Literature Review – 
The review of literature will focus on interactions between first response police officers and persons with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD.) Through the means of a questionnaire, and by comparing the results with pre- existing research relating to the topic, this study aims to assess the effectiveness of the current training provided to police officers and identify if there is a need for further training within UK police forces. There will be a particular focus on the officers’ ability to recognise, adapt and manage the behaviours associated with the disorder and support persons with autism in the community. 

College of Policing 2023 described ASD as a neuro-developmental condition that is characterised by persistent deficits in impulse control, sensory regulation, and the ability to initiate and sustain reciprocal social interaction, and communication. It is also characterised by restricted, repetitive, and inflexible patterns of behaviour and interests. There is a vast spectrum of behaviours associated with autism- stimming, exaggerated body movements, rocking, self-harming behaviours, need for routines, lack of eye contact, obsessional interests, social communication difficulties- not understanding jokes, taking things literally, sensory issues in relation to all senses, over sensitive or under sensitive to noise, touch, taste, and smell. Other symptoms include meltdowns/ shutdowns, when person with autism is unable to regulate emotions and aggressive behaviour.
ASD It is often described as a spectrum of behaviours, traits and impairments that impact on the way in which the affected person lives their life and interprets the world around them. A lesser-known subtype of ASD is Pathological demand avoidance (PDA); this is an autism spectrum condition that describes those whose main characteristic is to avoid everyday demands and expectations to an extreme extent. A PDA profile is often attributed to those who are higher functioning i.e. live independently with little/no additional support. 
Archer et al in their 2015 study gave a unique perspective of the needs of people with autism when they encountered the Criminal Justice System (CJS). The paper highlighted the lack of information on how many people with autism encounter the CJS.  It also noted the impact that lack of autism awareness in the CJS can have on a person with autism. The study stated that there is a need for an increased awareness of autism in the CJS. It stated that often people with autism enter the system because of misunderstandings about their condition.   The study also found that only a few police forces had undertaken autism awareness training and highlighted a need for further training for the remainder of forces and for the other organisations that make up the wider CJS. The study concluded that there were simple and cost‐effective changes or services that could be easily implemented both by the CJS and local authorities, to address the issues. Archer believed that these services were not being implemented due to a lack of clear policy and direction from government.
Hepworth carried out a review of police training and policy for autism spectrum disorder in 2017. Her findings were that police policy and staff training was insufficient during all initial stages of the criminal justice process. The study acknowledged that there were emerging policies and schemes which were promising but would require further research and national participation. Hepworth concluded that policy reform and improved training was required to ensure minimal opportunities for miscarriages of justice to those individuals with ASD.

