Dis/ableist Criminology: Conceptualising the Social Harms Experienced by Neurodivergent Individuals
who Have Encountered the Criminal Justice System.

Abstract: This article examines the intersections between neurotypes, social harm, and criminality. By
employing a mobile-biographical interpretive method, the lived experiences of three neurodivergent
individuals who have previously engaged in criminal activity and with diagnoses of attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), developmental dyslexia (dyslexia), and autism spectrum disorder
(autism) are explored. The findings offer a detailed exploration of how discrimination has shaped the
lived experiences of these participants. This study emphasises the role of social harms including
educational trauma, poverty, interpersonal violence, homelessness, dis/ableism, and marginalisation,
in creating pathways to offending. The analysis extends beyond individual deficits and illustrates the
systemic and cultural factors that marginalise neurodivergent people.
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Introduction

Disability and neurodivergence are highly prevalent within the criminal justice system in the UK,
particularly in England and Wales, yet criminology has paid little theoretical attention to these
marginalised groups. For example, in police custody, 23% of suspects have a speech, language or
communication need (SLCN) (Holland et al. 2023). Twenty-seven per cent of Justice-involved individuals
have a learning disability (MoJ, 2022) and 16% of incarcerated individuals report a physical impairment
or long-term health condition (OMSQ 2020), while 67% have a mental health issue (HMCIP 2022). One
in three individuals within the justice system is neurodivergent, often diagnosed with multiple co-
occurring neurodivergent conditions (Kirby, 2021). It is estimated that 20% of prison inmates have
dyslexia (Macdonald 2012), 25% have ADHD, and 10% of incarcerated individuals are autistic (Young et
al., 2018). Disabled people are simultaneously overrepresented across the justice system and yet,
paradoxically, largely absent from research and scholarship in the field (Steele and Thomas 2014;
Thorneycroft and Asquith 2021). While there is a small but growing body of literature examining the
impact of neurodiversity within the justice system (Holt 2023; Renehan and Gadd 2024), criminological
research has often pathologized the relationship between disability and crime. This research typically
adopts a medico-psychological lens, focusing on individual deficits rather than engaging with the social,
structural, and cultural contexts in which these experiences occur (Shaw et al. 2012; Macdonald 2025).
The complexity of disability and criminality is reduced to a focus on individual impairments, neglecting
the social harms and marginalisation experienced by disabled and neurodivergent individuals which
may lead to encounters with the criminal justice system (Macdonald and Peacock 2025).

Recent scholarship in disability studies has called for the development of an interdisciplinary approach
by drawing upon the intersection of disability theory and criminology (Dowse et al. 2009; Thorneycroft
and Asquith 2021; Macdonald and Peacock 2025). Responding to this call, this article analyses the life
histories of neurodivergent individuals who have desisted from crime, illustrating how intersecting
factors shape their pathways into and out of criminality. The analysis is grounded in a biographical
interpretive method centred on the voices and experiences of neurodivergent participants, providing a
deep, qualitative exploration of their lived realities (Jobe et al. 2022). Ranging from inadequate
educational support to systemic poverty and marginalisation, the narratives reveal the critical role of
social harms (Hillyard and Tombs 2007) in shaping participants' engagement with crime (Macdonald



2012). By applying disability theory within a social harm framework, this study contributes to a clearer
depiction of the intersections between neurodivergence and criminality. Rather than focusing solely on
individual pathology, this analysis reveals how social and systemic failures, including lack of adequate
support in education, poor social service responses, and experiences of unemployment and poverty,
have profound effects on the lives of neurodivergent individuals, creating spaces for criminality to
flourish (Macdonald 2012).

Disability as a health issue in criminology

Disability has largely been conceptualised as a health issue, influenced by the biomedical model, in
studies of disability and crime (Shaw et al. 2012). The biomedical model sees impairment as a ‘loss or
abnormality of psychological, physiological, or anatomical structure or function” and disability as
‘restriction or lack (resulting from an impairment) of the ability to perform an activity in the manner or
within the range considered normal for a human being’ (Semple et al. 2009: 90). This model was
expanded in 2001 within the International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health to
incorporate a biopsychosocial perspective, recognising the influence of social environments and
psychological distress on disabled people (Engel 1977). However, this biopsychosocial perspective
continues to conceptualise the social and psychological aspects of disability as a direct consequence of
impairment., i.e., pathology. Building on this approach, the fields of forensic psychiatry and psychology
have subsequently identified associations between disability and criminality (Eastman et al. 2023).
These associations are predominantly interpreted through biomedical or biopsychosocial models,
which emphasise underlying pathology or neurological ‘disorders” and ‘deficits’ as key risk factors for
increased antisocial behaviour and offending (Raine 2013). Thus, these medico-psychological
approaches have now come to dominate criminal justice practice in the UK (Eastman et al. 2023). As a
result, the contemporary study of disability in criminology has increasingly shifted from sociological
explanations to applying pathological frameworks to conceptualise disabled groups within the criminal
justice system.

Disability Theory the emergence of Dis/ableist Criminology

Disabled people are disproportionately represented in the criminal justice system, yet limited research
has explored the social causes of this phenomenon (Dowse et al. 2009; Thorneycroft and Asquith,
2021). Dowse et al. (2009) argue that criminology must engage with disability studies. As with sociology,
which has also often accepted disability primarily as a health issue (Oliver 2009), criminology requires
a systemic analysis rooted in disability studies. Disability studies emerged from grassroots activism in
the 1960s and 1970s. In the UK, the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS), led
by Paul Hunt and Vic Finkelstein, became the first organisation of its kind. It championed a human rights
approach, challenging institutionalisation and advocating for disabled people’s inclusion (Oliver, 2009).
UPIAS shifted the focus away from medical models centred on physiological dysfunction, instead
highlighting the role of exclusionary environments (Barnes 2022). Mike Oliver formalised this as the
‘social model of disability’, defining disability as:

A disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a contemporary social organisation that
takes no or little account of people who have impairments and thus excludes them from
the mainstream of social activities (Oliver 2009: 42).



