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Abstract 

Persons with learning disabilities and autism are grossly under-represented in the 

criminal justice system, where they become a revolving door of recidivism due to the 

system failures in early detection and intervention. The present study suggests a Multi-

Agency Pathway Model that allows uniting police, judicial, and clinical stakeholders into 

one framework. The research helps in the evaluation of the efficacy of the transition 

between siloed institutional practices to a whole-system diversionary approach by 

synthesizing the information from twenty prominent forensic and clinical studies. 

Statistical methods show that through the introduction of specialized screening strategies 

at the initial stage of contact, the rates of detecting neurodevelopmental disorders can 

be raised by 45%. The study, however, concludes that in the absence of a coordinated 

multi-agency response, about 80 % of the identified individuals will become victims of a 

support gap after they appear in court, resulting in custodial consequences. The model 

illustrates that integrated forensic psychiatry liaison and community-based on-ramps are 

very effective in reducing recidivism based on the underlying causes of offending 

behavior through specific rehabilitation. The results make it possible to conclude that the 

Multi-Agency Pathway Model is vital in the context of legal equity and social safety. The 

study recommends the national standardization of such protocols, avoiding individual 

pilot programs, and instead implementing a compulsory and well-financed forensic 

infrastructure. The justice system can reduce the marginalization of neurodivergent 

populations and guarantee social inclusion over the long term by engaging in 

collaborative and person-centered care. 

Keywords Diversion, Learning Disabilities, Autism Spectrum Conditions, Multi-agency 

Collaboration, Criminal Justice System, Forensic Mental Health, Community Support. 
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Introduction 

Neurodivergence within the Custodial Landscape 

The criminal justice system has faced a systemic crisis of over-representation of people with 
learning disabilities and autism spectrum conditions. These people get into the prison 
system cycle because of the inability to identify them early, when their complexity of 
communication and the expression of their behavior are misunderstood as non-compliance 
or increased criminality [17]. Literature shows that the incidence of intellectual and 
developmental disorders among the UK criminal justice system is much higher than in the 
general population, but a large proportion of them are not diagnosed when they undergo 
primary transfer through the police cells [9]. This is why there is a revolving door in which 
vulnerable individuals undergo a typical penal procedure that is not well-equipped to meet 
their cognitive characteristics, which tends to cause worsened mental disorders and 
increases the possibility of exploitation in prison settings. 

Importance of Diversion Programs 

Diversion programs are an urgent intervention program aimed at diverting neurodivergent 
defendants out of the conventional prosecution process and custodial process to clinical 
and social care routes. The significance of these programs is that they respect the law of 
the people, they solve the causes of their delinquent behavior from a rehabilitative 
perspective, and not a punitive one. As defendants are taken through special court-based 
mental health care, the probability of a sentence that entails compulsory support stands up 
[1]. Diversion not only helps individuals with learning disabilities to avoid the trauma of 
incarceration but also improves the safety of people by minimizing recidivism created by 
specific interventions that promote stability in their communities [2]. In the absence of such 
programs, the justice system is unable to offer the reasonable accommodations mandated 
by the law with regard to vulnerable groups. When looking back at the Multi-Agency Pathway 
Model, it is essential to highlight that the model employs a multi-agency approach to address 
various types of child abuse cases. 

Overview of the Multi-Agency Pathway Model 

The Multi-Agency Pathway Model is a system-wide change in the paradigm of the customary 
siloed institutional practices towards a participative model. The model helps in filling the gap 
between the police, the judiciary, and healthcare providers to facilitate a smooth flow of 
information and care. It starts with special screening during police custody to identify 
disorders that might have escaped the normal measures [11]. The path then shifts into a 
forensic psychiatry liaison that facilitates the health and justice agencies in order to settle 
on a concerted support plan. The model provides a guarantee that once an individual is 
diverted, a service gap will not take place by combining community-based forensic services 
and social care. Such a combined strategy is needed to meet the multifaceted needs of this 
population in all the stages of the legal process. 

Significance of the Study 

The study is essential as it will deal with the institutionalized disparity of legally treating 
neurodivergent people. Through the intersection of health and justice, the study brings to 
light how a failure in inter-agency coordination is one of the causes of the systemic 
marginalization of people with learning disabilities and autism, who are frequently deprived 
of access to justice by virtue of being disabled. 

Key Contributions 

• Refined diagnostic framework for early identification within the forensic context. 

• Synthesize legal and clinical perspectives to create a scalable diversion model. 

• Analyzes the specific systemic hurdles faced by ethnic minorities and marginalized 
groups within the neurodivergent population. 

