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Neurodivergence in the CJS
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Within the Criminal Justice System, it is estimated that up to 50% of people within prisons are neurodiverse (Ministry of Justice, 2024) . This is a higher rate than the general UK population, which is estimated to be 1 in 7 (Cambridge University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust, 2026). Neurodivergence is described by NHS Scotland (2026) as when a person’s brain “processes information differently from what is considered typical for most people.” Neurodivergence includes multiple conditions such as Autism, ADHD and Dyslexia. This issue is being addressed by many policies. This policy review will look at multiple sources, identifying challenges for neurodivergent individuals within the criminal justice system and their recommendations to address these issues. It will also evaluate the effectiveness of the changes in policy in addressing the challenges found as well as finding any gaps in the literature and making recommendations.



[bookmark: _Toc229658122]Policy document 1. Greater support for neurodivergent offenders in bid to cut crime (Ministry of Justice, 2024)
This policy review will analyse six documents. The first policy document is from the Ministry of Justice (2024). The key challenges that this document found are that some neurodivergent inmates have speech and language needs that can lead to behavioural issues while in prison. The document found that up to 50% of the prison population could be neurodivergent with at least 25,000 prisoners within prison education programmes identified as being neurodivergent. There have been steps to address these challenges as according to this document, the Prison Service has conducted over 180,000 screenings since April 2021, opened a number of specialist units within prisons and dedicated neurodiversity officers have been put in place in all prisons in the UK. These dedicated neurodiversity officers aid the identification of neurodiverse prisoners and offer training and education to reduce the risk of reoffending as well as aiding any prisoners who are unable to read to understand rules and support them with employment. Staff will be trained to better manage neurodiverse individuals and de-escalate situations involving them. Both magistrates and legal advisers will also be trained on how to fairly treat neurodivergent individuals. This document mentions that one of the specialist units in HMP Pentonville has seen a notable reduction in violence and assaults, displaying a level of effectiveness to the policy changes seen in the document.
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This document from the Parole Board (2024) provides support and guidance for its members to assist in dealing with neurodivergent prisoners who are being considered for parole in England and Wales. The document found challenges such as the needs of neurodiverse individuals within considerations for parole needing to be included during hearings and the differences with neurodivergence in women and girls and that they are more likely to be undiagnosed or misdiagnosed due to many tests being developed for males. This document discusses how Neurodiversity Support Managers (NSMs) could contribute to the parole process. The document acknowledges that NSMs while unable to offer clinical advice, assess risk or advise on interventions, can aid with the individual’s needs. NSMs can advise on which needs and adjustments a prisoner has and how those can be supported within the parole process. Their needs-based approach can help prisoners with needs such as communication needs and sensory overload within hearings where there may be multiple sources of information that a prisoner may need time to understand or may overwhelm them. This document also provides signs to look for with different types of neurodivergence and how to appropriately make adjustments for them. The document suggests that the differences in neurodivergence with women and girls should be considered during parole hearings due to the multitude of differences. This document is mostly guidance for members and as such, does not evaluate the effectiveness of the policy surrounding the topic.
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This document is an easy read version of an update to the governments proposed plan for support for neurodivergent individuals. This report gives out six ideas on how neurodiversity in the CJS can be better handled and how the government at the time has responded to those. The six ideas cover that there should be better cooperation between agencies and other organisations, improving training for people employed in the CJS as well as improving screening quality and ensuring that it is considered, getting a proper number of neurodivergent individuals within the CJS and making better adjustments for neurodivergent individuals. The report gives a six month update for these areas, showing that the government were actively working on the areas but there are not any figures to show the effectiveness of these changes, due to the document being a simplified version of the report and that the updates are after just six months.
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This document examines the proposed reforms of the Mental Health Act 1983 which plan to restrict detention for learning disabled and autistic individuals and banning the use of police cells as places of safety and transferring police powers to healthcare professionals. The document proposes that detention for neurodivergent individuals be left to those with cooccurring mental illnesses as many individuals are detained for their neurodivergence, sometimes leading to encounters with the CJS as the document also proposes the banning of police cells being used as a place of safety, allowing for those in mental health crisis to receive appropriate care. This also proposes that police powers for detaining people in these situations be moved to healthcare professionals, decreasing the risk of CJS involvement. This document refers to an Act that only recently received royal ascent, and its changes are being made over time, as such it is too early to determine the effectiveness of the changes in policy.
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[bookmark: _Toc229658131]Key challenges and recommendations
This Journal edition is dedicated to neurodivergence in the criminal Justice system. It contains seven articles examining aspects such as lived experience, screening and care pathway development for autistic prisoners.
The first article, from Anwar et al. (2025) is a transcript of two interviews with neurodivergent prisoners sharing their experiences of custody. The individuals identified challenges such as there being a lot of noise in prison, processes being confusing and a lack of needs being supported by the prison. The two people made suggestions based on their experiences like an improvement to the support given inside the prison to aid the neurodiverse as well as improving the process of identifying neurodiversity to allow staff to be informed. They proposed that workshops and therapy be included to better aid individuals and to create a prison culture that can accommodate neurodivergent individuals.
Another article by Mason et al. (2025) evaluated the support for autistic prisoners and made recommendations for enhancing training, better information sharing in agencies and more adequate resources. 
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This document is a transcript of a debate in Parliament on the impact of ADHD on Prisoners and rehabilitation
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Document four acknowledges that there is a gap in support being risked with detainment being restricted to those with both neurodivergence and a cooccurring mental illness, leading to the possibility of neurodivergent individuals being left without support.
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