CREATIVE
SPIRIT

Retention Over Recruitment:

A Data-Driven Framework for Sustaining
Neurodivergent Talent in 2026

Creative Spirit U.S.
06.25.2026



Retention Over Recruitment: A Data-Driven Framework for Sustaining Neurodivergent Talent in 2026

20% of
the U.S.

workforce are
neurodivergent

Autism Spectrum
Disorder, Dyslexia,
OCD, ADHD

CREATIVE SPIRIT

Executive Summary

Approximately 65.6 million U.S. adults (around 20% of the U.S.
population) are neurodivergent, an umbrella term that reframes
autism spectrum disorder, dyslexia, OCD, ADHD, and other cognitive
differences not as handicaps, but as normal variations in how the
human mind functions. The neurodivergent community, comprising
roughly 20% of the U.S. workforce, is indispensable to the labor
market, contributing specialized skills, strengths, and talents, including
exceptional memories, expert attention to detail, advanced pattern
recognition, and an impeccable work ethic.

Despite these contributions, many companies are struggling to retain
neurodivergent employees. A 2025 Psychology Today report noted
that over half of neurodivergent professionals have either quit a job
or considered quitting due to not feeling adequately supported in the
workplace. Even more perplexing is that the attrition continues despite
many companies boosting hiring initiatives to bring neurodivergent
employees onboard. The high turnover rate means that companies

pay a steep price through loss of growth, innovation, morale, and
productivity. On top of that, high attrition incurs the substantial time,
effort, and expense of training and rehiring new employees.

In this white paper, we argue that neurodiverse attrition is driven by
more than just a lack of reasonable accommodations. In reality, deeper
and more systemic issues, such as ambiguous communication and
priorities, lack of opportunities for advancement, and hiring practices
and management styles that fail to account for cognitive diversity, are
at play. Apart from the cost of attrition, the compelling business case
for hiring neurodivergent employees should incentivize employers to fix
this problem. Psychology Today reports that out of the organizations
that have implemented practical neuroinclusion strategies, 63% see
improvements in well-being, 55% in culture, 53% in management,
and 45% in innovation. As such, companies of all backgrounds and
sizes have a vested interest in preventing neurodiverse turnover and
tapping into these skills, talents, and competitive advantages.
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Problem Statement: The Retention Gap

Many of the world’s biggest companies, including SAP, Microsoft, and
JPMorgan Chase, now recognize the value of neurodivergent talent, and
have invested in recruitment and training programs to bring them into
the workforce. This trend is reflected in a 2025 U.S. labor market report
from HiringLab.org, which found that the share of U.S. job postings
mentioning neurodiversity-related keywords rose from 0.5% of all
postings in January 2018 to 1.3% in December 2024.

This brings us back to the obvious question: with all of these efforts,
why is the neurodivergent attrition rate still so high? The answer,

at least partially, is that being a neurodivergent employee can be - to
put it bluntly - exhausting. Many neurodivergent workers feel the

need to “mask”, or hide having a disability, due to the stigma towards
neurodiversity that still exists in many workplaces. On top of that,
neurodivergent employees often have to contend with sensory and
communication overload, confusion around roles and expectations,

and restricted, or in some cases totally nonexistent, pathways to

career growth. In light of those issues, it's no wonder that burnout and
exhaustion are so common. The takeaway is that hiring practices have
evolved at a faster pace than the workplace systems needed to retain
neurodivergent employees. Stemming the tide of attrition demands not
just a quick fix, but a major overhaul of hiring/training processes and
communication and management styles, as well as a broad reevaluation
of how workplaces are physically designed.

Why Neurodiverse Retention Matters

As we mentioned, the high attrition rate for neurodivergent employees
poses a significant material risk for companies, leading to much higher
financial and operational costs. On average, replacing an employee
costs between one and two times the employee’s annual salary, when
accounting for lost productivity, recruiting, and onboarding.

High turnover isn’t just harmful financially: it disrupts team performance
and organizational stability. As WorkDesign.com points out, high
turnover “disrupts team dynamics, lowers morale, and costs companies
millions in lost productivity and recruitment efforts. Even more
damaging, it erodes innovation by silencing the unique perspectives that
neurodivergent employees bring to the table.” There is ample evidence
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that neurodivergent employees are feeling the strain of workplaces not
designed to meet their basic needs. Calm Health’s Workplace Mental
Health Trends report from 2023 found that 58% of neurodivergent
employees feel nervous, anxious, and stressed more than half the time
or nearly all the time, compared with 42% of the general population.

