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This study aims to explore interactions between police officers and adults within the neurodiverse community, specifically those on the autistic spectrum. ‘Are officers provided with sufficient training to enable them to identify and support persons presenting with behaviours associated with those on the autistic spectrum?’

The researcher has chosen to base her research around this topic due to it being one that is extremely close to her heart. Having three children on the autistic spectrum, each with varying support needs. Her youngest son is non-verbal and has profound learning disabilities, and the eldest two children function at a much higher level, and work academically in line with their peers, however, suffer significant social communication difficulties.
 
The researcher’s choice of topic is motivated by her desire to improve the quality of life for her children in the future and that of many others like them. 
 
Patrick Sims of The National Autistic Society, June 2017- stated that Autism is, ‘a lifelong disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world.’  All people who have autism have difficulties with communication and social interaction. Many Autistic people have sensory issues with noise smells and bright lights, which can be painful and distressing.’ People with ASD (Autistic Spectrum Disorder) may also have different ways of learning, moving, or paying attention.

Autism can often be referred to as a ‘spectrum’ due to the vast difference in lived experiences of those affected by the disorder. At the more severe end of the spectrum a person may have limited to no verbal communication skills, as well as a comorbid profound learning disability. Those within this segment of the community will almost always require around the clock specialised support throughout their lives.
 
At the opposite/ higher functioning section of the spectrum there are many adults who live independently in their own home, with partners and children, holding down a steady job and on the surface appear no different to other members of society. However, those that fall within this group can often mask traits and behaviours to fit in. Their disability is somewhat invisible and may not be immediately obvious to others. 

Somewhere in the middle are those with some cognitive challenges but sound verbal ability, who have little to no support and can access the community independently. This group often have difficulties maintaining jobs and relationships. Persons within this group are less likely to have the ability to mask. 

A common behavioural trait displayed by a high number of people on the autistic spectrum is self-stimulatory behaviours. These can be as discreet as twiddling hair and nail biting, as well as far more obvious movements or sounds, such as exaggerated tensing of arms and legs, rocking back and forth and vocal stims. It would be understandable for a bystander with no understanding of autism to misinterpret these behaviours.

Autistic people can become involved in the criminal justice system, as witness’, victims, suspects, or perpetrators of crime.
Nicholas Chown October 2019 stated that, ‘The autism triad of impairments will often disadvantage those with autism when they come into contact with the criminal justice system. Existing research suggests that people with autism are between 4 and 10 times more likely to become victims of crime than their neurotypical peers.’



	
OBJECTIVES: 
The aim of this research is to critically examine literature and information documented by the media related to the topic and discover whether there is a need for further police officer training. 

The key objectives are to-

· Explore the potential difficulties that an autistic person may face during initial contact with officers and detention in custody.

· Identify and explain some of the behaviours of persons with autism present with and explore the reasons why/how it may be misinterpreted by others.

· Evaluate interactions between police and people with Autism from both perspectives.

· To explore information documented by the media, involving interactions between police officers and people with Autism.
 
· Explore the need for further training within UK police forces.




(For the purpose of this research all information gathered will relate to Autistic adults over the age of 18)





	LITERATURE REVIEW:

A study reported in The Guardian February 2016, based on interviews with autistic adults conducted by academics at the University of Bath and at City University, London, found that 69% were unhappy with how they had been treated by police officers. https://www.theguardian.com/society/2016/feb/20/autism-police-need-better-training

An article written for the National Autistic Society June 17th 2017 by Patrick Sims, explored how police officers can support autistic people in police custody and those that are witnesses. The article highlighted key areas such as sensory sensitivities, differences in body language and communication, and the impact on the family. Interestingly the author of the article, ‘Autism, Communication and the Police,’ suggested that when the police do not understand autistic symptoms, they could,’ just see the autistic person as a trouble maker, perhaps high on drugs or alcohol. This can lead to a sometimes violent struggle and arrest.’ He stated that all too often when autistic people come into conflict with the police, ‘it is due to lack of understanding on both sides.’  ’https://adultswithautism.org.uk/autism-and-the-police. 

As part of my research I would like to further explore this aspect of the topic. In 2020 (www.autism.uk) produced a comprehensive guide for police officers and staff. NAS-Police-guide-2020-17092020
This useful guide provides background information about autism and aims to help all police officers and staff who come into contact with autistic people meet their responsibilities under the Equality Act 2010 (Disability Discrimination Act 1995, Northern Ireland), Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (Northern Ireland Order 1989) and the Mental Health Act 1983 (Mental Health Northern Ireland Order 1986.  Are most police officers aware of this document? and if are do they refer to it and find it useful?
 
In June 2022 ‘The Equality and Human Rights Commission Report,’ June 2020 warned that, the CJS was ‘failing,’ those with learning disabilities and autistic people. However there is almost no research investigating how autistic defendants are being treated within the CJS’.