Gaining traction in the 1980s and 1990s, the model influenced policy and practice by calling for the
removal of disabling barriers. Oliver's neo-Marxist interpretation argued that disability is constructed
through environmental and structural oppression. Disability arises not from impairment itself but from
societal arrangements that privilege certain (non-disabled) bodies and exclude others. Applied to
criminology, Dowse et al. (2009) integrate the social model with critical criminology, developing the
concept of ‘Disabling Critical Criminology’. They call for disabled people to be recognised not as a
medical category but as a marginalised social group. This approach urges criminology to address
systemic inequalities, structural barriers, and the discriminatory nature of both the justice system and
capitalism.

By the early 2000s, disability studies evolved beyond the social model to consider cultural constructions
of impairment, laying the groundwork for critical disability studies (Tremain 2006; Goodley 2014).
Informed by poststructuralist thought, particularly Foucault and Derrida, this strand critiques medicine
as a powerful institution that pathologizes bodily variation. Despite its claims to objectivity, medicine
contributes to the cultural marginalisation of disabled people within neoliberal societies. Tremain
(2006) argues that post-Enlightenment understandings of impairment must be deconstructed, just as
third-wave feminism broke down the sex/gender binary. From this perspective, both impairment and
disability are shaped by dominant cultural norms and moral codes. Goodley (2014) asserts that
medicalised discourses create normative understandings of the body and citizenship. Campbell (2008)
introduces the concept of ‘ableism’ as a cultural logic that privileges ‘ableness’:

Ableism can be associated with the production of ableness, the perfectible body and, by
default, ... a falling away from ableness that is disability ... As a conceptual tool ableism
transcends levels of governance related to the procedures, structure, institutions and
values of civil society and locates itself clearly in the arena of genealogies of knowledge.
Ableism is deeply and subliminally embedded within the culture (Campbell 2008: 152-3).

Like white privilege, ableism functions to normalise non-disabled bodies and devalue disabled people,
reinforcing exclusion across institutional and cultural domains. Thorneycroft and Asquith (2021),
drawing on critical disability studies and cultural criminology, propose 'Crip Criminology' to expose
ableism within justice systems globally. They highlight how criminological theory and policy pathologize
and marginalise disabled people, reinforcing social harms and contributing to their criminalisation
(Kattari 2020). Despite its strengths, both the social model and critical disability studies have been
critiqued for neglecting the material body (Shakespeare 2013; Vehmas and Watson 2014). In response,
Vehmas and Watson advocate for a realist disability theory that incorporates both disablement and
impairment. Drawing on Bhaskar and Danermark’s critical realism, this approach recentres the body
while recognising the role of environmental and cultural barriers. To develop this further, drawing on
Thomas (2012), this article conceptualises ‘disablism’ and ‘impairment effects’ as follows:

Disablism refers to the social imposition of avoidable restrictions on the life activities,
aspirations, and psycho-emotional well-being of [disabled] people ... Disablism is social-
relational in nature and constitutes a form of social oppression .... disablism ... manifest[s]
in institutional and other sociostructural forms (Thomas 2012: 221).

Impairment effects are the direct and unavoidable impacts that impairments ... have on
an individual’s functioning within society. ... Impairment effects are always both biosocial
and culturally constructed (Thomas 2012: 211).

Thomas illustrates that disablism and impairment effects are intertwined: structural discrimination
cannot be understood without considering how impairment is lived and experienced. Building on this



realist framework, Macdonald and Peacock (2025) propose 'Dis/ableist Criminology', which critiques
ableist and disablist practices within criminology and criminal justice practices. They call for attention
to disablement at three levels: macro (systemic exclusion), meso (cultural invalidation), and micro
(individual impairment experiences) (Macdonald and Peacock 2025; Macdonald, et al., 2025). Like
‘Cripping Criminology’, the term reclaims and reframes how disability is theorised and experienced
within justice contexts. Engaging with these diverse theoretical traditions enables criminology to move
beyond medicalised accounts, offering richer analyses of how disability is produced, lived, and
regulated through justice systems.

Criminology, Social Harms, and Disability

There has been a recent shift in the discipline of criminology, broadening the scope of analysis beyond
legal definitions to encompass all forms of social harm, not just those officially recognised as crimes
(Hillyard and Tombs 2007). This focus on harm rather than crime, (termed zemiology, from the Greek
root ‘zemia’, meaning harm), was first suggested in 1999 by Hillyard and Tombs. Debates persist over
whether this represents the emergence of a new discipline distinct from criminology or whether it falls
within the existing scope of the field (Copson 2018). Zemia can be broadly understood to refer to loss,
damage, punishment and legal transgressions (Boukli and Kotzé 2018), and therefore may incorporate
crime within its analysis. From a social harm perspective, crime is a social construction with no
ontological reality beyond its construction; and other more significant harms are not criminalised or
controlled (Hillyard and Tombs 2008). The discipline of criminology is seen to have failed to engage with
relations of power and patterns of inequality that create social harms which cannot be understood
within theorising and do not look ‘beyond crime’ (Hillyard and Tombs 2007). Criminology in its singular
‘...focus on crime deflects attention from other more socially pressing harms; [and] in many respects it
positively excludes them’ (Hillyard and Tombs 2008: 8).

Copson (2018) highlights tensions between the legalistic restraints of criminology and the need for a
broader focus on social harm. She argues that the aims and focus of criminology must move away from
simply focusing on criminal justice reforms, recognising and addressing the social harms that underpin,
reinforce, and create the conditions for criminality and victimisation (Copson 2018). While the
structural nature of crime has been acknowledged within criminology, criminal responsibility remains
firmly placed on the perpetrator from a legal standpoint (Matthews 2014; Copson 2018). Crime, as
defined by criminal law, traditionally places criminal responsibility on the perpetrator, who is then
punished for their actions (Copson 2018). This individualised approach frequently leads to the
criminalisation of marginalised populations, including Black and ethnic minority groups, and working-
class communities. Analysing individual acts of deviance from a social harm perspective can reveal the
power structures, structural inequalities, unemployment, poverty, and systemic marginalisation that
contribute to criminalised behaviours (Hillyard and Tombs 2007; Copson 2018).

