This literature review will evaluate interactions between police officers and a person with ASD. This review will highlight concerns within the Criminal Justice System, police training and communication, and misinformation presented by the media. Examples will be presented focusing on the studies produced by Crane et al (2016), Young et al (2019), Ellen et al (2020), Salerno-Ferraro et al (2020) and Christiansen et al (2021), demonstrating places for improvement within policing and working with neurodiverse people. 

Crane et al (2016) focussed on four main categories relating to persons with ASD and police officers, the first being police officers’ experiences of working with victims, witnesses and suspects with ASD in their policing roles.
The second was their awareness, and use, of mandatory provisions and discretionary adjustments to support vulnerable victims, witnesses or suspects.
The third was how satisfied they are in their professional dealings with the ASD community.
The final category was police training needs. A further aim was to interpret these results in the context of the views and experiences of ASD community members (adults with ASD, as well as parents), who have engaged with police.
A survey was completed by 394 police officers, this survey asked questions relating to how many encounters the officers had experienced whereby the service user had ASD, they were asked to rate the difficulty of their encounters including interviewing, obtaining statements and how they managed themselves relating to accommodating the service user.


The study conducted by Crane et al (2016) included a questionnaire to 394 police officers in England and Wales. It showed that 42% of police officers were satisfied with their actions during communications with service users with ASD.
It is likely that an individual’s introduction into the Criminal Justice System (CJS) is likely to be through a police officer (Crane et al, 2016). This is arguably concerning for service users with ASD, regarding the communication issues faced within these interactions due to such a high percentage, 68% of officers, being unsatisfied with their actions within interactions with service users with ASD.


Neurodiverse people are protected by the Equality Act 2010 and ASD is further protected by the Autism Act 2009 whereby compensatory measures should be applied to them, however, these acts do not specifically apply to the CJS.
This creates a problem for people with ASD if they do encounter the CJS, as their needs may not be recognised or considered, causing issues with communication and understanding.  
The generic police settings of custody detention buildings, interview rooms and cells are unfamiliar to many people, however the additional needs required by some service users with ASD can make this ordeal more difficult and distressing.

Being in unfamiliar rooms with little understating of the processes and procedures, a literal understanding of language with certain words or phrases, combined with an often noisy setting with bright lights can have an adverse effect on these service users who are hypersensitive to certain stimuli, such as noise, light or touch. 
These characteristics associated with ASD can lead to an individual shutting down, meaning the ability to communicate with them is impaired.
This in turn can pose to be detrimental to communication between the police and the service user.

Within the study, 69% of persons with ASD stated that they were dissatisfied with their experience with the police, stating some of the points already raised as issues. They also stated they felt discriminated against and felt that their needs were not met or taken seriously.

In contrast, this view is not always shared by the police officers, as within the survey 49% of officers stated that they were satisfied with the training they had received regarding ASD. The study by Crane et al (2016) acknowledges that there have been multiple cases which have had media attention in recent years.

An article mentioned in the report published by Young et al (2019) whereby a teenager in Arizona USA was on the pavement at the side of a road when he was approached by a police officer.
Through poor communication and a lack of understanding, the officer used force upon the teenager to take him to the ground as he felt that the teenager was under the influence of drugs, when in fact the teenager was “stimming”.Stimming or self-stimulating behaviour includes arm or hand-flapping, finger-flicking, rocking, jumping, spinning or twirling, head-banging and complex body movements. 
It includes the repetitive use of an object, such as flicking a rubber band or twirling a piece of string, or repetitive activities involving the senses (such as repeatedly feeling a particular texture). (National Autism Society, N.D.) https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/behaviour/stimming


This well documented incident is a clear indication that training within the police service is needed, as stimming is a definitive characteristic of persons with ASD that persons familiar with ASD should be familiar with.

Within this report, Young et al (2019) explored how people with ASD interact with police officers when involved in an incident, where they may be the focus of an investigation or incident, and because of their ASD they may find it hard, or not be able to interact with or communicate well with the officer.
Therefore making it difficult to get their point or position on the matter across to the police officer.
An explanation of this could be; an officer attends an incident where a person with ASD could be presumed to be the suspect because the officer may have specific information, leading them to assume that individual to have played a certain part in an offence, for example they match a description given of the suspect.

However, a person with ASD may be unable to perceive this and the discrepancies between the officer’s belief and the facts of the situation.
This may result in the person with ASD not being able to explain to the officer their part in the incident or their innocence and what has actually happened. 

As referenced by Christiansen et al (2021), the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) conducted a study which showed that 1 in 54 children have been identified with ASD.
By the age of 21 approximately 20% of young adults had been involved in an interaction with police.
Christiansen et al (2021) states that people with ASD and other developmental conditions are seven times more likely to come into contact with the police, which supports the point that a police officer will likely be the first point of contact within the criminal justice system that a person with ASD will encounter.

Christiansen et al (2021) conducted a survey with police officers to assess their experiences, training and knowledge regarding persons with ASD.
It was highlighted that the training relating to ASD in police forces throughout the United States varied, however there are encouraging signs that police agencies in the US are making efforts to create training in relation to ASD.
However, it was identified that there was a lack of evaluation of the training, meaning that the efficacy of the training cannot be determined to be suitable and beneficial.