The Equality Act (2010) placed a requirement on public services to anticipate and prevent discrimination against people with disabilities including people with a learning disability, autism or both. The Act places a legal duty on service providers to make, ‘reasonable adjustments for autistic people to ensure that they are not at a disadvantage compared to people without autism.’ It states that providers are required to make reasonable adjustments for autistic people on a case-by-case basis. The Act calls for frontline police to have a proper understanding of ASD as they go about their duties. Charities in the UK stress that effective police responses need to be purposely tailored for ASD. The Autism Act 2009 requires the Government to introduce and keep under review an adult autism strategy.  
In 2019, MP Susan Elan Jones co- sponsored a bill in Parliament that would make autism understanding training mandatory for all police officers in England and Wales with the aim of raising more awareness amongst police officers of autism. The Police Officer Training (Autism Awareness) Bill was supported by the National Autistic Society and introduced by Welsh Labour MP Ann Clwyd. Miss Clwyd believed that it was essential that police had training to make sure they could support autistic people. Unfortunately the Bill was rejected.  However, the Welsh Government made a commitment to focus on the needs of autistic people by issuing a statutory Code of Practice. The Welsh Government Autism Code of Practice 2021 sets out what autistic people, their parents and carers can expect from public services in Wales. The government pledged to work collaboratively with other organisations dealing with non-devolved matters to raise awareness of autism including the police, fire service, courts and the National Offenders Management Service. 
In 2016 Crane et al’s survey gathered the experiences and views of 394 police officers (from England and Wales) regarding autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  Less than half, (42%) of officers were satisfied with how they had worked with individuals with ASD and reasons for this were varied. Conversely, just under half of the officers (49%) of the officers stated that they were satisfied with the training that they had received. Officers acknowledged the need for adjustments, organisational/time constraints were cited as barriers; 37 % of officers had received ASD training but a need for bespoke training, tailored to policing roles was identified. 
The responses of the police were discussed with respect to the experiences of the ASD community (31 adults with ASD, 49 parents), 69% of people with autism were largely dissatisfied with their experience of the police and felt that their needs were not met or taken seriously, reiterating the need for police training on ASD. In this study Crane et al noted the Procedural justice theory (Lind & Tyler, 1988) which provided a framework for considering how persons with ASD understood their encounters with the police.  Interestingly it suggested that views about the police were not formed by the outcome of an encounter (e.g., whether or not the person was eventually found guilty,) it was based on whether the person believed that they had been treated fairly, with dignity and respect. 
More recently, in 2021 a study by Christiansen et al assessed the experiences of police officers linked to persons with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD.) They used the survey to assess prior experience, comfort, knowledge, and ability to identify autistic persons.               Fifty-one officers completed the survey: 52.9% reported previous ASD training,                       34.8% reported personal experience with ASD, and 56.9% endorsed low overall knowledge of ASD. Officers reported neutral comfort (mean 3.24) and moderate practical knowledge (mean 3.74) [Likert scale 1–5; 5 = highest]. Those with previous training or with personal experience reported higher comfort and knowledge. Those with personal experience were more likely to recognise features of ASD in clinical vignettes. 
The study recognised that there have been many cases reported by the media, and reported that it was necessary to understand the type of training that would be helpful to police officers. This study also noted found that before the age of 21 approximately 20% of young adults with ASD had been involved in dealings with the police. 
Autistic people can become involved in the criminal justice system, as witness’, victims, suspects, or perpetrators of crime Existing research suggests that people with autism are between 4 and 10 times more likely to become victims of crime than their neurotypical peers. Chown 2021 refers to ‘a triad of impairments,’ that could disadvantage those with autism when they come into contact with the criminal justice system. Lack of the officers’ knowledge and understanding of ASD; misinterpretation of the characteristics of people with Autism e.g. some behaviours could be perceived as the person being intoxicated or aggressive which could escalate a situation and the person with ASD’S lack of ability to communicate clearly with officers.
Christiansen et al’s study 2021 stated that before the age of 21 approximately 20% of young adults with ASD had been involved in dealings with the police. This study also noted that persons with ASD and other developmental conditions are seven times more likely to come into contact with the police than their neurotypical peers. First Response Officers are highly likely to be their first contact within the CJS. 
The National Autistic Society’s Guide for Police Officers and Professionals 2020 explained that initial police contact can easily worsen a difficult situation. The use of handcuffs and restraint may be very frightening for an autistic person who does not understand what is happening and may not be able to communicate their fears in an appropriate way. This, together with the use of loud sirens, may result in sensory overload, causing the person to try to run away or hit out at people, including the police. The very presence of the police may cause great anxiety to a law-abiding autistic person who has no comprehension of the crime they may have committed.  
Salerno – Ferraro et al 2020 conducted a study regarding the challenges facing the police when interacting with autistic people. Thirty-five adults with ASD completed an online questionnaire and provided recommendations as to how those interactions could be improved. Respondents reported a variety of different potential challenges that could develop in an interaction between the police and people with ASD. Many felt that typical Autistic behaviours, such as stimming could be misinterpreted by police officers and lead to unfavourable outcomes. There were also concerns from the respondents regarding communication including answering questions literally and being given enough time to answer questions. Respondents also raised concerns about the sensory obstacles, visual, auditory and hyper–sensitivity, that they may encounter during an interaction with a police officer e.g. loud environments and flashing sirens or being handcuffed or searched.
Several recommendations were discussed that were aimed at improving police interactions and contact with Autistic people, including involving Autistic people in the training of police officers. This study provided insights into how interactions between the police and people with ASD can be improved and the findings could be used in the development of police training programmes or integrated into pre-existing training programmes about Autism, contributing to the important perspective of the Autism community. 

