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Executive Summary

ADHD is relatively common in the workforce, estimated to affect approximately 3.5% of workers
globally.i Given its high prevalence, it is likely that employers will encounter employees with
ADHD. Understanding and addressing the impact of ADHD on work performance can benefit both
employers and employees. The workplace is argued to have the most significant impact on the
quality of life for adults with ADHD. Access to effective workplace support can reduce individual
burden, enhance job satisfaction, and improve overall well-being. By fostering a supportive,
inclusive, and responsive work environment, employers can maximize the strengths of ADHD

employees and mitigate the challenges, benefiting both the employee and the organization.

e Adults with ADHD are 61% more likely to have been fired, 33% more likely to be laid off,
and 53% more likely to quit their job than those without ADHD (Kuriyan, et al., 2013)

e Adults with ADHD are 20% less likely to be employed and earn an average of 16% less
than their counterparts (Biederman, et al., 2006)

e Adults with ADHD also have higher rates of unemployment or part-time employment and
change jobs more frequency (Kuriyan et al, 2013).

Creating a supportive and inclusive workplace environment can have a significant impact on
motivation and job satisfaction among neurodiverse employees, which in turn is likely to promote
engagement and improve performance.ii Workplace accommodations can further aid in
maximizing the employment and retention of employees with ADHD while also proving to be
cost-effective for employers. Workplace accommodations are typically low cost and cheaper than
the cost of employee turnover.iii Employers often report positive returns on investment, including
increased retention and productivity, along with cost savings related to reduced turnover.

By providing effective workplace supports, organizations can significantly enhance productivity,
leading to increased company morale and team efficiency. A motivating and supportive
environment that accommodates their needs and strengths can significantly reduce impairments in

the workplace and maximize potential, contributing to overall organizational performance.’
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Introduction

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is the most common neurodevelopmental
disorder in children and adults, affecting 3-5% of adults and 5-9% of children or 1.8 million
Canadians.” ADHD symptoms can be characterized by pervasive symptoms of attention
dysregulation, hyperactivity, and impulsivity; however, hyperactivity and impulsivity maybe less
externalized in those diagnosed with inattentive ADHD. Once believed to primarily affect children
and adolescents, ADHD is now widely recognized as a lifespan disorder with symptoms persisting
into adulthood."" While some ADHD symptoms may diminish or improve over time, most adults
with ADHD continue to experience a range of symptoms and functional impairments in multiple
life domains, including employment."!"

Research on labour market outcomes consistently indicate lower occupational functioning among
adults with ADHD relative to their non-ADHD peers. These include higher rates of unemployment
and underemployment,” less job stability,* lower annual incomes,* and greater dependency on
social assistance.X Adults with ADHD are also 60% more likely to have their employment
terminated and 30% more likely to report chronic employment issues." Within the workplace,
ADHD has been shown to have significant impacts on work performance and productivity. A study
by the World Health Organization found that workers with ADHD have an average of 8.4. excess
days of absence, 21.7 days of decreased work output, and 13.6 days associated with reduced work
quality per year, resulting in a total of 22.1 excess days of lost role performance.XV In the United
States, the impact of adult ADHD on workforce productivity is substantial, with over 120 million
lost work days attributed to ADHD annually*¥ and an economic cost estimated to range from $87-

$138 billion per year.X"!

ADHD is relatively common in the workforce, estimated to affect approximately 3.5% of workers
globally.'" Given its high prevalence, it is likely that employers will encounter employees with
ADHD. Understanding and addressing the impact of ADHD on work performance can benefit both
employers and employees. The workplace is argued to have the most significant impact on the
quality of life for adults with ADHD. Access to effective workplace support can reduce individual

burden, enhance job satisfaction, and improve overall well-being. By fostering a supportive,
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inclusive, and responsive work environment, employers can maximize the strengths of ADHD

employees and mitigate the challenges, benefiting both the employee and the organization.

ADHD and Executive Functioning

ADHD is often accompanied by impairments in executive functioning, leading to its increasing
recognition as an executive function deficit disorder.*'"" Executive functions encompass a range of
higher-level skills crucial for successful functioning in daily life, including attention, planning,
organization, task initiation, time management, working memory, processing speed, emotional
regulation, and self-awareness.”™ This can effect the ability to stay focused, to remain organized,
to efficiently plan, initiate and complete a task, process and recall information, manage time
effectively and meet deadlines, and to navigate interpersonal relationships. Research consistently
demonstrates the significance of impaired executive functions in individuals with ADHD, and it is
commonly believed that many of its primary symptoms and functional implications result from
these deficits.” Studies indicate that as many as 86-98% of adults with ADHD show notable
deficits in multiple executive functions, with these deficits interacting and adversely affecting one

another.™

While everyone may encounter challenges in these areas occasionally, those with ADHD
experience numerous and significantly more debilitating problems with executive functioning,
which cause persistent difficulty executing a wide array of tasks and often interfere with daily
life " In relation to occupational functioning, studies suggest that ADHD is more impairing than
other chronic physical and psychiatric disorders, likely due to the range of executive functions
affected with ADHD and the reliance of these skills in the workplace.™" Impaired executive
functioning may further be compounded by the presence of comorbidities:*" ADHD often co-
occurs with mood, anxiety, personality, and substance use disorders, and as many as 80% of adults
with ADHD have at least one co-occurring disorder.* However, like other neurodevelopmental
disorders; ADHD is a spectrum disorder with significant variation in symptom severity, domains
of impairment, and the degree of functional impairment among those affected. "' Individuals with
ADHD may be impaired in one or more executive functions, and thus may experience few, many,

or most symptoms of executive dysfunction.
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ADHD in the Workplace

