
Please do introduce yourself: who you are, with a brief summary of your 
career?

I’m Alison Brown, and I’m Director of Communities and External Engagement at the Open University. 
This is the third university I’ve worked in, and before that I spent 10 years working in central government.

Can you tell us a bit more about the work you’re doing currently? 

I see my role as helping the OU to be more externally facing. I really enjoy the variety of working 
across different functions, and building bridges across boundaries to collaborate with internal and 
external partners. This has been the best role of my career: the OU’s powerful social mission is very 
energising, and I enjoy spotting synergies across our complex stakeholder landscape. 

What strengths do you bring to your work?

I have lots of partnerships expertise but I’m not a specialist. I think this is linked to me being 
neurodivergent: I don’t like specialising, I prefer variety, drawing on the best of comms, external 
affairs, policy, and income generation. I create coherence across multiple functions, which helps when 
navigating complexity. External partners appreciate when I can explain the whole organisational offer.

But that approach can make it tough for me to search for a job. Vacancies often focus on one 
specialism, but I don’t fit neatly into a little box. It’s such a missed opportunity when teams work in silos.

I noticed you’ve split your time between permanent and non-executive work, is 
this a challenge to balance?

Another example of me finding ways to stretch myself. I was careful to choose roles that don’t require 
a huge time commitment. Whereas some people might find these different roles a distraction, I actually 
perform better at the OU because I am building my network, learning about myself, and capturing 
ideas that I can apply in my day job. I love spotting connections and bringing wider learning from my 
non-executive roles back to the OU. 

You state publicly on your LinkedIn profile that you proudly neurodivergent and an advocate for 
neurodiversity. Can you tell us a bit more about your own neurodiversity?

I was diagnosed with ADHD about 3 years ago - up until that point I had no idea. I remember going 
to a presentation about neurodiversity with a previous employer and came out none the wiser. The 
presentation focused on the medical definitions, but I had learned how to fit into a neurotypical world in 
my life so I couldn’t recognise any of it. 