‘

A social harm perspective is necessary because “..it is clear that various forms of harms are not
distributed randomly, but fall upon people of different social classes, genders, degrees of physical
ability, racial and ethnic groups, different ages, sexual preferences, and so on’ (Hillyard and Tombs
2008: 13). The medicalisation of disability and the criminalisation of other minority groups operate
through similar power dynamics, individualising actions and behaviours at the expense of
understanding issues of social exclusion, marginalisation, and social harm (Baldry et al. 2018; Copson
2018). In their research into the harms experienced by disabled people, Idle et al. (2024) outline the
nature of ‘everyday harms’:



Interactions between people that are received as hurtful or harmful and may cause people
to feel insulted, degraded, excluded, rejected, threatened, or silenced. The harm can be
intentional or unintentional, result from actions or omissions or inaction, and can often
have a cumulative negative effect. Although felt on a personal level, everyday harm is often
formed and influenced by organisational policies and practices. (ldle et al. 2024: 1)

Despite a recent growth in scholarship around social harms experienced by disabled people, and the
impacts of these on their encounters with criminal justice, (see e.g. Macdonald 2012; Hollomotz 2021;
Gormley 2022) the study of social harms has largely ignored disability as a marginalised identity and
ableism as a cultural practice. A disability studies approach informed social harm analysis of pathways
to offending is long overdue if the study of social harm is itself to avoid falling into ableism within in its
orientation. Disability is notably absent from the literature on social harms, and where disability is
mentioned, it is often presented as a harmful outcome which ‘able’ or ‘normal’ people ‘suffer’ when
they are harmed, (Bretz 2020). Rather than analysing disablist practices and ableism in society and the
harms they cause to disabled people, becoming disabled is presented as something to fear and avoid,
therefore adding to underlying and pervasive cultural and disciplinary assumptions that disability is of
less value, and is to be feared and avoided. Thorneycroft and Asquith argue against ‘this logic that
ultimately constitutes disability as equal with harm” and suggest that ‘such repugnance is [itself] proof
of ableism’ (Thorneycroft and Asquith 2021: 200). Following Bretz (2020), a more appropriate solution
for theorists of social harm concerned with impacts of social harms on bodies, may therefore be to
consider these through a lens of lack of consent, lack of bodily autonomy, and unequal distribution of
power. The harmful outcome is therefore not per se the arising disability, it is the intrusion or infraction
upon the body that an individual is powerless to deny consent to or to prevent.

Several recent studies within criminology have identified key social harms that affect disabled
populations and lead to interaction with the criminal justice system. Gormley’s (2022) research on
prison life and learning disabilities highlights the social harm inherent in a punitive prison system.
Neurodivergent prisoners often face confusion regarding legal processes, sentencing timelines, and
release dates. Distress and isolation exacerbate their marginalisation, reducing their rights and
increasing the likelihood of recidivism. Renehan and Gadd (2024), in their exploration of an accredited
domestic abuse intervention delivered by the probation service for men who have perpetrated
domestic abuse, found that the programme failed to consider the interplay between neurotypes and
inclusive interventions. Their findings illustrate that many neurodivergent men entered the programme
hoping for redemption, but left feeling unsupported, disillusioned, and re-traumatised. Furthermore,
Hollomotz's (2021) research on community resettlement of men with learning disabilities who commit
sexual offences reveals further social harms, particularly concerning stigmatisation, social prejudices,
unemployability, and inadequate community care. Building on these examples, while disability theory
has often been employed to highlight the lack of resources and economic discrimination faced by
disabled people, a social harm framework within criminology is crucial for understanding the structural
and cultural barriers that lead to initial contact with the criminal justice system and subsequently
perpetuate recidivism.

Methodology

By examining the biographical narratives of three neurodivergent participants, this study seeks to
illustrate how social harms (Hillyard and Tombs 2007), which produce and perpetuate disablist and
ableist practices, influence life trajectories into criminality and reinforce recidivism. Disability theory
situated within a social harm framework is applied to an analysis of three case studies that demonstrate



experiences of disablism at the structural level (Dowse et al. 2009), ableism at the cultural level
(Thorneycroft and Asquith 2021), and impairment effects at the micro level (Macdonald and Peacock
2025). The methodological design of this study is inspired by a disability studies approach, emphasising
that the theorisation of disability must be grounded in an in-depth analysis of lived experiences (Oliver
2009; Barnes 2022). To achieve this, we employed two methods of analysis: biographical interpretive
methods (Wengraf 2001) and mobile criminology (O’Neill et al. 2021). From a disability studies
perspective, theorising disability within criminology requires that disabled people’s voices be central to
the production of knowledge concerning their histories, everyday experiences, and perceptions (Barnes
2022). By utilising biographical approaches, we enabled disabled individuals to present their life stories,
particularly in the context of their interactions with the criminal justice system, to make sense of their
experiences before, during, and after these encounters (Wengraf 2001; O’Neill et al. 2021).

This study was designed as an in-depth qualitative project based on three case studies, rather than
drawn from a larger dataset. The focus on a small number of cases reflects the methodological aim of
applying a mobile-biographical approach, which involved extended, multi-stage interviews and mobile
fieldwork with each participant (Wengraf 2001; O’Neill et al. 2021). Given the depth and duration of
data collection, the study prioritised detailed, context-rich analysis over breadth. Participants were
purposively selected based on their neurodivergence, prior involvement in criminalised behaviour, and
subsequent desistance. Three neurodivergent individuals were selected as case studies to produce an
in-depth analysis of their past and present experiences of offending behaviours, the impact of disability,
and their encounters with social harm. In terms of sampling, all participants identified as
neurodivergent and had been diagnosed with a specific condition: autism/OCD, ADHD, or dyslexia. Two
participants were male (one with autism/OCD and the other with dyslexia), and one was female
(diagnosed with ADHD). The participants were selected from various agencies based on the research
criteria that they had been involved in criminality over a ten-year period, identified/been identified as
justice-involved during that period, and had successfully desisted from crime. All participants were over
40 years of age and had become successful in their chosen careers. None of them currently identified
with their former ‘criminalised identity’, and all were keen to keep this period of their lives hidden from
their colleagues due to the stigma associated with it. While participants experiences are historically
situated, they raise important questions about the extent to which similar patterns of misrecognition
and marginalisation persist within contemporary education and justice systems.

