (NT) 

 

• The hardest thing is to just to talk. Right? Things will get lost. Use visuals and take good notes. Show 
everyone you're organized. But one thing I've learned is it takes a lot to read people, and I still don't 
have it all. You can tell when you don't have people engaged and then you have to look for ways to 
get them engaged. Also, it's like overload, so you have to think about it like the newspaper. You 
have to grab them with the headline and then tell them just enough where you don't overload 
them. If you're talking to a director, someone high up there they're going to have to jump to 50 
different topics that day. If you catch them on the morning, they're gonna be fresh. You catch them 
in the afternoon you're gonna have to go a lot slower. Otherwise, you're gonna lose them, and I did 
that with my first director tag out. I completely overwhelmed the guy. Instead of half an hour, it 
took 2 hours. So just be mindful, go in there with the prep, and sometimes you're just going to have 
to watch people to know how to understand body language. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• I don't understand implied inference, as I just mentioned. Say what you mean, mean what you say. 
So, I had a garage sale, and the individual repaired guitars and I said, oh, I have one that my nephew 
needs repaired. He repaired it and he said that he didn't want anything for it, but he kept repeating 
it, and I was like, okay! My Dads like he wants money for repairing it and I'm like, but that's not what 
he said! He's saying one thing and expecting the opposite! - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• This is hard for me, because I don't know that I'm a good communicator so my advice might suck. I 
think laying out clear expectations of what each of you thinks is the a good tool, I guess. I come 
across different people at work and a lot of times who may not agree with what they have to do on 
a ladder type of thing, so communicating what the regulations say versus what they're doing, I think 
can cause a clash, and whether those are neurodivergent or typical I don't really have a clue. So, I 
don't know how I would do things differently, if anything? With the neurodivergent versus 
neurotypical. I think trying to understand where they're coming from goes a long way. - Henry (NT) 

 

• I personally believe that it's better to over-communicate than under-communicate and I've heard 
some people say they think there's no such thing as over-communication. I think at the end of the 
day, when both people come into a conversation trying to understand each other, and we don't 
really think about conversations as we're getting into them. So, I think if a neurotypical person and a 
neurodivergent person come into a conversation understanding the other person might not get it. 
My advice would be just communicate openly and you can be honest without being mean. I think a 
lot of people don't want to be clear in their communication or be honest about what they're trying 
to say, because they are worried about hurting somebody's feelings, or what it might look like, 
rather than what you're trying to say. I think people misconstrue themselves. If that makes sense. 
So, my advice would just be open. It's better to be open and talk about it, because that's how you 
figure stuff out. - Emma (ND) 
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The second list of questions uncovers the internal thoughts, feelings, and concerns that individuals with 
neurodiverse experiences may have regarding intersubjectivity, providing valuable insights into their 
perspectives and experiences. 
 
7. What thoughts or concerns do you have when entering a new social situation or engaging in 

communication? 
 

• You have to be mindful. You know, you have to understand that if you're dealing with someone who 
can get overstimulated. I have a tendency towards empathy, and so I think that being able to feel 
someone and kind of let that guide you. You're not going to be all over someone who you see as 
extremely socially reticent and not engaging. The last thing people want in a social situation is to be 
completely ignored or invalidated, so that's kind of just the way that I handle things going into a 
social situation and with people that I've never been involved with before. Be friendly and engaging 
and all of those kinds of things but just be mindful that other people may not respond to the same 
things that you do and in the same way that you do. - Lily (NT) 

 

• I am thinking about how I am going to be perceived. If I'm in a new situation with people, I don't 
know or engaging in an official communication. My first thought is how every word I'm going to say 
is going to shape initial perceptions of me. I often find myself slowing down rather deliberately in 
communication. I have to kind of analyze sentences pretty carefully. Get to know people as I go. 
Because if I just throw all my information out there in my experience, that causes people to walk the 
other way. I'll admit, it's more of anxiety, I would say, in a way, it is also kind of helped me, too, 
because in being more deliberate, I typically become more of a listener and less of a speaker. Speak 
little, listen much. And that has kind of helped me out in some situations. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I'm overly focused or overly concerned with what people think about me. Deep down inside my first 
concern when entering a new situation is are these people going to think I'm stupid? What are they 
going to think of me, how I look, how I talk, how I come across? - James (ND) 

 

• I immediately worry about what everybody thinks of me and how am I perceived. Then I think I get 
into a better mode when I don't focus on how I'm feeling, and I try to focus on how others are 
interacting, but it starts out with trying to connect with people. How am I being perceived? If I'm 
going to speak somewhere. I feel it's really important to know my audience and understand the 
group I'm talking to, and what is important to them because if I can somehow weave into my 
earliest pieces of communication something that I think maybe they will appreciate it. It'll help me 
get a smile, or a quick reaction, or something that gets me past that worry about what people think, 
which can be crippling. Someone I was talking to one time made a comment that it's like a Jedi mind 
trick, like, you're trying to trick somebody. I'm like, no, I'm not trying to trick anybody. I'm trying to 
just better understand them so that I know better how to interact with them. - Ben (NT) 

 

• Large groups make me uneasy. I prefer smaller group settings where I can have meaningful one-on-
one conversations with people. In large crowds, I feel like I have to stay on guard which makes it 
hard to listen or fully engage. When I do engage with people, I try to break the ice by finding 
something in common. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I would say first, basic safety. Perception, like, is this a potentially dangerous person? Is this a safe 
person? Then beyond that. How to connect with this person kind of depends on the nature of the 
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interaction. If it's something short, like a transaction, you're buying something like a charge point, 
mostly just to understand and be pleasant, and then kind of move on. Versus you're meeting 
someone new that maybe you have to work with longer term than trying to figure out how to 
connect with this person. Like, what are the common frames of reference? - Mia (NT) 

 

• If I'm entering a new situation. I am typically pretty quiet. I tend to be much more reserved and 
observant. Because I'm looking for what is the tone, and what is the environment, what is any kind 
of underlying cultures, or flavors, or I'm just trying to figure this out. Before I engage too much. I'm 
looking for safety. It depends on the situation. If it's at work, I'm probably not worried as much 
about it because I'm not going to get into personal conversations. If it's a social situation, then I 
certainly want to see if these are the people that I feel safe being myself with. But it's about safety, 
right? You got to observe before you really feel comfortable to engage at any sincere level. - Harper 
(NT) 

 

• I'm all thumbs. All the time. I know I seem like I'm an outgoing person. But it goes back to something 
I want. I used to love watching pro football and you see enough over the years. Good defense is 
good offense. Sometimes your best defense is a really good offense. So it's almost like I try to be a 
little more social. Like, outward a little bit extemporaneous, just off-cuff. Just so I don't get such an 
odd feeling. You know, they don't have to talk too personal with them, which I don't like doing, 
because I always think I make people feel odd. So, social situations. Well, in my youth, I'd avoid 
them, just overall, but as you get older. Trying to talk keep it to sports. Chilling with the beer is 
usually the safest bet. Most people you can relate on. Pets, sports, and kids. Around here, it's 
football, and everyone loves to talk about college football. So, just pick a team and have another 
team you just want to make fun of. SEC versus ACC, and usually that's a good jab and you'll get a few 
rounds in socializing with people. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Depending on the amount of people. If it's a small group, say 6 or 8 people, I'm generally okay, and I 
can carry conversation. Just general chit-chat and small talk, not my preferred thing. But I can do it, 
but if I am, like, in a room of 100 people. Say, when we do awards in one of the big conference 
rooms or something, I just really want to go sit in the corner and not interact with anybody, because 
I'm overwhelmed, and part of that is the hearing thing, because there's 100 conversations going on. 
Well, if you have 100 people, there's, like, 50 conversations going on. That's way overstimulating for 
me to be in a room with that many people with that much noise or, like, going to a dinner meeting 
with all the dishes clacking, and the spoons, and the silverware, and the plates. It just gets really, 
really overwhelming to my hearing but one-on-one or two or three people. I can handle that fairly 
well. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I don't like engaging in new social situations. If I'm going into somewhere where I don't know hardly 
anybody it makes me really nervous. I prefer not to do it. With work, it's a little different because I'm 
supposed to be there. If I'm going to a meeting for a working group, I may not know anybody in 
there, but at least we're in there for a common goal. If it's like a social gathering with people I don't 
know I would think long and hard about even going. I would rely on if my wife went, or some friends 
went or something, I would be fine too. But yeah, I don't like social situations where you don't know 
many people and stuff like that. - Henry (NT) 

 

• I know I worry. I'm trying to figure what the worry is about, I guess probably not being understood. 
One of my biggest pet peeves of all time is not understanding and people not helping me 
understand. People basically writing it off and being like, you don't want to understand or 
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alternatively people not understanding me. So, I think when I go into a conversation, I'm worried 
that someone thinks that I'm coming with an ulterior motive, or out of an angle, rather than just 
kind of asking a question, or just kind of talking to talk, or something like that, if that makes sense. I 
get worried when I talk to somebody that they're gonna think I'm up to something and I don't know 
what that is. I don't know if it's my tone or what, but I just think that they will think differently of me 
than how I actually am. I guess I'm worried how I'd come off. Not necessarily if people would like 
me, but how I'm perceived. - Emma (ND) 

 
8. How do you perceive the expectations placed on your neurotype in social interactions or 

communication settings? 
 

• Growing up as someone who is neurotypical. I think we sort of, from a perspective, even being a 
young child. We sort of take it for granted that everyone we come in contact with is going to be like 
us. They're going to communicate the same way that we do. They're going to feel or think the same 
way that we do. As you grow up and mature, you understand that there's diversity in the world. I 
think that the expectation placed on most neurotypical people is that maybe we get stuff we don't, 
you know what I mean? Maybe we understand. I think there's a misconception that neurotypical 
people understand when they're dealing with someone who's neurodiverse. That we just 
automatically get that. I think what has happened in the last few years has been pretty amazing in 
so much as we're starting to understand that I think now more than ever, we're starting to 
understand that people who are overstimulated. People on the spectrum, people are not what 
neurotypical people think. We each live in a bubble, you know, and I think that bubble is changing. 
We're starting to understand now more than we ever did. - Lily (NT) 

 

• I myself, since I'm falling more along the line of ADHD. I guess people assume I'm going to be all over 
the place. What I try to do is I try to keep point A to point B, point B to point C. I try to keep things 
more linear, to sort of get around that expectation. I've been trying to do that since I was little, with 
mixed success in some cases. It's falling back on that masking behavior. It's keeping things linear and 
just saying, okay. Tone everything else out, get my blinders on, and move forward has sort of kept 
my head above water in some formal situations. It kind of helps with the expectations. When I've 
talked to people and I mention it. They don't see it. They say. Wait, you have ADHD? - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I don't know, because I've been pretty open about having anxiety and depression, but I've only been 
a little open to some people about ADHD. I don't know what expectations people around me might 
have of me. I don't ask for anything for work's sake. Because I perform relatively well. I feel like I 
don't need that accommodation, or that help. I'm not worried about the expectations, because I get 
what I need to get done. - James (ND) 

 

• I think expectations have gotten better over the last decade. All the work that has been done to and 
hopefully it's not being undone, but all the work that's been done to bring diversity, equity, 
inclusion. Perspectives, unconscious bias, all those type of perspectives to the workplace and to 
society in general has helped lower the expectations and helped more people be accepting of 
different styles. But I think it still is out there, and it sometimes based on the audience you're talking 
to, what generation they're from, what their personal views are. So, I always kind of go in with my 
guard up. Trying to make sure the expectation is that everybody is confident, collected, professional. 
I know not everybody is as open and understanding and forgiving if there is some kind of quirkiness 
or oddity about how somebody communicates, so I try to go in, again, it's at perceiving what other 
people think, being very aware that not everybody's going to be opening and accepting, but I do 
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think the environment has moved tremendously over the last decade, more people being accepting, 
and the barriers and expectations being a little bit lower and a little bit looser and a little more 
accepting. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I would say me, personally. I usually tend to be perceived as quieter and then people are surprised if 
I have strong opinions. Being female, if it's someone that I have no context with they're usually 
shocked to find out that I have a very technical background. That's more societal rather than 
neurotype. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I don't know that I have any expectations based on my neurotype, because I think as a neurotypical, 
I have the luxury of not having to worry about that. I still use the same strategies as I do with 
divergent or typical, which is like mirroring, because there's so many parts of us as humans that can 
lead to misperceptions and misunderstandings. The neurotype is just one of many. But I will say with 
my son, I'm different, but that's maybe a parent thing? When I was reading an audiobook, it tied 
very strongly into, I don't know if it's a neurodivergent trait, but it's just a brain type. I call them the 
digesters. It's not a medical term. I think there's a whole better word that I should come up with 
someday for this, but these are the people that take in information, and they think on it, and they 
need time. To digest the data and then give you their very valid inputs. - Harper (NT) 

 

• The last time I told someone I went out with socially, I had ADHD. They started making jokes that I 
couldn't read. So, I typically don't talk about it. I mean, that's always, like, the thing, so I just deal 
with it, people see me take meds, but they don't know what they are, and if someone else has it or 
opens up, I'll let them know, and we can reminisce with the difficulties we have. You can generally 
tell, once you see it a little bit, the hyperactivity part. I've calmed down as I got older, so I guess I've 
hidden it better. I don't like people to know, because then they jump to judgment that, oh, you're 
disabled. You can't do this as well, or you can't do that as well, so I typically don't bring it up. I 
remember when I was in grad school, it came up with someone I was talking to in the physics 
department, and they're like, well, you shouldn't look to do this degree over here won't suit you, 
you won't be able to finish it. That's what I've had to deal with in the work life, so I just don't talk 
about it. When people get to know me, then they're like, you have that? - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Nearly all the work is done by the neurodivergent people trying to communicate with the 
neurotypical people versus the neurotypical people putting in the effort to communicate with the 
neurodivergent people. It seems like we have to accommodate them, versus them even trying a 
little bit to accommodate us. Societal norms like, well, you have to learn about your kid with autism, 
and how to deal with that. I'm like, well, why don't you meet me at least halfway, I'm not asking you 
to meet me all the way, but at least try at least halfway. Try and see it from my perspective, so that 
makes sense. I think a lot of us have run into that. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I don't know, I've been doing this work for so long now that I feel like I know enough but I feel like 
there's tons of people smarter than I am. The engineers and the technicians are way smarter than 
me in certain areas, like for some of the computer or even the radio stuff. I think maybe I place a 
little bit of expectation on myself that I should know a little more about that. I feel a little weird 
sometimes with recording notes. That's why I say sometimes, help me say what this problem means, 
and write this sentence, because I don't know what you're talking about. So, I think the expectation, 
maybe, that I put on myself is that I should know more about each of those subjects when I go in. I 
mean, an expectation as a dad is I feel like I should know all the answers, and I don't. I mean, it 
makes me a little uncomfortable sometimes when I feel like a lot of people are a lot smarter than I 



 
 

 130 
 

am in the room and I realize I'm not in there to know all that technical stuff. I mean, my role is 
different. - Henry (NT) 

 

• Usually if they are neurodiverse, and they’ve shared that with me, I feel comfortable sharing back if 
it's somebody that I've already worked with. I started a little over a month ago and I'm still getting to 
know people and stuff. Not everyone there knows that I'm ADHD. A few people do. It's not 
something I'm necessarily keeping secret. I just haven't really gotten to know people yet but if I was 
somewhere, and someone, I guess, to me, was like. Oh, I'm Steve, and I'm autistic, or something. I'd 
be like, oh, hey I'm Emma, I've got ADHD. I could see myself doing it back, but my preference is 
definitely to get to know someone a little bit almost like a vibe check before saying something. But I 
feel very comfortable talking about my neurotype. - Emma (ND) 

 
9. What internal strategies do you use to navigate complex social dynamics or understand implicit 

social cues? 
 

