
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Neurodivergence and the Listening Brain 

Abstract 
Many otherwise normal-hearing individuals—autistic people, those diagnosed with attention deficit hyperactive disorder 
(ADHD), and the increasing number of adults with ‘hidden hearing loss’—struggle to communicate in complex listening 
environments and have trouble understanding speech in background noise. Although we’ve learned a lot about 
hearing— Australia ‘hacked the ear’ with the cochlear implant—how we listen remains something of a 'black box'. 
Though we are beginning to unpack it, the popular trope 'you hear with your ears but listen with your brain' has yet to 
impact how we design and develop our communication technologies, plan and manage our listening environments, or 
build and implement policies to support the communication needs of our increasingly diverse populations. 
Understanding the neural bases of listening offers the chance to develop new technologies and therapeutic 
approaches to enhance listening performance, reduce listening fatigue, and develop a rich and rewarding 
communicative life. 
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