All participants were white and resided in the North of England. They had engaged in a range of
offences, including theft, muggings, burglary, drug sales, firearms-related crimes, and, in one case,
extreme violence. One participant had been involved with an organised crime group, another had
contacts with multiple organised crime groups but was not affiliated with any single group, and the
third engaged in low-level survival crimes. The justification for selecting different forms of criminality
was to explore how experiences of marginalisation, alienation, and discrimination intersect with
neurotypes, potentially resulting in diverse pathways into offending. The interviews were conducted
between 2023 and 2024. The biographical data collection was structured into three interviews
(Wengraf 2001; Macdonald 2012). The first interview followed a biographical interpretive approach,
with each participant asked the same initial question to prompt their narrative: ‘Can you please tell me
your life story, including all the events and experiences that you feel are relevant?’ (Wengraf 2001:
119). The participants were informed of this question before the interview. During the interview, the
researcher refrained from interrupting the narrative until the participant indicated they had finished
(Wengraf, 2001). No additional questions were asked during this first interview, which typically lasted
about one hour, as participants mapped out their life experiences up to the present day.



The second interview was designed to explore the narrative presented in the first. This phase involved
asking specific questions about points raised in the initial narrative to expand on or clarify those aspects
(Wengraf 2001). These interviews lasted between one and two hours. The final interview incorporated
the concept of mobile criminology, where participants were asked to identify key locations within their
narratives, which the interviewer then visited with the participant (O’Neill et al. 2021; Jobe et al. 2022).
At each site, the participants explained the significance of these places concerning their experiences.
These interviews lasted between three and four hours. In each case, the participant and interviewer
drove together to the locations and then walked while discussing the relevance of each site. These
interviews were fluid, with some visits to sites of trauma, others to locations where offending behaviour
had occurred, and some to sites that played significant roles in the participants' desistance journeys
(O’Neill et al. 2021). The mobile criminology aspect of the data collection allowed participants and the
researcher to relive and share specific moments in the participants’ life histories, prompting memories
and storytelling about key incidents across their life course (O’Neill et al. 2021; Jobe et al. 2022).

The data analysis used a phenomenological approach to interpret each participant's narrative. Central
to this process was allowing the participants to interpret their own life experiences, and these
interpretations form the basis of the findings. The data were analysed thematically, drawing on Daniel
Bertaux’s biographical approach (Bertaux 2003). This approach analyses life histories to identify
patterns of social processes and structural influences that shape individual trajectories (Bertaux 2003).
This thematic analysis was theoretically informed by disability studies, specifically dis/ableist
criminology. Coding was structured across three interrelated levels: macro (structural forms of disabling
barriers), meso (cultural ableism shaping social interactions), and micro (relational and embodied
experiences, including impairment effects). This differs from inductive thematic approaches by
foregrounding how social harm and dis/ableism operate across these levels within participants’
narratives (Thomas 2012; Shakespeare 2013; Macdonald and Peacock 2025). To ensure confidentiality,
all participants’ identities remain hidden, and pseudonyms are used throughout the data analysis.
Certain biographical details, such as specific ages, occupations, and geographical locations, have been
omitted.

Full ethical approval for this study was granted by the host university before the research commenced.
Given the inclusion of visits to sites associated with trauma, ethical safeguards were embedded
throughout. Participants retained control over which locations were visited, were able to pause or
withdraw at any point, and were supported through ongoing consent and debriefing procedures.
Therefore, this mobile-biographical methodology aimed to successfully interlink interpretive
biographies, mobile criminology and thematic analysis to produce a meaningful analysis of alienation,
marginalisation and discrimination.

Neurodiversity, Education and Social Harm

In the participants' biographical narratives, early life experiences were discussed to describe their
pathways into initial forms of criminality (Macdonald 2012). Two participants, Miles and Sandra, grew
up in lower socio-economic environments and reported extended periods of poverty throughout their
childhood. The third participant, Colin, grew up in a coalfield area during the latter period of the miners'
strikes, although he does not describe experiencing hardship throughout his early years. Within these
narratives, key forms of social harm emerged from their experiences in state-run working-class schools.
Within criminology, the link between educational disengagement as a risk factor has been well
established in the literature (Farrington 2003; Hansen 2003; Kennedy et al. 2020). One of the most
prominent contributions to this area comes from the Cambridge Study of Delinquent Development,



which illustrates that low academic achievement, truancy, and school exclusion are significantly
associated with higher rates of delinquency and later offending behaviour. More recent research by
Kennedy-Turner (2020) confirms that education functions as both a mediating and protective factor in
relation to socioeconomic status, childhood aggression, and pathways into adult criminality. The
findings indicate that neighbourhood disadvantage and childhood aggression were strong predictors of
adult criminality. However, in line with earlier studies (Farrington 2003; Hansen 2003), higher
educational attainment served as a key protective factor, reducing the likelihood of aggression and
subsequent engagement in criminal pathways (Kennedy-Turner 2020).

With specific reference to neurodiversity and education, Macdonald (2012) argues that the relationship
between neurotypes and crime is not causal but mediated by experiences of educational failure, long-
term unemployment, and lack of support (Macdonald 2012). Educational disengagement before the
age of 16 was a prominent theme across all three biographies. Each participant described negative
experiences during their school years. For Miles, the challenges began as soon as formal education
commenced. Early on, he recognised that he was different from other children due to his reading and
writing difficulties. His inability to keep up with other pupils resulted in him falling behind, and his
struggles were misinterpreted as a lack of commitment or laziness. Ableist attitudes towards
neurodiversity are well-documented in disability literature, particularly in the misinterpretation of
different learning styles as disruptive or deviant behaviour (Macdonald 2012). Due to underfunding and
a lack of understanding about neurotypes, Miles was not diagnosed with dyslexia until his thirties. By
then, the notion of failure had a profound psycho-emotional impact, becoming central to his self-
identity in adulthood. As he progressed through secondary school, Miles developed coping strategies
to conceal his difficulties, focusing on improving his verbal skills to mask his struggles with literacy.

