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Exploring the disparities and barriers faced by neurodiverse individuals in the Criminal Justice System
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Executive Summary –
Unmet needs and lack of awareness means that neurodiverse individuals are overrepresented in the Criminal Justice System (CJS) and face barriers with police interactions, custody, prisons, courts and probation. The vulnerabilities they face (communication, sensory and social difficulties) means that policies are being adjusted and implemented to ensure fairness, but there continues to be a need for a shift in research, identification and support. 





















Findings – 
Life for neurodivergent individuals can be challenging due to limited adjustments and awareness in a society designed for neurotypicals (Morrison, Cashin and Foley, 2024), contact with the CJS often aggravates these difficulties (Slavny-Cross et al., 2023). Half of the adult prison population is neurodivergent and CJS life often intensifies these difficulties (The Ministry of Justice, 2024).
One challenge is the lack of training, a Criminal Justice Joint Inspection (2021) review states that only 24% of prison staff and 28% of police and probation staff have received neurodiversity training. Holloway et al., (2020) also highlights that training is tailored to mental health not neurodiversity and is often surface level. With the high number of neurodiverse individuals (Walker et al., 2024), the government must work with the system to ensure that needs are being met, the call for more sufficient and tailored training is too prevalent to ignore (O’Reilly, Tromans and Drewett, 2026). Despite the high levels of neurodivergence, no autism-tailored training is given to most police in Wales and England (Bagnall, Leung and Maras (2026).  Jim Shannon (2025) suggested increased training for prison staff to ensure that they can provide support for prisoners with ADHD. Tessa Munt (2025) agrees with the abundant need for improved staff training in prisons, Young and Cocallis (2019) further this in saying that ADHD symptoms are often misinterpreted as poor behaviour. Specialist training would allow neurodivergent behaviours to be treated appropriately rather than punished. 
Another challenge is lack of consistent screening, which is supported by McKinnon et al., (2023). Systematic screening procedures should be implemented across the system (Foster and Young, 2022), Brown et al., (2025) reiterates this with the call for early-stage screening efforts and its importance. Neurodiverse individuals face barriers at every point in the CJS (Chadwick, 2025) and masking often makes neurodiverse behaviours difficult to identify, especially in women as stigma has often frowned upon them (Ramsay and Thorne, 2025), screening should take place during the earliest point of contact with the CJS, with findings being carried through every stage (Clasby et al., 2022). This would allow fairer treatment and ensure their needs are being met. Additionally, there is often an over-reliance on self-disclosure and given that many neurodiverse people struggle with communication (Patton, 2019), many will be going undiagnosed. Kirby (2025) notes how at least a third of the prison population in England and Wales have traits of a neurodiverse condition and how prisons have too long relied on self-disclosure of a diagnosis as a form of identification, despite most people in this context not having an official diagnosis or having difficulty expressing their needs. In a bid to better the identification of neurodiverse prisoners, since April 2021 the Prison Service has conducted more than 180,000 screenings (Ministry of Justice, 2024). There is still a lack of consistent screening procedures, ultimately failing neurodiverse individuals, this is reinforced by Tessa Munt (2025) who says despite distressing aspects to prison life which are heightened for neurodiverse individuals there is no consistent screening tools for ADHD, leading to failure in identification. With these inconsistencies, it is likely that the number of neurodiverse prisoners is much higher than originally believed (The Parole Board, 2024). 
Alvarez (2025) explains how policy reform is more than changing legislation, for it to be effective it requires a development in neurodiversity research. The reform of the Mental Health Act 1983 in Wales has long been considered outdated (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025), with The Bill tackling the levels of inappropriate detaining, to this day autistic people can be detained under Section 3 of the Act even in the absence of a mental illness. According to the National Autistic Society (2023) detained autistic individuals are faced with limited support, lack of neurodivergence understanding and residing in a non-neurodivergent friendly environment. The reform of this act aims to ensure that neurodivergent individuals are not being unnecessarily detained and to remove the legal grounds of detention based on neurodiversity only (Hatherley, 2025). The Welsh Parliament Health and Social Care Committee (2022) support the prohibition of inappropriate detention and highlight how the Welsh Government must work alongside police partners to improve neurodiversity training across the system. Despite the support of this reform, it is possible to argue that limiting detention does not necessarily mean more effective support, it could mean people falling through the cracks and increasing CJS contact (Hatherley, 2025). Nevertheless, the reform of the Act focuses on a therapeutic approach to ensure a person-centred system, in the Department of Health & Social Care (2021) survey, 82% of participants strongly agreed with the idea. This highlights the overwhelming support for this policy reform and how beneficial it could be for neurodivergent individuals. Another weakness is the possible concerns over the reform being established via a UK-wide bill despite health being devolved to Wales and the implications this will have on health services (Welsh Government, 2021). The Health and Social Care committee and the Legislation, Justice and Constitution committee voiced concerns over this and the possibility of limiting Senedd control (Hatherley, 2025), furthering the lack of powers Wales has over their services (Moons and Evans, 2017). Carr (2001) highlights the community-based approach to mental health today while the Act was originally designed off a hospital-based approach, the reform of the act reflects the modern-day system which is a significant strength.
