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What does cognitive impairment mean?

“deficits in mental processing affecting memory, reasoning, comprehension, 
communication and learning ability” 

(Shepherd, Ogloff, Paradies & Pfeifer, 2017)

Includes disorders and syndromes such as:
• Acquired brain injury (ABI)
• Intellectual disability (ID)
• Borderline intellectual disability (FSIQ  between 70 and 80)
• Learning disabilities
• Developmental Delay Disorders, such as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD)
• Neurological conditions that can impact upon cognitive functioning, such as 

epilepsy
• Degenerative conditions, such as dementia



The impact of cognitive impairment is evident 
across all points of their journey throughout the 
criminal justice system
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What is the current understanding of 
prevalence rates?

It is well understood that individuals with cognitive impairments 
are significantly over-represented in the criminal justice system

.

Frize, Kenny & Lennings, 2008; Dias, ; Jackson, Hardy, Persson & Holland, 2011;
Ware, Kinner & Lennox, 2013; Haysom, Indig, Moore, & Gaskin, 2014; Shepherd, Ogloff, Shea, Pfeifer & Paradies, 2017
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What is the current understanding of 
prevalence rates?

• Anderson, Pilgrim & Flynn (in press) Judge’s Sentencing comments of all violent offenders sentenced in 
the County Court over a one year period (2014 – 2015) were reviewed (males = 294 / females = 30)

• 324 cases = 30.9% had some form of diagnosed cognitive impairment 
– 82% of the offenders were legislated SVO’s
– 22% of Family Violence perpetrators had a cognitive impairment

• Acquired brain injury (ABI) = 5.6%
• Intellectual disability (ID) = 7.4%
• Borderline intellectual disability (FSIQ  between 70 and 80) = 8.0%
• Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) = 8.6%

– ADHD rates in young offenders was double the rates of ADHD in the broader violent offender 
cohort

• 50% of Indigenous Australian violent offenders had a reported cognitive impairment
 A particular cognitive profile was not distinguishable in this sub-group



What is the current understanding of prevalence rates?
Barriers and issues

• Current Corrections Victoria data indicates that only 3% of the prison 
population has a recorded cognitive impairment (Corrections Victoria, 
2018).

• Typically only Intellectual Disability is recorded (although a growing 
awareness of ABI)

• Factors to consider: 
– Poorly defined clinical terms and conceptualisation of ‘cognitive impairment’
– Assessment is expensive and time intensive
– Poor early identification tools and screening measures
– Lack of adequate information sharing and recording of data between agencies
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Dr Laura Anderson
Clinical Neuropsychologist

Specialist Disability Practitioner and Educator

landerson@vacro.org.au

mailto:landerson@vacro.org.au
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