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From:

To: sb882
Subject: recommendation
Date: Thursday, July 18, 2024 2:17:00 PM

EXTERNAL EMAIL: This message was sent from outside DOJ. Please do not click links or open attachments that
ppear suspicious.

My name is .lamthe for the California Council

of the Blind e largest and oldest organization of Californians with vision loss.

CCB is gratified that you will be compiling a report on issues relating to interactions
between law enforcement and individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities,
as well as persons with mental health disabilities. In this regard, we want to emphasize that
significant numbers of the target population for this report also have vision, hearing, and
mobility disabilities. These disabilities, in combination with intellectual and developmental
disabilities or mental health disabilities can complicate the issues faced by law enforcement
and lead to greater probabilities of negative interactions if not appropriately handled. As an
example, a person with a developmental disability who also is blind or has low vision may
even be more confused as to exactly what is taking place due to the absence of usable
vision. Moreover, it is incumbent upon law enforcement to be aware that this problem may
exist and how to handle the issues that it creates. The California Council of the Blind is

eager to advise your SB882 council on these issues. You may contact our_
, whom | have copied on this emall, at [Jjj-
0 discuss these concerns.

allfornia <ouncil or tine blin
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To: sb882
Cc:
Subject: RE: SB 882 listserv/next meeting
Date: Monday, April 22, 2024 9:35:55 AM
Attachments: image004.png

image005.png

image006.png
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EXTERNAL EMAIL: This message was sent from outside DOJ. Please do not click links or open attachments that

appear suspicious.

Thanks so much for the quick response, || l|!

May I ask you also add my colleague, ||| | QNI (cc'<0). who leads an incredible

organization called Joshua’s Gift?

Their “Code Joshua” training program partners with several Bay Area first responders to be able to
recognize, respond to, and safely approach individuals on the autism spectrum and other persons
with intellectual developmental disabilities.

Supervisor-is proud to support their work in- County and hope to contribute to
state policy conversations.

Thank you again for your work,-!

rrom:

Sent: Sunday, April 21, 2024 6:30 PM
To: sb882 <sb882 @doj.ca.gov>

cc I

Subject: SB 882 listserv/next meeting

EXTERNAL EMAIL: This message was sent from outside DOJ. Please do not click links or open attachments that

Appear suspicious.

Good evening,
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My name is ||| . 2 ' am chief of staff to ||l County Supervisor || vho

is also the Chair of the Public Protection Committee.

| am reaching out to inquire about whether there is a listserv for this council that | could be added

to.

Thank you for your assistance with engaging on this critical issue and supporting future policy
coordination efforts.

In Service,

NOTICE: This communication with its contents may contain
confidential and/or legally privileged information. It is solely for the use of the intended
recipient(s). Unauthorized interception, review, use or disclosure is prohibited and
may violate applicable laws including the Electronic Communications Privacy Act. If
you are not the intended recipient, please contact the sender and destroy all copies of

the communication.

** This email was sent from an external source. If you do not know the sender, do not click on
links or attachments. **
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From: E—
To: sb882

Subject: Advisory Committee appointments
Date: Tuesday, April 23, 2024 5:46:48 AM

EXTERNAL EMAIL: This message was sent from outside DOJ. Please do not click links or open attachments that
appear suspicious.

Hello,

My name ism and | have been working in the field of
developmental disabilities for over 20 years. | have been very involved with
law enforcement training and have a California specific CIT Collaborative that
looks at less intrusive crisis response when working with someone with
developmental disabilities. | not only work in this field but have a sibling with
developmental disabilities and co-occurring schizophrenia which has led to a
lot of law enforcement interactions. Can you please provide me a link to the

application for appointment to the advisory position. | understand that the
makeup should include family members and | would meet that category.

Thank you,
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Sent: Tuesday, May 7, 2024 5:21 PM

To|

Cc: sb882 <sb882 @doj.ca.gov>;,

Subject: Re: SB 882 - (2022) - Advisory Council on Improving Interactions between People with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities and Law Enforcement

”EXTERNAL EMAIL: This message was sent from outside DOJ. Please do not click links or open attachments that appear suspicious. H

Dear N -

Thank you to CA’s DOJ for convening the Advisory Council meeting on April 15, 2024. 1 am the parent of an adult son diagnosed as a child with autism and
part of a family that had to spend six years fighting false criminal charges against him brought by a post-secondary institution and a campus security officer both of
which failed in all respects to consider, acknowledge, or address his disability, and instead chose to criminalize it.

We were blessed as our situation was in no way as dire as those individuals whose interactions with police turn deadly. However, our fight to get him a fair
hearing, to keep him out of jail and then to clear his name exposed how disability is not only criminalized in California’s system of higher education, but also in our
state’s prosecutorial and judicial systems where he unfortunately ended up after we challenged what were false charges brought against him.

While it does my heart good to see the Advisory Council undertaking this process pursuant to SB882, I am very much aware that law enforcement officers are
the tip of the spear in our criminal justice system, which far too often subjects our loved ones to harm at the hands of institutions who are supposed to be protecting the
vulnerable and delivering justice but do not do so. I recognize the convening of the Advisory Council is only a first step, but I hope it is a big one that leads to a broader
examination of all the issues this population faces in dealing with law enforcement of all types. Iappreciate DOJ’s comments in this regard which seemed to invite a
broader and more comprehensive view of the issues SB882 addresses. I hope that I am not mistaken in that regard.

I would like to pose a few structural points and questions. I also plan to provide public comment, including input on how I believe the Advisory Council should
proceed, but I first wanted to raise a few points and also ask a few questions.

First, the choice of council members is excellent. In listening to the day’s hearing, including the brief biography each Council member provided along with their
input, it became clear each council member brings knowledge, insight and perspective that will not only make a significant contribution to the Council’s work, but will,
as I think Mr. Frazier said, bring passion and compassion to the task at hand. It was very positive and I enjoyed listening to their experiences and viewpoints, which in
some cases unfortunately, but also fortunately, reflected my own lived experience. You are all starting this process with an excellent knowledge base and a group that
has advocated to effect change and plans to do so here.

Secondly, I also appreciated DOJ involving a parliamentarian and the extensive information that was provided about Bagley-Keene, etc. It is important that
Council members and the public be aware of this information and meeting requirements so that meetings are proper and the work to be done can go forward
effectively and in a manner which complies with all rules, regulations, etc.

Third, I appreciate DOJ staff communicating with me in response to my inquiries about when the Advisory Council would meet and then following up
regarding timing, logistics and accessing it orﬂine.h, I especially appreciated your effort in sharing the information you did. In my experience in advocating for
my son, my inquiries have not always been met with such openness, transparency and plain old courtesy and I have to say I appreciate it very much.

A few questions. First, is it possible to access the same package of materials the Council members had at the meeting? I know there were materials on the
website, but during the meeting members seem to refer to items I couldn’t find posted there and I wasn’t always sure what they were referring to. It occurred to me
they may have received a more comprehensive package of meeting materials. I wondered if those were available? Maybe I am mistaken, but if there are such materials,
can this also be posted on the website?

Secondly, will a recording of the meetings be posted on SB882’s website? This would be a good way to enable access and allow clarification and understanding.
T know sometimes people can’t attend meetings day of, even remotely. Having it available online will help people like me who take notes but sometimes miss what was
said, including because people seem to speak faster these days. (The rewind button is one of life’s greatest inventions! ) I know the Committee on Revision of the Penal
Code follows this practice. http://www.clrc.ca, CRPC/Meetings/Video.html. I hope this can be done with the SB882 Advisory Council meetings.

I didn’t provide public comment at the meeting as I thought I would see what the plan was, including the tone and tenor of the proceedings. I was impressed
with the positive thrust of the meeting, and it is obvious the Council understands the issues and is ready to take on the challenges they present, so that the process is in
good hands. However, I also appreciated DOJ’s repeated invitations to listeners to provide subsequent public comment, including input to the council’s process
moving forward. I am in the process of developing my comment, including thoughts and suggestions on the depth and breadth of what the Council can and should
address and will provide that later, but I wanted to write and say thanks for what has happened so far with this Council.

Along the lines of next steps, I regularly receive research articles, in part because of our family’s experience. I have received studies about issues
related to the disability community and its interactions with police and one recent study relates to the very issue the SB882 Advisory Council is addressing. It
is entitled, “Law enforcement officers’ interactions with autistic individuals: Commonly reported incidents and use of force,” and was issued in 2022. It is
here:
https:/ /www.academia.edu/93263213 / Law_enforcement_officers_interactions_with_autistic_individuals_Commonly_reported_incidents_and_use_of_force

email_work_card=title (It can be downloaded for free as a pdf). I wrote to Dr. Gardner, the principal author of the study, last week with a question and it
turns out she was in California providing a training to the San Mateo Sheriff’s Office. It occurred to me that she may be a great resource as a trainer,
researcher, and a clinician working with the autism community. She wrote back and indicated she would provide me with some more relevant papers, and I
can send those to you if you like.

Finally, I was wondering if you had any idea of when the next meeting would be or how often the Council would meet. Iwon’t hold you to it, as I know you are
probably trying to sync up everyone’s schedule, I just thought if you knew, it would help me with my calendaring and planning.

Again, thanks for your help in accessing this process. It is very important, and [ am very happy it is finally underway.

Best regards,
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From:

To:

Cc: B

Subject: Re: - = Advisory Council on Improving Interactions between People with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities and Law Enforcement

Date: Wednesday, May 15, 2024 2:01:20 PM
ementofficersinteracti ithautisticin (1).zip
Law Officers A Call for Training and of Disabilities.pdf

LEO scoping review.pdf
Gardner et al-2018-Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders.pdf
Gardner et al 2022 LEO.pdf
Gardner Campbell 2020 JADD.pdf

ley-et-al-2021 £ 4 Jated-to-auti trum-disorder.pdf

”EXTERNAL EMAIL: This message was sent from outside DOJ. Please do not click links or open attachments that appear suspicious. H

Dcar_ - Per my earlier email I am sending along additional research Dr. Gardner shared with me, which includes both her own
research as well as related studies done by colleagues of hers.

Please let me know if you have any questions or if anything didn't come through.

Thank you,

On Wed. May 8, 2024t .20 ™1 N

Dear - Thank you for your kind reply. Much appreciated! Thanks too for the information provided, including the handouts. I will review them with
my notes, including when the recording is posted (thanks for that too!) and I can rewind at will!

T will send along the additional research Dr. Gardner provided in the next day or so after I've downloaded it. I will “reply all” in case you are out of the office
so- and will see it.

Finally, please feel free to include my email as a public comment, although as indicated I will be providing more. I have the tentative July 25" date on my
calendar so I'm set in that regard and thanks for adding me to the listserve!

Again, thanks for all your help!

Best regards,
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© Springer Sclence+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2020

Abstract

Highly publicized interactions between law enforcement officers (LEOs) and individuals with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) have raised questions about LEOs’ training related to ASD. In the present study, 157 LEOs participated in ASD-
specific training and completed pretest and posttest surveys of autism knowledge, confidence, and self-monitoring. The
majority of LEOs responded to calls involving someone with ASD in the last year, with 20% of these calls resulting in
involuntary psychiatric hospitalization. LEO knowledge of ASD, self-confidence in responding to calls, and self-monitoring
of performance increased from pretest to posttest. Compared to male counterparts, female officers were less likely to use
force and handcuffs when responding to ASD-related calls. Female officers’ self-confidence increased significantly more

than male officers.

Keywords Autism spectrum disorder - Law enforcement - Training - Knowledge

Coverage of problematic interactions between law enforce-
ment officers (LEOs) and individuals with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) in the media has resulted in increased atten-
tion to LEOs’ need for ASD-specific training. There have
been a number of highly publicized encounters between
individuals with ASD and LEOs that have resulted in injury
to caregivers or the death of an individual with ASD. Given
that ASD affects an estimated 1 in 59 individuals in the US
(Baio et al. 2018), it is likely that LEOs interact with indi-
viduals with ASD on a fairly regular basis. Lack of training
may result in LEOs misinterpreting ASD specific behavior
as noncompliant, threatening, disorderly, or suspicious.
Copenhaver and Tewksbury (2019) completed an analysis
of media reports involving LEOs and ASD to determine the
types of interactions LEOs most commonly have with indi-
viduals with autism. Analyses yielded several themes includ-
ing incidents involving autistic persons being questioned or
treated as suspects, incidents where individuals with ASD

B4 Lauren Gardner
lgardn18 @ jhmi.edu

Autism Program, Johns Hopkins All Children’s Hospital,
880 6th Street South, Suite 410, Saint Petersburg, FL 33701,
USA

Department of Psychology, Western Carolina University,
Cullowee, NC, USA

were the victim of crime, wandering/missing persons with
ASD, and positive stories of interactions between LEOs
and individuals with ASD. Highly publicized instances of
law enforcement use of excessive force, many captured on
video or audio, have prompted reforms to training in ASD
for LEOs. For instance, the Florida senate passed a bill that
required the Florida Department of Law Enforcement to
establish training for LEOs specific to ASD.

When considering gender and the use of police force,
research suggests female officers are less likely than male
officers to exert extreme force which includes threats, physi-
cal restraint, search, and arrest (Garner et al. 2002; Rabe-
Hemp 2008; Schuck and Rabe-Hemp 2007). However,
male officers have been found to be more likely than female
officers to demonstrate supportive behaviors which include
providing comfort, information, and assistance to citizens
(Rabe-Hemp 2008). Although previous research supports
that gender may influence police behavior, it is very likely
that police behavior may vary according to situational and
departmental factors. We are not aware of literature examin-
ing relationships between gender and police behavior when
responding to a call that involves an individual with ASD.

Previous research documents that persons with develop-
mental delays, including those with ASD, are at increased
risk for abuse and victimization (Petersilia 2001). In other
instances, interactions between LEOs and individuals with

) Springer
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ASD may be as a result of co-occurring psychiatric or medi-
cal concerns (Tint et al. 2017). LEOs may also be called
upon in cases involving elopement, sensory over-stimula-
tion, and behavioral difficulties such as aggression and self-
injury. As a result of previous incidents where LEOs were
ill-prepared to respond to calls involving individuals with
ASD, several U.S. states including Florida, New Jersey, and
Pennsylvania now require LEOs to receive training in ASD.

As LEOs are the first contact between individuals and the
penal system, instruction for LEOs specific to ASD is war-
ranted. Such training provides LEOs with awareness of the
behavioral symptoms and social impairments that may make
an individual with ASD more vulnerable to be considered
a suspect. For example, if an individual with ASD does not
respond to police when spoken to, avoids eye contact upon
questioning, does not remain still, or tries to flee the scene
these behaviors may be misinterpreted as a sign of guilt as
opposed to characteristics of ASD. Although it has been
suggested in the UK that officers ask the question ‘Do you
have any difficulties that I may not be aware of?’ during
initial contact with a person they suspect may have autism
(Chown 2009), individuals with ASD may not self-disclose
their diagnosis to LEOs due to fear of discrimination (Crane
et al. 2016) or due to communication/language delays and
deficits associated with their ASD diagnosis. Murrie et al.
(2002) noted that failure to correctly identify individuals
who are on the autism spectrum, or overlooking the behavio-
ral features characteristic of an ASD diagnosis, may lead to
inappropriate forensic assessment of criminal responsibility,
legal decisions, or clinical interventions.

Research regarding LEO knowledge of ASD and disabil-
ity awareness is sparse. Modell and Mak (2008) found that
80% of officers were unable to accurately identify charac-
teristics of ASD, had difficulty distinguishing between dis-
abilities, and perceived themselves as competent in ASD
when they may not have been. In a study of UK officers’
awareness and understanding of autism, Chown (2009)
found that 62% of officers had received no formal training in
ASD, and only about half recognized key features of autism.
Although officers in the Chown study rated their competency
in ASD lower than officers in the Modell and Mak study,
findings suggest officers’ self-assessments may overestimate
competence. Research findings support that the majority of
LEOs receive very little or no training in disabilities and
ASD (Chown 2009; Eadens et al. 2016). As such, it is not
surprising that LEOs demonstrate limited knowledge of the
behavioral characteristics of ASD and how to appropriately
respond to incidents involving individuals with ASD.

Several studies have been conducted examining LEO
training requirements and inclusion of training specific to
ASD. Laan et al. (2013) conducted interviews with LEO
training coordinators in seven states, and compared LEO
training materials related to recommendations for training

@ Springer

on ASD and guidelines for training on other mental health
disorders. Results indicated that most officers received
between 400 and 770 h of total training at the basic recruit
level, of which only 3 to 12 h were focused on mental health
disorders. It should be noted that including ASD within the
content of training programs focused on mental health dis-
orders is problematic as autism is not a mental health dis-
order. Although individuals with autism may present with
co-occurring mental health diagnoses, providing training
that presents ASD as a mental health disorder to officers
may result in confusion, and impair LEOs’ ability to accu-
rately distinguish autism from other mental health disorders
(Hepworth 2017).

The Crisis Intervention Team (CIT) model is a well-
established training model created to better prepare LEOs
to respond effectively to mental health crises. CIT pro-
grams exist throughout the United States to promote safe
and humane responses from law enforcement to those
experiencing a mental health crisis. CIT training is a com-
munity partnership of law enforcement, mental health and
addiction professionals, and individuals who have mental
health or addictions disorders, their families and others. This
program is considered a “best practice” and is provided to
officers who volunteer to participate in the training (Watson
and Fulambarker 2012). The CIT program provides 40 h
of comprehensive training to patrol officers emphasizing
mental-health related topics, crisis resolution skills, de-
escalation training, and access to community-based services.
The didactics/lectures provided in the 40-h training include
15 different areas of specialized knowledge, one of which is
developmental disabilities. It is the goal of the CIT program
that trained officers are able to interact with crisis situations
using de-escalation techniques that improve the safety of the
officer, consumer, and family members.

Although CIT training provides LEOs comprehensive
training in mental health concerns, a standardized curricu-
lum for autism training has yet to be implemented. In a study
of LEOs reporting on their experiences and training related
to ASD, Gardner et al. (2019) found that although over half
of LEOs reported having responded to a call involving an
individual with ASD within the last year, over 70% of offic-
ers reported they had received no formal training in ASD.
Although LEOs who had previously received autism-specific
training reported feeling better prepared to respond to inci-
dents involving individuals with ASD, involuntary institu-
tionalization for mental health examination was the reported
outcome of 25% of received calls. Although some states
have now mandated ASD training for LEOs, little is known
regarding the content of these trainings and the impact of
these trainings on practice.

A study of LEOs’ perceptions of the most positive aspects
of ASD-specific training included increased general knowl-
edge of ASD, minimizing distress of individuals with ASD
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when responding to a call, practical application and use-
fulness for their LEO role, and modifying interview tech-
niques (Crane et al. 2016). The top three aspects of train-
ing that LEOs deemed not satisfactory included training
that lacked focus on ASD in the criminal justice context,
overly simplistic content, and lack of practical application
and relevance for LEOs (Crane et al. 2016). Chown (2009)
found that LEOs suggested training should be incorporated
into existing training programs, utilize a variety of delivery
approaches, include a variety of disabilities, incorporate
advice on tactics to use, provide opportunities to interact
with persons with ASD, and provide specific questions offic-
ers can ask to someone to determine if they have a hidden
disability.

In considering the ideal format for increasing LEO aware-
ness of ASD, in-person training is considered superior to
online training modules. Teagardin et al. (2012) provided
ASD-related training to police officers via video. Offic-
ers who participated in the training outperformed officers
who did not receive training on a measure of ASD-related
knowledge; however, neither group demonstrated mastery of
training material. The authors concluded that video training
is likely insufficient to train officers on how to assess and
respond to individuals with ASD. Instead of video or online
training, in-vivo training provided by individuals who have
expertise in ASD and law enforcement is ideal as it increases
the validity of the ASD training. It is recommended that
the in-vivo training includes opportunities for role-playing
and hands-on activities to supplement training. As a vulner-
able population within our society, a growing awareness of
ASD by LEOs is warranted; however, LEOs’ experiences
and knowledge specific to ASD remains an under-researched
area.

Context and Purpose of the Study

The Florida senate passed a bill which took effect October
1, 2017 requiring the Florida Department of Law Enforce-
ment to establish a continued employment training com-
ponent for LEOs specific to ASD. The training is required
to include recognition of symptoms and characteristics of
ASD and appropriate responses to a person exhibiting such
symptoms. In response to the senate bill, the first author
and colleagues created a bi-monthly training program for
LEOs that prepares officers to recognize signs and symp-
toms of ASD and adapt their responses in crisis situations to
meet the needs of autistic individuals. The training includes
a pre- and post-survey to document LEOs’ knowledge of
ASD, confidence in responding to a call, and confidence
in self-monitoring response to a call. The purposes of the
present study are (a) describe LEOs training and experiences
regarding ASD-related calls, (b) describe LEOs knowledge

of ASD, self-confidence, and self-monitoring of their per-
formance, (c) evaluate relationships between prior training
and outcomes from calls, and (d) to determine if there were
changes in LEOs’ knowledge of ASD, confidence, and self-
monitoring following an ASD-specific training. Given the
findings regarding gender differences in LEO policing prac-
tice (e.g., use of force), we were also interested in examining
the role of LEO gender in prior training, responding to calls,
and as a moderator of the impact of the training.