Recommendations -
A clear gap in the literature is the limited research on neurodiverse women, Russell et al., (2025) suggests that this could be because many autistic women do not have a diagnosis as they are able to mask. Masking is using what is considered neurotypical behaviour to fit in with those that do not have a neurodiverse condition (Miller, Rees and Pearson, 2021). The work of Payne and Gooding (2025) highlight how limited research on autistic women in the CJS is and to their knowledge there is no published data to reflect the prevalence of autistic female prisoners. Their studies found that 4.78% of female prisoners were autistic compared to 0.35% of females in the general population (O’Nions et al., 2023). The high number in prisons represents how overrepresented autistic women are and the little research highlights the need for further investigations, which would allow the system to work more efficiently and effectively. Gooding and Payne (2025) highlight the difficulties neurodiverse men face, such as communication challenges, sensory sensitivities and difficulties with change of routine (Vinter, Dillon and Winder, 2023) are likely, along with comorbidities to affect neurodiverse women too. Skoglund (2025) explains that ADHD is often missed in women because of comorbidities like OCD, anxiety and depression. 
One recommendation is continuing the implementation of Neurodiversity Support Managers (NSMs) which is noted in the Neurodiversity Action Plan Update (UK Government, 2023). NSMs work with His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Service to ensure that prisons and probation teams are collaborating, receiving training and making reasonable adjustments for neurodiverse individuals. The role has now been implemented successfully across UK prisons, the updated action plan by the Ministry of Justice and HM Prison and Probation Service (2026) highlights how key this role is in ensuring up to date training, implementing a trauma-informed system and taking a needs-first approach. The Ministry of Justice (2024) state that NSMs work with prison staff to ensure they are confident in de-escalating distressing situations involving individuals who often struggle with communication and emotional regulation (Beck et al., 2026). Evidence of this success is clear at Warren Hill and Buckley Hall, where NSMs advocated for neurodiverse prisoners through support plans, one-to-one sessions, sensory rooms and effective screenings (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2025). Nevertheless, many NSMs have been brought in from an educational setting and therefore do not have official qualifications to spectate on the clinical condition of a prisoner (The Parole Board, 2024), which leads to lack of expertise. Nicholas Dakin (2025) contradicts this by stating that NSMs in female prisons have all received ADHD-tailored training. 
King and Charles (2025) highlight the need for lived-experience training, especially those who have had experience with the CJS which would allow more relevant training and better results. This is reiterated by Mason et al., (2025) who say that the collaboration of training with autistic individuals would allow autistic experiences to have a positive influence on how neurodiverse individuals experience the CJS. Furthermore, they highlight the importance of autistic people being at the forefront of every stage of training in the CJS, Cooper et al., (2022) also explain how critical it is to incorporate real lived experiences of autism in creating policies, training and support. The work of Hoekstra et al., (2018) introduces the idea of ‘nothing about us without us’, which refers to the right that autistic people have in policies that directly affect them (Bhattacharya et al., 2025), this would allow it to be targeted and relevant.  The HM Inspectorate of Prisons (2025) highlight how four years on from their original review they were still seeing some disappointing results as seen in Parc, where a lack of tailored training was seen on the neurodiverse unit. If training was implemented with first-hand neurodiverse experiences, the results would be more positive. Furthermore, Woodhouse et al., (2024) explores how assessing the effectiveness of current training would benefit the system and how working alongside the autistic community would be a great strength. It is clear to see how this recommendation is widely supported and given that neurodiverse individuals are overrepresented in the system and face barriers at every stage of the system (Gormley and Watson, 2021) it would be a justified course of action.
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