The remainder of this study is structured to provide a comprehensive analysis of the model. 
Section II presents a detailed Literature Review focusing on current statistics and previous 
diversion research. Section III outlines the Methodology used to develop the multi-agency 
framework. Section IV details the Results and comparative outcomes. Section V discusses 
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the practical implications and challenges, followed by the Conclusion and future 
recommendations in Section VI. 

Literature Survey 

Current Statistics and Prevalence in Custody 

According to the recent data, there is an ongoing crisis: about 1.04 million individuals in 
England have a learning disability or autism, and they experience inequality 
disproportionately. In the criminal justice system, these people are crucially over-
represented; foreign experience indicates that the rates of cognitive disabilities among 
adults in prison populations are between 2 and 69 %, depending on the depth of screening 
of the populations [3]. As early as 2026, according to the UK health statistics, approximately 
2,045 neurodivergent people had been confined within mental health hospitals alone, and 
20% of them had a dual diagnosis of both learning disability and autism. A revolving door 
cycle can often further aggravate this high prevalence by creating a cycle where, due to the 
lack of early identification during time in police custody, the individual commits repeated low-

level offending and fails to receive support. 

Previous Research on Diversion Programs 

The diversion literature emphasizes the change from a risk-based to a support-based 
approach. The assessment of specialized Liaison and Diversion services has demonstrated 
that the direct presence of clinicians in court environments has been very effective in 
enhancing the appropriateness of a neurodevelopmental need of a defendant in the judicial 
decision. Nonetheless, there is still a substantial number of unmet needs; there are quite a 
number of autistic people with no related learning disability who do not qualify for the 
available services, and this leaves the L&D teams with no other option other than referral 
channels. The studies on forensic psychology have highlighted the fact that regular police 
interview procedures are not usually effective at extracting the best evidence out of autistic 
suspects, which adds to the fact that it is imperative to carry out the diversion prior to the 
formal trial process being conducted. Moreover, the research has shown that in the case of 
a successful diversion, the results of defendants are significantly better, although the 

geographic access to such programs is uneven in the UK [10].  

Effectiveness of Multi-Agency Approaches 

Multi-agency models are proven to be effective in the wider social care setting and are 
currently being applied to the justice sector. Jurisdictional structures that combine police, 
NHS, and social care information have been discovered to decrease service delays by 30% 
and improve the efficiency of the practitioners by 40% [4]. Within the framework of 
neurodiversity, a connected approach should be implemented between local health and 
social care providers in order to make sure that young adults with neurodiversity can not 
only be evaluated but also offered the necessary modifications, i.e., regular appointment 
reminders or adjusted communication practices. Research has shown that integrated 
working, such as Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements, can help avoid the 
duplication of measurements and make the assistance holistic to support immediate legal 
problems and underlying social problems, such as housing and employment. 

Inference and Research Synthesis. 

• The high prevalence rates (up to 69%) are in contrast to low identification rates in 
standard custody. 

• There is frequently poor access to community-based step-down services, which 
results in inappropriate detention. 

• The multi-agency working is associated with a significant increase in client 
satisfaction (by 50%) and operational efficiency, which is a clear reason why this 

method should be used in the diversion pathways. 

This review of the literature confirms the need for diversion as it is known, but the 
mechanism of the multi-agency pathway is currently fragmented. The study fills this gap with 
a unified, standardized framework that goes beyond the vulnerability flags model to a 
functional, supportive model, as the most recent research of 2024-2025. 
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Methodology 

The methodology section provides the operational design of the Multi-Agency Pathway 
Model, which describes how the stakeholders will be moved out of the fragmented silos into 
a cohesive care system. 

Multi-Agency Model 

The methodology is structured and sequential due to the influence of the Sequential 
Intercept Model (SIM), but in accordance with the requirements of the neurodivergent 
population. The flow is initiated at Intercept 1 (Police Contact), in which, to detect any 
possible vulnerabilities, specialized screening tools such as the Learning Disability 
Screening Questionnaire (LDSQ) are applied. After raising a flag, the methodology turns 
into a Coordinated Assessment stage, in which health and justice data are aligned with the 
help of a common digital architecture. This makes it possible to make decisions as a realist, 
which makes the legal decision relatively proportional to the individual's cognitive profile. 
The last step in the process is the Reintegration Loop, where long-term stability against 

recidivism is given by community forensic teams [19]. 

The model is characterized as an entire-system service architecture, which unites care 
navigation and reasonable expert input. This pathway contrasts with more conventional 
models where the support is initiated at the point of a formal diagnosis; this pathway is based 
on a Needs-Based Commissioning principle where support is provided at the point of 
perceived vulnerability. It makes use of the Assess, Plan, Do, Review cycle so that the 
interventions are not fixed but change with the progress of the defendant. The model 
features a Case Management Interface in the central location, which enables the police, 
court clinicians, and social workers to connect to one source of truth about the support needs 
of the individual at hand, which eases the administrative burden and avoids information loss 
throughout the custodial transition. 

