Different Brains & Complementary Skills

Building organisational value through the complementary skills

of different brains in the office and diverse staff expertise
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1 Introduction

This document supports the presentation on the organisational criticality of neurodiverse groups,
called Complementary Skills. It provides the expanded written form of, and supporting evidence
for, the presentation, which was first created in May 2023.

The document is divided in to three main parts
a. Section 2 — “Different Brains & Complementary Skills” on page 5, below.
o The full text supporting the Complementary Skills presentation.
b. Section 3 — “Evidence, reasoning and approaches” on page 20, below.
o The evidence, reasoning and reference sources supporting the Complementary
Skills presentation.
c. Section 4 — “Solutions — How organisations can harness ” on page 36, below.

o Potential solutions to the problems posed in the Complementary Solutions, some of
the challenges expected in pursuing those solutions, and potential ways to address
those challenges.

These are supported by the Appendices which provide, among other things, reference sources.

The latest edition of this document, along with the slide deck it is built around, is available by
going to www.chrismalcher.com and selecting “Different brains in the office”.
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2 Different Brains & Complementary Skills — The Presentation

This section provides an experimental draft written description of the Different Brains in the Office
presentation.

2.1 Introduction
This is an article about a problem, a new perspective, and solutions.

It’s about complementary skills and different brains in the office. It’s about building organisational
value from the diverse skills and expertise of all an organisation’s staff.

It describes the immense potential value of the different types of people that we have in our
organisations, and how we can better utilise that value.

2.2 A set of people with a common trait
We'll start with a little quiz.
Below is a list of people who share a single common trait.

They include Nobel laureates, Australian of the year, well-regarded writers, artists, musicians,
successful entrepreneurs and others.

They’re people notable for achieving extraordinary things, extraordinary insights and
extraordinary results.
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A question for your consideration as you look at this list ...

What do you think these people have in common?

g}

Bill Gates

Grace Tame Vernon Smith
Australian of the Entrepreneur Economist &
Year, 2021 Nobel Laureate, 2002

Hannah Gadsby Temple Grandin Dan Aykroyd
Comedian Animal Scientist & Author Actor & writer

Daryl Hahnah Greta Thunberg Michael Burry
Actress Environmental Activist First to predict the
Global Financial Crisis

Barbara\lﬁcCIintock Nicola Tesla Charles Darwin
Scientist & Inventor Naturalist
Nobel laureate 1983

Albert Einstein Emily Dickinson Lewis Carrol
Physicist & Writer Author
Nobel Laureate 1921

Hildegard Von Bingen Ludwig Wittgenstein Katherine Johnson

12t century nun / Philosopher Rocket scientist & USA
musician presidential medal recipient.
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You may have noticed that they’re all very intelligent in their own ways.
You may also have noticed that they’re actually all a bit unusual. A bit weird in their own ways.
But they all share one common trait.

The answer to the question is that they all have autism. Specifically, all of them have Level 1
autism, previously otherwise known as high functioning autism or Asperger’s Syndrome.

The people in the first set have publicly stated their autism. For most of the people in the second
set, researchers have analysed the material these people have left behind, and published their
evidence showing high likelihood that they have autism.

This is not a group known for what they can’t do. This is not a group defined by a disability. Each
and every one of them is included in this list because of the amazing things they’ve achieved.

| argue that they’ve all done extraordinary things, not in spite of their neurological condition, but
because of it.

These people have brains that function a bit differently from most of the population. They’re very
intelligent, and they think differently. This, in turn, has allowed them to develop abnormally high
levels of expertise in very specific areas. That abnormally high expertise, combined with a bit of
weird thinking practices, has enabled them to develop new insights which others have not
previously grasped, and which many have benefited from.

Now I'd like to explore another impact from another form of expertise.

2.3 A disaster that could have been avoided

In January 1986 the Space Shuttle Challenger exploded shortly after take-off. As people around the
world watched, the shuttle burst into flames and split apart, killing all seven on board.

The subsequent investigation to identify the causes of the tragedy found that it was caused by a
leaking “O-ring” —a major piece of insulation on one of the shuttle’s fuel tanks.

The investigation also found that, in the days and weeks leading up to the tragedy, a group of
engineers and rocket scientists had tried to warn of precisely this issue. The experts knew, and
tried to tell senior decision-makers, that launching the shuttle in cold weather would make it
susceptible to precisely the type of failure that occurred.

But there was a problem with communications, and their warnings were not heeded.

The result of this disconnected communication was that senior decision-makers didn’t appreciate
the risk at hand. They authorised the launch, and the disaster is now a part of history.

Things could have been very different had the engineers been listened to. In this case, a tragedy
could have been averted but for a barrier in communication.

Now let’s have a look at exactly what the engineers said.

The diagrams below were taken from faxes sent by engineers to senior decision-makers in the
days immediately before the disaster.
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It would be quite reasonable to respond to these extracts with confusion.
While the information is technically accurate, it’s difficult to work out what the key points are, or

what action should be taken.

The engineers had an important message to convey to senior decision-makers, and they tried to
convey that message. Senior decision-makers, however, failed to properly grasp the mortal

criticality of what the experts were saying.

They tried to communicate a very complex point in a complex manner that worked for people with
their exceptional technical skills, such as other engineers.

But their communication didn’t convince their target audience.
The result of that communication gap was, in this case, a tragedy.

It’s almost as if the propensity someone has to understand and design new highly complex rules-
based systems is inversely proportional to their ability to communicate that understanding to

those without their ability.
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And that is precisely the issue.

People with autism often have the intuitive ability and understanding of highly-complex systems
that we need, but that abnormally high ability is at the expense of the ability to communicate their
understanding with a neurotypical cohort.

Outside the field rocket science, in more “ordinary” organisations, teams of technically-minded
people have this type of problem every day (although usually on less of a mortal scale).

In all organisations of significant size, we depend on people with high levels of expertise in highly
specialised, highly complex and highly critical fields to define, design and create the things we
need. This may be for financial models, legal designs, IT systems, engineering designs, scientific
research, or even modelling legislative implementations. Any field focused on highly complex
rules-based systems.

But: Those very tendencies and expertise we need in or organisations are exactly the tendencies
and characteristics that make it most likely that the person’s communication style won’t work for
most of the population.

This is not a fault. It’s a difference. And it’s a difference we fail to manage and utilise to our peril.

In terms of prevalence — people with autism make up roughly 5% to 10% of the general
population. Significantly, there’s been some speculation that, in highly technical fields, autism
prevalence could be over 50%. So the expert engineers and rocket scientists who were able to
foresee the Challenger disaster (that others couldn’t understand) were most probably something
of an autistic cohort.

Most organisations have similarly weird thinkers with abnormally high expertise that could bring
great benefit to the organisation if ways could be found to fully harness that expertise.

Now I'd like to explore an idea that will help us to address that gap.

2.4 A spectrum for consideration

Imagine a spectrum describing types of people’s ability to intuitively understanding different
things.
There are thousands of spectrums we could use to describe people. This is just one.

This spectrum we’re imagining is simplified to the point of being simplistic. We’re just focusing on
one aspect to explore an idea.

&

People Specialists System Specialists

On the right of this particular spectrum we have the systems specialists (aka technical specialists).
These are people who have very strong intuitive understanding of highly-complex rules-based
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systems and technologies. They may use their specialist expertise in areas such as finance, law, IT,
engineering, or the physical sciences.

On the left we have the people specialists. These are people who have a very strong intuitive
understanding of people, relationships, personalised needs and many forms of human
communications.

In between we have the people with a bit of ability in both areas. They can understand people,
and they can understand complex systems.

Everyone would be somewhere on this imaginary spectrum.

2.5 The people specialist perspective
Now, let’s look at a couple of aspects of that spectrum. We'll start with the people specialists.

This triangle represents levels of people-focused skills at different points along the spectrum.
People at different points in the spectrum would have different intuitive understanding of people,
and different understandings of communications.

B

People Specialists Level of intuitive understanding of people

For the purposes of introducing the idea, I'm going to focus mainly on the extreme ends of this
spectrum. Initially, it’s easier to get our heads around the concept with simple extremes.

On the far left-hand-side we could say we have the empaths. These are people with a very high
level of intuitive understanding of other people, and consequently they’re frequently swamped by
other people’s emotions. People at the left of this spectrum often intuitively understand other
people’s motivations because they can sense what others are feeling.

And as you move to the centre, you have those who have a reasonable level of intuitive
understanding of other people.

By the time we get to the far right-hand-side we’re looking at a group which, although experts in
one area, really aren’t known for their intuitive understanding of neurotypical people.

2.6 The technical specialist perspective
But what about the opposite? What about the people on the right-hand side of this spectrum?

This next triangle represents the technical skills that people have at different points along the
spectrum. At each point, different people have different levels of intuitive understanding of
technical concepts, and different abilities to create new technical understandings and ideas.
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Level of intuitive understanding of highly-complex ~ System Specialists
rules-based systems
On the far right-hand-side of this spectrum we have people with an extremely strong ability to
intuitively understand highly complex rules-based systems, but not so strong at intuitively
understanding people. At the risk of a simplistic generalisation, on the right-hand-side we have
people with autism. Within organisations that would mostly be Level 1 autism, which is the more
mild form.

So, back to the diagram. As we move from the right-hand-side towards the middle, we have
people who aren’t so strong in technical fields. Their skills span both technical-centric and people-
centric fields.

By the time we get to the far left-hand side, we’re looking at people who really don’t have a very
good understanding of technical concepts. They have expert abilities in other areas instead.

2.7 Similar value across the spectrum

You would have noticed from this that there’s more than one way to consider the skills
organisations need. This is just one spectrum among the thousands that probably exist.

Lt

People Specialists System Specialists

There’s more than one way to consider the skills that people have and, critically, being an expert
in one area often means a person will probably be distinctly non-expert in another area. They’re
effectively mutually exclusive areas expertise.

One of the key ideas from this is that there’s more than one type of skills that people have. The
fact that people are not experts in one field doesn’t preclude the possibility that they’re experts in
another field. In fact, expertise in some fields is effectually inversely proportional to expertise in a
different field that requires a different way of understanding the world.

There are very different skills, very different areas, very different types of value.

The important thing is that everybody is 100% valuable. Wherever someone is on this particular
imaginary spectrum, everybody’s mix of skill sets amounts to 100%, made up of different types of
skill.

And we need all of them in organisation, using their very different expertise to create the many
very different types of value that organisations need to be able to function well.
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We need all of them.

2.8 The physical foundations — Differing brain scans

It’s important to note that these differences are more than just preferences. It's often about
physically different brains.

Below are two sets of FMRI brain scans that help to illustrate this point.

Note that the images are deliberately too small to see the detail. At the moment, the main thing is
to note that there’s a difference between the brains of people at the two different ends of the
spectrum.

P—

Anterior *
. Insula

Fig. 4. Discrimination map for white matter classification. Relative increases in gray matter volume in the ASD group compared with the control group are displayed in red, while
deficits are displayed in blue. The maps are orientated with the right side of the brain shows on the right side of each panel. The z-coordinate for each axial slice in the standard
Talairach and Tournoux space is given in millimeters.

The left-hand set of images show the emotion-focused parts of the brains in empaths being more
active in some situations than in the normal population in similar situations.

The right-hand set of images show the brains of autistic people with their brain activity that’s
different from the normal population in similar situations.

While these images are deliberately too small to see the detail, even without seeing the detail
these scans make clear is that there are measurable neurological differences between these
cohorts.

The images are included to demonstrate that there are measurable neurological differences. If
you’d like to delve in to the detail of these studies, references and DOI links are included in the
evidence section, below.

In the meantime, we’ll go to a simpler example of another neurological difference to show how
important this is.
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2.9 The physical foundations — Visual processing brain scans

Next, I'd like to show you another set of fMRI brain scans that show how important different
brains are.

This two images are from a study of people’s brain activity when performing visual processing
tasks.

Control group Temple Grandin

The scan on the left shows the brain activity of someone from the “normal” population performing
a visual processing tasks.

The blue lines show that when this person is thinking carefully about what they’re seeing, there
are neurological connections happening from the back of the brain (the visual cortex) to the front
(which performs executive thinking functions). As you can see, there’s a fair bit of activity
happening in this scan.

The brain scan on the right, however, is quite different.

This is a scan of Temple Grandin, a prominent writer well known for her abnormally high visual
processing abilities.

In Temple’s scan, you can see from a quick examination that there are different things happening.
There are more lines, indicating more connections between visual processing and executive
function, and the colour of the lines indicates higher intensity of those connections.

Temple’s scan shows a clear physical difference between her brain and those of the “normal”
population when performing exactly the same task.

As | mentioned, Temple is known for her very high visual processing abilities, and these scans
appear to indicate that not only does she have more skills or practice in that space, but her brain is
physically different when performing that activity.

File: pifferent Brains & Complementary Skills - Article - 2025 01WWW.chrismalcher.com Page 13 of 79
08.docx



http://www.chrismalcher.com/

DRAFT Complementary Skills and Different Brains in the Office DRAFT

She’s abnormally good at visual processing because her brain is functioning in a way that is
abnormally good for visually processing tasks.

Within organisations, if they have someone who’s abnormally good at something important, that’s
an important opportunity for the organisation. It’s in the organisation’s interests to find a way to
utilise that expertise, even if that high-level skill is at the expense of some of the skills
organisations normally seek — such as ability to communicate clearly with the general population.

2.10 But we have a problem

But we have a problem.

The way we engage, recruit and evaluate our staff seems to value only on certain parts of this
spectrum.

a5

People Specialists \r_/ System Specialists

Implicitly
excluded

In most organisations, value and recognition depend more on the ability to interact with
neurotypical people than the ability to do highly complex work well. This works well for those who
can understand neurotypical people, but doesn’t work so well for those with more of a systems or
technical bent.

Our current ways of working effectively exclude the expert systems specialists we depend on.
Those systems specialists have abilities to understand things that others can’t.

They have skills that organisations need.

But they’re not good at communicating their insights with the general population.

As a direct consequence, organisation that use such one-dimensional filters for staff value will
continue to struggle to utilise the skills of the expert systems specialists they have, continue to
struggle to attract and reward the talent they need, and as a result continue to struggle to create
new complex environments and tools that work well now and into the future.

The way organisations value and measure staff is creating direct problems for staff, and for
organisational mission.

When it comes to recruitment and staff promotion, current staff management practices in many
organisations effectively assume that neurotypical communications ability and idiosyncrasies are
the best filter for valuing our staff.

As a result, those who can’t communicate well with neurotypicals are treated as less valuable,
even if they have precisely the skills we need.
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Standard interview and promotion practices demand the skills that systems specialists don’t have,
and effectively ignore the critical skills they do have. This has the potential to negatively impact
alignment between skills needed and who is hired.

A note on numbers of impacted staff.

In most organisations, more than half of people in technical roles are likely to have at least a mild
form of autism.

Most moderately-sized organisations have an IT area, and in most of those, technical people
generally make up at least half of the people in IT. So, if the IT part of an organisation has 400
people, then a minimum of 100 people in the autism would be likely to have autism. Minimum.

This is before we factor in all the other disciplines in which the skills that autism infers are likely to
be needed — finance, law, IT, organisational design, science, engineering etc.

We’'re not talking about just a few people here.

We're talking about significant numbers of staff we’re making life unnecessarily hard for, and that
normative practice is having a negative impact on organisations right now.

2.11 Similar value across the spectrum

It’s important to keep in mind that every at every point on this spectrum, everyone is valuable.
They're valuable for different things.

o

People Specialists

System Specialists

We have one group that is ... and one group We have one group that is
extremely good at intuitively that has a little of extremely good at
understanding people, but not both. intuitively understanding
s0 good at understanding systems, but not so good at
systems. understanding people.

Our organisations need all three of these groups.

It needs their specialised expertise, and it needs to learn how to work around
what they're not good at to fully utilise what they're exceptional at.

Along this spectrum we have three groups of people. Some have expertise in understanding
people. Some have expertise in understanding systems of all types. Some have skills that span
those areas, and can make productive use of ideas created by the people at one of the extremes.

They're valuable for their different skills, which can help the organisation in the many different
ways it needs. If we just have a one dimensional way of valuing our staff and valuing our peers
then we're not getting the full value out of our staff, we're not getting the full value out of our
teams and we are exposing ourselves to risk to significant risk and problems as organisations.

But there are solutions. There are things we can do now, and things we can do in the longer term,
that will help us value all our staff.
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2.12 Solutions — Bringing complementary skills together
Now for the solution.
A way to make good use of technical thinkers.

As you saw in the Challenger example, different people have different insights. But sometimes the
very skills that allow a certain group of people to create the insights are exactly the skills that
mean they’re not very good at communicating those insights.

