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[bookmark: _Toc229082088]Executive Summary
Neurodivergence can be very difficult for many people to live with daily, because of the extra challenges they Face in day-to-day life, such as communication, following rules of society, living independently, sensory issues, and a lot more. Sometimes these struggles can become a bigger problem and neurodivergent people end up being involved with the criminal justice system (CJS). However, because of the lack of knowledge and training CJS staff have around neurodiverse conditions, it can cause many problems, often leading to neurodiverse behaviours being misunderstood. So, there is a need for better support and awareness on neurodiverse conditions through the CJS to ensure that neurodiverse people are cared for within prisons, custody, and courts. 
[bookmark: _Toc229082089]Challenges 
[bookmark: _Toc229082090]Neurodiversity in the criminal Justice system
Neurodivergent people face many challenges within society, with many people needing daily living support (Löthberg, 2025). Many Neurodivergent people struggle with communication, language, social interactions and sensory processing (Robertson, 2009). Places like prison, custody and court rooms can be very overwhelming environments to be in, especially for neurodivergent people (Harris, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc229082091]Staff Training
One of the biggest problems in the Criminal Justice System (CJS) for neurodivergent people is the lack of staff training and awareness (Mason, Allen, Kargas, and Smith, 2025). An online survey was created for frontline staff to complete, and the results showed that there is a huge gap in staff having knowledge about neurodivergent people. According to Criminal Justice Joint Inspector (2021), only 28% of police and probation staff, and 24% of staff from prisons say that they received any training on neurodivergence, with an estimation of around half the prison population considered to be neurodivergent (Ministry of Justice, 2024). This could cause a massive problem if staff are not trained and told how to deal with neurodivergent individuals. 
As well as the need for staff training, there is also a need for specialist training. Shannon (2025) states that there is not enough specialist training for people with ADHD, impacting prisoners’ ability to learn.  The implications of not having adequate staff training and understanding for neurodivergent people is that they end up being unsupported and misunderstood (HM inspectorate of prisons, 2025). There are problems with staff training throughout the criminal justice system. Starting with police officers, having awareness on how to detect if someone is neurodivergent is crucial, as neurodivergent people often enter the CJS because the lack of knowledge and training police officers have, causes neurodivergent people’s behaviour to be miss-understood (Hurley and Archer, 2013). Also, police custody officers filled out a self-report about their knowledge of neurodivergence, and it was found that over half of the officers had no personal experience of neurodiverse people, however, they had encountered neurodiverse individuals at least once weekly within the CJS (Bagnall, Leung, and Maras, 2026). 
The lack of staff training in court rooms can contribute to the chances of neurodivergent people being sentenced, because they do not understand the language used in courtrooms (Clasby et al, 2022), and with only 24 percent of prison staff receiving any training on neurodiversity, this can affect the management of prisoners who are neurodiverse (Munt, 2025). This shows the need for better staff training and awareness of the needs of neurodivergent individuals involved in the CJS.
[bookmark: _Toc229082092]Communication, and Sensory difficulties 
Neurodivergent people can have difficulties with communication, sensory overload and emotional control (NeuroLaunch, 2024). When someone takes in too much information at one time it can become very overwhelming and difficult for the brain to process what is going on; this is called sensory overload (The Parole Board, 2024). Having challenges like these can have an impact on how neurodivergent people respond when involved in the criminal justice system. Having communication difficulties can cause someone to be misunderstood which increases the chances of being wrongly accused of crime (Parsons and Sherwood, 2016). Prisons can have a negative impact on prisoner’s mental health because of the dirt, overcrowding and depressive environments (Mansoor et al., 2015). Neurodivergence can have an impact on a person’s day to day life, which makes them more vulnerable (Chadwick, 2025). This shows that prison is not a safe environment for neurodivergent people to be in. Prison environments can be difficult for people with ADHD, because of the loud noise of doors slamming and difficulties with following instructions and communication, leading to the loss of privileges (Lucy, James, and Chole, 2024). Also, in England and Wales, it was recorded that 23 per cent of suspects in custody had difficulties with speech, language and communication (Holland et al., 2023, Cited in Macdonald and Peacock, 2026). 