Methods
Participants

One-hundred and fifty-seven LEOs from police and sher-
iff departments in a large metropolitan area of the state of
Florida attended four separate training sessions. LEOs were
66.2% male with a mean age of 39.99 years (SD=10.1) and
12.58 years of law enforcement experience (SD =8.9; see
Table 1 for additional information about participants). Study
procedures were approved by the first author’s Institutional
Review Board.

Measures
Experiences with Autism

Participants completed Gardner et al.’s (2019) demographic
questionnaire that included questions about professional
experience, prior autism training, and autism-related calls
over the prior 12 months.

Knowledge of Autism (KOA)

LEOs completed a 16-item measure of autism knowledge
prior to and after the training. Participants read statements
about autism (e.g., “Individuals with autism may avoid eye
contact”) and endorsed each statement as “True” or “False.”
Correct responses were summed to produce a total knowl-
edge score; internal consistency reliability (o) =0.76 at pre-
test and 0.91 at posttest.

Confidence in Responding (CIR)

LEOs completed a six-item measure of confidence in
response to a call involving an individual with autism (e.g.,
“Circle the number that best describes your degree of con-
fidence in your ability to:...Effectively communicate with
individuals with autism”). Participants endorsed agreement
with each statement using a 5-point Likert scale (“Strongly
disagree” to “Strongly agree”). Responses were summed to

@ Springer
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Table 1 Participant

- . Variable n % Min Max M SD
characteristics and experiences
with autism spectrum disorder Gender
(N=157) Male 104 66.2
Female 51 325
Missing 2 1.3
Do you have a relationship with someone with autism? If “Yes,” what is relationship?
No 50 31.9
Friend 34 21.7
Other 30 19.1
Extended family 20 12.7
Immediate family 18 11.5
Missing 5 32
Have you participated in training for interacting with individuals with autism?
Yes 59 37.6
No 97 61.8
Missing 1 0.6
Have you completed crisis intervention training?
Yes 93 59.2
No 61 38.9
Missing 3 1.9
Number of years of law 0.00 44.00 12.58 8.9
enforcement experience
Age (year) 21.00 69.00 39.99 10.1

produce a total confidence score; internal consistency reli-
ability (o) =0.89 at pretest and 0.93 at posttest.

Self-Monitoring of Response (SMR)

LEOs completed a five-item measure of confidence in ability
to self-monitor their response to a call involving an individ-
ual with autism (e.g., “Evaluate the success of [my] overall
performance”). Participants endorsed agreement with each
statement using a 5-point Likert scale (“Strongly disagree”
to “Strongly agree”). Responses were summed to produce
a total score; internal consistency reliability (a) =0.88 at
pretest and 0.93 at posttest.

Procedures

LEOs who attended the training were invited to complete pre-
and post-questionnaires. The training day begins with a 4-h
didactic presentation on ASD, which includes in-depth infor-
mation on how to recognize behaviors that are consistent with
an ASD diagnosis. LEOs are instructed how to adapt their
behavior in crisis situations to facilitate successful resolutions
to calls involving individuals with ASD. Special emphasis is
placed on commonly reported incidents including calls related
to wandering/elopement, behavioral difficulties (e.g., aggres-
sion directed toward self and others), victimization, suspected
abuse/neglect, and suspected criminal activity. LEOs are also

@ Springer

provided with tools they can use to effectively communicate
with individuals with ASD, as well as resources that are avail-
able to families and individuals on the spectrum that may be
of assistance.

A portion of the participants elected to participate in an
additional 4-h afternoon training in the hospital’s simulation
center (SIM). The SIM training included applied practical
learning through simulation scenarios. LEOs rotated through
three different scenarios where professionally trained actors,
some of whom are autistic, acted out incidents that require a
response from law enforcement. The SIM training allowed
LEO:s to practice the skills they were taught in the first 4 h of
training through role-play scenarios. Live feedback, coaching,
and debriefing occurred, allowing for individualized training in
appropriate de-escalation techniques that can be helpful when
interacting with autistic persons experiencing a crisis. For the
LEOs who completed the SIM training, the post-test question-
naire was completed after the SIM training. A total of 29 LEOs
(18.5% of the sample) completed the additional SIM training,
however, authors did not identify SIM participants separately
from the larger training group until the final training session
(n=9; 5.7% of the sample).
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Results

Consistent with Gardner et al. (2019), most LEOs reported
some type of prior relationship with an individual with ASD
(n=102; 65.0%, see Table 1) and roughly 60% (n=96)
reported responding to one or more calls involving an
individual with ASD in the past 12 months (see Table 2).
LEOs were asked to report details about the most recent
call involving an individual with ASD within the last year
and the most significant call within the last year. In some
cases, these were the same call. Analyses were based on
the most recent call reported. About 40% of the sample had
completed training related to interacting with individuals
with ASD and about 60% of the sample had completed CIT.
Male and female officers were equally likely to report prior
ASD training, y° (1, N=154)=2.19, p=0.14; however,
more male (71.8%) than female (38.8%) officers reported
prior CIT training.

Relationships Between Prior Training and Responses
to Calls

For LEOs responding to calls involving individuals with
ASD (n=96), those with ASD-specific training were no
more likely to report feeling prepared to respond to the call,
)(2 (1, N=95)=0.30, p=0.59. Likewise, LEOs complet-
ing CIT were no more likely to report feeling prepared to
respond, y° (1, N=94)=0.01, p=0.91 Compared to LEOs
without ASD-specific training, those with prior training
were equally likely to: (a) use physical force during the
call, 2 (1, N=95)=0.82, p=0.78, (b) use handcuffs, »
(1, N=94)=2.13, p=0.15, and (c) have the call result in
involuntary hospitalization, ;{2 (1, N=94)=0.22, p=0.64.
Compared to LEOs without CIT, those with CIT were more
likely to use physical force, ;(2 (1, N=94)=4.36, p=0.04,
but equally likely to use handcuffs, y* (1, N=93)=0.90,
p=0.34, and have the call result in involuntary hospitaliza-
tion, 4 (1, N=93)=0.89, p=0.35.

Officer Gender and Response to Calls

For LEOs responding to calls, males were more likely to
use force (19.1%) than females (3.2%),;{2 (1, N=94)=4.36,

Table 2 Characteristics

- . . Variable n
of police calls involving

% Min Max M SD

individuals with autism
spectrum disorder (N=157)

None 53
One 21
Two 13
Three or more 62
Missing 8

How many calls have you had that involved someone with autism over the past 12 months?

For respondents reporting calls within the past 12 months (n=96)

Number of calls over the
past 12 months

Approximate age of
individual with autism

338
13.4
8.3
39.5
5.1
1.00 50.00 6.45 7.6
5.00 50.00 15.33 7.1

Was the individual able to use words to effectively communicate with you?

Yes 61 63.5
No 35 36.5
Did you use physical force to subdue the person with autism?
Yes 13 13.5
No 83 86.5
Was the person placed in handcuffs?
Yes 10 10.5
No 83 86.5
Did the situation result in an involuntary hospitalization of the person?
Yes 21 22.1
No 74 71.9
Did you feel that you were well trained or adequately prepared for this call?
Yes 67 69.8
No 29 30.2

@ Springer

Page 12 of 68



4226

Public Comments via Email
July 25, 2024 Advisory Council Meeting

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2020) 50:4221-4229

p=0.037. Likewise, male officers more often used handcuffs
(16.1%) when compared to female officers (0.0%), ¥* (1,
N=93)=5.60, p=0.018. There was no relationship between
officer gender and likelihood of involuntary hospitalization,
7’ (1, N=93)=0.89, p=0.347.

Relationships Between Prior Training
and Knowledge, Confidence, and Self-Monitoring

Prior to the training, KOA scores did not differ, # (154)=0.23,
p=0.82, for individuals with (n=59; M=11.93, SD=2.9)
or without (n=97; M=11.82, SD=2.8) ASD-specific train-
ing. Likewise, confidence in using self-monitoring strategies
did not differ between groups, t (148)=-0.43, p=0.67. Self-
confidence in responding to ASD-related calls was greater,
t (148)=2.86, p=0.005, for individuals with (n=157,
M=16.72, SD=3.6) versus without (n=93; M =14.68,
SD =4.6) ASD-specific training.

Prior to the training, KOA scores did not differ, ¢
(152)=0.31, p=0.76, for individuals with (n=93;
M=1191, SD=2.6) or without (n=61; M=11.77,
SD =3.3) CIT training. Likewise, confidence in using
self-monitoring strategies did not differ between groups, ¢
(146)=—-0.27, p=0.79. Self-confidence in responding to
ASD-related calls was greater, 7 (152)=0.31, p=0.76, for
individuals with (n=90; M =16.20, SD =3.9) versus with-
out (n=58; M=14.44, SD=4.8) CIT training. Comparisons
between male and female officers revealed no differences
in ASD knowledge, ¢ (153)=0.56, p=0.57, confidence in
responding to a call, 7 (147)=1.88, p=0.062, or confidence
in self-monitoring ability, ¢ (147)=1.01, p=0.316.

Relationships Between Knowledge, Confidence,
and Preparedness with Responses to Calls

For the subgroup of participants who had responded to ASD-
related calls, we examined relationships between pretest
knowledge, confidence, and preparedness with three outcomes
of ASD calls: (a) use of physical force, (b) use of handcuffs,
and (c) the call resulting in involuntary hospitalization. No
significant relationships emerged between ASD knowledge
and use of physical force, r (92)=0.00, p=0.98; hand-
cuffs, r (92)=0.15, p=0.15; or involuntary hospitalization,
r (92)=0.09, p=0.41. No significant relationships emerged
between confidence and use of physical force, r (91)=0.08,
p=0.47; handcuffs, r (91)=—-0.04, p=0.71; or involuntary
hospitalization, r (91)=0.14, p=0.18. Likewise, no significant
relationships emerged between preparedness (i.e., feeling pre-
pared or not) and use of physical force, ¥ (1, N=96)=1.81,
p=0.18; or use of handcuffs, ;(2 (1, N=95)=0.58, p=0.45.
A marginally significant relationship existed between prepar-
edness and involuntary hospitalization, ;(2 (1, N=95)=3.71,
p=0.05. For officers reporting feeling prepared for calls
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(n=66), involuntary hospitalization evaluations occurred at
arate of 16.67% versus 34.48% of officers who reported not
feeling prepared (n=29).

Given that preparedness was marginally related to reduced
likelihood of involuntary hospitalization, we conducted explor-
atory analyses to examine potential relationships between
several variables. Using listwise deletion, officers’ reports of
feeling prepared were not related to age, r (90)=0.11, p=0.28;
years of experience, r (90)=0.00, p=0.95; number of ASD
calls, r (90)=-0.13, p=0.23; ASD knowledge, r (90)=0.09,
p=0.39 or having a relationship with someone with ASD, r
(90)=-0.17, p=0.11. Officer gender was also unrelated to
preparedness for calls, ° (1, N=94)=0.46, p=0.49.

Changes in Knowledge, Confidence,
and Self-Monitoring

For KOA, CIR, and SMR scores, three, 2 (Time) X2 (ASD
Training status) X2 (CIT Training status) mixed design
ANOVAs resulted in significant main effects of Time.
Knowledge scores improved, F(1, 122)=100.37, p <0.001,
from pretest (M =12.28, SD=1.9) to posttest (M =14.16,
SD=1.3). Confidence in responding scores improved, F(1,
122)=64.15, p<0.001, from pretest (M =15.56, SD=4.0) to
posttest (M =18.90, SD=3.1). Confidence in self-monitoring
scores improved, F(1, 122)=21.13, p<0.001, from pretest
(M=15.06, SD=2.8) to posttest (M=16.35, SD=2.7). No
other main effects or interactions were significant. We ana-
lyzed data excluding known LEOs who completed SIM (i.e.,
9 officers, 5.7% of the sample) and results did not differ.

Exploring Officer Gender as Moderator of Training
Outcomes

ASD knowledge changed equally across male (M ;4,0 =2.03)
and female officers (M4, = 1.64), Time x Gender, F(1,
116)=1.262, p=0.263. Female confidence in respond-
ing (M cyang.=5.05) improved significantly more than
males (M ¢y,q,q, =2.61), Time x Gender, F(1, 116)=10.658,
p=0.001. For confidence in responding, no other interactions
were significant involving officer gender. Female confidence in
self-monitoring (M cyqn=2.45) improved significantly more
than males (MCh[mge=0.85), Time X Gender, F(1, 116)=7.919,
p=0.006. For confidence in self-monitoring, no other interac-
tions were significant involving officer gender.

Discussion
Review of Main Findings

Roughly 65% of LEOs reported having a relationship with
an individual with ASD, such as an immediate or extended
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family member or friend/acquaintance. The majority of
LEOs reported they had no prior training specific to ASD,
although more than half reported previous training focused
on mental health concerns (i.e., CIT training). Within the
previous year, roughly 60% of LEOs reported responding to
a call involving an individual with ASD, with 40% of LEOs
reporting responding to three or more calls that involved an
individual with ASD within the last year. For LEOs respond-
ing to calls, those who had prior training (ASD-specific or
CIT) did not report feeling more adequately prepared to
respond to the call. Likewise, there was no relationship
between prior ASD-specific training and the use of force,
handcuffs, or the call resulting in evaluation for involuntary
hospitalization. Interestingly, LEOs who had completed CIT
training were more likely to use physical force in response
to an ASD-related call. It may be the case that LEOs with
CIT training were called to respond to individuals with ASD
presenting with more significant behavioral concerns or co-
occurring mental health disorders due to their prior training.

Our findings correspond with prior work documenting
LEOs’ simultaneous reports of feeling prepared to respond
to calls yet desiring further training (Gardner et al. 2019;
Modell and Mak 2008). Self-reported preparedness and pre-
training knowledge of ASD did not differ whether or not
LEOs had completed prior ASD-specific training or CIT.
However, self-reported confidence in ability to respond to
calls involving ASD was significantly higher for LEOs who
had completed ASD-specific or CIT trainings. Self-reported
confidence did not translate into different outcomes for calls,
however, as use of force, handcuffs, and involuntary hospi-
talization rates were similar regardless of self confidence.

Roughly 70% of officers reported feeling prepared for
ASD-related calls and self-reported preparedness was
related to a lower likelihood of involuntary hospitalization.
The route to preparation for the call was not through ASD or
CIT trainings, however, as rates of preparedness did not dif-
fer between trained and untrained groups. In our exploratory
analysis, self-reported preparation was also not related to
age, experience, number of ASD calls, knowledge of ASD,
or having a personal relationship with an autistic individual.

When assessing differences pre- and post-training, LEOs
who participated in the training program demonstrated
significant improvements in assessed knowledge of ASD,
as well as significant improvements in self-confidence in
responding, and self-monitoring. Increased knowledge, self-
confidence, and self-monitoring was equivalent regardless of
whether officers had completed prior ASD-specific training
or CIT training.

Our exploratory analyses involving officer gender
resulted in interesting findings in terms of prior training,
use of force during calls, and response to training. When
compared to males, female officers completed CIT train-
ing less frequently. During calls, however, female officers

used force and handcuffs less frequently than male officers.
Differences in the use of force is consistent with the larger
policing literature that documents reduced use of excessive
force by female officers. Leong (2018) suggests that female
officers’ reduced reliance on force may be due to superior
communication skills to navigate and defuse conflict. It may
also be the case that female officers are perceived differently
during ASD-related calls and are viewed, perhaps stereotypi-
cally, as calming as opposed to threatening (Leong 2018).
Increases in ASD-related knowledge over training were con-
sistent across genders; however, female officers endorsed
greater improvements in self-confidence in responding to
ASD-related calls and monitoring their performance during
such calls.

Implications

Findings from the current study indicate that the majority of
LEOs have not received training specific to autism, although
more than half have responded to calls on duty involving
individuals with autism within the last year. Of those who
responded to calls, LEOs who had previously received
autism specific training reported feeling more confident in
responding to the call. Consistent with Gardner et al. (2019)
findings, over 20% of LEOs reported the outcome of the call
involved the individual with ASD being taken to a receiving
facility for involuntary psychiatric examination. LEOs who
reported feeling well-prepared for calls involving autism
were less likely to initiate involuntary psychiatric hospi-
talization for individuals with ASD. Additional research
is needed to determine if involuntary hospitalization is the
result of deficits in adequate training for LEOs related to
ASD, or if this outcome diverts individuals from the crimi-
nal justice system when appropriate.

Given the increase in reported prevalence of ASD, LEOs
are likely to interact with individuals with ASD within their
professional role. Some states are now requiring autism spe-
cific training for first responders to assure LEOs are better
prepared to recognize the signs and symptoms of autism,
and respond appropriately. The realities of LEO training
requirements result in practical challenges regarding how
and when officers should participate in ASD-related training.
For example, ASD and disability training might be delivered
and well-received through integration into standard LEO
training at the academy. The results of the present study
suggest that formalized training in ASD has potential value
for LEOs. ASD knowledge, self-confidence in responding
to calls, and confidence in self-monitoring performance
improved before and after training. The subsequent impact
of increases in LEOs’ knowledge and self-confidence is not
established and it is not clear if these increases translate into
improved overall response to individuals with ASD.
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Differences in outcomes across LEO gender suggests that
involvement of female officers during ASD-related calls may
result in less force being utilized; however, officers’ use of
force during calls involves a host of variables, such as behav-
ior exhibited by the individual with ASD, race/ethnicity of
the individual with ASD, and presence of other individuals.
Even so, our findings replicate prior work (e.g., Rabe-Hemp
2008; Schuck and Rabe-Hemp 2007) that suggests there is
a robust effect of female gender on reduction of excessive
force during policing. A tentative implication of the findings
is to involve a female officer in response to a call involving
an individual with ASD.

Limitations

Our design does not allow for causal inference regarding
the impact of the training as there was no control group
utilized in our design. As a result, we conclude that LEOs
demonstrated increases in knowledge, self-confidence, and
self-monitoring but cannot unequivocally conclude that this
was due to the training. Our methodology also exclusively
utilized self-report measures as opposed various sources
of information, such as direct observation or retrospective
access to outcomes of calls. As such, the veracity of report
is unknown and subject to LEO recall which may over-
or under-estimate percentages of calls resulting in use of
force, handculffs, and involuntary hospitalization procedures.
Finally, our design does not establish linkages between train-
ing and actual LEO responses to calls; therefore, the impact
of training is not fully known. In particular, it is unknown if
increases in knowledge and self-confidence predict changes
in LEO behavior during calls. Investigators also failed to
track LEO outcomes according to participation in the SIM
training during the first group of SIM trainings; therefore,
understanding the potential impact of the SIM training
beyond the traditional training cannot be determined. Future
data collection will continue tracking LEOs who complete
the traditional and SIM trainings.

Directions for Future Research

A short-term recommendation is to improve methodology
utilized in our current investigation by including a con-
trol group of LEOs who do not receive training. Likewise,
improved access to outcomes of calls is recommended (e.g.,
use of handcuffs), particularly tracking changes in outcomes
as a result of training. Additional research is also needed
to determine the ideal format and content for training to
increase LEOs’ knowledge of ASD and prepare them for
contact they may have with individuals with ASD during
their duties as an officer. Further research is needed to deter-
mine the most pertinent and appropriate content to provide
LEOs about ASD. Previous research suggests trainings
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should include information regarding the core features of
autism, as well as practical knowledge and specific tactics
for interacting with autistic persons. More information is
needed regarding the types of calls LEOs receive in the line
of duty that include individuals with ASD (e.g., missing
person, victims of abuse, battery/assault) to assure that train-
ing programs provide information that is most applicable
for LEOs.

Results of previous research supports there is a need for
LEOs to receive formalized training in ASD (Gardner et al.
2019; Modell and Mak 2008; Teagardin et al. 2012). Out-
comes of such trainings result in LEOs reporting they feel
better equipped to respond to calls involving individuals
with ASD (Gardner et al. 2019). However, further research is
needed to determine the real-world impact of ASD-specific
training on improving LEOs ability to safely intervene (e.g.,
reduced use of force, arrest, involuntary psychiatric hospital-
ization), especially given previous findings that LEOs tend
to perceive themselves as competent in ASD when they may
not be (Modell and Mak 2008; Chown 2009). As suggested
by our findings, knowledge and self-confidence may not be
appropriate mechanisms to impact LEO responses to calls;
however, relationships between these variables have not been
tested formally, to our knowledge.