So what if we combine the best of both of those?
There are two ways to do this.

2.12.1 Complementary skills workshops

Complementary Skills Workshops

Idea translation workshops to understand
and communicate existing complex ideas.

People specialist insights Systems specialist concepts

System specialists develop concepts (over weeks or years), then
work with communication specialists to translate those ideas
into forms that will work for general populations

Results in clear communication

What if we work together to build insights, then use the expertise of people who think very
differently to communicate those insights?

What if a technical specialist with an important complex concept could sit down with a
communication expert and the communicator could extract the key messages the technical expert
is trying to convey, and turn that into something that would work for a neurotypical cohort.

I’'ve done this myself, and it’s worked extraordinarily well.

I’'ve had complex concepts I'd been trying to explain, and no one was getting. Then someone
suggested | work with a communicator on the message. We created this workshop approach and
we came out with a way of explaining the concept that everybody understood quickly. The result
was good for the organisation because it quickly lead to a pivot.
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2.12.2 Genuine MDTs
Genuine MDTs

Complementary Skills in MDTs to identify
new ideas, insights and solutions.

Genuinely Multi-Disciplinary Teams (MDTs) spanning disciplines
and perspectives by combining complementary skills to create
valuable new insights and holistic solutions.

Leads to diverse, new insightful ideas

The other potential solution is genuine MDT.
It's an extension for complementary skills ID and that so MDTs — multi-disciplinary teams.

Theoretically, multi system routines bring together lots of different types of people to use their
expertise on a particular task. In practice, especially in the public service RMD TS frequently.

Are quite similar disciplines with quite similar cultures.
So what this is focused on is.

Explicitly aiming to have very different people with different brains in the MDT and bring them
together to create new value.

And I've done this.
And a few of us have done this.

On a few projects, for instance, when interviewing some customers on some recent LIFE event
analysis work, the.

Working with service designers and customer experience analysts.
The service designers customer experience analysts, very people, people.

Would drive the interview and bring out from the interview with a customer or a member of staff
a number of key insights, and I'd look at those key insights and | didn't see most of those things.

| simply didn't notice what they found. I'd bring out my insights from those same interviews, same
conversations, exactly the same people.

And they were completely different.

We both had completely different sets of insights, but when you bring them together, you end up
with a completely new set of ways of understanding the person and their experience and their
environment and the implications of that that none of us could have even come close to build.

If we had been working on our own, so that was incredibly valuable because of the different
perspectives.

And different ways and different brains that we bring to these and we've been able to show some
very good value from that work.

So yeah, there are a couple of things we can do to bring those different brains together and get
the value that we need for the organisation to both see opportunities to see risks and problems.
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We are a bit of a grumpy bunch.
We do see problems first.

But then to find the solutions to those and to find them in places we haven't really previously
known to look.

2.13 Conclusions — Key points to take away

People have different brains, different expertise, and different value to organisations. The greatest
value comes when we recognise, harness and utilise that difference.

We need to shift our mindset and our ways of working to seek out high-level expertise in areas we
may not yet fully comprehend, and to understand, appreciate, develop and utilise the expertise
we already have.

So few key takeaways. So the first is different people have different valuable expertise.

People have different Communication gaps We need to move
valuable expertise can be bridged with beyond our current
Complementary Skills employment approaches

2.13.1 People have different valuable expertise

People have different brains, different expertise, and different value to organisations. The greatest
value comes when we recognise, harness and utilise that difference.

We need to shift our mindset and our ways of working to seek out high-level expertise in areas we

may not yet fully comprehend, and to understand, appreciate, develop and utilise the expertise
we already have.

We don’t have to know everything ourselves.

Expertise is critical. In all fields, we need people who know a great deal about their fields. People
who can advise, design and implement in ways that those without such knowledge can even grasp.
We need people who don’t just know a bit about a field, but can create great new ways of doing
things that take account of external impacts that non-experts could not grasp.

The people who have the expertise we need will, almost by definition, not be good at some other
important things.

We can bridge that gap by working together. By cooperating closely with people who complement
our own skills so that, together, we can take advantage of our very different types of expertise to
create results of far greater value than we would ever have been able to create on our own.

2.13.2 Communication gaps can be bridged with Complementary Skills
There are effective methods we can use to harness the value of different brains in the office.

Implementing Complementary Skills workshops and Genuine MDTs can help to bridge the gaps
between technical experts and non-technical people.

Complementary Skills workshops can be used to translate existing complex technical concepts to a
form that would suit a general audience.
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Well-run Genuine MDTs can harness the value of different brains stimulating each other to create
new insights, new approaches and new solutions to new and existing problems and opportunities.

2.13.3 We need to move beyond our current employment approaches

Our current employment and hierarchy practices do not cater well to the career progression of
technical people.

Under the current system, if technical people seek to achieve an employment level in line with
their true value to the organisation, they are required to become experts in communicating well
with neurotypicals, and managing staff. This is not only very difficult for a person with autism, but
also takes them away from their highest value activities — utilising their area of specialist expertise.

If we're to attract and retain the expertise we need, we need to develop employment approaches
and pathways that recognise and reward technical expertise.
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3 Evidence, reasoning and approaches

3.1 Introduction

This section outlines the evidence behind the claims made in the presentation, as well as the
reasoning and thinking approaches used to extrapolate from, and extend beyond, the foundation
provided by current empirical evidence.

While this article is fully in line with a peer-reviewed evidence base, it does extrapolate beyond
that evidence in places.

In this section I've endeavoured to outline the relevant evidence, the extrapolations, and the
thinking behind my assertions above.

3.2 Sources and reasoning for specific information presented

This sub-section contains the primary references. Supporting information is in the next section.

3.2.1 Famous people with autism
Presentation slide 2.

3.2.1.1 Famous people with autism — The confirmed cases

People who‘ve publicly confirmed they have autism
Reference sources for my claim that these people have publicly confirmed their autism.

a. Grace Tame — Australian of the Year, 2021

o In her book “The Ninth Life of a Diamond Miner: A memoir”, Grace Tame outlines
her experience growing up with autism, and the impact it had on her traumatic
experiences (Tame, 2022).

b. Temple Grandin — Animal scientist & author

o Grandin has written and spoken extensively on her autism, and the impact it has on
her life. Her book “The Autistic Brain: Helping Different Kinds of Minds Succeed”
(Grandin, 2014) continues that theme.

¢. Hannah Gadsby — Comedian

o “Ever since | can remember, my thoughts have been plagued by a sense that | was a
little out of whack, as if belonging was beyond me. ... | wish more than anything
that | had known about my ASD when | was a kid, just so | could have learned how
to look after my own distress, instead of assuming my pain was normal and
deserved.” (Gadsby, 2022).

d. Vernon Smith — Economist & Nobel Laureate, 2002
o “What happens when children with autism grow up? It may sound paradoxical, but
some with the mildest form, Asperger Syndrome, may turn out to be stars. ... 'l

don't have any trouble thinking outside the box,” he said. ‘| don't feel any social
pressure to do things the way other people are doing them, professionally. And so |
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have been more open to different ways of looking at a lot of the problems in
economics.” " (Herera, 2005).

e. Daryl Hannah — Actress

o “Hannah, who was diagnosed with autism as a child and suffered from “debilitating
shyness” as a result of the disorder, says the best thing in her life now is growing
comfortable in her own skin.” (Dodd, 2013).

f. Greta Thunberg — Environmental activist

o “When haters go after your looks and differences, it means they have nowhere left
to go. And then you know you’re winning! | have Aspergers and that means I'm
sometimes a bit different from the norm. And - given the right circumstances- being
different is a superpower.” (Rourke, 2019). From a Post on Twitter (“X”), quoted in
the article. The original X post is available at:
www.x.com/GretaThunberg/status/1167916177927991296.

g. Dan Aykroyd — Actor & writer

o “l have Asperger's - one of my symptoms included being obsessed with ghosts”
(Ewing, 2013).
h. Michael Burry — Investor.
o First predict the 2007 Global Financial Crisis (GFC).

o Lewis first realised he had autism (Asperger’s syndrome, at the time) when his son
was diagnosed with the condition. (Lewis, 2010, Chapter eight)

i. Bill Gates — Entrepreneur

o “If | were growing up today | probably would be diagnosed on the autism
spectrum.” (Gates, 2025)

Additional publicly confirmed cases (not included in the presentation)
j. Fern Brady — Comedian
o “[Brady’s book] Strong Female Character ... documents the turmoil of growing up

with undiagnosed autism, during which she excelled academically but struggled
with sensory overload ... It took until she was 34 to get an autism diagnosis.”

(Sturges, 2024).
k. Susan Boyle — Singer

o “[Boyle] has revealed that she was misdiagnosed after complications at birth and
has actually had Asperger's, a high-functioning form of autism.” (Deveney, 2013).

3.2.1.2 Famous people with autism — The speculated cases

A caveat

The speculated examples of people with autism are just that, speculated. External evidence and
indications have been used to determine whether behaviours and inclinations recorded about the
people in question are common among autistic people. From this, an informal (and non-
professional) assessment was made of whether, on balance of probabilities, these people had (or
have) autism.
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It is important to note that labelling someone autistic is not giving them a negative label. I've
included them because they’re people who’ve achieved great things and, | assert, their autism has
been one of the positive contributors to their ability to achieve those great things. It could be
argued, quite forcefully, that autism is positively associated with scientific breakthroughs (James,
2003, Griswold, 2024).

Caveat: The examples provided in this section are speculated cases included as examples only.
They do not presume to be formal diagnoses. The entire idea that it is possible to remotely
diagnose people with neurological / neurobiological conditions is disputed by many psychiatrists
(e.g.: Weinstein, 2023), and is against diagnostic methods recommended in, among other sources,
DSM-5 (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). That said, I’'ve tried to include only cases which
have a high likelihood of being on the autism spectrum.

The speculated cases
a. Barbara McClintock — Scientist & Nobel laureate, 1983.

o Barbara McClintock (1902-1992) “made great breakthroughs in the study of
chromosomes and how they change during the reproduction process. McClintock
has long been thought of as autistic in some way. She had an extreme fixation on
her work and was able to focus for long periods of time. She was also very
particular about what she would and would not wear. She was notably reclusive
and one who went to great lengths to avoid any attention of limelight”. (Applied
Behavior Analysis Programs Guide, 2025).

o (Cage, 2020)
o (Elder, 2006)

b. Emily Dickinson — Writer

o Dickenson is identified as an author demonstrating symptoms of autism in Julie
Brown’s book “Writer’s on the Spectrum” (Brown, 2010).

c. Nikola Tesla — Inventor
o Some of Nicola Tesla’s behaviour that indicated likely autism included

* A carefully regimented daily schedule with work from 09:00. to 18:00, and
dinner at the same restaurant at precisely 20:10., to be served only by the
headwaiter.

*  Physical tics such as repeatedly curling his toes 100 times each night.

* His eidetic memory that allowed him to instantly memorise books and
possess perfect recall, allowing him to learn 8 languages easily.

* He demonstrated an early ability to perform complex integral calculus
computations in his head.

* He became obsessed with electricity at an early age.
* (Applied Behavior Analysis Programs Guide, 2025).
d. Albert Einstein — Physicist & Nobel Laureate (1921)
o (Baron-Cohen et al, 2009, James, 2003, Orzel, 2024).
e. Lewis Carrol — Writer
o (Calabrese et al, 2017).
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f. Hildegard Von Bingen — 12t Century nun and musician

o Hildegard Von Bingen demonstrated extraordinary talents during her life, alongside
difficulties in basic activities such as writing and speaking (Ranft, 2014). But her
music remains an inspiration eight centuries later, and continues to inspire (Allan,
2025).

o Hildegard Von Bingen demonstrated difficultly in all but visual forms of
communication, including speech and writing, but also showed a “single-
mindedness and willingness to abandon outside interests [which are] frequently [a]
formula for success, particularly in ... music’ ” (Ranft, 2014).

o Ranft also notes that monastic life may have been helpful for someone with autism
at the time. She highlights “how similar the routines of monastic life and ASD
treatment programs are. Each is highly structured, individualised with low
teacher/student ratios, demands hierarchical relationships and intense
engagement, offers systematic teaching and encourages family/community
involvement.” (Ranft, 2014).

g. Ludwig Wittgenstein — Philosopher
o (Fitzgerald, 2000).
h. Charles Darwin — Naturalist

o “Newton, Einstein, Darwin, Cavendish, Dalton, Dirac, the Curies—the personalities
that emerge from the biographies of such individuals stand out in several respects,
including being remarkably similar to one another and being classifiable by a telltale
collection of traits: shy, taciturn, socially awkward, intensely focused, late talking,
habitual in routine, echolalic, etc. (James, 2003). Indeed, there is not one social
butterfly to be found anywhere upon this list. Autism was not a known concept
when these individuals lived, but if they were among the population today, their
spectrum-like characteristics would be difficult to ignore.” (Griswold, 2024)

i. Katherine Johnson — Mathematician and rocket scientist

o Katherine Johnson was a “human computer” in the NASA space programme in the
1950’s and 1960’s. In 2015 she received the USA “Presidential Medal of Freedom”
(Ford, 2015)

o In her early years, in common with many kids with autism, Katherine Johnson was
obsessed with counting (“I counted everything”, NASA, 2015). She went on to
demonstrate exceptional abilities in mathematics, and earnt a PhD in the field in
1937, an exceptional achievement for anyone at that time, especially for a black
woman. In 1958, while working for NASA, she had such a strong reputation for
reliable manual orbital trajectory calculations that the first American to orbit the
Earth, John Glenn “personally requested that Johnson verify the flight trajectory
that had been worked out by one of the new electronic computers.” (Grady, 2020).

o While these traits and events do not conclusively prove that Katherine Johnson had
autism, it is highly likely. To those with deep knowledge of the indicators and
abnormal strengths of autism, it’s difficult to imagine someone with Katherine
Johnson’s life path to have not had the condition.
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3.2.1.3 People not yet included — externally speculated
j-  Terry Pratchett — Writer
o (Fitzgerald, 2023).
k. Henry Cavendish — Scientist
o (Lidbetter, 2009).
l. Isaac Newton — Scientist

o “Newton's boyhood enthusiasm for constructing mechanical models developed into
a passion for making scientific instruments, especially optical instruments, and he
did so supremely well. ... in fact Newton appears to be the earliest known example
of a person with any form of autism.” (James, 2003).
m. Adam Smith
o (Ortmann, 2021).

n. lIréne Joliot-Curie

o Joliot-Curie “had great difficulties in greeting and dealing with strangers. She was
described as ‘rather awkward in her movements’, by nature very reserved; she had
difficulty in making friends. She never acquired the art of casual conversation and
grew up insensitive to the attitude of others. In argument she was incapable of the
least deceit or artifice or of making the smallest concession.” (James, 2003)

0. Margaret Hamilton — Mathematician and rocket scientist

o Margaret Hamilton was a mathematician and software engineer who, among other
things, lead the 1960’s guidance software project for the Apollo rocket systems. She
has received multiple awards for her technical work, including honorary doctorates,
and the USA’s Presidential Medal of Freedom in 2016 (White House Archives,
2016).

o While she has never been formally diagnosed with autism (as far as the public
record indicates), and there is no explicit or direct evidence that she has autism, she
has demonstrated a number of traits where are likely to be associated with people
with autism. These include; expert proficiency in multiple highly technical fields
(mathematics, software engineering, weather system modelling and astro-
navigation), intense attention to detail, a focus on complex technical fields, an
ability to foresee risks.

o One example of Margaret Hamilton’s (possibly) autistic trait of foreseeing risks that
others denied may be useful. During the Apollo moon landing programme in the
1960’s, Margaret apparently foresaw significant critical system overload issues that
others (presumably neurotypicals) denied (Whittell, 2019 and Corbyn, 2019). These
overloads were low likelihood but very high impact — they could have caused a
mission abort. Among many common traits among people with autism is a natural
tendency to consider the problems of a situation, including low-likelihood risks.
Margaret Hamilton’s use of this inclination in the design of Apollo control
computers and moon landing practice sessions directly contributed to flight crew
being ready, and not mistaking computer overload messages during live landing
preparations as being a life-threating system failure that would have otherwise
aborted the mission.

p. Marie Curie — Nobel Prize in physics (1903) and Nobel Prize in Chemistry (1911)
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o Of her new husband, Pierre Curie, “[Marie] herself observed that “his dreamer’s
spirit would not submit to the ordering of intellectual effort imposed by a schoo
— and added the prescient observation that he belonged to an unusual
“intellectual category, which nonetheless includes more representatives than one
would believe”. — in effect, a diagnosis of autism and an observation that it was a
relatively widespread phenomenon.” (Waltz, 2013) [??? Find a better quote (about
Marie, not her husband). Start with Waltz’s book).