Apart from the increased financial burden, attrition means losing
employees with specialized skill sets, including pattern recognition,
expert attention to detail, exceptional memories, expertise in
technology, data analysis, and quality assurance, and much more. A
high turnover rate diminishes the unique, unconventional perspectives
and modes of thinking that innovation depends on. As the ADHD
Center explains: “Failing to recognize and support neurodiversity in
the workplace can come at a high price, and it's not just the financial
implications. You are likely to see reduced productivity, higher staff
turnover, alongside burnout, disengagement, and a damaged company
culture. The hidden costs quickly add up.”

Lastly, high attrition undermines the return on investment in
neurodiversity hiring initiatives. In other words, companies that invest
significantly in recruitment, onboarding, and training, only to lose
employees who are neurodivergent, are limiting the effectiveness of
those efforts. To retain employees who are neurodivergent and ensure
that their hiring initiatives are sustainable, companies need to make
structural changes to workplace systems, rather than doing the bare
minimum.

Structural Drivers of Neurodivergent
Employee Attrition

There are numerous interconnected factors behind the retention
gap for employees who are neurodivergent. These factors, which
are largely systemic, rather than based on individual performance or
capability, can worsen stress and disengagement, leading to higher
rates of attrition. One of the main culprits behind the high attrition
rate for neurodivergent employees is burnout. This is often amplified
by the stress that comes with trying to conform and hide being
neurodivergent, along with barriers to clear communication. A 2025
survey of 900 neurodivergent employees in the U.S. found that 93%
reported experiencing burnout. Over time, this strain harms both well-
being, productivity, and job sustainability.
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Environmental and Sensory Mismatch

Unfortunately, many workplaces are still not designed to accommodate
cognitive and sensory diversity. Sensory overload is often worsened

by constant interruptions, open office layouts, and workdays that are
scheduled too densely. This overstimulation increases cognitive load,
making it needlessly difficult for neurodivergent employees to function
and deliver their best work.

Communication and Expectation Gaps

A lack of clear communication, with certain communication norms be
taken for granted, and an overall lack of clarity around expectations, are
also major barriers for employees who are neurodivergent. Information
should be conveyed consistently and through both written and verbal
channels. This can avoid confusion about priorities, feedback, and
performance standards, and avoid the frustration, misalignment,

and decreased engagement behind the high turnover rate for
neurodivergent professionals.

Limited Pathways for Advancement

Many neurodivergent employees face restricted or even nonexistent
pathways to career growth and advancement. Employees whose
strengths are more technically and analytically oriented are often
disadvantaged by advancement processes that revolve around social
navigation, self-promotion, or ambiguous criteria. The lack of accessible
career pathways can gradually contribute to disengagement and the
increased likelihood that neurodivergent employees will leave their jobs
and start looking elsewhere.

A Structural Framework for
Neurodivergent Retention

Neurodivergent employees contribute innovation, hard work, talent,
and specialized skills that companies need to stand out from the
competition. The conspicuously high turnover rate isn’t just a minor
inconvenience: it's a serious dilemma that harms companies on both a
creative and financial level.
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To fix this discrepancy, companies must reevaluate their approach to
how work is communicated, defined, and evaluated. This shift involves
focusing less narrowly on recruitment and more on how work can be
structured, communicated, and evaluated. The companies that make
flexible and inclusive design a top priority, along with creating sensory-
friendly environments and clearer pathways for advancement, are the
ones best positioned for long-term success.

In the following framework, we’ll present the core principles reflecting
these priorities, which can improve retention and build workplaces
where neurodivergent employees can deliver their best work. Structured
training, assessment, and certification programs present one of the
most viable avenues for stemming the loss of neurodivergent talent.
Creative Spirit is working to achieve that goal through Hire Different
Academy, our comprehensive training, compliance, and certification
program that allows companies to fully include employees who are
neurodivergent.

From Framework to Implementation

We've diagnosed the sources of the problem regarding neurodivergent
attrition including lack of clear communication and physical accessibility,
sensory overload, stigmas around disability, burnout, rigid scheduling,
and hiring practices that screen out neurodivergent candidates. But
what about the solutions?

In an essay for Ex Nihilo Magazine, writer Conor Healy encourages
employers to reflect honestly on whether their workplaces could

be more flexible, accommodating, and inclusive. “Can employees
control their environment through adjustable lighting, quiet zones,

or remote work options?” he asks. “Look at scheduling. Do packed
calendars with back-to-back meetings leave any processing time? Can
employees decline meetings without career consequences? Evaluate
communication norms. Is important information conveyed only verbally,
or do you provide written documentation?”

