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Abstract
This paper presents two complementary studies on the 
impact of neurodivergent conditions such as autism, AD(H)
D, dyslexia/dyscalculia and giftedness on well-being. In Study 
1, survey data from 2157 participants in a true probabilistic 
sample of Dutch households show that respondents 
with autism and ADHD report significantly lower life 
satisfaction and higher levels of stress and maladjustment 
than neurotypical peers. Other conditions present more 
nuanced patterns. Study 2 builds on Self-Determination 
Theory and uses Large Language Models (LLMs) to analyse 
2214 Reddit life stories, evaluating the mediating role of 
autonomy, competence and relatedness need fulfilment in 
the relationship between neurodivergence and well-being. 
Our results indicate that giftedness and dyslexia are positively 
related to psychological needs satisfaction, whereas other 
neurodivergent conditions are predominantly negatively 
associated with needs fulfilment. Indirect association 
analyses show that, except for ADD, the fulfilment of 
autonomy, competence and relatedness needs accounts for 
the association between neurodivergence on the one hand 
and life satisfaction and stress on the other hand. This 
study provides initial empirical evidence and contributes 
novel empirical insights by combining multimethod data 
sources and LLM-based narrative analysis, advancing our 
understanding of how different forms of neurodivergence 
affect well-being.
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BACKGROUND

Neurodivergent employees, such as those with autism, AD(H)D, dyslexia, dyscalculia and giftedness, 
often face significant barriers at work that can negatively affect their well-being. Research shows 
that stigma and prejudices from co-workers and supervisors lead to feelings of misunderstanding 
and isolation among neurodivergent employees (Hedley et  al.,  2018; Kapp, 2018; Szulc et  al.,  2021). 
Unemployment rates among these individuals remain disproportionately high (Bölte et al., 2025; Bury 
et  al.,  2024), and even among those who are employed, well-being scores average just 2.02 out of 5 
(McDowall et al., 2023). Although recent studies show that neurodivergent people can be a valuable 
asset to organizations, especially in neurodiverse teams and other forms of collaborative arrangements 
(van Rijswijk et al., 2024, 2025), the lack of adequate workplace support leads to excessive workload 
(35% of neurodivergent employees) and exhaustion (45% of neurodivergent employees) (Thompson 
& Miller,  2024), while around 70% of neurodivergent workers report struggling with mental health 
challenges (WTW, 2022).

Existing research reports specific mental health challenges associated with individual neurodiver-
gent conditions, such as, for example, autistic burnout or ADHD-related stress (Oscarsson et al., 2022; 
Tomczak & Kulikowski, 2024). However, these condition-specific findings lack an integrative view that 
explains how such challenges undermine well-being across work contexts. These markers of psycho-
logical maladjustment potentially reflect the deprivation of fundamental autonomy, competence and 
relatedness needs (Deci & Ryan, 2012). The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci et al., 2017) offers 
a powerful lens to examine these mechanisms, as it emphasizes the universal role of these needs in 
sustaining well-being.

We therefore build on the SDT to expand the research examining well-being aspects, such as stress, 
life satisfaction and psychological maladjustment, across neurodivergent conditions. Scholarly prog-
ress in this area is hindered by the condition-specific, context-limited and methodological challenges 
of studying such complex relationships in naturalistic work and life settings. Two of the most critical 
complexities arise from (a) the broad range of neurodivergent conditions as they impact psychological 
needs differently and (b) the difficulty of collecting representative samples for various neurodivergent 
conditions. Consequently, the scarce scholarly attempts to examine this area focus exclusively on au-
tism or ADHD, target specific life settings such as work, educational or personal contexts, involve 
relatively small sample sizes and use predominantly student participants (Goldfarb et al., 2023; Serrano 
et al., 2023; Thompson-Hodgetts et al., 2023). Taking an integrative approach to neurodiversity may 
inform effective interventions and workplace policies focusing on the fulfilment of fundamental psy-
chological needs that shape well-being across neurodivergent conditions.

Although neurodivergent conditions differ in the observable traits, recent evidence (Apperly 
et  al.,  2024) shows that neurodivergent conditions share common underlying features (e.g. sensory 
sensitivities, difficulties in executive functions, difficulties in social communication), closeted under 
the so-called ‘N-factor’. We posit that shared cognitive, emotional and social challenges place neuro-
divergent individuals at heightened risk for the deprivation of their fundamental psychological needs, 
including autonomy, competence and relatedness. Studies that explore the well-being challenges of 
neurological conditions without referring to a framework such as SDT also tend to focus on specific 
life settings (Kapp, 2018; Peasgood et al., 2016), even though the fulfilment of the psychological needs 
fundamentally transcends these settings (Deci et al., 2017). Although these efforts are valuable, we lack 
a comprehensive and comparative view of fundamental needs and aspects of well-being across different 
neurodivergent conditions.

To address this gap, our paper presents two studies in order to answer the overarching research 
question: ‘How do neurodivergent conditions affect aspects of the well-being of working individuals?’ The first study 
is based on panel data from 2157 respondents with work experience, aiming to explore the differences 
between neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals regarding life satisfaction, work-related stress and 
psychological maladjustment. We explore these differences across various neurodivergent conditions in 
order to take the first step in understanding the association between these conditions and predictors 
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of an individual's well-being. Building on these results, in our second study, we dive deeper into this 
association as we examine neurodivergence in relation to the fundamental needs of the SDT by ana-
lysing a large set of life stories posted on social media by neurodivergent individuals. We gathered 2214 
life stories from individuals worldwide, shared on Reddit, and used two open-source Large Language 
Models (LLMs), Llama and Qwen, to code these life stories and extract data on need fulfilment as well 
as life satisfaction and stress that we analysed in relation to neurodivergence.