It was a constant battle to try and hide dyslexia... every day was a constant battle not to
let them know my secret ... | didn’t want to be labelled thick, or stupid. Who does when
they were kids? When you're a kid, you don’t want to, because you were the butt of all
the jokes. At school, | was very good at expressing myself, and | think only because... | was
trying to hide the fact that | couldn’t write it down. ... Every lesson ... was a struggle. |
dreaded going into English, | dreaded going into Geography, [and] | dreaded tests. (Miles—
Dyslexia)

For Miles, ableist attitudes within the education system, evident in being labelled as ‘thick’ or ‘stupid’,
penetrated every aspect of his learning, manifesting not only in the attitudes of teachers but also among
his peers. For Sandra and Colin, their experiences in primary school were generally positive, they made
friends, engaged with learning tasks, and developed good relationships with teachers. However, both
experienced difficulties when they entered secondary school. Colin, like Miles, was not identified as
autistic until adulthood, and this came to light during a later criminal trial. Colin's obsessive-compulsive
tendencies emerged in childhood when he began compulsively counting everything around him, which
impacted his concentration in lessons. He also struggled with handwriting and recalled numerous
occasions when teachers ridiculed him because of his compulsive behaviours. Colin described
secondary school as stressful, stigmatising, and humiliating, leading him to disengage. Although
disruptive at times, he described his behaviour as mild compared to some of his peers. A key turning
point occurred when, during an altercation with an older boy who had a reputation, Colin discovered
his ability to fight. This gave him the confidence to engage in violence, which earned him a reputation
among his peers.

The first vivid experience | had was when | started going up to secondary school, and a guy
called Craig tried to take my dinner money off me... But, yeah, he punched me in the face
on the school bus. Right. And | stood up and absolutely flattened him. And he was a



notorious bully... That was a turning point for me, where | realised | could and should stand
up for myself. (Colin—OCD/autism)

For Colin, engaging in violence became a protective mechanism to confront the ableist attitudes which
manifested themselves in violence and bullying that he encountered within an educational setting.
While this had little effect on the attitudes of teachers, it helped prevent bullying, which is commonly
experienced by neurodivergent individuals (Pearson et al. 2022). Sandra’s secondary school was also a
challenging period. She reported that while she had always struggled with attention, primary school
allowed her more freedom to express herself. In secondary school, however, she struggled with both
friendships and academic rules. She found the tasks she was assigned to be oversimplistic and
unchallenging, which led to disengagement. Like Colin and Miles, Sandra was punished by teachers for
her lack of engagement, but rather than conforming, this led to more disruptive behaviour. Sandra’s
involvement in criminality also began during this period.

There was always a thing where | was always daydreaming... | would just lose interest in
something. It could get to the end of the lesson, and I'd be asked ‘why have you not
finished your work?' | just couldn’t even explain why | hadn’t finished it. (Sandra—ADHD).

Although some teachers recognised Sandra’s intelligence, her truancy and increasingly disruptive
behaviour caused most teachers to lose patience. She was not diagnosed with ADHD until her late
thirties when she sought psychiatric support for mental health issues that she believed were linked to
her employment. The lack of identification and support illustrates the experiences of disablism faced
by many neurodivergent children within the education system (Macdonald, 2012). Mainstream
education appears ill-equipped to identify key indicators of various neurodevelopmental conditions in
children, with evidence highlighting persistent gaps in identification, assessment, and appropriate
support (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2021).

The early warning signs presented in these case studies should have been recognised within an
educational setting, yet in all three cases, the children’s behaviours were dismissed as deviant or
disruptive. Schools failed to investigate why these children were disengaging from education, which
emerged as a significant social harm within their biographies. Each participant was labelled as disruptive
or lazy, rather than their learning differences being acknowledged and supported. While their
difficulties manifested differently, Sandra’s ADHD led to impulsive and risk-taking behaviours, Miles’s
dyslexia impacted his literacy, and Colin’s OCD/autism resulted in compulsive and controlling
behaviours, schools were ill-equipped to accommodate these learning variations, leading to
marginalisation and alienation. An intersectional element is also apparent, as all three participants
came from working-class backgrounds, where such behaviours were more likely to be interpreted as
indicators of low intelligence or poor parenting, rather than traits of neurodevelopmental conditions
(Macdonald, 2009). This was a missed opportunity, as two now have postgraduate qualifications.

I've got a master's degree..., but these early stigmas that were kind of enforced by
teachers... they didn’t understand or know about neurodiversity at the time, but that’s
how it affected me. So, | disengaged with school. (Colin—-OCD/autism)

Within these narratives, education emerged as a significant institution of social harm (Farrington 2003;
Hansen 2003; Kennedy et al. 2020), with early forms of criminality beginning to surface, Sandra through
drug use, Colin through violence, and Miles through early acts of theft. All participants reported
experiencing impairment effects that impacted their learning within the educational setting. These
challenges did not result in additional educational support to address their needs. Instead, disablist
practices, such as a lack of reasonable accommodation and the misinterpretation of learning



differences as disruption or lack of ability, further marginalised and alienated these children within the
school environment. Ableist attitudes from teachers and peers, including assumptions of low ability and
failure, exacerbated this marginalisation and had a profound psycho-emotional impact on their early
educational experiences. Consequently, the social harm inflicted within this institutional space was
described as a key motivator for early forms of disruptive, antisocial, and later criminalised behaviours.