Christiansen et al identified that police officers must have a strong understanding of persons with ASD and how they should conduct themselves when interacting with people with ASD. This is due to the high likelihood that an individual with ASD may at some point have an interaction with the police.

It is evident that some agencies do have specific training for their police officers with regards to ASD. 
The public however often learn about ASD via the media, including the characteristics of people with ASD (Christiansen et al, 2021).
Three out of five of the studies within this literature review reference an incident which has been documented by the media.
Crane et al (2016) mentions the British case of ZH v The Commissioner of Police for the Metropolis which is a well-documented case whereby it was found that the Metropolitan Police service used excessive force upon the young man who was vulnerable due to his ASD, this was published in the Guardian (2012) and other news outlets at the time.
Ellen et al (2020) notes two separate instances in the US involving police officers poor interactions, one of them which has already been highlighted by Young et al (2019). However, it is noted that none of the articles highlight a specific well documented incident involving an interaction between the police and a service user with ASD which had a positive outcome.
It is apparent from these well documented and publicised incidents alone that police interactions with individuals with ASD are often extremely poor and can potentially be traumatising for the service user. The adverse effects are documented by Crane et al (2016), with 69% people finding their experience unsatisfactory. It is clear that there are communication issues between law enforcement agencies around the world and people in the communities they police with ASD.
Salerno-Ferraro et al (2020) conducted a study whereby 35 adults with ASD were asked to complete an online questionnaire about their interactions with police officers.
This paper also highlights that around 1 in 54 children in the US are diagnosed with ASD, concluding that there are many service users in the communities that officers’ police who are likely to have ASD.
This is not the first study conducted by Salerno et al, however this paper draws attention to the interactions between people with ASD and police officers, especially the challenges they face and how they feel this can be overcome. It was identified by the respondents that police officers had three main challenges when interacting with a service user with ASD. 
The first was misinterpreting autism and the characteristics presented by people with ASD. If an officer had a lack of knowledge on the subject of ASD, they may mistake some behaviours presented to them and interoperate them as intoxication or aggression, which could escalate the situation. 
Another predominant worry included the ability to communicate clearly with officers, which was highlighted as the second challenge faced within interactions with officers. The study highlighted a disparity between officers’ expectations of service users communication skills who have ASD and the service users actual ability to be able to communicate clearly, despite the characteristics associated with ASD whereby communication issues are inherent to autism.  
Other issues exhibited by the respondents regarding communication included answering questions literally, which has an obvious disadvantage if the question proposed by an officer may have more than one meaning.
Not being given enough time to answer questions and asking open ended questions, which may cause difficulties with a person with ASD to be able to respond appropriately.
When these issues of communication are combined with the third challenge of sensory sensitivity, including obstacles such as visual stimuli like flashing lights or auditory issues including sirens or loud environments. Another characteristic of ASD is hypersensitivity to touch, which is a clear issue when being detained or searched by police officers which was also highlighted by respondents.
Within the study, it was highlighted that police officers felt frustrated at the training they received as it was limited. 
It stated that the training provided focuses mainly on the awareness of ASD, for example the characteristics which a person with ASD may display, but gave little direction on how interactions between police officers and the service user could be improved.
It is clear to see from this paper that the lack of police training with regards to ASD, combined with the likeliness of a service user with ASD coming into contact with a police officer is a problem that has been identified.
This is corroborated by the fact that other agencies other than law enforcement have stepped in and contributed guidelines and literature on the subject (Salerno-Ferraro et al, 2020).
The National Autistic Society in the UK produced a guidebook for police officers, which is a helpful initiative, however it does not provide an adequate resource in comparison to regulated training. (Salerno-Ferraro et al, 2020)
A study conducted by Ellen et al (2020), was conducted to develop an instrument to assess police officer self-efficacy for working with individuals with ASD and provide valid evidence for the interpretation of the instrument’s scores. The study focussed on social cognitive theory, whereby if a police officer increases their knowledge and understating of a particular subject, in this case, ASD, then they are much more likely to have self-efficacy regarding interactions with people with ASD and this might have a positive impact in incidents. The study explored the association between police officer self-efficacy and knowledge of ASD. The results showed the correlation of officers stating a higher knowledge of ASD were also reporting a higher level of self-efficacy when interacting with individuals with ASD. 

The study cited Bandura (1986) who explained the importance of self-efficacy when working with individuals with ASD. Suggesting officers need more than knowledge and skills in communicating with people with ASD they also need to believe in their capability to respond appropriately demonstrating the skills they have learnt. In Bandura’s (1986) study which concurs with Ellen et al (2020) those officers with more limited knowledge of ASD reported lower levels of self-efficacy.

In conclusion, it is apparent that there is a disparity between the needs of service users with ASD and the understanding, knowledge and resources which can be provided to them by police services. 
The service users are unhappy with their interactions with the police, this is clear to see with 69% of persons with ASD stating that they were dissatisfied with their experience with the police (Crane et al, 2016).

The studies also show that the police are unhappy with the training they are receiving with only 42% stating they were satisfied with their actions during encounters (Crane et al, 2016), namely because it does not provide them with tactics to employ and rather with information about the ASD condition.

There is some training available to forces in the US and UK, however it is not satisfactory and up to a standard that should be expected.
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