Exploratory analyses suggest that officer gender serves
as a significant moderator during responses to ASD-related
calls as well as response to training. Future work should
continue examining the role of officer gender as well as
potential interactions between officer gender and other con-
textual variables, such as gender of individual with ASD and
behavior exhibited by the individual with ASD, which may
be captured by the nature of the call (e.g., aggression, elope-
ment). It may be possible that outcomes differ, in general,
for males and females with ASD and the nature of the call,
but also that officer-ASD gender interactions contribute to
different outcomes.
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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Keywords: Little research exists examining interactions between law enforcement officers (LEOs) and autistic
Autism spectrum disorder individuals. The present study includes responses from 130 LEOs who participated in autism-
Law enforcement specific training and completed surveys assessing professional experiences responding to calls
ﬁm&‘ that involved individuals with known autism spectrum disorder (ASD) diagnosis. The purpose of

the present study was to determine the types of incidents LEOs respond to involving autistic
people, and the level of force used in response to the incident. Analysis revealed four categories
captured the majority of reported incidents: disruptive behavior, suspected abuse/neglect,
elopement, and noncriminal behavior. The most commonly reported responses by LEOs included
providing support and extreme controlling behaviors, with female officers more likely to report
utilizing supportive behaviors and less force compared to male counterparts.

1. Introduction

Individuals diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are significantly more likely to experience contact with law
enforcement officers (LEOs) than others in the general public (Cuiry et al., 1993). Recent research suggests between 8 % and 20 % of
autistic individuals and/or their caregivers have experienced LEO contact, with approximately 5 % leading to arrest (Rava et al., 2017;
Tint et al., 2017; Turcotte, Shea et al., 2018), and 20 % leading to involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation (Gardner &
Campbell, 2020). The disproportionate contact with LEOs in this population is often attributed to the core impairments characterized
by ASD, including deficits with social interactions and communication as well as atypical behaviors (Clark Mogavero, 2019). The rate
of individuals diagnosed with autism has continued to increase over time, with recent estimates by the Center for Disease Control
(CDC) suggesting that in the United States 2.27 % of children (Maenner et al., 2021) and 2.21 % of adults (Dietz et al., 2020) meet
criteria for ASD. Despite the continued increase in autism diagnosis, many LEOs have not received autism-specific training to assure
they are able to recognize when an individual has autism, and adjust their behavior accordingly when responding to calls (Gardner &
Campbell, 2020; Railey et al., 2020).

LEOs consistently report receiving limited professional training in autism. Within a random sample of LEOs in the United States,
Modell and Mak (2008) reported 80 % were unable to accurately identify ASD characteristics. More recently, among 72 LEOs who
completed a survey of ASD knowledge, Gardner and colleagues (2019) found the majority (72.2 %) reported no formal training in
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autism spectrum disorder, despite working in a state (i.e., Florida) that has required LEOs to complete such training since 2016.
Although many police departments throughout the United States provide autism training, these trainings are often options and vary
widely in length, format and quality. More recently, research is emerging regarding the types of autism training that LEOs perceive as
the most effective in increasing knowledge, self-efficacy, and changing their intentions for future practice though little is known about
the long-term impact of these trainings (Gardner et al., 2019; Holloway et al., 2022; Love et al., 2022; Shea et al., 2021).

The discrepancy between increased prevalence rates of autism and opportunity for high quality training in autism for LEOs can
result in tragic consequences (Copenhaver & Tewksbury, 2019). For instance, in Pinellas County, Florida a police officer was termi-
nated after taunting and berating a 13-year-old student diagnosed with ASD and intellectual disability as a means of discipline
following a “meltdown” at the student’s school (Reeves, 2019). Additionally, two Los Angeles police officers killed a 27-year-old man
diagnosed with ASD due to misinterpreting characteristics of ASD as threatening as he reached in his pocket to retrieve what was later
identified to be his mobile phone (Anonymous, 2011). In another unfortunate example, an 18-year-old man with ASD sustained several
injuries after Georgia police stunned him with a Taser and handcuffed him due to disorderly conduct (Black, 2010). Incidences of
excessive use of force (e.g., threats, physical restraint, search, arrest) are more likely to occur with male LEOs when compared to their
female colleagues which suggests the influence of gender on police behavior (Gardner & Campbell, 2020; Schuck & Rabe-Hemp,
2007).

LEOs who lack awareness and training in autism have responded to calls in ways that have negatively impacted perception of LEOs
within the ASD community (Salerno & Schuller, 2019). Crane et al. (2016) found that less than 20 % of LEO interactions were rated as
“satisfactory” by caregivers and autistic adults. More recent studies have continued to document negative perceptions of interactions
with LEOs by autistic individuals and their caregivers, while highlighting their fear of future encounters with LEOs, who may lack of
awareness of autism and have the potential to misuse force due to misinterpreting autistic behaviors (Gibbs & Haas, 2020; Haas &
Gibbs, 2021; Wallace et al., 2021).

LEO contact with autistic individuals occurs across varied circumstances. In an analysis of media reports involving LEOs and in-
dividuals with ASD, Copenhaver and Tewksbury (2019) reported most common interactions included elopement (i.e., wandering),
being a victim of crime, and positive accounts of LEOs and autistic individuals. As noted, characteristics of ASD may appear “odd” and
be misinterpreted as threatening to others, prompting LEOs to respond to calls that are noncriminal in origin. For example, an autistic
person may inappropriately intrude upon the social boundaries of others (e.g., stand in close proximity to others, touch people without
permission), appear to be under the influence of substances due to repetitive behaviors (e.g., hand flapping, head banging), or alarm
members of the public due to sudden mood changes or panic when faced with unexpected change. Although research indicates that
individuals with ASD interact with LEOs due to a variety of circumstances (e.g., elopement/wandering, disruptive behavior, victim-
ization; Gibbs & Haas, 2020), there is little research surveying LEOs regarding the types of calls they respond to that include an autistic
person, and the level of force LEOs report using to resolve these incidents.

Previous research supports female LEOs were less likely to report use of handcuffs or force when responding to ASD-related calls
compared to their male counterparts (Gardner & Campbell, 2020). Unfortunately, females are underrepresented in law enforcement
across the United States (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2020), a trend that has remained stagnant with little improvement over the last
two decades (Yu & Viswanath, 2022). General-purpose law enforcement agencies include municipal, county, and regional police
departments; most sheriffs’ offices, and primary state and highway patrol agencies where approximately 1 in 8 local police officers,
and 1 in 10 first-line supervisors are female (Hyland & Davis, 2019). Although female officers may be less likely to use force when
responding to ASD-related calls, it is unlikely that responding officers will be female given the vast majority of LEOs in general-purpose
law enforcement agencies are male.

1.1. Context and purpose of the study

The primary author created a 4-hour training program for LEOs that prepares officers to recognize signs and symptoms of ASD, and
to effectively respond to situations involving autistic individuals without use of excessive force. Immediately prior to training, LEOs
were provided questionnaires that allowed them to reported on the most recent (MR) call or incident they responded to that involved a
person they knew to have ASD, and the most significant (MS) call or incident they responded to within the last year that involved a
person known to have ASD. In the context of this study, the MS call is the one LEOs reported they perceived as the most stressful or
intense call. The purpose of the present study was to conduct an exploratory and descriptive analysis of the types of incidents that LEOs
responded to involving autistic individuals, including identifying categories for the reason they were called and outcomes of these
interactions. This study is an extension of prior research conducted by Gardner and Campbell (2020) which described participant’s
prior training in ASD, and assessed changes in knowledge of autism and self-confidence, and self-monitoring pre- and post-training.
The present study provides further analysis of LEOs responses to open-ended survey questions regarding the MR and MS calls they
had responded to that included individuals the officer knew to have autism, and the outcomes of these calls based on qualitative
analysis of LEOs written responses.

2. Method
2.1. Participants

Two-hundred and twenty-nine LEOs from police and sheriff departments in a large metropolitan area of the state of Florida
attended seven separate training sessions. Of those 229 LEOs, 56.7 % (N = 130) reported they had responded to a call or situation
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involving an autistic individual within the last year. Data from these 130 participants are included within this study. Participants were
63.1 % male with a mean age of 41.02 years (SD = 10.4) and a mean of 12.98 years of law enforcement experience (SD = 9.38; see
Table 1 for additional information about participants). Study procedures were approved by the first author’s Institutional Review
Board.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Experiences with autism

Participants completed Gardner et al.’s (2019) demographic questionnaire that included questions about LEO’s personal and
professional experience with autism, prior autism training, number of autism-related call or incident responded to over the prior 12
months, and if officers felt well-trained to respond to these calls (Table 1). Please see Gardner and Campbell (2020) for an analysis of
officer’s knowledge of autism, confidence in responding, self-monitoring and changes in confidence.

2.2.2. Response to most recent (MR) call/incident
LEOs were asked to provide information about the most recent (MR) call or incident they responded to that involved an autistic
person. LEOs provided the primary concern for the call and the outcome of the call including use of force.

2.2.3. Response to most stressful/intense (MS) call/incident

LEOs were also asked to provide information about the most stressful/intense (MS) call or incident they responded to that involved
an autistic person within the last 12 months. LEOs provided the primary concern for the call, and the outcome of the call including use
of force. A copy of the questionnaire is available upon request from the first author.

Table 1
Participant characteristics and experiences with autism (N 130).

Variable n % Min Max M SD

Gender

Male
Female

Number of years of law enforcement experience
Age (yr)

Do you have a personal relationship with an autistic person?

82
48

63.1

36.9
0.00 32.00 12.97
21.00 65.00 41.02

No 80 61.5
Yes 50 38.5
What is your closest relationship to an autistic person?
No experience 27 20.8
Through work/Other 33 25.4
Friend/acquaintance 30 23.1
Immediate family 21 16.2
Extended family 16 12.3
Missing 3 2.3
Have you participated in professional training about autism?
Yes 55 42.3
No 74 56.9
Missing 1 0.8
How many calls have you responded to that included an autistic person over the past 12 months?
One 29 22.3
Two 19 14.6
Three 14 10.8
Four 11 8.5
Five 12 9.2
Six or more 45 34.6
Did you feel that you were well trained or adequately prepared to respond to your most recent call?
Yes 81 62.3
No 48 36.9
Missing 1 0.8
Did you feel that you were well trained or adequately prepared to respond to your most significant call?
Yes 67 65.7
No 35 34.3
Why are you seeking training in autism at this time?
Required by employer 76 58.5
Personal interest 32 24.6
Both 21 16.2
Missing 1 0.8

9.38
10.39
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2.3. Procedures

LEOs who attended the training were invited to complete pre-and post-questionnaires. The pre-questionnaire asks LEO for the
number of calls or incidents they have responded to involving autistic individuals, including questions regarding the MR and MS call/
incident.

2.4. Analysis

Investigators utilized a grounded theory approach to code and summarize responses (Charmaz, 2014). The constant comparative
method (CCM) was used to identify categories from LEO-described reasons for calls. LEOs’ responses for the type of call received for
both their MR and MS interactions were analyzed by three of the authors (XX, XX, XX). LEO responses were entered into a data file and
independently reviewed by authors who identified categories for types of calls. Participant responses yielded a single code per type of
incident. Authors met to discuss content responses and reached consensus coding for each response. Seven categories were created for
the type of incident reported. The outcomes of the reported calls were analyzed by the same authors and six categories were created for
the outcome of the interactions. When creating categories for outcomes, authors utilized Rabe-Hemp (2008) categories for initial
coding and used the CCM to identify additional codes that did not fit into the initial coding scheme.

2.4.1. Coding of calls/incidents

LEO responses for MR and MS calls/incidents were independently coded in one of the seven categories by authors to determine the
type of incident based on the responses provided by LEOs on the pre-questionnaire. The seven categories for type of incident were: (a)
suspected abuse or neglect/victim, (b) elopement/missing person, (c) aggression toward self/others, (d) disruptive behavior without
aggression, (e) mental health concern, (f) suspect of crime, (g) noncriminal act/other (see Table 2). Initial coding agreement for the MR
call/incident ranged from x = 0.89 t0.96 across three coders (authors XX, XX, XX) indicating substantial agreement (Shrout, 1998).
Initial agreement for the MS call/incident ranged from k = 0.81 t0.97 again indicating substantial agreement.

2.4.2. Coding of outcomes

LEO responses to the outcomes from their MR and MS calls/incidents were independently coded by authors into one of six cate-
gories to determine the outcome of the incident based on the responses provided by LEOs on the pre-questionnaire. The six outcome
categories were: (a) supporting police behavior, (b) low level controlling behavior, (c) extreme level controlling behavior, (d)
involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation, (e) involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation and extreme level controlling
behavior, and (f) cannot determine. Supporting police behavior was defined as a LEO providing counseling, resources, encouraging the
family to seek help from family or friends, or providing assistance to the citizen. Low level controlling behavior was defined as any
behavior in which the LEO advised or commanded the individual to leave the scene due to disorderly behavior. Extreme level con-
trolling behavior was indicated when LEOs reported threatening, searching, interrogating, physically restraining, or arresting the
individual. Extreme level controlling and involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation included LEOs reported use of both force
and involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation as the outcome. The ‘cannot determine’ code was used when there was not
enough information provided to determine the outcome of the call. Initial coding agreement for the outcome of the MR call/incident
ranged from x = 0.79 t0.96 indicating moderate to substantial agreement (Shrout, 1998). Initial coding agreement for the outcome of
the MS call/incident ranged from x = 0.86 t0.99 indicating substantial agreement (Shrout, 1998). The six outcome categories were
reduced to four categories, as presented in Table 3, with Extreme Level Control including those outcomes coded as including extreme

Table 2
Calls responded to by LEOs involving autistic individuals.

Reasons n %

Most Recent Call (n = 130)°

Disruptive Behavior without Aggression 47 36.2
Suspected Abuse or Neglect/Victim 26 20.0
Noncriminal behavior/Other 19 14.6
Aggression towards Self or Other 17 13.1
Elopement or Missing Individual 15 11.5
Suspect of Crime 3 2.3
Mental Health Concern 3 2.3
Most Significant Call Over Past 12 Months (n = 102)®
Aggression towards Self or Other 27 20.8
Disruptive Behavior without Aggression 25 19.2
Elopement or Missing Individual 17 13.1
Suspected Abuse or Neglect/Victim 17 13.1
Noncriminal behavior/Other 7 5.4
Suspect of Crime 6 4.6
Mental Health Concern 3 2.7

Note. ¢  Thirty-five officers (26.9 %) reported their most recent call was also the most significant. b
Twenty-eight officers (21.5 %) did not provide a response for a most significant call.
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level controlling behaviors (e.g., physical restraint, arrest), involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation, or a combination
thereof.

3. Results

All LEOs included in the sample reported they had responded to a call or incident that included an autistic person within the last 12
months. The majority of LEOs reported they did not have a relationship with an autistic person (n = 80, 61.50 %), and when asked their
closest relationship to someone with autism, 25.4 % (n = 33) reported interacting with autistic persons through their work (i.e., other),
and 23.1 % (n = 30) reported knowing a non-familial friend or acquaintance with autism. About 42 % of the sample had previously
completed training related to autism, and the number of calls/incidents LEOs reported responding to within the last year ranged
between one to “too many to count,” with 34.6 % (n = 45) of LEOs reporting they had responded to six or more incidents. Despite
approximately 57 % of LEOs reporting they had no previous training in autism, the majority reported they felt well trained to respond
to their MR and MS incident/call within the last year (62.3 % and 65.7 %, respectively). Almost three-fourths of LEOs who attended the
training reported their attendance was required by their employer (see Table 1 for additional information).

3.1. LEO’s reporting of most recent (MR) call/incident

The most commonly reported MR category (n = 47; 36.2 %) involved LEOs responding to disruptive behavior without aggression
(e.g., ‘out of control behavior,” ‘diagnosed individual acting out’). The second most common category (n = 26; 20.0 %) was response to
suspected abuse, neglect or victimization of an autistic person. The third most common category (n = 19; 14.6 %) included response to
noncriminal behavior/other (e.g., ‘unable to get a social cue,” ‘subject was walking area of sporting event while displaying large sum of
money’). The fourth most common category (n = 17; 13.1 %) involved aggression towards self or others (e.g., ‘slapped caregiver,’
‘subject was hurting himself’). See Table 2 for more information on reporting of MR call/incident by LEOs.

3.2. LEO'’s reporting of most significant (MS) call/incident

LEOs reported aggression toward self/others as the largest category (n = 27; 20.8 %).

of MS call/incident responded to within the last twelve months. This was closely followed by disruptive behavior without
aggression (n = 25; 19.2 %). The third most common category included elopement/missing persons (n = 17; 13.1 %) and suspected
abuse, neglect or victimization of an autistic person (n = 17; 13.1 %). See Table 2 for further reporting on MS calls.

3.3. Outcome and level of force used for most recent (MR) call/incident

The most common outcome (n = 72; 55.4 %) involved providing support to the individual or family (e.g., ‘conversation only,’
‘referred to Doctor;’ see Table 3). The second most common outcome (n = 36; 27.7 %) involved use of extreme level controlling
behaviors (e.g., handcuffed, arrested, involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation). Within the categories collapsed into extreme
level controlling behaviors, involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation accounted for 44.4 % (n = 16), force combined with
involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation accounted for 33.3 % of responses (n = 12) and LEO use of controlling behavior (e.
g., ‘handcuffed,” ‘arrested’) accounted for 22.2 % of responses (n = 8). The third most common outcome (n = 12; 9.2 %) involved low
level controlling behavior (e.g., ‘person left with caregiver’).

3.4. Outcome and level of force used for MS call/incident

LEOs reported extreme level controlling behaviors (e.g., handcuff, arrest, involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation) as the
most common outcome (n = 44, 43.1 %). Within the categories collapsed into extreme level controlling behaviors, physical force

Table 3
Outcome of LEO calls with autistic individuals.

Outcomes n %

Most Recent Call (n = 130)¢

Supporting Behavior 72 55.4
Extreme Level Control 36 27.7
Low Level Control 12 9.2
Cannot Determine 10 7.7
Most Significant Call Over Past 12 Months (n = 1 02)°
Extreme Level Control 44 43.1
Supporting Behavior 37 36.3
Low Level Control 11 10.8
Cannot Determine 10 9.8

Note. ¢  Thirty-five officers (26.9 %) reported their most recent call was also the most significant. b
Twenty-eight officers (21.5 %) did not provide a response for a most significant call.
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combined with involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation accounted for 38.6 % of responses (n = 17), LEO use of controlling
behaviors (e.g., ‘arrested’) accounted for 34 % of responses (n = 15), and involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation accounted
for 27.3 % of responses (n = 12).). The second most common outcome (n = 37; 36.5 %) involved providing support to the individual or
family (e.g., ‘calmed them down’). The third most common outcome (n = 11; 10.8 %) was low level controlling behavior (e.g.,
‘everyone separated for the night’).

3.5. Testing for differences across level of force for most recent (MR) call/incident

We eliminated the “Cannot Determine” group (n = 10) from the MR analysis presented in this section. For categorical variables, we
examined whether level of force groups differed on prior training received, type of call, and gender. For continuous variables, we
examined whether level of force groups differed on measures of autism knowledge, pretraining confidence in responding to calls, and
perceived ability to self-monitor their performance.

For officers’ most recent calls, level of force used did not differ across type of call, ¥? (8, N = 120) = 10.25, p = .25, prior training, y°
(2, N =119) = 2.96, p = .23, or officer gender, )(2 (2, N =120) = 1.49, p = .48. Groups did not differ on pretraining confidence in
responding to calls, F(2, 115) = 0.40, p = .67, autism knowledge, F(2,117) = 0.89, p = .42, or perceived ability to self-monitor, F(2,116) =
0.37,p = .69.

3.6. Testing for differences across level of force for most significant (MS) call/incident

We eliminated the “Cannot Determine” group (n = 10) from the MS analysis. For categorical variables, we examined whether level
of force groups differed on prior training received, type of call, and gender. For continuous variables, we examined whether level of
force groups differed on measures of autism knowledge, pretraining confidence in responding to calls, and perceived ability to self-
monitor their performance.

