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Abstract

In recent years, the concept of neurodiversity has gained significant traction,
challenging traditional views of neurological differences and advocating for the
acceptance and inclusion of diverse cognitive profiles. This metasystematic literature
review aims to explore the evolving understanding of neurodiversity, emphasizing the
roles of empathy, community, identity, social exclusion, and systemic change in shaping
neurodivergent experiences. By examining a broad spectrum of perspectives, ranging
from theoretical foundations to practical applications within the neurodiversity
movement, this review highlights the multifaceted nature of neurodiversity and its
implications for individuals and society. The review covers foundational theories, the
importance of empathy and mutual understanding, the significance of identity and
language, the role of community and support systems, the impact of social exclusion,
and the need for systemic and social change. Through this comprehensive exploration,
the review provides a deeper understanding of the neurodiversity paradigm and its
potential to foster a more inclusive and supportive society.

Introduction

The concept of neurodiversity has emerged as a transformative framework in
understanding and valuing neurological differences. Originating as a response to
traditional deficit-based views of neurological conditions, neurodiversity advocates for
the recognition and inclusion of diverse cognitive profiles as natural variations of the
human experience. This metasystematic literature review aims to explore the evolving



understanding of neurodiversity, emphasizing key themes such as empathy, community,
identity, social exclusion, and systemic change.

By examining a wide range of perspectives, from theoretical foundations to practical
applications within the neurodiversity movement, this review seeks to highlight the
multifaceted nature of neurodiversity and its implications for individuals and society. The
review will delve into foundational theories that challenge conventional notions of
normalcy and pathology, discuss the crucial role of empathy and mutual understanding,
explore the significance of identity and language, and emphasize the importance of
community support systems. Additionally, it will address the impact of social exclusion
on neurodivergent individuals and the necessity of systemic and social change to create
more inclusive environments. Through this comprehensive exploration, the review aims
to provide a deeper understanding of the neurodiversity paradigm and its potential to
foster a more inclusive and supportive society.

Methods

This metasystematic literature review was conducted using a comprehensive and
systematic approach to identify, evaluate, and synthesize existing research on
neurodiversity. The following steps were undertaken:

1. Search Strategy: A comprehensive search of academic databases, including
PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, was performed using
keywords such as "neurodiversity," "empathy," "community support,” "identity,"
"social exclusion," "systemic change," and "inclusive practices." Relevant articles,
books, and dissertations were identified and screened for inclusion.

2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria: Studies were included if they focused on
neurodiversity, provided empirical data or theoretical insights, and were
published in peer-reviewed journals or reputable sources. Articles were excluded
if they did not directly address neurodiversity or lacked rigorous methodology.

3. Data Extraction and Analysis: Relevant information from the selected studies
was extracted, including study aims, methods, findings, and conclusions. The
data were then organized thematically to identify key patterns and insights.

4. Thematic Analysis: A thematic analysis was conducted to synthesize the
findings into key themes, such as empathy, identity, community support, social
exclusion, systemic change, and practical solutions. This approach allowed for a
comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted nature of neurodiversity.

Thematic Analysis

The thematic analysis revealed several key themes that are critical to understanding
and supporting neurodivergent individuals. These themes include empathy, identity and



language, community and support systems, social exclusion, systemic and social
change, and practical and inclusive solutions.

Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical underpinnings of the neurodiversity movement challenge traditional
notions of normalcy and pathology in neurological functioning. Armstrong (2015) argues
that the concept of the "normal brain" is a myth, advocating for the validation of diverse
neurological experiences. This perspective forms a foundational support for the
neurodiversity paradigm, which seeks to recognize and respect cognitive differences
rather than viewing them through a deficit-based lens. Walker (2014) further establishes
a common language for discussing neurodiversity by defining key terms and principles.
This foundational work provides clarity and consistency in how neurodiversity is
understood and communicated, ensuring that discussions remain inclusive and
respectful of individual experiences. Additionally, Kapp (2020) offers an in-depth look at
the neurodiversity movement's impact, highlighting the shift towards viewing
neurological differences as part of the natural variation of the human genome. This shift
is crucial for fostering environments where neurodivergent individuals can thrive without
being pressured to conform to neurotypical standards. Chapman (2021) and Crippen
(2021) add nuance by critiquing the social model of disability and highlighting tensions
within the neurodiversity paradigm. These theoretical contributions lay the groundwork
for a more inclusive and supportive understanding of neurodiversity, setting the stage
for exploring practical applications and broader societal implications in subsequent
sections of this review.