Mistakenly assuming that all minds function on the same wavelength,
with a one-size-fits-all approach to management and communication,
is one of the main factors behind neurodivergent attrition. In his
article, Healy points out that many companies still use open floor

plans, based on the misconception that everyone is capable of filtering
out background noise. Meanwhile, back-to-back meetings assume
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everyone processes verbal information at the same speed, while
unstructured social time takes it for granted that everyone finds social
interaction energizing rather than draining and exhausting. Healy
recommends hybrid work schedules, which give employees more
control in choosing environments that match their sensory needs, along
with allowing them to choose more flexible hours that let them work
during peak productivity times. To avoid these mistakes, employers

and managers should communicate directly with employees who are
neurodivergent to hear their input and perspectives on what works best
for them.

As Healy points out, company-wide neurodiversity training is also
vital for creating a deeper understanding of the challenges many
neurodivergent employees experience, such as masking and executive
functioning. “When teams understand masking and executive function
challenges,” he writes, “neurodivergent employees don'’t explain
themselves constantly. Managers learn that behaviors they might
interpret as rudeness or disengagement often reflect neurodivergent
traits rather than attitude problems.”

In their 2023 report, “Building the Neuroinclusive Workplace”,
Deloitte shared valuable insights on how workplace systems can be
retooled and redesigned to improve growth, productivity, and retention
for employees who are neurodivergent. For starters, they advocate
radically changing the way companies approach promotion and career
pathing. As they point out, promotions typically involve managing larger
teams, requiring new skills that both neurodivergent and neurotypical
employees might not be prepared for. One possible solution is a
skills-based approach to promotion, i.e. modifying next-level roles to
embrace the skills and talents of neurodivergent professionals.

Along with reworking promotions to be more skills-based, the hiring
process can be overhauled to prevent neurodiverse attrition in a
multitude of ways. For starters, job descriptions can be reworked to
use plain, jargon-free language, with more clarity about how special
accommodations can be requested. As Deloitte writes, this approach
“demonstrates to the outside world the organization’s culture, intent,
and ways of working that can help serve as a reputation builder in
general.” They add that companies can enhance the hiring process
by including teammates who are neurodivergent in interviews with
potential candidates, along with utilizing a project-based or skills-based
evaluation to better understand candidates who are neurodivergent.
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Another constructive step companies can take against attrition is to
broadly communicate promotions of neurodivergent employees across
the entire company. By doing this, they can boost morale and inspire
other employees who might have been feeling anxiety about disclosure.
Deloitte also encourages implementing universal design, an approach
that seeks to make workplaces accessible for all employees by default,
along with ensuring that accommodations are available for everyone
without request. They write that companies should move beyond old,
outdated models of competition, instead learning from other companies
about how to more fully include workers who are neurodivergent.

To sum up: the high turnover rate for neurodivergent employees is a
serious problem, but it’s also very solvable. Companies have a wide
range of options at their disposal, from building trust and validation
with neurodivergent employees to designing workplaces according

to universal design principles, reframing job descriptions with a more
skills-based approach, establishing neurodivergent employee resource
groups (ERGs), and much more. “It's empowering to know that there’s
nothing wrong with you, and you can do things in a way that isn’t the
norm,” Becky, an employee with cloud-based communications company
RingCentral, was quoted as saying in a blog post. “I'm happy to work
with people who acknowledge that not everyone has the same work
process and that we have to appreciate those who aren’t neurotypical.”

When all is said and done, stemming the tide of neurodivergent
attrition comes down to embracing the mindset that cognitive
differences are a strength and a competitive advantage, rather

than a drawback. Rather than opting for a quick fix, companies need
to embrace the hard work of creating real, systemic change. When
companies make supporting cognitive diversity the core of their
philosophy, neurodivergent employees won't just stay in their jobs: they
will grow and excel in them.

In addition to our coaching, mentoring, and job placement services,
Creative Spirit is making a difference through HireDifferent Academy
(HDA), our comprehensive training, compliance, and certification
program that allows companies to fully include employees who are
neurodivergent. With 50% of Gen Z now identifying as neurodivergent,
and nearly 70% of employers struggling to fill open positions,
companies can no longer afford to overlook neurodivergent talent.
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Through HDA, Creative Spirit works directly with companies

of all sizes and backgrounds to improve their understanding of
neurodiversity, and to help them rework and reevaluate their
hiring practices, cultural fabric, and physical environments so that
neurodivergent employees have equal opportunities to grow and
advance in their careers.

Let’s connect to explore how HireDifferent Academy
can help you future-proof your workforce and turn
neurodiversity into your greatest advantage:
Contact Us
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