IlI

3.2.2 Challenger space shuttle disaster
Presentation slide 3.

Diagrams and report extracts from engineers submission, prior to Space Shuttle Challenger
explosion (Tuftle, 1997).

a. The Decision to Launch the Space Shuttle Challenger

“On January 28, 1986, the space shuttle Challenger exploded and seven astronauts died
because two rubber 0-rings leaked. These rings had lost their resiliency because the shuttle
was launched on a very cold day. Ambient temperatures were in the low 30s [degrees
Fahrenheit] and the 0-rings themselves were much colder, less than 20°F.

... the exact cause of the accident was intensely debated during the evening before the
launch.

In management schools, the accident serves as a case study for reflections about
groupthink, technical decision-making in the face of political pressure, and bureaucratic
failures to communicate. For the authors of engineering textbooks and for the physicist
Richard Feynman, the Challenger accident simply confirmed what they already knew; awful
consequences result when heroic engineers are ignored by villainous administrators. In the
field of statistics, the accident is evoked. to demonstrate the importance of risk
assessment, data graphs, fitting models to data, and requiring students of engineering to
attend classes in statistics. For sociologists, the accident is a symptom of structural history,
bureaucracy, and conformity to organisational norms.”

Tuftle, 1997.

Many studies have examined the Challenger disaster that have informed the example;

e Robinson et al (2002) points to an issue with gaps in data provided to engineers from
previous incidents.

e Rossow (2012) highlighted communication challenges as the main issue.

e The USA’s Committee on Science and Technology (1986) pointed the finger at a shift of
NASA from a research focus to a business focus, and a pressure for volume (number of
launches per year) overriding a focus on safety in NASA’s space programmes.

e Roger Boisjoly, one of the NASA engineers who tried to stop the Challenger launch, has
written extensively on the ethical factors that contributed to the Challenger disaster. He
has run workshops exploring the conversations and decision-making leading up to the
launch (Boisjoly, 1987). Others have written on his role in the relationships between
organisational and individual responsibility (Boisjoly et al, 1989),

File: Different Brains & Complementary Skills - Article - 2025 otwww.chrismalcher.com Page 25 of 79
08.docx



http://www.chrismalcher.com/
http://www.edwardtufte.com/books
http://www.edwardtufte.com/books
http://www.doi.org/10.1007/s11948-002-0033-2
https://www.cedengineering.com/userfiles/LE3-001%20-%20Engineering%20Ethics%20Case%20Study%20-%20The%20Challenger%20Disaster%20-%20US.pdf
http://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CRPT-99hrpt1016/pdf/GPO-CRPT-99hrpt1016.pdf
http://www.doi.org/10.18130/0tw0-c378
http://www.doi.org/10.1007/BF00383335

DRAFT Complementary Skills and Different Brains in the Office DRAFT

3.2.2.1 Another disaster with important similarities — Space Shuttle Columbia, 2003

It’s notable that a similar issue may have occurred with the Space Shuttle Columbia Disaster in
2003. In this case, information about complex technical issues was provided through an extensive
(possibly excessive) slide deck of complex technical detail (Thomas, 2019) which seemed to
emphasise what was done over the results of what that work.

A 2003 summary report into the Columbia disaster (Smith, 2003) identified “organisational
barriers that prevented effective communication of critical safety information and stifled
professional differences of opinion”.

Reviews of the disaster highlighted that efforts to summarise complex technical information into
succinct slide decks can inadvertently cause critical risk. The primary investigation board
highlighted this issue as;

“As information gets passed up an organisation hierarchy, from people who do analysis to
mid-level managers to high-level leadership, key explanations and supporting information
is filtered out. In this context, it is easy to understand how a senior manager might read
this PowerPoint slide and not realise that it addresses a life-threatening situation.

“At many points during its investigation, the Board was surprised to receive similar
presentation slides from NASA officials in place of technical reports. The Board views the
endemic use of PowerPoint briefing slides instead of technical papers as an illustration of
the problematic methods of technical communication at NASA.”

(Columbia Accident Investigation Board, 2003).

The result of all those factors was that those with the expertise in the field, and the best
understanding of the problem, did not effectively communicate their concerns. This resulted in
continuation of the mission, and a disaster for all concerned.

3.2.2.2 A note on the link between autism and engineering — a historical perspective

The examples above deliberately focused on engineers (and the rocket science engineering
speciality) as an indication of autistic value and challenges. As early as the 1960’s the
understanding that engineers were, generally, “different” had extended to academic studies of
personality. The traits described then would now be seen as indicators of autism.

For example;

e |zard (1960) conducted personality tests on 81 engineers and found significant differences
in their personalities from the “normal” population, including that “things and processes
appeal to engineers more than do people”.

e Beall and Bordin (1964), also looking at the personality traits of engineers, noted that they
tend to concentrate on “material products and practical outcomes”, and that through their
specialisation in engineering “satisfy [their] mainly impersonal curiosities”.

e Elton and Rose (1967) found “significant personality differences” among engineering
students who stay in the field and those who move to other disciplines during their studies.
Those who stayed demonstrated traits we would now identify as likely indicators of autism.

e This understanding of a distinction continued into the 1980’s. For example, Stegar (1985)
identified that highly capable engineers didn’t necessarily make good managers, mainly
because of differences in emotional awareness and skills. Although Stegar goes on to put
this down to training differences, subsequent research into the differences in interpersonal
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skills of people with autism, and the resulting diagnostic criteria (American Psychiatric
Society, 2015) indicates that there’s a great deal more to this difference than just training.

e More recently, Williamson et al (2013) has highlighted that engineers generally have
somewhat different personality traits from non-engineers, including scoring higher on
“tough-mindedness and intrinsic motivation, but lower on conscientiousness and
emotional stability.

3.2.3 A spectrum — Empaths to autisticsO
Presentation slides 4 to 7.

Focusing on the extremes in the office — empaths

I’'ve based my description here of what’s happening on the extreme right on what’s outlined in the
DSM-5 — the standard manual for diagnosing neurological conditions. For better or for worse,
“Empath” is not listed as a condition in the DSM-5, but that’s whole other issue (although many
related conditions are).

Focusing on the extremes in the office — Level 1 autism

There’s quite solid evidence of a diagnosis rate for autism of at least 3% (??? Ref), with some
studies pointing to around 7%.

Some specialists in the field also speculate that prevalence of autism in highly technical fields
could easily be over 50%. I've spoken (off the record) to two psychiatrists and more than half-a-
dozen registered psychologists about this, and so far the only disagreement on that point has been
that the real prevalence is “way over that”. Of course, these assertions are entirely off the record.
To date, there is no solid evidence available to substantiate that assertion.

Highly technical fields here refer to those such as electrical engineering, medical research, IT,
cyber security, financial forensic analysis, and even some aspects of organisational planning.

Everyone is somewhere on this spectrum

3.2.3.1 Caveats for the spectrum
e This spectrum exists to convey a point.
e [tis simple to the point of being simplistic.

e That means that in the interest of making the initial point easy to convey and understand,
to show people that this is a point worth hearing, the continuum has been simplified to the
point of being just plain wrong.

e In order to convey the initial point, many complicating factors have been removed from
the concept.

e The concept here is (roughly) in alignment with the DSM-5 description with autism.

e But that means it fails to account for at least 51% of the population. It fails to account for
the level of emotional awareness and emotional impact experienced by women with
autism.
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e |t fails to account for the fact that “Empath” is not a diagnosable condition, even when
being constantly swamped by other people’s emotions is inevitably overwhelming and
often leads to crippling anxiety.

3.2.4 Brain scan slides — Empath and autistic brain scans
Presentation slide 8.

e Brain scans of empaths (“Highly Sensitive Persons”) were taken from this paper (Acevedo,
2014).

e Brain scan showing differences in people with autism (Ecker et al, 2010).

Evidence

e It's been found that direct neurological modifications in mice can reduce (or increase)
more significant symptoms of symptoms, further pointing to the condition’s physical
nature (Jang et al, 2025).

3.2.5 Brain scans — Visual thinker’s brain scan
Presentation slide 9.

e Temple Grandin’s brain scan images (Grandin, 2022).

e The brain scans that Temple Grandin shared are most likely to have been created for one,
or both, of these two studies (Thomas et al, 2011) or (Bermann et al, 2006).

o NOTE: Temple Grandin quotes her source as “Humphreys, Minshew, Bermann and
Cebu, 2006” (with no link or DOI), but no paper precisely matching that reference
has yet been found. The papers referenced above are the most likely related
studies.

For reference purposes, another brain scan image from Temple’s presentation is available here:

T. Grandin .‘ Control
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3.2.6 But we have a problem — Current issues for diversity within organisations
Presentation slide 10

Issue

Linear views of hierarchy and career progression create an artificial plateau in technical specialists’
careers, and make it difficult to move roles. Existing organisational requirements for “span of
control” and similar assumptions of leadership responsibilities at higher levels mean that it’s
difficult to develop expert staff above basic management level.

Existing organisational requirements for “span of control” and similar assumptions of leadership
responsibilities at higher levels mean that it’s difficult to develop expert staff above basic
management level.
Under “span of control” concepts, staff above basic management level are required to shift their
focus away from there are of specialist expertise to something they are unlikely to become skilled

at.

The result is a loss of value for the organisation, stress for the individual, and lack of career options
for the technical specialist cohort as a whole.

As a result, technical specialist staff can either plateau at basic management level, go to senior
management and fail to perform, or quit the organisation and become a contractor or consultant.
It is also possible that this distortion may contribute to the high proportion of contractors in many
organisational IT areas. With many organisational guidelines preventing paying technical experts
their true value, these skills can only be obtained by hiring those who have avoided the
restrictions of the organisation’s career progression paths.

Solution

Update employment frameworks to address the challenges of technical specialists, including
creating realistic career paths for non-managerial experts, and reviewing recruitment practices

Allow promotion based on technical skill without mandating that more senior staff should also
manage staff. Recognise that there is more than one way to demonstrate expertise, and people
leadership isn’t the only measure of value of whether someone should be promoted.

Ideally, technical roles would continue to at least the equivalent of senior manager level, while still
allowing staff to focus on their skill area.

Examine recruitment practices to remove barriers for those not exceedingly skilled in
interpersonal communications, but who have expertise in the role they’re applying for.

Comment:

Such a change could give technical people APS career paths without destroying their value as
technical experts.

CM, 10/3/2023: In 2022 the APS Hierarchy review recommended a “technical” stream that pays
more than stock-standard APS levels. It was immediately rejected by the APSC.

See Complementary Skills.
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3.2.7 Solutions — What we can do
Presentation slide 12.
Information on the two main solution approaches outlined are available in:

e Section 3.3 — “About Complementary Skills Workshops” on page 30, below.

e Section 3.4 — “About Genuine MDTs” on page 30, below.

3.3 About Complementary Skills Workshops

In Complementary Skills workshops, a technical specialist with an important concept to be shared
sits down for a number of hours with an expert communicator to translate that concept to
something that would work for a neurotypical audience.

Within that workshop, the expert communicator identifies and refines the key messages that need
to be communicated, then builds that messaging in a way that would be understandable and
persuasive for a neurotypical cohort.

The aim is to go from autistic insights to persuasive actionable neurotypical messaging.
The aim is to translate from one brain type’s way of thinking about important issues to another’s.

Further information on Complementary Skills Workshops is available in Section 4.3 —
“Implementing Complementary Skills Workshops” on page 46, below.

3.4 About Genuine MDTs

This section provides further information on Genuine MDTs and their value. It builds on the
introduction in Section 2.12 — “Solutions — Bringing complementary skills together” on page 16,
above, and is supported by Section 3.5 (“Diversity within organisations” on page 31, below).

The Genuine MDT concept remains under development. One valuable way to accelerate this
development is outlined in Section 4.5 — “Project to design and implement the Genuine MDT
approach” on page 48, below.

3.4.1 About Genuine MDTs, and why they’re different

Multi-disciplinary teams (MDTs) are, ideally, groups of people from different fields of expertise
who come together to achieve a particular goal.

In most organisations, multi-disciplinary teams do genuinely involve multiple disciplines, but these

disciplines tend to be quite closely related and, similarly, the people brought in tend to think of
the world in quite similar ways, or at least from similar perspectives.

The term “Genuine MDTs” is used to delineate a type of MDT that’s more explicitly focused on
ensuring it incorporates in to its core people with very different perspectives on life and work,
from very different disciplines, and frequently very different brains.

3.4.2 Diversity in Genuine MDTs

Diversity is a critical component of Genuine MDTSs. It’s the explicit focus on accessing and utilising
different forms of diversity that makes Genuine MDTs different, and valuable.
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How diverse teams operate, and how they share information, also has an impact on the
effectiveness of the MDT. The advantages of a diversity of information sources (through a diversity
of types of brains) require that information be “shared and then integrated during group
discussions” (Phillips et al, 2004). Without that integration, information remains just information,
and doesn’t become knowledge in the heads of team members, markedly reducing its value.

The nature, and value, of diversity within organisations is more directly covered in Section 3.5 —
“Diversity within organisations” on page 31, below.

3.4.3 Research to create new organisational value through Genuine MDTs
The evidence base on ways to access the organisational value of diversity is currently not
particularly robust.

Similarly, solid evidence-based advice on how to create and implement Genuine MDTs within
organisations is also lacking.

Addressing that gap will require significant effort by one or multiple organisations.

To support organisational efforts to address that gap, a draft outline for a project proposal has
been put together.

See Section 4.5 — “Project to design and implement the Genuine MDT approach” on page 48,
below.

3.5 Diversity within organisations

“If you want to build teams or organisations capable of innovating, you need diversity.
Diversity enhances creativity. It encourages the search for novel information and
perspectives, leading to better decision-making and problem-solving. Diversity can improve
the bottom line of companies and lead to unfettered discoveries and breakthrough
innovations. Even simply being exposed to diversity can change the way you think.” (Phillips,
2014).

A paper by Specht & Crowston (2022) explored, and demonstrated, the value of diversity in
scientific research teams (although with some caveats);

“We think we have shown that, with some provisos and a degree of management, ... diversity
of participants in a working group does lead to diverse practices and outcomes.”

“Group diversity is not just a goal in itself, but is rather a support for building an
interdisciplinary collaboration, the success of which has benefits for output (in moderation).”

“Research has become so complex that individual scientists cannot achieve meaningful results
without collaborating—the so-called collaboration imperative”

“Our findings reinforce the importance and apparent benefits of diversity of various types in
research groups. They also indicate the need to pay attention to the interdisciplinarity of the
collaboration itself and being more deliberate about the combination of new knowledge,
working to ensure that the groups bring together their diverse perspectives. The negative
impacts on satisfaction and effectiveness due to diversity ... suggest a need to help participants
with the knowledge integration process to make it more enjoyable and ensure fidelity within
the group.” (Specht & Crowston, 2022).
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While diversity can contribute to reducing unnecessary risk (gender diverse boards reduce risk of
high-risk investment — e.g.: Muller-Kahle et al, 2011), it isn’t guaranteed to improve results in all
cases (e.g.: diversity among teachers doesn’t appear to improve student results —e.g.: Chapple et
al, 2014).

3.5.1 Notes on potential challenges of diversity

It should be noted that unfortunately to this point, the research into diversity of gender and
ethnicity has failed to find a conclusive benefit (e.g.: Noland et al, 2016 and Green et al, 2021). In
some cases, diversity may even reduce thorough examination of risks (Miller et al, 1998) if the
diversity of views is not well managed.

It’s important to note, however, that much of the research into the organisational value of various
forms of diversity does not appear to thoroughly factor in the role that intellectual humility plays
in gaining value from different views and perspectives. People low in intellectual humility are
unlikely to carefully consider views that do not align with their own (Snow, 2022 and Leary et al,
2017). In groups of people with low intellectual humility, disagreements are more likely to result in
conflict (Leary et al, 2017).

3.5.2 Focusing on diversity the benefits of diversity rather than only avoiding
discrimination

3.5.2.1 More than just avoiding the problems of discrimination

Diversity is all too often treated as something to manage the problems of. Diversity is often seen
as something to accommodate to avoid the problems of (overt) discrimination. It’s not yet
common enough that organisations actively seek and harness diversity for the benefits it can bring
the organisation, its staff and its stakeholders.

e “Organisations recognise the importance of workforce diversity but tend to focus on its
negative dimensions— preventing discrimination and exclusion—rather than explicitly
championing its positive performance benefits. These benefits do not arise automatically
but require systemic, integrated interventions.”(van Knippenberg et al, 2020).

3.5.3 Creating an organisational culture that values diversity

An organisational culture in which diversity in general, and neurodiversity in particular, is critical
for any initiative that aims to harness diversity.

