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Executive Summary 

The UK is entering a structural transition in workforce governance. For the first time, the 

country is preparing to move from voluntary disability reporting to mandatory, disaggregated 

neurodivergent pay gap reporting by 2027. 

The data driving this shift is unequivocal: 

• 28% pay gap for autistic workers 

• 20% pay gap for workers with learning difficulties 

• 30–40% overall employment rate for neurodivergent adults 

• 65% retention drop-off after one year 

These are not cultural issues. These are governance failures. 

For decades, organisations relied on voluntary pledges, ERGs, and goodwill-based inclusion 

strategies. The evidence now shows these measures have not closed the gap. They have not 

improved progression. They have not stabilised retention. They have not protected 

neurodivergent workers from appraisal bias, quartile clustering, or systemic invisibility. 

This governance paper examines fourteen structural fault lines that sit beneath the 

Neurodivergent Pay Gap. These fault lines span: 

• regulatory architecture 

• organisational governance 

• progression systems 

• appraisal bias 

• data integrity 

• intersectionality 

• digital exclusion 

• and the emerging role of AI-ready adjustment governance 

The central question is no longer whether the pay gap exists. It is whether the UK can 

continue to rely on voluntary, culture-based solutions when the structural inequity is this 

severe. 

NWAF™ argues that the answer lies in synthesis, not polarity. Regulation alone cannot fix 

culture. Culture alone cannot fix governance. Only a combined architecture — one that 

integrates mandatory reporting with voluntary redesign — can close the gap. 

This is the architecture NWAF™ has already built. 

Digital exclusion mirrors workplace exclusion. Systems built for the “standard user” — 

whether digital platforms, HR processes, or progression frameworks — create predictable 

disadvantage for anyone who falls outside that assumption. This is the hidden architecture 

beneath the Neuro Pay Gap: the unpaid cognitive labour required to navigate systems that 

were never designed for neurodivergent workers. 

The pay gap does not begin with pay. It begins with system design. 
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Fourteen Structural Fault Lines Driving the 

Neurodivergent Pay Gap 

1. When does a pay gap stop being a statistic and start becoming a governance 

failure? 

A 28% autistic pay gap is not a cultural oversight. It is a structural indicator that the system is 

misclassifying, mismanaging, and mis-progressing an entire workforce segment. Systems 

built for the “standard worker” convert every deviation into unpaid labour. 

2. If gender pay gap reporting is mandatory, what justifies excluding 

neurodivergent workers? 

The UK already mandates gender reporting. The absence of neurodivergent reporting is not a 

policy gap — it is a visibility gap. 

3. Does aggregated disability data protect organisations or hide inequity? 

A single “disability” category allows firms to mask a 30% autistic pay gap behind strong 

physical accessibility metrics. Aggregation is not inclusion. It is concealment. 

4. Can a 28% pay gap ever be explained without examining progression bias? 

The gap is not created at recruitment. It is created at appraisal. Progression systems reward 

performative neurotypical behaviour, not capability. The unpaid cognitive labour required to 

navigate these systems compounds into measurable disadvantage. 

5. Is the real problem the pay gap — or the appraisal system that creates it? 

If leadership potential is defined by eye contact, vocal dominance, and networking fluency, 

the pay gap is inevitable. The metric is not the failure. The system is. 

6. Does voluntary reporting create transparency, or does it create invisibility? 

Voluntary measures have produced a decade of silence. The absence of data is not neutrality 

— it is structural erasure. 

7. Can a firm claim inclusion if 65% of its neurodivergent staff leave after one 

year? 

Retention is the most honest metric of inclusion. A 65% drop-off is not a talent issue. It is a 

governance issue. 

8. Is a pay gap a number — or a symptom of structural exclusion? 
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The pay gap is not the disease. It is the diagnostic marker of deeper organisational pathology. 

Exclusion begins long before pay — in digital systems, HR processes, communication norms, 

and progression frameworks designed for a single archetype of worker. 

9. Does quartile clustering fix inequity or mathematically disguise it? 

When firms fear audit triggers, they shift employees between quartiles to “close” the gap on 

paper. This is not progression. It is manipulation. 

10. Can a taxonomy capture intersectionality without reinforcing bias? 

An autistic woman of colour with ADHD and dyspraxia cannot be reduced to a single audit 

category. Rigid taxonomies risk flattening complexity into compliance. 

11. Does mandatory reporting create discovery shock or necessary visibility? 

Discovery shock is not harm. It is the first honest look at the system. 

12. Can culture fix what governance refuses to measure? 

You cannot close a gap you refuse to quantify. Culture cannot compensate for structural 

blindness. 

13. Is the cognitive dividend real if the progression gap remains untouched? 

Organisations celebrate neurodivergent innovation while simultaneously blocking 

neurodivergent progression. This is not a dividend. It is extraction. The cognitive dividend 

cannot be claimed while the cognitive tax remains unpaid. 

14. Are we measuring inequity — or documenting it? 

A reporting system that captures inequity without correcting it becomes a museum of failure. 

Measurement must lead to governance, not archiving. 

Closing Reflection 

The shift from voluntary disability reporting to mandatory neurodivergent pay gap reporting 

is not a policy update. It is a structural redefinition of how equity is measured, governed, and 

enforced in the UK workforce. 

The question that lingers long after the data is published is this: 

Are we building reporting systems to pass an audit — or governance systems strong 

enough to hold the full weight of human diversity? 

The Neuro Pay Gap is not created by pay decisions. It is created by systems designed for the 

standard worker — systems that require neurodivergent employees to perform additional, 

invisible labour simply to access the same opportunities. 
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Digital accessibility has already shown us the pattern: when design excludes, inequity 

compounds. Workforce governance is no different. 

Watch your taxonomies. Watch your progression systems. Watch your retention curves. 

Because the future of neuro-inclusion will be built not on pledges, but on architecture. 

 


