5. Conclusion
5.1 Objectives 
The objectives of this study were as follows –
· research the law relating to the police and Autism
· research and explore interactions between frontline police-officers and persons with autism 
· research and explore officers’ knowledge and understanding about autism 
· research and explore the need for an increase in police training
This study considered the view points of frontline officers in the South Wales Police.           An online questionnaire was used to collect the data and 21 responses were analysed.
5.2 The law
The Equality Act (2010) identified the need for frontline police officers to have a proper understanding of ASD and the Autism Act (2009) required the government to introduce and keep under review an Adult Autism Strategy. The Welsh Government’s Autism Code of Practice (2021) pledged to work together with public services, including the police to raise awareness of autism. However, research from Christiansen et al’s 2021 study stated that over half of the respondents (56%) stated that they had a low overall knowledge of ASD. It could be argued that had Susan Elan Jones and Ann Clwyd’s Police officer Training Bill been passed in 2019 making police training on Autism mandatory, police officer awareness of autism traits would have improved more in recent years.  
5.3  Interactions between frontline police - officers and persons with autism with a
 focus on the difficulties that police officers and autistic persons face
The research of literature included reviewing studies between the police and persons with ASD and drew conclusions from both points of view. Research revealed that there is a strong likelihood of an autistic person coming into contact with the police Young et al 2019 suggested that people with autism are between 4 and 10 times more likely to become victims of crime that their neurotypical peers. Data from Crane et al 2016’s study revealed that 69% of people with autism were unsatisfied with their experience with the police and data from Christiansen et al’s 2021 study stated that before the age of 21 approximately 20% of young adults with ASD had been involved with dealings with the police. Chown’s 2021 study referred to ‘a triad of impairments,’ that could disadvantage those with autism when they come into contact with the police, lack of the officers’ knowledge and understanding of ASD; misinterpretation of ASD characteristics and traits and the person with ASD’S lack of ability to communicate clearly with officers.

 

5.4 Research and explore officers’ knowledge and understanding  about autism 
College of Policing 2021 stated that officer’s early detection of neuro-diverse differences amongst members of the public would result in more successful interactions and responses from all parties. Young et al noted in their 2019 study that persons with ASD often find it difficult to co-operate, or are  unable to communicate with police officers when involved in an incident or event. The study also found that police officers’ had a lack of understanding of ASD traits and recommended the need for improved police officer training. 

Lack of understanding of the traits and behaviours of people with Autism by the police was a familiar theme throughout the literature research.  Archer, Chown and Salerno all believed that the unawareness and lack of knowledge by the police could escalate a situation and affect a person with autism’s ability to communicate clearly with officers.
The responses to Questions 7, 8 and 9 of this study gave an insight into the knowledge and understanding of Autism within the sample group of officers. 
In question 7 several participants recognised rigid movements, repetitive traits and difficulty maintaining eye contact as common autistic traits but less respondents recognised ‘difficulty understanding open ended questions.’ Some misconceptions were highlighted; a small number of respondents wrongly identified the traits of ‘maintaining good eye contact’ and ‘understanding open ended questions,’ as common traits for autistic people. 
The data gathered from question 8 revealed that 71.4% of the respondents believed that they could adapt their behaviour and decision making when dealing with an autistic person. However, less than half ( 47.6%) of the respondents stated that they had a good understanding of autism and only 23.8 % considered that they could differentiate between an ASD melt-down and crime related violence. It could be argued that this implies that many officers believe that they are able to recognise some traits but do not believe that they have a good understanding of autism and validates the need for improved police officer training. The results of this study align with those of Christiansen et al’s 2021 study which found that although there was an increase in officers who had received training, more than half of the respondents stated that they had low knowledge of ASD, likewise suggesting that the training that the officers had received was not adequate. 
Question 9 considered the officers use of appropriate strategies when dealing with Autistic people. More than half of the respondents correctly stated that to give an autistic person space and to gain information from a care giver as positive strategies. However, fewer respondents recognised that is important to avoid touching the person and limiting verbal communication as a positive strategy. Some misconceptions were also highlighted - 38.1% respondents stated that, ‘you should restrain the person immediately, and if in a public place section them under136 MH act,’ and this is not a recognised strategy and 28.6% stated that talking loudly would distract an autistic person out of a meltdown which is completely opposite to the strategy that is effective. 
The themes of this study align with the common themes that emerged between the studies of Crane 2016 and Christiansen 2021 which were, ‘recognition of ASD traits’ and ‘communication’.  In all studies many of the respondents considered that they were not satisfied with their knowledge of ASD. 
5.5 Research and explore the need for an increase in police training
When comparing Crane and Christiansen’s studies it was disappointing to note that in five years little had changed regarding autism training. Less than half (42%) of the officers in the Crane et al 2016 survey, stated that they had received ASD training and identified a need for bespoke training. Respondents in Christiansen’s 2021 study reported a low or moderate overall knowledge of ASD and 52.9% acknowledged previous ASD training.  In 2021 The Welsh Government Autism Code of Practice 2021 set out a framework of what parents and carers could expect regarding autism awareness from public services, including the police in Wales. A module that includes Autism awareness is now on the agenda for officers training in the South Wales Police. 

This study was interested to discover how much autism training the sample group had received after qualifying as a police officer.  Question 10 revealed that more than half of the respondents (57.1 %) had not undertaken any further training since their initial training and 42 % had completed 1-2 courses.  
. The review of literature identified a need for an improvement in police training on Autism. Crane et al’s 2016 study identified a need for bespoke training, tailored to policing roles and following a review of police policy for ASD in 2017, Hepworth found that police policy and staff training was insufficient during all initial stages of the criminal justice process. More recently in 2021 Christiansen et al’s study over half of the officers reported that they had low knowledge of ASD. These statics suggested that the training that the officers had received was not adequate. 
Questions 11 and 12 sought the participants own views about the type of training that they considered would be useful to improve police communications with autistic persons and provided the study with quantitative data. 76%of the participants stated that they thought that yearly training on Autism, in some form, would improve communication between the police and people with Autism and the majority (80.8%) of the respondents agreed that there should be autism training at least every 5 years. 9.5%, participants chose the,’ more use of Autism cards’ option and (4.8%) of the officers thought that no further training was necessary.




5.6 Questionnaire Evaluation
The analysis of the findings from the questionnaire provided an insight into the thoughts, views and opinions about the respondent’s knowledge and understanding of Autism.     Due to a short time scale the questionnaire was only circulated to frontline officers in the South Wales Police Force. The questionnaire was designed to collect quantitative and qualitative data from the participants and although only 21 responses were received valuable data and opinions were gathered.  If the study were to be carried out again the questionnaire would be distributed to a wider demographic of officers in neighbouring forces, with the suggested amendments. The findings could be compared and the results analysed, noting similarities and differences.  This would improve the quality of data and provide recommendations for developing autism training which could be incorporated into police training.
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