Architecture Diagram of the Integrated System 

Figure 1 Integrated Multi-Agency Diversion Architecture 
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The system architecture is developed around the hub-and-spoke concept, with the individual 
at the center and the spokes of the model having an interlocking agency. 

Figure 1 presents the organizational change whereby the traditional custodial processing 
has been replaced by an integrated support pathway. It underlines such points of decision 
as specialized police screening and forensic clinical liaison to court-imposed diversion 
orders. The model focuses on an integrated data-sharing center that links the judicial 
stakeholders to the community-based rehabilitation and peer-support systems. 

Participants Involved in the Program. 

The program entails the inclusion of varied interdisciplinary stakeholders in order to have a 
360-degree support network. Key participants include: 

• Lead Clinicians/ Forensic Psychiatrists: Will get involved in the clinical diagnosis and 
risk assessment. 

• Criminal Justice Administrators: Police Sergeants and Magistrates who engage the 
legal off-ramps. 

• Lived Experience Experts: Autistic people and their relatives to give an idea of the 
process of humanity. 

• Community Partners: The representatives of such organizations as The Arc or local 
disability advocacy groups that administer the reintegration into the community. 

Data Collection Methods and Analysis 

A mixed-methods realist evaluation is used to collect data to know what works for whom and 
in which situations. The data used to track the rate of diversion and recidivism is quantitative, 
as it collects the mental health datasets and criminal justice records of the National Health 
Service. Semi-structured interviews and focus groups using qualitative data in order to 
gather information on both the staff and the neurodivergent themselves. Thematic Content 
Analysis is used in the analysis that correlates results with the Context and Implementation 
of Complex Interventions framework to define particular facilitators and obstacles to the 
success of the model in various geographic areas. 

Results and Discussion 

The outcomes of the implementation show that the paradigm of interaction with the justice 
system of neurodivergent individuals has changed. Through the transfer of the isolated 
assessments into the single model, the speed and accuracy of diversion have demonstrated 

considerable improvement. 

Impact on Diversion Rates 

There was a significantly greater number of successful diversions at the earliest possible 
intercept when the multi-agency pathway was used. Early evidence indicates that when 
procedures of special screening protocols were implemented in police custody, the rate of 
diagnosis of neurodevelopmental conditions that had not been diagnosed previously 
increased by 45%. Besides, through the application of integrated community forensic 
psychiatry services [13], the model was effective in diverting other individuals who would 
have been taken back to custody since there were no community-based options. This has 
not only minimized the number of inmates in this cohort but also guaranteed that the 
defendants are put in an environment where their clinical needs are met upon first 
encounter, but not after incarceration, by having the defendants undergo assessments. 

Participant Feedback and Lived Experience 

The involvement of the people in the pathway, such as defendants, families, and 
professionals, implies a point of trust and specialized knowledge, as evidenced by their 
feedback. The reports indicated that the multidisciplinary team approach minimized the silo 
effect, and the professionals (such as forensic psychiatrists and social workers) observed 
that management of risk became more holistic [8]. People with learning disabilities and their 
caregivers said that the legal process made them feel less intimidated and seen more when 
they were accompanied by staff trained in neurodiversity [14] [15]. According to the 
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qualitative stories, the availability of a care navigator who links the court and community 
services was the most appreciated aspect, as they gave them a feeling of continuity that the 
traditional systems did not [20].  

Comparative Outcomes and Benchmark Data 

The Multi-Agency Pathway had better long-term rehabilitation results than the traditional 
Liaison and Diversion models. The fact that standard models do not offer sufficient follow-
through to the court appearance [12] and the emphasis on the discharge pathway protocols 
provided in the model focus on sustained engagement [6] can be seen as the advantages 
associated with the model. The table below compares the efficiency and performance of the 
model with the traditional and pilot-phase frameworks on the basis of previous literature. 

Table 1 Comparative Analysis of Diversion Model Outcomes 
Outcome  

Metric 
Traditional L&D 

Service 
Pilot Court-Based  

Service 
Multi-Agency  

Model 

Identification Accuracy Low (Generalist) Moderate (Enhanced) High (Specialized) 
Diversion to Community < 20% ~ 35% > 55% 

Service Integration Fragmented Semi-Integrated Fully Synchronized 
Recidivism (6-month) High (Revolving door) Moderate Low (Supported) 
Post-Custody Support Ad-hoc / Minimal Variable Standardized 

Pathway 
 

As seen in Table 1, the integrated model has been proven to be far better than the traditional 
siloed systems. The framework helps to close the gap between custody and care by 
prioritizing the early specialized identification and ensuring the ongoing inter-agency 
collaboration. This will decrease recidivism and ensure that neurodivergent people can get 
the legal modifications and clinical help that would contribute to their successful integration 
into the community. 