• I feel like I let the dynamic that's present guide my behavior. I think a lot of it has to do with feeling 
your way through a situation. If you see someone in a group who you can see and feel as clearly 
uncomfortable. Maybe they're overstimulated, maybe they just don't feel like they belong in the 
group, or whatever, whether they're neurotypical or neurodiverse. You have to be mindful of people 
who you can see are clearly uncomfortable and be able to put people at ease and make them feel 
comfortable in the way that you're communicating, and in the way that you address them. - Lily (NT) 

 

• That's that internal dialogue going again. That's the okay if this is true, then what else will the 
person do? If they're communicating this way, will they do this? If they communicate this way they 
will more than likely communicate or receive information best in that way, so I kind of use logical if-
then statements based on what I see. When I'm in that Speak Little, Listen Mush situation 
everything sort of becomes a little bit of a logical flow and it's instances like that where I'm kind of 
putting on the Spock cap. I sort of go, okay, so this is what I know. Based on logical deduction. If I'm 
seeing this. If they're using this communication strategy, if they've used this mannerism. Then, does 
this apply? So, it's not necessarily logical deduction in the terms of getting an answer, but logical 
deduction and lining up the next question and then my communication lines up the answer. You're 
kind of putting the pieces of the puzzle together as you communicate? - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I'll take notes before a meeting. In my position now, I lead the meetings. One of my strategies is I 
have a step-by-step paper of pretty much exactly what to say and when to say it. Then I'll write 
notes in each of these locations, if somebody brings something up to me beforehand that needs to 
be addressed, I slotted into that spot, so I have my notes with me. - James (ND) 

 

• I think it's a lot of self-reflection. Sometimes I'll, in my head, after a stressful or new communication 
setup, or new situation, going to a news conference, talking to new people. There's a lot of replaying 
in my head, the military uses the term, like, hot washing, a lessons learned type setup. I definitely do 
that a lot in the quiet time, whether it's during a commute where I can just think. Trying to help 
remind myself that the pre-anxiety that I had going into it was not founded, because it didn't turn 
out as bad. You kind of worked yourself up to be, so that hopefully next time you don't go in with as 
high of an anxiety, stress level, about how complex that situation will be. So, I think that's my biggest 
strategy, is trying to let the data speak for itself, and try to replay and constantly reflect on how 
things went, so that you can kind of build your own internal confidence. Take any lessons learned 
that worked, this didn't work, so that each time could get easier and easier. - Ben (NT) 
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• I physically try to position myself with a back against a wall, or next to someone I trust who can keep 
me stay aware of my surroundings. I feel comfortable, more secure, I should say. I also have to 
mentally prepare myself before going somewhere that I know is going to be crowded or high energy. 
Especially if I know I might get overstimulated to avoid getting burned out. I try not to take on too 
much that day, or I'll either skip the event, or just plan to go for, like, an hour or something, because 
I know that working all day around people in an office, and then going somewhere all night that's 
going to have people around, and it's gonna be noisy, it's just too much for me. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I tend to kind of hang back and observe before diving into the setting, and then, not necessarily 
mirror, but kind of, somewhat meet someone's, I guess, kind of vibe. Like, if someone is very smiley 
and outgoing, then kind of be cheerful. If someone's acting a little more reserved, kind of be calmer. 
- Mia (NT) 

 

• First of all, I hate that. I much prefer candid and real and honest and just being myself, but I 
recognize I'm going to talk about a form of masking, which I don't want to necessarily confuse with 
the neurodivergent requirement of masking. Because they're different, right? But I do know that 
when I'm in a complex situation like that, and I'm trying to figure out the nonverbals or the 
underlying again, I go back to that, I'm observing. There are times that I'm not exactly sure what's 
going on and depending on the scenario, I will either leave it alone, and just kind of be confused, or I 
will engage, just depends on what's happening, and if it's appropriate for me to kind of, say. Did you 
mean this? Or, you know what I mean? I tend to prefer direct communication, and when I can 
facilitate that, I do. Because I need to make sure that I understand what is or isn't being said. Now, 
in a complex situation, that's not always doable so I'm either direct and try to clarify, am I hearing 
you say this, or I just let it go. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Like I said, stick to sports. It's safer. I'm not strong in that area, the social. I mean, you put a beer in 
my hand, I can get away with it for a bit, but honestly, if it's, like, one-on-one, as soon as it feels 
awkward, I just kind of walk away and it's just try to save yourself for another day so people just 
don't think you're the oddball. I think when you're around like-minds, and they know that the 
awkwardness is okay, because it's not awkward. Most people that I've experienced in neurodiversity 
are a little bit more on the introverted side. You don't see as many on the extroverted side, or what 
they see is they look like they're extroverted, but then their crash is hard. Someone I knew said, it's 
just the batteries get drained, and you just have to walk away, and you're wiped. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• That's a good question, and that's a really tough one. A lot of people have a fear of public speaking, 
both neurotypical and neurodivergent. I actually went out and forced myself to do Speakers Bureau, 
where I had to get up in front of groups of people and present or do workshops or whatnot. So, I got 
over my fear really quickly, and I got to the point where I could just wing it and not prepare 
anything, and just do everything impromptu like, doing improv with comedy. I would compare it to 
you just make it up as you go along and you know but still have a filter on there where you're not 
just gonna say anything weird off the cuff, either. That got me over a lot of the anxiety. I mean, I'll 
still get nervous here and there, but presenting very technical, detailed things at work to people 
who, well, a lot of people at work are neurodivergent, too, but some of them are very neurotypical, 
and they don't always get it, either, so a lot of the technical things are more abstract things go right 
over their head when it comes to certain concepts. Because it's not tangible to them. I can adjust my 
down-in-the-weeds and up levels because I've been criticized before. You're too far in the weeds for 
your audience. So, as I've gotten older and with more practice, I am much more cognizant of 
keeping it at the level of. Alright, well, I have a novice here, and I have someone who's an expert in 
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my audience, so I got maybe a little bit of both for my audience. If you need more detail about that 
we'll talk about it offline. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I feel like I ask questions more.  I think if it pertains to what I'm doing I'll definitely ask a question. I 
mean, a lot of this stuff, I'm like, I don't really need to know that. You sort of judge it based on 
whether or not it can apply to what your certain task is, or what you're trying to get out of the 
conversation. If I'm supposed to be recording some kind of data from it. I feel like here's the point 
where I need to say, okay, tell me about that a little more. You know, are we breaking configuration 
of this by bringing in this different part? - Henry (NT) 

 

• It's hard, because when it comes to social cues, I think I rely a lot on tone and face. It's hard, because 
I misread my wife's resting face. I'll be like, are you upset? Are we okay? What's going on? She's 
always like, no I'm fine. I'm just chilling. I'm just not masking right now. I'm like, okay. Even knowing 
that I still feel almost like okay. What's going on? Kind of having to ask and prompt. But honestly, I 
think my biggest strategy has been to ask her, are you upset? I'll just be direct. Not necessarily blunt, 
but direct. If it's someone I don't know as well, and I don't feel as comfortable being around. Hey, 
am I reading into this wrong? It might be something that I then take to my friend and wife later and 
be like how would y'all read into this? Then I almost kind of take what they say, keep it in my mind 
for the next thing. If something like that happens again, I've got a reference. - Emma (ND) 

 
10. Are there specific communication scenarios or contexts that you find particularly challenging or 

overwhelming? 
 

• Having in the last few years been in more social situations with people who are neurodiverse and 
seeing what they go through in some instances trying to interact and be social. How people react to 
them. How they can be treated sometimes. That's a real challenge for me. In a social situation like 
I've been to. I saw someone there, and I saw that she was really struggling. She was awkward. She 
made contact with me and talked to me, and I engaged her in conversation. Then someone came up 
and started talking over the top of her. That was a challenge for me, because I instantly wanted to 
come to her aid. Say, hey, you know, she's not finished talking. I think she knew that I was having 
that feeling, and she reached and touched my arm, like, it's okay. She was a lovely girl. She was able 
to get my attention back, and we continued our conversation, irrespective of this person who just 
came and started talking over the top of her. - Lily (NT) 

 

• I would say massive lists. Either delivered verbally or written. But in a format that I have to sift 
through. Because if it's not outright mentioned what step is what and which step is which? Then I 
will indelibly miss something. It's going to happen. I'm already working on sentences 4, 5, and 6 
when sentences 1, 2, and 3 had the pretext of everything I needed to work on. But if it's step 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, and 6, And there's clear lines of delineation, I'm good. In conversation I recite back what I 
heard. So that I can check to see if I fully understood, because odds are, that's how I get the piece 
that I missed. I'll make the list, and I'll say, okay, here's what I have. Typically, 9 times out of 10, it's 
worked the best, because I get the information I'm missing. The other person knows I'm hearing 
them. I'm just slipping up in the middle, somewhere. It does help manage expectations a little bit, 
and it also does sort of help cut down on frustration with the other person, too, because they're 
knowing I'm hearing them. I'm just checking to make sure that I'm doing everything that they've 
communicated the expectations for. - Lucas (ND) 
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• The higher the status of the individual running whatever I'm involved in. The more reserved I am. 
I'm not scared to speak out. In front of people when I have something to say, but I do recognize 
internally If somebody at work professionally is like a director or above. I try to be pretty cautious 
because I always feel like if I'm opening my mouth. I'm getting much more comfortable, um, 
speaking to groups of 20, or so because of some of the things I'm involved in but even speaking in a 
group of 5 or 10 in a professional setting was pretty difficult for a long time. - James (ND) 

 

• New people that I don't know. That I don't even have a common thing to talk about, so a social 
party. Say I went to my spouse's work social party, and I don't know anybody, and it's that oh my 
god, what is going to be the way to connect with somebody? That is extremely overwhelming for 
me, and it's talking about the strategy, I just talked about. It's probably because I avoid those 
situations. I'm very introverted at heart. When they do come up, they're few and far between and I 
don't have as much of that hot wash pre-game data that, hey, this will be fine. They're usually 
always fine, but it's self-worry of expectations. It'll happen even in the office. Meeting new people, 
or just when there's no real purpose besides, hey, how are you? What's your name? I feel like I need 
to have a plan and if it's a big party, or some kind of big social event without any real function 
besides a group of people gathering for some common reason to me, that's definitely harder. - Ben 
(NT) 

 

• I guess it depends on my mood and my stress level in the moment. If it's new people or something 
that can be high pressure like an interview. That kind of thing. I feel more confident around people I 
know and trust. If it's something new and something is riding on it, then it's less comfortable. - 
Sophia (NT) 

 

• I would say confrontational situations where the other person is angry. You kind of come out of a 
rational zone, and then you're kind of in this fight or flight. It's harder to communicate. If it's 
someone I know well who is just having, like, a one-off, or maybe this was the straw that broke the 
camel's back, so to speak. Then it's like, okay, let's come back to this later. Versus if it's where you're 
getting kind of a gut check that, okay, this situation could go very south, and this person could 
escalate. Then it's like, let's end this conversation. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I find it extremely challenging and overwhelming when there's somebody in the community 
personal, professional, whatever it is, that is extremely dominating. Where there's an underlying 
dominance that kind of rubs me wrong, either because I don't agree with their vision or because I 
feel like they are quieting voices. They're doing that organizational silence situation where they're so 
dominant, nobody else can have an opinion, and you can kind of tell everybody else is just quiet. I 
think the question was around that kind of situation. I felt like my options were either confronting it, 
or separate myself, so I don't have to deal with it and if I chose the confronting, but I didn't want to 
do it in a way that just created more churn and conflict. If I can't confront it in a way that gives it a 
potential solution, and I am probably just going to avoid it. If I just can't get there, or I don't think I 
can be influential, then I probably will just separate myself. Depending on how passionate I am 
about what's happening. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Large groups of people that I don't know, and I don't know how to make icebreakers. I don't even 
want to try. It's like you might have that one person you know and then you just have to hang 
around that one person so you can meet the next one. But then you might not do the good 
breakaway to have a conversation. There's only so much sports and kids, and pets you can talk 
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about. You don't actually want to talk about the weather, right? No one wants to talk about the 
weather in Florida, except it's slightly sticky. So one-on-one is probably a little bit easier if you even 
partially know them. If you don't know any of them, I know I don't want to even engage. So, I just 
feel all thumbs and embarrassed. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• When the people in the room gang up on me. Which happened probably about a and a half ago. 
Because they're not understanding what I'm trying to tell them or even trying to understand. 
Because they have this preconceived notion of what the answer already is or they don't believe that 
they have a problem, and they really do have a problem or want to admit that they have a problem. 
Politics over physics and chemistry. One of those deals. I can't get into the details, but let's put it this 
way, history repeats itself and in mishap reports, there is a pattern. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• If there's an instance or something where there's like an overbearing personality or something I 
don't know that I respond well to that and I don't care for that individual. I don't like people that are 
condescending. I mean, I think somebody like that is a little challenging because I think, well no 
matter what I say to you, you've already got an opinion, and I'm not gonna change it. That type of 
thing. I don't appreciate you being condescending and talking down to me like, I don't know what 
I'm talking about. So, I mean, that's challenging, just because I think that's not called for. - Henry 
(NT) 

 

• For overwhelming, the first thing I thought about was parties or social gatherings. Especially ones 
where I know the person of honor, but nobody else. That is probably, I don't want to say personal 
hell, because it's not truly that bad, but it is very, it's something for me that I just socially get so 
icked by it. It's because I can't hang out with the one person I do know, so then I feel uncomfortable, 
because I'm supposed to make small talk. I guess I'm wondering about expectations that people 
have of neurotypical people. So, then I'm thinking, because I'm not necessarily thinking about my 
neurodivergence, I'm like, oh, well, what is expected of me? That's probably the worst where I get 
the most overwhelmed. My friend had a graduation party, and we knew roughly no other person, 
and we just stayed with them the whole time, but people would come up to us, and we would 
always just get so, like, we don't know you, just awkward. That's probably the worst. - Emma (ND) 

 
11. What thoughts or feelings do you experience when communication breaks down or 

misunderstandings occur? 
 