Our paper uses a multimethod approach that combines the strengths of a large sample from a true 
probabilistic sample of Dutch households with the strengths of contextually rich narrative analysis 
using advanced LLMs to report comprehensive empirical evidence concerning the association between 
different forms of neurodivergence and well-being. In particular, the study is among the first to explore 
the association with life satisfaction, work-related stress and psychological maladjustment and compare 
need satisfaction across different neurodivergent conditions as they relate to life satisfaction and stress. 
Using a pilot study based on a rich dataset with neurodivergent and neurotypical individuals, as well as a 
study based on a large dataset of life stories and recent LLM technologies, our study provides a compre-
hensive overview that transcends specific demographic boundaries or life contexts. Our multimethod 
approach combines quantitative analyses on a representative sample with a rich contextual embedding 
to explore the mechanisms linking neurodivergence to well-being that are critical for developing sup-
portive workplace policies, reducing mental health risks and informing neuroinclusive managerial prac-
tices and policies (van Rijswijk et al., 2025).

STUDY 1

Theory and hypotheses

In recent decades, scholars have increasingly adopted the neurodiversity paradigm that criticized 
disorder-based views of neurodivergence and viewed neurodivergent conditions as a natural evolutionary 
variation of human neurocognitive functioning (Singer, 1999). However, despite the growing adoption 
of a more inclusive perspective, societal structures and work environments are still largely shaped 
by neurotypical standards and expectations (Bal et al., 2023; Erbil et al., 2024). The Social Model of 
Disability (Oliver, 1990; Oliver, 2013) explains how these barrier-rich contexts shape the challenges that 
neurodivergent people experience rather than their intrinsic individual limitations. According to this 
model, it is essentially the failure of social structures to accommodate cognitive differences that creates 
a form of disability.

The misalignment between the natural behaviour, abilities and needs of neurodivergent individu-
als and the expectations broadly shared in their social environments regarding cognitive, behavioural 
and sensory standards often results in masking behaviours and exhaustion (Pryke-Hobbes et al., 2023; 
Sedgewick et  al.,  2021; Weber et  al.,  2022). Paradoxically, conforming to neurotypical expectations 
through masking may enhance adaptive daily living, albeit at a high psychological cost, as camouflaging 
traits positively predict mental health challenges (South et al., 2025). Minority-related, stress- inducing 
processes that neurodivergent individuals experience, including stigma, anticipated rejection and inter-
nalized devaluation, create chronic stress loads and elevated risk of psychological difficulties (Botha & 
Frost, 2020; Frost & Meyer, 2023; Meyer, 2003). Moreover, there is growing evidence that these stress-
ors are associated with higher rates of anxiety, depression, burnout and broader psychological malad-
justment reported by neurodivergent individuals (Uljarević et al., 2020). Research among people with 
autism suggests that neurodivergent individuals experience a notable decline in life satisfaction when 
they are subjected to ongoing environmental stress and social marginalization (Griffiths et al., 2019; 
Mazurek, 2014; Schmidt et al., 2015). Similar results are shown in stress and life satisfaction studies on 
people with ADHD (Agarwal et al., 2012), DCD (Rathbone & Wilmut, 2025) and dyslexia (Kalka & 
Lockiewicz, 2018). This fully aligns with the recent study by Apperly et al. (2024), which shows that 
neurodivergent people share a transdiagnostic ‘N-factor’ reflecting commonalities across a broad range 
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of neurocognitive features. Therefore, we expect that stress and social marginalization are also preva-
lent in other neurodivergent conditions and act as important drivers of lower life satisfaction compared 
to neurotypical individuals. Consistent with the minority stress processes and the transdiagnostic N-
factor, we posit a generic impact of neurodivergence on both life satisfaction and work-related stress, 
hypothesizing the following:

H1a.  Neurodivergent individuals report lower life satisfaction than neurotypicals.

H1b.  Neurodivergent individuals report higher levels of work-related stress than 
neurotypicals.

Recent research has shown the profound psychological consequences of environmental stress 
and masking behaviours among neurodivergent individuals (Pryke-Hobbes et  al.,  2023; Sedgewick 
et al., 2021). Masking behaviours, where neurodivergent individuals suppress or cover up their natural 
characteristics to align with neurotypical expectations, are a common response to environmental stress 
(Sedgewick et al., 2021). Sustained exposure to stress erodes psychological resilience and may contrib-
ute to psychological maladjustment, especially when individuals feel compelled to engage in masking 
behaviours and constantly monitor their behaviour to appear neurotypical (Pryke-Hobbes et al., 2023). 
Individuals who belong to multiple marginalized groups, such as neurodivergent people who are also 
part of gender or sexual minorities (Kroll et al., 2025), face even greater risks of psychological malad-
justment. Together, the psychological toll of social non-acceptance and environmental incompatibility 
can significantly undermine aspects of well-being in neurodivergent populations, leading us to the fol-
lowing additional hypothesis on psychological maladjustment, we hypothesize as follows:

H1c.  Neurodivergent individuals report higher levels of psychological maladjustment 
than neurotypicals.