It was concerning to note that research from Cambridge University 2022- The survey of Autistic adults and their experiences with police personnel , a qualitative inquiry, revealed that,  ‘autistic defendants were  being failed by the criminal justice system.’ 

The Autism Research Centre, University of Cambridge carried out a survey with 93 defence lawyers and found that an overwhelming majority of their clients were not provided with adequate support or adjustments.’  Rachel Slavny-Cross from the University of Cambridge stated that the research identified, ‘quite clearly that autistic adults are not receiving fair treatment within the criminal justice system. Without reasonable adjustments or support, this could place them at a significant disadvantage.’
  
Professor Sir Simon Baron Cohen Director of the autism research centre at Cambridge and a member of the research team added “ There’s an urgent need across the criminal justice system for increased awareness about autism. The police, Lawyers, Judges and Jurors should be given mandatory training to be aware of how autism affects an individuals behaviour , so that /autistic defendants are treated fairly within the criminal justice system.


An interesting study by Colton and Hall 2021 used a qualitative methodological approach to investigate the experiences that autistic adults have when encountering police personnel, I will be able to use this to compare against the data that I collect. 

 

	

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD:
  
In order to conduct research for this study a mixture of both secondary and primary data collection will be used along with a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods and deductive and inductive research. I will use questionnaires to collect the data for the survey. 

Questionnaires are best suited to my research because they are an inexpensive and practical method of gathering data and I can choose the format and pick the questions. 
I will e-mail the questionnaires to my target groups which will allow me to collect the data in a short time frame. 

While there are many positives to questionnaires, dishonesty can be an issue Respondents may not be 100% truthful with their answers. This can happen for a variety of reasons, including social desirability bias and to protect privacy. In attempt to avoid dishonesty I will assure respondents that their privacy is valued and that the process prevents personal identification.

Due to the increasing number of students requesting the assistance of colleagues in the completion of the questionnaire’s there may be a low uptake of respondents. I will aim to send out the questionnaire force wide to ensure a satisfactory response.

	
SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

The researcher aims to explore the current awareness, knowledge and understanding that police officers have regarding the barriers that many people within of the autistic community face daily, which may impact on their behaviours during the officers’ interactions with them. This data will be collated through use of a questionnaire, with questions focussed on gauging officer’s current understanding of autistic behaviours. 

The researcher will also seek to gain the support from members of a local autism support group known personally to her who will be selected to fit the criteria required by the researcher, I.e capacity to consent, verbal communication skills and sound understanding of language, live independently without significant support and can access activities within the community without significant support. 

The data collected will be collated using a questionnaire, with pertinent questions asked to gain further information from an autistic person’s experiences of their interactions with police.



	
ETHICAL ISSUES:

Research requiring the participation of adults on the autistic spectrum may raise some unique ethical concerns.

· capacity to enable informed consent- researcher needs to establish if the autistic person has capacity to understand and consent to their participation?
· does researcher need to create accessible consent process’ that address’ specific communication needs?
· will the researcher need to employ a criterion for participation, such as proof of a formal diagnosis? This may result in unjust exclusion of those who are                         self-diagnosed and cognitively able to consent and participate
·  ensuring that there is individualised support to encourage participation, such as awareness of communication needs- maybe prefer questionnaire written down for them to read or to be recorded to enable them to listen to the questions and answer verbally

In relation to the participation of police officers - due to current extensive workloads and the increasing number of students sending force-wide requests for questionnaires to be completed, there is a possibility that officers will not engage or support the researcher in providing information. There is also a risk that those officers who do chose to engage are of younger service, due to the fact they have fist hand understanding of the importance officers engagement is in order to conduct their research.

In relation to both the officers and persons with autism, all participants will be voluntary, and the identity of all persons involved will remain unknown. There will be confidentiality, personal privacy, and commitment issues relating to the Data Protection Act 1998.             (GDPR) therefore the researcher aims to anonymise all questionnaires and received data. 


	TIME SCALE:

Time is limited due to having work and family commitments. It is paramount that the researcher establishes a timeframe to conduct research, carry out analysis in readiness to bind the final submission. The researcher has created a realistic timetable outlining the timeframe for each part of the dissertation.

January- February 2023
   -   Research proposal
   -   Ethics form

March-April 2023
   -    Write up literature review
   -     Identify persons from autism support group who would be willing and able to participate-   Address any ethical concerns as well as communication needs.
   -     Prepare research questionnaires
   -     Conduct research
    -    Send out questionnaires via email to police officers
    -    Attend local group for adults with autism to conduct /collect questionnaires

May- June 2023
·   Write up research methodology.

July- August 2023
     -      Collate questionnaire results
     -      Analyse questionnaire results
     -      Write up analysis of results
     -      Transfer information into graphs/ pie charts to create a visual of results.

August- September 2023
     -      Write up findings and conclusions 
     -      Submission preparation.

September/ October 2023
· Write up introduction.
· Write up conclusion.
· Proofread and correct errors in final submission.


October 2023
· Submit final draft of dissertation.
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