Although many people with ADHD are likely to encounter some challenges in the workplace, not
all symptoms of ADHD are linked to deficits or functional impairments. Symptoms of ADHD can
also be associated with various strengths that enable individuals to excel in specific environments
despite facing challenges in others. ! How ADHD impacts job performance is likely to depend
on several factors: the type and severity of symptoms, the suitability of the job with an individual’s
strengths, and whether strategies are successfully implemented to mitigate weaknesses. It is
therefore beneficial for the employee and employer to understand how supporting impairments

caused by ADHD and maximizing strengths increases job performance and satisfaction.

Strengths in the Workplace

Divergent thinking and creativity

Studies have found that individuals with ADHD tend to be more creative compared to their non-
ADHD peers. il This creative ability is closely linked to divergent thinking and novelty seeking.
Divergent thinking refers to the capacity to generate multiple ideas or solutions for a given
problem, as well as the ability to develop original or novel ideas.*™* High divergent thinking among
adults with ADHD is correlated with impulsivity, which enables more spontaneous and
unconstrained thinking. Individuals with ADHD are more likely to think outside the box and
can be highly innovative, as they tend to be more willing to consider unconventional or novel
ideas, take risks, and embrace uncertainty and ambiguity. They often excel in brainstorming and
creative problem-solving, and many people with ADHD find success in jobs that require

innovativeness and creativity, such as roles in the arts, design, advertising, and marketing.

Hyperfocus

While individuals with ADHD may have trouble focusing on certain tasks, they are able to
hyperfocus on others. Hyperfocus refers to extended periods of intense focus, sometimes described
as a state of flow where one is fully immersed in a task or project and tunes out their
surroundings. ' People with ADHD often experience hyperfocus when engaged in activities or
projects of interest, or those they find rewarding. ' Many also experience improved concentration

in highly stimulating or motivating environments and excel in high-stress situations, such as during
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a crisis or under the pressure of a deadline. The ability to hyperfocus can be an asset in the
workplace that enables employees with ADHD to work with exceptional efficiency and increased

productivity.

Workplace Challenges

Attention Dysregulation

Attention dysregulation, or the inability to regulate one’s attention, is characterized by difficulties
in under-focusing, over-focusing, shifting focus and the ability to prioritize focus on what is
important. Individuals with ADHD may excel in concentrating on highly stimulating or engaging
projects, but often struggle to sustain focus on less stimulating tasks. They often require a higher
level of stimulation to maintain motivation and consistent task engagement. Repetitive and
monotonous tasks can be particularly challenging for individuals with ADHD, as under-
stimulation leads to boredom and frustration (Barkley, 2013). Attention dysregulation also
manifests as distractibility. Individuals with ADHD tend to be hypersensitive to their environment,
making them more prone to experiencing distractions. They may have difficulty filtering out
external stimuli, such as noise or movement, as well as internal distractions like daydreaming.
Staying focused and actively engaging in meetings can also be challenging, as lack of stimulation
can lead to restlessness and difficulty maintaining focus can hinder their ability to follow
discussions and maintain a train of thought. Distractibility is among the most prevalent workplace
challenges for employees with ADHD, with one study reporting that 63% stated that difficulty
ignoring distractions significantly impacts their productivity and participation at work. Attentional
issues also contribute to errors, lack of attention to detail, difficulty following instructions,

challenges with task completion, and difficulty managing workload.

Organization and Time Management

Adults with ADHD often struggle with poor organization skills, resulting in difficulty managing
materials, tasks, and time effectively. Employees with ADHD may have trouble recalling and
following multistep instructions, remembering important details, or keeping track of documents
and important dates. Impaired working memory can also impede the ability to formulate plans and
properly prioritize, which can make managing large projects, multiple tasks and competing

deadlines, particularly challenging for employees with ADHD.**il They may have trouble
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identifying the steps needed to complete a task or project, scheduling work by priority or
importance, accurately estimating how long a task will take, and allocating their time efficiently.
Difficulty planning and prioritizing can also create barriers to task initiation, as they may have
trouble determining where or how to begin, which tasks to focus on and when, often leading to
frustration and overwhelm. Poor planning is often compounded by problems sustaining attention
and focus, which can make it difficult to follow through on set plans, adhere to a schedule,

complete projects without digressing to other tasks, and effectively manage timelines.