Methods

For this study, we make use of data from the LISS (Longitudinal Internet studies for the Social Sciences) 
panel, which is administered and managed by the independent non-profit research institute Centerdata in 
the Netherlands, and collected among a representative sample of the Dutch population at the invitation 
and control of Ipsos I&O and Statistics Netherlands (CBS). Our total sample consists of 2157 people 
(1115 women with an average age of 47.2 years old) from which 248 received one or more neurodivergent 
formal diagnoses or test results, and we used two LISS panel data waves collected in November 2024 
and February 2025 to extract our variables in order to reduce concerns with common method bias.

Life satisfaction was evaluated with two items: ‘Please choose the answer that best describes how you 
felt during this past month: (1) I felt happy and (2) I felt calm and peaceful’ (1 = never to 6 = continu-
ously). Cronbach's alpha for these items was .77, revealing an acceptable reliability of the scale.

Psychological maladjustment was assessed with three items capturing aspects of depression and anxiety: 
‘Please choose the answer that best describes how you felt during this past month: (1) I felt anxious, (2) 
I felt so down that nothing could cheer me up, and (3) I felt depressed and gloomy’ (1 = never to 6 = con-
tinuously). Cronbach's alpha for this scale was .86, indicating good reliability of the scale.

Work-related stress was assessed using a single item: ‘When someone experiences stress at work, they 
feel tense, restless, nervous, or anxious. How much stress have you experienced at work in the past 
month?’ (1 = no stress at all to 5 = lots of stress).

Neurodivergence was assessed by asking participants to reveal whether they were formally diagnosed or 
tested with one or more of the following conditions: giftedness, autism, ADHD, ADD, DCD, dyslexia 
or dyscalculia.
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       |  5NEURODIVERGENCE AND WELL-BEING

Education was assessed as the highest level of education with a diploma and it was used as a control 
variable.

Results

The means, standard deviations and correlations are presented in Table 1.
In order to preliminarily test our first hypotheses, we used ANCOVA to compare the scores 

reported by neurodivergent respondents for life satisfaction, stress and psychological maladjust-
ment with those reported by neurotypical respondents. We controlled for age, gender and education 
and the results show that neurodivergent respondents reported lower life satisfaction (M = 3.89, 
SD = .97) than neurotypical respondents (M = 4.21, SD = .92), F(1,2152) = 20.99, p < .001, η2 = .01, 
observed power was .99. Moreover, neurodivergent respondents also reported higher scores for psy-
chological maladjustment (M = 2.34, SD = .95) than neurotypical respondents (M = 1.93, SD = .83), 
F(1,2152) = 26.96, p < .001, η2 = .01, observed power was .99. Finally, neurodivergent respondents 
also reported higher levels of work-related stress (M = 2.77, SD = .99) as compared to neurotypi-
cal respondents (M = 2.45, SD = .95), F(1,2152) = 10.33, p = .001, η2 = .005, observed power was .89. 
Given this pattern of results, we can consider that Hypothesis 1 received preliminary support. Even 
though η2 values of .01 and .005 are generally viewed as small according to Cohen's  (2013) stan-
dards, they still indicate noteworthy differences in life satisfaction and stress, as these variables 
tend to be stable and shaped by multiple factors. Further on, we conducted OLS regression with 
heteroskedasticity-consistent standard error estimator (Hayes & Cai, 2007) to examine the effects 
of each neurodivergent condition on life satisfaction, psychological maladjustment and work-related 
stress. The results are presented in Table 2.

As indicated in Table 2, only the neurodivergent conditions autism, ADHD, ADD and DCD 
were significantly negatively associated with life satisfaction, suggesting lower levels of life satis-
faction from these neurodivergent individuals compared to their neurotypical counterparts. Our 
results show no significant effects for giftedness, dyslexia and dyscalculia, resulting in only partial 
support for Hypothesis 1a. Further, our results show that ADHD, ADD, DCD, dyscalculia and 
autism are positively associated with psychological maladjustment. Giftedness and dyslexia were not 
significantly associated with psychological maladjustment, nuancing the support for Hypothesis 1b. 
ADHD and autism were positively related to work-related stress, although the effect of autism was 
only marginally significant. None of the other neurodivergent conditions were significantly associ-
ated with work-related stress, resulting in only partial support for Hypothesis 1c. In sum, our addi-
tional analyses for Hypothesis 1 with the neurodivergent conditions entered separately as predictors 
received full support for ADHD and autism, partial support for ADD, DCD, dyscalculia, yet they 
showed no significant effects for giftedness and dyslexia. Although the R2 values are relatively small, 
accounting for even 7–11% of the variation in well-being is meaningful in practice, since workplace 
programmes rarely produce effect sizes in that range.

Regarding the control variables, gender has a significant effect, as women reported slightly lower life 
satisfaction and higher levels of psychological maladjustment and work-related stress than men. Age was 
positively associated with life satisfaction but negatively with work-related stress and psychological mal-
adjustment, suggesting a slight improvement in well-being with age. Education was only significantly 
associated with work-related stress, indicating that individuals with higher levels of education tend to 
experience more stress.

DISCUSSION

Although some effect sizes were small, the results of this pilot study indicate a nuanced picture of 
the psychological footprint of different neurodivergent conditions, showing that their impact on life 
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satisfaction, psychological maladjustment and work-related stress varies considerably across conditions 
rather than following the uniform pattern that we hypothesized. Individuals with autism, ADHD, 
ADD, dyscalculia and DCD report both lower life satisfaction and higher psychological maladjustment 
compared to neurotypical individuals, suggesting that these neurodivergent conditions may be linked to 
greater emotional or behavioural challenges. However, contrary to our expectations, only ADHD and 
autism were associated with increased work-related stress, indicating that stress is not the (only) expla-
nation for forms of neurodivergence that have a negative impact on life satisfaction and psychological 
maladjustment. The fact that DCD, ADD and dyscalculia were not significantly associated with stress, 
while these participants report lower life satisfaction and higher psychological maladjustment, may indi-
cate that the challenges faced by these individuals are less related to acute workplace tension and more 
to broader emotional or behavioural difficulties. Also, we found no significant maladjustment effects 
for giftedness and dyslexia. These results suggest that giftedness and dyslexia may share commonalities 
in terms of lived experiences with no major consequences for psychological maladjustment.