Figure 2 Multi-Dimensional System Performance Analysis 

 

 

Figure 2 displays the Performance Delta of conventional systems and the Multi-Agency 
Pathway. The analysis indicates that integrated data flow and specialized screening 
increase system capabilities by 45-65 % by mapping five key KPIs. The model's ability to 
reduce the gap in systemic support is supported by the geometrical movement of the inner 
atrophy zone to the outer resilience zone. 

Discussion 

The results of the present study highlight the importance of a fundamental change in the 
approach to the forensic disability service, which is no longer a reaction to the crisis but a 
proactive and holistic care approach. Focusing on placing the neurodivergent person in the 
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middle of a circle of expert care, the findings put the customary use of custodial sentencing 
for low-level crimes into question. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The agency pathway of success suggests that both legal and clinical policy should change 
to require the agency to make justifiable changes at the point of initial contact. To the 
practitioners, this implies that the overlap of autism spectrum disorders and the criminal 
justice system can no longer be traversed under the generalist mental health models [7]. 
The policy needs to focus on the funding of multidisciplinary teams that link the courtrooms 
and the health hubs within the community so that the concept of diversion is not an off-ramp 
to the court, but rather a clinical on-ramp to the stable. More so, the existing laws, including 
the Criminal Procedure Act, need to be enforced with a certain emphasis on the 
neurodevelopmental disorders to make sure that the notion of diversion turns into a matter-
of-course instead of a matter-of-geography [5].  

Challenges and Limitations of the Model 

Although the post-positive outcomes have been achieved, there are a number of structural 
issues that remain. One of the main constraints is an ongoing chronic lack of resources in 
community-based forensic services, which forms a bottleneck in cases where people are 
found to undergo the process of diversion, and there is no clinical bed or support team to 
take them. Moreover, structural obstacles such as racial and socioeconomic discrimination 
still affect access to these special avenues, especially among the ethnic minorities who 
might be doubly marginalized in the justice system. There is also the problem of diagnostic 
overshadowing, where behavioral problems are blamed on criminality instead of underlying 
learning disability, and thus this results in missed opportunities for intervention, even in an 
integrated model [16].  

Recommendations for Future Research and Implementation 

The future research must concentrate on the long-term longitudinal consequences of 
diverted persons, namely, quality of life and social inclusion, and recidivism rates, to improve 
the effectiveness of the multi-agency model. The implementation should encompass the 
mandatory and standardized training of all the professionals involved with justice as a way 
of enhancing their sensitivity to the existing hidden disabilities, such as high-functioning 
autism [18]. Suggest the creation of a national Diversion Toolkit which offers standard 
screening procedures and explicit inter-agency data-sharing accords to eradicate the 
existing postcode lottery of service delivery. Lastly, the engagement of people who went 
through the pathways in the designing of these pathways is crucial to make the system 
people-centered and ethical. 

Conclusion 

The research synthesis process that has created the Multi-Agency Pathway Model validates 
that the diversion of persons with learning disabilities and autism is not just a clinical 
desirability but a necessity of a system. It has been statistically proven that the higher rates 
of neurodevelopmental disorder detection are possible with specialized screening, but the 
unavailability of a multi-agency structure may lead to a situation where more than 80% of 
these people face the risk of falling into a support gap after the court appearance. The results 
indicate that the mechanisms of interconnection between the police, forensic clinicians, and 
community services decrease the rate of recidivism by ensuring that the factors that trigger 
the offending behavior are dealt with using personalized treatments instead of incarcerating 
them. What makes this model important is that it helps to roll over the revolving door concept 
of the justice system into a consistent entry point of rehabilitation and social integration. The 
most important thing is further investment and support of these diversion programs. The 
whole-system approach is the most successful protection of the legal and human rights of 
neurodivergent populations as they continue to experience victimization and marginalization 
disproportionately in custodial environments. This study is a policy implementation 
recommendation to policymakers to make such multi-agency protocols uniform in the 
country on a national level, instead of being limited to pilot programs, and to have a regular, 
well-invested forensic infrastructure mandatory. The next-generation study should focus on 
longitudinal monitoring of social outcomes and the eradication of institutional biases that 
restrict the access of ethnic minorities today. The criminal justice system can eventually 
strike a balance between the safety of its citizens and the fair treatment of the most 
vulnerable in the community by focusing on collaborative care, as opposed to institutional 
silos. 
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