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What is 
neurodiversity?

• Neurodiversity is a term coined by Judy 
Singer (sociologist, Australia) in the 1990s 
to describe variation in human brain 
functions relating to sociability, learning, 
attention and mood

• Neurodiversity encompasses conditions 
such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). 
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD), Dyslexia and Developmental 
Coordination Disorder. 

• The term is designed to conceptualise 
these neurodevelopmental conditions as 
reflecting the ‘neurological diversity’ of the 
human brain rather than pathologising
difference.



Conditions 
often coexist

https://differentlywired.co.uk/what-is-neurodiversity





Early descriptions of 
‘neurodifference’.

• The Aphorisms of 
Hippocrates contain what 
is described as the oldest 
description of ADHD.

• He described people who 
had ‘ quickened response 
to sensory stimulus, but 
also less tenaciousness 
because the soul moves on 
quickly to the next 
impression’.

• He saw this as being 
caused by an ‘overbalance 
of fire over water’
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ADHD 
Characteristics

• Characterised by developmentally 
inappropriate levels of activity, impulsivity and 
inattention

• Underdiagnosis common – in Ireland diagnosis 
five-fold lower than prevalence



ASD: 
Characteristics

Triad of characteristics relating 
to:

• Social Interaction 

• Communication(verbal & 
non-verbal)

• Behaviour patterns & 
interests



ADHD prevalence estimates across three decades:
updated systematic review and meta-regression analysis

Polanczyk et al., Int J Epidemiol 2014; 43: 434-442

ADHD prevalence estimates as a function of year of study publication 

135 studies included

ADHD Prevalence
• 3-5%

• 30-50% of children referred to child 
psychiatry clinics have ADHD

• Diagnosed in males 3-4 times more 
often than in females

• Persists in 30-50% of patients into 
adolescence and adulthood (symptom 
profile may change)



ASD Prevalence

Apparent increase in 
prevalence:

? Real

? Increased Awareness

? Improved Diagnosis
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Causes?



Genetics 

•MZ:DZ concordance is 
high suggesting 
genetic influence is 
significant.

•This is reflected in 
these traits clustering 
in families.





Meta-analysis of functional fMRI studies in ADHD

Hart et al., Arch Gen Psychiatry 2013; 70: 185-98

21 data sets (287 patients with ADHD / 320 

controls

13 data sets (171 patients with ADHD / 178 

controls

Reduced activation in inhibitory networksReduced / increased activation in attentional 

networks



Outcomes





Outcomes in Higher Education



What can I 
do?



https://www.neurodiversityhub.org/