Many writers and researchers have explored how to accommodate and include diverse staff.
Less has been written about how to actively gain value from diverse staff.

3.5.4 Further resources on gaining organisational value from diversity

Diversity is a critical foundational attribute of the organisational value of different brains in the
office.

Understanding and harnessing that value is covered in these sections;

Introducing the ideas
a. Section 3.3 — “About Complementary Skills Workshops” on page 30, above.

b. Section 3.4 — “About Genuine MDTs” on page 30, above.
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Practical solutions

C.

Section 4.3 — “Implementing Complementary Skills Workshops” on page 46, below.

d. Section 4.4 — “Simplified Genuine MDTs as a quick-win” on page 47, below.

Paths for research and robust solutions

e. Section 4.5 — “Project to design and implement the Genuine MDT approach” on page 48,

below.

3.6 Prevalence of autism

In terms of prevalence — people with autism make up roughly 5% to 10% of the general
population. Significantly, there’s been some speculation that, in highly technical fields, autism
prevalence could be over 50%. It’s important to note, however, that no robust studies are known
that back up this higher rate — the assertion is based on clinician experience an inference rather
than robust double-blind studies or similar. Significantly, however, very little if anything has been
found that firmly contradicts such an assertion. So the expert engineers and rocket scientists who
were able to foresee the Challenger disaster (that others couldn’t understand) were most
probably something of an autistic cohort.

3.6.1 In the general population

The article is written with the assumption that, among the general population, around 5%
to 10% are likely to be autistic. This is a rough approximation of prevalence based on
diagnosis rates from various studies of 2.8% (in the USA (Maenner, 2023)), and 7.2%
worldwide (Thomas et al, 2015). One earlier study showed a diagnosis rate of 3.4% based
on DSM-IV, which uses a tighter definition of autism (Fombonne, 2003). In common with
many health fields (and even law enforcement fields), true rates are likely to be
significantly higher than diagnosis levels would indicate on their own. Therefore, a higher
range of 5% to 10% has been used in this paper for actual prevalence of the condition.

3.6.1.1 What’s included in “autism”

For the purposes of this article, the term “autism” is being used broadly, encompassing
grey space of definitions. Consequently, the changes in diagnostic criteria introduced in
DSM-V (American Psychiatric Society, 2013) which, in practice, move some previously
autistic traits to Social (Pragmatic) Communication Disorder (SPCD), are included under
“autism” for the purposes of this article. This inclusion has been done partly for
simplification, and partly due to some debate in the psychological about the overlaps
between autism and SPCD (e.g.: Amoretti et al, 2021 and Norbury, 2013).

3.6.1.2 A few notes on empirical evidence on prevalence of autism

One ADHD study identified a prevalence of 7.2% in the general population (Thomas et al
2015). There’s quite a high comorbidity (co-existence) between ADHD and Autism. More
than half of the people with one will also have the other.

In one study, amongst those who met criteria for autism diagnosis, 25% were undiagnosed,
and 31% were assessed as Level 1 autism (i.e.: some support required) (Wiggins et al,
2019). As a result, there's a bit of a disconnect between diagnosis rates and actual rates.
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e Inthe UK, there was “an overall 787% increase in recorded incidence of autism diagnosis
over 20 years”, from 1998 to 2018. “Current findings ... indicate the overall trend is actually
one of the increasing application of diagnosis over time” (Russell et al, 2022). In other
words, the increase in reported figures isn’t due to a change in the number of autistic
people. It’s due to only a change in diagnosis of people who are autistic whether or not
they have a diagnosis.

3.6.2 Autism in systems / technical roles

a. Technical parts of a large organisation are likely to be made up of at least 25% autistic staff.

The suggested figure of 25% of people being (mildly) autistic in technical parts of an
organisation is based on an assertion that, in highly technical roles (e.g.:
Engineering, science, IT, medical research etc), more than 50% of people are likely
to be on the autism spectrum. If we then assume that in parts of organisations
focused on technical functions (e.g.: IT areas of organisations), at least half of those
staff are likely to be in highly technical roles. From this, at least 25% of people in
highly technical fields are likely to be on the autism spectrum.

The figure above of at least 50% autism in highly technical roles is a rough
estimation based on personal experience of multiple clinical psychologists and
psychiatrists in Australia. It is not based on any peer-reviewed studies (none could
be found on this specific point), but it is consistent with observations,
demonstrated behaviours, and the career choices of autistic professionals who visit
the qualified mental health professionals contacted.

b. One study indicates that 22% of people in STEM careers have autistic traits.

“As predicted, sex and occupation differences were observed: on average, males (m
=21.55, SD = 8.82) scored higher than females (m = 18.95; SD = 8.52), and
individuals working in a STEM career (m = 21.92, SD = 8.92) scored higher than
individuals non-STEM careers (m = 18.92, SD = 8.48).” (Ruzich et al, 2015).

This study also pointed to 19% of the general population having autistic traits. That
could well be debatable. It is highly likely that professions well suited to autistic
interests and mindsets have significantly higher rates of autistic experts than other
professions. At this stage, however, there is little evidence to support or dispute
this point.

3.6.3 Exclusions

In focusing on professionals with Level 1 autism, we explicitly exclude a number of cohorts with
autism, in particular people with autism with intellectual disabilities.

3.6.4 An example of a particular type of technical specialist — Considering cyber security
specialists

It takes a certain type of mind to be able to see the linkages between settings on a network server,
and build the realisation that a certain obscure combination of those settings, under certain
unusual circumstances, could theoretically enable someone to access our critical data.

If we don’t have people who can identify those security exposure points, it creates a major risk for
the organisation. Failing to realise and address similar obscure cyber security gaps has caused
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many organisations to expose their customer data, and be completely shut down for an extend
period of time.

| would hazard a guess that the group most likely to have the mindset required to realise those
linkages and exposure points is those on the autism spectrum.

And the traits on the autism spectrum that make someone good at identifying security exposure
points, and therefore mitigating risks for the organisation, are the same traits that make
communication difficult.

An intense and sustained interest in, and a deep knowledge of, a detailed technical area. A focus
on technical linkages.

3.7 Autistic strengths

While this entire piece is focused on understanding and harnessing the strengths of level 1 autism,
in actual fact the empirical evidence on this front isn’t as strong as would be ideal.

In lieu of a complete empirical answer on this question, these pieces of research may be of use.

e Autism appears to infer certain genetic advantages for survivability (Polimanti et al, 2017).

e The detail-focused cognitive style of many people with autism appears to pre-dispose
affected people to focused talents. Autism appears to be a processing bias rather than a
deficit as such (Happé et al, 2009).

e Autistic children with strong interests related to detail focus in some areas were found to
“have talents outstripping older children” (Happé et al, 2009)

e Autistic people have been found to have “cognitive advantages such as superior creativity,
focus, and memory; increased efficiency and personal qualities such as honesty and
dedication; and the ability to offer a unique autism-specific perspective.” (Cope et al,
2022).

e People with autism view the world through hyper-systemising (that is, view most things as
complex systems), and as a result often demonstrate expertise in recognising patterns and
connections in “systemisable domains” (Baron-Cohen et al, 2009).

When considering the intrinsic strengths or otherwise of any group different from our own, it’s
worth analysing the metrics we’re using. If we measure other people by our own restrictive ideas
of value, they're very likely to come up short — as we would if measured by their ideas of value.

If measured exclusively in terms of ability to function in neurotypical corporate political
environments, then autistic people will inevitably show inadequacies. But if measured in terms of
ability to deeply understand the complex systems that many organisations depend on and/or exist
in, then very different results will be achieved — resulting in very different ideas of who is
“valuable” within an organisation.
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4 Solutions — How organisations can harness Different Brains in
the Office

4.1 The diversity value ecosystem

4.1.1 Introducing the diversity value ecosystem

[dhdhdh — Need some text here that says “this is the whole thing, with all its parts — you can
choose which parts you implement. But do it in the knowledge that you’re just picking out part of
the full solution”]

4.1.1.1 Theissues

Large organisations employ many people who are respected in their particular fields, including
organisational design, law, IT, data science, finance, and others. However, in many cases the traits
that enable these experts to develop their specialist knowledge are the same traits that may make
it difficult for them to persuasively communicate their insights to senior decision-makers. That is,
there’s an inverse relationship between their ability to understand complex rules-based systems
and their ability to communicate their resulting insights with neurotypical cohorts.

As a result, decision-makers may not adequately understand the more complex organisational
opportunities, issues and risks, with potential adverse impacts on the organisation’s outcomes.

4.1.1.2 The solutions

There are many parts to the solution to this issue. The table on the next page breaks the issue
down into seven problems, and recommends potential solutions.

Importantly, due to current gaps in the relevant evidence bases, some solutions will, at this stage,
require significant investment to build an evidence base, and to design practical practices in line
with that evidence base.

4.1.2 The diversity value ecosystem — Parts to create the impact

4.1.2.1 The diversity value ecosystem overview diagram

The set diagram below visualises the four domains involved in building an organisation that
understands, values, and appropriately utilises its neurodiverse staff. Each domain is explored in
more detail in the table following.
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D - Operations and measurement
C - Implementation of practicalities

B - Education for prerequisites

A - Preparation and Planning

4.1.2.2 Descriptions of the four ecosystem domains
The four domains of the diversity value ecosystem are made up of many parts

A — Preparation and Planning

This covers working out how to approach the initiative, build senior stakeholder support for the
whole direction, and plan how the organisation should adapt.

1. Planning
* Describe, articulate, share and refine the goals and objectives of the initiative
* Describe metrics to be applied, and how they’ll be applied.
* Establish a project to implement the changes.

2. Enhancing the organisational environment

* Improving the organisation’s understanding and culture to value and
constructively utilise diversity.

* This focuses on whole-of-organisation changes, such as organisational culture
and direction. It does not (yet) include training for individuals.

* ltincludes “side projects” to re-examine and enhance how the organisation
understands its staff with (potentially) different brains, and how staff levels and
hierarchical structures could/should be refined to better value and access
specialist expertise.

B — Education for prerequisites

This is education to get things ready. The foundational education to get people into the headspace
that will be needed to make this work.

3. Education and training for managers
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* Education and training for managers of diverse workforces, with a focus on
understanding, valuing and positively utilising the value of neurodiverse staff.

4. Education and training for technical specialists
* Education and training tailored to a neurodiverse cohort working in
neurotypical environments.
C — Implementation of practicalities

This covers running the project, the practical training (how to do the thing), monitoring, and
adjustment/improvement.

5. Training and implementation for enhanced team practices

* Includes education and training for Complementary Skills workshops and
Genuine MDTs.

6. Implementing the new practices
* Includes activation of the new structures, approaches and practices

7. Building the organisational culture
* Embed and re-iterate an organisational culture that values diversity and actively

seeks it to achieve organisational aims.
D - Operations and Measurement
Embedding the new approaches and practices in to the organisation’s ways of working.

8. Measurement and monitoring
* Monitor progress as change is implemented
* Monitor the effectiveness of implemented results

* Share results to support open dialogue and top-to-bottom continuous
improvement

9. Continuous improvement
* Review results
* Identify potential areas of improvement
* Prioritise changes to the practice

* Design improvement changes (i.e.: back to “A — Preparation” for the individual
improvements)

* Implement improvements (i.e.: back to “B — Education” and “C —
Implementation” for the individual improvements)
E — Evidence and Research

This is both internal practical research (shorter term) and working with academic institutions to
encourage deeper research over a longer time period.

10. Internal research
* Practical experimentation in to how best to run diverse teams.

* Practical experimentation in to how to bridge the communications gaps
between neurotypical and neurodiverse team members.

11. Research in partnership with academic institutions
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* Research to address current gaps in the empirical evidence base relating to
different brains in the office

* Research to address current gaps in the empirical evidence base on how to
productively harness divers neurotypes within organisations.

* Research to address current gaps in the empirical evidence base on persuasive
communications skills for technical specialists.
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4.1.3 The diversity value ecosystem — Problem / solution overview table

The table below provides a summary of the various solutions available to implement the Complementary Skills approach.

There are many items in this list to break down the problems and solutions into separate components that are somewhat less daunting to design and implement.

Creation
Category & . — . . A .
Ref Heading Issue / Problem Issue Description Solution Solution Description Link effort Comments
scale
. There are many parts to building an Establish a dedicated pre- [This document provides
. Design of the , o N . . . . . .
A - Preparation overarchin We don’t yet have an organisation that properly understand, values project initiative to design | There is a need fully built out way to implement, and the framing for this
and Planning, Ref aporoach (?illin in implementable way to | and productively utilises expert staff with how we'll approach this achieve the value from, the Diversity Value Ecosystem activity, not the detail.
01 PP . & do this different brains. We don't currently have a challenge, and its model. The detail still needs to be
the details) . . .
holistic way to do this. solutions worked out]
The focus of this solution
. L Lack of organisational awareness of the Re-design existing is envisaged to be re-
. Gaps in organisational . . .
A - Preparation . alternative approaches needed to deal with the | frameworks for design of some
. Knowledge of the understanding of the " . R . - .
and Planning, Ref . . fact that, although “technical specialists” have supporting, and obtaining organisational approaches
cohort technical specialist .
02 cohort very valuable areas of expertise, the greatest value from, and frameworks, rather
communications is not generally among those. this cohort. than awareness
campaigns as such.
For further exploration
Current standard team | In many (less mature) organisations, there’san | Change employment . . . . of the issue, see
. L .Y( . ) org 8 poy . Organisational hierarchical systems need to be redesigned . “
. - management practices | implicit assumption that valuable staff can models to value high-level . . . , Section 3.2.6 — “But we
A - Preparation Modifications , n . . . . o . to value high-level specialist skills, even when these don’t
. don’t make sufficient communicate succinctly and persuasively with specialist skills. . o . have a problem —
and Planning, Ref | systems for how we . . . include communications skills. .
use of the unusually neurotypical senior stakeholders. Those who Re-design to create . . Current issues for
03 value staff . . . , . . . . Teams need to be re-designed to create complimentary - - o
high specialist skills of | can’t achieve this easily are treated as less complimentary roles that L diversity within
) o roles that jointly create robust value. .,
neurodiverse staff. valuable. jointly create robust value. organisations” on page
29, above.
Cultural differences Organisational Change Management (OCM) study of culture
between neurodiverse | The cultures of technical teams within of different specialist areas (dominated by specific brain
teams and organisations differ significantly from other types) having different cultures from other parts of the
A - Preparation Understanding of neurotypical teams parts of the organisation, perpetuating OCM study of culture of organisations.
and Planning, Ref | neuro cultural lead to significant communications barriers, and meaning that different specialist parts of | Organisational Change Management (OCM) study of
04 differences communications issues | organisational initiatives designed for the the organisation(s). cultural differences, the impact this has on the organisation
understanding of majority of the organisation won’t work for (e.g.: IT and business teams don’t understand each other,
complex opportunities | technical areas. so solutions don’t sufficiently match needs), and suggested
and risks responses to these differences.
Linear views of hierarchy and career
rogression create an artificial plateau in .
prog . e P . Update employment For further exploration
technical specialists’ careers, and make it .
Current employment . frameworks to address the . . . of the issue, see .
difficult to move roles. . Allow promotion based on technical skill without . “ . Such a change could give
. frameworks create an . . . “ challenges of technical . . Section 3.2.6 — “But we | Major. .
A - Preparation e g . Existing organisational requirements for “span - . . mandating that more senior staff should also manage staff. N technical people APS
. Modifications to artificial plateau in ” . . specialists, including . . have a problem — Organisatio .
and Planning, Ref . . of control” and similar assumptions of . . Recognise that there is more than one way to demonstrate ) career paths without
span of control technical specialists . s . creating realistic career . L, Current issues for nal change . .
05 . leadership responsibilities at higher levels . expertise, and people leadership isn’t the only measure of . . L . destroying their value as
careers, and make it paths for non-managerial diversity within required.

difficult to move roles

mean that it’s difficult to develop expert staff
above basic management level.