• Frustration. You have to kind of take it point by point and say, am I not communicating effectively in 
a way that someone can understand what I'm saying? Am I overloading them with too much 
information? Am I talking too fast, talking too slow? You have to see kind of where you're culpable 
in miscommunication. If you're dealing with someone who's maybe not able to communicate very 
effectively. I think it's just as frustrating to the person who's communicating, as well as to the person 
who's receiving the communication. Take a deep breath, slow down and go with it. - Lily (NT) 

 

• In a word of frustration. I’m usually inward-directed. I'm not a very… I'm not a very outward sort of 
person, so if there's an error in communication somewhere I get frustrated with myself. Why did I 
miss that? It immediately falls back on me if I realize there's a communication breakdown or a 
misunderstanding. Oftentimes, I leap into a sort of Mr. Fix-it mode, where I kind of leap back and 
say, oh my gosh, what happened? It’s frustration typically followed by a small amount of anxiety. - 
Lucas (ND) 
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• A mix of frustration and also hope. Frustration if I can't get my point across or I feel like I'm 
misunderstood. But I hope that I can clarify how I'm feeling, and they'll understand, and we can 
move forward. Sometimes I do mirroring. It depends on where my attention span is. I feel like it's 
not that interesting, sometimes I can zone out. I just don't care about what they're talking about. I'm 
just like, can we just change the subject? I really just don't care at this point. But if I do care, and it's 
something I'm interested in, and I'm just not following, then yeah, I'll repeat it back and see if they'll 
repeat it. I do that with the kids. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• Sometimes frustration, if I’ve been trying to get something across, and the other person is 
perceiving it differently. Then just trying to find different ways if you kind of go through, like, 2 or 3 
ways, then you kind of start getting frustrated. Sometimes the person is willing, but maybe doesn't 
quite understand the topic. Then you kind of try to pivot and find an analogy. Sometimes it's almost 
like a game, like, okay, don't understand this. What about this? I think it also kind of depends on 
how open the other person is to understanding versus just trying to take their instant interpretation 
and just go with that. If the other person is willing to try and understand or decided that they 
understand. They either don't perceive that you're not being understood, or they don't care, they 
don't understand. - Mia (NT) 

 

• That very much depends on the situation at hand and what's happening, what conflict arises from 
the situation. Um, I will say my knee-jerk is to take ownership, even if it's not my fault. I like to teach 
my kids. Just because it's not your fault doesn't mean it's not your responsibility. So, my knee-jerk is 
to let's clarify where we are. Understand any kind of impact of the miscommunication and then let's 
correct whatever needs to be corrected. I think for me, my feelings are typically like, I'll beat myself 
up more than I probably should, although I don't do it as much as I used to. But I try not to do that, 
because I wouldn't want somebody else to do that. Let's just clarify and move on, that we don't 
have to get stuck in the feelings part of it. And again, it goes back to mirroring. I think this whole 
mirroring thing is going to be my theme for the day. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Run away. Pick up, move over, just, alright, hey, it was great, I'll catch you later. Just try to recover 
from that one. If they come back and you talk again, okay, they're more like me, and they don't 
mind it as much. If you don't see him again. Well, you know they're probably a little bit more of that 
social butterfly, and they have a fusion battery charging them. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Basically, frustration and I, you know, I'll totally admit it that I have melted down probably a good 4 
or 5 times with the different types of meltdowns over the course of my career and gotten to the 
point where there were about 3-ish days where I just could not talk to anybody in my office. 
Because I was so frustrated and so mad that I would have just went off on them. There’s been a few 
situations over the years with just frustration with other people. In one instance the person was 
bottlenecking information and sending it to me way, way, way too late to do anything about it and 
the person did not communicate what was going on that caused that to happen. So, they're like, 
well, do this training, or go to this meeting, or provide inputs to this, and I'm getting the thing from 
them, and the window has closed. Another instance where one of the people thought that they 
were all that and could never do their work on their own. Never even would try doing their own 
work first. They would always go ask somebody else, and that person would end up doing their work 
for them and I'm like, how are you ever gonna learn? It's one thing if you get stuck, but to not even 
try it. - Charlotte (ND) 
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• If I say something that I feel like I should have said, but it comes across the wrong way or it isn't 
received well. I think, well, maybe I shouldn't have even said it at all. I didn't mean to hurt anybody's 
feelings or didn't mean it to come out that way. I would just think, oh, I shouldn't have said 
something that way, or I would probably tend to think it's probably my fault, I should have 
communicated differently. I tend not to be a very blunt person. So, good or bad, you know, truthful I 
suppose. - Henry (NT) 

 

• I feel like I failed. Especially if the misunderstanding is about me, something I've said or done. I put 
the blame on myself, I feel like I failed. Beating myself up a little bit, not necessarily being super kind 
to myself about it. Feeling very hurt by the other person, too, from the lack of understanding, even if 
it's something that I forgot to say or do. I might still feel hurt. Definitely the biggest thing is probably 
the failure feeling, or almost like the realization of the imposter syndrome being real. - Emma (ND) 

 
12. How do you internally manage sensory sensitivities or distractions that may affect your ability to 

communicate effectively? 
 

• I have a neurodiverse son and there may be distractions when he and I are communicating with 
each other. He may get easily distracted and get off topic, but there are always allowances that are 
made, when you've got some sensory sensitivities or distractions in a conversation. You just kind of 
have to pull yourself back to the topic at hand, or the point at hand. Try to stay focused, especially if 
it's a point that I'm trying to make, or instruction I'm trying to give, or something like that. - Lily (NT) 

 

• If I'm dealing with being particularly overly distracted. Sensitivity or distractions that may affect your 
ability to communicate effectively. You might have heard me use the, I don't know if I have yet, but 
the term soft reset. If I know I'm lulling off, and I'm sort of losing touch with what I'm working on. I 
take a minute, I detach from what I'm working on, but I also detach from whatever is distracting me. 
That breathing exercise I mentioned earlier, it does more than just sort of calm you down. It also 
helps to soft reset what I'm working on because it lets me clear my mind for a minute. I just think 
about regulating my breathing. Then when I turn back towards what I'm working on. I'll go for walks 
sometimes. It depends on the degree of overstimulation. If it's just in the moment, I can sort of turn 
away from my desk and breathe. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• Distractions don't really take me off task. I mean, if I'm hungry and smell food, sure, I'll start thinking 
about lunch or dinner or something like that, but I mean, loud noises, if we were in a meeting a page 
went off, I would just pause wait for it to go by. It doesn't really bother me. Visual distractions aren't 
really a thing in a conference room. I don't have too many distractions during communications. Let 
me back up on one thing. If we're in the hallway at work and there's 6 or 7 or 8 people kind of 
grouped up, and everybody's having their own conversation. I'm trying to listen to all the 
conversations at one time, while also trying to talk to the person that I'm talking to. I don't have a 
management system for that. That's very difficult, you can't listen to more than one conversation at 
a time. - James (ND) 

 

• I think loud environment would be distracting, or lots of people trying to communicate effectively in 
a very busy, flashy environment. I try to change the environment, like. Hey, this environment's not 
necessarily working, can we go find a quieter spot. I can't just push through it. Because I feel like it's 
not going to work, so can we step outside? Can we go meet over there? Can we schedule this and do 
it at a different time? I think that's the first strategy and then if I'm just stuck in that environment, 
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and I can't get out of that environment. I probably go into freeze mode a little bit. It's like, it just 
kind of minimizes how you're going to communicate. It's not going to be very effective, and it's 
going to be just choppy, or to the point, and almost kind of get recluse a little bit. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I have to take small breaks throughout the day. Like, I'll get up and go walk a lap, or I'll walk outside 
or something. Because just hardcore working constantly can get to be too much. I think that's good 
for anybody just to take mental breaks. If I know I've got something that's going to be stimulating 
coming up, like something that's going to be crowded, or people I don't know, I might work from 
home, try to plan it on a weekend, where I don't have to be around people during the day. Just limit 
my time being there in the event. When I'm trying to focus on something at work people keep 
coming in my office and disrupting me, you know, my thought process. Which I know is part of the 
job, you kind of have to just deal with that. But when it's over and over, day after day, it can be a lot. 
If I'm at home working, I don't have those people constantly coming in my door. People might call 
me. It's still an interruption, but I can more easily say, hey, can I call you back in a minute, or 
something. You know, where I'm in a meeting, or I'll get back to you right after this, or let me take a 
look at it. That goes back to what I was saying about liking to have the information written first. 
Then do my own little research on it, and then it's easier to get back to them, versus somebody 
catching me off guard and just asking me a question, especially having 30 things going on at one 
time. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• When I am overstimulated, I usually try to find a situation or a way that I can get a quiet moment to 
myself. Physically get up and walk somewhere else for a moment, or just kind of sit down and kind 
of think, okay, how I'm feeling right now? In this moment. Take some brief breaths. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I get quiet. I get more reserved, for sure, because I'm expending some of my mental energy to 
manage and regulate my body. I'm not as engaged as I would like to be, because I'm split, right? I'm 
having to divide my attention. It's just one of those I have to push through and just do the best I can. 
I think in those ways, sometimes I get really irritated. Not with anybody, just irritated. It's just hard 
so it makes you a little grumpy and you just try not to react to that. - Harper (NT) 

 

• I learned a trick a long time ago. If I'm starting to drift in conversations, and you just drift in thought. 
I pinched myself on my hand in the soft spot. That always seems to help bring me a little bit back. It 
also works in presentations, when you start to drift. Just trying to stay engaged, especially if you 
have anxiety in the situation, I find it's a little bit harder to stay present. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Over the last 5 to 6 years, the destruction thing is very, very real to me between having COVID and 
starting to go through perimenopause, going into menopause. Like, I didn't have a problem focusing 
up until that point, 5 or 6 years ago. It's almost like I have no focus at this point anymore. So, it's, 
like, bouncing around from topic to topic to topic to topic to topic and just trying to keep myself on 
track to get anything done. I got a million distractions. It's been a real challenge. I still haven't 
figured it out. I'll be honest. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• You know, I don't know that any of that really affects me. I mean, I can block things out, uh, I think 
pretty well. I think I blocked things out maybe too well and don't listen, sometimes. Maybe I just try 
to tune it out, I guess. But that goes back to, like, a crowded place, or a restaurant, or whatever, 
where I may be shut down. Just sort of tune it out. I don't know how I do that, necessarily, but 
maybe it's I'm super focused on something else that. - Henry (NT) 



 
 

 138 
 

 

• I think that's kind of where I go back down to the grounding myself thing. That's the biggest thing I 
think I do, honestly, to get me back in the communication moment. I'll sometimes fidget like this if I 
don't have something, or I have fidgets at my desk. I might have one of those in my pocket, or 
something like that. It's usually something touchy or tactile. - Emma (ND) 

 
The third list of questions uncovers the emotional experiences and reactions of individuals with 
neurodiverse experiences in intersubjectivity, providing valuable insights into their emotional journey 
and well-being. 
 
13. How do you emotionally react when you successfully navigate a communication challenge or 

effectively express yourself? 
 

• I think there's a sense of relief when you're communicating with someone, and they're 
communicating with you. You've had a little bit of a difficult time understanding each other and then 
you get their point, they get yours. There's relief there and I think that it's kind of like a joyful thing. I 
say that from the standpoint of being married to a neurodiverse person and having a neurodiverse 
son. There's a joy that comes with our communication. In my marriage, it's kind of the shorthand of 
a long-term love. Like, we know each other's cues. Then also parenting a neurodiverse child. There is 
joy. I know that sounds strange, but there is a legitimate joy that comes from our ability to 
communicate well with others. To feel that they've been seen and heard. - Lily (NT) 

 

• If I manage to go through my communication challenge, keep everything effective, and actually 
manage to express my emotions 100% as they are. I kind of celebrate internally. You won't see it on 
my face, but internally. It's sort of feeling triumph. Going into and going out of a communication. It 
feels awesome! I can't help but celebrate just a little. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I definitely have a feeling of release; it's just a release. I can't really describe it other than maybe 
having a really great meeting and addressing a couple of very important points and then dropping 
your headset on the table and being almost exhausted from it. - James (ND) 

 

• I feel proud, and, like, self-reflect that way. I don't think I do anything externally to change my 
reaction. I may smile more, I may become more feeling safe to engage more. That is probably how I 
react in real time, like you’re starting to get data that's helping you put your guard down and allow 
some of that anxiety and stress to go away in the moment. Going back to that kind of hot wash type 
mindset. Try to think about it afterwards to play that back and make sure I remind myself not to get 
so stressed ahead of time because it went fine. Some of the barriers or obstacles that you may have 
perceived were in your way are now starting to drop, and you can probably lean into being more 
vulnerable in the conversation, and more transparent to try to deepen the conversation quicker. - 
Ben (NT) 

 

• Relieved and successful. It feels validating. - Sophia (NT) 
 

• Usually like, yeah! So, kind of joy. - Mia (NT) 
 

• Oh, Cloud 9, man! That's the best! You know, when everything's hitting on all cylinders. You know, 
you just feel so successful and competent, and I thrive on connection. I love human connection. So, 
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whether it be at the workplace, or a workplace’s group of, like, we talk spiritual and self-growth 
stuff. Love it, all of it. Any success just makes me feel really good. It hits that spiritual desire for 
human connection for me. - Harper (NT) 

 

• I guess I think I killed it, or I spiked the ball, right? You know when you're successful, when everyone 
is smiling and joking with you. I generally try to inject humor, because I think it makes it safer. It's 
always more challenging with men for me than women. Women, I think if you're honest with them, 
they're a little bit easier to work with. Men, you almost have to pick on them to develop a 
camaraderie. Well, they'll accept and communicate with you a little bit better. That's always been 
challenging for me to do, because that's not my natural style. I've had to pick up how to do that 
between my dad and his sister. How they used to continually pick on each other. So, I feel like you 
need to have some level of connection for successful communication. It's how do you establish that 
right away, you know, for people, you kind of know, I think it's a little easier. But if you're walking 
into a senior manager, I occasionally crack a joke, like, wow, this is a really big room for 5 people in a 
meeting. You just really wanted to show your power, didn't you? So, I'm thinking something like 
that, like, ha ha, you get a chuckle out of it, and it lightens it up. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Well, I am kind of neutral. I would say probably about 95-98% of the time, I don't get real excited, 
and I don't get real down. As far as my peaks and valleys and my waveforms I've always run kind of 
in neutral that way. Sometimes I do get excited about things, or down about things. I'll be honest 
again; I've kind of been in the adult in my family from the time I was a little kid. So, I'm the one who 
has to handle all of everybody else's emotion and how upset they are, so I have a tendency just to 
push how I feel out of the way and do the steps to get the task done. It's a really weird thing to feel 
and describe when it happens and usually it's a very traumatic thing. So, like, a death in the family, 
or, you know something major. For whatever reason, I'm also one of the people that if there's an 
accident. I'm one of the 10% that can make stuff up and get out of the situation. Because something 
just clicks in my head where someone else is traumatized. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• Part of me is like, oh, wow. That went over well. Partly surprised and, yeah, I'm super happy. - Henry 
(NT) 

 

• I feel exhilarated. It feels really nice to feel understood. Because for me, my biggest challenge is that 
lack of understanding, so I'm imagining getting through that and it's just such a good feeling to feel 
like the communication was as successful as it could be. If that makes sense. So definitely a lot of 
positive, exhilaration, excitement, the very opposite of I am a failure. - Emma (ND) 

 
14. What emotions do you experience when you encounter misunderstanding or misinterpretation in 

communication? 
 

