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Praise for Bridging the Gap


“Bridging the Gap provides readers with invaluable resources on how to support a neurodivergent workforce. Judson’s use of strengths-based language when describing neurodivergent professionals emphasizes how important it is for managers to support neurodivergent colleagues across the hiring cycle, from the initial job description to onboarding and beyond. While this book is particularly helpful for hiring managers, college and university career centers, and neurodivergent individuals, it will also be incredibly helpful for anyone wishing to broaden their knowledge of supporting and retaining diverse candidates across all industry sectors.”


—LAUREN A. BURROWS, M.Ed., director, Saint Anselm College Career Development Center


“As the father of a twenty-four-year-old son with autism and cochair of Friends of South Florida Autism, I’ve spent over twenty years navigating the complex and often misunderstood world of neurodiversity. Bridging the Gap is an invaluable resource filled with actionable insights to help both employers and neurodivergent employees succeed in the workplace. This book offers a clear, thoughtful roadmap for organizations seeking to build more inclusive, productive environments and fully tap into the unique strengths of this talented population. Having spent thirty-plus years in the corporate world, I know that onboarding is still an inconsistent practice with too much variability, so the recommendations in this book will benefit neurotypical individuals, too. I wholeheartedly recommend this guide to employers, parents, educators, and anyone committed to fostering meaningful inclusion.”


—JOSE “JOE” L. MIR, cochair, Friends of South Florida Autism, and CEO, Mir Strategic Solutions


“Bridging the Gap is an excellent and concise guide to the world of work for neurodivergent employees and job seekers, managers who supervise neurodivergent team members, and organizations that employ neurodivergent staff. Judson provides practical advice concerning the recruitment, onboarding, and supervision of neurodivergent individuals. The recommendations and strategies she provides are not only applicable to neurodivergent employees and their employers; any organization would benefit from implementing these practices across the board. Employers should work toward creating a neuro-inclusive environment both for the benefit of their employees and the many other rewards—such as increased productivity—that neuro-inclusivity brings to a business. This book is a useful guide to achieving a neuro-inclusive organization.”


—LAWRENCE E. SAUER, chief executive officer, League School for Autism


“As a coach for neurodiverse adults, I recommend Bridging the Gap for its invaluable and actionable insights. This book goes beyond theory, offering a practical, empathetic roadmap for both managers and employees navigating the complexities and strengths of neurodiversity in professional environments. Judson draws from her dual perspective as a successful corporate leader and a parent of neurodiverse children who have thrived in the workforce. Her unique lens brings authenticity and relevance to the strategies she presents. This guide resonates deeply with the experiences of the individuals I support, and I’ve seen firsthand how its tools and approaches can empower neurodivergent professionals to succeed.”


—JEAN SANDLER, MSW, senior clinical director, Association for Autism and Neurodiversity


“Lee Judson has a remarkable ability to meet individuals where they are, especially those who feel overlooked and those who are seeking guidance as they navigate the nuances of the workplace. In Bridging the Gap, Judson brings that same clarity, compassion, and strategic insight to the page. Blending lived experience with practical tools, she offers a timely and empowering guide for organizations ready to move from awareness to true inclusion. This is the playbook every forward-thinking leader needs.”


—ALISHA MAGNUS-LOUIS, chief strategy officer, The Los Angeles Tribune


“Bridging the Gap is a great way to start conversations with any company developing a program focused on the hiring, onboarding, and ongoing support of neurodiverse employees. It is also a valuable guidebook for neurodivergent individuals and their families, with solid tips for success in their first jobs and beyond. I’ll be sharing this much-needed resource with my network.”


—KRISTINE BIAGIOTTI, colead, Dell True Ability Employee Resource Group North America, and vice chair, board of directors, Center of Hope Foundation


“This book offers clear, actionable insights that empower neurodivergent professionals and the people who work with them. It’s an essential guide for anyone serious about building neurodivergent-friendly teams that thrive, and it delivers the tools neurodivergent professionals and their managers have been waiting for. Insightful, grounded, and deeply needed—this is the handbook I wish every self-advocate and manager had. A must-read for every workplace.”