This issue is particularly acute in the Australian
Public Service (APS).

experts, and reviewing
recruitment practices

value of whether someone should be promoted.

organisations” on page
29, above.

technical experts.
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Creation
Category & . — . . A .
Ref Heading Issue / Problem Issue Description Solution Solution Description Link effort Comments
scale
We don't have an See Section 4.3 —
A - Preparation Design approach approach for runnin We currently don't have a robust & repeatable Develop a framework for Work with experts in the field (psychologists and others) to | "Implementing
and Planning, Ref | for Complementary szn lementar Skillgs approach for running Complementary Skills running complementary develop a practical re-usable framework for establishing Complementary Skills
06 Skills P 4 workshops skills workshops and running complementary skills workshops Workshops” on page
workshops
46, below.
We don’t have a - .
A - Preparation Design apbroach method for The current MDT approaches do not explicitly See Section 4.4 —
P . & r:>p . . . seek or utilise diversity, and existing practices Genuine MDTs — The quick | Create an initial “quick win” for the Genuine MDT approach | “Simplified Genuine .
and Planning, Ref | for Genuine MDTs - | implementing Genuine , . . . . . - . Minimal
. . 8 . don’t provide full guidance on how to work wins through simple case studies. MDTs as a quick-win
07 quick wins MDTs — even in quick . . .
form with genuinely diverse teams. on page 47, below.
Implementing Genuine MDTs in full form .
P . & . See Section 4.5 — Research
. , requires extensive knowledge of how to select, i . .
. Design approach We don’t have a . . . Project to design and required,
A - Preparation - and bring together, and guide towards a strong . Develop a robust evidence-based model and approach to . .
. for Genuine MDTs - | method for Genuine MDTs —the . L implement the with full
and Planning, Ref | . . . . team culture, a group of people who can work create, implement and optimise value from the - .
in-depth implementing Genuine . . . robust approach . . . Genuine MDT implement
08 implementation MDTs together in a way that actively and productively implementation of Genuine MDTs apbroach” on page 48 ation
P utilises their different understandings of the approach page 4o, ;
below. project.
world.
In most organisations, the positive aspects of Organisational culture is,
Oreanisational neurodiversity (in mild forms) are not properly See Section 3.5.3 - primarily, represented by
B - Education for | Management value culgtures current] understood. They are therefore not Creating an organisational | An organisational culture in which diversity in general, and “Creating an the green circles in the
prerequisites, Ref | awareness training don’t value y appreciated, are not harnessed, and the people | culture that actively values | neurodiversity in particular, is critical for any initiative that organisational culture Moderate overview diagram shown
09 - valuing diversity neurodiversit who have that different value are treated as diversity aims to harness diversity. that values diversity” above (with a
y less value than their neurotypical (and, in on page 32, above. representative icon
certain fields, less able) peers. shown below).
. . - Multiple existin
, How to move from “inclusion” to building shared value pe ¢ g
. Managers don’t know - . organisations offer neuro-
B - Education for | Management I . - , Manager training — from neurodiverse staff. . . e
.. .. how to utilise the Current leadership training doesn’t cover the o . - Research inclusivity training for
prerequisites, Ref | awareness training . . obtaining value from How to make people feel valued by cooperatively obtaining . .
e s . . value of neurodiverse | value of neurodiverse staff . . . . required managers. The gap is in
10 - utilising diversity neurodiverse staff value from their unique perspectives and areas of L
staff specialisation obtaining the value of
P ' those different brains.
Managers may be S Multiple existin
& y . . , . Training in how to structure and run teams and workplaces p . &
. unaware of Current leadership training doesn’t provide the . . organisations offer neuro-
B - Education for | Management . . . . . - that accept and include neurodiverse staff. . . e
.. . ; neurodiversity, or how | knowledge that potential technical specialist Manager training — neuro- . . . . - inclusivity training for
prerequisites, Ref | diversity awareness . . S The focus of this solution is envisaged to be re-design of Minimal .
.. to remove barriers to leaders need to accommodate the needs of inclusivity in teams . managers. The gap isin
11 training . . . . some organisational approaches and frameworks, rather e
inclusion of their neurodiverse staff. than awareness campaiens as such obtaining the value of
neurodiverse staff paig ’ those different brains.
Technical specialists (aka: people with Level 1
Technical specialists autism) may have a reduced propensity . p . e w . See Section 4.7.7 -
. . . - Training for “technical specialist” staff on intellectual “ .
B - Education for may have a reduced (compared to the neurotypical population) to Intellectual humility - . Y o Creating a course —
. Intellectual . . . . . L humility — what it is, why it’s valuable, how to attain it, and . - Research
prerequisites, Ref . .. propensity to demonstrate traits essential for working education and training for L . e intellectual humility for .
humility training . . . . . . how to practice it. The trait of Intellectual Humility is a pre- - e required
12 demonstrate productively with people with very different technical specialists technical specialists

intellectual humility.

mindsets from their own (i.e.: demonstration of
intellectual humility).

requisite for other activities and training courses.

on page 67, below.
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Creation
Category & . .. . . A .
Ref Heading Issue / Problem Issue Description Solution Solution Description Link effort Comments
scale
Many managers are
C- unaware of the exact Develop management
. Management . .
Implementation . . difference or value of education programmes on
e neuro-inclusive . . . . Moderate
of practicalities, . .. neurodiverse staff, nor leading neuro-inclusive
leadership training . o
Ref 13 how to obtain that organisations
value
Managers may be
C- g y Develop management
. Management unaware of how to .
Implementation R . education programmes for
L neuro-inclusive best manage and . . . Moderate
of practicalities, . . . . working with technical
comms training communicate with -
Ref 14 . - specialists
technical specialists
. - Support is needed to identify, foster and develop people
Technical specialists currently lack PP . . y . P peop “ -
e . who could provide this type of advice. The “normal” skills those
. . individualised support that understands, and . . .
Technical specialists . . One approach could be the creation of targeted coaching . on the autism spectrum
. help to address, their particular needs. . . . . . See Section 4.2.2 -
often have quite . L and mentoring paths for technical specialists with senior “ o e do not possess make
C- . s As a result, technical specialists may be . - . Individual . e .
. Technical individual needs that . . officers who understand the particular challenges this . identification of their
Implementation psay s . unaware of the reasons for the challenges they | Specialist coaching & . communications . .
L Specialist’s Tailored | existing support and . . . cohort experiences. - . Moderate ideally niche area more
of practicalities, . . face, and effective approaches for addressing mentoring o . coaching for technical .
Coaching guidance frameworks . A combination of advice sources (from managers, coaches, . critical than for many.
Ref 15 these. This, in turn, can lead to many of the . . . specialists” on page 45, .
are not set up to . . . L . mentors, EAP psychologists etc.) could potentially provide (Ken Robinson has
other issues outlined here, including ineffective . . o . below. L
support . . . affected staff with greater understanding of their situation, referred to this niche as
communications, personal interaction ) . s . “ ”
. their valuable differences, and the specialist career niche The Element”).
challenges, and career stagnation.
that may work best for them.
Existing practices exist to enhance written communications | See Section 4.2.1 —
C- Technical specialist | Technical specialists People with Level 1 autism have methods of that do not rely on understanding the emotional or political | “Written
Implementation communications have critical gaps in communication that don’t match neurotypical Written communications state of the person receiving the message. This type of communications skills High
of practicalities, course - Writing communications skills | cohorts. This issue includes written training communication training could serve as a useful interim for technical &
Ref 16 course and knowledge communications challenges. solution for the development of technical specialists’ specialists” On page
communication skills. 45, below.
. . - . Creation of a course such
While technical specialists understand their . .
. . " . L . as this would require
domain, and are often able to communicate Create a course “Persuasive communications skills for expertise in
well with other technical specialists, they are technical specialists”, specifically tailored to the needs of P ..
. ol u ” . communications, adult
generally less persuasive with “the other 94%”, . the target cohort. See Section 4.6 — . .
. . . . Creation of new course . . “ . education, and, critically,
. - including their own managers, and people in p . The design of such a course would require input from a Potential course — . .
C- . - Technical specialists . . . Persuasive . e L L . a psychologist with a
. Technical specialist . . non-technical fields. This reduces the L . psychologist specialising in autism in organisations, a Persuasive A
Implementation - have critical gaps in e, s Communications Skills for L . . . . . L. . Research specialisation in the
s communications . . organisation’s ability to understand and make . e training writer, and a communications specialist with a solid | Communications Skills . . .
of practicalities, communications skills Technical Specialists”, in required autism spectrum in the

Ref 17

course - full form

and knowledge

use of their own experts’ insights.

Existing communications courses appear to
assume participants are from “the other 94%”,
and so are able to develop a good
understanding of tacit social cues. That is
unlikely to work for this cohort.

parallel with related
education initiatives

understanding of persuasive communication with senior
government stakeholders.

Such a course could be most effective if combined with the
other changes outlined in this table, with particular focus
on the mentoring outlined in “E”, below.

for Technical

Specialists” on page
58, below

workplace.

The course can be a flag
bearer, helpful for
explaining explain the
broader Technical
Specialist initiative.

C-
Implementation
of practicalities,
Ref 18

Complementary
Skills training

People don't
intuitively know how
to best run
Complementary Skills
workshops

Create and run (short)

training sessions for those

who will participate in
Complementary Skills
workshops

See Section 4.3 —
"Implementing
Complementary Skills

Workshops” on page
46, below.
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Creation
Category & . . . . A .
Ref Heading Issue / Problem Issue Description Solution Solution Description Link effort Comments
scale
Efforts by technical specialists to communicate
with neurotypical cohorts are not understood .
. . . . Complementary Skills
and fail to achieve the required impact. .
. R . . adds a non-technical
Some communication In the same way we that usually can’t train an . See Section 4.3 — . .
C- . . How to implement small workshops to understand the " . specialist perspective to
. Running gaps are too deep to expert communicator to be an expert cyber Complementary rolesand | . . . . . Implementing .
Implementation . . o . insights and communication needs of technical specialists, . L the messages being
Complementary address with standard | security analyst within a few years due to Complementary Skills Complementary Skills Minimal

of practicalities,
Ref 19

Skills workshops

training. An alternative
approach is needed.

fundamental differences in intrinsic abilities
and mindsets, most technical specialists are
unlikely to become expert communicators
within the time frames in which organisations
typically operate.

workshops.

then convert those insights to a form understandable, and
persuasive, to the targeted audiences.

Workshops” on page
46, below.

conveyed frequently
creates much more
understandable (and
successful) messages.

C -
Implementation
of practicalities,
Ref 20

Genuine MDT
training

People don’t know
how to run the
courses, and
organisations aren't
set up to support them

Run Genuine MDT courses
- for facilitators and
participants.

See Section 4.5 -
“Project to design and
implement the
Genuine MDT

approach” on page 48,
below.

C -
Implementation
of practicalities,
Ref 21

Running Genuine
MDTs

Implementation of
Genuine MDTs
requires organisational
planning and focused
effort

Create an initiative to run
the first few Genuine
MDTs

See Section 4.5 -
“Project to design and
implement the
Genuine MDT

approach” on page 48,
below.

C-
Implementation
of practicalities,
Ref 22

Building the
organisational
culture

Many organisational
cultures do not
explicitly value
diversity.

Implement an initiative to
facilitate an organisation-

wide shift to a culture that
more fully values diversity.

D — Operations
and
measurement

Measuring progress
and results

A change initiative
without measurement
is at significant risk of
failing in its aims.

Design and implement
explicit measurement of
both progress and results
of the initiatives.

D — Operations

Operationalising

One-time
improvements could

Implement an explicit

Ensure issues and lessons learned are examined on a
regular basis, solutions are designed and implemented

and continuous fail to capitalise on programme of continuous . . .
. . . which would address those, and appropriate governance is
measurement improvement lessons, fix issues and improvement )
. . applied across the changes.
utilise opportunities.
Current evidence base
. includes very little
Research into the ) Y . e .
. .. exploring the value to Research the Partner with academic institutions to research the See Section 3.7 —
E - Evidence & organisational

Research, Ref 22

value of Level 1
autism.

organisations of
people with the skills
that often come with
Level 1 autism.

organisational value of
Level 1 autistic staff

organisational value of Level 1 autistic staff, and to identify
robust ways to access that value.

“«

Autistic strengths” on
page 35, above.
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Creation
Category & . . .. . . e .
Ref Heading Issue / Problem Issue Description Solution Solution Description Link effort Comments
scale
Current empirical Notes on research for
. evidence on how . communications
Develop evidence . Develop an evidence- S . .
on bridging neuro neurotypical and based aporoach to the training is available in
E - Evidence & sing neurodiverse groups pp Section 4.6.7.1 —“Areas

Research, Ref 23

type
communication

gaps

could best
communicate
persuasively and
effectively is lacking.

best way to help bridge
neuro-type
communication gaps

requiring further
research for comms for

technical specialists”
on page 61, below.

E - Evidence &
Research, Ref 24

Develop evidence
on running Genuine
MDTs

Current empirical
evidence on
harnessing different
brains in teams is very
thin, and not sufficient
to enable
organisations to utilise
this cohort well.

Develop an evidence-
based approach to the
best way to create and run
Genuine MDTs

Notes on research to
support Genuine MDTs
is available in Section
4.5.8 — “Project phase
notes — Phase E —
Evidence expansion

research project” on
page 53, below.

E - Evidence &
Research, Ref 25

Intellectual
humility and Level
1 autism

Investigate the
relationship between
intellectual humility
and people with Level
1 autism.

Technical specialists (aka: people with+ Level 1
autism) may have a reduced propensity
(compared to the neurotypical population) to
demonstrate traits essential for working
productively with people with very different
mindsets from their own (i.e.: demonstration of
intellectual humility).

Research links between
intellectual humility and
level 1 autism, and
recommended responses.

Develop a solid empirical evidence base about the
relationship between people with Level 1 autism and
intellectual humility. It is possible that the "emotion
awareness" predictor of intellectual humility may be due to
gaps in Theory of Mind, which is known to not be strong in
people with autism.

Investigate whether this is correct and, if so, what should
be done about it in personal lives and in the workplace.

See Section 4.5.12.3 —

“The problem of
autism and intellectual
humility” on page 57,
below.
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4.2 Training options — with minimal tailoring

There are definitely some things that could be done now to enhance value from technical
specialists (i.e.: expert staff with Level 1 autism).

There are two training courses and one workshop approach that could be created relatively
quickly to address a few key opportunities in this space.

4.2.1

4.2.2

4.2.3

Written communications skills for technical specialists

What it is: A brief course on how to summarise everyday written messages to a succinct
core. This would be for ordinary emails and the likes.

Its value: First, clearer written communications received by senior staff. Second,
introducing technical people to the concept of succinct messaging as a way to achieve
increased impact of their ideas (the irony of the length of this e-mail is not lost).

How to make it happen: Use existing courses, with some slight adjustments for autistic
staff. In particular, the course should be modified to replace assumptions about
understanding the perspective of the audience with different ways to work out the right
focus of a written message. In the interest of speed, it may even be possible to start by
sending a few technical specialists on a standard writing course right now, and see how it
goes.

Individual communications coaching for technical specialists

What it is: Individual communications coaching with registered psychologists specialising in
autism, focused on building the individuals’ abilities in team cooperation, communication,
and intellectual humility.

Its value: Technical specialists better able to understand, work with, and communicate
with peers and senior staff across the organisation.

How to make it happen: This could be made possible by re-starting Services Australia’s
previous register of approved coaches (from 2022). Funding under that (previous) model
came from individual Branches training budgets.

Note 1: It’s important that the coaches selected are registered psychologists who specialise
in autism. They’ll have the expertise to understand the specific needs of technical
specialists, and design a tailored plan to enable them to improve their self-understanding,
their interaction with others, and the organisational value they provide.

Note 2: Individual coaching is a temporary solution while research and development
continues of communications courses tailored to the technical specialist cohort. Creation
of such a course is likely to take years, whereas coaching can be implemented relatively
quickly.

Complementary skills workshops

What it is: A small set of short workshops between a technical specialist who needs to
communicate an important concept to senior stakeholders, and a communication specialist
who will interrogate the concept, extract core messages and translate it for the relevant
audience.

File Name: Different Brains & Complementary Skills - Article - 2025 01 08.docx Page 45 of 79


http://www.malcher.co/p-f/intellectual-humility/

DRAFT Complementary Skills and Different Brains in the Office DRAFT

e Its value: Important complex technical concepts are converted to simple powerful
messages readily understood by senior stakeholders. As a result, organisational value of
the concept, and actionable recommendations, become clear.

e How to make it happen: Engage communications experts (e.g.: people with bachelor’s
degrees in communications, or similar) and commit resources to workshop activities.

e Note 1: Participants in Complementary Skills workshops would need to be carefully
screened. Participating technical specialists would need the intellectual humility to
constructively engage with communicators who do not understand the technical
specialists’ field. This second criteria may be challenging.

e Note 2: Further information on the context for Complementary Skills is available by going
to www.chrismalcher.com and selecting Different Brains in the Office.

4.2.4 Additional

e On the topic of how to find people with the technical specialist skills (and mindset) you
need for a specific project etc — that is something that will need to be worked on over a
longer time period. Unfortunately | don’t have a simple answer for that at present, and
don’t have something we could use right now.

e As we discussed on Tuesday, | also have a list of other courses and initiatives we could
pursue to improve the organisational value we gain from our neurodiverse team members.
However, for most of these we’ll first need to fill some gaps in existing academic literature.
A separate pursuit, across a number of years.

