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Editorial

‘i autism

Neurodiversity: An insider’s perspective

The neurodiversity movement has historically been led
by and composed of autistic and other neurodivergent
advocates and activists, with little involvement from neu-
rotypical stakeholders. Now, as the neurodiversity move-
ment gains traction within the wider autism community,
we are beginning to see a positive shift in attitudes
towards autism in neurotypical stakeholders. Strengths-
based approaches to intervention and support are increas-
ingly accepted as best practice, and treatment goals are
increasingly focused on issues of key concern for the
autistic community, as opposed to the normalisation of
autistic people. The activism of neurodiversity advocates
has gained recognition from leading autism researchers
(Nicolaidis, 2012; Pellicano and Stears, 2011), and the
neurodiversity paradigm informs the work of collabora-
tive research teams such as the US-based Academic
Autistic Spectrum Partnership in Research and Education
(AASPIRE), Australia’s Cooperative Research Centre
for Living with Autism (Autism CRC) and the United
Kingdom’s Centre for Research in Autism and Education
(CRAE).

But as with any social justice movement, the neurodi-
versity movement is not without critics. As an advocate
of the neurodiversity paradigm, I welcome informed and
respectful debate regarding my beliefs and activism. The
neurodiversity movement is, arguably, still in its infancy.
Dishearteningly, though, as more members of the autism
community become aware of the neurodiversity move-
ment, I find myself encountering not nuanced and sophis-
ticated criticism, but instead a swathe of misinformed
arguments against a fictional conceptualisation of ‘neu-
rodiversity’ that is not the paradigm to which I subscribe.
Misinformation about neurodiversity is perhaps com-
pounded by the proliferation of autism researchers, pro-
fessionals, parents and even autistic people adopting
what has been described as ‘neurodiversity lite’
(Neumeier, 2018): employing the rhetoric of the neurodi-
versity movement without fully understanding the
assumptions that are the foundation of the neurodiversity
paradigm. While it is encouraging to see the wider autism
community embracing the concept of neurodiversity, in
order to truly facilitate the evolution of the neurodiver-
sity movement, it is vital that all its proponents — and, just
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as importantly, critics —have a deep and nuanced under-
standing of its key assumptions.

In my experience (and that of other advocates, e.g.,
Ryskamp, 2016), criticism of neurodiversity is often based
in myths or misconceptions about the movement and its
aims. Here, I aim to debunk some of the misunderstand-
ings of the neurodiversity movement that I have encoun-
tered most frequently.

First, a common criticism is the claim that the neurodi-
versity paradigm frames autism as a difference and a cul-
tural identity, but not a disability (e.g., Jaarsma and Welin,
2012). This is seen by critics as a weakness of neurodiver-
sity, as they assert that (for at least some autistic people),
autism is clearly a disability. Critics may be pleasantly sur-
prised to learn that I agree with them — autistic people are,
very often, disabled. This statement, though, is not incon-
sistent with the assumptions of the neurodiversity para-
digm. Within the neurodiversity movement, autism is
conceptualised using the social model of disability. Under
this model, disability is seen as resulting from a poor fit
between the (physical, cognitive or emotional) characteris-
tics of a given individual and the characteristics of their
social context. A person is disabled not by their impair-
ment, but by the failure of their environment to accommo-
date their needs (Oliver, 1996). In other words, disability
results not from autism itself but instead from living in a
society which tends to be physically, socially and emotion-
ally inhospitable towards autistic people.

Admittedly, the social model of disability is not a pana-
cea for all disabilities, and there are clearly some impair-
ments (e.g., chronic pain) that cannot be easily ameliorated
by providing a more accommodating environment. These
impairments may be more appropriately conceptualised
through an alternative model, such as the social-relational
model of disability! (Reindal, 2008). That said, though,
most advocates within the neurodiversity movement are
proponents of the social model of disability, as this model
describes well the experiences of many autistic people.
Even for those autistic people with the highest support
needs, disability often can be minimised or avoided through
environmental change and the provision of appropriate
assistive tools. Importantly, to minimise disability for autis-
tic people, both the physical AND social environments
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require change, as attitudinal barriers to inclusion and
acceptance are often significant. Providing a non-speaking
autistic person with an alternative method of communica-
tion may give them a voice, but they will only truly stop
being disabled when others listen.

