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What is the Relationship Between 
ND & Crime in Young People?

• Preva lence?

• Varies  acros s  s tudies  - s amples , LD/none, age, offences , s e ttings  – methodologica l limita tions  (+dx unre liable)

• ASD: 0.2-63%; ADHD: 8-25% or 45% in YP

• Relevance?

• Knowledge  from Outs ide  Forens ic : 

• ND can make  deve lopmenta l cha llenges  of adoles cence  even more  complex to navigate

• Adoles cence  can make  ND cha llenges  more  complex to navigate

• Forens ic : No coherent nuanced unders tanding of the  many complex ways  in which ND may link to risk (or protection) in YP

• Whils t there  may be  wide  consensus  that ND adolescents  a re  vulnerable  – the  re la tionship with risk is  not well unders tood

• Exis tent lite ra ture/research – many limita tions , gaps , overs implifications  and mis -conceptua lis a tions                            
 contaminating medico-lega l, risk as ses sment and rehabilita tive  practice



Gaps in Forensic Field of ND, YP & Crime
• Narrow focus  on reactive aggres s ion – neglecting ins trumenta l offences  (even though numerous  s tudies  report higher preva lence  

of ND in cohorts  who carry out s exua l offences , a rson, hacking, mass /s chool a ttacks , and te rrorism)

• Confla tions  of ND with ND+LD (latte r is  only part of ND & forens ic  cohorts   s ignificantly limiting our unders tanding of ND-risk)

• Confla tion of deve lopmenta l progres s ion with deve lopmenta l de lay

• Confla tion of diffe rence (including in advanced skills  & s trenghths ) with defic it

• For this  ta lk – I will redres s  this  ba lance  and try to fill some of the  gaps , by focus s ing on: 

• 1)  ND YP without ID

• 2)  Ins trumenta l offending

• 3) Vulnerability linked to deve lopmenta l progres s ion

• 4) Vulnerability linked to s trengths  /  skills  (& diffe rences )



Aims

• Unpack the complex relationship(s) between ND & offending in YP, 
structured around:

• 5 areas of Autism
• ADHD
• Mental Illness (co-existing with ND)
• Online Space
• Culture
• Social Adversity & Strain

• Examine Implications for Risk Assessment & Rehabilitation



Relationship Between 
ND & Crime 

in Young People



1. Autism 
Interests & Fantasy (FARAS 1 & 2)

• Inte res ts  & Pre -occupations – obsessional, immersive, sophisticated, intricate knowledge, detailed research                                                
 optimal level of functioning (detailed planning, pattern recognition, factual and technical knowledge & communicative fluency)

• Ego-syntonic (pleasurable topics) & Ego-dystonic (upsetting pre-occupations) 

• Very strong positive reinforcement & negative reinforcement

• Meet all (GLM & ASD) needs – sooth, regulate, stimulate, mastery, creativity, agency – source of identity & social connection

• Adolescents – topics  differ from peers  (politics, current affairs, philosophy, history, science, technology, true crime, ‘unexplained’)

• Fantasy – inner/mental aspect of interest – serves same functions (can process/regulate & meet needs) – vivid, rich, detailed, compelling

Adolescence – interests  & fantasy become critical to wellbeing and intense. Pre-occupations become more intense/emotionally activating

• Offence  may incorporate  one  or s evera l inte res ts  (and as sociated fantasy): 

• MO, type of crime, notorious crime/criminal, weapon, event, victim(s)   – egosyntonic fascination & egodystonic fixation

• Social connection around  (harmful) interests  is  deep (co-enthusiasts) – even if have other prosocial connections

• Offence  - research in de ta il, rumination, communicate /share  knowledge  – de ta iled planning. Can lead & ins truc t groups  



2. Autism
Need for Order/Predictability & Obsessiveness 
(FARAS 3 & 4)

• Need for order, s truc ture, predic tability, routine

• World/people need to be orderly, predictable & follow rules. Change/unknowns trigger anxiety