—SHEA BELSKY, autistic self-advocate and people manager
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To my children, who prompted me to dig deeper to discover the wonders and challenges of neurodiversity.


And to anyone who has ever felt misunderstood or locked into their own world because of their neurodivergent mind.
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Foreword


Is it just me?


If you’ve ever asked yourself that question at work—maybe during a meeting where everyone seemed to be speaking a language you almost understood, or after receiving feedback that didn’t reflect your actual contributions—you’re not alone. For many neurodivergent professionals, those moments of disconnection are far too common. And even for neurotypical teammates, bridging cognitive style differences can feel like stumbling across an invisible divide.


That’s why this book is so timely and so necessary.


Lee Judson has given us more than a field guide. She’s given us a new lens. Bridging the Gap is smart, practical, and above all, human. It illuminates the hidden friction points that derail performance, undermine trust, and marginalize people, often unintentionally. And it invites us to do better.


I first connected with Lee through her husband, who is a fraternity brother. Decades later, Lee reached out to share her vision for helping students and early-career employees thrive. I was immediately intrigued. That conversation sparked an ongoing collaboration that reflects the power of lifelong networks, shared values, and mutual curiosity.


As someone who helps organizations operationalize performance management, I think about three critical domains. The first is how we align people with what success looks like. The second is how we perform through consistent coaching and feedback. And the third is how we boost results by surfacing insights that help everyone grow. Across all three, clarity is everything.


But clarity isn’t uniformity.


Clarity means defining expectations in ways people can actually understand and act on. It means creating room for different kinds of brilliance to show up and thrive. It means replacing generic feedback with specific, forward-focused conversations. It means noticing not just what someone is doing, but how they are wired to get there.


That’s the heart of this book. Lee meets the reader with generosity, not judgment. She brings research, personal experience, and practical advice together in a voice that is warm and direct. Whether you’re a manager, a teammate, or someone trying to make sense of your own work world, you’ll find wisdom here. And, more importantly, you’ll discover tools.


Read it. Share it. Reflect on it. Then use it to change something in your workplace. When we design for neurodiversity, we don’t just include more people. We build systems that work better for everyone


Joe Rotella


Chief Value Officer, Delphia Consulting


Co-creator of miviva, a system to operationalize performance management SHRM-SCP, SPHR, CPBA









Introduction


Driving down the freeway on her way to work one fall day, a young woman—let’s call her Joan—had an epiphany, just as the song “Hotel California” by the Eagles came on the radio. Turning down the music, she pushed a button to dial the office manager of her department.


“Listen, Betsy,” she spoke excitedly into the Bluetooth. “I figured it out. I think I actually dreamed about it last night. But anyway, we just need to flip the data sets on their sides. This should give us the information to prove that we do not owe the hospital for the claims they say we owe.”


Click. The voicemail was left. The world had been saved.


Or so Joan thought.


Arriving that day to the insurance company where she worked, she expected to see Betsy jump in glee that Joan had finally solved the massive problem plaguing their department. Instead, Betsy seemed apathetic—frustrated even—anything but elated. Great, here we go again, Joan thought, deciding her brilliant plans were being completely misconstrued and misunderstood for the umpteenth time.


“Did you even listen to my voicemail?” Joan asked, tired of feeling like the odd one out in her department even though she was the manager.


“I did, but it made no sense! ‘Flip the data sets on their sides.’ What are you even talking about? It doesn’t work like that.” Betsy gave Joan a look as if to say, You utter lunatic.


Why don’t people ever understand me when I speak? Joan thought, handing Betsy the coffee she’d bought her to offset this tough day. “Here, let me show you.”


Joan stepped up to Betsy’s computer and grabbed the mouse—while failing to notice Betsy’s bristling at the intrusion to her personal space. After a few clicks of the keyboard, voilà, sure enough, her epiphany had paid off. There, in plain terms, were the results the department needed to move forward confidently, knowing they did not owe money to the hospital.