• I think that goes back to frustration and it's not always the other person. Generally, 9 times out of 10 
that I'm frustrated with myself because you feel like you're not able to make your point effectively, 
or you're not communicating properly. I think if you feel like you're communicating effectively, and 
the other person isn't getting it. I think there's empathy that comes into play there. You ask, how 
can I say this? What can I do to help you understand? Because I want you to feel heard and seen and 
understood. – Lily (NT) 

 



 
 

 140 
 

• I mentioned them before, but definitely frustration and anxiety in fairly equal amounts. They sort of 
march in lockstep as it were. It's mostly because I immediately evaluate my conversation to make 
sure I didn't do anything that was off. Typically, I may, since I tend to communicate a mile a minute 
if I'm not careful. I have to go through everything with a fine-tooth comb, and that's where the 
anxiety kicks in. The breakdown has to be here somewhere. I have to fix it. It makes me feel as 
though the responsibility to fix that misinterpretation falls on me. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I get anxious. I'll kind of speed up. Internally, or mentally. If I recognize it, then I'll try and kind of put 
my foot down and slow it down. I usually get pretty anxious about it. Not quite angry, but irritable. - 
James (ND) 

 

• I immediately get defensive. But I think I've learned over time to try to mask that emotion and try 
not to show it, because I know if I get defensive and show the defensiveness, it may just amp up the 
back and forth and not help. So, I'll try to quickly, in my head, alright, I don't really like that 
comment, didn't feel like they heard what I was trying to do, but I tried it in my head, think through, 
well, they're coming from a different perspective, so going back to that training on the brain and the 
spectrum of how we're all different, try to just remind myself, it's like I try to make excuses, maybe, 
for why I perceived it that way. To try to help mitigate this emotional reaction that's not going to 
help the conversation, so I try to assume positive intent, maybe, ask another question to try to make 
sure I understand, or make a statement if I still feel very defensive as to try to defend my case, but 
say it in a very calm way, so it's not sparking more disagreement or more back and forth. - Ben (NT) 

 

• It depends on the situation. If it's minor, I usually just brush it off. If it affects somebody I care about, 
or something as big as my livelihood. I usually feel disappointed or frustrated. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• Sometimes it's frustration especially if it's something that I'm personally involved with. If it's maybe 
something that I'm witnessing, if I'm an observer, I'd say disappointment or sadness or even a little 
bit of caution. Is there any help needed in this situation? - Mia (NT) 

 

• Frustration, first of all. It can really deflate me. It'll steal your joy. You know, when you think you're 
communicating well with somebody, and then especially when you don't know like, sometimes 
when you're doing the mirror thing, you're like, oh, that's not what I meant, let me clarify. If you 
don't know the person very well, or even if you do know the person, it can feel like they are 
resistant, and sometimes they are. Sometimes they're just being a jerk, and they're resisting 
whatever it is you're talking about, but you know, you're like, is it me, or is it you? What the heck is 
going on here? What's wrong? When I work with people or interact with people that are willing to 
hang in there. Willing to do the clarification in the mirror back to each other till we know we got it 
and not allow that experience to derail us to an emotional place. Because we're both going to feel 
some emotion from it. But let's hang in there, let's continue the mirroring till we can make sure that 
we've got the right communication. I love that. I value those people tremendously, because they're 
willing to put feelings aside and not take it personal, or not make it personal. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Frustration. But especially when people just talk to fill a void, they drive me bananas. Because 
they're not talking about anything substance, and now they're wasting my time, they're wasting 
their time, they're chewing a meeting time and it's like they're talking to try to get through a day. I 
can get very frustrated with that. That was part of the thing that happened last week. First it should 
be like, hold on, we're not understanding you. Just be direct, lay it out there. If you don't get it, say 
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you don't get it. I am totally fine admitting that when I don't get something. I have a harder time 
understanding when people won't say they're not getting something and they drag it along, and 
now they're wasting everyone's time. So, those missed comms can bothers me, because I think at 
some level, it's almost disrespectful. I know that's something at my core that really bothers me is 
that disrespect, that time wasting because I want to get on to the next thing and go. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• I can get frustrated by it. Like, the thing that happened a month and a half ago. It was really 
frustrating that he focused on something else, and that's not even the point of what we were talking 
about. He's got a risk, and he doesn't want to admit he's got a risk. He doesn't see it as a risk. Other 
people think differently. They understood exactly what I was talking about. Thank goodness, and 
that was instant validation. Yep, you're right. I see exactly what you're saying. Yep, there is a 
problem. Like, yes! Because sometimes I think I'm crazy, and I gotta go ask somebody else, and I'm 
like are you seeing what I'm seeing? Why doesn't everybody else see what I'm seeing? Or they do, 
and they're just not saying anything. That happens, like, all the time. If the confusion is on my side, I 
immediately apologize. If that happens. Oh, my goodness, I totally misunderstood, and I'm so sorry. 
- Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I think frustration. Frustrated that I couldn't communicate what I was thinking, or at the point that 
didn't come across. - Henry (NT) 

 

• That’s where I feel a lot of hurt or sadness. I don't really get angry if I feel like I've made myself as 
clear as I could and even then, in hindsight, it's like, I probably could have made myself clearer, 
figured out a different way to communicate, or something. That’s where I kind of feel like a failure, 
and I feel hurt. I don't really get angry. I just always leave those sorts of interactions wanting to 
apologize. I always feel like I'm sorry, I should have communicated better, and I don't know if it's an 
onus I put on myself because I'm neurodivergent. Because I'm so aware of my communication, or 
what the situation there is, but definitely, I do put a lot of the blame and burden on myself. So not 
necessarily, like, guilt as much as was that kind of my fault? I feel kind of like that, not necessarily 
guilty. - Emma (ND) 

 
15. Can you describe the emotional impact of feeling socially isolated or excluded due to 

communication difficulties? 
 

• I think that it can be really devastating. In my college career, I worked with differently abled adults. 
We had one young lady who wanted so much to be understood. It took me a little while to 
understand her from a verbal standpoint, she really wanted to communicate. The first time that I 
truly understood what she was saying. I repeat it back to her what she said. She was overjoyed. It 
was an amazing experience, and I think that when someone has a really hard time, they feel 
isolated, they feel excluded. - Lily (NT) 

 

• This happened a lot more when I was younger. Less so the more I began masking, but earlier on it 
was crippling. I felt like I could talk to absolutely no one. Because of the anxiety component. If I have 
messed up one conversation. I'm going to mess them all up. It makes one feel as though you can't 
communicate. You sidestep communication, and in so doing, you end up sidestepping people. It can 
be horrifically isolating. That feeling of constant anxiety, and also the defeatism that goes along with 
it shapes a large part of how you manage to coast by in situations. Masking actually let me 
outwardly seem a lot more gregarious and get through that. Earlier on I did not have a lot of people 
in my immediate orbit, and it was very, very frustrating and very saddening. - Lucas (ND) 



 
 

 142 
 

 

• I don't necessarily feel isolated or excluded. I somehow have that gift of gab and can talk to people. 
If you ask me if I'm an extrovert or an introvert, I'm going to tell you I'm an introvert all day long and 
I think a lot of people around me would tell you quite the opposite. I don't ever really feel excluded 
for any reason in the social conversation there are times that you don't feel you can get your input 
into a conversation, but I think that's a different topic. – James (ND) 

 

• This may sound weird being an introvert, it's like, alright, well, oh well, maybe I don't need to be 
here. I remember very early in my career. Coming from a different location to this location, getting 
thrown into a work environment that I really didn't know what I was doing yet. I said that to one of 
the senior people when we were there that I'm not really sure if my role is to focus on this while I'm 
here. That person didn't help engage and didn't make me feel more comfortable. So, I felt like it was 
kind of like, you feel this pressure, and the world is getting bigger around you, and you're smaller, 
type feeling. I remember it made you want to back up and not be seen. Then after the fact. My boss 
reached out to me the next day, that person that I asked for help went to my boss and complained 
about me, because I said I didn't know what I was doing. It was like, wow, that experience makes 
you want to quit, makes you want to not do what you're doing. So I think that's what I will start to 
do. I'll start to back out. Today, 20 years later in my career, and more experienced, I think if I'm in a 
situation and I'm not feeling accepted, and the communication I'm trying to do is not working, then 
it's more of a well, maybe this isn't the right place that I need to be. Maybe I need to send someone 
else to this, because clearly, it's not working, and I need to get myself out of this situation. Not allow 
it to reflect negatively on me. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I don't mind being alone. But when I feel excluded or misunderstood, especially in a group it can 
make me feel unseen or heard or disconnected. Like, I'm just not understood. Sometimes I 
understand why, and sometimes I don't. It's situational. Like we were talking about one of the other 
questions, you know, you can do the mirroring technique, try to clarify, but if it's a group. I don't 
know, I'm usually just like, okay, because usually people talk over you anyway. That doesn't really 
bother me. I'm like, okay, yes, let someone else take the reins, it's fine with me. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• It doesn't feel good when a group of other people have a more common understanding of each 
other, and you don't understand all of their stuff, and they don't understand all of your stuff. I would 
say it's depressing. I think overcoming it kind of depends on the receptiveness of the other group. If 
you don't think the group is going to be very open or receptive to change. Then I feel more prone to 
just kind of silencing myself, just, like, centering myself and not speaking up. If they do feel open, 
then I would probably be nervous but try and have a conversation about it. - Mia (NT) 

 

• That is a huge one. I have my experience with sign language. There are times when somebody's so 
fluent that I'm like, I have no idea what they're saying, or I only know bits and pieces and you feel 
completely isolated from the group, but mostly I feel isolated from that human. I don't want to 
interact with them because of my deficient in the understanding of what they're saying. So that 
happens sometimes. You sort of back out of the conversations a little bit and avoid the person. It 
depends on the situation, which is ironic, because I was just telling you about how I value the person 
that'll stay in there with you, you know? But I think in social situations, it can be very different, 
because I was initially thinking of a work situation. We really need to make sure we had good 
communication, and we transferred some knowledge appropriately. But in the personal side I may 
just not talk to that person very much or try to avoid them because I'm uncomfortable. I'm hearing 
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myself say this, and I'm like, damn, stop doing that! You know what I mean? But you're just 
constantly saying, I don't understand you, can you explain? If there's nobody there that I can 
interact with very well, then yeah, you feel very isolated. - Harper (NT) 

 

• No one likes to feel like there's a sore thumb or the oddball, right? I most certainly have felt that 
way more than once. I don't know, it's like the worst feeling in the world. You want to connect, you 
just can't. Sometimes you just have to walk away and be like that guy that's the lone guy at the bar 
over there, so everyone thinks you're okay. I don't know how else to describe it beyond that, other 
than a tactical retreat. You don't want to make people feel uncomfortable around you because 
you're uncomfortable. I don't like that. The vibe, right? Sometimes it's just easier to walk away for a 
few, try to just recoup for 5 minutes and then come back. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• I am used to being alone. From the time I was little I read a lot of books. I was pretty isolated as a 
kid, because my parents were extremely strict. You will not play with this kid, this kid, this kid, and 
this kid, and this is the only safe kid. That's the only one you're allowed to play with. You're not to 
leave my site, you're not to go beyond the end of the fence, yeah, my parents were overboard. So, 
COVID, no problem. The introvert. We were built for COVID. If I'm busy doing something, and my 
mom calls, and she gets in my train of thought, or whatever, sometimes it can throw me and upset 
me. But if one of my friends messages me. I'll message back or whatever, but they don't typically 
call. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I don't know if it's communication failure so much as me pulling myself back and not wanting to get 
involved, necessarily. I mean, that's kind of isolating in a way. I'm good at not going to huge 
gatherings and all this and that, so I don't feel like I missed out on it. - Henry (NT) 

 

• I think that's one of the hardest things because it feels very hard in general as an adult. At least for 
me to make friends and I think that the communication issue is my biggest worry when it comes to 
that, the fear of not being understood. Things like that have made me not want to try to go make 
friends. It's very odd because it's very socially isolating, but at the same time when I'm looking on, 
Reddit or something, it's like other people are talking about this. Like other people are also feeling 
this way. So, a very little bit does it kind of feel like this is okay, like it's alright. Because sometimes 
it's like, I struggle with that mask on. Who I am. What parts of the mask are the mask and what parts 
of me are me? That's something I still feel like I have to figure out and parse through in a way, which 
feels kind of isolating. Because it's like, how do you talk about that with somebody? Because it's 
really not necessary for you talk about that with somebody, because if they're a neurodivergent, 
they might understand. But It's one of those things that feels so isolating that talking about it feels 
weird. I don't know if that makes sense. But yeah, I can definitely struggle with the mask and 
identity kind of stuff there. - Emma (ND) 

 
16. How do you feel when others show empathy and understanding towards your communication 

differences? 
 

• I think it's wonderful. I'm elated because communication, whether it's person-to-person, or in a 
group is a path that both people have to be on at the same time. You can communicate effectively 
without having empathy, but I think that it helps. I think it just takes patience, especially if you're 
someone who is in a situation with someone that you don't know well.    - Lily (NT) 
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• It's very gratifying, first of all, but more than that, I feel like there's actually a sense of collaboration 
that comes off of that because now that I have learned a lot more about how people communicate 
and learned a lot more about the different tools and different methods we use. If someone shows 
empathy and understanding towards my particular communication skills are sometimes my 
shortcomings I feel like, oh! here's someone I can craft a good communication paradigm with. It 
helps establish good rapport. So, I would say definitely gratifying and most assuredly that I've found 
someone who sort of gets it. I can work the most effectively with that person and maybe 
communicating in parallel with them. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I don't think when people talk to me, they say that, oh, you have a communication difference 
therefore I need to feel a certain way towards you. I don't think they're giving me an 
accommodation because holding the conversation isn't that big a deal for me. That's not where I'm 
having the issue communicating. Getting my thoughts across might be an issue. But the actual act of 
talking to someone isn't a problem. - James (ND) 

 

• Relaxed, a little bit calmer immediately. Accepted. Like, those feelings jump out right away when 
you see someone else being accepting and appreciates the differences. It, like, lowers all the 
barriers, and it makes you feel safer. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I'm happy, and I feel heard and seen. It makes a big difference to me when people take time to 
understand my communication style. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• It feels like a calm concentration where you can ebb and flow of information both ways. Then you 
kind of lose track of time. What do they call that? Flow? If it's more like a social interaction that's 
usually when you're enjoying having a conversation. Rather than a collaborative work scenario. Then 
it's more of a chit-chat back and forth, understanding each other, and kind of bonding. - Mia (NT) 

 

• Grateful. Deeply grateful, and I feel a strong connection from my perspective. So, if I'm trying to talk 
to somebody, and we're just not getting there. I feel like, okay, I'm just going to give up and talk to 
somebody else. If they're, hey, no, no, let's, you know. Then it reinvests me in the relationship, or in 
that communication opportunity. It makes me invest again. – Harper (NT) 

 

• Good, because they're showing empathy, and it's basically they're trying to understand what your 
difficulties are. Also appreciative, because they're trying to connect. They're not trying to dictate or 
to control. When you're dealing with someone with high empathy, they're basically trying to 
understand what makes you go so they can communicate better, and it's much, much better 
dialogue. Rather than someone that's coming in and not focused on that, and trying to bulldoze you 
over, or just doesn't care. Overall empathy works much better, in my opinion. That's what I've tried 
to employ to other people and try to listen to them. So, I appreciate it when someone's trying to 
take that time to listen and understand me, because you want to communicate successfully. The 
worst thing is you screwing up and nobody's telling you. You can't get that from body language. I 
usually like the honesty space. Again, it depends on what you value, and you don't. I don't like 
dishonesty. I really don't like intentional dishonesty. There's, hey, I had my facts wrong. Right. Then 
there's too much honesty, like Interstellar. Yeah, keep it at 90%, don't go up to 99. - Leonard (ND) 
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• Empathy is always good and when they reach out to meet me halfway that's always good, too. Like I 
said earlier. I appreciate it. So much. I may not say that I appreciate things all the time, but I really 
do. I don't take things for granted or anything. It's always nice. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• Good. I mean, that's a generic answer, but it's nice for somebody to take the time to understand or 
have empathy. Not everybody communicates the same way or has the same style. I mean, usually 
it's apparent either in the way they respond, or maybe some nonverbal cues. They're not like, what 
are you talking about? You know, they're like, oh, okay, yeah, I understand. - Henry (NT) 

 

• It makes me really happy, because it feels like I'm being understood, or it's an attempt at trying to 
understand and for me, intention matters a lot. So that step of trying to understand, trying to be 
empathetic, or understanding about my communication differences makes a really big deal to me. 
That's kind of where I talked about earlier, if I'm in a conversation with somebody and they're super 
blunt about something I'm not gonna be as hurt as much as I think about why they are being that 
way. Trying to have empathy for their situation and their communication, and why they're 
communicating in this way and this time. It helps make me feel more understood, which of course 
makes me feel really good. - Emma (ND) 

 
17. Do you experience anxiety or apprehension before engaging in social interactions or communication 

tasks? 
 