• Adolescence = avalanche of change - Biological. Emotional, Social, Moral Cognitive 

• Secondary school (social rules  are ever-changing). Transition to adulthood / ‘unsupervised’ lifestyle

• Obses s ivenes s  (pedantry, repe tition & ritua ls )

• Perfectionism & moral pedantry – justice sensitivity – life is  stressful, agitating & morally injurious 

• Intense rumination, repetitive analysis  & need for detail/logic – ego-dystonic/syntonic fixations

• Adolescence is  stressful - rules  change/broken. Moral deve lopment heightens ‘jus tice  s ens itivity’

• Offence – interest that offers  order - or - fixation on injustice/revenge

• Offence - precis ion, detailed research and planning, collections/items, repetitive/sustained attention



3. Autism
Social Communication & Interaction (FARAS 5)

• ‘Verba l fluency’ and socia l ‘motivation’ may be  high V      Socia l competence  (softe r skills , unspoken rules , implicit cues ) may be  impaired or diffe rent

• People  a re  hard to read – adolescent re lationships become more  complex, dynamic and implicit & socia l rules  change                                                                                                       
 people  & the ir expectations /appra isa ls  of us , a re  hard to predict and they continuous ly change  with age      over-ana lyse, plan & critique  s e lf/others

• New types  of re lationships , frames  of re fe rence  (peers ) & emotiona l/socia l meaning (romantic/s exual)  unknown rules /s tructures /s cripts   fee l uncerta in

• Peer acceptance  is  critica l source  of s e lf-image  - Cons tantly attend to own socia l ‘e rrors’ (want to socia lly ge t ‘things  right’) or peers ’ incons is tencies  and infide lities

• Mimic & camouflage  – to fit in (copying doesn’t mean do not unders tand)  exhaus tion, impos ter syndrome

• Socia l conflic t/dis appointment, re jection, isolation, humilia tion & fatigue   low se lf-es teem, agita tion, low mood, anger.  At the  ve ry leas t, pee rs  unre latable  & fatigue

• Anger and de jection may push towards  harmful/des tructive  inte res ts . Sexual frus tration/needs  may merge  with these  to shape  harmful s exual inte res ts  

• May see  crime as  socia l revenge/res toration of jus tice.       Crime may a lso be  to communicate  & s tand out, when fee ling unheard/unseen (‘invis ible’)

• May be  accepted and pra is ed for crimina l skills .      Can be long, lead, have  power and s ta tus , and influence  with skills  linked to inte res ts  

• Not ‘sugges tible’ to people  but may want to fit in (crime groups ) & overlook others ’ agendas .    May hypercritique illogic/ infide lity of mains tream peers  anxie ty/anger

• Autonomous  (attracted to autonomous  identities ) & this  he ightens  during adolescence  – may pursue  identity and peers  linked to rebe llious  ‘a lt’ (offence) inte res ts



4. Autism
Neurocognitive Styles & Differences (FARAS 6)

• Difference  not defic it  – may be highly intelligent – but due to environment, may underachieve (socially, academically & occupationally). Feel unskilled/low self-esteem  sense of injustice

• Even if socially accepted & high achieving– may fee l diffe rent – ‘see the world differently’ & ‘think outside the box’ (born in the wrong place/time) – may seek alternative identities/spaces/peers       
 especially important to have difference and uniqueness affirmed during adolescent identity development

• Compens ate for deficits  using strengths (academically gather ‘data’ on people & social rules)  fatigue and irritation by human illogic and inconsistency

• Sys temis ing v Empathis ing – logic, ‘how things work’, pattern recognition, facts, theories and detail analyser (find implicit social world exhausting/stressful – use systemising to compensate) 

• Theory of Mind, Soc ia l Imagination & Context Blindnes s  (unseen/abstract/implicit harder to detect) – reduced abstract/social cues     may blame peers, come into conflict or feel nihilistic