“See?” Joan asked. “If we use the common key, we can match the claims with the dollars spent for each patient. Put it all into a pivot table to combine the data, and we can show the hospital that we’ve already paid them for those claims. This table has the amount we charged, this has the amount we paid, and they both have this key that will match them.” In effect, sure enough, the data had been flipped on its side.


“You’re brilliant,” Betsy said, half under her breath. “And I hate you. Thank you for the coffee.” She finally broke a smile and winked at Joan.


“I know you love me,” Joan answered with a smirk. “And you’re welcome.”


While the two shared a tension-shattering ribbing and joke, Joan reflected on how she didn’t always feel valued—or even liked—at work. In fact, she often thought others saw her as the weird fish, swimming in the wrong direction. Laughed at within her “pod,” she often felt alone amongst the vicious or gloomy sharks. Her mind worked differently. Sometimes she could solve problems no one else could decipher, but other times she felt like the only one excluded from a big inside joke—like an invisible line had been drawn between her and the rest of the workplace, and she was inadvertently and perpetually placed outside of it. Would she get lost at sea, or could she one day find her “school of fish” and thrive? Which leads to our second example.


That Saturday, Joan had to run errands with her preschool-aged son, Sam. Strapping him into his car seat behind her and leaving their neighborhood, she had an idea.


“Hey buddy, how about on the way home we head to the aquarium?”


Sam didn’t give much of a response, but that wasn’t atypical for him. He was likely riveted with watching the buildings stream by outside the car window—or counting telephone poles on the way to the freeway—but that didn’t mean he hadn’t heard her.


Hours of errands passed, and it was time to head home. Joan glanced in the back seat and saw that Sam had fallen asleep. Shucks, she thought as she passed the aquarium. I can’t wake him now. Joan adhered to the cardinal rule of “do not wake your sleeping child.”


But having an observant son meant nothing would go unnoticed. Sam woke up, two exits past the aquarium, frustrated and grumpy. He began mumbling something incomprehensible. Limbs probably began flailing.


“What are you trying to tell me?!” Joan asked, mirroring Sam’s frustration and completely forgetting about the earlier promise she’d made to him. She heard him say something about fish and thought maybe he was hungry for fish and chips. Afterall, they were late for lunch.


“The building with the FISHES!” he finally stated angrily, unable to articulate the word aquarium, even though he had heard it stated clearly hundreds of times before—and once earlier that day. His tone seemed to imply, You ignorant witch, how could you not understand the words coming out of my face? How could you forget your promise, the linchpin to this whole day, and the reason I put up with all this boring errand crap in the first place?


Sam had challenges in preschool and had been diagnosed with dyspraxia. This disorder affects movement, coordination, and speech, and it can also contribute to difficulty learning. Joan and his teachers knew he was as smart as (or smarter than) his friends, but he couldn’t articulate his words clearly enough for others to understand. This led to anger outbursts when he was misunderstood. Sam had begun talking “late,” and he still wasn’t communicating effectively.


Once Sam reached elementary school, Joan and her husband pushed to get him tested more extensively because even though he wasn’t like other kids, he clearly possessed brilliance when given the right direction and tasks. He excelled in math and had a high vocabulary, even if he couldn’t articulate his thoughts well or put words together to read. Without tapping into the right educational tools, Joan feared he was at risk of drifting like another fish lost at sea. And she especially longed for him to be understood by his teachers.


While the testing showed that Sam struggled with some skills, he scored incredibly high in the IQ exams. After seeing another specialist, he was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), which changed the course of his life. With something more tangible—a lens through which to see his learning abilities, strengths, and challenges—perhaps he could finally find his pod, Joan thought. Even if he was a different “color” or attracted to a different “lure,” she hoped he could still contribute to a vibrant ecosystem, wherever that might be.


As Sam was being assessed, Joan and her husband were asked multiple questions.