Empathy and Mutual Understanding

Empathy plays a crucial role in fostering mutual understanding and supportive
environments within neurodivergent communities. Antze (2010) explores the pragmatics
of empathy in the neurodiversity movement, emphasizing that shared experiences and
mutual understanding are essential for building trust and solidarity among
neurodivergent individuals. This approach underscores the need for empathy not only
within neurodivergent communities but also from neurotypical individuals to bridge the
gap in understanding and communication. Milton (2012) introduces the concept of the
'‘double empathy problem,' which posits that the difficulties in mutual understanding
between neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals are bidirectional. This concept
challenges the conventional view that social communication deficits are solely the
responsibility of neurodivergent individuals. Instead, it highlights the need for both
groups to develop empathy and adaptive communication strategies to enhance mutual
understanding. Crippen (2021) provides critical insights into the conflicts and tensions
within the neurodiversity paradigm, emphasizing the importance of empathy in



navigating these challenges. Lafond (2022) poetically illustrates the social exclusion felt
by neurodivergent individuals, reinforcing the need for empathy and understanding in
fostering inclusive environments. These perspectives collectively highlight the vital role
of empathy in promoting mutual understanding and support within and between
neurodivergent and neurotypical communities, paving the way for more inclusive and
harmonious interactions.

Identity and Language

Language and identity are central to the neurodiversity movement, with significant
emphasis placed on how neurodivergent individuals choose to identify themselves.
Brown (2011) advocates for identity-first language, which prioritizes the identity of being
autistic over the condition. This approach contrasts with person-first language, which
some feel separates the person from their neurological identity. Brown's perspective
highlights the importance of respecting neurodivergent individuals' preferred terms, as
these choices are integral to their self-identity and empowerment. Sinclair (2012)
reinforces this viewpoint by critiquing person-first language, arguing that it can
inadvertently imply that autism is an appendage rather than an inherent aspect of an
individual's identity. Botha and Gillespie-Lynch (2022) delve into the complexities of
autistic identity development, examining it through an intersectional lens. Their work
supports the argument that neurodivergent identities are not monolithic but are instead
shaped by a variety of factors including race, gender, and socioeconomic status. Ek
(2020) explores autistic social exclusion through a neuroqueer lens, providing a critical
perspective on how identity and social dynamics intersect. Yergeau (2018) adds to this
discussion by examining autism through the lens of rhetoric and neurological
queerness, offering deep insights into the representation and understanding of
neurodivergent identities. These contributions highlight the importance of language and
identity in the neurodiversity movement, emphasizing the need for respectful and
inclusive terminology that honors the self-identification of neurodivergent individuals
while acknowledging the diverse and dynamic nature of their identities.

Community and Support Systems

Community support and inclusive systems are vital for the well-being and empowerment
of neurodivergent individuals. Bagatell (2010) illustrates the significant shift from viewing
autism as a disorder needing cure to recognizing the importance of community and
identity development. This transformation aligns with the broader goals of the
neurodiversity movement, which emphasizes the value of creating supportive
environments where neurodivergent individuals can thrive. Manett (2022) provides
practical examples of how community support groups for autistic university students can
foster social inclusion and personal development. Leadbitter et al. (2021) emphasize the



role of autistic self-advocacy in shaping early intervention practices, underscoring the
importance of incorporating the voices and experiences of neurodivergent individuals in
developing support strategies. Nicolaidis et al. (2011) highlight the benefits of
collaboration between academic researchers and autistic self-advocates, demonstrating
how such partnerships can lead to more meaningful and impactful research outcomes.
Levi et al. (2023) explore the perceptions of social pain among autistic individuals,
highlighting the importance of community support in mitigating feelings of exclusion and
isolation. Murthi et al. (2023) review strengths-based practices, which focus on affirming
the capabilities of neurodivergent individuals, further supporting the importance of
community-based support systems in enhancing their quality of life. These examples
underscore the critical role of community and support systems in the neurodiversity
movement. By fostering inclusive environments and promoting self-advocacy, these
systems can significantly enhance the well-being and empowerment of neurodivergent
individuals.