Social Harms and Pathways to Criminality

Within participant’s narratives, typical neurodivergent experiences, combined with social harms such
as trauma and violence, not only led to educational disengagement but also contributed to the onset
of criminal behaviour for participants (Macdonald 2012). Both Sandra's and Colin’s narratives describe
significant traumas throughout their early lives, which had a substantial psycho-emotional impact on
their behaviours (Thomas 2012). Sandra’s father was largely absent from her life, and after he was
imprisoned during her early years, her mother lost contact with him. She described her relationship
with her mother as fractured and recounted numerous incidents of neglect. Social harm began to
manifest during her teenage years when her mother’s partner moved in with her and her brothers, but
he soon became domestically abusive. Sandra identifies ableist attitudes within her family context,
particularly in being labelled as ‘naughty’ and ‘disruptive’, reflecting a lack of understanding of
behaviours she now associates with ADHD. Miles reported experiencing similar social harms, he was
placed in care at the age of one and, at the age of 10, moved back with his father and stepmother.
However, his relationship with his father deteriorated quickly and his father became domestically
abusive. His father struggled with addiction and was alcohol-dependent for most of his adult life. Miles
recounted feeling that he had no other option but to engage in crime from an early age, as his inability
to read and write due to dyslexia limited his opportunities, and he needed quick money to support his
family. Both Sandra and Miles began engaging in criminality at an early age, Miles started stealing at
10, while Sandra began using illegal substances at 13, which soon escalated to theft. For Miles,
criminality was motivated entirely by poverty and economic necessity.

| was encouraged to steal by my parents, believe it or not. Money was scarce, and if | came
in with any money, | was like a hero. Any child who was treated like a hero would look to
do the same again to keep that status, but | was unhappy at that stage at home and
contemplated running away. (Miles—Dyslexia)

At 10, Miles started shoplifting for food, which soon escalated to breaking into shops. By 14, he was
engaging in burglary, which resulted in being sent to a youth offenders’ institution, where he spent a
year between the ages of 14 and 15. Entering a young offender institution should have resulted in the
identification of, and subsequent support for, dyslexia. Yet, from Mile’s perspective, the nature of these
institutions focused more on punishment than rehabilitation, reinforcing the social harms caused by
these institutions. This lack of recognition and support for neurodivergence within the criminal justice
system illustrates structural disablist practices, where considerations of neurodiversity and its links to
criminalised behaviour appear largely absent. For Sandra, her early engagement in crime also primarily
involved theft, particularly shoplifting. By the age of 14, this had progressed to amphetamines, MDMA,
and cocaine use. Between the ages of 14 and 15, Sandra’s criminal activities increased. She continued
shoplifting to earn extra money and fund her weekends, but she also began distributing night-time
economy drugs in her neighbourhood. She would smuggle drugs into nightclubs, which, from her
perspective, funded her lifestyle. Sandra makes a direct link between the escalation of her criminal
behaviour and her experiences with ADHD.



Me going shoplifting and taking drugs makes absolute sense. Being bored, looking for
something interesting to do, struggling to have connections with different people at
different points ... kind of, what if anybody noticed?, what if anyone took the time to care
and notice instead of going, 'what is wrong with you?’, and ‘if you only just did this, | mean
honestly, what is wrong with you?,' over and over again. (Sandra—ADHD)

Sandra reports that her choice of crimes, such as shoplifting and smuggling drugs into nightclubs, was
ideally suited to her ADHD, as it fed into her hyperactivity and impulsive behaviours. She also now
believes that her problematic use of cannabis and amphetamines was a form of self-medication to
manage and control her ADHD traits. Both Sandra and Miles had social services involvement in their
lives, Miles due to being a care-leaver, and Sandra because of her increasing contact with the police.

Nothing really happened with social workers ... | must have been 14, 15 and erm, being
told [by a social worker] that if my kind of reckless behaviour wasn’t sorted out then |
would be taken into care ... ‘you’re running about with older men and taking drugs and
drinking’. (Sandra—ADHD)

Again, we see missed opportunities in the recognition of neurodiversity. As in education, disablist
practices in social work framed their behaviours because of poor parenting or ‘delinquency’. As Sandra
notes in her narrative, if anybody had taken any notice, or cared about her, then her neurotype would
have been recognised and she would have received support. Thus, both Sandra’s and Miles’s
behaviours were individualised, with blame firmly placed on their families rather than acknowledging
external and internalised social harms and the impact of their neurodivergence on their young lives.

In contrast, Colin’s pathway into criminality was not rooted in family trauma but rather in the collapse
of his career ambitions. He never stole, used substances, or participated in criminality until after the
age of 17. Colin’s early career ambition was to join the police. After leaving school at 16, he attended
public service college and joined the RAF cadets, seeing the police as a respectable profession. He
applied to the military police but was rejected due to being overweight. This rejection had a huge
impact on his career aspirations, as the military was seen as a direct route to the police. He
acknowledges that his obsessive behaviour made him hyper-focused on becoming a police officer, and
it never occurred to him that he might fail. Once this option was removed, he felt his future was bleak.
Colin described how this rejection triggered a psycho-emotional response from his school years
constantly being told he was not good enough. He had no backup plan; he had wanted to join the police
since he was young, and this had become somewhat of an obsession. This led him to re-evaluate his
options. Colin acknowledges the impact of his OCD and autism, at this point in his life, which led him
into a crisis. He now reports that, having come to understand the effects of OCD and autism, he has
developed strategies to manage his obsessive and controlling behaviours. However, at that time, in a
state of crisis, he was soon exploited by a member of an organised crime group.

[recruitment officer] quite abruptly said to me, 'You're too fat." ... [later] | went to an event
one night with a friend of mine, ... he introduced me to [a friend]. He said, 'You're a big lad.
You ought to come and join us on the doors’. ... That's a turning point. That's where it all
went wrong for me. Right. | probably, at that point, wasn’t old enough to drink in a pub.
But | worked this all-nighter ... [then] | was invited by two big Jamaican guys from [a North
West City]. They ran a firm in the city centre. (Colin—OCD/autism).

This introduction led Colin to work as a nightclub doorman and eventually, he became an enforcer for
several organised crime groups in the North of England. Many organisations that ran nightclub security
were involved in organised crime, and Colin’s reputation earned him an invitation to join a criminal



group in a larger nearby city. In all three case studies, participants described developing friendships and
criminal networks, where they felt accepted by their peers. Their neurotypes were no longer an issue
within these criminal networks. Thus, in participants’ narratives, the social harms they experienced
through trauma, combined with the lack of support for their neurotypes, and disablist institutional
failures, seemed to create a space for criminality to thrive.