“Is he a messy eater?”


“No, but our daughter is,” Joan answered.


“Is your son able to stay focused on a task when you ask him to?”


“Yes, as a matter of fact, he stays very focused but our daughter does not,” Joan’s husband responded.


“Is your son a picky, limited eater?” the psychologist asked.


“Umm, no. Our son is willing to try everything, including stealing the sushi from my plate. But … my daughter only eats chicken nuggets,” Joan responded. She and her husband looked at each other, realizing instantly that they needed to have their daughter evaluated as well.


It turned out that their daughter, too, was “different,” and soon thereafter got a diagnosis of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).


After her children’s assessments, Joan had her own aha moment. By recognizing their neurodivergence, she was able to see that her own mind wasn’t typical either. That sounds an awful lot like me, she thought as she read over her daughter’s diagnosis. Her daughter was struggling to read, could not keep her room clean, and was always interrupting conversations. Joan suddenly remembered her own childhood—arguing with her mom at the library when she didn’t want to take out yet another book, and regularly getting reprimanded for having a messy room.


And Sam’s diagnosis sounds a lot like his dad, Joan reflected, putting the pieces together to see the neurodiversity within her family.


As the author of this book, I know Joan and Sam well. That’s because I am “Joan,” and “Sam” is my son. (No, those aren’t our real names, if you haven’t guessed by now.) When my son and daughter were diagnosed, it got me thinking about my own potential neurodivergence. When my daughter took her assessment, I actually filled out some of the forms for myself. After some discussions, the PhD psychologist who performed my daughter’s exam exclaimed, “She must have gotten her ADHD from you!” And over the years, a few therapists reinforced this thinking for me.


Based on this awareness that my own brain seemed “different,” I adjusted how I approached my work and the people around me. I found ways to work with my challenges instead of against them. This made a massive difference in how I thrived at work. I began to pay attention to any interrupting I might be tempted to do in meetings. I had others check my emails and other memos for clarity. I truly understood that I had not left my childhood issues behind, and I needed to build the tools to make this work for me and those around me.


Over time, I met more people who thought “differently.” When I realized that others shared these distinctions, I no longer felt broken—like I needed to be fixed. Instead, I felt like more solutions were needed to make a neurodiverse workforce feel like they could succeed, again and again.


For the past twenty-five years, my own struggles—and those I witnessed in others—prompted me to create the tools you’ll read about in this book. Instead of being separated from society as I once felt, I can now assimilate in my “ocean” and begin to swim a little straighter. While nothing is instantly easier, I’m equipped with the tools to educate and bring out the best in my two neurodivergent children, my neurodivergent family, and the neurodiverse employees and others I coach.


And that’s why I’m passionate about this book. Not only do these stories of neurodivergence matter, but learning how to navigate potential challenges using the right strategies is crucial to the workplace, to the world, and to you.


By the way, for the purposes of learning from this book, you don’t need a formal diagnosis to benefit, nor do you need to know the diagnosis of anyone around you. You simply need a desire to make the most of your environment at work and beyond.


Neurodiversity in the Workplace Today


A neurodivergent person has one or more ways in which their brain functions outside the “typical” way. For example, neurodivergent people may be diagnosed with autism, ADHD, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), dyspraxia, dyslexia, dyscalculia, Tourette’s, or several other conditions. We will explore more terms and definitions later in this book, but for now it’s important to understand that a neurodivergent person has brain functioning and processing that deviates from what is considered “typical.” A neurodiverse workforce is comprised of people who have these varied conditions or syndromes, as well as those who are considered neurotypical.




Person-First Versus Identity-First Language




	
Person-first language is designed to separate someone from their disability. An example of this is “person with autism.”


	
Identity-first language incorporates a person’s disability into the vernacular. An example of this is “autistic person.”





The general trend in medical communities has been to separate people from a disability or disease. We see this with wording like “person with Alzheimer’s,” “those with diabetes,” and so on. Some with neurodivergence also prefer this approach and refer to themselves as a “person with autism,” for example.