For officers’ most significant calls, level of force used did not differ across type of call, ;(2 (8, N=91) =14.35, p = .073, or officers’
prior training, 52 (2, N = 92) = 0.84, p = .66. In contrast, level of force used differed for officer gender, 2 (2, N = 92) = 6.05, p = .04.
Female officers were more likely to use low level controlling behavior when compared to male officers, z = 2.14, p = .03. There was
also a trend for female officers to be less likely use extreme controlling behavior when compared to male officers, z = 1.89, p = .06.
Groups did not differ on pretraining confidence in responding to calls, F(2, 89) = 1.41, p = .25, autism knowledge, F(2, 89) = 0.31,p =
.73, or perceived ability to self-monitor, F(2, 89) = 1.40, p = .25.

4. Discussion
4.1. Review of main findings

The majority of LEOs included in this study reported they had no prior professional training specific to ASD, although all had
professional experience that included an autistic person within the last year. The number of call/incidents ranged anywhere from one
to “too many to recall” with approximately a third of LEOs reporting they had responded to six or more incidents within the last year.
Despite no formal training in autism, more than half reported feeling well prepared to respond to these calls/incidents. For some LEOs
in the sample, this feeling of preparedness may be attributed to personal relationships with an autistic person as slightly more than a
third of LEOs reported having such a relationship either through work, friend/acquaintances, or family. The majority of LEOs reported
they were attending the autism training per requirements from their employer, which is encouraging as LEOs included in this study
work in departments in a state that requires formal training for interacting with autistic individuals.

Responses describing MR and MS calls/incidents reveal that LEOs reported disruptive behavior as their most common recent call,
and physical aggression toward self or others as the most common significant call to which they responded. For the MR call/incident,
LEOs reported responding most often due to disruptive behaviors without physical aggression toward self or others. Examples of
responses provided by LEOs within this category include an autistic person demonstrating unusual behavior, acting out or engaging in
disorderly conduct, or other uncontrollable behaviors. The most commonly reported MS call/incident were those that included acts of
physical aggression toward self or others. Examples included individuals harming themselves, destroying property, and acting
violently towards family members. These findings support the need for training that provides LEOs with skills to support caregivers of
autistic individuals who demonstrate disruptive and aggressive behaviors. Caregivers who call for LEO assistance in the face of
disruptive behaviors may do so as a last resort given a lack of available alternatives, however it is important that responding LEOs are
well equipped and trained as first responders to assist in a manner that does exacerbate the situation. As such, professional training is
needed to assure LEOs are well equipped to support caregivers when they need such assistance. LEOs increased knowledge and un-
derstanding of how to appropriately respond to calls/incidents involving autistic people is critically important, especially considering
that autistic individuals presenting with externalizing behaviors and/or comorbid psychiatric disorders are at heightened risk for
interactions with LEOs (e.g., Greenberg & Lippold, 2013; Salerno & Schuller, 2019).

The second most commonly reported MR call/incident, and third most common MS call/incident, included reports of suspected
abuse or neglect. This is in-line with previous research findings that support that autistic children are more likely to receive services
from the child protection system (CPS) than children without disabilities (Fisher et al., 2019; Hall-Lande et al., 2015). Though not all
cases resulted in substantiated reports of abuse or neglect, LEOs reported 20 % of their MR calls and 13 % of MS calls were to assess for
suspected abuse or neglect of an autistic person. Examples of LEO responses included in this category were those that mentioned child
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abuse, physical injury/inadequate supervision, and medical neglect as the reason for the call.

Elopement, wandering, or missing persons calls were reported to occur at the same level as suspected abuse/neglect for the MS call/
incident responded to within the last twelve months. Studies show that between one-third to one-half of autistic children exhibit
elopement behavior, which can result in injury or fatality (Periera-Smith et al., 2019; Mcllwain & Fournier, 2017). Given that risk of
elopement is increased for children with limited communication skills across age ranges (Pereira-Smith et al., 2019), training LEOs in
techniques that may help them communicate with autistic individuals is paramount for LEOs and other first responders who are
searching for autistic persons to assist with communication and assessing individuals needs when found.

Finally, the third most common MR call/incident category reported by LEOs was for autistic individuals who were engaged in
noncriminal behaviors. Responses from LEOs that fell into this category included autistic individuals who demonstrated social
interaction difficulties (e.g., communication difficulties, misreading emotional cues of others, upset due to how they were treated by
another person), or those who were not following behavioral norms expected in certain situations (e.g., showing large sum of money
while in public). There is a strong potential for LEOs who do not know about autism to misinterpret behaviors commonly demonstrated
by autistic people as challenging or disrespectful (Railey et al., 2020). As such, mandatory training for LEOs should include recognizing
signs and symptoms of autism, as well as increase their ability to appropriately advocate for, and support autistic individuals and their
caregivers in a way that allows them to feel safe in community settings where others may misunderstand or misinterpret the intentions
of their behaviors.

In responding to calls/incidents, more than half of LEOs reported resolving the call by engaging in supporting behaviors only during
their MR call/incident, which included conversational exchanges, helping the person to calm down, providing referrals for additional
help, and successful resolution of the presenting situation. However, the second most common MR response, and the most commonly
reported response to MS call/incidents, included the use of extreme controlling behaviors. Although extreme controlling behaviors can
include hand-cuffing or arresting individuals, LEOs more often reported having autistic individuals evaluated for involuntary psy-
chiatric hospitalization when they demonstrated extreme behavioral difficulties. In the state of Florida, an involuntary psychiatric
hospitalization evaluation (also known as a Baker Act; BA-52) can be initiated by an officer which results in examination by a physician
or a clinical psychologist at a hospital or receiving facility. To initiate a Baker Act, there must be a diagnosis of mental illness consistent
with the definition in the law, refusal or inability to determine examination is needed, and passive or active danger. The definition of
mental illness provided in the Florida Statutes Chapter 394 (Florida Mental Health Act, 1971/, 2021) excludes developmental dis-
abilities, including autism, from the statutory definition of mental illness. As such, LEOs cannot initiate a Baker Act based on autism
alone. However, they can initiate a Baker Act for an autistic person if they believe they also present with mental illness in addition to
autism. Often LEOs report utilizing a Baker Act for autistic individuals who demonstrate aggressive and/or violent behaviors if they
determine the individual presents as a danger to themselves and other members of the household. LEOs often reported when forced to
choose between arrest or involuntary psychiatric hospitalization evaluation, a mental health facility seemed the better choice even if
the individual did not present with significant mental illness. Although initiating an involuntary psychiatric evaluation may alleviate
the immediate danger of a situation for an autistic person who does not have co-occurring mental health need, it is unlikely to have a
lasting benefit as the Baker Act will be rescinded if it is determined the violent behavior is an aspect of the individual’s neuro-
developmental disability and the individual does not have a diagnosis of mental illness consistent with the law (Lenderman & Cadigan,
2016).

Female LEOs were more likely than male LEOs to respond to calls by utilizing low level controlling behaviors, and somewhat less
likely than male counterparts to use extreme controlling behaviors, such as utilizing physical restraint, arrest or involuntary psy-
chiatric hospitalization evaluation. Differences in use of force and LEO gender suggests that involvement of female officers during ASD-
related calls may result in more supportive behaviors and less use of extreme control (Gardner et al., 2019). It is likely that use of force
during calls/incidents involves a host of variables, such as behavior exhibited by the autistic individual, race/ethnicity of the autistic
individual and their caregiver, and if the situation is successfully de-escalated. The findings of the current study replicate prior work (e.
g., Gardner et al., 2019; Rabe-Hemp, 2008; Schuck & Rabe-Hemp, 2007) that suggests there is a robust effect of female gender on
reduced use of force during policing. A tentative implication of these findings is a recommendation to include a female officer in
response to calls involving autistic individuals when possible.

4.2. What this paper adds?

Findings support that LEOs are increasingly responding to calls and incidents that involve autistic individuals and their caregivers.
LEOs reported the most common types of calls they respond to involved disruptive behavior with or without aggression, elopement/
wandering, suspected abuse/neglect, and unusual behaviors in social situations. By increasing awareness and knowledge of autism,
LEOs will be better equipped to respond with supportive behaviors to assist autistic individuals and their caregivers when responding
to calls/incidents in the line of duty.

4.3. Limitations

The methodology of the current study included only self-report measures from LEOs, without the inclusion of other various sources
of information. Reporting of incidents from the perspective of autistic individuals and their caregivers may offer differ from LEOs and
add valuable information regarding incidents for which they seek LEO support, and LEO’s response to the calls for help including level
of force used. The veracity of the type of calls and outcomes included in this study is unknown and is subject to reports provided by
LEOs. Thus, the reported outcomes are dependent on recall and potential over- or under-reporting by LEOs of circumstances and level
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of force used. This study does not allow for any determination of how this training impacts LEOs use of force when responding to future
calls, or any long-term outcomes of the training or changes in LEOs response behaviors over time. Additionally, the current study did
not ask LEOs to report on the race/ethnicity of the autistic persons or their family members, nor did it not ask the race/ethnicity of
LEOs.

4.4. Directions for future research

Recommendations for future research include comparing reported call outcomes from the perspective of autistic individuals,
caregivers, and LEOs to determine if reported experiences align between law enforcement and citizens. Surveying caregivers and
autistic individuals about the type of support they are seeking from law enforcement, and their expectations for outcomes of calls is
also important to determine the intervention they are seeking from first responders when placing calls to 911. Additional research is
needed to determine if and/or how autism-specific training impacts the intensity of force utilized by LEOs when responding to calls and
the outcome of calls following ASD training. Previous research examining the experiences and perceptions of people with autism
resulted in low ratings of satisfaction and outcome favorability (Salerno & Schuller, 2019). In addition, research into outcomes of
training LEOs in how to best respond to encounters involving individuals with disabilities found retention of information over time
waned while perceived level of comfort level remained relatively stable (Wood & Watson, 2017). Thus, outcome studies examining
retention of LEOs knowledge of autism and the impact of training on outcomes of calls involving autistic persons is needed.

Future research is also needed to inform how first responders and behavioral health providers can better meet the needs of autistic
individuals and their caregivers who present with behavioral characteristics that make LEO intervention more likely. For caregivers
who are seek support from law enforcement due to severe behavioral difficulties, future research is needed to determine how to assure
the provision of appropriate preventative behavioral therapies/interventions, and implementation of evidence-based training for
caregivers in how to manage significant behavioral difficulties that may evolve and change over time. Training in de-escalation and,
perhaps, safe physical management techniques for caregivers is needed to assure that autistic individuals and caregivers remain safe
during volatile situations that involve physical aggression. Future research is needed to determine the efficacy and long-term outcomes
of specialized training in autism across LEOs, caregivers, and other first responders to determine the real-world impact of these
programs on safe and humane responding to emergency situations involving autistic people.

Additional research is needed to determine the effectiveness of autism-specific training on outcomes of calls, and what situations
require LEOs to use extreme level controlling behaviors. In addition, if extreme controlling behaviors include involuntary psychiatric
hospitalization evaluation, future research should investigate if this outcome diverts autistic individuals from ongoing involvement
with LEOs and the criminal justice system over time. In addition, future research should investigate the role of LEO gender on outcomes
of calls from the perspective of others. Policing stereotypes may influence civilian’s perceptions, with previous research demonstrating
that female officers are often perceived as similarly aggressive as male officers when in uniform (Simpson & Croft, 2021). As the
current research included responses only from LEOs, responses from autistic individuals and their caregivers need to be assessed to
determine if they perceive a difference by gender of the LEO in responding to the call and subsequent outcomes.

Furthermore, little research exists focused to the intersection of race and autism in encounters with law enforcement. Studies
focused on the intersectionality of dis/ability and race are necessary to better understand and mitigate complex challenges that may
result in adverse experiences between LEOs and non-white autistic individuals and their caregivers (Hutson et al., 2022).

5. Conclusion

In a state where LEO training in autism has been mandated for six years, the majority of LEOs reported they had previously received
no formal training in autism. Despite this lack of prior training in autism, LEOs reported feeling adequately prepared to respond to
calls/incidents that involved autistic individuals. As such, LEOs are responding to calls and incidents involving autistic individuals,
though they lack professional training in how to recognize signs and symptoms of autism and respond in kind. LEOs report they are
most often responding to incidents that include autistic people who demonstrate disruptive behaviors, are suspected victims of abuse
or neglect, have eloped or wandered away from caregivers, or exhibit unusual but noncriminal behavior. Self-report from LEOs
revealed supportive behaviors were more likely to be demonstrated by female officers who utilized less force when responding to
autistic individuals compared to male LEOs.

Given the current incidence rate of autism across the lifespan, LEOs are likely to interact with individuals with ASD within their
professional role. Although some states within the United States require autism specific training, there are not set standards for the
content of the training, and there are practical challenges regarding how and when officers should participate in ASD-related training.
Previous research has documented the potential value of autism-specific training for LEOs (Gardner et al., 2019), however, additional
research is needed to determine how training in ASD and other factors impact LEO behaviors in real-world settings when responding to
calls and incidents that involve individuals with ASD.
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Page 24 of 68



Public Comments via Email
July 25, 2024 Advisory Council Meeting

L. Gardner et al. Research in Developmental Disabilities 131 (2022) 104371

Conflict of interest

All authors declares no conflict of interest. The authors have no relevant financial or non-financial interests to disclose.
Data availability

Data will be made available on request.

References

Anonymous. (2011). Constructive discharge. Police Department Disciplinary Bulletin, 38(4), 3-5.

Black, R. (2010, May 24). Georgia police taser Clifford Grevemberg, an autistic teen with a heart condition. Daily news. Retrieved from http://www.nydailynews.com.

Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2020). Law enforcement management and administrative statistics (LEMAS), 2016. Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social
Research.

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory (2nd ed.). London: Sage.

Clark Mogavero, M. (2019). What do criminal justice students know about autism? An exploratory study among future professionals. Journal of Police and Criminal
Psychology, 34, 428-438. https://doi.org/10.1007/511896-018-9302-0

Copenhaver, A., & Tewksbury, R. (2019). Interactions between autistic individuals and law enforcement: A mixed-methods exploratory study. American Journal of
Criminal Justice, 44, 309-333. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-018-9452-8

Crane, L., Maras, K. L., Hawken, T., Mulcahy, S., & Memon, A. (2016). Experiences of autism spectrum disorder and policing in England and Wales: Surveying police
and the Autism community. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 46(6), 2028-2041. https://doi.org/10.1007/510803-016-2729-1

Curry, K., Posluszny M., Kraska S. (1993). Training criminal justice personnel to recognize offenders with disabilities. Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative
Services News in press, Washington, DC.

Dietz, P.M., Rose, C.E., McArthur, D., & Maenner, M. (2020). National and state estimates of adults with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders. Retrieved from (https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-020-04494-4).

Fisher, M. H., Epstein, R. A., Urbano, R. C., Vehorn, A., Cull, M. J., & Warren, Z. (2019). A population-based examination of maltreatment referrals and substantiation
for children with autism spectrum disorder. Autism, 23(5), 1335-1340.

Florida Mental Health Act, Fla. Stat. § 394 (1971 & rev. 2021). Retrieved from (www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display_
Statute& URL=0300-0399/0394/0394.html).

Gardner, L., & Campbell, J.M. (2020). Law enforcement officers’ preparation for calls involving autism: Prior experiences and response to training. Journal of Autism
and Developmental Disorders. Advanced online publication. Retrieved from (https://doi.org/10.1007/510803-020-04485-5).

Gardner, L., Campbell, J. M., & Westdal, J. (2019). Brief report: Descriptive analysis of law enforcement officers’ experiences with and knowledge of autism. Journal of
Autism and Developmental Disorders, 49(3), 1278-1283. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-018-3794-4

Gibbs, V., & Haas, K. (2020). Interactions between the police and the autistic community in Australia: Experiences and perspectives of autistic adults and parents/
carers. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 50(12), 4513-4526.

Greenberg, M. T., & Lippold, M. A. (2013). Promoting healthy outcomes among youth with multiple risks: Innovative approaches. Annual Review Public Health, 34,
253-270.

Haas, K., & Gibbs, V. (2021). Does a Person’s autism play a role in their interactions with police: The perceptions of autistic adults and parent/carers. Journal of Autism
and Developmental Disorders, 51(5), 1628-1640.

Hall-Lande, J., Hewitt, A., Mishra, S., et al. (2015). Involvement of children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in the child protection system. Focus on Autism and
Other Developmental Disabilities, 30(4), 237-248.

Holloway, C., Munro, N., Cossburn, K., & Ropar, D. (2022). A pilot study of co-produced autism training for police custody staff: evaluating the impact on perceived
knowledge change and behavior intentions. Policing An International Journal. (https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-11-2021-0159).

Hutson, T.M., Hassrick, E.M., Fernandes, S., Walton, J., Bouvier-Weinber, K., Radcliffe, A., & Allen-Handy, A. (2022). “I'm just different-that’s all-I'm so sorry...”
Black men, ASD and the urgent need for DisCrit Theory in police encounters. Policing: An International Journal.

Hyland, S. S., & Davis, E. (2019). Local police departments, 2016: Personnel. Las Vegas: United States Department of Justice Office of Justice Programs Bureau of Justice
Statistics.

Lenderman, M., & Cadigan, S. (2016). Baker Act Benchguide. Florida Court Education Council’s Publications Committee. Retrieved from https://www.flcourts.org/
content/download/215973/file/Baker-Act-Benchguide.pdf. (Accessed 20 September 2022).

Love, A.M., Railey, K.S., & Jones, C.P. (2022). Examining the sources of police confidence when working with autistic individuals. Policing: An International Journal.

Maenner, M. J., Shaw, K. A,, Bakian, A. V., Bilder, D. A., Durkin, M. S., Esler, A., Furnier, S. M., Hallas, L., Hall-Lande, J., Hudson, A., Hughes, M. M., Patrick, M.,
Pierce, M., Poynter, J. N., Salinas, A., Shenouda, J., Vehorn, A., Warren, Z., Constantino, J. N., ... Cogswell, M. E. (2021). Prevalence and characteristics of autism
spectrum disorder among children aged 8 years—Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network, 11 sites, United States, 2018. Morbidity and
Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR) Surveillance Summaries, 70(11), 1-20.

Mcllwain, L.F., & Fournier W. (2017). Mortality & risk in ASD wandering/elopement 2011-2016. Retrieved from https://nationalautismassociation.org/wpcontent/
uploads/2017/04/NAAMortalityRiskASDElopement.pdf.

Modell, S. J., & Mak, S. (2008). A preliminary assessment of police officers’ knowledge and perceptions of persons with disabilities. Intellectual and Developmental
Disabilities, 46, 183-189. https://doi.org/10.1352/2008.46:183-189

Pereira-Smith, S., Boan, A., Carpenter, L. A., Macias, M., & LaRosa, A. (2019). Preventing elopement in children with autism spectrum disorder. Autism Research, 12
(7), 1139-1146.

Rabe-Hemp, C. E. (2008). Female officers and the ethic of care: Does officer gender impact police behaviors? Journal of Criminal Justice, 36(5), 426-434.

Railey, K. S., Bowers-Campbell, J., Love, A. M., & Campbell, J. M. (2020). An exploration of law enforcement officers’ training needs and interactions with individuals
with autism spectrum disorder. Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 50(1), 101-117.

Rava, J., Shattuck, P., Rast, J., & Roux, A. (2017). The prevalence and correlates of involvement in the criminal justice system among youth on the autism spectrum.
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 37(2), 340-346. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2958-3

Reeves, M. (2019, June 11). A deputy taunted an autistic student. Now the boy’s dad is suing Pinellas schools and sheriff. Retrieved from https://www.tampabay.com/
blogs/gradebook/2019/06/11/a-deputy-taunted-an-autistic-student-now-the-boys-dad-is-suing-pinellas-schools-and-sheriff/.

Salerno, A. C., & Schuller, R. A. (2019). A mixed-methods study of police experiences of adults with autism spectrum disorder in Canada. International Journal of Law
and Psychiatry, 64, 18-25.

Schuck, A. M., & Rabe-Hemp, C. (2007). Women police: The use of force by and against female officers. Women & Criminal Justice, 16(4), 91-117. https://doi.org/
10.1300/J012v16n04_05

Shea, L. L., Cooper, D., & Wilson, A. B. (2021). Preventing and improving interactions between autistic individuals and the criminal justice system: a roadmap for
research. Autism Research, 14(10), 2053-2060.

Shrout, P. E. (1998). Measurement reliability and agreement in psychiatry. Statistical Methods in Medical Research, 7, 301-317.

Simpson, R., & Croft, A. (2021). Seeing gender in policing: Uniforms and perceived aggression. Women & Criminal Justice, 31(5), 406-421.