Criminal Careers, Neurodiversity, and the Impact of Social Harms

Within the case studies, internalised experiences of ableism led to significant psycho-emotional issues
regarding self-identity (Thomas 2012; Goodley 2014). This included internalised perceptions of failure
and unemployability, alongside key social harms such as experiences of violence, homelessness, and
poverty. Regarding social harms, economic deprivation played a fundamental role in each participant's
biographical narratives. Experiences of marginalisation following their disengagement from school
appeared to result in an escalation from acquisitive offences to more serious crimes. Within Miles's
narrative, after returning from a young offenders' institution, he decided to run away from home. He
met two acquaintances from the institution, whom he described as ‘serious criminals.” They decided to
move to London, so they stole a car. During this journey, Miles took part in his first major crime by
breaking into a garage and stealing the contents of a safe. When reflecting on his actions, he feels he
was driven by survival. He had no money and felt unemployable due to his literacy difficulties, which
could be attributed to internalised ableism. Upon returning to the North East, he started working for
two ‘well-known’ brothers and became involved in theft for an organised crime group. His burglary skills
expanded, targeting larger businesses, leading him deeper into organised criminal activities. Miles’s
criminal career spanned until he was 29, including nine years spent in various English prisons. He
describes his life as being on a ‘treadmill’ he couldn’t escape due to the impact of his literacy issues,
which he describes as a ‘wall.” Miles's criminal career evolved from shoplifting to burglary, robbery, and
eventually handling significant quantities of stolen goods.

Someone once said, ‘Money is the root of all evil.” It is not. It is the lack of money that is
the root of all evil. ... if you have nothing, you’re looking around, you’re pressurised to do
things to survive. So, it’s the lack of money that sometimes surges you to do things. (Miles—
Dyslexia)

Like Miles, Sandra’s criminality escalated after she left school at 16 and became homeless. After
deciding not to continue her education, she worked at a local food shop. At 16, she moved in with an
older boyfriend who quickly became violent due to his opiate addiction. Sandra felt isolated, with a
deteriorating relationship with her mother and a lack of family support, leaving her with nowhere to
turn. Sandra describes the impact of an impairment effect, explaining how her impulsive decision-
making, combined with a loss of control, shaped her early criminal behaviour. After fleeing the
relationship, she slept rough, losing her job and legitimate income. Sandra’s criminal activities escalated
during two years of homelessness. She began associating with individuals experienced in muggings and
burglaries. Sandra’s pathway mirrored Miles’s in some ways. Her antisocial behaviour and acquisitive
crimes escalated from shoplifting to burglary and eventually to mugging and robbery. Survival on the
streets often meant pairing up with a male partner for protection, which also exposed her to new risks,
such as addiction, violence, and sexual assault. Her expanding criminal network, driven by survival, did
not lead to more lucrative crime than it had for Miles.

| think that | did start to change, just out of necessity ... If you’re homeless, there isn’t
anything you won’t do, because if you haven’t eaten for days or have nowhere to sleep,



you end up stealing an old lady’s handbag while she’s sitting on a bench... but during that
period, it was a lot more out of necessity, doing things | wouldn’t want to do. (Sandra—
ADHD)

Sandra’s experiences of homelessness not only resulted in significant social harm but were also shaped
by disablist practices, including the linking of ADHD traits to delinquency, a lack of appropriate
educational adjustment, and the absence of ADHD-informed interventions across education, social
services, and criminal justice agencies. Sandra suggests that nobody recognised her ADHD, no one
offered her meaningful support, and no one seemed to care about her life spiralling out of control. At
18, Sandra moved in with a new partner and returned to college, continuing to work in restaurants and
engaging in low-level acquisitive crime. Her relationship deteriorated as her new partner’s mental
health issues worsened, leading to regular assaults and domestic violence.

Since | started taking medication for ADHD, things from my past make a lot more sense.
Seeing what happened in that relationship and why | thought it was normal for someone
to treat me like that... | think it was probably just a violent, abusive, and neglectful early
childhood, ... so | didn’t recognise it at the time. | ended up in that violent relationship
thinking it was normal, thinking that someone who looks out for you behaves that way.
But now, being on medication, it’s helped me focus... I've started picking things up and
really looking underneath them properly. (Sandra—ADHD)

Collin's journey into criminality began differently from that of Sandra and Miles. His entry into
criminality came later, but he quickly ascended the criminal hierarchy due to his capacity for extreme
violence. Colin’s entry came through what seemed like a legitimate job in pub/nightclub security. Due
to Colin's age and neurotype, combined with the existential crises following the collapse of his career
aspirations, he was exploited by prominent members of an organised crime group. Groomed by these
members, he became involved in the drug trade. His criminal career initially started with the recovery
of unpaid drug debts, exposing him to further violence and criminal activities. As his reputation grew,
he established his own organised crime group with another doorman, targeting areas where criminal
influence was minimal. Realising prison was possible, Colin temporarily left this criminal enterprise but
soon joined another established crime group, resuming his criminal activities in a larger North West
city. During this time, he faced frequent violent confrontations and police surveillance. By his twenties,
he was armed, targeted by a rival organised criminal group, and facing police surveillance. Collin’s
involvement escalated, with the organisation he worked for controlling nightclub security and the drug
supply across northern England.

So, | went to work at [nightclub in the North West]. ... And the family that owned that ...
quite a notorious crime family in [North West city]. ... One of the older brothers was heavily
involved in supplying drugs. ... And there was another guy who was very under the radar.
Very clever guy. He didn't really go out on the scene or anything, but he was supplying
quite a lot across [the North of England] ... Then | got introduced to these [other] two lads.
So, you see how the networks starts to form. (Colin—OCD/autism)