In this first study, we based our hypotheses on the key argument that neurodivergent conditions 
share similar well-being challenges as predicted by the underlying N-factor (Apperly et al., 2024). Our 
results reveal substantial heterogeneity in life satisfaction, work-related stress and psychological malad-
justment across neurodivergent conditions. These results do not challenge the relevance of the N-factor 
itself; they merely suggest that shared transdiagnostic phenotypic features do not necessarily translate 
into uniform patterns of well-being outcomes. While the N-factor captures commonalities in under-
lying cognitive, social or emotional characteristics across various neurodivergent conditions (Apperly 
et  al.,  2024), its implications for subjective well-being appear to be more contingent on condition-
specific experiences. Our results show that the heterogeneity of lived experiences among neurodiver-
gent individuals shapes their well-being and underscores the importance of exploring the extent to 
which fulfilled psychological needs may explain differences in life satisfaction and stress among various 
forms of neurodiversity.

To better understand the mechanisms underlying differences in well-being across neurodivergent 
conditions and replicate our results, our follow-up study focuses on the satisfaction of basic psychologi-
cal needs as conceptualized in the SDT. In order to meet the methodological barriers that we described 

T A B L E  2   Results of the regression analysis (Study 1).

Variable Life satisfaction Psychological maladjustment Work-related stress

Constant 4.14*** (.13) 2.52*** (.11) 2.54*** (.12)

Gender −.19*** (.04) .18*** (.04) .13*** (.04)

Age .005** (.002) −.02*** (.001) −.01*** (.002)

Education −.02 (.02) .01 (.02) .09*** (.02)

Giftedness −.21 (.17) .17 (.16) .23 (.14)

Autism −.47** (.17) .37** (.17) .27† (.14)

ADHD −.22* (.12) .48*** (.12) .29* (.13)

ADD −.38* (.18) .37* (.17) .18 (.16)

DCD −1.07** (.28) 1.52*** (.36) .67 (.48)

Dyslexia .03 (.10) −.08 (.09) .03 (.10)

Dyscalculia −.69** (.25) .44** (.16) .23 (.24)

N 2157 2157 2351

R2 .04 .11 .07

F 8.90*** 28.05*** 15.73***

Note: Unstandardized coefficients with robust standard errors (HC3 estimator) in parentheses are presented in the table; values in bold are 
deemed significant after adjusting for multiple comparisons using the false discovery rate correction (Benjamini & Hochberg, 1995).
†p < .10;
*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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in the introduction, we use a large number of life stories to examine autonomy, competence and re-
latedness in relation to stress and life satisfaction. Life stories are autobiographical recollections that 
shape our sense of well-being and are the building blocks of identity (McAdams,  2001). According 
to the SDT (Deci et al., 2017), humans universally seek self-actualization by being in charge of their 
lives, having meaningful relationships and making unique contributions to the world, yet many people 
struggle at different points to meet these fundamental psychological needs. Because the fulfilment of 
autonomy, relatedness and competence needs is so fundamental to human existence, they often become 
central themes of our life stories (Bauer & McAdams, 2000). When these needs are fulfilled or rather 
chronically deprived, they become key themes in autobiographical narratives. Proclivities of neurodi-
vergent individuals are often associated with the deprivation of relatedness, competence and autonomy 
needs, leading to diminished well-being compared to their neurotypical peers (Colombo-Dougovito 
et  al.,  2021; Najeeb & Quadt,  2024). Social marginalization and the ongoing sense of ‘being differ-
ent’ have far-reaching consequences for neurodivergent individuals, fuelling feelings of disempower-
ment, loneliness and disconnection, often leading to unemployment and burnout (Colombo-Dougovito 
et  al., 2021; Szulc et  al., 2021; Tomczak & Kulikowski, 2024). Considering such personal and social 
struggles, we expect that the life stories of neurodivergent individuals often reflect the deprivation of 
their fundamental needs and capture their identity struggles and sense-making attempts to give coher-
ence to their existence.

STUDY 2

Theory and hypotheses

SDT is one of the most influential motivational theories that explains the role of need fulfilment for 
self-actualization and the pursuit of happiness (Deci et al., 2017; Deci & Ryan, 2012). SDT emphasizes 
three basic psychological needs, namely autonomy, competence and relatedness, that are essential for 
psychological health and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Autonomy refers to a state in which individuals 
are intrinsically motivated and actively involved in different aspects of their lives, experiencing a 
genuine sense of willingness, self-direction and freedom of choice (Deci et  al.,  2017). Competence 
reflects a sense of confidence in the ability to influence one's surroundings and successfully achieve 
meaningful outcomes (Bauer & McAdams, 2000; Deci et al., 2017). In other words, the satisfaction of 
competence needs recognizes agency and capacity to positively impact the environment. Relatedness 
reflects the fundamental need to feel connected with others; to give and receive love, care and support in 
meaningful relationships (Bauer & McAdams, 2000). Given the centrality of these fundamental needs 
in personal and work settings (Deci et al., 2017), they often become central narratives in one's life stories 
(Bauer & McAdams, 2000). Life stories are personal narratives that individuals create about their past 
and present experiences, helping them to make sense of their lives (McAdams, 2001). Neurodivergent 
individuals often experience significant challenges to their well-being (Najeeb & Quadt, 2024; Peasgood 
et al., 2016), but as we showed in our first study, what particular aspect of well-being is affected varies 
depending on the specific (combination of) neurological conditions. Therefore, in line with our 
findings in Study 1, we expect that the three basic psychological needs are affected in distinct ways 
across different neurodivergence conditions.