Page 25 of 68


https://doi.org
https://www.tampabay.com
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2958-3
https://doi.org/10.1352/2008.46:183-189
https://nationalautismassociation.org/wpcontent
https://www.flcourts.org
https://doi.org/10.1108/PIJPSM-11-2021-0159〉
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-018-3794-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803–020-04485–5〉
www.leg.state.fl.us/Statutes/index.cfm?App_mode=Display
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803–020-04494–4〉
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-016-2729-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12103-018-9452-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11896-018-9302-0
http://www.nydailynews.com

Public Comments via Email
July 25, 2024 Advisory Council Meeting

L. Gardner et al. Research in Developmental Disabilities 131 (2022) 104371

Tint, A., Palucka, A. M., Bradley, E., Weiss, J. A., & Lunsky, Y. (2017). Correlates of police involvement among adolescents and adults with autism spectrum disorder.
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 47(9), 2639-2647.

Turcotte, P., Shea, L. L., & Mandell, D. (2018). School discipline, hospitalization, and police contact overlap among individuals with autism spectrum disorder. Journal
of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 48(3), 883-891. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3359-y

Wallace, D., Herbert, J., Tyler, D., & McGee-Hassrick, E. (2021). Interactions between Individuals on the Autism Spectrum and the Police: The Fears of Parents,
Caregivers, and Professionals. Policing A Journal of Policy and Practice, 15(2), 950-964.

Wood, J. D., & Watson, A. C. (2017). Improving police interventions during mental health-related encounters: Past, present and future. Policing and Society, 27(3),
289-299.

Yu, H. H.,, & Viswanath, S. (2022). Women in state law enforcement: An exploratory trend analysis. The American Review of Public Administration, 52(4), 268-279.

10
Page 26 of 68


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10803-017-3359-y

Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders
https://dol.org/10.1007/510803-018-3794-4

Public Comments via Email
July 25, 2024 Advisory Council Meeting

BRIEF REPORT

@ CrossMark

Brief Report: Descriptive Analysis of Law Enforcement Officers’
Experiences with and Knowledge of Autism

Lauren Gardner'

© Springer Sclence+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 2018

Abstract

- Jonathan M. Campbell? - June Westdal®

Individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) may interact with law enforcement officers (LEOs) as victims of crime,
witnesses to crime, or suspects of crime. Interactions between LEOs and those with ASD may go awry which raises questions
about levels of training, experiences, and knowledge acquired by LEOs. Seventy-two LEOs reported on their experiences
and training related to ASD and completed a survey of autism knowledge. The majority (72.2%) of LEOs reported no formal
training for interacting with individuals with ASD. For LEOs responding to calls involving ASD, officers with prior training
reported better preparation. Officers’ responses to the knowledge survey varied considerably. Results support the need for

formalized training in ASD for LEOs.

Keywords Autism spectrum disorder - Law enforcement - Experiences - Training - Knowledge

The core symptoms of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
include impairments in social communication and inter-
action, and restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviors.
Restricted, repetitive behaviors may include stereotyped
movements, insistence on sameness, fixated interests, and
hyper- or hyporeactivity to sensory input (American Psychi-
atric Association 2013). These core symptoms are likely to
affect the way persons with ASD interact with others, includ-
ing law enforcement officers (LEOs). The increased reported
prevalence of ASD, which is now estimated at 1 in 59 (Baio
etal. 2018), results in an increased likelihood that LEOs will
interact with persons who have been diagnosed with ASD.

Although public awareness campaigns and professional
standards have targeted improving knowledge and practice
of LEOs related to ASD, it is not clear how well informa-
tion about ASD is disseminated and incorporated in LEOs’
training. It is likely that LEOs would benefit from training
specific to the social communication deficits and restricted
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repetitive behaviors associated with ASD prior to respond-
ing to calls that involve individuals with ASD who may
present as victims, witnesses, or suspects. Lack of knowl-
edge of ASD may result in LEOs misinterpreting ASD spe-
cific behavior as noncompliant, threatening, disorderly, or
suspicious.

Research on law enforcement training and disability
awareness is limited; however, previous findings indicate
that the majority of LEOs have little training or expertise
regarding disabilities (Eadens et al. 2016). Of the limited
studies available, few have examined LEO training specific
to ASD. Laan, Ingram, and Glidden (2013) conducted inter-
views with LEO training coordinators in seven states, and
compared LEO training materials related to recommenda-
tions for training on ASD and guidelines for training on
other mental health disorders. Results indicated that most
officers received between 400 and 770 h of total training at
the basic recruit levels, of which only 3—12 h were focused
on mental health disorders. Furthermore, authors high-
lighted that autism is not a mental disorder, and therefore
warrants instruction tailored specifically to ASD. An analy-
sis of training content determined that training specific to
autism, with the exception of one state, was very limited.
Although some states, such as Florida, have now mandated
training for LEOs that requires recognition of symptoms
and characteristics of ASD, and appropriate responses to a
person exhibiting such symptoms, there are no guidelines
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regarding the content, format, or amount of time this spe-
cialized training entails. Teagardin et al. (2012) provided
ASD-related training to police officers via video. Offic-
ers who participated in the training outperformed officers
who did not receive training on a measure of ASD-related
knowledge; however, neither group demonstrated mastery of
training material. The authors concluded that video training
is likely insufficient to train officers on how to assess and
respond to individuals with ASD. Instead, authors recom-
mended role-play, hands-on activities, and in-vivo training
to supplement video training. As a vulnerable population
within our society, a growing awareness of ASD by LEOs is
warranted; however, LEOs’ experiences with and knowledge
of ASD remains an under-researched area.

There are various situations in which LEOs may interact
with persons with ASD. First, persons with ASD may be
crime victims. Previous research documents that persons
with developmental delays, including those with ASD, are at
increased risk for abuse and victimization (Petersilia 2001).
In some instances, interactions between LEOs and individu-
als with ASD may be as a result of co-occurring psychiatric
or medical concerns (Tint et al. 2017). Persons with ASD
may also be witnesses or suspects of a crime. Additional
instances that may result in LEOs interacting with persons
with ASD include elopement, sensory over-stimulation, and
behavioral difficulties, such as aggression, yelling, and self-
injury. Using a nationally representative sample of adoles-
cents and young adults with ASD, Rava et al. (2017) found
that by age 21 approximately 20% had been stopped by the
police for questioning, and almost 5% had been arrested.
Rava et al. (2017) also found that individuals with ASD
who display externalizing behaviors are more likely to be
involved in the criminal justice system. Previous research
offers conflicting findings as to whether children and young
adults with ASD are at higher risk for involvement with the
criminal justice system than the general population; how-
ever, it appears likely based on existing research that people
with ASD are somewhat over-represented in the criminal
justice system (King and Murphy 2014). Further investiga-
tion into the prevalence and types of offences committed by
individuals with ASD is needed.

The present investigation occurred within the context
of recently approved state legislation. The Florida senate
passed a bill which took effect October 1, 2017 requiring the
Florida Department of Law Enforcement to establish a con-
tinued employment training component for LEOs specific
to ASD. The training component was required to include
recognition of symptoms and characteristics of ASD, and
appropriate responses to a person exhibiting such symptoms.
In response to the senate bill, we designed a survey to docu-
ment LEOs’ knowledge about ASD to guide future training
efforts. The purpose of the present study was to conduct
an exploratory and descriptive survey of a sample of LEOs

@ Springer

from the police and sheriff departments in the Tampa Bay
area of the state of Florida in order to describe LEOs’ knowl-
edge of ASD, prior training in the area of ASD, interactions
with individuals with ASD while on duty, and circumstances
and outcomes from professional calls.

Methods
Participants

The first author surveyed LEOs prior to an introductory train-
ing on ASD sponsored by the first author’s agency. LEOs
were informed about the purpose of the survey and asked
if they wished to complete the survey prior to the training;
informed consent was secured for all LEOs (N=72). LEOs
were 56.9% male with a mean age of 42.2 years (§SD=9.5)
and 15.0 years of law enforcement experience (SD=9.2;
see Table 1). Study procedures were approved by the first
author’s Institutional Review Board.

Measures

To evaluate LEOs’ prior knowledge of, and experience with
ASD, participants completed a questionnaire that included
(a) a demographic survey, (b) a 15-item autism knowledge
questionnaire, and (c) prior law enforcement experiences
interacting with individuals with ASD. The 15-item autism
knowledge questionnaire reflects an update of Stone’s (1987)
survey, which has been adapted by Heidgerken et al. (2005),
and modified by Tipton and Blacher (2014). The question-
naire consists of 15 statements with a 5-point Likert-type
response scale (see Table 3 for items). Seven of 15 items
were recoded such that greater disagreement was associ-
ated with greater knowledge (e.g., Item 3, “There is a cure
for autism”). Two items did not correlate with total scores
and were omitted from the total score calculation resulting
in Cronbach’s a =.66 and Mdn item-total correlation =.43
for the 13-item total knowledge scale.

Results

Most LEOs reported some type of prior relationship with
an individual with ASD (n=44; 61.1%) and approximately
half (n=35) reported responding to a call involving an
individual with ASD in the past 12 months (see Table 2).
However, roughly three-quarters (72.2%) of the sample
had not completed training related to interacting with indi-
viduals with ASD. For LEOs responding to calls involv-
ing individuals with ASD, those with training were more
likely to report feeling adequately prepared to respond to
the call, * (1, N=34)=12.88, p<.01. Compared to LEOs
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Table 1 I.Da.r.ticipant . Variable n % Min Max M SD
characteristics and experiences
with autism spectrum disorder Gender
(N=72) Male 41 56.9
Female 30 41.7
Missing 1 1.4
Do you have a relationship with someone with autism? If “Yes,” what is relationship?
No 28 38.9
Friend 16 222
Immediate family 11 153
Other 8 11.1
Extended family 7 9.7
Missing 2 2.8
Have you participated in training for interacting with individuals with autism?
Yes 20 27.8
No 52 72.2
Number of years of law 1.00 37.00 15.02 9.22
enforcement experience
Age (year) 23.00 61.00 42.17 9.53
Table 2 Characteristics Variable 0 % Min Max M SD
of police calls involving
individuals with autism How many calls have you had that involved someone with autism over the past 12 months?
spectrum disorder (N =72) None 36 50.0
One or more 35 48.6
Missing 1 1.4
For respondents reporting calls within the past 12 months (n=35)
Number of calls over 1.00 12.00 3.53 2.7
the past 12 months
Approximate age 5.00 30.00 12.93 53
of individual with
autism

Was the individual able to use words to effectively communicate with you?

Yes 24 68.6
No 11 31.4
Did you use physical force to subdue the person with autism?
Yes 5 14.3
No 30 85.7
Was the person placed in handcuffs?
Yes 8 22.9
No 27 77.1
Did the situation result in an involuntary hospitalization of the person?
Yes 9 25.0
No 27 75.0
Did you feel that you were well trained or adequately prepared for this call?
Yes 17 48.6
No 18 51.4

without training, however, those with prior training were for involuntary hospitalization, ;(2 (1,N=34)=2.20,p=.14.
equally likely to: (a) use physical force during the call, = There were also no relationships between LEO’s feelings
7° (1, N=34)=1.57, p=.21, (b) use handcuffs, y° (I,  of preparedness and the likelihood of: (a) using physical
N=34)=0.02, p=.88, and (c) have the call end in evaluation force during the call, ;{2 (1, N=34)=0.23, p=.63, (b) using
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Table 3 Knowledge of autism

. o Item M SD

item statistics (N="72)
1. Autism is an emotional disorder 2.61 1.2
2. Vaccines are causing an increase in autism 243 1.0
3. There is a cure for autism 2.03 0.8
4. Autism runs in families 2.94 0.8
5. All children with autism display poor eye contact 2.88 1.0
6. Autism is diagnosed more frequently in males than females
7. Changing a child’s diet will lessen the severity of autism symptoms 2.99 0.9
8. There is one intervention that works for all children with autism 1.76 0.8
9. Children with autism can grow up to live independently 4.03 0.7
10. Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder 3.90 0.6
11. Autism can be diagnosed as young as 18 months 3.67 0.7
12. Children with autism are smarter than standardized tests demonstrate 3.68 0.7
13. It is important that all children with autism receive special education 3.76 1.0
14. With proper treatment, most children with autism will eventually outgrow it 2.24 0.8
15. Several disorders that commonly co-occur with autism are depression, anxiety, 3.89 0.6

ADHD, intellectual disability, and language disorder

Total Score® 47.88 4.6

Item responses range from 1 =*“Definitely Disagree,” to 5=“Definitely Agree”

#Total Score calculated from 13 items (Items 4 and 13 omitted); items 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8, and 14 reverse scored

handcuffs during the call,g(z (1, N=34)=0.65, p=.42, or (c)
the call involving evaluation for involuntary hospitalization,
7 (1,N=34)=0.14, p=.68.

Descriptive information for all 15 ASD knowledge survey
items are presented in Table 3 and several deserve men-
tion. On average, LEOs disagreed that there is a “cure” for
ASD, that most children will ‘outgrow’ ASD, and that a
single intervention works for all children with ASD. On
average, LEOs agreed that ASD is a neurodevelopmental
disorder, that children with ASD can grow to live indepen-
dently and that various disorders co-occur with ASD. LEOs
with (n=17; M=49.18; SD=4.92) and without training
(n=50; M=47.44; SD =4.47) did not differ on total knowl-
edge scores, Fy,,;, (1, 26)=1.65, p=.21. Likewise, LEOs
with (n=41; M=48.00; SD=4.69) and without relationship
with someone with ASD (n=26; M=47.69; SD=4.59) did
not differ on total knowledge scores, Fy,,., (1, 54)=0.07,
p=.79.

Discussion

Given the need for LEOs to recognize of symptoms and
characteristics of ASD and respond appropriately to indi-
viduals exhibiting such symptoms, improved knowledge of
and training related to ASD by LEOs is necessary. How-
ever, the perceptions of LEOs regarding persons with ASD
remains an under-researched area. We sought to contribute
to the knowledge base regarding LEOs’ experiences with
individuals with ASD by analyzing survey responses of
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knowledge of ASD, as well as gathering information about
personal and professional experiences with individuals
with ASD.

Review of Main Findings

Roughly 60% of LEOs reported having a relationship with
an individual with ASD, such as an immediate or extended
family member or friend/acquaintance. Almost three-
quarters of LEOs reported no prior training for working
with individuals with ASD, yet about half responded to
a call involving an individual with ASD over the past
12 months. For individuals responding to calls, most had
not received training for working with individuals with
ASD; individuals who received prior training were more
likely to report feeling adequately prepared to respond to
the call. LEOs were equally likely to use physical force
and handcuffs regardless of whether or not training was
completed. Likewise, there were no relationships between
LEOs’ feelings of preparedness and use of force, use of
handcuffs, or the call resulting in evaluation for involun-
tary hospitalization. Our findings correspond with prior
work documenting LEOs’ simultaneous reports of feeling
prepared to respond to calls yet needing further training
(Modell and Mak 2008). Knowledge of ASD did not differ
whether or not LEOs had completed prior training about
ASD, and knowledge of ASD did not differ whether or not
LEOs reported having a relationship with an individual
with ASD.
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Implications

Findings from the current study indicate that the major-
ity of LEOs have not received training specific to autism,
although almost half have responded to calls on duty
involving individuals with autism within the last year. Of
those who responded to calls, LEOs who had previously
received autism specific training reported feeling better
prepared. It should be noted that of LEOs who responded
to calls, 25% reported the outcome involved the individual
with ASD being taken to a receiving facility for involun-
tary psychiatric examination. Further research is warranted
to determine if the findings from this initial small sample
are representative of outcomes in a larger sample of LEOs.
Additional research is needed to determine if involuntary
hospitalization is the result of deficits in adequate train-
ing for LEOs related to ASD, or if this outcome is prefer-
able to placing these individuals in police custody. Given
the increase in reported prevalence of ASD, LEOs are
likely to interact with individuals with ASD within their
professional role. Some states are now requiring autism
specific training for first responders to assure LEOs are
better prepared to recognize the signs and symptoms of
autism, and respond appropriately. The realities of LEO
training requirements, such as tactical training, result in
practical challenges regarding how best to deliver ASD-
related training. For example, ASD-related training might
be delivered and well-received through integration into
other LEO training. The results of the present study sup-
port the need for formalized training in ASD for LEOs as
awareness and knowledge of ASD was reported to result in
officers feeling better equipped to respond to calls involv-
ing individuals with ASD.

Limitations

The present study included an exploratory and descrip-
tive survey regarding awareness of autism and professional
interactions/incidents with individuals on the spectrum for a
small number of LEOs seeking autism specific law enforce-
ment training. Thus, participants were LEOs who voluntarily
participated in this training. It may be that individuals who
sought this training opportunity to learn more about ASD
may not be representative of the broader LEO population
regarding prior experience, personally and professionally,
with individuals with ASD.

Participants in the present study included LEOs from the
sheriff and police departments in the Tampa Bay area, how-
ever, information regarding the specific territory and time
that the LEOs patrol was not collected from participants.
Such information would be helpful for understanding the
generalizability of the outcomes of the present study.

Directions for Future Research

The perceptions of LEOs regarding persons with ASD
remains understudied. Additional research is needed to
determine what content is most pertinent when providing
training for LEOs related to autism. Our survey focused
largely on general knowledge of ASD to document targets
for future training; however, extending surveys to include
specific strategies in response to calls is needed. For
instance, more information is needed regarding the types of
calls LEOs receive regarding individuals with ASD (e.g.,
elopement) and LEOs responses to assure that training pro-
grams provide practical information for LEOs. In addition, it
would be useful to determine if LEOs who have participated
in entry level training on ASD benefit from more advanced
trainings to facilitate higher mastery of content and if such
training facilitates changes in outcomes from calls (e.g., use
of force, handcuffs). In addition, another under-researched
area is the perceptions of individuals with ASD regarding
LEOs.

Conclusions

Research on law enforcement training and disability aware-
ness is limited; however, previous findings indicate that the
majority of LEOs have little training or expertise regarding
disabilities (Eadens et al. 2016). Findings from the current
study support previous research findings and indicated that
the majority of LEOs had not received training specific to
autism. Knowledge of signs and symptoms of ASD, as well
as how training related to managing calls for individuals
with ASD is imperative as almost half of the participants
in the present study had responded to calls on duty involv-
ing individuals with autism within the last year. Partici-
pants who had previously received autism specific training
reported feeling better prepared. As the reported prevalence
rate of ASD increases, LEOs are increasingly more likely to
interact with individuals with ASD within their professional
role. The results of the present study support the need for
formalized training in ASD for law enforcement officers as
awareness and knowledge of ASD was reported to result in
officers feeling better equipped to respond to calls involving
individuals with ASD. Further research into the determina-
tion of appropriate training content as well as the percep-
tions of individuals with ASD regarding interactions with
LEOs is warranted.
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Recently, fatal interactions between law enforcement offi-
cers (LEOs) and individuals with disabilities have attracted
media attention (Perry & Carter-Long, 2016; Saleh et al.,
2018; Viljoen et al., 2017). People with disabilities (PWD)
account for approximately one third of all people killed in
interactions with LEOs, many of whom have a develop-
mental, intellectual, or psychiatric disability (Perry &
Carter-Long, 2016). Saleh et al. (2018) analyzed media
coverage of civilian deaths (n = 1,099) in interactions with
LEOs in 2015 and found that 23% (n = 251) of individuals
killed in these interactions had a mental illness. People with
disabilities also have a high cumulative probability of arrest
(c = 42.65) by age 28 years compared with people without
disabilities (¢ = 29.68; McCauley, 2017). Among Black
PWD, the risk was even higher (¢ = 55.17; McCauley,
2017).

In addition to the higher probability of arrest, between
2009 and 2015, PWD were victims of crimes at 2.5 times
the rate of people without disabilities (Bureau of Justice
Statistics, 2017). In addition, 20% of victims with disabili-
ties believed they were targeted because of their disability
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2017). Unfortunately, many
law enforcement agencies are unprepared to support vic-
tims with disabilities. In a survey of 133 law enforcement
departments, only 21% of departments had a protocol for
identifying disability and 37% had protocols for providing
accommodations to victims with disabilities (Oschwald
etal., 2011).