• I used to. The only thing that I can relate that to is pre-show jitters. Before singing at a wedding, 
before a choral performance or something like that, I used to get what they would call stage fright 
or apprehension in that particular way, but socially engaging with people, I don't really have a lot of 
apprehension. I've noticed that the older that I've gotten, the less I have to contend with that. I 
don't really deal with that too awfully much anymore. I think it's more being comfortable with 
myself. Knowing, trusting myself to be kind and to make all my social interactions as positive as they 
can be, and the long and short of it is that I am, after all these years, who I am, - Lily (NT) 

 

• That is a resounding yes. So, with anxiety and apprehension, especially if it's a new situation. I would 
say because I'm trying to make sure I'm taking inventory of everything in my head, making sure that 
I'm covering all my bases, that I have all of the information I need to talk about, so staying on task 
does generate that sense of anxiety for me. Because I know I can deviate. Beforehand, that 
breathing exercise definitely does help. It's one of the things I do. If I'm working off of a list of things, 
if I come to someone with a list I double and triple check it. I go over it and make sure that it's more 
palatable, that it's easy to follow. It logically makes sense. So, I use this as an opportunity to first 
take comfort in the breathing, and then second take comfort in the process. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• Absolutely. I definitely get a little anxiety. I was meeting chairman for a little over 3 years and you 
lead every meeting. You'd think I'd get used to it, and I had anxiety before every board meeting, and 
now that I'm running our general meetings. You think over time it would get better, and it has, but I 
still have anxiety before every single meeting. - James (ND) 

 

• Absolutely, and it never goes away. I think you just get better at recognizing the feelings and figuring 
out how to handle it, preparing for it, and knowing that they're not gonna go away. It's okay. I try to 
say this out loud to the younger generation, because I know they get nervous, and stressed in high-
stake communication situations, and I remind them sometimes they'll see me present in a big 
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forum, and I let them know I still get nervous. It doesn't go away. You just get better at letting it not 
drag you down for 30 minutes or 15 minutes, you get quicker at figuring out how to process through 
it, but that's what makes us sharp, and it's always there. - Ben (NT) 

 

• Yes, before events where I know there's going to be a lot of people especially if there are unfamiliar 
people or I don't know what to expect when I'm going to the place, like, if it's somewhere I've been 
versus somewhere I haven't been. Familiar is more comfortable than not familiar. When I took my 
professional exam, it's not even that big of an event, but I was kind of nervous about it, so I stayed 
there the night before, I drove over to see what the route was like, what does the parking look like, 
so I wouldn't be anxious about not being on time and missing my opportunity at taking the exam. 
There's always people there that I don't know, and I never know what to say, but I have to come off 
as this confident person. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• When I was younger, yes. Not good, so probably either sadness or fear, depending on what the 
stakes are. I think that’s something that just kind of changes with age. - Mia (NT) 

 

• Well, that depends, but I would say, generally, no. Not on a regular, but there are some scenarios, of 
course. But for the most part, I would say no. I mean, I'm slightly anxious, but nothing serious. On a 
scale of 1 to 10, where 10 is, like, I can't leave my house, I'm probably, like, a 1.5. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Yes, and I make jokes about. Like, Harry, everyone, let's go take tequila shots, gotta get over this. 
Yeah, the jokes go pretty well. Almost no one takes you up on it, but they appreciate the gesture. 
That’s my strategy. Remember, keep them a little bit further away, have the defenses up, joke a 
little bit. Get them to lower their defenses, and then you don't feel so bad. I definitely like joking 
around and doing, like, joke GIFs and things like that. One thing at work is I actually do baking, and I 
bring it in from time to time. It's another way of connecting socially. To get through some barriers, 
but also you enjoy doing things for people. It's another method of connecting and I have a bunch of 
guinea pigs to experiment on cooking, - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Not so much anymore. I'll get nervous a little bit, sometimes, but not like I did at the early stages of 
my career. I can be quite funny and entertaining with dry humor and sarcasm, making people laugh 
usually breaks that ice. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I do. Usually, if there's a bunch of people in the room, that doesn't so much bother me anymore. But 
if somebody new is there, and they have a different personality. That's like, okay, how do I take this 
guy? He seems to be kind of a jerk, but maybe he's playing around. I don't know, that type of thing. 
So, I mean, that makes me a little bit uncomfortable at first. Kind of, what are they gonna say? He 
seems unpredictable. What's going on? That type of thing. - Henry (NT) 

 

• Yes, I actually made a joke about it with my friend the other day. We were at Target, and she was 
having an issue at the self-checkout thing, and she was gonna just put the thing back, and it was I 
think a $5 gift card she had gotten for something she bought. She was like, oh, whatever, I'll just put 
it back. I would never have done this if I was in her shoes, but I guess because I was the friend, I was 
like, oh, excuse me, to a worker and had them help. But if I was there alone. I wouldn't have done 
that. I get so anxious when it comes to myself. For a friend, I'm like, okay, I don't know why I can put 
it aside, but for myself. Having to do that communication task of being the person to reach out to 
someone, even if it's their job is nerve-wracking. - Emma (ND) 
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18. How do you emotionally respond to situations where you feel judged or stigmatized because of 

communication differences? 
 

• If I'm communicating in a way that somebody finds objectionable, I adjust. I think that 
accommodation goes a long way when you're dealing with anyone and everyone. If you know that 
you just communicate how you communicate, but by the same token, mindfulness has a lot to do 
with it, too. I don't think having an emotional response is appropriate to every situation. People are 
going to judge you no matter what, and if my communication difference is stigmatized let's talk 
about it. The only time I would have an emotional response, I think, is if I see that it's painful for 
someone, or their feelings. Then I would try to work that out. - Lily (NT) 

 

• So immediately, my first instinct is frustration, but that does sort of fall back on prior experience, 
where if I feel like I'm being singled out because of how I am. I have never liked being singled out or 
have been made to feel less than. I need to sort of sidestep that to keep my goals in mind, because if 
I feel like I'm being singled out at least I know the person's paying attention to me, so if I can use 
that to sort of stay on task, I can sidestep it. The best way to put out a fire is to deny it fuel so I 
typically don't tend to address what someone says, if it's exclusionary. If I let the exclusionary 
behavior sort of hang there on its own, it's a lot less likely to get the attention that's necessarily 
coming with it. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I don't think anybody's necessarily judging me for it. But my emotional response to aggressive 
communication. I'll get irritated, angry, I'll get louder. I typically, after the situations be up in the 
middle of the night, thinking about that interaction, and what I should have said, and how I should 
have said it, and just reliving it for way longer than anybody should worry about a conversation. - 
James (ND) 

 

• Sometimes I'll look for someone else to co-conspire with about that feeling of being judged, or that 
feeling of not being heard. I think because I'm trying to rationalize that I'm not alone. It can be 
negative doing that, so I think it's really trying to continue to focus on what position are they coming 
from? What environment's influencing the way they're thinking? Trying to learn more about how I 
can improve my communication, but sometimes the immediate is go find someone else to whine to 
that can hear you and try to validate that what I'm doing is right, and what they're doing is wrong, 
but that doesn't solve the problem. But that is my first immediate feeling sometimes. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I try not to let it affect me, but it depends on who it comes from. It can be frustrating and hurtful, or 
if I feel like I've heard someone or been misunderstood, it can bother me. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• You sort of approach it individually, that makes sense, and then you kind of adjust how you're 
interacting a little bit to see if you can get past that. I usually try to make eye contact with a person. 
- Mia (NT) 

 

• Again, very dependent on the situation at hand and the response of the people involved. A knee-jerk 
would be frustrated and a desire to be direct about that, to clarify. My perspective, and if I am 
unable to do that, which I would perceive as being oppressed. Then that feeling of frustration goes 
further down the scale. Towards somewhere in the I'm mad anger part, you know, that direction. 
Sometimes those situations are opportunities for education. Awareness and if whoever’s is in the 
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dynamic is receptive. Then it could actually be a real powerful moment. But if they're not, then it's 
sending you down into angry land, for sure. - Harper (NT) 

 

• It's terrible. Mad, usually. Sometimes raging mad. Sometimes they don't give you a chance, they cut 
you off. I don't think it's necessarily the neurotype. Sometimes it's just people have agendas. I think 
one can feed into the other, so because you have calm challenges. They find a gap, and they can 
come after you. That's what makes it worse because you know it exists, and you're trying to counter 
for it. Maybe they don't view it as disability, or whatever the proper term is. They're just looking as a 
way to one-up the situation which makes it that much more frustrating and angrier. That's also why 
you work so hard, you think so hard on it. Just trying to be successful. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• So, this is gonna sound really bad, but that's a them problem, not a me problem. Typically, I'm the 
neurodivergent one, and why do I have to put in all the work. Can't you meet me halfway? Again, 
usually, it just breaks down and there's no relationship there. I'll have to ask someone else in my 
office. Because I won't get a response out of them and I already know that. My boss will, like, can 
you go ask? And I'm like, that ain't gonna happen, because they're not gonna reply back to me, 
they're just going to ignore me. Trust me. Been there, done that. So there's that. I'm trying to think 
of how to say what's going on in my head here. He did that recently, a week and a half ago. Can you 
ask? And I'm just like, mmm, you gotta ask, or someone else has to ask, because I'll get ignored. - 
Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I guess I just feel like it's my fault. I say to myself, well, I must not have communicated correctly, 
instead of maybe them having an issue. I never think it's them necessarily. I just didn't get my point 
across, or I must be bad at this, or something. I guess I would internalize it. - Henry (NT) 

 

• Honestly, depending on how bad that is, it could be something that sends me into a little bit of a 
spiral. One of my biggest things with the OCD is I have relationship OCD and so when it comes to 
feeling misunderstood, stigmatized, judged, anything like that, especially by someone I know. That’s 
where I get very, very hurt. It's almost a wound and I will obsess over it. That's kind of what I call a 
spiral because it's non-stop until it's finally somehow wrapped up. I feel very hurt, confused, 
because I think if I was in that situation I try not to judge, and I try to give that empathy and that 
grace. So, if other people wouldn't extend that to me, I would feel pretty hurt. - Emma (ND) 

 
The fourth list of questions explores the observable behaviors and actions of individuals with 
neurodiverse experiences during communication interactions, providing valuable insights into their 
intersubjectivity strategies and preferences. 
 
19. How do you physically engage during communication interactions (e.g., eye contact, gestures, body 

language)?  
 

• I'm big on eye contact, and I talk with my hands. I use eye contact, unless I can see that the person 
that I'm talking to is uncomfortable. That goes back to working with people on the spectrum and 
you may not get a lot of eye contact; it may be fleeting. I'm a tactile person when it's warranted or 
when someone else initiates it but for the most part, I'm an eye contact person, and I do a lot of 
gestures, unless I see that it makes somebody uncomfortable. The same thing holds true with eye 
contact. If I see that someone isn't able to hold eye contact, I don't take that as a personal affront. - 
Lily (NT) 

 



 
 

 149 
 

• I have always talked with my hands. I use gestures very frequently. I call them visual aids, because I 
feel that using my hands also sort of keeps me on point, keeps the conversation flowing. I tend to try 
and present things very openly. When I use my hands, it's always palms open, no clenched fists or 
anything, it's just… welcoming, keeping things moving. Eye contact is circumstantial. Some people 
are okay with it, some are not. I sort of use that to gauge the conversation if the person rarely looks 
at me. Eye contact is not their thing, so I won't try to meet them halfway. If they're not taking the 
step to do so first. But if they are looking right at me. Then I maintain eye contact, because to that 
person, it may convey Sincerity. To that person who needs that eye contact component, I'll engage, 
but to the other person who finds it a little bit too much, I won't. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I've always tried to maintain eye contact even when I was younger. That's something you're kind of 
taught. Look someone in the eyes, it's kind of how I was brought up. But in a meeting, or in a group 
setting you'll see a lot of people that sit back in their chairs and slouch. I have to think about it, but I 
make a conscience effort when I'm talking to someone is not only look them in the eyes. But I try to 
square off, I try to face them, you know, shoulder to shoulder, and it sounds silly. If I'm standing, I 
try to point my feet towards them. So whether or not I'm interested. I want them to feel that I'm 
engaged in what they're talking about, because in my head whatever they're talking about is 
important to them. So, at least let me give them that. The same thing with the sit-down meeting. 
Um, I try to lean forward in my seat and act engaged to whoever the speaker is. If that's what we're 
talking about. You know, the communication of body language. - James (ND) 

 

• My eyes will move around a lot. I want to have direct eye contact, but I feel like my eyes definitely 
move around. It's like I'm searching or looking for my next thought. And then I will second-guess 
myself on that sometimes, too, because I know there's thought out there, if you look one way, 
you're lying, or the other way, you're telling the truth, and I'm like, I don't know which way is which, 
but my eyes are definitely searching for things at times, and then I do get animated. Moving my 
arms and adrenaline is pumping, and I feel like I gotta move as part of the communication. - Ben 
(NT) 

 

• I think it depends on who I'm talking to in this. How well I know them, how comfortable I am in the 
situation. If I go out with friends, I usually face them, and I'm talking face-to-face. But I do try to 
make eye contact with people that I'm talking to just having a conversation. I usually stay open in 
my posture. If I'm just having a one-on-one conversation, or if I know I'm in an interview and that's 
important to portray confidence, I'll do that. I do like to listen to people, I know it seems like I talk a 
lot, too. But I do like to listen and learn from people. It can be kind of draining, though, if it's 
somebody that goes on forever. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• If I'm getting the feeling that they feel uncomfortable with that. Then I'll usually try to kind of maybe 
intermittently make eye contact. I usually tend to mirror or mimic people's non-verbal cues. If it's an 
uneasy situation. But otherwise, if it's an open situation, like the other person I'm getting open kind 
of non-verbal communication with them, then I'll usually try to be, you know, face-on eye contact, 
and maybe some hand gestures once in a while. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I definitely do eye contact. I tend to look in people's left's eye, because somebody told me that's 
how you see their soul. I have no idea if that's true! But I want to connect. It’s an intentional 
connection on my part. I really use that eye contact also. I kind of go between that and the lips, 
because it helps me stay focused and very listening, attentive. The attentive listening versus the, I'm 
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getting ready to figure out what I'm gonna say next kind of listening, right? Body language, I 
definitely tend to try to lean in. I don't know about gestures, I am very animated, even with my 
expressions on my face, I can be quite animated sometimes. Which is really looking intently, and 
part of that is more for me to stay focused. - Harper (NT) 

 

• I definitely look away when I'm thinking, up or down, not necessarily an eye contact. When I'm 
listening, I'm more focused on eye contact. Try to be present. I guess even now, I've been looking 
away the whole time when you're looking at me, I'm like all over the place. I'm bringing out the 
joking to try to make it a little trivial. I'm not sure how else to answer that, just trying to stay 
engaged, really. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• I will definitely use my hands to gesture if I'm up speaking or even through video conferencing or 
chat. I'll use the inflection in the voice to not sound monotone. Again, I'm not really looking at the 
eyes, I'm looking at the mouth, or I'm looking past people, or I'm looking around the room, but the 
public speaking really helped me. With doing all of that. How to speak to different crowds and 
engage them and interact with them back and forth. I don't ever want to get up and lecture. I want 
to have an interactive session with the people that I'm in the room with. When they're all focused 
on me, I would put pictures in my slide deck with no words and talk the pictures in the slides or not 
use slides at all. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I do try to make eye contact. Gestures, I don't know. I guess I'd do a few hand gestures. I try to 
maintain eye contact and stay engaged in the conversation. I think sometimes I try to examine what 
I'm doing. You know, where are my hands? Maybe I should stand up instead of sit down, that type of 
thing. - Henry (NT) 

 

• Eye contact we've touched on, it's definitely rough, because I don't know when I'm doing too much 
or too little, and when to stop and when to do it. I try to read off of other people, but then they're 
also looking away on occasion, and then I'm wondering if they're looking away, because I've been 
staring too long, or if they think they've been staring too long. Then I just overthink that situation. 
When it comes to some of the stuff like gestures and body language I notice a lot of times, I'm most 
comfortable, putting my hands on my hips or crossing my arms and that's not a very welcoming 
stance to have in conversations. I've been trying to, if I notice it, fix that. I was talking to my wife 
about something, and because I'm worried, I'm monotone. I don't want to sound upset, and then 
also look upset with my body language. So when I'm noticing, oh, my hands are on my hips, that's 
easier for me to change than my voice, so I'll change that. That's probably the biggest thing I note, is 
that. I'm most comfortable closing myself off physically in conversations. - Emma (ND) 

 
20. Can you describe any specific communication behaviors or rituals you engage in to feel more 

comfortable or confident?  
 

