
‘The impact of 
neurodiversity and 
wellbeing in prisons’ 
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• What is neurodiversity and the impact in prisons understanding this
• What is Neurodiversity? What do the words mean?
• What are the strengths and challenges associated with 

neurodivergent conditions/traits?
• Why do people in and out of the justice system get missed, 

misdiagnosed and misunderstood?
• What strategies/adjustments in education that need to be 

considered?

Aims of this brief session
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One brain BUT multiple systems
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https://allianceofsport.org/news/new-report-pinball-systems-
snakes-and-ladders-or-person-centred-provision/ 

https://allianceofsport.org/news/new-report-pinball-systems-snakes-and-ladders-or-person-centred-provision/
https://allianceofsport.org/news/new-report-pinball-systems-snakes-and-ladders-or-person-centred-provision/


Lots of papers and reports stating the 
need to support neurodiversity in the 
Criminal Justice Sector…  e.g. in UK
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Recognising differences in every person

“People with learning disabilities are not a homogeneous group…they 
are all individuals with a wide range of life experiences, strengths, 
weaknesses and support needs.
However, many will share common characteristics which might make 
them especially vulnerable as they enter and travel through the criminal 
justice system.” 
 - ‘No One Knows’ Talbot, 2008
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“Neurodivergent offenders often have speech, language and communication needs. Consequently, this 
cohort can experience difficulties understanding and processing complex information, particularly in 
stressful circumstances, such as whilst serving a community sentence. They are required to understand 
the processes and their sentencing requirements, as well as be able to communicate proficiently with a 
wide range of individuals. There is a risk that this cohort face extra challenges when trying to comply with 
criminal justice processes and procedures.”
A Smarter Approach to Sentencing by Lord Chancellor and Secretary of State for Justice, Ministry of Justice, 

September (2020)
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MOJ 2021- Neurodiversity in the Criminal 
Justice System
“A programme of awareness-raising and specialist 
training should be developed and delivered to staff 
working within criminal justice services. For frontline 
staff this learning should be broad-based, mandatory, 
raise awareness of neurodivergent conditions and 
how they impact on communication and be supported 
by practical strategies for working with 
neurodivergent people. More specialised training 
should be provided for staff whose roles require it. 
The programme should be developed and delivered in 
consultation with people who have personal 
experience of neurodivergence. “
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House of Commons Education Committee
May 2022

"Data shows that over 30% of service users have a learning 
difficulty or learning challenges. However, we heard that this 
figure is likely to be an underestimate and that the true scale of 
the issue is not known, as prisons rely heavily on service users 
declaring themselves to have learning needs. The current 
screening process is not adequate to identify service users with 
additional leaning needs.

We recommend that the Ministry of Justice introduce a 
consistent assessment process for every service user when 
they enter the prison estate. We believe that there is a strong 
case for every service user to receive an assessment for learning 
needs from an educational psychologist, or at the very least a 
more intensive form of screening, and we recommend that the 
Ministry of Justice prepares a cost appraisal for implementing 
such an approach."
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Neurodiversity
Our brains (neuro-) 
naturally vary from 
person to person (are 
diverse) and are a part 
of human variation.

We all think, move, act, 
process information 
and communicate 
differently.
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Different terms have and are being used in 
different countries

Different terms 
used
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Neurodivergent Neurodivergent
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Conditions under the neurodivergent ‘umbrella’
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Consider the prevalence of overlap

60% of people with ASD have DCD
30% of people with ASD have ADHD
30% of people with ADHD have DCD
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• Dual Focus on Adversity and Neurodevelopmental Conditions
The findings emphasize the need to address both adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and neurodevelopmental 
conditions (NDCs) in psychiatric evaluations. Focusing solely on trauma risks overlooking neurodevelopmental factors 
that can shape a child's environment, leading to misdiagnosis and missed opportunities for early intervention.

• Impact of ACEs and NDCs on Health Outcomes
Both ACEs and NDCs independently increase the risk of poor mental and physical health outcomes. When co-occurring, 
they have additive effects, leading to a heightened risk of severe psychiatric issues and poor health outcomes later in 
life. This suggests that interventions should target both factors to improve long-term health trajectories.