Unfortunately, there have been several cases in which encounters with the police have not been favourable for people with ASD. Crane et al 2016 highlighted the findings of the ZH v The Commissioner of Police for the Metropolis case, reported in the Guardian 2012, which found that excessive force had been used on a young vulnerable male with severe ASD and epilepsy, by the Metropolitan Police. 

In 2019 the BBC news covered the story of a man with Asperger Syndrome (ASD) who was wrongly handcuffed and put in the back of a police van. The man was held after a woman rang officers because he was, “shouting about random things". Lawyers for the man said that officers, ‘lacked understanding,’ because he was, ‘almost immediately handcuffed,’ and taken home in the back of a police van. An appeal to the IOPC found that the man should not have been handcuffed or taken home against his will. The solicitor who represented the man said that lessons had to be learned by police officers because there was, ‘a clear lack of understanding on how to deal with members of the public who suffer from such disorders.’ 
S. Lepore, in the Daily Mail January 2023, reported an incident that had occurred in Virginia USA where a boy aged 12 years old, who had ASD, was taking part in a law enforcement-run tennis programme. Following one session, when the mother returned to collect her son, she found him in handcuffs, shocked and in need of medical attention for concussion. The mother explained that her son’s strategy for self-regulating when he was upset was to walk away from a situation, she believed that the police officers running the programme did not know this. They viewed his behaviour as defiant and thought he was running away.  
The adverse outcome of these cases supports Salerno’s findings that typical autistic behaviours can be misinterpreted by police officers. All of these incidents could so easily have been avoided had the officers been appropriately trained and informed about ASD traits and individual coping strategies.  These examples support the findings of Young et al 2019 who noted that persons with ASD may find it difficult to co-operate, or not be able to communicate with police officers when involved in an incident or event. It also highlights the officers’ lack of understanding of ASD traits and points towards the need for improved police officer training. This supports the view of The College of Policing 2021 who stated that officer’s early detection of neuro-diverse difference amongst members of the public will result in a more successful interaction and response from all parties. 

There are several on line courses, reference documents and publications that can be accessed by police officers. The National Autistic Society 2017 booklet – ‘Autism: A Guide for Police Officers’ is a useful reference document for all police staff. It contains lots of information and explanations about communication and sensory difficulties.  It explains how the distress of being arrested is likely to be much greater for autistic people and advises that reasonable adjustments need to be made because people with ASD are vulnerable. Recommendations include,  keeping physical contact to a minimum and avoiding use of handcuffs or other restraints (if possible;)  checking whether the person is carrying any information about their needs, reading it and following it; explaining simply and calmly where you are taking the person and why; telling them what they should expect on arrival to the custody suite; calling ahead to warn the custody staff if the person appears to be distressed; asking if arrangements can be made to avoid having to wait in a busy reception area; telling the custody sergeant that the detainee is autistic and explain any related concerns and  delivering the caution slowly and clearly.  However, Salerno – Ferraro et al 2020 were of the opinion that although this document is a comprehensive, useful resource it does not compare to regulated, mandatory training. 

It was interesting to note, that 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. It was disappointing to learn from the 2021 survey that little had changed. Five years later, police officers were still reporting a low or moderate overall knowledge of ASD and less than 53% of officers, (52.9%) acknowledged previous ASD training. 

Clearly there is a need for further training within UK police forces. There will be a particular focus on the officers’ ability to recognise, adapt and manage the behaviours associated with the disorder and support persons with autism in the community
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