Social Exclusion

Social exclusion significantly impacts the experiences and well-being of neurodivergent
individuals. Silva et al. (2020) examine the effects of social exclusion and pro-social
behavior in autism, highlighting the need for interventions that promote social inclusion
and positive interactions. Ek (2020) discusses autistic social exclusion through a
neuroqueer lens, providing insights into how identity and social dynamics intersect to
impact the social experiences of neurodivergent individuals. Lafond (2022) poetically
illustrates the social exclusion felt by neurodivergent individuals, reinforcing the
importance of empathy and understanding in fostering inclusive environments. Edwards
et al. (2023) explore the challenges of autism disclosure via social media, underscoring
the pervasive misunderstandings and social stigmas that contribute to social exclusion.
These perspectives collectively emphasize the importance of addressing social
exclusion through empathy, understanding, and inclusive practices, which are essential
for creating environments where neurodivergent individuals can thrive.

Systemic and Social Change

Systemic change is essential for creating inclusive environments that support the
diverse needs of neurodivergent individuals. Bowen (2022) discusses the impact of
algorithmic biases and the need for inclusive practices within technological and
organizational systems, highlighting how these biases often lead to exclusion and
marginalization. Long (2023) emphasizes the neurodiversity paradigm and systemic
approaches in facilitating more helpful conversations about autism within organizations,
suggesting that adopting systemic approaches can better support neurodivergent
individuals. Edwards et al. (2023) highlight the importance of addressing public



misconceptions about autism through effective communication and education, revealing
how pervasive misunderstandings can lead to stigma and discrimination. Murray et al.
(2017) investigate diagnostic biases in autism spectrum conditions, showing how these
biases can perpetuate inequities in access to diagnosis and support. Dreiling et al.
(2022) discuss Project ECHO Autism, which increases access to mental health services
for autistic individuals through telehealth and community-based models, providing more
accessible and tailored support. These works highlight the necessity of systemic and
social change to create environments that are inclusive and supportive. By addressing
algorithmic biases, promoting effective communication, and adopting systemic
approaches, society can move towards greater equity and understanding for all.

Practical and Inclusive Solutions

Innovative and inclusive approaches are crucial for effectively supporting
neurodivergent individuals and enhancing their quality of life. Dreiling et al. (2022)
discuss Project ECHO Autism, an initiative aimed at increasing access to community
mental health services for autistic individuals. Murthi et al. (2023) review
strengths-based practices that focus on affirming the capabilities and strengths of
neurodivergent individuals. Leadbitter et al. (2021) highlight the role of autistic
self-advocacy in shaping early intervention practices, emphasizing the importance of
incorporating the insights and experiences of neurodivergent individuals. Pickard et al.
(2020) explore how music therapists understand and apply the principles of the
neurodiversity movement in their work, demonstrating how music therapy can enhance
well-being and social connections. Silva et al. (2020) examine social exclusion and
pro-social behavior in autism, highlighting interventions that promote social inclusion
and positive interactions. These innovative approaches exemplify how practical
solutions, grounded in the principles of the neurodiversity movement, can create more
inclusive and supportive environments for neurodivergent individuals. By focusing on
strengths, promoting self-advocacy, and enhancing access to tailored support services,
these initiatives contribute to the overall well-being and empowerment of neurodivergent
communities.

Conclusion

This metasystematic literature review has highlighted the multifaceted nature of the
neurodiversity movement, emphasizing the critical roles of empathy, identity, community
support, social exclusion, systemic change, and practical solutions. Foundational
theories challenge traditional views of normalcy and pathology, advocating for the
validation and respect of diverse neurological experiences. The importance of empathy
and mutual understanding is underscored as essential for fostering inclusive
environments both within neurodivergent communities and in interactions with



neurotypical individuals. Language and identity play significant roles, with identity-first
language being a preferred choice for many within the neurodivergent community.
Community support systems and self-advocacy are vital for empowering neurodivergent
individuals, providing safe spaces and tailored support that enhance their quality of life.
Systemic and social changes are necessary to address broader societal biases and
inequities. Inclusive approaches, such as strengths-based practices and innovative
initiatives like Project ECHO Autism, demonstrate the potential for practical solutions
that align with the principles of the neurodiversity movement. These initiatives show
promise in creating more accessible, affirming, and supportive environments for
neurodivergent individuals. Future research should continue to explore the dynamic
interplay between these elements, focusing on the development of more inclusive
diagnostic practices, effective communication strategies to reduce public
misconceptions, and systemic approaches that address algorithmic and institutional
biases. Additionally, further investigation into the experiences and needs of
neurodivergent individuals across diverse intersections of identity will provide deeper
insights into creating a truly inclusive society. In conclusion, the neurodiversity paradigm
offers a powerful framework for understanding and supporting neurodivergent
individuals. By embracing diversity and fostering inclusive practices, society can move
towards a future where all individuals are valued and empowered to thrive.