• Holistic Psychiatric Assessments
The "Double Jeopardy" model proposes a shift from highly specialized mental health assessments to more holistic 
approaches that consider both ACEs and NDCs. 



The ‘diagnosis’ or 
label a person gets 
may be dependent 
on the services they 
have accessed
- now or in the past
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**There are social biases which mean we 
keep missing people again and again**……

Less likely to have a ND diagnosis if:
• Adverse Childhood Events present in past

• Been excluded from school - e.g., 2 out of 3 males have been 
excluded
• Looked After Children/In Care

• Females
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**There are social biases which mean we 
keep missing people again and again**……

BUT more likely to be neurodivergent
• Lower Socio –Economic- Status /Poverty
• Children in low-income households are also more likely to have cognitive deficits, such 

as impaired working memory and language skills when compared to children in 
middle-income households (Jakovljevic et al. 2016)

© 2024 www.doitprofiler.com All Rights Reserved 22



.

December 2021

© 2024 www.doitprofiler.com All Rights Reserved 23



.

December 2021

.

Using Do-IT Profiler with 11,000 male service users we have found that:
service users who were excluded from school were on average
8 and a half years younger at first conviction
than service users who were never excluded from school.

Service users who had been excluded from school also had
lower scores for reading and attention.
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Challenges and barriers are not stable but 
can change over time
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Key findings
• Suicide and self-harm risk: Prisoners with a history of suicide attempts 

are at higher risk of repeating these behaviours in prison. In this study of 
665 male prisoners in a Welsh prison, 12% had previously attempted 
suicide, 11% had a history of self-harm, and 8% had both.

• Risk factors for suicide attempts: Prisoners with past brain injuries or 
substance use problems were more likely to have attempted suicide 
before. 

• Risk factors for self-harm: Prisoners who were bullied in school were 
more likely to have a history of self-harm.
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Key findings

• The study found that higher levels of functional 
neurodisability (such as cognitive impairments) AND mood 
problems were linked to both past suicide attempts and 
self-harm.
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Implications for prisons: 
Screening prisoners for a wider range of needs, 
such as brain injuries or mood disorders, could 
help prisons provide more tailored and 
compassionate care, potentially preventing 
future suicides or self-harm.



What happens if/when we don’t identify and 
support people?

• Revolving door

• Impact on mental and physical health

• …….and 
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Amanda Kirby 2024 copyright

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00
787-022-02081-9 

Addressing the Inverse Care Law in Developmental 
Coordination Disorder and related Neurodevelopmental 
Disorders

Kirby, et al, 2018

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Why-Do-We-Find-it-so-Hard-to-Calculate-the-Burden-Cleaton-Kirby/dc532fc622b8acd3390648831d6948936145e835

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00787-022-02081-9
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s00787-022-02081-9


The power of 
predictability – the 
more we keep to one 
path.. the better it is.

Child Psychology Psychiatry, Volume: 65, Issue: 4, Pages: 508-534, First published: 20 February 2024, DOI: (10.1111/jcpp.13958) 

There have been several large scale studies that have shown that 
children who experience more transitions show higher levels of 
externalising behavioural problems and impulsivity and lower school 
readiness (Doom, Vanzomeren-Dohm, & Simpson, 2016; Doom, Young, 
Farrell, Roisman, & Simpson, 2022; Fomby & Mollborn, 2017; Li, Sturge-
Apple, Jones-Gordils, & Davies, 2022).

https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13958
https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13958
https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13958
https://acamh.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/jcpp.13958


Multi-system children

• Children in stable family arrangements fare better than children 
who experience multiple caregiver changes.

• Children who move less frequently fare better than children who 
experience chronic housing insecurity.

•  Children whose families adhere to regular routines fare better 
than children whose households are less structured.
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What happens if we do identify and support 
people..
• Can identify those at greater risk

• Reduce burden on services

• Target interventions

• Plan for resettlement

• But we need GP services, housing, digital access too…

• Change future generations outcomes
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