DISSERTATION PROPOSAL



The study of communication between police officers and the public, concentrating on people with learning disabilities/difficulties and persons on the Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).

Introduction:

This research will examine police interactions with the public, focusing on people with learning difficulties particularly persons with Autism Spectrum Disorder. It will explore how these interactions affect the perceptions of those with this condition towards the police.

The mistreatment of vulnerable people with Autism Spectrum Disorder is often covered by the media. The Times (2013) published an article titled “Restraint of autistic boy inhuman” in relation to a case brought against the Metropolitan Police force regarding officers use of force on a teenage boy with ASD and how this deprived him of his Human Rights. 
NBC (2017) reported on an incident whereby a police officer tackled a teenage boy to the ground after supposedly witnessing him using drugs. The boy stated that he was stimming, a term commonly used in relation to autism, however the officer later admits that he had no idea what that meant.
This shows that there is a problem with interactions between police and law enforcement agencies around the world and communicating with people who have ASD.

Police officers in their day-to-day duties will have interactions with persons on the Autism Spectrum, some of these are extremely poor interactions and are therefore being reported by the media and on social media.
In Wales there are around 27,000 people on the autism spectrum (Autism Wales, 2010) and around 700,00 in the UK (British Medial Association, 2020). 

Media outlets such as online newspapers and social media are easily accessed by the public, therefore making it more accessible for people to view articles and videos concerning police interactions with the public, especially incidents when the interactions have been poor and disproportionate relating to people with ASD.
Social media can reach a high proportion of people across the globe which has many advantages when showing these interactions, however can create negative impressions towards police. The aim of some of these articles can be turned into a narrative and be of a biased nature.
Police forces are held accountable for their officers’ actions and the ongoing issues that people with ASD and learning difficulties encounter which should prompt UK police forces to do more to address these issues.

Police officers have a duty to take individuals’ circumstances and vulnerabilities into account when interacting with members of the community, whether it be as a suspect, victim or witness.

Suspects classed as vulnerable, including people who live with learning disabilities/difficulties and persons on the Autism Spectrum Disorder, must be provided with an Appropriate Adult (AA) by law. This is to ensure that they understand their legal rights and that their specific needs are accommodated during their time in custody, primarily when being booked into custody and when they are interviewed.
This study will also investigate the general detention of a person who requires an AA and how this could be better utilised for the individuals experience and understanding of the whole process.
The Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) have specific codes C, E and F which relate to the rights a suspect has whilst in custody and the officers obligations when interacting with them in police custody.




Research aim: 
To investigate communication and interactions between people who have learning disabilities/difficulties including persons on the Autism Spectrum and police officers.

Objectives:

1. To conduct a literature review of communication between officers and people with learning disabilities/difficulties and persons with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
2. The interactions between police and people with ASD and other people with learning difficulties. 
3. To explore documented incidents where police forces have had interactions with people on the ASD spectrum and also other people with learning difficulties. 
4. Explore case studies from other countries, focusing on American police agencies
5. Comparing data from British police forces and other police agencies around the world
6. A questionnaire to officers with relevant questions about the topic  






Methodology: (Research methods)

A questionnaire may be sent to police officers.
This questionnaire would relate to communication issues and interactions with learning difficulties, particularly persons with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
The questions will be ethical and will relate to the subject matter, the questions will be used to gauge officers knowledge and understanding of the topic.
This would comprise of a set of questions compiled of yes and no answers in order to have measured and quantifiable results.


A literature review will be undertaken of previous studies and papers relating to this subject.
These studies will be compared and critically analysed.
Within the literature review it will be discussed how the problems faced by people with ASD could be improved and the measures police forces could take to increase the proportion of positive interactions with people with ASD and other learning difficulties.


Literature review:

This research topic will be split into 3 areas.

The first part will include studying current literature on communication between police and people with ASD.

The first paper is, “Perspectives from the ASD community on police interactions: Challenges &recommendations” (Salerno-Ferraro, A.C, Schuller, R.A, 2020).
This paper highlights that there have been multiple police interactions which have been problematic to people with ASD, many which have been publicised.
The study states that in America, 1 in 54 children have been diagnosed with ASD over the past ten years and goes on to explain some of the challenges they face and mannerisms which they may present and why these may become a problem during interactions with the police.
The results of this study showed that the respondents had concerns when it came to the mannerisms and behaviours associated with ASD being misinterpreted by police officers.
These included aversion to eye contact, fidgeting and general communication issues. These actions were feared to resemble acts of deceit or even being under the influence of drink or drugs.
As a result of the respondents to the study reporting several challenges during police interactions, the following themes were identified. Misinterpreting behaviour, communication differences and Sensory sensitivities.
This study citates research that states a substantial percentage of people with ASD in America come into contact with the police in their lifetime (Rava, J, Et Al 2017).          
They found that 19.5% of people with ASD by their early twenties had been stopped and questioned by the police.
The study also makes the point that some police agencies have been working towards developing working practices and guides for officers relating to interactions with people who have Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
The paper concludes by offering advice and guidance for police agencies on how they could include the recommendations into training and advice to be used when communicating with persons on the Autism Spectrum.


The second study “Measuring Police Officer Self-efficacy for Working with Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder” (Ellen, L. Et Al, 2020) was initiated to explore the Police Self-Efficacy for Autism (PSEA) scale, whereby police officers took part in the study to be able to establish and measure their own beliefs in being able to state if they could effectively work with people with ASD, as a police officer.
The paper states “According to Bandura (1986), individuals do not only need the knowledge and skills to work with people with ASD, they also need belief in their own capabilities to demonstrate those skills.” This focuses on the officers’ self-efficacy in relation to being able to appropriately manage interactions and their own communication skills applicable to people with ASD.
This study acknowledges that poor interactions between the police and people with ASD are becoming less uncommon and that they are becoming more prevalent in the media.
This study mainly focuses on the officers’ perceptions and thoughts towards such interactions. 

The dissertation will investigate these studies and explore opportunities for learning and further training and how this could be integrated into British police training.

The second part of this paper will explore the rights of people who might need an Appropriate Adult (AA) during their time with the police and the potential problems this could pose for them and the police. It will look at the needs of victims and witnesses who could benefit from being provided an AA.
It will discuss the working practices and laws in place and will look to critically analyse this in a bid to understand if it meets the needs of persons who require an Appropriate Adult and if not, what can be amended to accommodate their needs.


The third part of this paper will explore how encounters with police officers have been portrayed in the media and the effects this has.
It will examine how people with ASD would describe their interactions with the police and what can be taken from this going forward.
This paper will also bring into comparison statistics and data from Britain and America to give a broad look into the problems faced when there is poor communication between the police and people with ASD or other learning difficulties.





Ethical issues:

There will be no issues regarding ethical issues as no person classed as vulnerable will be approached or included in this study.
Police officers may be sent a questionnaire, however these would be anonymous and would be ethical. No personal data will be captured in the questionnaires meaning no persons will be able to be identified. 


Time frame:
The deadline submissions will be adhered to and will have differentiated deadlines.
Communication with tutors will be utilised to ensure that this project stays on schedule. 


Word count: 1579. 
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