Gifted individuals, often intrinsically motivated to master their interests, tend to have stronger self-
esteem (Hornstra et al., 2020; Litster & Roberts, 2011). This essential component of self-concepts is 
reflected in their sense of autonomy, as they often exhibit higher levels of creative self-efficacy (Chen 
& Cheng, 2023). Their ability to set and achieve personal goals further spurs their sense of compe-
tence (Phillips & Lindsay, 2006). Especially in work environments that foster self-awareness, support-
ive leadership and a willingness to compromise, the well-being of individuals can be enhanced as the 
fulfilment of these two psychological needs can be significantly augmented (van Casteren et al., 2021). 
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       |  9NEURODIVERGENCE AND WELL-BEING

Nevertheless, the heightened sensitivity and asynchronous development of gifted individuals can make 
it challenging to fulfil their relatedness needs (Hornstra et al., 2020). Therefore, we hypothesize:

H2.  Giftedness positively affects autonomy and competence and negatively affects relat-
edness needs.

For autism, scholars report a broad negative impact on well-being, including difficulty building and 
maintaining relationships and functioning independently in society and at work (Najeeb & Quadt, 2024; 
Thompson-Hodgetts et al., 2023). People with autism often feel compelled to mask their authentic selves 
towards neurotypical peers, negatively affecting their autonomy (Pryke-Hobbes et al., 2023). They fre-
quently encounter difficulties in social interactions, such as miscommunication with colleagues, and ex-
perience elevated levels of stress and anxiety that harm their performance (Hendricks, 2010). Consistent 
with these characteristics, we expect a negative association with all three SDT needs and hypothesize 
as follows:

H3.  Autism negatively affects autonomy, competence and relatedness needs.

ADHD and ADD are characterized by pervasive challenges in executive functioning, such as orga-
nizing and prioritizing work and focusing on tasks (Brown, 2005), that lead to experiences of failure and 
negative feedback in work and social domains, thereby undermining individuals' perceptions of com-
petence (Champ et al., 2023; Morsink et al., 2022). Along with impulsivity and social skill development 
challenges, these factors may also contribute to difficulties in sustaining long-term social relationships 
(Su et al., 2025). When individuals significantly struggle with self-regulation, have to cope with subop-
timal executive functioning, and lack an autonomy-supportive environment, it can harm their sense of 
being in control over their lives, as they constantly face failures (Morsink et al., 2022). Therefore, we 
hypothesize:

H4.  ADHD and ADD negatively affect autonomy, competence and relatedness needs.

Dyslexia and dyscalculia are negatively related to the satisfaction of competence needs due to chal-
lenges in acquiring and applying literacy and numeracy skills, possibly leading to lower performance 
and impaired self-efficacy (Goegan et al., 2023; Rahbar Karbasdehi et al., 2019). Scholars also men-
tion other executive functioning-related challenges, such as working memory and spatial awareness 
(Ademolu, 2024). Because these people often need support for completing tasks that require these skills, 
while peers can do so independently, this dependence can harm their sense of autonomy. Conversely, 
although dyslexia and dyscalculia may trigger bullying and other negative interpersonal attitudes 
(Livingston et al., 2018), they can also foster the development of strong supportive networks. Therefore, 
we hypothesize the following:

H5.  Dyslexia and dyscalculia negatively affect autonomy and competence and positively 
affect relatedness needs.

One of  the key tenets of  SDT is that the fulfilment of  autonomy, competence and relatedness needs 
is quintessential to life satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Moreover, Ilies et al. (2018) tested a composi-
tional bottom-up approach for predicting life satisfaction, suggesting that the aggregation of  fulfilment 
of  various individual factors, such as job satisfaction, financial satisfaction and health satisfaction, de-
termines life satisfaction. In line with this and building on the principles of  SDT, we propose that the 
three psychological needs are integral predictors of  overall life satisfaction. Therefore, we argue that the 
satisfaction of  these needs collectively defines life satisfaction and reduces overall stress, leading to our 
final hypothesis:
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H6.  The fulfilment of autonomy, competence and relatedness needs explains the association 
between neurodivergence on the one hand and stress and life satisfaction on the other hand.

Table 3 summarizes the hypothesized relations between neurodivergence and the key SDT needs.

Methods

To collect a large dataset of life stories, we gather data from startposts of different relevant subreddits 
in which individuals share their neurodivergence-related experiences. We identify relevant subreddits by 
asking LLM Llama with specific prompts to provide a list (see supplemental material). Data from these 
subreddits were collected using the research tool Communalytic on 25 and 26 November 2024. The 
search query used for data collection is as follows:

(neurodiversity OR neurodiverse OR neurominorities OR neuromajorities OR neurodi-
vergent OR neurodivergence OR neuroatypical OR neurotypical OR ADHD OR ADD 
OR autism OR asperger OR dyslexia OR dyscalculia OR giftedness)

AND

(team OR collaboration OR collaborate OR organisation OR organization OR company 
OR business OR work OR workplace OR job OR career OR manager OR director OR 
leader OR leadership OR lead OR supervisor OR onboarding OR HR OR recruitment OR 
recruiter OR colleague OR training)

After gathering the dataset, we employed the open-source Llama 3.1 70B-Instruct and Qwen 2.5 72B-
Instruct LLM models (Touvron et al., 2023; Yang et al., 2024). Python code was developed to connect the 
data set to these models to extract variables from each life story. For each variable, we developed a prompt 
based on the prompt engineering process described in Marvin et al.  (2024) and the prompt patterns of 
White et al.  (2023). This approach follows the practices for reliable LLM-powered psychology research 
as described by Demszky et al. (2023) concerning prompt refinement and reliability benchmarks to avoid 
potential limitations or errors in LLM applicability. All code, prompts and subreddits are provided as sup-
plemental material. Below, we concisely describe the variables and their associated rating scales.