Implications for Organizations

The findings of this metasystematic literature review offer valuable insights and practical
guidance for a wide range of organizations, including community groups, governments,
nonprofits, therapeutic organizations, and workplaces, as they seek to foster inclusive
and supportive environments for neurodivergent individuals. The key themes of
empathy, identity, community support, social exclusion, systemic change, and practical
solutions highlighted in the review provide a comprehensive framework for developing
and implementing effective programs and policies.

Empathy and Mutual Understanding

Empathy and mutual understanding are foundational for creating inclusive
environments. Organizations can incorporate these insights by facilitating
empathy-building activities and fostering dialogue that bridges gaps in understanding
between neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals. Antze (2010) and Milton (2012)
highlight the importance of shared experiences and reciprocal understanding, which can
be promoted through workshops, training sessions, and community events.

Identity and Language
Respecting and affirming neurodivergent identities through appropriate language use is
crucial. Brown (2011) and Sinclair (2012) advocate for identity-first language, which



organizations can adopt to ensure that neurodivergent individuals feel respected and
valued. Additionally, Botha and Gillespie-Lynch (2022) emphasize the complexity of
neurodivergent identities, suggesting that organizations should adopt a nuanced
approach in their communications and support services to reflect the diverse
experiences of neurodivergent individuals.

Community and Support Systems

Community support systems are vital for the well-being and empowerment of
neurodivergent individuals. Bagatell (2010) and Manett (2022) illustrate the positive
impact of supportive environments and self-advocacy initiatives. Organizations can
implement support groups, advocacy training programs, and inclusive community
activities to empower neurodivergent individuals and enhance their sense of belonging.
Leadbitter et al. (2021) emphasize the role of incorporating the voices and experiences
of neurodivergent individuals in developing support strategies, ensuring that
interventions are relevant and effective.

Social Exclusion

Addressing social exclusion is crucial for the well-being of neurodivergent individuals.
Organizations can develop programs and initiatives that promote social inclusion and
positive interactions, reducing experiences of isolation and marginalization. Silva et al.
(2020) and Ek (2020) highlight the importance of creating inclusive social environments
through interventions and community engagement.

Systemic and Social Change

Addressing systemic biases and promoting inclusive practices are essential for creating
equitable environments. Bowen (2022) and Long (2023) discuss the need for systemic
approaches to inclusion, which organizations can integrate into their policies and
advocacy efforts. By working to reduce algorithmic and institutional biases,
organizations can help foster broader societal change that benefits neurodivergent
individuals. Edwards et al. (2023) highlight the importance of addressing public
misconceptions about autism through effective communication and education.

Practical and Inclusive Solutions

Innovative and inclusive approaches, such as those discussed by Dreiling et al. (2022)
and Murthi et al. (2023), provide practical guidance for organizations' initiatives. By
adopting strengths-based practices and enhancing access to tailored support services,
organizations can effectively address the diverse needs of neurodivergent individuals.
Programs like Project ECHO Autism can serve as models for expanding mental health
and community support services. Silva et al. (2020) highlight interventions that promote
social inclusion and positive interactions, demonstrating the importance of creating
supportive social environments.



Conclusion

Organizations across various sectors can draw on the insights from this literature review
to inform their work, ensuring that their programs and initiatives are grounded in the
principles of the neurodiversity movement. By prioritizing empathy, respecting diverse
identities, fostering community support, addressing social exclusion, advocating for
systemic change, and implementing practical solutions, organizations can make a
meaningful impact in creating inclusive and supportive environments for neurodivergent
individuals. This comprehensive approach not only enhances the well-being of
neurodivergent individuals but also promotes a more equitable and understanding
society.
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