• Local Coherence  v Centra l Coherence  – analyse world & own behaviour in detail  perfectionism & hyper-diligence  need people/life to be logical.     People aggravating & miss bigger picture

• Hyperfocus  – attention shifting challenges – attention gets stuck on details  of fascination/stressor – fixation on every stressor or topic of interest

• Cognitive  deve lopment during adolescence – heightens analysis  of details  and patterns in world/others – question complex world, without life experience & abstract thinking (or advanced FE)

• Offence – overly intellectualising, planned in technical detail (including social engineering), fixated – but may lack social imagination or advanced consequential thinking

• Offence – may link to grievance with an illogical world, fixated grievances, patterned/factual interests  – when world is  confusing, immersion in detailed analysis  and interests  intensifies

• Can ‘compartmentalise’ harmful/immoral interest (offence) from morally exacting, routine-oriented pro-social lifestyle (Jekyll &Hyde) – lowers detection & splits  risk appraisal after detection



5. Autism
Sensory Differences (FARAS 7)

• Hyper-sens itivity: may not function at bes t leve l and become genera lly & socia lly anxious

• Secondary s chool and journey to it  may caus e  fight-or-flight, fatigue  & s ocia l anxie ty

• Puberty can he ighten s ens ory dis comfort and agitation

• Sexual deve lopment may bring new /  he ightened s ens ory challenges

• Hypo-sens itivity: c rave  s timuli, to sooth – inc luding online  s timuli (more  at times  of s tre s s )

• Sensory Acuity – Visual dominance  & hyperphantas ia – intrus ive  imagery/memory (+compelling vivid, immers ive  fantasy)

• Sensory motor diffe rences  (inc lude  dyspraxia . pos ture  and ga it) – may lead to soc ia l & romantic  re jec tion

• Offences may sooth sensory agitation or serve to sooth sensory stress

• Offences may provide highly rewarding sensory stimulation (non-sexual & sexual offences)

• Offences may involve vivid fantasy (online/offline) & fantasy used to process  anger/powerlessness  and avenge social rejection

• Offence may be fuelled by anger and hopelessness at social anxiety and social rejection (e.g. Incel violence, school/mass attacks)



6. ADHD
• Core  symptoms (FARAH): 1) Difficulty regulating a ttention, 2) Difficulty organis ing/planning multiple  complex tas ks , 3) impuls ivity, s hort-te rm 

reward-s eeking & ris k-taking, and 4) motor hyper-activity and res tles s nes s

• As s ociated features (FARAH): 1) Mood dys regulation, 2) s leep dis orders /difficulties , 3) binging on ins tant reward activities , and 4) hyperfocus  
or s hort-burs ts  of good or intens e  focus  and motivation

• Secondary s eque lae  and cha llenges (FARAH): 1) Alcohol & drug us e, 2) anxie ty & depres s ion, 3)  biologica l harm & phys ica l ris k to s e lf, and 4) 
long-te rm impact on lifes tyle, behaviour, functioning & pers ona lity patte rns

• Adoles cence  & puberty – can he ighten impuls ivity, FE demands , agita tion & dys regulation  heighten need for s timulation/ immediate  reward

• Bored, s tres s ed/overwhelmed by demands , s ocia l ris k-taking & keen to fit in by hiding diffe rence  may adopt ‘c las s  c lown’ or crimina l role  
amongs t peers  (+us ed by peers ) – or deviant s hocking/ taboo identity  antis ocia l, ris k-taking & harmful topic /crime to expres s  identity

• Feel under-stimulated (ADHD) & over-stimulated (ASD) – sooth through risky/intense ‘edgy’ restricted interests  (mental, sensory & social stimulation)

• Stimulation need & desensitisation – shock & gore, taboo, notorious, transgressive & ‘edgy’ topics (become ASD Interests, fixation and strong reward)     
 harmful) interests  appeal, escalate and diversify (ADHD habituation & novelty-seeking) multiple harms, online or offline