• I don't think there's any rituals, per se, but as far as communication behaviors, I try really hard not to 
talk over the top of people. I've noticed that people in social groups have a tendency to talk over the 
top of one another, or interrupt a lot, and I try to be mindful of that. There is a saying that people 
listen to reply instead of listening to understand. - Lily (NT) 

 

• I find a certain amount of tasteful comedy. I emphasize tasteful, simply because it's, you know. If I 
try to convey immediately that things are a bit nonchalant and make the other person a bit more 
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relaxed. If I can do that, that works, but if the person is also serious, and for whom comedy may 
come across as disingenuous. I'll approach it with a lot more earnestness and say, I really appreciate 
your time, I know what you're doing is very important. But I do have this particular question, or I do 
have this particular task slash request. Is there a way I might be able to get your time really fast to 
go over this? So, I'll either if I know the person's receptive to comedy, I'll sort of lighten the mood 
and then use that to sort of dive off toward what I'm going for, but if the person's more serious, I'll 
be a lot more official and a lot more business-like. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• No, but I was thinking of that as you're reading it and I curled my lips in, like, kind of under my teeth 
and bit a little bit. You know, like, my hands down, you don't see my hand, and kind of pinching, or 
pressing. I don't know, alleviate some nerves? Is something that I do. The other one is my leg. A lot 
of people shake a body part. I try to keep it under the table. I'll shake my leg, but is it ritualistic, or is 
it habit? Sometimes things like that can be soothing in a sort of a subconscious way. You've got all 
the stuff going on in your head and your body sometimes just does little things. - James (ND) 

 

• Just try to learn more. I think it's always trying to learn, whether it's the subject I'm talking about, 
the people I'm going to be talking to. I listen to a lot of podcasts. Trying to both self-reflect or 
understand the content that I'm working in, I think that all helps me kind of prepare more, just doing 
things like that, whether it's reading, or listening, or learning, or finding some other perspective or 
research-backed data that helps you feel better about how you're approaching it, how you're 
approaching communication. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I take breaks after being around people for a while. I know I'll be at a big event, I tried to plan 
downtime before or after. If I know I'm going somewhere in the evening, I'll try to make sure I have 
a break when I come home after a full workday. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I'd say maybe check in with someone. Someone close before I know I have to have a difficult 
conversation or just say, okay, let me go do this. So just a quick, comforting contact, maybe it's a 
quick text message to center yourself. - Mia (NT) 

 

• So, the mirroring is another thing, it just keeps coming up, because one, that adds clarity, but it also 
is a way to connect with people when you're like, oh, I'm from Rochester, New York. Oh, Rochester, 
huh? It's a strategy that way, too. I also know that my belief is People will find you to be the best 
conversationalist if you focus the conversation on them. That, typically speaking, not everybody, but 
most people really like talking about themselves, myself included. It's a human nature thing, and, 
you know. You get what I'm talking about them, and they usually walk away feeling happy about 
that. It is that Maya Angelou thing. People remember how you made them feel about themselves 
around you. Not always what you said, but how they felt in your presence. - Harper (NT) 

 

• No, I don't think I really have anything like that. I don't have any set jokes. Really the basics for me. I 
always like humor as a defense, because if you can get people laughing you can put them at ease if 
you do them really well. I have a few people at work that are near retirement age, so I do call them 
the dinosaurs when I'm visiting his office, I call it the Smithsonian. Not to make any age puns. I mean 
we don't have the same camaraderie. I do love to bust this guy up, though, so I do the same thing 
with my father when I call him. Just trying to be lighthearted as much as possible. - Leonard (ND) 

 



 
 

 152 
 

• Again, the humor. So, when I was talking about improv and impromptu speaking. Usually, I have an 
outline of points that I want to hit. But also allowing for the interaction with the questions and that 
helps me really know my topic, because you're interrupting me. I'm not giving you a lecture where I 
get interrupted, I'm gonna lose my train of thought. I'm just gonna pick right back up where I left off. 
It just came with practice and what I do for work with the job that I have. That's just part of it and I 
can see how someone younger if they didn't have a lot of speaking experience, it could be much 
more of a problem - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I don't know that I can think of anything like that. I don't know if this is what you're going for, but, 
like, I would feel more confident when I wear a certain shirt versus another shirt. Maybe trying to 
get more sleep would be a ritual to have better communication the day before a presentation. I 
think that probably affects me more than a lot of things - Henry (NT) 

 

• One thing that helps me feel more comfortable when it comes to communicating is when it's over 
text, I'm thinking about email, I'll reread it a few times. I might run it through Grammarly for tone or 
something but, I will use tools like that to double-check it. I will reread it a few times before I send it. 
- Emma (ND) 

 
21. What actions do you take when you need to communicate complex ideas or concepts effectively?  
 

• I don't know that there are actual actions that I take. I think in any conversation, starting off small is 
best. You're not going to walk up to someone and just lay all your knowledge on them in one fell 
swoop. I think that you can gauge another person's interest or understanding of a particular subject 
and then go into it and let them also help lead the conversation. I think that that's a respectful way 
to do it with anyone, I think the assumption that everybody's going to know and understand 
whatever it is that you know and understand, I think that leads to more miscommunication than 
anything else. - Lily (NT) 

 

• I will compartmentalize. I will take things apart into base components, because if you can see how 
each component interacts with the other. In a singular capacity. It becomes a lot easier to see the 
whole picture. My workplace uses a lot of, uh, typed-out workflows which I find really useful, 
actually, because the workflows will typically tell you what each step of the process is supposed to 
do. Everything you can do in that particular step and the context in which each facet of that step 
should be applied. But because it's numbered and bulleted out in easy-to-digest sentences. It's a lot 
easier to understand and if you find that things differ as you go, you can even take notes. - Lucas 
(ND) 

 

• I have to have things written down so I can go over things note by note. What really harms my 
ability to get an idea across is being interrupted. I almost need the other person to take that action. 
Let me get my thoughts out before you counterchallenge or question. I don't mean question me in a 
combative way but asking a question or trying to clarify something. I almost need to get it all out 
first to feel like I'm getting my information across. I know that sometimes looking at conversations, 
people Listen to respond, rather listening to absorb.  
- James (ND) 
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• I will try to find one-on-one time. Because I feel like it's more important to make sure there's a lot of 
trust with whoever it is that I need to communicate to. That's more important than how I 
communicate it. Because if I can build trust and make sure that person trusts me, then I don't have 
to communicate it as detailed. I maybe can get away with shaping the problem or communicating it 
at a higher level. Being very visual I will fear having to go 10 layers deeper. I'm not the expert on all 
that stuff, so my way is to really focus on the relationship, and if I have to go deeper, I will bring 
others with me so they can handle that piece of the communication. But I feel like smaller forms are 
better. Whether it's one-on-one, or two, three people max on one to get the message across to 
somebody if it's super complex. Having others with me that I can steer and be focused for the depth 
that I think may come that maybe I can't speak to. Really focusing on trust and intimacy of that 
conversation so that I'm controlling the environment a little bit more, and I'm trying to remove 
some of the barriers, maybe. In the human element of how someone's perceiving the conversation 
may go, or how they're being perceived. - Ben (NT) 

 

• I usually run my thoughts through AI or talk them out with my husband first. Planning helps me 
communicate more clearly. I can fumble through words sometimes, and I think it helps me get my 
thoughts out. I want to be understood, right? It helps me to be more clear. Same thing I would 
appreciate from someone else. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I usually try to break it down in pieces and then kind of check in with the understanding as we go 
along. Not just talking at someone and then letting them zone out or get confused. It's more 
interaction rather than talking or lecturing. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I wish I was a more visual person. If I'm trying to describe something, I don't know that I would ever 
just get pen and paper. Let me show you here, because I'm not that good at drawing or visual things 
like that. But I do slow down. Talk very direct. If the person isn't naturally mirroring, then I definitely 
make sure we are mirroring appropriately. Sometimes I'll take notes and kind of do bullets. I'm a 
bullet kind of person, or a 1, 2, 3, 4 kind of person. I like kind of creating communication, a written 
communication, in a way that's visually easy. I take great care in complex emails that I send, because 
I want to make it easy for people to find what I need them to do. I don't know if you've ever heard 
the term BLUF, bottom line up front. So, I might even do an email bluff, I need you to approve this 
personnel action, and here's the history. Let me know what I need from you first, and then you can 
read the context so that you're going into the context knowing what I need. I find that people tend 
to relax a little bit once they know what you're asking from them. Then you can get into a little bit 
more weeds of conversation. Setting the tone for what you're asking them for, whether it be like, 
hey, listen, you're my best friend. I don't need you to solve this, I just want to tell you how I'm 
feeling, and please don't try to fix it, because it's going to be fine. Telling them up front, typically 
puts them at ease and they can better meet your needs. Professional or personally. I wouldn't say I 
do it as good as I'd like to, but it's a good strategy. - Harper (NT) 

 

• One time, I had a job interview and I was trying to explain a conflict question. I knew I was going to 
get it, because it's like a standard interview question. But I also knew I was gonna start to lose 
people, so I had my whiteboard, and I drew up all the parties. To be able to explain the interaction, 
and then, like, cross them out and erase some as I was going through it. So, it's just trying to add 
that visual level to be able to explain it to the simplest terms. Catchphrases help. We were just 
trying to come up with one today but it's like that short, 5 to10 word byte that someone's gonna 
remember. - Leonard (ND) 

 



 
 

 154 
 

• I learned the hard way to be not listen to what my manager wanted in the slides but to make them 
extremely, extremely concise. So that people would not get confused. So, I have spent quite a bit of 
time taking out all the extra fluff that he had wanted me to put in there to keep people from getting 
wrapped around the axle on the thing I'm not talking about. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I think probably at first training, maybe to give an overview of something. Break it down into simple 
terms, like, maybe assume somebody doesn't know a lot of the technical things. I mean, that's what 
helps me when somebody is explaining how something works at work. I feel like that's helpful to 
other people as well. Kind of a methodical. Here's what you do, here's the big picture, here's specific 
tools you have to bring, specific harness, that type of thing. Then I'll demonstrate the proper 
technique, and then have people repeat that until everybody gets it. - Henry (NT) 

 

• I'll try to explain it to somebody like my wife or my best friend and then ask them for feedback. If I 
know this is coming up, I need to talk about this. I've done that for presentations about things where 
I didn't feel as confident about explaining this correctly. Does this make sense to someone without 
knowledge of it? When it comes to things where I don't have that preparatory time it's in the 
conversation and it's happening. I'll be upfront, and I'll say okay, I'm gonna try to explain this, but if 
it doesn't make sense, let me know. I almost have to disclaimer it. - Emma (ND) 

 
22. What steps do you take to ensure clarity and understanding in your communication with others?  
 

• I think any successful communication requires a back and forth. You're looking for a little back and 
forth, ask questions, a kind of give-and-take conversation. I think that that goes more to 
understanding, even if it's something that's super complex. - Lily (NT) 

 

• You heard me mention that I that I try to keep things deliberate. I hate to use the words deliberate 
and slower interchangeably but sometimes I have to dial back the speed. Because if I'm moving too 
fast. My mouth will always outrun my brain So, I have to dial it back, I have to slow things down. 
Because what I gain in speed, I always sacrifice in clarity, or at least in my own experience with 
talking with people. If I'm talking way too fast. I'm going to miss something, or if I don't miss 
something, I'm going to lose the person I'm talking to. You try to judge whether you're speaking over 
their heads or dumping too much on them. If I'm going Mach 5 when I'm talking, and I see the other 
person's sort of losing the plot with me, that's my nonverbal cue to say okay, I've lost them. Let's 
switch things up a little bit here. Some people are afraid to sort of stop me and say, you're going way 
too fast, slow it down. I have to sort of analyze as I talk. If I see the other person's expression shift 
towards confusion, I go let's do a reset here. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• Aside from trying to have a written-out idea, I don't really have any other steps. I can lose my train 
of thought, what I was going to say. What I do notice is when I'm trying to explain something to 
someone We'll dance around the same thought or idea or the same process. But we're speaking two 
different languages. It can be difficult, because I'm hearing what you're saying and what I'm trying to 
tell you is that I'm saying the exact same thing but you're not getting it. You're not understanding 
what I'm throwing out there, but I'm saying the same thing you are. That can create a lot of anxiety, 
irritation and aggravation. We're agreeing but we're also arguing. - James (ND) 
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• Try to ask afterwards, how did you receive what I was asking for? Just get them to read back, if you 
can. It's that worry about what people think and the perception thing that becomes so focused in 
my head, so it's not asking that in a, like, quiz-type environment, like, okay, now tell me what I just 
told you. It's not a demeaning-type perspective, but it's making sure they understood what I’m 
telling them up front, hey, I got these 3 asks, and I'm gonna spend some time talking about them 
and then at the end. Circling back, okay, so the three things were this, this, this. Do you have any 
questions? Like anything else that I didn't clearly explain. So, try to take that type of tactic of telling 
them what you're going to tell them. Tell them and then tell them what you told them and then, be 
vulnerable and ask if something wasn't clear, or they have any other questions, just to really try to 
give as much opportunity to make sure they understood. - Ben (NT) 

 