4.3 Implementing Complementary Skills Workshops

What the workshops are

In Complementary Skills workshops, a technical specialist with an important concept to be shared
sits down for a number of hours with an expert communicator to translate that concept to
something that would work for a neurotypical audience.

Within that workshop, the expert communicator identifies and refines the key messages that need
to be communicated, then builds that messaging in a way that would be understandable and
persuasive for a neurotypical cohort.

The aim is to go from autistic insights to persuasive actionable neurotypical messaging.
The aim is to translate from one brain type’s way of thinking about important issues to another’s.

Components
The basic components are;
c. The technical people spend weeks or months building their ideas

An expert communicator is identified who is likely to be able to understand the key
decision information with some guidance from the technical specialist

e. The two then spend a few hours or days working together to explain and clarify the idea

f.  From this, the communicators builds their own understanding of the key message that
neurotypical decision-makers would need to hear.
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g. Then the communicators describe the idea in their own way. They create key succinct
phrases and construct simplified visualisations to get the key parts of the message across
as simply and powerfully.

Prerequisites

It’s important to note that there are few prerequisites for being able to participate in a workshop
such as this.

e First and foremost is intellectual humility. All participants need to understand that another
person can have valuable ideas that are very different from their own, and still not have
skills in their own area. This is often a more acute challenge amongst technical specialists.
For more information, see Section 4.7.5 — “The problem of autism and intellectual
humility” on page 64, below.

e Next is technical understanding. If the communicators are to translate complex technical
matters, it’s important that they have some basic foundational understanding of the topic
at hand. To attempt to identify important factors with zero foundational understanding of
the field would not be productive use of time, and would be unlikely to result a particularly
valuable outcome.

For information on the nature and value of Complementary Skills Workshops, see Section 3.3 —
“About Complementary Skills Workshops” on page 30, above.

4.4 Simplified Genuine MDTs as a quick-win
It is arguably possible to implement a basic form of Genuine MDTs without significant investment.

Teams can be put together using existing practices, with the slight adjustment of explicitly seeking
people with different perspectives, from different parts of the organisation.

However, given the current dearth of academic research explicitly focused on this space,
implementing a more robust form of Genuine MDTs may require significant effort, research and
investment.

That said, Section 4.5, below, describes a “quick win” (Phase A) which could enable a limited form
of Genuine MDT relatively quickly. The “pilot” phases (Phase B and Phase C) describe development
of a more robust approach based on internal evidence. Phase E is a long-term aim to be run in
parallel to build a robust evidence base on which future Genuine MDT efforts could be built.

These document sections provide further information;

=  Section 3.4 — “About Genuine MDTs” on page 30, above, describes what Genuine MDTs
are, and how they could be valuable to organisations.

= Section 4.5 — “Project to design and implement the Genuine MDT approach” on page 48,
below, describes a potential project to design and implement the Genuine MDT approach.
See “Phase A” of the implementation approach.
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4.5 Project to design and implement the Genuine MDT approach

4.5.1 Preamble

This section describes how to create a project to design the Genuine MDT approach as outlined in
the Complementary Skills presentation (starting on page 5, above).

Assumed knowledge when reading this section is familiarity with the Complementary Skills
presentation, its contents, its recommended solutions, the implications of its assertions, and the
situation of evidence relating to the field it covers.

A draft text version of the Complementary Skills presentation is available in Section 2 — “Different
Brains & Complementary Skills” on page 5, above.

Information on the nature and value of Genuine MDTs is available in Section 3.4 — “About Genuine
MDTs” on page 30, above.

4.5.2 Introduction — A project proposal to research Genuine MDTs

This section has been created to help other people create a project (or other initiative) to research
and define Genuine MDTs to achieve practical implementation and organisational value.

The evidence base on ways to access the organisational value from neurodiversity is currently not
particularly robust.

Similarly, a solid evidence-based advice on how to create and implement Genuine MDTs within
organisations is also lacking.

Addressing that gap will require significant effort by one or multiple organisations.

To support organisational efforts to address that gap, this section provides a draft outline for a
project proposal to design and create a Genuine MDT approach.

4.5.3 Objectives
The overarching objective of this project is to;

Develop an evidence-based model and practical approach to create, implement and
optimise value from the implementation of Genuine MDTs.

4.5.4 Scope

4.5.4.1 Scope Inclusions
i.  Define what Genuine MDTs are, and how they are different.
ii.  Conduct test implementations to review and refine the approach
iii.  Document results, including evidence, reasoning and practical guides

iv.  Present results to senior stakeholders and interested peers — to both inform, and build
support for the approach.

v.  Refine the approach following feedback.

4.5.4.2 Scope exclusions
i.  Obtaining organisation-wide endorsement of the resulting approach
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o The scope includes presenting results, but explicitly stops short of obtaining
endorsement.

o How, when and whether endorsement and/or approval to proceed is achieved is a
separate activity from defining the concept, and is subject to separate forces.
Achievement of the project is best not anchored to such dependencies.

o That said, project scope does include activities to refine the approach following
feedback. Some of that feedback may be provided during the non-project activities
seeking endorsement.

ii.  Fullimplementation within the organisation

o While the scope would include test implementations to verify the approach, rolling
the approach out to the wider organisation would be carried out in a subsequent
separate project, following presentation of results and formal approval to proceed.

iii.  New academic research

o Note: Partnerships with academic institutions, or other researchers, may be
included in scope if productive.

4.5.5 Project phases

The table below breaks the project down into the four phases required to achieve the full breadth
of project objectives, along with criteria for determining the completeness of each Phase (i.e.:
“Definition of Done”).

4.5.5.1 About the phase breakdown

The first two phases explore general forms of diversity, and the second two explicitly explore
incorporation of neurodiversity factors, focusing first on Level 1 autism.

Phase A describes a “quick win” which could enable a limited form of Genuine MDT relatively
quickly. The “pilot” phases (Phase B and Phase C) describe development of a more robust
approach based on internal evidence. Phase E is a long-term aim to be run in parallel to build a
robust evidence base on which future Genuine MDT efforts could be built.
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4.5.5.2 Project phase table

Phase

Phase
Name

Description

Definition of Done

Exclusions

Phase 1

Retrospective
case studies

Initial “quick win”.

Analyse and articulate existing /
previous MDT practice use
cases which have successfully
implemented an approach that
incorporates, and builds value
from, diversity of participants.

1. Stories / use cases have been developed
which others in similar circumstance will
be able to imitate.

2. Academic evidence has been analysed
and relevant results articulated.

3. Phase 2 hypothesis and plan have been
developed, based on research evidence
and Phase 1 use case results.

4. A robust case has been made for deeper
investment in the Genuine MDT approach.

5. A guide has been created on how to
repeat previous success with Genuine
MDTs, and avoid potential pitfalls.

6. Investigations to commence Phase 5
have begun, including an understanding of
relevant evidence gaps and conversations
with academic research institutions.

Phase A will not need to
include specific mention
or exploration of the role
of neurodiversity in
Genuine MDTs. That will
come in Phase C.

Phase 2

Pilot study and
hypothesis
testing

Design and conduct pilot
Genuine MDTs to test the
hypothesis / hypotheses.

The pilots should be conducted
as research studies, testing a
hypothesis and measuring
results.

1. Pilot hypothesis, evidence base and
ethical considerations have been analysed
/ developed, and used to guide the design
of the pilot.

2. Pilot has been implemented as planned,
agreed refinements made in flight, and
results observed and recorded.

3. Pilot results have been articulated and
released, in a form that can be used both
for ongoing research, and for Phases 3, 4
and 5.

4. The guide will have been developed and
enhanced describing how to repeat
previous success with Genuine MDTs, and
avoid potential pitfalls.

5. Phase 3 hypothesis, evidence and plan

have been developed.

Phase B will not need to
include specific mention
or exploration of the role
of neurodiversity in
Genuine MDTs. That will
come in Phase C.
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Phase A o .
Phase Description Definition of Done Exclusions
Name
1. Pilot hypothesis, evidence base and
ethical considerations have been analysed
Expand the model to explicitly / developed, and used to guide the design
include people with Level 1 of the pilot. Not all forms of
autism in Genuine MDTs, 2. Pilot has been implemented as planned, neurodlv.er5|ty _Sh_O_U|d be
building and articulating a solid |agreed refinements made in flight, and °°V?red in the initial
Pilot study, and |evidence base for the value and [results observed and recorded. .de5|gn and )
hypothesis practicalities of this approach. |3 The guide will have been developed and g;p:\lsirsr,:;a;_:-o:ilzi:he
Phase3 |testing, ibi . . )
neurodiversity  |the added focus on expiicitly avoid potential pitfalls Enhancement, conditions other than
) ] ) ey ) . i level 1 autism can be
seeking, (;I(e.eply incorporating  [should exp!latly include considerations for included in future
and obtaining full valug froma |Level 1 autism. iterations (i.e.: Phase F
set of targeted neurodiverse 4. Pilot results have been articulated and |etc, not listed).
staff. released, in a form that can be used both
for ongoing research, and for Phase 4 and
Phase 5.
Design, create and deliver three |1, Training courses have been designed
sets of training. and created, ready for delivery to Selection criteria should
L i. The concept of Genuine potential participants. be applied to all potential
-ll\—/zzla)l':']:‘r;gciitf:t;rs MDTs, itslva.lue, pre-requisites, |2, Training has been delivered to the first |facilitators and members
Phase 4 and team and what’s involved. set of facilitators, and subsequent course |of Genuine MDTs. These
members ii. Training for facilitators of refinements made. must include
Genuine MDTs. 2. Training has been delivered to the first |demonstrated behaviours
iii. Training for team members |set of team members, and subsequent of Intellectual Humility
of Genuine MDTs. course refinements made.
Work with academics to build
the evidence base about gaining
organisational value from
neurodiverse staff. Phase E is a long-term
Design, facilitate the creation 1. Research proposal completed and initiative focused on
of, support, monitor and endorsed. spawning / creating
integrate findings from an 2. Research project implementation academic research
Evidence academic research study into  |commenced. projects to bridge gaps in
Phase 5 expansion the value of expert mildly existing evidence. Its full

research project

neurodiverse staff in the
workplace, and robust ways to
harness that value — for the
benefit of the organisation, its
teams, and for neurodiverse
professionals.

Publish findings in a relevant
academic journal.

4. Research project completed.

5. Research results written up, paper
completed and ready for submission.

6. Peer-reviewed paper published.

completion (publication
in academic journals) is
beyond the scope of
responsibilities for a non-
academic organisation.

4.5.6 Project phase notes — Overview

Regarding the temptation to end the project early
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It's important that the project design incorporate the full four phases of the work, each with their
own results.

While it may be tempting to take the easy path and end the project after a simple approach has
been articulated, doing so would fail to achieve the main benefits of the Genuine MDT approach —
namely, accessing and utilising the diverse expertise within the organisation, and within existing
teams.

All phases of the project should aim to raise the level of knowledge and value from Genuine MDTs.
Activities to achieve this, spread across all phases, could include;

1. Determine the role, value and challenges of actively introducing neurodiversity to MDTs
a. Define the place of neurodiversity in MDTs
b. Explain the importance.
c. Explore the challenges.

2. Enhance the definition and Rol of Genuine MDTs

a. Build a solid evidence base for the return-on-investment (Rol) of explicitly incorporating
people with Level 1 autism in MDTs.

b. Expand (via primary and secondary research) on the attributes, strengths and challenges of
genuine diversity in MDTs.

3. Describe practical implications and actionable paths for implementation.
a. Articulate the practical results.

b. Outline how senior management should prepare for implementing Genuine MDTs (e.g.:
education, training and analysis of team composition).

c. Describe skills needed to run Genuine MDTs, and how to build those skills.

Describe how to select participants in Genuine MDTs (e.g.: selecting for diverse skills in
parallel with verified intellectual humility).

4.5.7 Project phase notes — Phase A — Retrospective case studies
1. Articulation of what’s worked before
a. Document previous MDTs that have actively, and productively, included genuinely diverse
disciplines / brain types, and benefited from that diversity.

b. Note: The intention is for Phase 1 to relatively quickly produce an indication of what’s
possible, and what might be followed within the organisation relatively easily. It's designed
as a “quick win” — a simple case study example which others could build from while the
more rigorous long-term solution is developed. It is not designed to provide a full solution
that achieves the deep benefits of the Genuine MDT approach.

2. Creation of a guide on how to repeat previous success

a. Create a high-level implementation guide for managers wishing to implement a Genuine
MDT. Document advice on how to implement the model.

b. Include value, challenges, how to select team members and how to maximise the value of
Complementary Skills.

File: Different Brains & Complementary Skills - Article - 2025 otwww.chrismalcher.com Page 52 of 79
08.docx



http://www.chrismalcher.com/

DRAFT Complementary Skills and Different Brains in the Office DRAFT

c. Note: Phase 2 expands on Phase 1 be explicitly describing steps and criteria which are
understood to have contributed to the previous success. The intention is for this to be
developed relatively quickly while the more rigorous research continues.

3. Scoping Phase B

a. Determine work required, and expertise needed, to fully define the Genuine MDT
approach, its evidence base, its benefits, its challenges and mitigations, and practical
implementation steps.

4.5.8 Project phase notes — Phase E — Evidence expansion research project

Phase E will be a multi-year research effort with the main aim of bridging existing gaps in the
evidence relating to how to best gain organisational and individual value from teams explicitly
designed to utilise different brain types.

Phase E should aim to create a robust and proven model for creating, maintaining and optimising
Genuine MDTs that explicitly accesses and harnesses diverse disciplines and diverse brain types to
create clear value for the organisation, its staff, and its stakeholders. Value that would otherwise
have been challenging to access.

4.5.9 Resourcing

4.5.9.1 Effort

Duration of for Phase A could be as little as a few weeks, with effort adjusted according to the
level of involvement from each of the specialists involved.

Phase A is designed to be fully achievable within an organisation with existing staffing in a limited
amount of time.

Duration and Effort for Phase B would need to be determined as a final step in Phase A. The effort
for Phase B is dependent on many factors, such as scope, expertise available (to reduce initial
discovery time), and whether any additional relevant research has become available in the time
prior to commencement.

Note that any effort and duration figures are initial rough estimates only. Resourcing efforts
should be reviewed prior to commencing the project.

Given the many unknowns of a discovery initiative such as this, a useful approach may be to
timebox pieces of work —to see what can be accomplished in, for example, a four-week sprint, and
from that determine what should be in a second etc.

4.5.9.2 Skillsets
These are the areas of expertise that will be most critical to the success of the project.
e Psychologists
o Organisational psychologists
o For Phase B: Psychologists specialising in neurodiversity (esp. mild forms of autism).
e Organisational communication experts and inter-personal communication experts

o Provide advice and guidance on ways to create persuasive messages for
neurotypicals from autistic ideas of communication.

e Adult training designer
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o To define the education and training to roll the resulting Genuine MDT model out
to the organisation.

e Researchers (customer and academic)

o Customer / staff experience researchers to understand previous Genuine MDT
implementations and lessons.

o Academic researchers to review existing evidence resources for advice on how
Genuine MDTs could be developed, run and optimised.

e Research ethics
e Advisor on the concepts of Complementary Skills and Genuine MDTs.

o Advise on the intentions of the Genuine MDT concept, and relevant research so far
identified.

e Project manager
o Drive the initiative, its engagement, its outputs and its outcomes.

4.5.9.3 Partnerships

In Phase B, it may be valuable to partner with external researchers in individual and organisational
psychology, such as a psychology research unit of a university.

One of the main challenges of identifying and gaining organisational value from neurodiverse staff
is that there is very little existing solid research in this area, so there is little evidence available on
which to base an organisational approach in this area.

Partnering with a research body may help to bridge this gap.

Note that if primary research is required, it may take some time for clear results to become
available.

4.5.10 Sponsorship, funding and stakeholders

Sponsorship for an initiative such as this should ideally come from a part of the organisation
focused on HR strategy. The design and creation of a new Genuine MDT approach would have
wide organisational value, particularly in parts of the organisation facing complex challenges
and/or needing boosted creativity.

Funding is anticipated to come from BaU (business as usual) funding pools, unless a specific
categorisation would allow use of a different funding source.

All people involved in solving difficult questions, or attempting to design new ways of operating,
would be stakeholders. Targeted stakeholders may include HR leadership and “friendly” SES who
understand the concept, the issue it aims to address, and the potential benefits of a more
explicitly inclusive approach.

4.5.11 Some resources to get started — How to create Genuine MDTs

While efforts are pursued to design how best to create Genuine MDTs, the following sources
provide useful inputs to understand what might be involved, and frame some early thinking.