Because of the higher rates of victimization of PWD and
because of the higher levels of fatalities in interactions

between PWD and LEOs, disability advocates and research-
ers have called for justice and change for PWD in the crimi-
nal justice system (The Arc, n.d.; McCauley, 2017; Saleh
et al., 2018), beginning with better training of LEOs (The
Arc, n.d.; Diamond & Hogue, 2021; Eadens et al., 2016;
Engelman et al., 2013; Modell & Mak, 2008; Oschwald
et al., 2011) and school resource officers (Chan et al., 2019,
2021). Traditionally, prospective LEOs receive extensive
basic academy classroom training followed by field training
supervised by a veteran officer (Belur et al., 2019; Dulin
et al., 2020; McGinley et al., 2019). Following the initial
classroom and field training, LEOs attend several manda-
tory trainings as well as optional in-service trainings
(Diamond & Hogue, 2021). Diamond & Hogue (2021)
examined the training websites for state law enforcement
agencies to understand which states offered optional or
mandatory disability awareness trainings. Only seven states
required general disability awareness trainings, and one
state offered optional disability awareness training. The
most frequently discussed training regarding disabilities
was Crisis Intervention Training (i.e., mandatory = 18
states, optional = seven states), a training designed to facil-
itate positive interactions with people with mental illness.
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The second most frequent kind of training was develop-
mental and/or intellectual disability (ID) trainings (i.e.,
mandatory = 11 states, optional = three states), followed
by trainings about autism (i.e., mandatory = five states,
optional = three states), the Americans with Disabilities
Act (i.e., mandatory = five states, optional = three states),
and physical disabilities (i.e., mandatory = four states;
Diamond & Hogue, 2021).

Research has shown that disability awareness trainings
can have a positive impact on LEOs’ perceptions of PWD
(Bailey et al., 2001; Engelman et al., 2013). In a study of
trainee LEOs in the United Kingdom, Bailey et al. (2001)
conducted a role-playing exercise that was designed to raise
awareness of people with intellectual disabilities. The
researchers found that those who participated in the disabil-
ity awareness training significantly improved their percep-
tions of people with intellectual disabilities, whereas there
was no change in the perceptions of the control group
(Bailey et al., 2001). Engelman et al. (2013), through focus
group interviews and surveys, analyzed the perceptions of
LEOs who participated in a 2-hr training designed to facili-
tate a better response to domestic violence calls involving
people who are deaf/hard of hearing. The participants per-
ceived that they gained knowledge of the communication
skills they needed and improved their self-efficacy and cul-
tural competency (Engelman et al., 2013).

To better understand training needs, some researchers
have examined LEOs’ perceptions and awareness of dis-
abilities (e.g., Bezyak et al., 2019; Modell & Mak, 2008),
whereas other researchers focused on specific disabilities
such as intellectual disabilities (e.g., Eadens et al., 2016;
Henshaw & Thomas, 2012), learning disabilities (e.g.,
Gendle & Woodhams, 2005), or autism (e.g., Chown, 2010;
Gardner et al., 2019). LEOs’ perspectives regarding dis-
abilities come from a variety of sources. Of the 72 LEOs in
Florida surveyed by Gardner et al. (2019), 61.1% had a
prior relationship with someone with autism, and 48.6%
had a call for service with someone with autism in the previ-
ous year. Law enforcement officers in another study were
most likely to report that their knowledge of intellectual dis-
abilities was based on work experience, followed by train-
ing (Henshaw & Thomas, 2012). The LEOs explained that
they were more comfortable working with people with
intellectual disabilities when that person was an offender
than when they were the witness (Henshaw & Thomas,
2012).

There is some preliminary evidence indicating that LEOs
of certain demographic groups may have more positive
views toward PWD. In a study of 188 LEOs in the
Southeastern United States, Eadens et al. (2016) used a
Social Distance Questionnaire (Haring et al., 1983) to ana-
lyze LEOs’ perceptions of people with intellectual disabili-
ties. The researchers found that female LEOs had
significantly greater positive attitudes toward people with

intellectual disabilities than male LEOs although the num-
ber of females in the sample was small. In addition, White
LEOs had more knowledge about intellectual disabilities
than LEOs of minority backgrounds; however, the LEOs of
minority backgrounds had significantly greater positive
attitudes, although their number in the sample was small.
Law enforcement officers with more years of experience
tended to have higher but not significantly different scores
than those with fewer years of experience (Eadens et al.,
2016).

Law enforcement officers in some studies stated that
they had received little to no training regarding autism
(Gardner et al., 2019), intellectual disabilities (Eadens et al.,
2016), or disabilities in general (Modell & Mak, 2008).
Those who had received training felt that they were more
prepared for interactions with PWD (Gardner et al., 2019;
Henshaw & Thomas, 2012). However, Gardner et al. (2019)
found there was no difference in the number of use of force
incidents in interactions with PWD between LEOs who had
received disability awareness training and those who had
not.

Law enforcement officers identified several difficulties
when interacting with PWD. Some LEOs perceived that
communication could be a challenge when interacting with
PWD (Bezyak et al., 2019; Henshaw & Thomas, 2012),
making communication and other interpersonal skills key to
successful interactions with PWD (Bezyak et al., 2019).
Other difficulties mentioned by LEOs in the focus groups
conducted by Bezyak et al. (2019) were complex responsi-
bilities, such as not only creating a safe situation but also
determining what happened and why. Another challenge is
distinguishing between mental illness and learning disabili-
ties (Gendle & Woodhams, 2005), intellectual disabilities
(Eadens et al., 2016), or autism (Gardner et al., 2019;
Modell & Mak, 2008).

Although there is preliminary research into LEOs’ per-
ceptions of PWD, most studies used survey methods with
closed-end questions (Gardner et al., 2019) or both closed-
and open-ended questions (Chown, 2010; Eadens et al.,
2016; Henshaw & Thomas, 2012; Modell & Mak, 2008).
One study held interviews with LEOs (Gendle & Woodhams,
2005) and one conducted focus groups (Bezyak et al.,
2019). Whereas these studies focused on LEOs’ perceptions
and experiences with PWD, only three studies asked par-
ticipants to provide feedback on their training needs regard-
ing PWD (Bezyak et al., 2019; Chown, 2010; Modell &
Mak, 2008), and Chown (2010) and Modell and Mak (2008)
used content analysis rather than interviews or focus groups
to solicit this information. Research into LEOs’ perceptions
of PWD and training needs regarding PWD is “understud-
ied” (Gardner et al., 2019, p. 1282) and more research is
needed in this area using qualitative methods (Bezyak et al.,
2019; Eadens et al., 2016). Because of the need for more
research, the purpose of this study was to explore the
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Table I. Participants’ Demographic Information.

Age range in Years of

Pseudonym  Gender Race, ethnicity years experience Current rank  Educational background
Rod Male White, not Hispanic 55-60 30 Detective Bachelor’s degree
Alan Male White, not Hispanic 46-50 26 Police officer ~ Some college, no degree
Brandon Male White, not Hispanic 35-39 13 Deputy Bachelor’s degree
Mike? Male White, not Hispanic 25-29 6 State trooper Bachelor’s degree
Frankie Male White, not Hispanic 35-39 16 Detective Bachelor’s degree
Daniel Male White, not Hispanic 35-39 1.5 Sergeant Associate’s degree
Mario Male Two or more races, Hispanic 46-50 24 Lieutenant Some college, no degree
Crystal Female White, not Hispanic 35-39 14.5 State trooper Associate’s degree
Nick Male Two or more races, not Hispanic 35-39 18 State trooper  Some college, no degree
Kyle Male White, not Hispanic 30-34 5 Police officer Associate’s degree
Lina Female White, not Hispanic 30-34 | Police officer Associate’s degree
Jordan Male White, not Hispanic 46-50 23 Police officer Il  Some college, no degree
Scott Male White, not Hispanic 50-54 16 Lieutenant Master’s degree

?Participant worked in a rural location.

perceptions and training needs of LEOs regarding disability
awareness. The following research questions guided this
study:

Research Question 1 (RQ1): What are the current per-
spectives of LEOs regarding PWD?

Research Question 2 (RQ2): What are the current train-
ing needs of LEOs regarding awareness and interactions
with PWD?

Method

Two focus groups were conducted with LEOs from seven
law enforcement agencies located across one large Western
State.

Participant Recruitment

Following university institutional review board (IRB)
approval, the lead researcher emailed the heads of law
enforcement agencies to recruit participants. Contact names
and emails for each agency were obtained from the law
enforcement agency’s website. A total of 10 law enforcement
agencies were contacted. Three agencies did not respond to
the email invitation. Seven agencies agreed to participate,
namely, the state highway patrol agency, two university
police departments, three urban police departments, and one
sheriff’s department. The heads of law enforcement agencies
who agreed to participate assigned a point of contact for the
researcher to communicate with regard to recruitment. The
points of contact for each agency then provided the name and
contact information of potential participants. Each potential
participant was individually contacted through email and
invited to participate in the study. After reviewing a

description of the study and agreeing to participate, each
LEO was provided with a date and location of the focus
group in their area. Participants received a US$25 gift card
for their participation in the study.

Participants. A total of 13 LEOs from seven law enforce-
ment agencies participated in this study, with one partici-
pant from a rural location and 12 from urban locations (see
Table 1). Participants were representative of multiple ranks
and agencies (e.g., Urban Police, Highway Patrol, Sherriff’s
Office, and University Police). Specifically, the participants
represented the rank of officer (n = 7), detective (n = 2),
sergeant (n = 1), deputy (n = 1), and licutenant (n = 2).
The average years of experience among the participants
was 15.69 years, with a standard deviation of 8.6.

Data Collection

The first focus group was held at the Northern Command
Office of the Highway Patrol and the second focus group
was conducted at the Southern Command Office of the
Highway Patrol. These two locations were selected as cen-
tral locations to provide convenient access for urban and
rural LEOs from a variety of agencies.

Each focus group followed a semi-structured format and
consisted of eight questions. To develop the questions, the
second researcher searched the literature for measures
related to disability awareness among LEOs. Several stud-
ies used closed-end survey questions to gather information
about participants’ perceptions of disabilities (e.g., Antonak,
1980, 1982; Antonak et al., 1993; Antonak & Harth, 1994;
Dillenburger et al., 2017; Rosenbaum et al., 1987; Yuker &
Block, 1986). These scales were not appropriate for the pur-
pose of this study as they were not geared toward the
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perspectives of LEOs. Modell and Mak (2008) surveyed
LEOs in Northern California about their perceptions of
PWD, using 10 open-end questions developed by the
researchers. These questions were also modified and used
by Chown (2010) in a study designed to explore the experi-
ences of police officers in the United Kingdom during inter-
actions with people with autism. Based on this review, the
researchers selected six questions from Modell and Mak
(2008) and Chown (2010) that addressed the first research
question about the participants’ perspectives of PWD; one
question about the participants’ training needs was added to
the questions to address the second research question. The
wording of these questions was modified to meet the goals
of the study and to use more current terminology. An eighth
question was added offering the participants a final oppor-
tunity to share their thoughts regarding PWD.

After determining the questions, the researchers orga-
nized them into four sets. The first set of questions was
designed to ascertain the background experiences that each
participant had with PWD (e.g., child, sibling, and friend)
and the differences that each participant saw (if any)
between cognitive, physical, and mental health. The second
group of questions focused on determining each partici-
pant’s ideas about PWD. Specifically, when involved in
crimes is the PWD typically the victim or offender? What is
the level of comfort felt by an officer when interacting with
PWD? The third group of questions focused on learning
more about the training that LEOs received and what type
of training they would like to see regarding disabilities.
Participants were asked to recall and describe any past
training received, either on the topic of disabilities from
their agencies or other outside organizations. Finally, the
participants were asked whether they felt that a disability
awareness training would be helpful. If so, what type or
structure of training would they like to see implemented?
See the appendix for the full interview protocol.

At the beginning of each focus group, the first researcher
described the study and provided the consent form. After
each participant provided written consent, they were asked
to complete a short demographics form. Next, the focus
group began with each participant introducing themselves
and sharing their current rank and years of experience.
Following introductions, the first researcher led the focus
group through the eight questions. The second researcher
took notes. The participants took turns answering each ques-
tion, and then some of the participants added comments
based on the initial answers to each question. It is important
to note that Question 3 on the interview protocol asks par-
ticipants to describe what they think when they hear the term
autism. However, this question was not directly asked dur-
ing each focus group because the participants’ addressed this
question when responding to Questions 1 and 2.

The focus group interviews were recorded onto the sec-
ond researcher’s cell phone. These recordings were

uploaded to a secure server and then deleted from the phone.
The second researcher transcribed each focus group inter-
view and uploaded the transcripts to the secure server.

Data Coding and Analysis

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Rossman
& Rallis, 2017). To begin the data analysis process, each
researcher independently read each transcript 3 times to
familiarize themselves with the data (Given, 2008). Once
familiar with the data, each researcher coded the data at
the phrase level. In this step, the researchers separately
examined and named specific elements in the data through
memo writing (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). Next,
guided by their thematic memos, the researchers worked
together to collapse the codes into themes and develop a
conceptual framework for the data (Johnson & Christensen,
2017). For example, the codes of community involvement
and friends/family members with disabilities were col-
lapsed into the theme of personal connections. Although
common codes were generated and similar perceptions of
the data were evident, slight discrepancies occurred. When
these discrepancies occurred between the researchers,
transcripts and memos were reviewed and discussed to
reach consensus.

Credibility Measures

We used trustworthiness measures to ensure credibility and
reliability of our data (Johnson & Christensen, 2017). For
our first credibility measure, a colleague independently
reviewed transcripts, codes, themes, and conceptual frame-
work. The colleague agreed with the finalized themes,
namely, personal connections, job experience, training
opportunities, and training needs. For our second credibility
measure, we used purposeful sampling to select participants
from each focus group to review our “Method” and
“Results” sections. We chose participants who contributed
rich information to the study. Each of the three participants
who member checked the “Method” and “Results” sections
agreed with the finalized themes.

Results

The qualitative data analysis led to the development of a
conceptual framework that indicates that the perceptions of
the LEOs regarding PWD are shaped by four main themes:
(a) personal connections, (b) job experience, (c) training
opportunities, and (d) training needs.

Current Perspectives of LEOs

The first research question sought to determine the current
perspectives of LEOs regarding PWD. The themes that
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emerged to address this question were personal connections
and job experience.

Personal connections. The first theme, personal connections,
relates to the background and history that one might have
toward or about PWD. The participants across both focus
groups indicated that interactions with PWD through friends
and family informed their current perspectives. For exam-
ple, several participants have family members with autism.
Scott described his son as having “Very high functioning
Asperger syndrome. Very little training, very little help
from anybody along the way. We just kind of learned as we
went, as a parent.” Frankie’s wife’s cousin has autism. “She
is older than me and I think she has the mental capacity of a
7-to 9-year-old.” Frankie explained that most of his experi-
ence with autism comes from interacting with this family
member. Mike has frequently interacted with his fiancée’s
brother, who has autism. “He’s going to probably come live
with us, to help out their parents and whatnot. For me, I’ve
dealt with people with autism probably more so than any of
the other disabilities.”

Similarly, several participants explained that they learned
about PWD through friends and coworkers. For example,
Alan’s coworker’s son has a disability. “I talk to him fre-
quently. He remembers me out of uniform.” Daniel and
Crystal also mentioned having friends with children with
autism. Crystal explained that she has learned about autism
from her friends. “Just listening to their problems, how to
deal with it, what they have done or what worked for them.”
These interactions with parents of PWD have informed
what the LEOs know about disabilities.

Job experience. The second theme, job experience, refers to
the on the job training that one gains with while on the job.
Multiple participants indicated that experience on the
streets, making traffic stops, or responding to critical issues
in town provided ample experience and informed their per-
spectives of PWD. Specifically, several participants dis-
cussed community outreach opportunities, such as
community barbecues, special education classroom visits,
and volunteer work with Special Olympics. The partici-
pants explained that they learned how to interact with peo-
ple who may have a disability, through these experiences.

Many participants focused on the importance of de-escalation
during interactions with PWD. In the second focus group,
Nick explained that, although he has had some struggles
with impulsivity, he recognized the importance of
de-escalation:

It’s hard not to escalate it sometimes when you’re getting
conflict back. It’s easier when you can actually pinpoint that
the person has a mental issue. For me it is. It’s easier to bring
myself down, to say, all right, they have some challenges that
are beyond them.

Jordan explained that he de-escalated situations by talking
to PWD. He described an interaction with a woman he
suspected had disability. “She started going on about her
birds. So I just let her go on about her birds. And then by
the end, she was in the ambulance, and everything was
good.” Jordan focused on the importance of de-escalation
through calming, although he explained that he does not
explicitly tell the individual to calm down. Jordan realized
in this interaction that by letting this woman talk about her
interests, she would be more relaxed when the ambulance
arrived. Kyle added, “You don’t go in there and just start
yelling at everybody. You just talk to them.” Crystal agreed
with Jordan’s and Kyle’s comments about using communi-
cation as a de-escalation method. Crystal explained, “By
listening and talking and asking questions, you can find
things out and guide the way you want your stop or situa-
tion to go.” In addition to communication as a calming
technique, it can provide the LEOs important information
that may lead to a more successful interaction.

Despite the focus on de-escalation, some participants
explained that sometimes situations escalate quickly. Jordan
said, “You think things are going well but suddenly they’re
not. And that’s no fun, going from 0 to 60.” Scott added,
“Equally as many situations as I’ve talked down, I’ve prob-
ably talked up. You hit the wrong button and it’s hard to
have the ability or to identify when—holy crap—I’m taking
this down the wrong path.” Because situations sometimes
escalate quickly, the participants explained that they would
like to receive more information about disabilities so they
may recognize signs and learn some tools to handle the situ-
ations more successfully.

To support de-escalation, several participants explained
the importance of empathy when interacting with PWD.
Mike described,

It’s not going to work for every single scenario, but 9 times out
of 10 if you can try to bring yourself to that level of that person,
try to empathize, try to determine what’s going on with that
person, try to figure out what the crisis might be, or whatever
the situation is, just trying to be empathetic. I’ve seen, at least
in my experience, that goes a long way.

Mario added, “I think some people look at it as being weak,
and it’s not the right word. You have to be compassionate
when you deal with people that are challenging the norm.”
This comment relates to Nick’s quotation, where he said he
needed to recognize that someone had a challenge so he
could “bring himself down.” Frankie described it as taking
down the “harder, stern barrier” and “being more empathetic
and more personable and stepping back from that harder line
that we typically take.” When the participants could recog-
nize that someone had a disability, they described being able
to empathize, which may help de-escalate situations.
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One particularly interesting comment heard during both
focus groups was regarding the reliance on people familiar
to the individual (e.g., family member, parent, and friend)
who are present during a call for service and can assist with
communication and interactions. Lina said, “You try to lis-
ten and ask family members around what exactly is wrong
with him. How can we approach to get through to him?
Most of the time it works in the end.” Crystal added that she
feels lucky when there is a family member who can support
the interaction. Alan and Brandon both mentioned relying
on family members to describe triggers. For example, Alan
said, “Touching them on the shoulder, or don’t touch them,
or whatever it might be.” Brandon added, “And you don’t
want to set them off, or you need to do that certain thing to
have them engage and talk with you.” Several participants
described that having someone there to give them strategies
for the interactions was helpful although there is not always
a familiar individual present at the scene to offer this advice.

Another helpful component is having prior information
about the individual with a disability. Brandon explained
that the dispatcher sometimes tells them that they have been
to an address before. Brandon gave an example of what a
dispatcher might say, “Hey, he’s in a wheelchair. He’s hard
of hearing. There are weapons in the house. He’s a vet. He’s
this and that.” The participants explained that it was helpful
to have this information. Brandon works for the sheriff’s
department, and his dispatcher can provide this informa-
tion. Some of the other law enforcement agencies do not
operate their information systems in a way that allows this
information to be readily available. Several participants
said that this would be helpful.

Current Training Needs of LEOs

The second research question was designed to ascertain the
current training needs of LEOs regarding disability aware-
ness and interactions with PWD. Through the data analysis,
the two themes that emerged to address this question were
training opportunities and the training needs of LEOs.

Training opportunities. The third theme, training opportuni-
ties, encompasses mandatory and voluntary training avail-
able throughout one’s career as an LEO. Although most of
the participants did not recall a mandatory training about
different disabilities during their academy or during annual
trainings, some LEOs reported attending trainings offered
by a nonprofit organization. Although some LEOs reported
attending these trainings, they made it very clear that it was
not mandatory. However, across both focus groups, a few
participants recalled having some type of mandatory train-
ing about PWD in the academy. In an attempt to describe
the disability specific training, Alan stated,

You get a little scratch on the surface. Here and there are some
disabilities you’ll be called [about]. Called to a scene where

there’s some disability involved [but] I think it’s more along
the lines of mental health. And you’ve got crisis intervention
training (CIT) as well. I can’t think of anything else up and
beyond.