• Similar to what we're talking about, follow-up questions, kind of like you're doing right now. Make 
sure we're on the same page. If I feel unsure, sometimes I can restate it, or try to say it a different 
way. Do the mirroring thing. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I would stop and maybe change tactics based on their understanding rather than go through a 
whole spiel and then find out that they were out of 10 portions they were with me up until the third 
one, and the rest of it was just kind of over their heads. I'd rather get there, and make sure we could 
continue on. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I'm gonna say mirroring again. That's obviously a big one for me. I also do pay attention to their 
body language and what they say. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Well, I should probably have been doing this as I finished talking each question, which would be like, 
did they answer your question? Did I answer everything you're looking for? Let's go back and touch 
on all the points we just covered. Just making sure things are clear, and not everyone's gonna tell 
you when you aren't fully clear. But, again, trying to show them your honesty, so they're willing to 
be honest back to you. Right. Rather than, no, no, no, it's okay. Really trying to go that extra mile to 
make sure the points are clear. Follow-up questions and you gotta be able to read the face. When 
things aren't clear and they start to, like, move their face a little bit. That one takes time because 
some people you can't read, and some people you can. I don't know how to describe that other than 
watch body language and start taking notes. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• I'm very to the point, for the most part. I am direct A to B whenever I verbally communicate. Very 
frank, and it unnerves quite a bit of people. One of my friends described me as smooth as 
sandpaper. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• For email communication I'll read it a couple times, make sure it makes sense. Kind of rearranged 
sentences. Sometimes maybe put a picture in there for reference so written communication would 
be a lot easier than trying to explain it verbally. So, if it could be written, I think that would be what I 
would prefer to do. I can think about it and arrange it how I want it to. That type of thing. - Henry 
(NT) 

 

• I will ask a lot, does that make sense? Or do you get where I'm coming from, or stuff like that, where 
it's basically, I guess, asking for that reassurance of understanding? That seems to help me, but 
when it comes to my own clarity and understanding. I'm not really afraid to ask questions. Um, I'm 
afraid to be a little bit annoying once I get past question 3 or 4, but I'm not afraid to ask a few 
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questions to make sure I understand, because that is one of my biggest pet peeves and worries is 
not understanding. I want to make sure I get it right the first time. I will ask questions. If I feel like 
I'm not clear, I'll disclaimer, or I'll be like, do you need me to say it differently? - Emma (ND) 

 
23. Can you describe any patterns or routines you follow in your communication habits?  
 

• I think listening's really important. That's probably one of the most important things. You can 
communicate all day long but listening to the other person or people and then communicating in 
kind. We don't think we mean to, but I think we sort of have a tendency to negate what the other 
person is either hearing or understanding, I think the whole back and forth of it all, listening, is very 
important. - Lily (NT) 

 

• Whenever I speak to anyone, literally anyone. I have always had this habit of starting the 
conversations, legitimately asking how someone is. With the tone I use I feel as though it conveys a 
certain level of interest that catches people's attention. I've gotten more sincere answers than just, 
good and you, which is the sort of conversation-starting tactic that typically goes with 
communications. I'll get more than surface-level answers off of what would necessarily be a surface-
level question simply because I’m starting immediately with, are you good? You know, how are 
things going for you? Because I legitimately want to know. That also determines the overall tone of 
the conversation to follow, how I shouldn't present things, how I should speak. I'm directly working 
with them, or because they're in my immediate orbit, I want to know if they're okay. You can't have 
a conversation without the other person there, and when I'm in a conversation with someone, 
typically I'm thankful for it. Because they're granting me their time, and time is a valuable resource. 
It's a precious commodity. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I think I've mentioned the few times is it does help me if I write an itemized meeting, meaning there 
are steps to be taken. It helps me to have an outline of that meeting, but if I'm going into a situation 
where I need to discuss certain things, whether it's going into the doctor's office to talk about, 
health or get a little arthritis acting up, and I want to go to the orthopedic. If I don't write down what 
I need to discuss with the doctor I'll only get a quarter if I'm lucky, half of what I need to get out in 
that setting. - James (ND) 

 

• I struggle with being direct. It may seem at times like I'm beating around the bush, but I think what 
I'm trying to do is establish more of a bond and a connection and make sure the emotions are 
understand, the temperature of the emotions before I immediately go into the why, so I'm trying to 
control the environment, before sending over a message. This goes back to that comment that a 
peer made to me one time about Jedi Mind Trick, and it's like, I'm not trying to trick somebody into 
something, and I'm just trying to make sure I'm mitigating the risk of what could take this off the 
rails. Maybe they're coming to the conversation and didn't sleep last night, or had a bad day, or had 
other things going on, and I'm just trying to take my time to make sure I give space for the other 
person to feel heard as a human before I immediately dive into the technical detail or the direct ask 
that I have. Which could be perceived as not getting to the point, so it's a balance. - Ben (NT) 

 

• It depends, again, but I tend to think ahead, so even if I know I'm going to see a particular person 
that evening, I'll say, okay, is there anything in the house that I thought that I need to go take to 
them. I'll reflect on our previous conversation. There might be some shoes or something that I 
promised someone, or I don't know, cat decoration or something. I try not to forget things that I said 
I would bring, because I don't want to feel bad when I get there. If we've talked about something via 
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text and I know it's going to come up in a conversation. I try to mentally prepare my thoughts on 
that. Sometimes I'll even run that through AI and be like, okay, how do I say this the best way? How 
do I approach this situation without being too harsh or seeming like I don't care at all. Kind of like a 
mental script, if you will, and it never goes 100% the way you think it will, but it's a good way for me 
to prepare. I wish I was just not a planner sometimes, because it would probably be a lot less 
stressful. - Sophia (NT) 

 

• I've definitely noticed I tend to say the same words and phrases to my kids, or my husband, or 
coworkers. They're kind of different things with different groups, but yeah, I guess, common shared 
language, or interactions. Common experiences within each setting. - Mia (NT) 

 

• Depending on the audience and what's going on. I may have a need for very clear, concise 
communication. So, one, if there is something that I need the person, like, the bottom line up front, 
hey, I need an approval from you, or I just need you to hear this. Then I'll do some mirroring as I'm 
getting into the details, especially if there's something important. Then I'll also capture it via text, 
email, or whatever it is I need to do so that sometimes it'll be with a customer. Let me tell you about 
your options with this position, and da-da-da-da-da-da-da, and I'll follow that up with an email, 
because I need to reinforce not only that we understood each other verbally. But also, that they 
have it in writing, what we just talked about, so they don't get away from it 10 minutes later and 
forget what I said. So the more complex, important things like that, I will go that extra mile to 
capture it. - Harper (NT) 

 

• I like visuals, and I also use my hands to describe things. If I'm talking about different areas just to be 
able to make sure they know it's, like, an A, a B, and oh, there's a C over here. That is something I 
frequently do or I'll get up and draw it on a whiteboard. Especially when it starts to get complex, you 
need to break it down visually, so they can see the layers. So they can understand the grouping of 
how things affect and how that goes together. Otherwise, it's just really easy to lose someone very 
quickly. - Leonard (ND) 

 

• Just, like I said, being very concise and precise. I wrote a lot of documents so when you're doing 
something for the very first time, there's nothing written about what that thing is. There's no 
references. Like, doing a research paper, you have references where you've researched other things. 
Well, the things that I do I’m doing for the very first time ever. It's a one-of-a-kind thing and it never 
existed before, so there's no reference material, I have to be extremely careful when I write, 
because one word can mean the difference between life and death with that particular system. 
Being extremely precise in the written language and trying to be precise in the verbal language 
when trying to explain it, when presenting it. - Charlotte (ND) 

 

• I think with family, I mean we kind of have the same phrases a lot when we communicate. Either on 
the phone or by text I'll say a lot of the same things and some of that is embarrassing, and I won't 
share it. I mean, it's nothing bad, it's just a little bit embarrassing. Almost like a different language. 
We shorten words and stuff like that. - Henry (NT) 

 

• If I'm nervous about the conversation for some reason, I'll rehearse it, or I'll have to give myself a 
little bit of a pep talk. If I'm not as nervous about the conversation, but I am going into one with 
someone I don't know very well, I do kind of the okay, I'm gonna talk about this and if they start 
talking about something else, then I'll just kind of go with that. I know what I'm gonna focus on if I 
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have to start the conversation, if I have to start the small talk, whatever the conversation is about. I 
feel like I have to come in with something even if I know the other person's gonna talk to me. I feel 
like I have to have something on deck for when there's silence. - Emma (ND) 

 
24. What actions do you take to establish rapport and build connections with others in communication 

settings? 
 

• Like I had said before, listening and if it's a difficult situation, I think that mirroring really helps so 
much. If I'm not getting a particular subject somebody's trying to explain to me, and I'm asking 
questions, and I'm mirroring. That goes a long way to building rapport, because whether I'm trying 
to explain a point, or somebody's trying to explain a point to me. - Lily (NT) 

 

• Interestingly enough, the answer to the prior question actually fulfills this one in the same way. To 
put an exact term to it, though. One of the things I learned when I went to college was emotional 
maintenance. The connotation to emotional maintenance makes it sound like it's just routine. Like, 
it's just work. It's not. It's checking on the other person, making sure they're all good. If they're not 
good. That's when you step in and try, if they want you to, help if you can. Give them time and space 
if they need it. Being there overall and being an attentive communicator in conversation will open 
those doors on their own. Because if you're being legitimate, and you're taking the time to actually 
follow these steps, people will open up. Or at least that's what I've experienced and 
communications with others when I've actually done all of this. Interestingly enough it evolved into 
my way of stepping around a lot of the issues that came with ADHD, because I was no longer 
isolated when I took genuine interest in people. What started off as emotional maintenance became 
my lifeline. - Lucas (ND) 

 

• I try to engage in body language. Face them, feet towards. They said in one class when you're faced 
away from someone, and your feet are faced away from them it's almost like you're trying to walk 
away; you're trying to get away from the conversation. You may have the most interesting thing in 
the world that I am totally engaged in. But I want you to feel like I'm engaged in it equally So I do try 
to either look you in the eyes and face you. Not in an intimidating way. I wouldn't want somebody to 
feel like I'm trying to tower over them, or posture for anything. We face each other and we talk. - 
James (ND) 

 

• The number one action I do is vulnerability. I try to be very transparent, and I try to say more than 
people might expect someone to say. An example on my team, we do a one-on-one with everyone 
that joins our team, whether they're working full-time with us or part-time. We'll set up a half-hour 
meeting with myself and another leader on the team. Each of us individually spend 10 minutes 
talking about who we are. What's our career arc, and some personal things about us, so 10 minutes 
for one leader, 10 minutes for the other, and then from the new employee to have 10 minutes and 
tell their story. We don't force them to do it, but 100% success that everyone does it. I spend time 
trying to be vulnerable, trying to tell them more information than they'd expect, maybe, to hear 
from a leader in a first one-on-one. So that helps create a safe environment and lets them know we 
hope to hear that same, reciprocal type openness.  So that is my number one thing, vulnerability 
and transparency. - Ben (NT) 
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• I'm gonna look for that shared interest, like we talked about earlier, experiences. Listen actively 
when they're talking, really try to focus, offer empathy. Try to make them feel comfortable and 
understood, at ease. Especially if I can tell that they're nervous or unsure about me. Give them 
something to where they can maybe trust me a little more. Start the conversation with something 
that feels like Oh, she didn't have to tell me that, that way they kind of trust me with information, 
because I gave them something to trust. You meet someone, you don't know anything about them, 
but you just start talking about your husband and your cats, and your home, and these trees are 
growing in the backyard, or something that's wrong with your car. It is like, oh, look, here's some 
normal, everyday life kind of stuff that everybody goes through. A lot of people have, and then 
they're like, oh, okay, well. I have at least one of those things, you know, I've got a house, I've got a 
yard, I got a car. - Sophia (NT) 
 

• I usually try to connect with someone, and kind of not only connect with our words, but kind of vibe 
with them, I guess, for lack of a better term, kind of gauge their interests and their feelings, as well 
as the words that we're using back and forth. Find some commonality to build a common 
collaborative space that we can go from there. Like today, for instance at work. We all heard lots of 
crazy news and kind of pop your head over. Hi! How's it going? Then when you both establish that 
okay, yeah, we're here. Other than all of that we're okay. Let's move into this other meeting that we 
need to go to. Oh, yeah, but I have this other thing at the same time, and then we kind of go from 
there and hash it out, so it's usually connect, and then collaborate. - Mia (NT) 

 

• I am your TMI friend. I always share more of the information anybody ever wanted to and I warn 
people now, bottom line up front, right? I make it a joke, and it is a joke, but it's kind of not a joke. I 
am your friend who will share more information about me than you ever hoped to know but I also 
know that people will sometimes meet you there. So, if you open and share things from your own 
vulnerable place. Whatever is appropriate for the setting. Then many times people will feel safe to 
be vulnerable with you. They may share some things that are similar. Sometimes they won't, but 
then I kind of can gauge their comfort level in connecting on a deeper level. Or if they prefer to keep 
it somewhat, you know, I'm evaluating their comfort with death. That's personal, that's social, and 
professional. I will try to evaluate by giving of myself, that helps me know their comfort level and 
generally will match and help relate and nurture a relationship from there. - Harper (NT) 

 

• Pick on them about their college football teams. Yeah, like I said, trying to make it lighthearted 
camaraderie. But, so, it's funny, like, I've known a person for a while. We're both talking about 
college football, and I just started with him about how my college football team has a beautiful 
shade of orange and his looks like they've left it on a clothesline for the last 20 years, because it's all 
faded and then he came back with, oh yeah, that's right, you go to one of my games, and you can 
see there's one color over there from one season, there's a color over there from another season. 
So it just opens it up and that's, like, the safe space. To try and build relationships because when 
people feel comfortable and can do that back and forth I feel it's a little easier to communicate, 
especially when things get tough. Because they know in the end, you're willing to crack a joke and 
go back at them. - Leonard (ND) 
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• So, the report, we're not right 100% of the time but trying to be correct. As much as I can be to build 
the rapport, technical rapport. Because, for whatever reason, if you are wrong, they will stop 
listening altogether. I've actually had a human factors person come up to me years ago and said he 
listens to me, but another person did not. I have worked with him for years and years and years and 
years, and that's why he listens to what I have to say because I've always had his back. To keep him 
out of trouble. – Charlotte (ND) 

 

• Okay, so, like, if I'm at work, and it was my first time in an area. I am the first one in there, and 
there's a couple people setting up equipment. Like, I'll say my name, who I’m with and I'm gonna be 
doing the paperwork here today. How are you? That type of thing. Sort of stating my purpose, and 
who I'm with, that type of thing to kind of start communication. But I'm not the type of person that's 
gonna sit there and talk to you for 30 minutes, either, about your family, I mean with new people. 
It’s almost like an energy thing. I'm not gonna expend a lot of my energy trying to get to know 
people like everybody. - Henry (NT) 

 

• Extending grace and empathy in meeting people where they're at. Especially meeting people where 
they're at is, I think, the biggest part, because communication is something I think people don't 
really think about often, unless they're going to school for it or something. People don't think about 
it. oh, I'm going to be communicating when they're having a conversation and they're not really 
thinking about this stuff when you're going into a conversation. When you have to kind of 
communicate in a way that you're uncomfortable with, that's when you start thinking about it. So, I 
feel like it's easier to just meet people where they're at instead of expecting them to meet you. I 
remind myself, especially over text, the other person's a person, it's not like I'm just typing into a 
void, and a void is typing back. It’s another person on the other side of the screen. - Emma (ND) 
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Appendix E 

Affinity Clustering 
The affinity clustering was divided into neurotypical and neurodivergent themes. The rose-

thorn-bud design thinking method was applied to these themes in the workshop to gain insight 

on the communication preferences off the neurotypes. 