4.5.11.1 Achieving inclusion to utilise diversity in Genuine MDTs

Achieving shared or aligned views within diverse teams, it is important that team members
explore the reasons for others’ different viewpoints. Once other perspectives are understood (if

File: Different Brains & Complementary Skills - Article - 2025 otwww.chrismalcher.com Page 54 of 79
08.docx



http://www.chrismalcher.com/

DRAFT Complementary Skills and Different Brains in the Office DRAFT

there is not vehement disagreement), this should be followed by incorporation of those different
viewpoints into one’s own interpretation of the matter at hand (Mohammed & Ringseis, 2001).

4.5.11.2 Guidance on cross-disciplinary teams

This guidance on how to create cross-disciplinary research teams provides a useful starting point
for creating of Genuine MDTs.

“Some guidelines for the management of cross-boundary groups to successfully engage in
interdisciplinary work ... :

1. ensure gender balance in a group, as this seems positively related to the
interdisciplinarity of the work, the number of articles produced, and to overall group
satisfaction;

2. encourage publication (in conferences or journals) throughout the group process, as
group satisfaction improves with the number of publications (in contrast to the delayed
publication implied in a typical Working Group Workflow);

3. be cautious if high impact articles are desired. Too much interdisciplinarity may be a
distraction;

4. allow the group time and give them support to work out ways to deal with personnel
differences as well managed differences can be stimulating and rewarding;

5. manage and support the discomfort that can occur when working across disciplinary
boundaries, as some tension can result in novel outcomes; and

6. support the group to achieve and maintain focus on the common goal, and ensure
there is mutual respect and trust between members”

Source: Specht & Crowston, 2022.

4.5.11.3 Selecting activities for which Genuine MDTs would be most valuable

When exploring the establishment of Genuine MDTs, it’s important to consider exactly which type
of work is best suited.

The teams most likely to reap performance benefits from diversity tend to;
e do work that requires intense thinking,
e rely on one another to solve problems,
e have the motivation and skills needed for the task at hand,
e have leaders who model the sharing and integration of varied ideas,
e operate in a climate that prevents stereotyping and is inclusive, and

e take the time needed to process diverse perspectives. (van Knippenberg et al, 2020)

4.5.11.4 Leadership responsibilities when starting Genuine MDTs

Building a diverse team that gains the value of the many its different voices requires carefully
constructed normative team behaviours. Behaviours to focus on include:

=  “Encourage all to voice opinions.

= Ensure that all team members are valued for their contributions.

= Make sure that everyone’s unique strengths are leveraged.

= Create an environment in which [all team members] can be [them]selves.
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= Encourage everyone to be unique.” (Leroy et al, 2021)

4.5.11.5 Fostering psychological safety

Psychological safety is a key perquisite for realising the value of Genuine MDTs, especially when
team members have different levels of power. Teams with psychological safety are more likely to
show higher performance, doing so via team learning behaviour.

“Team psychological safety [is a] shared belief held by members of a team that the team is safe for
interpersonal risk taking” (Edmondson, 1999). The learning behaviour that psychological safety
makes possible is an essential enabler for dealing with new situations and designing new solutions.
“Work environments require learning behaviour to make sense of what is happening as well as to
take action” (Edmondson, 1999).

Psychological safety does not directly cause improved team performance, but it is a critical enabler
for it.

When a team is made up of people with diverse expertise, psychological safety has a direct
positive effect on performance (Martins et al, 2013).

4.5.12 Intellectual humility and Genuine MDTs

Intellectual humility is a critical pre-requisite for participation in teams, and for participation in
Genuine MDTs in particular.

4.5.12.1 About intellectual humility

Intellectual humility describes “the degree to which people recognise that their beliefs might be
wrong” (Leary et al, 2017), how well they can “recognise one’s intellectual shortcomings”
(Dykhuis, 2024). People with intellectual humility are more open than others to revising their
views, respect for other's viewpoints, lack intellectual overconfidence, are more willing to change
their views when confronted with convincing evidence (Plohl & Musil, 2023), and are better at
mastering new fields than those without (Porter et al, 2020).

People with intellectual humility have a deep awareness that they are fallible, that other people
are likely to know more than them on important topics, and that there will be many occasions
when the best thing they can do is to be quiet and learn from the considered views of others.
Intellectual humility is a critical component of wise reasoning which, in turn, enables people to see
things within a larger context, with flexibility, self-reflection and thoughtfulness (Grosman et al,
2016).

Further information on Intellectual Humility is available in Section 4.7 — “Intellectual humility” on
page 63, below.

4.5.12.2 The importance of Intellectual Humility to Genuine MDTs

A central focus of Genuine MDTs is its bringing together of people with different areas of expertise
to build the multiplied insights and value that come from different ways of understanding the
world.

The successful operation of Genuine MDTs is dependent on team members being able to work
with, an utilise, difference.

Furthermore, achieving the diversity of Genuine MDTs is dependent on bringing together people
with brains that work in different ways, such as the significant proportion of top-level specialist
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experts who are neurodiverse. The different intuitive skills of experts with less common brain
types mean that their skills are critical organisations.

Successful Genuine MDTs require people willing and able to take in ideas and insights that are very
different from their own, see their value, learn from them, and build on them to create something
better.

They require that teams work positively, constructively and calmly with conflict of ideas without
that conflict becoming conflict of personalities and emotions.

The smooth operation of such diverse teams is dependent, above all else, on two key factors —
team management practices and cultures that foster the positives of such diversity, and
intellectual humility among all team members.

Almost by definition, achieving such constructive conflict across vastly different perspective
requires team members strong in intellectual humility.

Intellectual humility, therefore, is critical to the healthy and productive operation of Genuine
MDTs.

4.5.12.3 The problem of autism and intellectual humility

Throughout all of this advocacy for the criticality of Level 1 autism in organisations, Genuine MDTs
and intellectually humility, there is a problem.

Most research into the foundational traits of intellectual humility point to emotion regulation
being a critical prerequisite skill (Jarvinen & Paulus, 2017).

By definition, people with autism are not particularly good at understanding other people’s
emotions (DSM-V definition of autism, American Psychiatric Society, 2015).

We can conclude, then, that people with autism probably won’t be too good at intellectual
humility.

So, we have an issue. Intellectual humility is critical for many situations, and people with autism
are critical for organisations, but people with autism don’t have the emotional awareness that is
the main currently known precondition for intellectual humility. So people with autism are less
likely than the general population to intuitively demonstrate intellectual humility.

A solution to this issue is possible. It’s outlined in Section 4.7 — “Intellectual humility” on page 63,
below.

While that solution is being developed, selecting Genuine MDT team members with both
intellectual humility and level 1 autism will be challenging.

Until a solution is developed, it is recommended that Genuine MDT team member selection
incorporate the expertise of a psychologist able to identify the traits required with greater rigour,
and greater subtlety, than those without at least three years of education focused in this and
related fields.
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4.6 Potential course — Persuasive Communications Skills for Technical
Specialists

4.6.1 TLDR

Technical specialists (professionals with level 1 autism traits) are often experts in highly
complex rules-based systems (finance, law, IT, organisational design etc) that most
organisations depend on.

The communication gap between this expert group and neurotypical staff creates a
significant barrier within organisations, leading to lost insights and organisational risk.

Current training and education programmes fail to sufficiently cater to this cohort, so the
problem remains.

This section describes a potential approach to address that gap.

4.6.2 Summary

Technical specialists (mostly people with Level 1 autism traits) have abnormally strong skills in
understanding and creating highly complex rules-based systems which are valuable to the
organisations they’re part of. But while they can communicate effectively with their technical
peers, their communication with neurotypicals is often ineffective and counter-productive.

This creates problems for individuals unable to be understood, and for organisations that rely on
the technical expertise of their staff.

Existing communications courses are designed for a neurotypical cohort. Their instructions to pay
attention to people’s emotional perspectives and political situations are, for autistics, similar to
telling a colour blind person to pay attention to shades of green. Highly ineffective.

What'’s needed, then, is education and training of a different kind. Something designed specifically
for an autistic cohort to help them communicate, in a persuasive manner, with neurotypical
decision-makers.

What’s needed is a course “Persuasive Communication Skills for Technical Specialists”.

Many aspects of such a course would be new, and many of the problems to be solved do not
appear to be fully addressed by current research.

Such a course would be difficult to make, but solving this problem would be incredibly rewarding,
from many perspectives.

This section describes a potential approach to address that gap.

4.6.3 The cohort
Autistic professionals and their communication challenges.

Among the defining traits of this group is a difficulty in perceiving non-verbal communication
signals (Radford et al, 2025), difficulty in persuasive writing (Brown et al, 2014), difficulty in
reducing complex ideas to simple levels that can be understood by non-technical people. These
communication barriers can impact relationships, employment, and health. (de Marchena et al,
2025). Autistic people have a preference for written or in-person communication, with voice-only
communication seen as problematic (Howard et al, 2021)

While it is known that autistic people are not experts at communicating with neurotypicals, their
communication with fellow autistics appear to be quite effective. “Autistic people have the skills

File: Different Brains & Complementary Skills - Article - 2025 otwww.chrismalcher.com Page 58 of 79
08.docx



http://www.chrismalcher.com/
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0325465
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rasd.2014.07.017
http://www.doi.org/10.1007/s11920-025-01616-6
http://www.doi.org/10.1007/s11920-025-01616-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/13623613211014995

DRAFT Complementary Skills and Different Brains in the Office DRAFT

to share information well with one another and experience good rapport, [but] there are selective
problems when autistic and non-autistic people are interacting.” (Crompton et al, 2020). This
indication of challenges in communicating across neurotypes was further re-enforced in later
studies indicating that “mixed-neurotype interactions [are] more challenging to navigate” than
those among in autistic-only or neurotypical-only groups. (Compton et al, 2025).

Autistic adults are generally aware of this communication challenge, and identify both internal and
external factors where development is required (Cummins et al, 2020).

Autistics have a well-deserved reputation for not being great at picking up implied emotional cues
(in line with diagnostic criteria for the condition — See DSM-5 — American Psychiatric Association
(2013)). People with level 1 autism have a neurological makeup that enables many to be experts in
select specialist fields, but for areas such as understanding implicit neurotypical cues, a different
approach is needed.

Autistic people also do not use, or intuitively detect, non-verbal cues from neurotypicals, resulting
in miscommunication and additional cognitive load when communicating with neurotypicals
(Radford et al, 2025).

Further information and evidence on autistic differences and strengths is available in Section 3.7 —
“Autistic strengths” on page 35, above.

4.6.4 The organisational problem

4.6.4.1 Communication gaps creating organisational risk

Large organisations employ many people who are respected experts in their particular technical
domains, spanning areas as diverse as finance, law, IT, data science, organisational design and
others.

Many organisations experience multiple issues and opportunities that can only be fully understood
by those with brains well suited to that type of complexity — the technical specialists. In many
cases the traits that enable these experts to develop their specialist knowledge and abilities are
the same traits that may make it difficult for them to mount persuasive arguments about their
insights to management or non-technical peers.

It could even be argued that there is an inverse relationship between a person’s ability to
understand highly complex rules-based systems, and their ability to communicate about the
resulting insights with neurotypical staff.

As a result, technical specialists may feel that they’re not listened to because, although they have
very good ideas, their communication style means they put forward those ideas in ways that don’t
make a great deal of sense to senior leaders, so don’t get supported.

This can, in turn, result in decision-makers not adequately learning of, or understanding, critical
complex issues and associated risks, potentially adversely impacting the organisation’s ability to
achieve its aims.

Addressing this communication challenge could significantly enhance the value organisations gain
from some of their most highly skilled specialist staff.
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4.6.4.2 About technical specialists in organisations

Many people with high-level expertise in highly complex rules-based systems may or may not have
autism (but usually do), may or may not be aware of their autism, and may or may not feel safe
disclosing their condition (Lindsay et al, 2021) within their organisation.

In response, the term “technical specialists” has been selected as a sufficiently encompassing (and,
to some degree, deliberately ambiguous) alternative to a term such as “respected experts in highly
complex rules-based system who are likely to have mild forms of autism”.

The technical specialists referred to are generally very intelligent, very skilled, very knowledgeable
and, in many cases, very well paid. They’re usually not an especially disadvantaged group as such,
but the communications issues described do cause challenges for both individuals and
organisations.

On the basis of this, a strong case can be mounted that the return on investment (Rol) for
addressing communication gaps between technical specialists and neuro-typical staff at all levels
would be overwhelmingly positive.

Additionally, it should be remembered that addressing communication gaps is only one of many
interventions that could be implemented within organisations. Further interventions are outlined
in Section 4.6.8 — “Context — Parts of the broader solution” on page 62, below.

4.6.5 Course components

4.6.5.1 Course overview
This is a basic outline of the key components of the course;
Introduction.

b. How neurotypicals communicate, and how that is different from how technical people
communicate.

About non-verbal communication — in neurotypical and autistic cohorts.

An introduction to Theory of Mind, its importance, its nature and how to develop it.

An introduction to Intellectual Humility, its importance, its nature and how to develop it.
The principles of good communication (with neurotypicals).

The practices of good communication (with neurotypicals).

> 0 S~ o Qo O

What makes a message persuasive, and the messages that neurotypicals respond to.

Written communication practices
j. In-person presentation practices
k. How to improve further

l.  Conclusions

4.6.6 Course principles

However the course is designed and / or created, some key principles should be considered
throughout;

a. The aim is to build organisational value

o From the perspective of the organisation, the main aim of the course is to build
value for the organisation by developing new ways to obtain higher value from
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neurodiverse staff. With organisational value understood and proven, the
willingness to invest in obtaining this value is expected to increase proportionately.

o Increasing the real and perceived value of the expertise of neurodiverse staff will
then result in higher value for the individual affected members of staff.

b. Recognise the valuable differences

o Recognise that significant differences exist among staff, and these can be an asset
for both the organisation and affected staff.

c. Focus on the strengths

o First, start with an assumption of the level 1 autistic cohort having different ability,
and at times abnormally strong abilities in some select areas, rather than focusing
on the neurotypical focus areas usually leant on for communications skills.

d. Base on robust evidence
o The initiative should focus on identifying and/or building a robust evidence base.

o Where a sufficient evidence base does not yet exist, solutions and practices
developed should be fully in line with available evidence (i.e.: not contract evidence
available).

e. Create a practical result

o A core aim of the course should be to create a course with well-designed core
messages / education focus areas which can realistically be implemented in the
workplace.

o Where complex organisational changes are needed, the changes should be clear,
realistic and guided to implementation.

4.6.7 Steps to create the course

There are many parts of this proposed course that are not covered by existing practices or peer
reviewed research in the field.

So what’s needed is to create new practices, quite possibly based on new research and new
theories of learning that are specifically tailored to the “technical specialist” cohort.

Many of the assertions made above for inclusions and prerequisites of the course are based on
logical extrapolations from existing research and practice, and some is outright figured out
effectively on the fly.

What’s needed from here is the guidance, insights and creation by specialist researchers in the
field to explore the ideas, design practical paths forward and, if necessary, re-design the course to
achieve its objectives.

4.6.7.1 Areas requiring further research for comms for technical specialists
Specifically, research is needed to re-examination these areas;
a. What constitutes good communication with a neurotypical cohort

o ldeally re-examined by a communications expert through multiple theoretical
perspectives, working closely with a specialising psychologist.

b. Which parts of the frameworks of good communications the autistic cohort is going to be
able to work through

o Requires the expertise of a psychologist who specialises in autism
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Whether the asserted links from emotional awareness to Theory of Mind to Intellectual
Humility stand up to academic scrutiny.

Whether the asserted methods to teach Theory of Mind to people with Level 1 autism
stand up to academic scrutiny.

To achieve these, an initiative will need to be created to drive high-level research expertise
to design key aspects of the course.

o Many parts of this course have, to this point, proven challenging to create because
not much has been done in this specialist realm in the past.

o It'simportant, therefore, to engage high-level experts in the field to design new
approaches.

o Potentially, this may include new research in areas of autism and communication,
covering areas such as;

= the prerequisites for gopod communication beyond those that assume
intuitive understanding of human emotions

= How Theory of Mind could best be taught to adults with Level 1 autism,
using a functionalist approach more suited to that cohort, rather than an
existing emotion-focused approach.

= How Theory of Mind can be used as a path to achieve Intellectual
Humility.
= How Intellectual Humility can be used to help people with Level 1 autism

to understand other people’s perspectives, expertise, value, and
communication methods.

4.6.8 Context — Parts of the broader solution

It’s important to note that an education / training course would only fill part of the need. The
course would need to be created in parallel with other initiatives, such as;

a.

