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What is Neurodiversity?
• An umbrella term for a variety of 

diverse ways in which the brain works

• Can include medical conditions, 
learning disabilities and other non-
diagnosed occurrences. (genetic or 
acquired)

• Approximately 15% of the global 
population are believed to be 
neurodivergent

Not just labels and diagnoses!





Helping people thrive

“If we take care of these seeds, they will grow up nicely. 
If you take care of me, I will grow up nicely”



Neurodiversity and the 
Planned Environment

How can Town and Parish 
Councils (and other stakeholders) 
make a difference?
• Mandate and Planning Policy

• Design Principles

• Engagement



NPPF December 2024 
(as amended February 2025)
• Paragraph 8 b) – Social objective -  "well-designed, beautiful and safe places, with accessible services and 

open spaces that reflect current and future needs and support communities’ health, social and cultural 
well-being
o See also paragraphs 96 and 102 referencing 

• Paragraph 63 – Sufficient housing for people with disabilities

• Paragraph 96 - Planning policies and decisions aim - to achieve health, inclusivity and safety

• Paragraph 97 b) – community facilities – to take into account and support the delivery of local strategies to 
improve health, social and cultural well-being for all sections of the community

• Paragraph 102 – Access to a network of high-quality open spaces… important for health and wellbeing

• Paragraph 117 – Development should address the needs of people with disabilities and reduced 
mobility in relation to all modes of transport

• Glossary: People with disabilities - "These persons include, but are not limited to, people with ambulatory 
difficulties, blindness, learning difficulties, autism and mental health needs." 



Planning Practice Guidance

HEALTHY AND SAFE COMMUNITIES

o Paragraph 002 - What are the main health organisations that need to be 
involved in considering planning for health?
▪ Health and Wellbeing Boards, Local Clinical Commissioning Groups, local 

healthwatch organisations – Joint Strategic Needs Assessments; dementia 
care and health inequalities; engagement with the wider community

o Paragraph 003 – What is a healthy place
▪ It meets the needs of children and young people to grow and develop, as 

well as being adaptable to the needs of an increasingly elderly population 
and those with dementia and other sensory or mobility impairments



Planning Practice Guidance

HOUSING FOR OLDER AND DISABLED PEOPLE
• Paragraph 002 - Why is it important to plan for the housing needs of disabled people?

o Includes specialist and support housing
o Living safe and independent lives

• Paragraph 003 – What range of needs should be addressed?
o References NPPF glossary - may generate a range of housing requirements which can change over time
o Local planning authorities may wish to consider groups outside this definition
o To enable disabled people to live more safely and independently, local planning authorities will need to consider their 

variety of needs in both plan-making and decision-taking

• Paragraph 019 –  How can the needs of people with dementia be addressed?
o “Local planning authorities should consider design principles when developing new housing… especially housing 

aimed at people with dementia… there should be a range of housing options and tenures available to people with 
dementia… innovative and diverse housing models should be considered where appropriate”.

o Lays out characteristics of a dementia-friendly community



Planning Practice Guidance

HOUSING FOR OLDER AND DISABLED PEOPLE – INCLUSIVE DESIGN
• Paragraph 017 - How can planning and design promote access and inclusion?

o Access and use by everyone
o Breaking down unnecessary physical and psychological barriers and exclusions caused by 

the poor design of buildings and places
o "The most effective way to overcome conflicting policies and to maximise accessibility for 

everyone is for all parties to consider inclusive design from the outset of the process. This is 
particularly important when considering historic buildings and conservation, and highways."

• Paragraph 018 – How can places be designed to be age-friendly and accessible for all?
o Clear benefits outlined - Building for Equality: Disability and the Built Environment report
o Inclusive design can help older and disabled people live more independently and reduce 

health and social care costs
o Outlines accessibility and age friendly issues to consider

https://committees.parliament.uk/work/6001/disability-and-the-built-environment-inquiry/


Planning Practice Guidance

HOUSING FOR OLDER AND DISABLED PEOPLE – INCLUSIVE DESIGN
• Paragraph 019 - How can for the needs of people with dementia be addressed?

o Outlines characteristics of a dementia-friendly community:
▪ easy to navigate physical environment
▪ appropriate transport
▪ communities shaped around the views of people with dementia and their carers
▪ good orientation and familiarity
▪ reduction in unnecessary clutter
▪ reduction in disorienting visual and auditory stimuli

o Innovative and diverse housing models should be considered where appropriate



Material considerations

Material considerations can include (but are not limited to):
• Overlooking/loss of privacy
• Loss of light or overshadowing
• Parking
• Highway safety
• Traffic
• Noise
• Effect on listed building and conservation area
• Layout and density of building
• Design, appearance and materials
• Government policy
• Disabled persons' access
• Proposals in the Development Plan
• Previous planning decisions (including appeal decisions)
• Nature conservation



PAS 6463 – 
Design for 
the Mind



Example 
Local Policy: 

Watford



Example Local Policy: Milton Keynes



Example Local Policy: Aylesbury

• Para 2.4 (Spatial Vision) – “increased opportunities for 
all residents to participate in local community events 
celebrating their history, identity, and diversity”. 