[bookmark: _Toc229082093]Rehabilitation 
Another challenge is the lack of rehabilitation programmes and resources for reducing reoffending rates (Munt, 2025). A study was conducted which interviewed 10 men with intellectual disabilities 9 months after they were released from prison, and the results showed that all participants felt like they were under supported (Chiu, Triantafyllopoulou, and Murphy, 2019). People with neurodivergence often don’t receive the right support to help identify their offending behaviours, which doesn’t allow for helpful rehabilitation programmes, leading to them reoffending and returning to prison (Talbot, 2007). It is also known that people with ADHD have higher tendences to reoffend, mainly participating in anti- social behaviours (Engelhardt, Mobes, and Pischedda, 2019). 
Two thirds of all offenders in the UK do not manage to get work or be in education six months after they are released from prison (Justice committee, 2025). This shows that prisoners are not receiving enough support and preparation for release back into society. This can be detrimental for neurodivergent people especially for autistic people, with an estimation of only 29 percent of autistic people being employed, because of the lack of understanding and adjustments from employers (Davis et al, 2024). This could make living independently after release more difficult for autistic prisoners. The UK Government stated that there is a need for better support for autistic individuals (Slavny-Cross et al., 2022).
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There are several plans to improve support for neurodivergent people involved in the CJS. Some of these include, the Neurodiversity Action Plan, which states people need to work together, identify how many people need support, and Share information about neurodivergence across the CJS (Ministry of Justice, 2026). The government have identified the need for better support, treatment and assessment for people with neurodivergent conditions. By improving support and treatment it could help improve crime rates, arrests, prisoners and reduce reoffending (Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 2021).
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Neurodivergent people are often misunderstood and face many challenges in the criminal justice system. To address these challenges recommendations have been made to raise awareness about neurodivergent people involved with the criminal justice system. One of these recommendations is having support managers in prisons, which has been successful so far, with Neurodiversity Support Managers now in 116 prisons, out of 124 prisons in England and Wales (Dakin, 2024). The role of support managers is to assist neurodivergent offenders and educate staff about neurodiverse conditions (Ministry of justice, 2024). Some of the key roles of a support manager are to train prison staff on how to better understand neurodivergent people, ensure adjustments are made in the prison environment, and ensuring that support is widley available for neurodivergent offenders (Chadwick, 2025). Neurodiversity support managers have a five-step plan to help neurodivergent prisoners; sharing information and understanding prisoners needs, staff training and providing support, adapting environments making them safer for neurodiverse prisoners, individual plans to ensure targeted support, and lastly preparing prisoners for release back into society (Chadwick, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc229082097]Screening 
Another recommendation is having better screening tools to identify neurodiverse disabilities earlier on. The benefit of having better screening tools available is that it can identify what support each person needs individually, which doesn’t require a diagnosis to qualify for extra support. Also, if a person can’t come out their cell for some reason, staff will work around them and will complete a risk assessment which will give the same outcome as an online screening (HM Inspectors of Prisons, 2026). A report was carried out across six custody centres in London, which offered screening services, testing for ADHD and autism, and 50 percent of people who didn’t already have a diagnosis went for further assessment (Brown et al., 2025). Some neurodivergent people’s diagnosis is missed, because of limited access to previous screening tools in areas like education and health services (Kirby, 2023). There is a need for better screening systems in schools to help provide safer environments for neurodivergent kids to develop, and receive the right support (Gray et al., 2025). By having early interventions like this it will support neurodivergent individuals from early childhood, which may reduce the chances of offending behaviour in the future.  
[bookmark: _Toc229082098]Gaps in research 
The first bit of research on autism to ever be documented was in 1925 by Efimovna Sukharva (Sher and Gibson, 2023). Despite there being decades of research on autism there is still major gaps in research such as adults with autism and interventions (Hoelin, and Taylor, 2015). There is less than 15 percent of research solely focused on autistic adults (McLeod et al., 2026). Most adults who have autism also have mental health issues. However, with the lack of support and knowledge from doctors and expertise there isn’t enough care to help people with autism (Lipinski et al., 2021). One of the biggest gaps in literature is the research on autistic women and girls, with female autistic people more likely to be misdiagnosed (Chester, 2019). This is because of masking behaviours, less repetitive behaviours, and the lack of understanding for female interests (Huston and Huston, 2023). There is need for better knowledge and awareness on autistic adults within the CJS. Research shows that there is an increased contact between autistic individuals and the CJS, which often results in violent contacts between the law and people with autism. This because of the lack of training by law enforcement (Cooper et al, 2022).
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