Brandon specifically stated that, currently, “In the academy,
they are doing more trainings for the mentally ill and dis-
abilities. And it’s not just one setting, it’s annual.” Although
more context regarding the content of the training and
examples were not expanded upon, Brandon indicated that,
“The [disability] training does help and informed what I
know about people with disabilities.” When talking about
disability-specific training, the conversation in both focus
groups immediately shifted to a discussion about Crisis
Intervention Training (CIT). This training was recognized
as being important because, as Kyle reported, “Every time
someone has some kind of mental disability or even depres-
sion, the CIT officer has to go.” Kyle added the caveat that
just because an LEO was trained in CIT does not mean that
the LEO is “Amazing at talking to people.” It takes practice
and ongoing training.
Specifically, Brandon expressed,

I think POST [Peace Officer Standards and Training] has put [a
disability awareness training] on with CIT, the crisis
intervention training, where we’re required to have it. Before,
it was a class that you could take if you wanted to, but now it’s
mandatory. And case law has actually kind of forced agencies
to do these trainings. It’s just the way it’s going. We’re required
to do these trainings, it’s not voluntary anymore.

As Rod mentioned, “I was going to say I couldn’t think
of any training I’ve had that was specifically about disabil-
ity. Most of it’s covered in CIT. And the behaviors overlap.
I think all of our officers have to be CIT.” Throughout the
focus group discussions, some of the LEOs reported being
trained in CIT and, as mentioned, in some cases this train-
ing is mandatory. However, for highway patrol, university
departments, and some urban law enforcement agencies,
this is not mandatory but available for some LEOs. When
talking about the benefits of CIT, a majority of the partici-
pants indicated that mental health was the disability they are
most trained on and that the most beneficial type of training
is that where a person with the disability is present. For
example, Rod indicated that when he attended CIT, they
“Went to the VA hospital and talked to veterans with PTSD.”
This provided the opportunity to interact with a veteran and
to hear “What it is like and how they like to be talked to.”

In some cases, departments implement trainings based
on federal incentives. For example, Frankie referenced a
training that goes along with CIT, “the Mental Health First
Aid Training (MHFA). The CIT class is 40 hours. The
MHEFA is an 8-hour class. In both of those, there’s incen-
tives for agencies to have a certain percentage of the agency
compliant.” Even with the implementation of incentives,
some of the participants indicated that they seek additional
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voluntary trainings based on topics of interest. For example,
a majority of the participants referenced a training provided
by a nonprofit organization, the JUSTin Hope Foundation.
This foundation provides disability awareness training for
first responders across the state. For example, Mario stated,
“The one I can remember was dealing with autistic chil-
dren.” Mario further explained that, during this training, the
trainer brought a child with a disability and their parent so
that the LEOs could understand that the child was
“Functioning but the disability was there. . . I think that was
avery good class.” Daniel added that the trainer of this class
was an LEO who has a son with autism and that “He talked
about his personal experience. That was a really good class.
I thought I knew stuff about autism, but he really opens
your eyes. Everyone should take that class.” Furthermore,
Scott stated that the training helped him with, “Putting the
pieces together.”

The main trainings discussed were about CIT and an
autism training. Both trainings provided information about
how to approach situations with people with mental health
needs or autism. Specifically, when describing the CIT
training, Kyle indicated, “In general, you do things differ-
ently, you don’t just go up and start yelling. But you know
from cues to do that call differently, or slow it down, or talk
to them a little bit differently.”

Although these trainings were reported as beneficial and
prepared the participants for interactions, a majority of the
participants indicated that ongoing practice and training is
necessary. In addition to trainings attended, the participants
indicated that a disability awareness training would be ben-
eficial to broaden their understanding of how different dis-
abilities manifest among different age groups.

Training needs. The fourth theme, training needs, encom-
passes the need for disability awareness training and sug-
gestions relevant to training content and format, which
directly inform the second research question. Participants
across both focus groups articulated a need for training that
extends beyond autism. Specifically, Crystal stated that
“Autism gets pushed to the forefront. But there’s so many
other [disabilities] out there we’re dealing with.” Another
participant, Mario, supported the need for more training by
stating that “We should have more training than we get,”
and Crystal expressed, “Obviously any training would
help.” However, there were two participants who were hesi-
tant about implementing new disability awareness training
because, as Frankie expressed, “It’s always nice to say that
we would like more training on these [disabilities], but it’s
one aspect of our job.” Nick also mentioned that “Some
people will be receptive, some people won’t. Some people
are just stuck. It [disability awareness training] might open
their eyes.”

Another common remark among the participants was
that LEOs don’t have the “tools” to efficiently interact with

PWD but that more training would be helpful because, as
Scott stated, “Our officers are ill-quipped, ill-trained to han-
dle some of these [situations with PWD].” Along the same
idea, Alan stated that it is not necessarily about the specific
disability, “But it’s really about recognizing and having
some training and understanding to recognize disabilities,
whatever they might be and then connecting with that per-
son in a manner that is acceptable.”

After expressing the need for a disability awareness
training, many of the participants such as Alan and Frankie
suggested utilizing a “multipronged” or “multilayered”
approach to the training that provides the “tools” needed for
LEOs to understand and recognize different disabilities.
Alan proposed that this approach will prepare LEOs to “do
their job at a level that meets or exceeds that person’s
[someone with a disability] expectations.” When designing
the trainings, the participants felt strongly that it should be
developed and presented in collaboration with an LEO to
create buy-in for those in attendance. Alan further explained
that the training should include descriptive information
about “What does a disability look like? What does it sound
like? How would it manifest? How might it present?”
Following a generalized overview, it was suggested that
specific strategies be provided to model appropriate engage-
ment with a person with a disability. For example, Rod
suggested,

In the training we need to be shown examples. All of our
officers have seen autistic people, people with Down syndrome
... So, I think we might need to be shown visually, rather than
told. We might need to be shown some typical interactions,
whether they’re staged or real.

Other participants also conveyed that examples of positive
and negative interactions with PWD would be useful for
trainings. As Nick stated, “Let’s not Monday night quarter-
back, but run it through your head,” which would provide
the opportunity to think about how one can handle the situ-
ation in a different way. As a final note, Alan stated that
potential training should “Not be death by PowerPoint,”
and that the “Younger guys will be saying: what’s in it for
me? Give them a reason to be invested.” Overall, the par-
ticipants provided an overwhelming response that meaning-
ful disability awareness training is needed during the
academy and annually.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to determine the perceptions
and training needs of LEOs regarding disability awareness.
The findings indicate that LEOs’ current perceptions of
PWD are primarily shaped by personal interactions, experi-
ences while on the job, and mandatory and involuntary
trainings. In addition, the findings of this study suggest a
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need for more training regarding disabilities to further
understand how various disabilities manifest across envi-
ronments. Finally, LEOs provided suggestions for the fre-
quency, format, and content of disability awareness
trainings.

LEOs’ Perceptions of PWD

First and foremost, LEOs’ perceptions of PWD are shaped
through personal connections with friends and colleagues
who have children with disabilities, friends who are special
education teachers, and family members (i.e., siblings,
cousins) who have a disability. A majority of the partici-
pants expressed that positive perceptions and descriptions
of PWD were developed through these personal connec-
tions, and that they are the most familiar with autism.
Specifically, the participants stated that these interactions
provided an understanding of what it means to have autism,
and that autism can manifest in different ways. As one par-
ticipant stated, “you’ve heard the saying, if you’ve met one
person with autism, you’ve met one person with autism.”
Although these personal relationships were reported as pro-
viding a positive foundation to one’s perceptions of PWD,
the participants consistently expressed the need to gain
more knowledge about disabilities and stressed the impor-
tance of experiences with PWD and how those experiences
influence perceptions during future interactions.

Job experiences influenced LEOs’ perceptions of PWD.
Job experiences were described as participating in various
community events while at work (e.g., classroom visits,
Special Olympics, and Shop with a Cop) and as handling
calls for service (i.e., traffic stops, residence calls). As com-
munity events are clearly defined situations, LEOs feel
more prepared for these interactions because they are aware
that they will be interacting with an individual with a devel-
opmental disability unlike novel situations during calls for
service. Although calls for service provide multiple oppor-
tunities to interact with PWD, there is a clear need for LEOs
to gain a better understanding of disabilities. Results of this
study align with prior research indicating that LEOs often
overgeneralized what it means to have a disability and do
not demonstrate the ability to differentiate between disabili-
ties (Diamond & Hogue, 2021; Modell & Mak, 2008). For
example, when asked whether there are any differences
between mental health and cognitive or physical disabili-
ties, participants described physical disabilities as being
easy to identify because you can see them, and participants
described mental and cognitive disabilities as mental ill-
ness, autism, Down syndrome, and posttraumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD). The inability to clearly differentiate between
disabilities further supports the need for more training on
disabilities (Modell & Mak, 2008) and on the differences
between mental illness and learning disability (LD; Gendle
& Woodhams, 2005), autism (Gardner et al., 2019; Modell

& Mak, 2008) and ID (Eadens et al., 2016; Henshaw &
Thomas, 2012).

In addition, when discussing their job experiences, several
participants described the importance of using de-escalation
techniques when interacting with PWD. Specifically, they
described how speaking calmly with the person can de-esca-
late the situation and may provide valuable information on
how to handle the situation by talking with the person. The
participants also explained that it is helpful if there is some-
one else (e.g., parent, sibling, and friend) with the individual
who can coach the LEO through the situation. Thus, if there
is someone around who is familiar with the behaviors of the
PWD, LEOs should remain calm (e.g., speak slowly, use a
neutral tone of voice) and ask questions regarding prefer-
ences for interactions and possible stimulatory behaviors.
Although this often works, the participants explained that
sometimes they try to de-escalate situations and then acci-
dentally do or say something that escalates the situation.
They acknowledge that even the mere presence of an LEO
(i.e., uniform, gun, and stance) is enough to escalate a situa-
tion (Diamond & Hogue, 2021), especially if the PWD is not
comfortable interacting with someone with this type of
authority, increasing the need for awareness training.

LEOs’ Training Experiences and Needs

Historically, law enforcement agencies implement a manda-
tory set of trainings during an initial academy and then
require yearly trainings to stay informed on required topics
mandated by individual law enforcement agencies, the state,
or accrediting bodies (Belur et al., 2019; Diamond & Hogue,
2021; Dulin et al., 2020; McGinley et al., 2019). However,
under 10 states require specific disability awareness training
(Diamond & Hogue, 2021) and, in most cases, disability
awareness training is voluntary or embedded within another
training, decreasing the opportunity to delve deep into the
topic of disabilities. Although the participants of this study
were most familiar with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and
did not specifically request this training, previous literature
supports the need for more training focused on specific dis-
abilities such as ASD (Gardner et al., 2019; Modell & Mak,
2008) and ID (Henshaw & Thomas, 2012).

Finally, the last theme that emerged supports the call to
make disability awareness training more specific, ongoing,
and accessible. A study conducted by Modell and Mak
(2008) found that although disability awareness training was
mandated, 48% (of 124) participants reported never receiv-
ing the training and those who did described the training as
basic and inadequate to meet their needs. Participants in this
study emphasized the need for systematic and ongoing train-
ing regarding PWD, so that they could learn to spot the signs
of disabilities and gain better tools for successful interac-
tions. Furthermore, participants suggested that an LEO be
involved in the planning and implementation of the training,
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so that the other LEOs buy-in to the training. Moreover, par-
ticipants in both focus groups emphasized the importance of
involving an individual with autism and other disabilities in
the training to provide the opportunity to further understand
the various behaviors of PWD (Engelman et al., 2013; Kelly
& Hassett-Walker, 2016). A systematic review of disability
awareness trainings for LEOs found that a collaborative
multidisciplinary approach was most successful for training
(Viljoen et al., 2017). This interactive approach will provide
opportunities for interactions with PWD and LEOs using
role-play simulations and will avoid “death by PowerPoint.”
Although most participants expressed interest in future train-
ings, a few participants were cautious. One participant was
hesitant because they felt overloaded by the training sched-
ule, and another participant was concerned that some col-
leagues may be too set in their ways to accept the knowledge
and tools of a disability awareness training. However, the
overall consensus was that agencies should provide ongoing
training regarding PWD.

Limitations

There were several limitations to this study. Few women and
minorities participated in the study. Incorporating partici-
pants with other backgrounds and experiences may have led
to different results and recommendations. Although agen-
cies in rural locations were contacted during recruitment for
this study, only one LEO from a rural area participated in the
study. Interviewing LEOs from rural departments may have
revealed different experiences and training needs. This study
took place in one state; LEOs in other states may have differ-
ent experiences with PWD or training needs. Another limita-
tion was the bias of the research team. Each researcher wrote
bias statements identifying their biases related to prior expe-
riences and media coverage of law enforcement. Finally, this
study only used one form of research, which limits general-
ization of results. However, this project served as a first step
in exploring the current perspectives and training needs of
LEOs regarding PWD.

Implications for Policy and Practice

There is an overwhelming need to support the strategic
development and implementation of disability awareness
training for LEOs. Although some states have passed legis-
lation mandating disability awareness training for LEOs,
there is a lack of consistency in terms of quality and avail-
ability (Diamond & Hogue, 2021; Modell & Mak, 2008).
Thus, increased federal and revised state legislation may be
warranted to ensure that law enforcement agencies are
implementing systematic and ongoing disability awareness
trainings. These trainings should be of high quality and
developed in collaboration with LEOs, education profes-
sionals, and PWD to ensure accuracy of content and buy-in

from officers (Diamond & Hogue, 2021). Law enforcement
agencies may consider hosting quarterly meetings to build
trusting relationships between training partners to discuss
the needs and development of training content. In addition,
after relationships are developed between LEOs, education
professionals, and PWD, it may be advantageous to imple-
ment a train-the-trainer model to encourage ongoing practi-
cal implementation of trainings. These trainings should
avoid using only online delivery (Kelly & Hassett-Walker,
2016) as this may result in a lack retention of content and
reduces real-time engagement with others. Due to the varia-
tion within disabilities, the content of these trainings should
address general differences between mental health, cogni-
tive disabilities, and physical disabilities. Furthermore,
these trainings should discuss invisible versus visible dis-
abilities to provide foundational awareness. Because LEOs
have limited time to attend trainings, LEOs need strategies
to improve positive outcomes when interacting with PWD.
For example, due to the authoritative presence of LEOs,
Diamond & Hogue (2021) recommended that LEOs become
conscious of their behaviors that could be misinterpreted by
PWD during calls for service. Law enforcement officers
should consider the speed and tone of their voice and body
language and should avoid the use of rhetorical questions
and complex directives (Diamond & Hogue, 2021). As dis-
ability awareness trainings are implemented, formal data
collection measures should be utilized to measure the impli-
cations of these trainings on future interactions between
LEOs with PWD.

Finally, the results of this study shed light on the lack of
consistent data collection across agencies, states, and the
nation. Especially, each law enforcement agency in this study
reported a unique way of tracking data regarding calls for
service but there was a general consensus that more accurate
data should be kept. Using a universal and consistent data
system across law enforcement agencies will allow LEOs to
track the type of interaction and the outcome of the call for
service involving a PWD. Therefore, law enforcement agen-
cies should facilitate a way for LEOs to collect information
when they have had previous interactions with a person with
a disability (Bezyak et al., 2019) by using a checklist for
quick reference that can be accessed by LEOs and dispatch-
ers during future calls for service. This checklist can include
information about the person’s behaviors, preferences, and
behavioral needs, which might be helpful for dispatchers to
assist LEOs to identify when PWD are present.

Future Research

Perceptions regarding disabilities among LEOs is an area
warranting continued investigation (Chown, 2010; Eadens
etal., 2016; Gardner et al., 2019). Although many state gov-
ernments and law enforcement agencies are beginning to
require mandatory disability awareness training, the quality
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and impact of these trainings remain under investigated
(Diamond & Hogue, 2021; Eadens et al., 2016). Thus,
research is needed to determine the effectiveness of these
trainings. Future research should include evaluations of
trainings using quantitative methods, such as pre- and post-
surveys directly related to the training content and Likert-
type scales that measure disability-specific perceptions.
Research should also include qualitative methods, such as
open-end survey responses, focus groups, and one-on-one
interviews with LEOs to gauge their perceptions. It may be
advantageous for researchers to use a mixed-methods
approach to gain a comprehensive view of trainings.

In addition to an evaluation of the training content and
LEOs’ perceptions of PWD, researchers should investigate
the intersectionality of disability, race, gender, socioeco-
nomic status, and how these factors impact the likelihood of
contact with police (Perry & Carter-Long, 2016). Specifically,
further investigation regarding the number of stops that
result in a ticket being issued, an arrest, death, and/or felony
charges incurred should be examined. Combined, this
research may provide law enforcement agencies, legisla-
tors, and society the information needed to implement new
and improved training opportunities to support PWD during
their interactions with police.

Conclusion

Law enforcement officers’ perceptions of PWD are shaped
by previous personal interactions, on the job experiences,
and engagement in mandatory and voluntary trainings.
Although participants in this study generally had positive
views of PWD, many did not demonstrate the ability to dif-
ferentiate between various disabilities. As indicated in pre-
vious research, LEOs who lack this ability often
overgeneralized by categorizing all disabilities as mental
health or intellectual disabilities (Diamond & Hogue, 2021;
Modell & Mak, 2008), which may impact an LEO’s ability
to appropriately handle calls for service that involve PWD
regardless of the category or severity of the disability.
Therefore, it is imperative that law enforcement agencies
implement initial and ongoing disability awareness training
to provide LEOs the tools needed to recognize the manifes-
tation of various disabilities (Eadens et al., 2016; Gardner
et al., 2019; Gendle & Woodhams, 2005; Henshaw &
Thomas, 2012; Modell & Mak, 2008), which will, in turn,
increase the likelihood of positive outcomes with PWD.

Appendix

Disability Awareness Interview Guide
Focus Group Questions

1. What is your experience with people with disabili-
ties? (family, children, siblings, and neighbors)

2. What difference do you see if any, between cogni-
tive disabilities, physical disabilities, and mental
health conditions?

3. What do you think of when you hear the term
autism?

4. Inyour experience, are people with disabilities more
often victims of crimes or perpetrators of crimes?

5. How do you perceive your ability to handle a case
involving a person with a disability as a victim, wit-
ness, or perpetrator?

6. What types of specific training have you received
regarding people with disabilities?

7. What if any special skills do you feel a law enforce-
ment officer should have in dealing with people
with disabilities?

8. Is there anything else you would like to add regard-
ing your perception of people with disabilities?
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Abstract

Law enforcement officers are the primary individuals called and who respond to situations of heightened concern. They make
split-second observations and decisions based on how best to react to given safety situations and those involved. Characteris-
tics of autism spectrum disorders (ASD), if not properly understood and reacted to, may quickly escalate a law enforcement
officer call in a negative way, making autism training for law enforcement officers imperative. To ascertain what is known
about autism training for law enforcement officers, a scoping review was conducted. Five studies met final inclusion crite-
ria. The trainees, context and development of the training, evaluation procedures, and training outcomes are synthesized to
provide guidance for future training implementation teams. Areas for future research are presented.

Keywords Law enforcement - First responders - Autism - Professional development

The prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) has
greatly increased over the years which research suggests may
be due to both etiologic (e.g., advanced parental age; Shel-
ton et al., 2010) and nonetiologic (e.g., changes in reporting
practices; Hansen et al., 2015) factors. Compared to just 20
years ago, when the autism prevalence was 1 in 150 children,
in 2021 the Center for Disease Control reported approxi-
mately 1 in 44 children in the United States are diagnosed
with ASD (Center for Disease Control, 2021). Males con-
tinue to have a higher prevalence than females and are four
times more likely to be diagnosed. Black and White children
are diagnosed at relatively the same rate, while Hispanic
children are less likely to be diagnosed with autism (Center
for Disease Control, 2021).

Autistic Individuals’ Engagement with Law
Enforcement Officers

While the goal for autistic individuals' is to lead productive
lives, unfortunately they are often likely to intersect with
law enforcement officers. Autistic individuals are more
likely than the general population to elope and/or wander,
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1 University of Michigan-Flint, 303 E. Kearsley St., 430
French Hall, Flint, MI, USA

may be reported as missing (Law & Anderson, 2011), and
their behaviors (e.g., stimming) may be reported as suspi-
cious (Debbaudt, 2002). Individuals on the spectrum may
also encounter law enforcement officers during routine traf-
fic stops/accidents, violations of civil code, or at school, as
school resource officers may intervene when youth on the
spectrum are engaging in self-harm or exhibiting aggres-
sion (Wallace et al., 2021). Further, autistic individuals
may be a victim of a crime (Mayes, 2003; Petersilia, 2001)
or a witness or suspect to a crime (Teagardin et al., 2012;
Woodbury-Smith & Dein, 2014). It is important to note,
there is little evidence that individuals on the spectrum are
more likely to intentionally commit criminal acts compared
to their neurotypical peers (Ghaziuddin et al., 1991; Mour-
idsen, 2012). In fact, according to the United States Bureau
of Justice statistics, individuals with disabilities (including
ASD) are nearly twice as likely to be victims of a crime
when compared to individuals without disabilities (Harrell,
2017). Individuals on the spectrum may engage in illegal
activities without understanding it is illegal due to deficits
associated with ASD (e.g., Mesibov & Sreckovic, 2017). For
instance, given their deficits in social skills, low social 1Q,
and preference for engaging on the internet, autistic individ-
uals may access child pornography without understanding
their actions are illegal and harming the child (Mesibov &

! Identity first language or “on the spectrum” is used throughout this
manuscript to respect the autistic community and a movement toward
identity-first language and away from potentially ableist terms (Bot-
tema-Beutel et al., 2021).
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Sreckovic, 2017). Taken together, law enforcement officers
are likely to engage with individuals on the spectrum. Rava
et al. (2017) found approximately 20% of autistic individuals
reported having encounters with law enforcement officers at
least once by the time they reached their mid-twenties.