Neurodivergent conditions were assessed using a search query per condition, resulting in 1 if the condi-
tion was applicable and 0 otherwise.

Autonomy, competence and relatedness needs were assessed by relying on the same prompt implemented 
separately in both LLMs, Llama and Qwen. We asked the LLMs to estimate whether the fundamental 
needs were fully deprived (−2), partially deprived (−1), neutral or cannot be determined (0), partially ful-
filled (+1) or fully fulfilled (+2). This coding is aligned with the need fulfilment view of SDT and cap-
tures differences as rated by the LLMs. Because the ratings of autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

T A B L E  3   Overview of the hypothesized relations between neurodivergence and SDT needs (Study 2).

Autonomy Competence Relatedness

Giftedness Positive Positive Negative

Autism Negative Negative Negative

ADHD Negative Negative Negative

ADD Negative Negative Negative

Dyslexia Negative Negative Positive

Dyscalculia Negative Negative Positive
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       |  11NEURODIVERGENCE AND WELL-BEING

relied on prompts that shared commonalities (need satisfaction), we used two separate ratings derived 
from Llama and Qwen as distinct indicators of the extent to which the three fundamental needs were 
fulfilled. Such an approach addresses the concerns with the common method bias, as the two LLMs 
are trained on different datasets and use different search and rating algorithms; therefore, such an ap-
proach allows us to capture the three needs in a more differentiated manner. We ran a Confirmatory 
Factor Analysis with the two scores for each of the autonomy, competence and relatedness needs, and 
the three-factor solution has a good fit χ2 = 281.30, df = 6, p < .001, CFI = .97, TLI = .92, NFI = .97, 
RMSEA = .14, SRMR = .02. The fit indices for the single factor solution were poorer χ2 = 905.11, df = 9, 
p < .001, CFI = .89, TLI = .82, NFI = .89, RMSEA = .21, SRMR = .06, showing that the three-factor solu-
tion accurately captures the three distinct needs. The omega reliability scores derived from the CFA 
were .79 for autonomy, .86 for competence and .82 for relatedness, showing good internal consistencies 
for the three ratings. We, therefore, used the average scores of the LLMs estimates to compute the final 
autonomy, competence and relatedness fulfilment.

Stress was evaluated by using a prompt that instructed Llama to analyse the level of stress and exhaus-
tion as follows: neutral or cannot be determined (0), mild stress (1), moderate stress (2), high stress (3) or 
burnout/exhaustion (4). Llama was determined to be the superior LLM for this purpose through a man-
ual comparative expert evaluation (Demszky et al., 2023) based on the first 50 records in the dataset.

Life satisfaction was assessed using a prompt that instructed Llama (selected based on manual expert 
evaluation) to classify their life satisfaction as either very dissatisfied (−2), dissatisfied (−1), neutral or 
cannot be determined (0), satisfied (+1) or very satisfied (+2).

Results

The means, standard deviations and correlations are presented in Table 4. A sentiment analysis of 2187 
life stories using VADER and TextBlob showed that VADER classified 35.53% as negative, 4.07% 
neutral and 60.40% positive, while TextBlob classified 12.44% as negative, 26.75% neutral and 60.81% 
positive. Vader and TextBlob agreed on 58.54% (Cohen's κ = 0.282, indicating fair agreement). Detoxify's 
average toxicity score based on 2193 life stories was 0.04816 (non-toxic).

To account for the length of the life stories, we added the standardized word count as a control 
variable in all analyses. We used OLS regression with heteroskedasticity-consistent standard error esti-
mator (Hayes & Cai, 2007) to predict the autonomy, competence and relatedness fulfilment using the 
neurodivergence conditions coded as dummy variables as predictors. Regression analyses are presented 
in Table 5.

As indicated in Table 5, giftedness had overall a positive association with need fulfilment, significant 
for competence and autonomy. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 received partial support. Autism was negatively 
and significantly associated with all fundamental needs. Therefore, Hypothesis 3 was fully supported. 
ADHD was significantly and negatively related to competence, while ADD had no significant relation 
with need fulfilment, yielding only weak support for Hypothesis 4. Dyscalculia was negatively and 
significantly associated with the fulfilment of competence needs, while dyslexia was positively and 
significantly related to the fulfilment of all fundamental needs, a pattern of results opposed to what we 
hypothesized in Hypothesis 5.

