Abstract
The aim of my dissertation was to investigate whether Police Officers feel that they have adequate training to support and communicate with Juveniles with Autism Spectrum Disorder. As more and more juveniles are getting diagnosed with ASD, the probability of Police Officers encountering incidents involving juveniles with ASD is much greater however, due to their potential communication difficulties, sensory sensitivities as well as the way they behaviour, this can lead to unnecessary complications, officers not dealing with the incident correctly or even not understanding the needs of the individual if they have not received the correct training. 

This study explores what ASD is and how ASD can affect a person’s ability to communicate with police and in turn how the way police communicate with them could either have a positive or negative impact. The study will also look at current training methods and what other agencies like social services, believe could be done to aid in the response provided by police. This will be done by gathering data through surveys, interviews, reviewing current policies and academic literature specifically around ASD and current policing practices. 

The study will conclude by recommending what could be done to enhance training provided by forces to police officers to aid in how they support and communicate with those with ASD but also help to show how officers currently feel how they impact the situation and what could be done to help improve how they deal with incidents involving Juveniles with ASD.



Introduction
Autism is classed as a spectrum condition, which is known as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and is will affect how others communicate, deal with social interactions but also how they behave and process their senses (NHS, 2022). Diagnosis of ASD among children, specifically juveniles is becoming more prevalent due to changes in research which ultimately means there are more children diagnosed with ASD than there has ever been (British Medical Association, 2024). 

As police officer’s main role is maintaining public safety, police are more likely to encounter Juveniles with ASD in several situations including Missing Persons, Safeguarding concerns, Criminal Investigations and behavioural issues when they become unmanageable in the community. As a result, this could result in unique challenges for police especially when it comes to trying to communicate with the individuals and defuse any situation. 

When evaluating what skills are required as a police officer, communication is one of the crucial skills required especially when dealing with vulnerable individuals (College of Policing, 2021). But as commonly found when dealing with Juveniles with ASD, communication can become a barrier as a result with them potentially being non-verbal, understanding and processing instructions especially from authority or even responding in a manner which may be appropriate particularly in high pressured circumstances. This behaviour parred with the delayed response, lack of eye contact or even unpredictability of the individual, can lead to officers misinterpreting the incident at hand and could result in excessive use of force, officers making the situation worse or even the juvenile being exposed to unnecessary risk due if the officers have not received the necessary training to deal with such incidents (National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, 2020). 

Within this dissertation, I will look to explore what ASD is and what difficulties can be faced when trying to communicate with Juveniles with ASD as well current training offered to other professions especially those in frontline sectors like teaching, Healthcare and doctors. I will also look to compile a questionnaire for current front line officers to get a better understanding of what training officers currently have, how this impacts them dealing with incidents involving juveniles with ASD and in short what more they believe could be done to improve the service in which they provide to the public. This will be coupled with another interview style questionnaire which will be disseminated to social services specifically those who have day to day involvement with both police and Juveniles with ASD to ensure I have a balanced understanding on what the true impact may be on the amount of training currently provided to police. 

Albeit the sample group for this study is small and will not show a true representation of whether forces across the United Kingdom are actually impacted by the amount of training officers receive in relation to ASD, the overall aim of this study is to start trying to inform future training policies and what is required to ensure officers are equipped to deal with the incidents they are facing as well as contribute to the wider study on how the police safeguard vulnerable persons within their communities and what are the responsibilities of a modern police officer in the diverse community in which they police. 

Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to investigate whether officers felt that they have adequate training to support and communicate with juveniles with ASD, whilst also exploring the perceptions of socials workers who support juveniles with ASD daily. Albeit the sample size for both questionnaires were small, these findings help to provide a valuable insight into current practices and officers confidence when trying to communicate and support juveniles with ASD. 

The results provided, helped to demonstrate a joint feeling between both police and social services that the current training provided is not sufficient. 21% of officers had received ASD related training however this was limited in what was getting taught, this subsequently resulted in 85% of officers advising that they did not feel they had the correct training to help support and communicate with juveniles. This is prudent since a high percentage of the incidents whereby officers had encounters with juveniles with ASD was where the juvenile was either a victim or a concern for safety. 

The survey also suggests that the absence of training had a negative impact on how confident officers felt when trying to support or communicate with juveniles with ASD. Albeit only a small amount of the participants felt they had hindered the incident as a result of the lack of training, the majority felt they were unsure on how to appropriately communicate and provide support. 

Furthermore, the responses from social services further reinforce the results as part of this study. All persons who took part in this study advised they had experience of working with juveniles who had encountered police, with the high percentage of participants feeling that the police did not have the necessary skills to communicate and support with individuals with ASD. They advised that on several occasions they would have to act as a liaison between both the officer and the juvenile, which ultimately shows that officers are required to be reliant on third party agencies.

Overall, the study has found that police officers have felt that they do not have the adequate training required to support and communicate with juveniles with ASD. This has also been supported with social workers who work with juveniles with ASD daily, also have the same experience. Although, officers still continue to respond to incidents involving juveniles with ASD, there is evidence that the training provided to frontline officers does not give them the skills required to deal with the complexities of these incidents. 



Recommendations

Based on the research conducted; the following recommendations are proposed:

1. ASD Awareness Training to be Mandatory

It is recommended that all officers who work frontline, should receive training which is focused on autism spectrum disorder. The training should look to give officers an understanding of ASD, how they will present behaviourally, any sensory issues they may face and ultimately how this impact officers when encountering persons with ASD. 

2. Practical Communication Training

It is also recommended that additionally to ASD awareness training, there should be further training in relation to how officers can adapt their communication style dependent on the needs of the individual. This will enable officers to use clear and simple language, identify when the individual may be in distress and also ensure that officers are patient when dealing with juveniles with ASD. 

3. Multi-Agency Cooperation

As part of this study, it has identified gaps in where roles of responsibilities between different agencies are not clear. Therefore, it is recommended that joint training sessions should be conducted on an annual basis which can involve different agencies who come into contact with each other on a regular basis. This can consist of investigating ways in which each agency can understand their roles and responsibilities, as well as learning from industry experts especially in relation to ASD. 

4. Provide Officers with The Correct Resources

Further to additional training, it is also recommended that officers are provided with resources to aid them in communicating and supporting with juveniles with ASD. This could include communication aids, guides on how to deal with certain scenarios as well as contact details for services which could aid in their response. 

5. Learn from Persons who have Live Experiences
Although it is important to learn from theories or professional, it is imperative to understand from individuals themselves on how their lived experiences of dealing with police. This could involve utilising focus groups, carers and even advocacy groups. This will allow for officers to understand the challenges faced by individuals with ASD and how they can assist other individuals with ASD when encountering them in the future. 

6. Continual Evaluation of Training

Once training has been implemented; forces should look to introduce a way that offices can evaluate the training they are receiving. This can be done by introducing officer feedback, reviewing incidents involving juveniles with ASD as well as continued consultation with subject matter experts. This will allow for officers to provide valuable feedback to trainers and also ensure that training stays up to date with best practices and modern research. 

Overall; by introducing the recommendations above, it will allow for police forces to ensure that their officers can be competent in communicating and supporting Juveniles with ASD. This will ultimately allow for juveniles with ASD to be supported correctly, not be exposed to unnecessary stress and also reduce any potential misunderstandings during their encounters with police. This will also look to enhance multi-agency safeguarding practices. 
