Written evidence submitted by the National Association for Disabled Staff Networks
(NADSN) STEM Working Group Follow Up from Evidence Session.

First of all we would like to point out that there is a critical M missing from STEMM. It should
be science, technology, engineering, math and medicine.

1. Further Evidence.
Neurodivergence needs better recognition, as there is ample neuroscientific evidence that
the brain processes information differently in many individuals. This can include language
processing, visual processing, sensory processing, and various combinations thereof. This can
cover but is not an exhaustive list of conditions:
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2. Complaints Backfire.
Researchers studying institutions and leadership have examined Equity, Diversity, and
Inclusion (EDI) committees, documentation, complaints procedures, and outcomes across
universities both within and outside the United Kingdom. In the Parliamentary Hearing,
members suggested that complaints procedures are in place for when members of
underrepresented groups in STEMM need to request accommodations or address instances
of ablism, racism, and so forth. Whilst this is ostensibly true, complaints procedures are
routinely found to be costly, slow, and ineffective at securing any positive results—and in fact,
complaints procedures frequently lead to a compounding of the original problem, as ableist

and racist attitudes become inflamed when a person from an underrepresented group
‘complains’:
Making a complaint is never completed by a single action: it often requires you do more and
more work. It is exhausting, especially given that what you complain about is already
exhausting. [...] Complaints, it seems, go further the extent to which those positioned higher
up in an organization express them or give support to them. The path of a complaint, where
a complaint goes, how far it goes, teaches us something about how institutions work, what I
call... institutional mechanics.
Ahmed S. Complaint! Duke University Press; 2021.

Moreover, institutional researchers find that social categories which [are used to] define
members of underrepresented groups are persistent and sticky, and the stickiness or
weightiness of those categories is often not perceived by those outside them. Institutions
make efforts to develop EDI statements and practices which enable them to look past, or look
over, such categorical identifications, as if this removes the effects of bias and structural
inequities. However,
The very tendency to “look over” how everyday and institutional worlds involve restrictions
and blockages is how those restrictions and blockages are reproduced. It is not the time to be
over it, if it is not over. It is not even the time to get over it. Social categories are sediments:
they go all the way down, and they weigh some of us down. They might even appear lighter
and more buoyant to those who can float, as if they are “above” them. Perhaps the experience
of aboveness creates the impression of overness. Perhaps lightness and buoyancy are the
affects of privilege—the affective worlds inhabited by those whose bodies don’t weigh them
down or hold them up.
Ahmed S. On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life. Duke University Press;
2012.

It is a light thing to say that those from underrepresented groups have recourse to support
via complaints procedures, but the impact of such procedures is similarly light, and they have
very little impact in leveraging the institutional mechanics on behalf of the complainant.
Instead, what is required is a redesign of such institutional mechanics, so that disabled and
neurodivergent professionals in STEMM are accommodated from the outset. Thus, we
reiterate the structural proposals we made to the committee as strategies that can have a
substantive positive impact on the inclusion and success of members of underrepresented
groups in STEMM. This applies equally to other underrepresented groups including LGBT+.

3. Recommendations.
We propose some possible solutions:
-

Create a dedicated Access To Work service to serve academia due to the job role and
relationship with employer being so different to other jobs. Serving people in STEMM would
be helpful due to the different nature of our work, particularly with experimental work using

-

-

-

specialised environments/equipment, involved health and safety assessments, and shortterm contracts, as well as the grants process.
Create a legal framework that impacts funding for disability, such as Athena Swan for gender
equality and Race Charter.
Change UKRI and NIHR policies to make them fairer to people with disabilities.
Enforce research funding agencies to conduct an EDI assessment of their funding schemes and
processes to ensure they are accessible.
Incorporate disabled voices in all other policies, and embed them from the beginning, not just
tickbox ‘consultations’ at the end.
Pots of money (similar to UKRI FLF Plus Fund) to support the additional costs of being disabled
attached to research grant applications - eg 10% to fund support workers, extra equipment,
conference attendance etc which are not part of the peer review process and are awarded
automatically on successful peer review.
Change pension provision rules to allow continued involvement of disabled academics within
the sector on a part-time basis.
Look at disability intersectionally along with other marginalisations – barriers compound.
Provide education to remove the negative associations around disability. This must be
delivered by people with lived experience.
Raise awareness, to help create an atmosphere where disability / chronic illness /
neurodivergence is accepted and not seen as a liability.
Make collecting statistics on protected characteristics, such as success rates and applicant
numbers, a legal requirement for all research funding bodies.
Ensure that all research funding bodies have an EDI policy in place as a legal requirement and
ensure that the policy is co-designed with under-represented groups (i.e. disabled
researchers).
Have inclusive work policies. For example use of face masks when someone has a mild cough
or cold can protect all staff and students with immune system disorders from any respiratory
infections and provides a more inclusive workspace at little cost. https://www.nadsnuk.org/immune-system-disorders-in-the-workplace/. This will generally reduce sickness
across workplace so will benefit all.
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