To test the indirect association hypothesis, we used the multiple indicators and multiple mediators 
procedure implemented in JASP version 0.19.3.0, a procedure that estimates the indirect paths as well 
as the overall mediation through the fulfilment of the three fundamental needs. Because our data was 
cross-sectional, we used the framework for associational variable analysis (Weems, 2025) that allowed us 
to test the extent to which the satisfaction of the fundamental needs has incremental validity in predict-
ing life satisfaction and stress. As indicated in Table 5 (Model 1), the neurodivergent conditions alone 
explain 15% of the variance in scores for stress and 2% of the variance in scores for life satisfaction. 
When the three fundamental needs are added as predictors, the model explains 57% of the variance in 
stress and 72% of the variance in life satisfaction, and most of the effects of neurodivergent conditions 
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were found to be not significant. As a final step of the associational variable approach, we estimated the 
indirect association between the neurodivergence conditions, on the one hand, and stress and life sat-
isfaction, on the other hand. Indirect association paths are presented in Table 6, while the total indirect 
association of neurodivergence carried out by the overall fulfilment of the three fundamental needs is 
presented in Table 7. For simplicity, in our interpretation, we will focus on the total indirect associations 
that offer partial support for Hypothesis 6, as all indirect associations of neurodivergence on stress and 
life satisfaction are significant, except for ADD.

GENER A L DISCUSSION

Our study goes beyond condition-specific, context-limited and often underpowered studies in neuro-
diversity research as it examines, using a multimethod approach and large samples, the impact of neu-
rodivergent conditions on life satisfaction and stress through the fulfilment of the three psychological 
needs (autonomy, relatedness and competence) as described in SDT. The study combines a mixed-
method approach that leverages the large sample from a true probabilistic sample of Dutch households 
and large-scale narrative analysis using advanced LLMs to enhance together the contextual richness 
and generalizability of the negative association between neurodivergence and well-being. As hypoth-
esized, only giftedness had a positive overall effect on need satisfaction, while other neurodivergent 
conditions had a predominantly negative effect. This aligns with our findings on giftedness in the 
first study, where we found no significant negative effects on life satisfaction, psychological maladjust-
ment or work-related stress. While effect sizes are small, one other notable exception in the second 
study was dyslexia, which stood out from the otherwise predominantly negative pattern in well-being 
across neurodivergent conditions. Contrary to our expectations, dyslexia positively influenced not 
only relatedness needs but also autonomy and competence needs. The study of Cross et  al.  (2024) 
provides a possible explanation, as they found that individuals with dyslexia are less disability biased 
compared to non-disabled or physically disabled people, and given their less prejudiced nature, people 
with dyslexia can be perceived as warmer and socially attractive, leading to the fulfilment of their 
needs for relatedness and autonomy. Compared to most other neurodivergent conditions in our study, 
people with dyslexia also report higher life satisfaction and less stress, indicating higher levels of well-
being. These findings align with those of our initial study, which also showed no significant adverse 
effects on work-related stress or life satisfaction. Such results challenge the deficit-based narratives 
surrounding neurodivergence and show that giftedness and dyslexia are linked to enhanced psycho-
logical resources, underscoring the need for a more differentiated and strength-based approach to 
neurodivergence. Besides these salient patterns for giftedness and dyslexia, our multimethod findings 
reveal consistent results for autism, ADHD and dyscalculia, which showed negative associations with 
well-being in both studies. In Study 1, these conditions predicted lower life satisfaction and higher psy-
chological maladjustment, and in Study 2, they were linked to significant deprivation of competence 

T A B L E  7   Total indirect association estimates of neurodivergence conditions with stress and life satisfaction (Study 2).

Variable

Stress Life satisfaction

Estimate 
(SE) Z (p) 95% CI

Estimate 
(SE) Z (p) 95%CI

ADHD .14 (.04) 3.14 (.002) [.05; .22] −.17 (.06) −3.01 (.003) [−.29; −.06]

ADD .08 (.16) .49 (.62) [−.24; .40] −.10 (.22) −.43 (.66) [−.53; .34]

Autism .17 (.04) 4.05 (<.001) [.09; .26] −.24 (.06) −4.13 (<.001) [−.35; −.13]

Dyslexia −.17 (.07) −2.42 (.02) [−.32; −.03] .24 (.10) 2.42 (.02) [.05; .43]

Dyscalculia .48 (.19) 2.48 (.01) [.10; .86] −.63 (.26) 2.41 (.02) [−1.14; −.12]

Giftedness −.31 (.07) −4.25 (<.001) [−.45; −.17] .41 (.10) 4.19 (<.001) [.22; .60]
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needs, with autism additionally showing reduced relatedness and autonomy. These converging results 
suggest that systemic barriers and unmet psychological needs are central mechanisms undermining 
well-being for these groups. ADD displayed weaker and inconsistent effects across studies, indicating 
that its impact may be more context dependent.

Our associational variable analysis shows that the relationship between neurodivergent conditions and 
both life satisfaction and stress is carried out by the fulfilment of three psychological needs globally, al-
though our results vary between neurodivergent conditions, and some individual indirect paths were not 
significant. Except for ADD, the fulfilment of the three psychological needs together accounts for the ob-
served association between neurodivergence on the one hand and life satisfaction and stress on the other 
hand. Given the cross-sectional nature of our data, we follow Weems (2025) and interpret these significant 
indirect associations as associational and not causal. Our models assume that neurocognitive differences 
associated with neurodivergence explain need satisfaction and well-being, yet the cross-sectional design 
limits any causal claims in this respect. Chronic deprivation of autonomy, competence or relatedness needs 
could motivate individuals to seek a formal diagnosis, yet seeking a formal diagnosis and need deprivation 
are both endogenous to the neurocognitive differences underlying neurodivergence.

