Why are there so many people with ADHD in the prison population?
By: Phil Anderton PhD

Imagine being misunderstood for your whole life, only popular when you’re silly, totally
disenfranchised with school, out of work, you find drinking to excess, or taking illegal drugs make you
feel normal and you find you can do “normal things.” You are now starting to figure out why so many
people with ADHD are in prison.

W

e see every day in clinic people who are failing
in life, whether that’s at school, college or
work. It may be that they are struggling in
their relationship or indeed they don’t have any. For this
portion of our ADHD community life is hard. Self‐esteem
can be incredibly low, depression and anxiety are
common, and from those points forward, anything can
influence the ADHD person’s life. If they are lucky they
will have a positive influence, “a significant adult,” if they
are unlucky they can find friendship and solace
inappropriately. When this happens, we find the
vulnerability of these emotions allows a negative
influence, drugs are tried, crime rewards their friendships
and maybe for the first time “I feel I fit in.” Add to this
heady mix of emotional vulnerability, some impulsivity,
and inattention to the many attempts to tell them what is
“right from wrong” and always being the person with a
“buzz” and energy, and, sadly, we can see the recipe for
breaking our laws. We can go further and discuss
controlling emotions and lashing out, as a child that may

mean hitting a sibling, as an adult that could mean hitting
another grown up or damaging someone’s possessions.
We know that people with ADHD feel rejected and
“different” from at least the age of six. But we can reverse
this trend with education, training, and cultural change
amongst professionals who care and have responsibility
for our children. And let’s be clear, this needs to happen
now. ADHD is incredibly pervasive; it can cruelly destroy a
bright future. The damage to our economy if far greater
than the investment needed to change things. It costs
the UK a whopping £74 million1 a year to house our ADHD
prisoners. It’ll cost about £30 thousand to treat them.
Even if we invested heavily in training and support, even if
we only halved the number in prison, there is no doubt
we would make a huge difference. And as a final note, if
we could divert those 10,000 people, we could keep out
of prison into being tax payers we would re‐coup the
costs of doing this.
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