• ASD offers detailed planning/technical skills  & ADHD creates need for intense/risky/taboo topics & behaviour  = instrumental complex & taboo crime

• Combination AuDHD (+mix of full dis order and phenotypes ) – ASD restricted interests  & ADHD risk-taking gone online - the least well researched 
(pre 2013 DSM AuDHD did not exist) – can mutually mask & add to wellbeing burden/MH  the  ND, its  cha llenges  & links  to ris k may be  hidden



7. Mental Health
• Sleep dis turbance  and phys ica l ill=hea lth (dermatologica l, auto-immune/ inflammatory, pa in) = common in ND

• Fatigue and burnout of compensation, masking & camouflaging (+identity confus ion)

• Mood/s tres s /dis tres s can be  intense & eas ily, quickly and s trongly activated

• ND YP are  more  s ens itive  to hormonal changes – puberty can bring very intense  mood changes , dys regulation & sens itivities             
 MH challenges  increased +  ASD & ADHD features  may a ll be  amplified 

• Anxie ty, depres s ion, trauma/PTSD, OCD, eating disorders , body dysmorphia (Ince ls /macho persona), gender dysphoria , 
addic tions , psychos is  inte res ts , pre -occupations & fantasy become more  threat/anger/des tructivenes s /dark/morbid/nihilis tic  
themed, obses s ive, repe titive /fixated & immersed in to res tore  order (e.g. bullying/ injus tice)

• Inte res ts  can take  on a  behavioural addic tion quality – in some with ASD/ADHD/MI – (offence) behaviour is  highly rewarding

• Callous /unemotional & paranoid tra its  may be  emerging a longs ide  ND (shape  inte res ts , socia l behaviours  & fee lings  + risk)

• Heightens stress, threat & anger at others  

• Heightens appeal of harmful topics/powerful crimes &     Lowers inhibitions against such crimes/harm

• MI can he ighten online  immers ion – menta l hea lth forums , explanations  for dis tres s  /  diffe rence  &  ‘solutions’ (including harmful)



8. Online Space
• Online  s pace  can a ls o be  a  s pace  to navigate  deve lopmenta l miles tones  (s ocia l, identity, moral and biologica l/s exual deve lopment)

• Can a ls o be  a  s ource  of dis tres s  (e .g. moral injury) & s ource  of vulne rability/ris k.      Algorithms can rec iprocally feed pre -occupations /fixations /repe tition

• Cyberpsychology – reduced inhibition, anonymity, dehumanis e, quick reward & low perce ived cons equence, greate r ris k-taking and lower pe rce ived ris k

• Bes t fit  for ND needs /s trengths  (ASD s kills  and inte res ts  & ADHD rewards ) – can be  mos t competent, influentia l and s killed (incl at evading de tec tion) 

• ND YP – not only digita l natives  by virtue  of age  but exceptionally s killed and mas te rful by virtue  of ND - agency, influence, mas te ry &emotional regulation

• Can be  harmful content creators , technica l/fac tual knowledge  leaders , influencers . Criminally capable  Can acces s  and lead in unregulated s paces

• Ris ks  are  not s een or unders tood by adults  who are  unfamiliar with online  s paces  and s ub-cultures

• Online  s ub-cultures  & Gaming – can be  entry points  to ris ks   communications  &gamification of violence /harm – overlapping online  eco-sys tems

• Harmful s ub-cultures  – created and run by adoles cents - s chool s hoote rs  (Columbiners ), mas s  s hoote rs , extreme violence, NVE, coms  ne tworks

• Where  a lienated from offline  s ocie ty/s ocia lly de tached – can become immers ed in and s trongly identified with online  a lte rnative  s ubcultures                          
meet a ll adoles cent deve lopmenta l needs  & redres s  neurodeve lopmenta l challenges