Social Skills and Emotion Regulation

In addition to functional impairments, employees with ADHD often incur social and emotional
challenges in the workplace. Successful social interactions require an attentiveness to unfolding
dynamics and self-awareness of one’s impact on others. For many adults with ADHD, symptoms
can manifest as poor social skills and hinder the development and maintenance of positive
relationships with colleagues. For instance, ADHD and executive functioning impairment
symptoms can result in frequent interrupting, excessive talking, monopolizing discussions, and
being overly blunt, which may lead colleagues to perceive them as thoughtless or abrasive.
Symptoms of inattentiveness and distractibility may be perceived as a lack of engagement or
rudeness when colleagues with ADHD appear distracted or seemingly not listening when spoken
t0. XV Chronic difficulties with forgetfulness, disorganization, and time management can make it
difficult for employees for ADHD to work effectively with colleagues and may lead to conflict
with supervisors. Executive functioning difficulties may be perceived as a lack of disciple or
unprofessionalism, leading to frustration and resentment over failure to follow through on

commitments and an over-reliance on team members. Y

ADHD is also associated with symptoms of poor emotional regulation, closely associated with
impulsivity.**¥' Emotional regulation refers to the ability to monitor and reflect on one’s own and
others’ emotions and to adapt one’s emotional response appropriately. "' Emotional reactivity,
and problems managing emotions such as frustration, irritability, and impatience, may lead to
strained relationships with colleagues and difficulty managing conflict constructively. Vil
Employees with ADHD often describe a hypersensitivity to criticism and failure leading to

discouragement and demotivation, negatively impacting their work performance and
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psychological well-being.**™ Functional, affective, and social challenges in the workplace
contribute to low self-esteem and high levels of stress among employees with ADHD, as well as
an increased risk for exhaustion and burnout.X! Research indicates that employees with ADHD may
be more susceptible to stress-related illness: one study reported that 24% of employees on long-

term sick leave due to stress-related illness met the diagnostic criteria for ADHD.

Benefits of Supporting ADHD in the Workplace

Creating a supportive and inclusive workplace environment can have a significant impact on
motivation and job satisfaction among neurodiverse employees, which in turn is likely to promote
engagement and improve performance.X" Studies indicate that employees with disabilities often
report lower levels of job satisfaction, perceive fewer opportunities for career advancement, and
experience a negative affect toward their workplace, including feelings of anger, contempt, guilt,
and distress.*'' Employees with ADHD often experience low self-confidence in the workplace and
describe a perceived lack of understanding or responsiveness to their needs as discouraging. "™
However, when employees perceive their workplace to be an inclusive environment, they report

feeling higher levels of empowerment and positive emotions such as enthusiasm.*'"

Workplace accommodations can further aid in maximizing the employment and retention of
employees with ADHD while also proving to be cost-effective for employers. Workplace
accommodations are typically low cost and cheaper than the cost of employee turnover." A recent
survey of 3,528 employers revealed that 49% of accommodations were made at zero cost, while
43% had an average one-time cost of $300.XV! Additionally, employers report positive returns on
investment, including increased retention and productivity, along with cost savings related to
reduced turnover: 85% reported accommodations resulted in retaining a valued employee, 53%
reported increased productivity, and 46% stated that having made an accommodation eliminated

the expenses associated with training a new employee. X!

By providing effective workplace supports, organizations can significantly enhance productivity,

leading to increased company morale and team efficiency.V'" A motivating and supportive
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environment that accommodates their needs and strengths can significantly reduce impairments in

the workplace and maximize potential, contributing to overall organizational performance.*™

Recommendations for Employers

There are several ways an employer can help foster a neurodiverse and inclusive workplace
environment. To start employers can implement neurodiverse hiring practices. This means
expanding your recruiting efforts to ensure you are reaching neurodiverse candidates; for example,
partnering with organizations and schools that have specific programs for neurodiverse
individuals. It is also important to adjust the interviewing process. This could include providing
interview questions prior to the interview, ensuring there is a quiet space to conduct the interview,
individual interviews instead of a large group or panel interviews, blocking off more time to
conduct the interview, and asking more direct questions relating to prior experience rather than

open-ended or vague questions.

Another important step to creating an inclusive and supportive workplace environment is
providing education and awareness training for employees. A great way to integrate neurodiversity
training is during the onboarding process. This ensures that all employees receive the necessary
information and support they need when first joining the company. For existing employees,
employers should provide additional training sessions throughout the year. Emphasis should be
placed on helping employees understand how to create a more inclusive environment and how to

support those with neurodiverse needs.

Finally, employers need to ensure they have retention policies that support neurodiverse
individuals. This can include offering mentor and coaching opportunities for neurodiverse
employees or creating peer support networks within your organization. Embracing and engaging
neurodiversity in the workplace can give organizations a competitive edge by increasing

innovation, productivity, and retention.
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