Neurotypical Clusters  

1. Communication Preferences (NT-1) 
• Prefers visual or video-based instruction (NT-1A). 
• Learns best through hands-on demonstration (NT-1B). 
• Verbal instruction is perceived as clearer and more efficient (NT-1C). 
• Written materials are helpful for retention and review (NT-1D). 
• Uses calendars or digital planners to coordinate and clarify plans (NT-1E). 

 
2. Clarity Tools & Adjustments (NT-2) 
• Uses mirroring and reflective listening to ensure clarity (NT-2A). 
• Requests rewording or repeats of unclear instructions (NT-2B). 
• Breaks down complex topics into smaller parts for comprehension (NT-2C). 
• Uses visual aids, outlines, or structured lists to communicate (NT-2D). 
• Plans and organizes communication for smoother delivery (NT-2E). 

 
3. Preparation & Internal Strategies (NT-3) 
• Reviews materials and rehearses before communication tasks (NT-3A). 
• Mentally prepares for high-stakes or unfamiliar interactions (NT-3B). 
• Reflects after conversations to evaluate and improve (NT-3C). 
• Asks clarifying questions to avoid assumptions (NT-3D). 
• Mirrors or paraphrases others to confirm understanding (NT-3E). 
 

4. Sensory & Environmental Regulation (NT-4) 
• Withdraws or shuts down in overstimulating environments (NT-4A). 
• Takes quiet breaks or leaves the space when overwhelmed (NT-4B). 
• Uses walking, deep breathing, or solo time to reset focus (NT-4C). 
• Prefers quiet workspaces or remote work to reduce distractions (NT-4D). 
• Uses casual physical escapes (e.g., bathroom breaks) to self-regulate (NT-4E). 
 

5. Social Dynamics & Comfort Zones (NT-5) 
• Feels anxious or uneasy in unfamiliar social settings (NT-5A). 
• Prefers to be around familiar people or shared-purpose groups (NT-5B). 
• Relies on trusted individuals when navigating group interactions (NT-5C). 
• Avoids large social gatherings or unstructured events (NT-5D). 
• Tends to observe first before fully engaging (NT-5E). 
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6. Nonverbal & Social Cue Navigation (NT-6) 
• Sometimes misinterprets tone or overanalyzes expressions (NT-6A). 
• Notices incongruence between verbal and facial signals (NT-6B). 
• Observes others’ demeanor before choosing to engage (NT-6C). 
• Matches energy levels or "vibes" during interaction (NT-6D). 
• Adjusts use of eye contact based on context and comfort (NT-6E). 

 
7. Challenging Interactions & Conflict (NT-7) 
• Avoids dominance-driven or condescending communication styles (NT-7A). 
• Dislikes conflict-heavy or emotionally aggressive situations (NT-7B). 
• May mentally disengage or shut down when challenged (NT-7C). 
• Looks for exit strategies or uses masking in unsafe environments (NT-7D). 
• Avoids communication when it feels futile or one-sided (NT-7E). 
 

8. Emotional Responses (NT-8) 
• Experiences relief or pride after effective communication (NT-8A). 
• Feels frustration or disappointment when misunderstood (NT-8B). 
• Tends to self-blame or second-guess communication missteps (NT-8C). 
• Feels more open and engaged when mutual understanding is achieved (NT-8D). 
• Emotionally responds to communication success with joy or satisfaction (NT-8E). 
 

9. Empathy & Mutual Understanding (NT-9) 
• Values being heard, seen, and understood (NT-9A). 
• Strives to understand others' perspectives, even if different (NT-9B). 
• Recognizes the need for mutual patience and adaptation (NT-9C). 
• Believes inclusive, empathetic communication benefits everyone (NT-9D). 
• Seeks shared ground and rapport through open dialogue (NT-9E). 

 
Neurodivergent Clusters  

1. Information Processing & Communication Preferences (ND-1) 
• Step-by-step instruction preference (ND-1A). 
• Visual and written learning styles (ND-1B). 
• Need for clear, unambiguous language (ND-1C). 
• Avoidance of verbose or implied instructions (ND-1D). 
• Use of checklists and structured formats (ND-1E). 
 

2. Workplace Dynamics & Accommodation Gaps (ND-2) 
• Lack of formal accommodation (ND-2A). 
• Self-initiated adaptations (e.g., pre-meeting notes, scripting) (ND-2B). 
• Preference for text-based communication over verbal (ND-2C). 
• Limited awareness of available support structures (ND-2D). 
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3. Masking, Self-Regulation, & Internal Dialogue (ND-3) 
• Conscious social masking to meet expectations (ND-3A). 
• Strategic suppression of natural behaviors (ND-3B). 
• "Speak little, listen much" as a protective strategy (ND-3C). 
• Inner critic / internalized perfectionism (ND-3D). 
• Logical modeling to interpret social cues (e.g., if-then reasoning) (ND-3E). 
 

4. Sensory Sensitivities & Coping Mechanisms (ND-4) 
• Auditory overload (misophonia, background noise) (ND-4A). 
• Visual overstimulation (ND-4B). 
• Use of headphones, white noise, quiet environments (ND-4C). 
• Grounding strategies (fidgeting, tactile tools, breathing techniques) (ND-4D). 
• Preference for low-stimulation or controlled environments (ND-4E). 

 
5. Identity, Disclosure, & Stigma (ND-5) 

• Selective Disclosure and Contextual Identity (ND-5A). 
• Fear of stigmatization or judgment (ND-5B). 
• Unrecognized or masked neurodivergence (ND-5C). 
• Internalized stigma and self-doubt (ND-5D). 
• Desire for understanding without pity (ND-5E). 
• The role of diagnosis in self-concept (ND-5F). 
 

6. Social Interaction Challenges & Anxiety (ND-6) 
• Apprehension before social or professional communication (ND-6A). 
• Fear of being misunderstood or perceived as incompetent (ND-6B). 
• Discomfort in unfamiliar or large social groups (ND-6C). 
• Difficulties with small talk and icebreakers (ND-6D). 
• Reliance on known individuals for social scaffolding (ND-6E). 
 

7. Breakdowns & Emotional Responses (ND-7) 
• Frustration, self-blame, and anxiety from communication errors (ND-7A). 
• Emotional shutdowns, meltdowns, or withdrawal (ND-7B). 
• Delayed processing and need for post-conversation review (ND-7C). 
• Feelings of isolation, imposter syndrome, and inadequacy (ND-7D). 

 
8. Success, Confidence & Affirmation (ND-8) 

• Feelings of triumph, relief, or exhilaration after successful communication (ND-8A). 
• Internal validation and self-esteem reinforcement (ND-8B). 
• Preference for clear feedback and recognition of effort (ND-8C). 
 

9. Empathy, Mutual Understanding, & Inclusion (ND-9) 
• Value placed on empathy and being "met halfway" (ND-9A). 
• Enhanced communication with other neurodivergent individuals (ND-9B). 
• Trust built through transparency and curiosity (ND-9C). 
• Perceived imbalance of effort in neurotypical vs neurodivergent dynamics (ND-9D). 
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Appendix F 

Rose-Thorn-Bud 
The data from applying rose-thorn-bud in the workshops to the affinity clustering was collected into a 

spreadsheet. The same names are used in this section to protect identifying of the participant. All participants 

agreed to be quoted for the workshops. The neurotypical participants are highlighted blue with the 

neurodivergent participants highlighted green. 

 

 

NT-1, Communication Preferences Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-1A Prefers visual or video-based instruction. Bud Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Bud Bud Rose Bud 

NT-1B Learns best through hands-on demonstration. Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-1C Verbal instruction is perceived as clearer and more efficient. Bud Thorn Bud Bud Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 

NT-1D Written materials are helpful for retention and review. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Thorn Rose Rose 

NT-1E Uses calendars or digital planners to coordinate and clarify plans. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-2, Clarity Tools & Adjustments Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-2A Uses mirroring and reflective listening to ensure clarity. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-2B Requests rewording or repeats of unclear instructions. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-2C Breaks down complex topics into smaller parts for comprehension. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-2D Uses visual aids, outlines, or structured lists to communicate. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-2E Plans and organizes communication for smoother delivery. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-3, Preparation & Internal Strategies Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-3A Reviews materials and rehearses before communication tasks. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Thorn Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-3B Mentally prepares for high-stakes or unfamiliar interactions. Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-3C Reflects after conversations to evaluate and improve. Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-3D Asks clarifying questions to avoid assumptions. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-3E Mirrors or paraphrases others to confirm understanding. Rose Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 
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NT-4, Sensory & Environmental Regulation Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-4A Withdraws or shuts down in overstimulating environments. Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Rose Thorn Rose Rose Thorn Thorn 

NT-4B Takes quiet breaks or leaves the space when overwhelmed. Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Thorn Rose Rose Bud Bud 

NT-4C Uses walking, deep breathing, or solo time to reset focus. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-4D Prefers quiet workspaces or remote work to reduce distractions. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-4E Uses casual physical escapes (e.g., bathroom breaks) to self-regulate. Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-5, Social Dynamics & Comfort Zones Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-5A Feels anxious or uneasy in unfamiliar social settings. Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 

NT-5B Prefers to be around familiar people or shared-purpose groups. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-5C Relies on trusted individuals when navigating group interactions. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Thorn Rose Rose Bud Rose 

NT-5D Avoids large social gatherings or unstructured events. Bud Rose Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Rose Thorn Rose Rose Thorn Bud 

NT-5E Tends to observe first before fully engaging. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-6, Nonverbal & Social Cue Navigation Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-6A Sometimes misinterprets tone or overanalyzes expressions. Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

NT-6B Notices incongruence between verbal and facial signals. Bud Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Bud Bud Thorn Bud 

NT-6C Observes others’ demeanor before choosing to engage. Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-6D Matches energy levels or "vibes" during interaction. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Bud Rose Thorn Rose Rose Bud Rose 

NT-6E Adjusts use of eye contact based on context and comfort. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

NT-7, Challenging Interactions & Conflict Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-7A Avoids dominance-driven or condescending communication styles. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-7B Dislikes conflict-heavy or emotionally aggressive situations. Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud 

NT-7C May mentally disengage or shut down when challenged. Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Bud Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Bud Thorn 

NT-7D Looks for exit strategies or uses masking in unsafe environments. Bud Thorn Bud Rose Rose Rose Thorn Rose Thorn Bud Rose Bud 

NT-7E Avoids communication when it feels futile or one-sided. Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Rose Bud Rose Bud Bud Rose Bud 
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NT-8, Emotional Responses Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-8A Experiences relief or pride after effective communication. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-8B Feels frustration or disappointment when misunderstood. Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud Bud 

NT-8C Tends to self-blame or second-guess communication missteps. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

NT-8D Feels more open and engaged when mutual understanding is achieved. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-8E Emotionally responds to communication success with joy or satisfaction. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Rose 

NT-9, Empathy & Mutual Understanding Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

NT-9A Values being heard, seen, and understood. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-9B Strives to understand others' perspectives, even if different. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-9C Recognizes the need for mutual patience and adaptation. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-9D Believes inclusive, empathetic communication benefits everyone. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

NT-9E Seeks shared ground and rapport through open dialogue. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-1, Information Processing & Communication Preferences Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-1A Step-by-step instruction preference. Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Bud Bud Rose Rose 

ND-1B Visual and written learning styles. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-1C Need for clear, unambiguous language. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-1D Avoidance of verbose or implied instructions. Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-1E Use of checklists and structured formats. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-2, Workplace Dynamics & Accommodation Gaps Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-2A Lack of formal accommodation. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-2B Self-initiated adaptations (e.g., pre-meeting notes, scripting). Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

ND-2C Preference for text-based communication over verbal. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

ND-2D Limited awareness of available support structures. Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 
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ND-3, Masking, Self-Regulation & Internal Dialogue Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-3A Conscious social masking to meet expectations. Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Thorn Bud Bud Thorn Thorn 

ND-3B Strategic suppression of natural behaviors. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Rose Rose Thorn Bud 

ND-3C "Speak little, listen much" as a protective strategy. Thorn Rose Thorn Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Thorn 

ND-3D Inner critic / internalized perfectionism. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-3E Logical modeling to interpret social cues (e.g., if-then reasoning). Bud Thorn Bud Rose Rose Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Bud Thorn Bud 

ND-4, Sensory Sensitivities & Coping Mechanisms Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-4A Auditory overload (misophonia, background noise). Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-4B Visual overstimulation. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-4C Use of headphones, white noise, quiet environments. Rose Rose Rose Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-4D Grounding strategies (fidgeting, tactile tools, breathing techniques). Rose Rose Rose Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-4E Preference for low-stimulation or controlled environments. Bud Thorn Bud Rose Rose Rose Bud Rose Rose Bud Rose Bud 

ND-5, Identity, Disclosure, & Stigma Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-5A Selective Disclosure and Contextual Identity. Bud Rose Bud Thorn Thorn Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Bud 

ND-5B Fear of Stigmatization or Judgment. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-5C Unrecognized or Masked Neurodivergence. Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-5D Internalized Stigma and Self-Doubt. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-5E Desire for Understanding Without Pity. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-5F The Role of Diagnosis in Self-Concept. Bud Rose Bud Bud Bud Bud Rose Bud Rose Rose Bud Bud 

ND-6, Social Interaction Challenges & Anxiety Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-6A Apprehension before social or professional communication. Bud Thorn Bud Bud Rose Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 

ND-6B Fear of being misunderstood or perceived as incompetent. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-6C Discomfort in unfamiliar or large social groups. Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 

ND-6D Difficulties with small talk and icebreakers. Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 

ND-6E Reliance on known individuals for social scaffolding. Bud Thorn Bud Rose Rose Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 
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ND-7, Breakdowns & Emotional Responses Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-7A Frustration, self-blame, and anxiety from communication errors. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-7B Emotional shutdowns, meltdowns, or withdrawal. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-7C Delayed processing and need for post-conversation review. Bud Thorn Bud Bud Bud Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Bud 

ND-7D Feelings of isolation, imposter syndrome, and inadequacy. Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn Thorn 

ND-8, Success, Confidence & Affirmation Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-8A Feelings of triumph, relief, or exhilaration after successful communication. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-8B Internal validation and self-esteem reinforcement. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-8C Preference for clear feedback and recognition of effort. Rose Rose Rose Bud Bud Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-9, Empathy, Mutual Understanding, & Inclusion Harper Sophia Mia Henry Ben Lily Leonard Charlotte George James Emma Lucas 

ND-9A Value placed on empathy and being "met halfway". Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-9B Enhanced communication with other neurodivergent individuals. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-9C Trust built through transparency and curiosity. Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose Rose 

ND-9D Perceived imbalance of effort in neurotypical vs neurodivergent dynamics. Bud Bud Bud Rose Bud Thorn Bud Thorn Bud Bud Thorn Bud 
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Results by Neurotype 

The screenshot from the workshops data shows the neurotypical results. Rose is pink, thorn is sage, bud is purple, and the white with black border are where there was not a majority opinion expressed. 

 

The screenshot from the workshops shows the neurodivergent results. 
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Appendix G 

Experience Diagramming 

 