9. Culture
• ND manifes ts  diffe rently in diffe rent socio-cultura l contexts  & may be  masked or its  cha llenges  exacerbated by such contexts

• Collectivis t communities – may mask ND due  to socia l wrap-around, explic it socia l rules  and role  s tructures  (e.g. under-diagnos is )

• Socio-ecological and socio-economic factors  impact ND cha llenges  (e.g. over-crowded urban v spacious  rura l; cos t of inte res ts )

• Unders timulating (ADHD/high inte lligence) or overs timulating (ASD) environments  can create  agita tion – e.g. s econdary s chool

• Gendered norms – e.g. boy with body dysmorphia /MH may be  diverted to fitnes s , hos tile  masculine  or Ince l Red/Black pill culture

• Crimina l lifes tyles (peers /family) – ND may not be  identified (e.g. gang context & anti-socia l ‘confidence’ and skills  mask ND)

• Politica l/mora l spaces for adolescents  – la rge ly unava ilable  offline  in Wes te rn socie ties  – turn to online  fringe /unregulated spaces

• Identity s earch/deve lopment – a lienated from family, peers  or community (minority/majority)   seek counter cultures  (harmful)

• Discrimination, racism, inte rgenerational trauma – exclus ion, dis empowerment & injus tice   dis trus t in mains tream culture

• ‘Relative  deprivation’& radica l or extremis t ‘narra tives’for it   anger, injus tice  & identity threat identity politics  & anti-authority

• Socio-cultural contexts  can 1) exacerbate push factors  towards crime & criminogenic risks, 2) reduce protection & 3) mask ND



10. Social Adversity & Strain
• Exclus ion, Is olation, Re jection & Humiliation – peer bullying, lack of inc lus ion & lack of acces s  to friends hips  or 

romantic  partners  due  to ND diffe rences /challenges  

• ND s ocia l impairments  he ightened a t a  deve lopmenta lly critica l time  for s ocia l & emotiona l deve lopment – fee ls  catas trophic

• Stres s  (psychos ocia l inc luded) – he ightens  a ll ASD and ADHD challenges  & increas es  MI ris k

• Dis tres s  &s ocia l needs  – addres s ed by online  communities & through inte res ts (incl. offence  re lated inte res ts )

• Socia l is olation – need to navigate  psycho-s ocia l/psycho-s exual needs /changes  – abs ence  of healthy peers can 
create  vulnerability to harmful peer groups /s ocia l identities

• Anger, grievance, revenge  & injus tice  can a ll become fixated & redres s ed through harmful inte res ts  (offences )

• Threat, powerles s nes s  – need met through online /offline  crimes  that s ubjugate  others  or offe r power by notorie ty

• ‘Deviant identity’ to fit in, fend off others  from targe ting/bullying, or fee l unique / impactful (e.g. mas s  kille r, s chool 
s hoote r, te rroris t) 



Implications for 
Risk Assessment 

& 
Rehabilitation



Implications  for Ris k As s es s ment & Formulation
• Vulnerability &ris k are  not mutually exclus ive  – s ome young ND people  may be  highly vulne rable  +  ris ky

• ND does not in itself reduce or increase leve l of ris k, nor negate culpability.  ‘Understanding wrong’ not inevitably impaired.  ND=‘Why’ NOT ‘how much’ of risk

• ND can impact ris k, need & res pons ivity

• Not caus al but contextual, functional links  (in ND offenders  only, not in genera l population) - Functions  of ris ky behaviour may be  idiosyncratic /diffe rent

• Deve lopmenta l progres s ion not de lay may become a  vulne rability point

• Strengths  as  we ll as  de fic its  may become linked to vulne rability & ris k – e.g. cognitive skills  & capabilities  (+s ocia l autonomy) may shape risk pathway

• Can have  ’s pikey’ profile  – avoid global ability/capability as s es s ments  (& us e  IQ and educational pe rformance  cautious ly - mis leading meas ures  of ability)