However, some in the autism community in particular (although this can affect other groups) prefer not to separate themselves from their diagnosis. They argue that autism is such an integral part of them that it cannot be separated from their identity; thus, they prefer to be called an “autistic person.” In this book, I won’t take a stand on what is right or wrong on this issue. Instead, you’ll see me refer to conditions in both person-first and identity-first language. In doing so, please know that I respect each person’s unique condition and challenges—as well as their right to choose their own language to discuss those things.





If you work with more than a handful of people, the odds are you work with someone who is considered neurodivergent. The brain of your coworker might not operate like everyone else’s. You may even be this person yourself. How does this affect your team’s projects, interactions, meetings, and goal-setting? And what can be done?


Perhaps you picked up this book because you’ve been diagnosed somewhere on a spectrum of neurodivergence. You may even lack a diagnosis but suspect you trend in this direction, because you typically feel like a fish lost at sea. You’re tired of floating alone, but you don’t even know whether to look up or down for direction.


If you’re the neurodivergent “talent,” you may not be gifted with millions of dollars to hire everyone to “dance around your disabilities” like some celebrities are. With no one to make up for your blunders after you put your foot in your mouth or flop in an important presentation, is there any hope for a productive work-life? You may feel ostracized or even bullied. You may miss your professional goals so regularly that failure feels like your routine. But you may still hope or wish there was something you could do to belong and succeed in a neurotypical world.


Or you may be considered neurotypical yourself, but you manage—or even love—someone with neurodivergence. If you’re the employer who must oversee neurodiverse staff members who just can’t seem to get it right, whatever that means within your team or department, you may be tempted to label them as “difficult” and coach them out the door, making them someone else’s problem. But the problem is this: Even if you’re weary of the frustration and high cost of turnover, if you don’t know what to do differently, history will repeat itself the next time you hire someone with neurodivergence who just can’t seem to fit in.


Perhaps you see the strengths in these employees and recognize a gap; how can you help them shine? You may be in human resources (HR), managing a university career services department, or overseeing a project team. Rather than get trapped within the cycle of frustration, disappointment, bullying, or microaggressions—involving a subtle slight, discrimination against or insult—let’s say you want to change course. You care about attracting and retaining the best talent, and especially as you onboard and manage future generations, you understand that brilliance comes in many shades. You desperately need tools, but you don’t know where to find them.


Whatever scenario you find yourself in, this book will provide the knowledge and resources you need to move forward. Unlike many books that focus solely on theory—explaining the myriad of ways your organization or people are malfunctioning—this one will offer pragmatic solutions to turn things around. You’ll learn how those “broken” bits were meant to fit in all along, creating a whole picture that is both beautiful and functional. Instead of winging it, you will know what to do differently.




	As an employer, you will learn how to recruit, onboard, and retain neurodivergent employees through using the right kind of SMART goals (those that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and time-bound), coaching, communications, and accommodations.


	As an employee with neurodivergence, you will learn simple skills that will make a massive difference, like how to network, make the most of your meetings, stay on task, engage in one-on-ones, and communicate effectively. And you will discover how to work with your manager to ensure you succeed, breaking the cycle you’ve been stuck in for years if not decades.





While many of the skills in this book may look familiar at first blush—because you’ve seen them written about in other management books—know that we’re going to flip them on their side. By showing these concepts in a new way, this book provides practical advice for managers and employees who are navigating neurodiversity.


How do I know these strategies and tools actually work? Because I’ve spent decades coaching employers, employees, and students in how to implement them, and I’ve seen their lightbulb moments and victory laps. As a healthcare leader for more than thirty years, I’ve seen individuals and organizations transformed by these simple, powerful principles.


Joan and Sam tell me these action points have helped them find their “school” in the vast sea of neurodiversity that is today’s workplace, transforming their passion into purpose and, ultimately, success. I know they can help you too. So let’s get swimming.
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