His role as an enforcer involved debt recovery and violence, expanding into vehicle theft, firearms sales,
and large-scale drug distribution. By his late-20s, cocaine trafficking became his main business, bringing
higher profits but also more violence. Yet, in all three case studies, by their late 20s and early 30s,
Sandra, Colin and Miles had begun to desist from criminality. Sandra’s desistance from crime began
gradually when she got her own flat alongside the birth of her child, which became a significant turning
point. Sandra’s journey emphasises the impact of unsupported ADHD. A later ADHD diagnosis helped
Sandra reflect on her impulsive behaviours, and how it influenced her criminality. Medication provided



clarity, allowing her to recognise her past abusive relationships as harmful and better understand her
early life choices. For Colin, two major events prompted his desistance, the murder of a close friend
and a partner’s miscarriage. By this time, he had developed an addiction to cocaine and amphetamines.
These incidents pushed him towards rehabilitation and cognitive behavioural therapy. Identified as
having OCD and autism, Collin now recognises that his neurodivergence has shaped his criminal
journey. He now works in addiction support and has developed strategies to manage his conditions,
although the psycho-emotional impact of ableism and disablism still has an impact on his self-
confidence and imposter syndrome. Desistance began when Miles hid his criminal convictions to secure
a job as a delivery driver. This opportunity, combined with a supportive partner, allowed him to start a
family and gradually desist from crime. A dyslexia diagnosis later provided clarity on his past difficulties
and equipped him to manage his literacy issues. Miles reflects that early recognition of his condition
could have changed his life trajectory and offered opportunities and support he lacked in his youth.

| can look back on this and say with 100% confidence, [that] if it had been picked up earlier
in my life, | know that | could have actually made something, | could have been a
professional ... But because it wasn’t picked up, it wasn’t addressed when | was young. |
think that’s been the disadvantage with me. Dyslexia, in a nutshell, has stopped me from
grabbing the opportunities that came my way, and that’s what it is. Life is all about
opportunities. (Miles—Dyslexia).

Within these case studies, participant’s journeys into criminality and eventual desistance were shaped
by complex and intersectional factors. Poverty, combined with unemployment, violence, and
homelessness, led to significant social harms, which contributed to early forms of criminality and
eventually developed into criminal careers. Yet, central to the social harms experienced by the
participants was the embodied experience of disability and impairment. Throughout the participants’
biographical narratives, disablist structural factors of exclusion, coupled with ableist attitudes towards
behaviours associated with their neurotypes, had a significant psycho-emotional impact and
compounded the social harms that shaped their life courses.

Conclusion

This article has presented three case studies to illustrate the lived experiences of individuals with
various neurodevelopmental conditions. Discriminatory practices and experiences of trauma became
evident in how participants in this study internalised ableism (Campbell, 2008), which had a psycho-
emotional impact shaping their sense of self (Thomas 2012). Education was a recurring theme in all
narratives, shaping participants' identities and self-perception (Hansen 2003; Macdonald 2012;
Kennedy et al. 2020). For participants, education should have been an institution that nurtured their
abilities and recognised their differences. Instead, it became a site of trauma. Each participant believed
that ableist attitudes in education resulted in low expectations, further reinforcing their stigmatised
identities, which they internalised from a young age. They felt singled out for their differences, and
disablist schooling practices failed to recognise these differences as requiring support, leading to
educational disengagement (Macdonald 2012).

Participants' experiences were also intersectional, involving multiple social harms including poverty,
homelessness, violence, and abuse, closely interlinked with experiences of disablism, ableism, and
disablement (Macdonald and Peacock 2025). Economic inequality and poverty were key motivators for
all participants' involvement in criminal activities as they transitioned from school into adulthood. In
their adult lives, these challenges were defined by unemployment and precarious work conditions. For



Sandra and Miles, poverty, neglect, and abuse were central themes in their narratives, with
homelessness also playing a significant role. For Miles, being homeless led to more serious criminal
activities, while Sandra faced prolonged periods of homelessness, resorting to high-risk, low-return
survival crimes. In all three cases, ableism significantly impacted their self-perceptions and influenced
their life choices, particularly concerning employment.

Participants felt that their employment opportunities were heavily restricted due to their neurotypes,
leading them to perceive criminal activity as a means of survival or as their only viable option
(Macdonald 2012). Miles and Colin gradually advanced within the criminal hierarchy due to the financial
rewards it offered. For Miles, this resulted in spending substantial periods in prison. In contrast,
Sandra’s criminal activities remained primarily focused on basic survival, without progressing to more
organised or lucrative forms of crime. Yet, interestingly, all participants experienced a gradual process
of desistance by their late 20s/early 30s, influenced by personal reflection, significant life events, and
the realisation of the harm they had caused. While this process varied for everyone, recognising their
neurotypes played a crucial role in shaping a more positive sense of identity. In their narratives, this
recognition, helped them acknowledge the impact of their impairments and challenge the disablist and
ableist forms of discrimination they faced in adulthood (Thomas 2012; Goodley 2014).

Thus, this article advocates the integration of disability theory within a social harm framework to
understand how experiences of alienation and marginalisation shape disabled people’s interactions
with justice systems (Hillyard and Tombs 2007). Criminology, in doing so, can shift away from
pathologizing disabled victims and perpetrators, instead uncovering the structural and cultural
processes that marginalise disabled communities in neoliberal societies, while still recognising lived
experiences and the effects of impairment (Macdonald and Peacock, 2025). The case studies presented
in this article outline numerous examples of how structural and cultural norms and interactions within
institutions and everyday life influenced participants' trajectories into criminality. Disability theory
provides a lens for analysing the structural and institutional nature of disabling barriers, manifesting as
disablist practices in participants' life narratives (Oliver 2009; Thomas 2012). It offers a theoretical
framework to identify ableist cultural beliefs that devalue behaviours associated with different
neurotypes (Campbell 2008; Goodley 2014). Disability theory also acknowledges the embodied
experience of disability and impairment, (Shakespeare 2013), emphasising the complexities of living
with different neurotypes and their impact on people’s life courses.

The article points to the need to reimagine institutional responses across education, social work, and
youth justice systems to better accommodate neurodivergent communities, ensuring that disabling
barriers are removed rather than reproduced. The findings also highlight how participants’ agency
operates across macro, meso, and micro levels, being shaped, constrained, and enabled by disablist
structures, ableist cultures, and relational experiences. Therefore, the authors advocate the further
development of ‘dis/ableist criminology’, which recognises the impact of social harms on individuals’
life courses and exposes the ableist and disablist practices embedded within contemporary criminal
justice systems. As a social theory of disability, ‘dis/ableist criminology’ moves beyond medical, social,
and cultural approaches to propose a theory of embodiment that captures the relational dimensions of
both disability and impairment within justice settings (Macdonald and Peacock 2025).
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