• H6a Housing mix – “Creating socially mixed and 
inclusive communities”

• D1 Delivering Aylesbury Garden Town – “enhancing 
Aylesbury reputation as a centre for education, 
diversity and excellence… paralympic heritage of the 
town will be celebrated… designed to provide the 
choices and chances for all to live a healthy life taking 
a whole systems approach to key local health and 
wellbeing priorities and strategies… create healthy, 
sociable, vibrant and walkable neighbourhoods with 
equality of access for all”

• Para 4.30 – Green and blue infrastructure to create an 
accessible, distinctive, attractive sense of place and 
identity.



Material 
consideration in a 
project:
Englishcombe 
Lane, Bath



Material consideration in a 
project:
St Christopher's Drive, Oundle



Example Neighbourhood Plan: 
Stanstead Abbots & St Margaret



Example Neighbourhood Plan: 
Campbell Park



What is Neuroinclusive 
Design

Neuroinclusive design is a human-
centred approach to designing the built 
environments that consider the diverse 
sensory needs and preferences of all 
individuals, including those who are 
neurodivergent.



Some Design Items to 
Consider for Neurodiversity



Designing for Schools 
and Universities

• Have quiet rooms

• Simple layout

• Accessible design

• Sound proofing

• Outdoor learning spaces

• Lighting

• Flexibility



Designing for 
Workplaces

• Helps with employee 
productivity and well being

• Quiet working spaces

• Simple but flexible layouts that 
provide natural movement

• Outdoor spaces



Designing for Residential

• Design away from noisy environments

• Try and make them personalized to specific needs

• Create sensory positive green spaces

• Simple site layouts

• Inclusive wayfinding 

• Social spaces



Neurodiverse Engagement



Summary

✓Be familiar with the NPPF, Local Plans and 
Material Planning considerations

✓Understand the local authority evidence base 
and needs, as well as connecting with health 
organisations

✓Create Neighbourhood Plans and 
representations which evidence neurodiversity 
needs and ways these can be addressed

✓Be familiar with neuroinclusive design 
concepts

✓Engage in an accessible and inclusive way

✓Be empathetic, and listen – especially when it 
comes to sensory experience



Who are 
Neurodiversity 
in Planning?



This network is about raising acceptance of neurodiversity among town 

planners and other built environment professionals working within the 

industry, and increasing understanding of its importance to planning 

decisions, policy, research and practice.

We aim to encourage town planners to recognise their role in 

promoting and creating an inclusive society.



Key Workstreams:
Design
How we understand what barriers currently 
exist in the built environment, and how we 
can plan and design safe, supportive and 
accessible places for neurodivergent people.

Engagement
How we can make infrastructure and 
planning consultation and engagement, be it 
online or in person, accessible for a 
neurodiverse audience.

Work
How we promote and champion the benefits 
of neurodiversity in the workplace and create 
a culture where neurodivergent planners are 
understood and accepted.



Learn more!
• Designing for Neurodiversity Booklet coming 
soon in Autumn 2025

• Other resources already available such as our 
engagement toolkit and terminology guide

• Visit our website to find out more about the 
network, the team behind it and to view 
resources:
• https://neurodiversityinplanning.co.uk/

• Contact the team by email: 
hello@neurodiversityinplanning.co.uk  

• And don’t forget to follow us on LinkedIn for 
the latest updates

• Matthew Harmsworth MRTPI LinkedIn

https://neurodiversityinplanning.co.uk/
mailto:hello@neurodiversityinplanning.co.uk
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/13908485/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/matthew-harmsworth-mrtpi-369ab31a2/


Other resources
Neurodiversity in Planning Network
LinkedIn | Website

Neurodiversity in Business
Resource Hub

RTPI Mental Health and Wellbeing Hub

PAS 6463:2022 -  Design for the mind. 
Neurodiversity and the built environment. 
Guide

https://www.linkedin.com/groups/13908485/
https://neurodiversityinplanning.co.uk/
https://neurodiversityinbusiness.org/ndresourcehub/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/new/mental-health-and-wellbeing-hub/
https://knowledge.bsigroup.com/products/design-for-the-mind-neurodiversity-and-the-built-environment-guide?version=standard
https://knowledge.bsigroup.com/products/design-for-the-mind-neurodiversity-and-the-built-environment-guide?version=standard
https://knowledge.bsigroup.com/products/design-for-the-mind-neurodiversity-and-the-built-environment-guide?version=standard


Thank you
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