Interview: Arwen Makin
‘Every individual is different, they will have a variety of challenges and strengths, so the
message is that it is important to get to know the person behind the condition rather than make
assumptions.’
Arwen Makin has had a varied career, as she
trained in a large national commercial firm and
qualified into an employment law position. Arwen
then followed her heart and practised criminal
law, doing defence work for 6 years. She returned
to employment law and stayed in that field for a
further 12 years. She recently returned to her true
passion, criminal law, working as a Senior Crown
Prosecutor at the CPS.
In her free time, she loves acting and the theatre,
walking in the countryside, and knitting.
When did you discover you had a neurodivergent
condition and what impact has this had on you?

I was diagnosed with ASD and combined ADHD in
2020. I had a lightbulb moment because of a
comment made by someone. I knew about ASD
because my teenage son had been diagnosed
when he was 12, but I had no understanding at the
time about how it can present differently in girls
and women. Pretty much everything about the
experiences throughout my life fell into place.
The diagnosis confirmation certainly gave me answers which was a relief, but perhaps more
importantly the diagnostic process also led me to reflect on my career. I was not unhappy in the
commercial world, but my sense of purpose had been missing. I realised that one of my specialist
interests since primary school had always been criminal law, and that it was during my criminal
law years that I had been truly passionate about my work. I realised that I had at least 25 years of
my career left, and that I wanted to return to the sector that I loved.
The fact that I much preferred working under pressure and in adrenaline filled situations made
sense with the ADHD diagnosis. I realised that my ability to hyper focus under immense time
pressure, pick up on small details and inconsistencies in cases, and retain information, all of which
was necessary in criminal law, meant that I had been playing to my strengths all along. I made the
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decision to return, but I wanted to join the CPS, driven by a desire to make a difference. They had
been running a national campaign, and I was fortunate enough to be successful. Six months later I
can say wholeheartedly that it has been the best career move I have made. I would not have
considered returning to the sector if I had not been through the diagnostic process.
Tell us about your working day. How do you cope with your conditions whilst carrying out your job
role?

My work is extremely varied, and fast paced, and attention to detail is key. I actually consider that
my neurodivergence is helpful because of the nature of the role. On my advocacy days I present up
to 30 cases in court, most of which I will have read and prepared, but unexpected cases can be
transferred into my court, so speed reading and swift, sound decision making is key. One difficulty
that I do have is filtering out other conversations in the court, but I am confident enough to explain
this to others if it happens, and it only tends to be before the court has actually started.
I have a full caseload of contested criminal matters, so on my office days I assess evidence, always
ensuring that the Code for Crown Prosecutors is met in each case. I liaise with the police and witness
care, lodge legal applications, and ensure that the cases are fully ready for trial. I also have charging
days, where I assess evidence right at the beginning of a case and advise the police regarding
charging decisions.
Have you felt comfortable informing your colleagues of your conditions? Why?

I have felt comfortable because I was open about my reasons for having returned to criminal law
right from the beginning, and my diagnosis was very much part of that story. I was fortunate as I
already knew several people and was coming in with a good reputation and experience on my side
so people knew I could do the job. It also helped that the CPS are incredibly supportive and aware
of the importance of diversity, as a public sector organisation. The main reason for me being open
is to help in challenging stereotypes for neurodivergent lawyers of the future and hopefully to help
erode some of the stigma.
Do you believe there is enough awareness of what being a neurodivergent individual encompasses
and the importance of an early diagnosis?

Absolutely not - regarding the lack of an early diagnosis, the trauma of life before a late diagnosis
can be immense. This is why there is often a sense of relief after a diagnosis, as in my case. I had
over four decades of not understanding why I struggled in certain situations, and had always blamed
myself. Trying to be like neurotypical people, or masking, especially when you don’t realise
consciously what you are doing, can be exhausting. I certainly re-invented myself many times over
according to my audience. This can inevitably lead to a lack of self-confidence, self-belief, and the
sense of loss of true identity.
Turning to awareness of what being a neurodivergent individual encompasses, the difficulty is that
there is stigma and negative stereotyping. Because of this many people choose not to disclose their
conditions. Discrimination is a real risk, and this is often due to a lack of understanding (I say this
with the 12 years of employment law experience during which I advised on discrimination cases on
both the employee and employer side). It is also important to note that every individual is different,
they will have a variety of challenges and strengths, so the message is that it is important to get to
know the person behind the condition rather than make assumptions.
In your opinion, what are the strengths of being neurodivergent?
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I think that when anyone is faced with challenges on a daily basis, you have no choice but to become
really adept at solving problems, which is a great skill to have as a lawyer. You also become more
resilient than someone who has not had to face such difficulties. Regarding my own strengths as
an autistic woman with ADHD, I can absorb information that I am interested in (being interested is
a crucial caveat!) incredibly quickly and with hyper focus. This makes me extremely productive
whilst paying attention to detail. I enjoy working under pressure which is a definite advantage in my
role.
What are your best personal characteristics?

I would say my extremely strongly held sense of justice is one, I have always stood up for what is
right, which I think is quite common with autistic people. I do not shy away from difficult decisions
and I am straight talking, yet sensitive in delivery of difficult information - I have a lot of empathy for
others, the lack of which is a commonly held misconception. I am also creative and spontaneous in
my personal life, and this provides a healthy balance.
Should aspiring solicitors/ legal professionals disclose their conditions on training contract
applications? Why?

I would say that this has to be a choice for the individual. I know that having been open about my
condition enabled me to perform better and more authentically at interview. Ultimately, if an
employer turns someone down purely because they see a condition has been disclosed, (which is
discriminatory and shouldn’t happen) they are probably not a good fit anyway.
Do you believe that there is a tendency among employers to view neurodivergent individuals as
disabled and/or impaired instead of individuals who think differently?

I think this can be the case, however it is important to note that both labels can apply in some
situations, especially when considering the social model of disability.
I bring many strengths to my role; however, I really struggle with travel. By showing vulnerability
and being open about my challenges as someone with a disability, I have been supported with a
reasonable adjustment. This enables me to perform my role to the best of my ability. In my situation,
this means that I am only required to attend my local courts on a regular basis, rather than travel
long distances to unfamiliar courts with uncertain travel times.
I think that the temptation to hide problems that may be perceived as weakness can also be
damaging, and this is certainly something I have struggled with in the past. I personally do not have
a problem these days with the fact that I have a disability - particularly when in fact some barriers
can easily be removed.
What strategies can employers adopt to make the work environment more inclusive? For instance,
what social interactions should employers be encouraging?

The provision of a quiet space, and open understanding of the wearing of noise reducing
headphones in open plan offices can make an enormous difference to neurodivergent employees.
Education amongst other employees and managers is also key - just because someone may not
behave in a neurotypical way, does not mean that they are not a good communicator. Eye contact,
for example, is always given as an example of good communication, but it can be extremely difficult
for someone with ASD. Understanding and tolerance can only be helpful for the employee and their
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colleagues. It has also been shown repeatedly that a commitment to diversity and inclusion
increases employee engagement and trust throughout the entire organisation.
I would also urge employers to really think about how social events are run. Unstructured events in
noisy venues can be really difficult for some neurodivergent people. Often these events are focused
around alcohol and this can also exclude people who don’t drink for various reasons, choice,
religious or medical.
If you could give your younger self some advice, what would it be?

Follow your passion, not other people’s vision of what you should be doing. True happiness comes
from fulfilment, not money. Look up “Ikigai” In an encyclopaedia - it will speak to you.
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