This brings me to a second criticism of the neurodi-
versity movement — the argument that the neurodiversity
paradigm can only be appropriately applied to autistic
people with lower support needs, often described as
being ‘high functioning’, as those with higher support
needs (described as ‘low functioning’) are generally
considered by critics to be too significantly disabled to
be included in the neurodiversity movement (Jaarsma
and Welin, 2012; see also Fenton and Krahn, 2007). This
critique appears to overlook an aspect of the autistic
experience that many autistic people acknowledge but is
often absent from the academic literature, that is, the
considerable variation and fluctuation in both capability
and capacity that autistic people experience. An autistic
person may, for example, experience substantial impair-
ment in one specific skill, but excel in another (perhaps
closely related) skill, or may be perfectly able to perform
a particular skill one day, only to find ourselves incapa-
ble of the same task on the next day. To dichotomise
autistic people as ‘high functioning’ and ‘low function-
ing’ not only serves to erase these individual variations
in ability, but can also be used to restrict access to sup-
port for those deemed ‘high functioning’, and to deny
autonomy and agency to those deemed ‘low function-
ing’. Furthermore, the phrase ‘low functioning’ serves to
lower expectations and, by extension, limit a person’s
opportunities for success. Even if we were to set aside
the belief that an individual is disabled by their social
environment and instead adopt the medical model’s
assumption that disability is inherent to an individual, it
would arguably remain preferable to presume compe-
tence (i.e., to assume that a person has a given capability
unless there is clear evidence to the contrary) and thereby
provide an opportunity for achievement, rather than to
presume incapacity and thereby stifle development.

One key assumption of the neurodiversity paradigm is
that all forms of neurological diversity are valuable, and
that such diversity should be respected as a natural form
of human variation (Walker, 2012). As such, neurodiver-
sity explicitly includes all autistic and neurodivergent
people, including those with the highest support needs.
Indeed, their voices are some of the most influential
within the neurodiversity movement (e.g., Sequenzia,
2012), although admittedly these voices are a minority
within the advocacy community — just like in autism
research and practice more broadly. This under-represen-
tation should not be interpreted as an indication that
autistic people with high support needs are not valued by
the neurodiversity movement, but instead reflects the
work required to increase accessibility for people with

high support needs across the autism community more
generally. Perhaps the under-representation of autistic
people with high support needs in the advocacy com-
munity can be attributed, at least in part, to the pre-
sumption within the wider community that such people
are incapable of advocacy, and are therefore not given
the means, support, self-belief or opportunities needed
in order to be heard.

A third criticism of the neurodiversity movement is
that framing autism through the neurodiversity paradigm
implies that autistic people do not require support, as
neurodiversity would supposedly have us believe that
autism 1is ‘just a natural variation’ (Jaarsma and Welin,
2012: 27, emphasis added). As already discussed, neuro-
diversity advocates generally consider autism to be both
a natural variation and a disability. Advocates therefore
concurrently campaign for acceptance and respect for
autistic people as valuable members of society and also
fight for appropriate support and services to meet the
needs of the autistic community. Conflict between critics
and neurodiversity advocates in the debate over support
and interventions tends to centre on the end goal of such
interventions. Critics often (either explicitly or implic-
itly) promote reducing or eliminating autistic traits as a
key priority of intervention, and despite claims to the
contrary (Jaarsma and Welin, 2015), many interventions
for autism continue to have the reduction of core autism
characteristics as their goal (see French and Kennedy,
2018). In contrast, the autistic community calls for ser-
vices aimed at improving subjective quality of life and
well-being while respecting and preserving autistic ways
of being and, importantly, provided at the request and
with the consent? of the autistic person in question.

In only a few decades, much progress has been made
within the autism community. The autistic community has
been tenacious in their advocacy, and in response, the
research community has begun to reject long-held patholo-
gising paradigms about autism. As an autistic autism
researcher, I am encouraged to see the divide between my
two communities being slowly breached. To build on this
progress, it is vital that we begin to produce research that
is informed by a sophisticated and nuanced understanding
of the neurodiversity paradigm. But how best can we
achieve this level of understanding? We turn to those with
the insiders’ perspective on the neurodiversity paradigm,
the community who created the paradigm and live by its
values every day, and we work inclusively and collabora-
tively alongside those who our research stands to impact
most — the autistic community.

Notes

1. The social-relational model conceptualises disability as a
combination of personal and social effects resulting from
impairments, and social restrictions resulting from social
barriers, which together function as oppression.
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2. Not all autistic people are able to explicitly request or con-
sent to certain supports or to make independent and fully
informed decisions about the most appropriate supports to
meet their needs. However, arguably the vast majority of
autistic people are capable of having input, at some level,
into decisions about the services that they receive — for
example, all people can indicate their likes and dislikes,
whether through speech, alternative methods of communi-
cation or behaviour. Regardless of the level at which they
are able to engage in service planning, autistic people should
be supported to contribute to these decisions to the fullest
of their capabilities and their input should be respected and
used to guide provision of supports.
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