Complementary skills workshops (see Section 2.12.1 on page 16, above) and xxxxx (see
Section 0 on page 16, above) to make use of different brains — connecting people experts
with technical experts to create results greater than ever could have been developed
individually.

Leadership education in the nature and value of autistic staff (along with other forms of
neurodiversity and diversity in general).
Addressing career progression obstacles for technical experts not suited to people
management.
Individualised expert coaching to understand and address the individual challenges those
in the cohort may experience.
Updating workplace adjustments to better integrate non-neurotypical cohorts.

o Implementing “reasonable” adjustments to existing (neurotypical) workplace

practices is generally low cost, and has a significant positive impact on autistic

employees work without detrimental impact on non-autistic staff (Petty et al,
2022).
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4.7 Intellectual humility

4.7.1 Summary

A person with intellectual humility recognises that their beliefs might be wrong, and understands
that other people can know considerably more than them in important fields.

When practiced well, intellectual humility opens people up to learning, improvement, and positive
cooperation.

The absence of intellectual humility can lead to failure to learn, higher susceptibility to
demonstratively false beliefs, and team tension. If someone won’t accept correction, then there’s
nothing to stop them believing anything they want to believe, no matter how ludicrous.

Intellectual humility is an important trait to seek and develop in both individuals and
organisations.

4.7.2 About intellectual humility

Most of us have encountered someone at some point who just can’t grasp that they might be
wrong — on anything. We may have even drawn the connection between that trait and the
likelihood that they’re completely wrong.

Around 2015 a number of papers started to be published that began to prove what appears to be
missing in such a world view — Intellectual Humility.

Intellectual humility describes “the degree to which people recognise that their beliefs might be
wrong” (Leary et al, 2017), how well they can “recognise one’s intellectual shortcomings”
(Dykhuis, 2024). People with intellectual humility are more open than others to revising their
views, respect for other's viewpoints, lack intellectual overconfidence, are more willing to change
their views when confronted with convincing evidence (Plohl & Musil, 2023), and are better at
mastering new fields than those without (Porter et al, 2020).

People with intellectual humility have a deep awareness that they are fallible, that other people
are likely to know more than them on important topics, and that there will be many occasions
when the best thing they can do is to be quiet and learn from the considered views of others.

Intellectual humility is a critical component of wise reasoning which, in turn, enables people to see
things within a larger context, with flexibility, self-reflection and thoughtfulness (Grosman et al,
2016).

It’s also notable that intellectual humility is a stronger predictor of trust in science than either
education or intelligence (Plohl & Musil, 2023).

People with low intellectual humility are more likely to be convinced that they are in possession of
the one “Truth” —in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary (Robson, 2019), they’re
more likely to react badly to people expressing different views, are less willing to negotiate or
compromise (Leary et al, 2017) and, consequently, are more prone to conflict.

Importantly, people low in intellectual humility are more likely to be wrong. They’re unable to
accept input that would otherwise improve or refine their understandings. They’re not open to
exploring the logical inconsistencies of their arguments, and are more likely to ignore the expert
opinion that could have otherwise help them to develop a more well-founded understanding.
Developing ourselves as individuals requires intellectual humility.

Building productive teams requires intellectual humility.
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In fact, it’s hard to think of human situations that would not be helped by a dash of intellectual
humility — from personal development and learning to corporate design, business delivery and
team productivity, and on to political leadership and diplomatic negotiation. Intellectual humility is
a critical trait in all human endeavours.

4.7.3 Psychological safety

When teams are made up of people with different levels of expertise in the same field
(expertness), some experiments show that psychological safety can make performance worse if
team conflict remains low (Martins et al, 2013), in spite of the raised psychological safety.

A likely explanation for this unexpected result is that if everyone has an equal ability to speak up
regardless of their expertise, with no greater weight added to those with high levels of expertise in
the negative field, such flattening regardless of quality of knowledge can damage team
performance. Some measures of psychological safety may potentially fail to properly account for
understanding of, and respect for, expertise. In its extreme form, this particular issue is
reminiscent of the Dunning-Kreuger effect (Kruger & Dunning, 1999).

4.7.4 Intellectual humility in teams

In addition to being a critical attribute for individuals, intellectual humility is also critical for social
interaction and the effective operation of teams. For every team, for every organisation, for every
complex area of understanding, people need to be able to work together. Working together well
requires a willingness to listen to others, to value the perspectives and expertise of others, to learn
from others, and to realise that we, ourselves, don’t have all the answers (i.e.: we’re not gods).
Working together well requires intellectual humility in all.

The alternative to intellectual humility in teams is, in short, failure. Closed-minded thinking, lack of
cooperation, conflict, and failure to realise the value that connection across disciplines or world
views can bring.

The practical manifestations of the challenges of low intellectual humility in teams have been
summarised by one researcher in the field as including “stubborn ignorance of the subject matter
of another discipline, superficiality in approaching the subject matter of another discipline and
failure to develop shared understandings of relevant concepts” (Snow, 2022).

4.7.5 The problem of autism and intellectual humility

Advocacy for the organisational criticality of people with Level 1 autism encounters a significant
obstacle when the need for intellectual humility in teams encounters the reduced likelihood of
people with autism actually having that trait.

| believe, however, that there is a solution.

4.7.5.1 A description of the problem

a. Most research into the foundational traits of intellectual humility point to emotion
regulation being a critical prerequisite skill (Jarvinen & Paulus, 2017).

b. By definition, people with autism are not particularly good at understanding other people’s
emotions (DSM-V definition of autism, American Psychiatric Society, 2015).

c. We can conclude, then, that people with autism probably won’t be too good at intellectual
humility. More on this conclusion;
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o Intellectual humility is dependent on emotional awareness, and people with autism
aren’t good at emotional awareness.

o From this, it’s a relatively small step to conclude that people with autism are
unlikely to be strong in intellectual humility.

o Caveat part 1: At this point, there doesn’t appear to be much (or any) research
directly investigating whether there is a correlation between autism and levels of
intellectual humility.

o Caveat part 2: Anecdotal indications, however, are that this is hypothesis is
probably true. Clearly, however, anecdotes do not constitute a robust double-blind
evidence base. More work is needed in this space.

d. So, we have an issue. Intellectual humility is critical for many situations, and people with
autism are critical for organisations, but people with autism don’t have the emotional
awareness that is the main currently known precondition for intellectual humility. So
people with autism are less likely than the general population to intuitively demonstrate
intellectual humility.

4.7.5.2 A hypothesised solution
a. | hypothesise that the link between intellectual humility and emotional awareness is not a
direct link. Theory of Mind is in the middle. Notes on this hypothesis;
o Thatis, intellectual humility is dependent on Theory of Mind.
o Theory of Mind is, in turn, dependent on emotional awareness (in most people).

b. Neurotypicals most likely develop their Theory of Mind at an early age from an intuitive
awareness of the different emotional states of others. Behind this assertion is;

o Most neurotypicals receive constant input about other people’s emotions when
they’re interacting with people. It happens without thinking, from a very early age.

They therefore develop Theory of Mind without specific training.

People with autism don’t have this foundation of emotional awareness so, |
hypothesise, don’t develop Theory of Mind to the same extent.

c. It has been known for some time that people with autism are not particularly strong at
Theory of Mind (e.g.: Baron-Cohen, 1991).

d. Research appears to indicate that while teaching Theory of Mind can be quite effective in
boosting the emotional awareness of people with autism (Holopainen et al, 2019), it’s
quite difficult to teach Theory of Mind to people with autism (Fletcher-Watson et al, 2014).
Researchers’ approach to this is to attempt to teach emotional awareness to people with
autism as a foundation for Theory of Mind.

e. | hypothesise that this approach is inefficient, ineffective, and entirely unnecessary.

f. It may be possible, instead, to teach theory of mind to people with Level 1 autism using a
functionalist approach. Some notes on this assertion;

o Thatis, help people with autism develop a deep understanding of the logical
construct of different minds.

o In particular, help people to understand that it is logically inconsistent that other
people would have an identical world view to you.
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o From that, and with some specific exercises exploring the concept’s implications,
it’s not a great step to realise that it would be logically inconsistent to assume that
other people’s experiences and knowledge is similar to your own.

o The stipulation of “Level 1 autism” is an important one. | have no reason to believe
that this approach would work as well for more significant forms of autism.

g. From here, using this method, it would be a relatively small step to teach intellectual
humility to people with Level 1 autism.

4.7.6 Some extra notes on intellectual humility
I've written a bit more about intellectual humility here; Intellectual Humility.

An extra piece of the puzzle;
To top it off, there is the problem of intellectual humility amongst people with autism.
Intellectual humility is a critical pre-requisite for working well in an MDT.

Most research in the area makes a solid case that that emotional awareness is an important
prerequisite for intellectual humility [?? Ref].

Low emotional awareness is a DSM-5 criteria for autism diagnosis (one way or another).
That, then, is a bit of an issue.

The people with the technical expertise that we need are, almost by definition, less likely than the
general population to have the intellectual humility needed to function productively in the MDTs
we need them to work well in.

But there is a solution.

That’s where the question of academic research comes in, and partnering with university
psychology research units.

In the absence of existing research (to the best of my knowledge) on the relationship between
intellectual humility and autism, in the descriptions below I've speculated about possible research
paths to address this particular issue.

A caveat
This is all my personal opinion, and is fully open to challenge.

I’'ve looked in to a fair bit of the research in this area, and have delved into parts with multiple
psychologists.

The opinions above are the result of those investigations.

My understanding is that the views I've expressed above are in line with the research, but cover
territory beyond that covered by existing research.

Checking with my psychologist colleagues has so far confirmed this and, although they’re generally
not enthused about the degree to which I've simplified (possibly even made simplistic) some quite
complex areas, they don’t disagree with my basic assertions.
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But informed opinions in agreement doesn’t amount to proof. What’s needed from here is to
explore and test the possibilities with a course such as this. Find out what works, create what
doesn’t already exist, and refine through testing and research.

4.7.7 Creating a course — intellectual humility for technical specialists
The aim:

Training for “technical specialist” staff on intellectual humility — what it is, why it’s valuable,
how to attain it, and how to practice it.

4.7.7.1 Notes
This course doesn’t currently exist anywhere.

Training in Intellectual Humility for “technical specialists” (people with behaviours similar to level
1 autism) would first require the development of “Theory of Mind” in the target cohort.

Creation of such a course would require academic research to re-examine the foundations of
Theory of Mind in people with Level 1 autism, and explore functionalist approaches to teach
Theory of Mind to people with Level 1 autism. There is currently little (if any) academic research in
this space (focusing on Level 1 autism, instead of Levels 2 & 3).

With a structure for teaching Theory of Mind, course design could then focus on how to teach
Intellectual Humility. There is some existing material on such training, although its suitability to
people with Level 1 autism is not currently known.
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5 Appendices

5.1 Supplementary notes

5.1.1 History of Complementary Skills — sources of the idea

Between 2013 and 2018 | developed a concept for the initiative lifecycle! which, | believed, could
solve a number of problems we were having where | worked.

| wasn’t successful. | couldn’t get people to understand the ideas.

Then, around 2018, someone suggested that | work with some expert communicators to figure out
how to best help them understand the concept | had developed. | did, we worked together well,
and the communicator came up with new ways to understand and communicate my ideas which |
hadn’t thought of before.

It worked.
Suddenly people understood the ideas, and started supporting the idea.

In 2020 | started to explore from a different angle the difficulty I’d been having with getting non-
technical people to understand my ideas.

I’d been on multiple communications courses to address these challenges, but with distinct lack of
success. The courses didn’t work for me. They tried to teach us to focus on things like people’s
body language, their emotional states and their personal and emotional perspectives.

This approach seemed to work for others in the course who weren’t like me, but it didn’t work like
me.

It was like they were telling colourblind people to just pay more attention to shades of green.

When | spoke to other technical people, they were even more dismissive of the courses than me.
They found them to be useless.

But the technical people are critical to organisations. Essential parts of the mission of most
organisations are achievable through the skills of people who can’t be understood by the rest of
the organisations.

This is a major risk for organisations, and a major problem for organisational cohesion and culture.

On 16" March 2021 (according to notes | found years later) | had an idea to build out the concept.

Almost every major advance in science, engineering, technology or chemistry happened
because someone was passionate about some previously obscure aspect.

Every piece of technology we depend on in our agency is made possible because we have
people who are passionate and knowledgeable about what we might see as minute
technical details.

But the traits that create that passion and knowledge — the traits we depend on so much —
effectively preclude the ability to communicate with the other 94% of the population.

1 For information on the initiative lifecycle, see www.chrismalcher.com and select “Business Architecture”
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We miss out on many of the insights our best experts have, because neither side is set up
to bridge that communication gaps.

We, as an organisation, and as a society, suffer, because we don’t know how to make use
of the passionate knowledge and skills we have in our mists.

We don’t know what critical insights are being screamed in frustration in private, and lost,
because the style of communication of the person with the insights doesn’t fit well with
the style of communication of senior decision-makers.

We need to help the six percent to communicate their ideas.

We also need to find ways to structure our organisation so that technical specialists are
managed by people who are not in that six percent, but who can communicate, and can
understand them. These people are rare, but they can be made more common by selecting
and educating the right people. | suspect this would be much easier than trying to teach
someone who can’t pick up on social queues to suddenly become aware of those queues
when communicating with an idiosyncratic senior stakeholder.

We won’t succeed in teaching people on the autism spectrum to communicate always, but
we might succeed in teaching them which communications techniques are, and are not,
likely to work, so that a subset of them will learn how to sit down for a few hours to plan
out a communications approach and produce a useful result —as opposed to sit down for a
few hours to plan out a communications approach, and become incredibly frustrated that
they can’t see a way to it work — and they’re all idiots, that’s the only reason why they can’t
understand this critical insight.

This concept developed over the subsequent two years, at which point | had the opportunity to
give the Complementary Skills presentation to senior staff in my organisation. I’'ve continued to
develop the idea from there, refining as | go in light of understandings and existing research.

5.1.2 Differences in organisational cultures — technical and neurotypical

The organisational cultures in areas with a majority of technical specialists are generally quite
different from other parts of organisations, but our management and education approaches
appear to be built on the assumption that the cultures, and appropriate learning approaches, are
identical across all parts of the organisation.

The author of this paper is on the autism spectrum, and as a result the content here is likely to
demonstrate some of the communication challenges referred to, including focusing on issues
which, with broader knowledge, are not productive focuses, including additional information
which clouds understanding (makes it more difficult for non-technical readers to turn the
information here, build understanding, and develop their own knowledge), and missing
perspectives which may shed additional light on the matter at hand. However, the mindset and
neurological makeup of the autism spectrum is what has led to the insights contained here. The
value of what is written came from a focus that reduced the readability of what is written.

5.1.3 How to explain non-technical communications to technical people
[?? Pending / incomplete. Do not include in released edition (yet). dhdhdh]

Non-technical people often understand the issue I'm trying to address [probably because they’ve
experienced, themselves, confusing detailed communication from technical people.
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Technical people, however, appear to be a different matter. Many don’t appear to appreciate that
there is a problem. The view appears to be that if we show business people ...??

Most people have a tendency to see areas they’re unfamiliar with as quite simple, and so
overestimate their understanding of those areas.

Political leaders often overestimate their understanding of complex social and economic issues, so
legislate for solutions which can even make things worse.

Business leaders often understate the complexity of, and overestimate their understanding of,
social issues, and the value of their insights of the field.

Non-technology people often believe they understand what’s important in technology fields, so
underestimate what it takes to make technology that works.

Technical people (in many disciplines) often underestimate the complexity of human
communications. They may try to communicate technical ideas by including most of what’s
technically important and, when a non-technical audience doesn’t quickly grasp their key points
buried in their detail, believe this gap in understanding must be due to a failure in the audience.

5.2 Additional notes for the presentation edition

When this information is presented in person, it’s possible to introduce a little more frivolity, and
comments that might not go down so well in written form (or in a recorded presentation).

I’ve recorded a few of those here.

5.2.1 Slide 2 - A group of people with a common trait

After introducing the Nobel Laurette’s, lauded writers, major award recipients and very well
regarded artists — “As you can see, this is clearly a bunch of underachievers”.

5.2.2 Slide 3 — A disaster that could have been avoided

“The problem was, and | say this as someone who studied engineering, that they attempted to
communicate the issue like engineers.”

5.3 Sharing and licensing
This work is available for use and sharing under Creative Commons license
e CCBY-NC-SA4.0

o CC-Creative Commons

o BY - Author attribution is required

o NC-Non-commercial sharing only

o SA — Adaptations must be shared under the same terms.

o See: www.creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0.

e Further information available at: www.creativecommons.org.

e The latest edition of the piece is available by going to www.chrismalcher.com and navigating
to “Complementary Skills”.
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