• May compartmenta lis e harmful inte res ts /offences  from highly rule -adhering pros ocia l life  and hyper-morality (pro-s ocia l profile s  of YP committing crime)

• Individual cas e  formulation

• Every young ND person has  a very diffe rent profile  of autis m/ADHD which interacts  with many unique bio-psycho-s ocia l fac tors

• Every aspect of ND can afford s trengths and be diverted to protec tive  fac tors  (See  FARAS)



Implications  for Inte rventions  & Support
• General rehabilitative frameworks and philosophies  can apply – e.g. GLM

• ASD - 3 pillars  of wellbeing/needs – interests, predictability/order & sensory regulation

• ADHD – 3 pillars  of wellbeing/needs – healthy stimulation, rewards, and cuing/structure/organisation support (FE coaching)

• Treat as  fellow intellectuals  & SMEs. Reward/stimulation. Address  paradoxical needs for autonomy and structure/rules  (provide structure/logic + choices/agency)

• Cognitive approaches – explicit/specific, not s imple! How things/people work. Make unpredictable predictable (logical/structured). Put chaos into order

• Social-cognitive approaches – develop knowledge of people & own emotions (behavioural science of people) – analysis  & practice (not s imple explanations/skills) 

• Social imagination – may struggle to generalise theoretical learning about past/present to new future contexts  - practice skills /ins ight application in new contexts

• Relapse Prevention – stress /change can lead to relapse, in spite of therapeutic progress  and motivation to desist from offending

• Emotional regulation and stress  management.        Sleep interventions  & Mental health support (need ND adaptations  – Not ID adaptations)

• Online life, social and cultural contexts  of YP need to be considered in planning support and interventions  (support family, school & peers  to understand/support)

• All cases  - Prepare and plan for transitions  (in social rules /structures/relationships  & environments) – progression (release) can be an anxiety-provoking change



Horizon Scanning

• Online harms & hybrid harms/crimes  YP led, international ripple of harms

• VFI, school shootings, mass attacks, terrorism, IED-related, poison-related, 
cyber-crime – high impact/low probability offences = highest sophistication

• Broad Autistic Phenotype, ADD and subtle AuDHD profiles – whilst ‘severity’ 
of external symptoms/behavioural difference may be lower, ‘forensic 
relevance’ may be equal or even higher

• Girls & non-binary – small numbers does not mean irrelevance (forensic 
research remains male biased; even as dx bias reduces)

• Under-diagnosis/misdiagnosis has been focal outside forensic – forensic is 
behind (especially in AuDHD, ND profiles without ID, minorities & girls) – we 
need to review ‘treatment resistant’ cohorts, train forensic clinicians in ND & 
rethink risk formulation and rehabilitative approaches

• Neurodiversity movement – forensic is behind - ND is used by defence to 
focus only on deficits & little is published on skills/strengths or protection



Summary and Conclusions
• Neurodiversity can be ‘prevalent’ in young people involved in crime. But there is little 

emphasis on its ‘relevance’ in forensic research and practice.

• Where relevance is addressed, it may be reduced to reactive aggression, ND+ID 
profiles, analysis of deficits & developmental delay  today we shifted focus onto 
instrumental offending in non-ID ND cohorts, with particular emphasis on analysing 
strengths/skills and developmental progression as contexts for vulnerability and risk.

• Different features of ND intersect with many developmental needs, and a range of 
other bio-psycho-social factors (including online space) to shape risk pathways. Such 
intersections are functional, contextual, dynamic and individual.

• All ND features, skills and developmental opportunities can be diverted towards 
protective factors, resilience and thriving.

• Developing a nuanced understanding of the many complex intersections between 
ND, developmental needs, and crime, has implications for all aspects of risk 
assessment and rehabilitation as it impacts risk, need and responsivity.

• ND-informed, developmentally sensitive, individual case formulations can be 
developed as an integral part of standardised risk assessment and forensic 
rehabilitation.



Thank you
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