These results are fully in line with the tenets of SDT and show the importance of addressing psycho-
logical needs in well-being interventions for neurodivergent individuals, as well as reinforcing the ap-
plicability of SDT in research efforts focused on enhancing well-being in the context of neurodiversity. 
Our results also have implications for workplace and policy design, calling for neuroinclusive strategies 
that prioritize the fulfilment of fundamental psychological needs that are adapted to the challenges and 
strengths of various neurodivergent conditions.

PR ACTICA L IMPLICATIONS

Our studies show a nuanced picture of the mechanisms that determine well-being across neuro-
divergent individuals. Neurodivergent people (depending on the exact neurodivergent conditions) 
experience a combination of lower life satisfaction, higher work-related stress and psychological mal-
adjustment (Study 1), and these experiences seem closely associated with the extent to which their 
need for autonomy, competence and relatedness is met (Study 2). Our results imply a need for interven-
tions to involve the reduction of psychological barriers and address psychological need fulfilment in 
organizational settings to support the well-being of neurodivergent individuals. Since organizations 
often do not know the specific neurodivergent conditions of their employees, and individuals them-
selves may also be unaware or undiagnosed, we advocate for interventions that go beyond diagnosis-
specific approaches. Instead, organizations should focus on reducing psychological barriers for all 
employees and fostering environments that generally support need fulfilment. This can be achieved 
by, for instance, offering flexible work arrangements that allow employees to choose how and when 
they work (autonomy), providing structured guidance, clear feedback and opportunities for skill de-
velopment (competence), and fostering inclusive team cultures that promote psychological safety and 
belonging (relatedness). For example, managers can schedule regular one-on-one check-ins to discuss 
workload and support needs, implement buddy systems to strengthen social connections, and ensure 
that communication norms accommodate different communication and processing styles. Such prac-
tices can have a positive impact on the fulfilment of the three psychological needs that we discussed 
and thereby help mitigate stress and psychological maladjustment as well as enhance life satisfaction 
across a neurodiverse workforce, regardless of whether individuals are formally diagnosed.

LIMITATIONS

Our study has methodological limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. 
Concerning the first study, the well-being constructs of work-related stress, life satisfaction and 
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psychological maladjustment are measured with generic scales, limiting the depth and nuances of 
these evaluated constructs. Regarding our second study, while using life stories from Reddit provides 
a rich and globally representative data source, it can be sensitive to potential biases related to self-
selection. Individuals who choose to share their experiences online may not fully represent the broader 
neurodivergent population, as they are likely a younger, tech-savvy and English-speaking group 
than the neurodivergent population in general, and we did not have enough demographic details to 
control for these variables. In addition, not all posts may contain reliable details on the workplace 
context, limiting the inferences about workplace well-being outcomes from narrative data that may 
only loosely reference workplace themes. Moreover, to the best of our knowledge, there is currently no 
validation of LLM-generated ratings against human-coded benchmarks, and our study did not address 
this either. We acknowledge this as a limitation and encourage scholars to investigate this in future 
research. Although we employed two different LLMs to mitigate common method bias, these models, 
despite their advanced capabilities, may share commonalities in misinterpreting some of the textual 
nuances. Another limitation concerns the use of different criteria to identify neurodivergent conditions 
across studies: formal diagnosis in Study 1 and self-identification as presented in the Reddit posts in 
Study 2. However, prior research indicates that self-identification closely mirrors formally diagnosed 
neurodivergent conditions in terms of cognitive difference, decision-making styles and psychological 
outcomes and provides incremental predictive value when included alongside formal diagnoses in 
multivariate models (van Rijswijk & Curșeu, 2025).

In study 2, standard SDT dimensions were used in the prompts to extract data from posts for as-
sessing autonomy, competence and relatedness, yet we acknowledge that when asked to report on self-
rating scales, neurodivergent individuals may interpret these constructs differently due to their unique 
cognitive and social experiences. Another methodological limitation concerns the interpretations of 
effect sizes and R2 values that we provided to enhance practical significance. These interpretations 
should be considered with caution, as effect sizes in psychological and organizational research on large 
samples are typically small, yet they can still have meaningful implications for well-being and workplace 
interventions. In addition, we employed a binary classification of different neurodivergent conditions, 
which does not capture the inherently dimensional nature of some of these conditions, and we did not 
model the interplay of multiple neurodivergent conditions (e.g. ADHD and autism) that may influence 
well-being in more complex ways. Finally, as the life stories are based on a single point in time, they do 
not capture how the impact of neurodivergence on psychological needs evolves over time.

FURTHER R ESEA RCH DIR ECTIONS

Our findings suggest that enhancing the satisfaction of three psychological needs could support 
neurodivergent individuals, as it mitigates stress and improves life satisfaction. Future research 
could explore the underlying mechanisms of these needs, as this is essential for developing effective 
interventions that promote well-being among these individuals. Additionally, scholars studying well-
being in the context of neurodivergent human capital can utilize SDT as a complementary theory to 
the currently used AMO model (Szulc, 2022; Szulc et al., 2021), aiding in developing neurodiversity-
friendly policies and practices for workplaces. Scholars can also use our results as an aid in explaining 
the duality of positive and negative effects of neurodivergence on work performance, yet while we 
present some statistically significant differences, several effect sizes are considered small, suggesting 
that the practical relevance of these differences may be modest. Future research should examine whether 
these differences translate into meaningful outcomes in applied settings. Therefore, we call for more 
research that examines the relationship between neurodivergence, well-being and job performance and 
satisfaction. In this study, we used different operationalizations of neurodivergence across the two 
studies and future research could integrate condition-specific and transdiagnostic perspectives while 
jointly modelling formal diagnosis and self-identification to better capture the psychological footprint 
of neurodivergence.
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