A select number of studies have looked at the prevalence
and correlates between individuals with autism and interac-
tions with law enforcement officers (e.g., Rava et al., 2017;
Tint et al., 2017). Rava and colleagues (2017) found the
only significant correlates increasing the odds of an indi-
vidual with autism being stopped by police were gender
and externalizing behaviors. Specifically, more males with
autism interacted with law enforcement officers as did those
individuals with autism who displayed externalizing factors.
Tint and colleagues (2017) found similar results but men-
tioned further research in the intersection between ethnicity
and autism in law enforcement engagement is needed. While
race was not revealed as a significant correlate in these stud-
ies (i.e., Rava et al., 2017; Tint et al., 2017), Furfaro (2018)
argues race most likely is a factor even if there is little data
within the intersection of autism and race to date. Anec-
dotally, autistic individuals and their families have shared
fears about increased engagements with law enforcement
officers based on race and autistic behaviors (Ball & Jeffrey-
Wilensky, 2020; Furfaro, 2018). Hutson et al. (2022) con-
tend interactions with law enforcement officers and Black
autistic men present complex challenges, and it is imperative
for law enforcement officers to understand how race and dis-
ability increase risk for Black autistic men.

Specific behavioral characteristics common in ASD may
increase or exacerbate encounters with law enforcement
officers. Such behaviors include: speech and communica-
tion delays; stereotyped repetitive behaviors both physical
and verbal; hyper or hyposensitivity to sensory input such as
sound, light, or touch; poor eye-contact; and inflexibility or
over-adherence to routines (APA, 2013). Autistic behaviors
such as those listed may be misinterpreted by community
members as signs of intoxication or suspicious activity lead-
ing to emergency calls. Ball and Jeffrey-Wilensky (2020)
argue that, in certain instances, there may not be a need
to call law enforcement officers as someone being differ-
ent is not an emergency. However, if called on scene, law
enforcement officers may misread the behaviors of autistic
individuals as defiant, showing a lack of respect, or threaten-
ing (Debbaudt, 2007; Debbaudt & Rothman, 2001; Railey
et al., 2020). These misinterpretations have led to outcomes
such as restraint, arrest, and death (Copenhaver & Tewks-
bury, 2019).

Given the unique characteristics of autism, potential
misinterpretations of behavioral characteristics of autism
by law enforcement officers, and media attention surround-
ing grave interactions with law enforcement officers and
autistic individuals, it is not surprising parents, caregivers,

@ Springer

and professionals report being fearful of police contact for
their loved one with ASD (Wallace et al., 2021). In a sur-
vey study of 372 parents, caregivers, and professionals, 60%
reported being fearful of police contact with most conveying
they were concerned the law enforcement officer or autistic
individual may misunderstand each other, the autistic indi-
vidual may have difficulty responding to questions during
the encounter, and the autistic individual may act aggres-
sive or defiant during the encounter which could lead to
use of force (Wallace et al., 2021). Parental concerns com-
bined with negative interactions have been a driving force
of some police departments mandating autism training for
law enforcement officers (e.g., Maxwell, 2022).

Law Enforcement Officers’ Knowledge
and Training of Autism and Interactions
with Autistic Individuals

Recognizing the split-second decision-making necessary by
law enforcement officers, training in how to recognize, sup-
port, and engage autistic individuals is essential (Crane et al.,
2016; Gardner et al., 2019; Teagardin et al., 2012). Research
indicates law enforcement officers who receive high-quality,
autism training feel more confident in their abilities to sup-
port autistic individuals (Love et al., 2022). Unfortunately,
many law enforcement officers have not received specific
training on ASD and how to effectively engage with autistic
individuals during encounters (Crane et al., 2016; Gardner
et al., 2019) and/or do not fully understand autism or the
defining features of autism (Chown, 2010).

In their analysis on training of law enforcement officers,
Gardner and colleagues (2019) found 72% of those surveyed
reported having no official training on how to support autis-
tic individuals. However, those who did receive training
stated they felt better prepared when they arrived at a situa-
tion involving an individual on the spectrum. Based on their
results, Gardner et al., (2019) asserted a need for intentional
training in this area. Railey and colleagues (2020) conducted
a systematic review of the extant literature on ASD and law
enforcement training and found only two studies (Murphy
et al., 2017; Teagardin et al., 2012) that empirically exam-
ined law enforcement officer training on autism. The authors
argued their review illuminates the need for more empirical
evidence on autism training for law enforcement officers to
establish effective training protocols.

With a lack of empirical research on and training for law
enforcement officers, the Autism Society developed the
Safe and Sound initiative in 2005, with a goal to develop
high-quality resources on topics including overall safety for
autistic individuals, preparing for, and potentially preventing
emergencies, as well as risk management (Autism Society,
n.d.). Specific resources were created for multiple audiences
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including emergency personnel, social workers, individuals
working within the criminal justice system, law enforce-
ment officers, and more. While these resources are valu-
able, McGonigle et al., (2014) argue that the dissemination
of materials like these can be fragmented and noted concern
that measures of actual impact of these efforts are not avail-
able. Others point out that while training law enforcement
officers on engaging with autistic individuals is an essential
step, little is known about the long-term effectiveness of
training or how such training impacts real-world engage-
ments between law enforcement officers and autistic indi-
viduals (Ball & Jeffrey-Wilensky, 2020).

Purpose

A significant problem exists given what is known about the
ever-increasing prevalence of ASD diagnoses, coupled with
the high incidence of interactions between law enforcement
officers and autistic individuals and a seeming lack of spe-
cific law enforcement officer training on autism or empirical
studies of such training and effectiveness. The systematic
literature review conducted by Railey and colleagues (2020)
on autism training for law enforcement officers is notable
and the authors’ evaluation of the studies is a needed step
to examine the efficacy of these trainings. The purpose of
this review is to extend that work by completing a scoping
review to explore the state of the current research literature
regarding training for law enforcement officers on autism.
While scoping reviews and systematic reviews have similari-
ties, there are key differences (Munn et al., 2018). System-
atic reviews begin by asking specific questions on a given
topic. Using key terms, the study team searches for studies
that will answer their a priori questions. On the other hand,
a scoping review includes exploration of a broad question
or topic. The purpose of a scoping review is to examine the
extent of the available literature or evidence on the broad
question or topic to highlight gaps. As such, the purpose
of this scoping review was to identify and synthesize all
research available on studies that have conducted a train-
ing with law enforcement officers on autism to highlight the
available literature and knowledge on the topic and provide
guidance to research teams implementing training and future
directions for research.

Methods

The present scoping review followed the Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses exten-
sion for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR; Tricco et al.,
2018). The goal of this review was to synthesize all stud-
ies that conducted training with Law enforcement officers

on autism. As such, eligibility criteria for selected articles
included both qualitative and quantitative studies. Second,
to be included in the review, training had to be conducted as
part of the study, and the trainees had to include law enforce-
ment officers. Third, the training must have included infor-
mation on autism. The scope was broad and therefore studies
that included training on any information on autism (e.g.,
characteristics, strategies for communication) were eligible.
Finally, studies were included if they were written in English
and included in peer-reviewed journals. Dissertations and
chapters were omitted because they had not been evaluated
using the peer review process beyond the university setting.

Search and Screening Procedures

The study team identified nine electronic databases rel-
evant to the scoping review topic which were included in
the search process (Academic Search Complete, Criminal
Justice Abstracts, Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied
Health Literature, Education Sources on EBSCO, ERIC,
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, PsycINFO,
Web of Science Core Collection, SocIndex). All possible
combinations and derivations of the following search terms
were used: (a) law enforcement or police or cop or officer
or first responder or firefighter or EMS or dispatch or polic-
ing or sheriff; and (b) autism or Asperger or autistic; and
(c) training or education or learning or knowledge or pro-
fessional development or professional learning. The initial
search was conducted on November 1, 2021 and boundaries
were not set on the year of publication.

The initial search yielded 655 articles after duplicates
were removed within databases, but not across databases.
The titles, abstracts, and authors of all articles were input-
ted in an excel document. The first and third authors read all
titles and abstracts to determine if they met the eligibility
criteria stated above and independently coded the article. If
the article met eligibility criteria it was coded 1 and if it did
not meet eligibility criteria a code of 0 was given. If more
information was needed to determine whether the article
met eligibility criteria it was coded a 1. As a measure of
reliability, interobserver agreement was calculated by tak-
ing the number of agreements (613) and dividing by the
total number of agreements plus disagreements (655) and
multiplying by 100. Interobserver agreement for the title and
abstract coding was 94%.

Any article that was coded a 1 by either coder was pulled
for further review. After completing the initial search, 39
articles were identified as needing further review. After
removing the duplicates across databases, 14 articles
remained and were pulled for a full read to determine if
they met the eligibility criteria. Ancestral searches of all 14
articles were conducted to identify any additional articles.
One article was identified during the ancestral search and
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was read in entirety to determine if it met inclusion criteria.
The first and third author read all 15 articles in full and
came to a consensus on which articles should be included
in the review based on the eligibility criteria. There were
no disagreements across all 15 articles. Of the 15 articles
read in full, five were removed because the training was not
provided as part of the study, four were removed because
the training was not provided to law enforcement officers,
and one was removed because it was a literature review (see
Figure 1).

Data Charting and Synthesis

Before charting the data, articles were read multiple times
by the authors to better understand what types of studies

have been conducted on autism training for law enforce-
ment officers and what data were available. Previous reviews
were also examined to determine how other researchers have
evaluated and synthesized the extant literature (i.e., Railey
et al., 2020). For the current review, data were extracted for
the following variables: study design, study aim, number of
participants, participant job role, training format, training
duration, training content, dependent measures, and main
findings. Data were extracted and entered in a table by the
first author. The third author confirmed all data entered were
accurate by examining data in the table and comparing it
with the article. The data were then synthesized based on
trainee job roles, context of the training, development of
the training, and evaluation and outcomes of the training to
provide a broad picture of what these trainings look like in

Fig.1 Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA)
diagram of the article selection
process

Identification

Records identified through database searching
Academic Search Complete (n = 119)
Criminal Justice Abstracts (n = 15)
Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health Literature (n = 44)
Education Sources on EBSCO (n = 83)
ERIC (n =35)
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection (n = 117)
PsycINFO (n =99)
Web of Science Core Collection (n = 132)
SocIndex (n=11)

Screening

Number of articles screened at title and abstract level to determine

if relevant for full read
(n=655)

Number of full text articles identified for full read

(n=139)

Eligibility

Number of articles read in full after duplicates were removed

(n=14)

Number of articles identified during
ancestral search that were read in full

(n=1)

Included

Training was not provided as part of the study (n = 5)
Law Enforcement Officers were not participants (n = 4)
The article was a literature review (n = 1)

Articles included in synthesis
(n=35)

Reasons for article exclusion:
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context, how they were developed, and the efficacy of the
trainings. Five articles met the eligibility criteria and were
identified for inclusion in this review.

Results

There were 501 participants across all five studies. Charac-
teristics of the included articles (study aim, study design,
training duration and format, and main findings) are in
Table 1. The training context, including development of
the training and content of the training, and the evalua-
tion and outcomes of the trainings are synthesized across
studies below.

Training Context

The development and content of the training varied across
the five included articles. Four articles reported on the
procedures utilized to develop the training or parts of the
training. Two studies included autistic individuals in the
development of the training (i.e., Gardner & Campbell,
2020; Love et al., 2020). The training conducted in Love
et al. (2020; Emergency Network Autism Community
Training) was created in partnership with stakeholders
and based on an intervention called Police Autism Com-
munity Training (PACT). The PACT was created by a
team of stakeholders including family members of autistic
individuals, researchers, members of a local autism com-
munity group, and police officers. The training was built
on current research-based information about ASD and
police officer needs, piloted in urban and rural areas, and
anecdotal data were collected. In the training conducted
in Gardner and Campbell (2020), a voluntary simulation
training was offered. Part of the training included simula-
tion videos where professionally trained actors, some of
whom were autistic, re-enacted incidents that required a
response from a law enforcement officer.

Hinkle and Lerman (2021) implemented behavio-
ral skills training for officers and police cadets and the
experimenter created two different task analyses (i.e.,
non-escalated situations, escalated situations) centered
around gaining compliance without physically touching
the autistic individual. The task analyses were informed
in part by a crisis intervention trainer at a metropolitan
police department and law enforcement agencies’ proto-
cols. During the role play portion of the session, a trained
research assistant followed a script depicting ASD behav-
iors. The video training provided in Teagardin et al. (2012)
was titled “Law Enforcement: Your Piece to the Autism
Puzzle” and was produced by the Sahara Cares Foundation
(Sahara Cares, 2008). In the study conducted by Murphy

et al. (2017), a consultant psychiatrist with experience in
autism diagnosis and management provided the training.

All studies reported including content on strategies for
how to deescalate, respond to, and/or interact with autistic
individuals (Gardner & Campbell, 2020; Hinkle & Ler-
man, 2021; Love et al., 2020; Murphy et al., 2017; Tea-
gardin et al., 2012). Most of the reviewed studies reported
including content on general information about autism
(Hinkle & Lerman, 2021; Murphy et al., 2017; Teagardin
et al., 2012) and on how to recognize autism or behaviors
consistent with ASD (Gardner & Campbell, 2020; Love
et al., 2020; Teagardin et al., 2012). Additional training
content included commonly reported incidents involving
autistic individuals, behavioral difficulties, victimization
of autistic individuals, suspected abuse and criminal activ-
ity of individuals on the spectrum, and resources for fami-
lies and autistic individuals (Gardner & Campbell, 2020),
and strategies for interacting with caregivers (Hinkle &
Lerman, 2021).

Evaluation and Outcomes of the Training

All studies in this review included a study aim to examine
the efficacy of a training on autism for law enforcement offic-
ers. To evaluate the efficacy of the training, studies imple-
mented pre and post test designs (Gardner & Campbell,
2020; Love et al., 2020; Murphy et al., 2017), randomized,
waitlist controlled, between groups design (Teagardin et al.,
2012), and single subject and between groups design (Hinkle
& Lerman, 2021).

Pre and Post test Designs

To evaluate the effectiveness of the training, most of the
studies utilized pre and post training measures. Murphy et al.
(2017) administered a five-question survey to examine ASD
awareness, communication strategies, and managing autistic
individuals experiencing a meltdown before and after the
training using a 10-point Likert scale. Mean scores indicated
a statistically significant difference. To examine the efficacy
of ENACT, Love and colleagues (2020) administered a
10-item questionnaire adapted from the Autism Stigma and
Knowledge Questionnaire (Harrison et al., 2017) to meas-
ure autism related knowledge using a true/false format, and
one question to assess self-rated knowledge of ASD, one
question to assess confidence working with autistic individu-
als, and one question to assess comfort responding to a call
using a 5-point Likert scale. Additionally, the researchers
asked three questions on perceptions of the training using a
5-point Likert scale. Participants’ self-rated ASD knowledge
significantly improved, self-rated confidence responding to a
call involving an autistic individual significantly improved,
and comfort level responding to a call involving an autistic
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individual significantly improved from pre-test to post-test.
Participants rated the training favorable, felt the training met
their expectations, was helpful, and information was clearly
presented.

The study conducted by Gardner and Campbell (2020)
included several study aims: describe law enforcement
officer ASD training and experiences responding to ASD
calls; describe knowledge of ASD, self-confidence, and
self-monitoring of their performance; evaluate the relation-
ship between prior training and outcomes from calls; exam-
ine if there are changes in Law enforcement officers’ ASD
knowledge, confidence, and self-monitoring after partici-
pating in an ASD specific training; and examine role of law
enforcement officer gender. To address the study aims, par-
ticipants completed the Gardner et al. (2019) demographic
questionnaire, as well as a 16 item Knowledge of Autism
questionnaire pre and post which used a true/false format,
a six item Confidence in Responding questionnaire pre and
post which used a 5-point Likert scale, and a five item Self-
Monitoring of Response pre and post questionnaire which
used a 5-point Likert scale. Results indicated 65% of law
enforcement officers reported having a relationship with an
autistic individual. Most law enforcement officers did not
have prior ASD training and more than half reported having
crisis intervention team (CIT) training. Approximately 60%
reported responding to a call involving an autistic individual
during the last year. Law enforcement officers with prior
ASD training or CIT training did not feel more adequately
prepared to respond to a call compared to those with no
prior training. No difference was found between law enforce-
ment officers with prior ASD training and those without
prior ASD training in use of force, handcuffs, or involun-
tary hospitalization. Law enforcement officers who had CIT
training were more likely to use force compared to those
who did not have CIT training. Pre-training knowledge of
autism and self-reported preparedness did not differ whether
law enforcement officers had completed previous ASD train-
ing or CIT training, however, for law enforcement officers
who had completed prior autism training or CIT training,
their self-reported confidence in the ability to respond to
calls involving autistic individuals was significantly higher.
Law enforcement officers who participated in the training
program made significant improvements in knowledge of
ASD, confidence in responding to calls, and self-monitoring
their performance during calls after the training. Females
completed CIT training less frequently and used force and
handcuffs less frequently compared to males. Female offic-
ers reported greater improvements in self-confidence and
self-monitoring their performance during calls compared to
males. For a complete summary of the results please see
Gardner and Campbell (2020).

@ Springer

Randomized, Waitlist-Controlled, Between Groups
Design

One study utilized a randomized, waitlist controlled,
between groups design to evaluate the effectiveness of a 13
min video on knowledge of ASD and confidence in identi-
fying and interacting with autistic individuals (Teagardin
et al., 2012). The researchers delivered a questionnaire pre
and post training, which included 12 questions (10 short
answer to assess knowledge of ASD, two Likert scale to
assess level of confidence in identifying and interacting with
autistic people). Results indicated participants in the train-
ing group outperformed participants in the control group.
Participants' knowledge of ASD, confidence in identifying
autistic individuals, and confidence in interacting with autis-
tic individuals significantly improved after training for both
groups. The authors noted participants did not reach mastery
and suggest that a 13 min video alone may not be sufficient
to train law enforcement officers on ASD.

Single Subject and Between Groups Design

One study utilized a single-subject nonconcurrent multiple
baseline design across three participants as a pilot study and
then implemented a group training-between groups design
with comparison of baseline and post-training performance.
The goal was to evaluate the efficacy and acceptability of a
performance-based training for law enforcement officers on
gaining compliance without physically touching the autistic
individual (Hinkle & Lerman, 2021). For the group train-
ing, half the participants received role play training with
feedback and the other half received lecture only training.
To evaluate the efficacy of the training, the authors created
two task analyses (i.e., escalated situation and non-escalated
situation) and as the participant engaged in a role play sce-
nario, the research assistant scored each step as correct,
incorrect, or not applicable based on the script for the role-
play session. Participants also completed a social validity
questionnaire which included Likert scale items (participants
in the pilot study also completed three open-ended response
items). For the single subject study, all three participants’
mean percentage of steps correct increased from baseline
to role-play with feedback and was maintained during post-
training. However, participant one was given a handout with
procedures he could reference during role plays because his
data were variable in responding during the “role-play with
feedback” phase. For the group study, change from baseline
to post training was statistically significant for both lecture
only and lecture plus role play training. There was a sig-
nificant difference between the post-training performance
of participants in the lecture only group and participants in
the lecture plus role play group, with those in the lecture
plus role play outperforming those in the lecture only group.
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Social validity data indicated participants felt the training
increased their preparedness, the training procedures and
task analysis steps were acceptable, and they appreciated the
role play scenarios the most. Respondents reported wanting
more role play opportunities, an opportunity to receive feed-
back on performance (for lecture only group), more practice
with different scenarios, walking through scenarios before
performing steps (for lecture group only), and practicing
with autistic people. This was the only study that examined
observer reports of first responder behavior, rather than
self-reports.

Discussion

Overall, there is limited work focusing on the area of law
enforcement officer training and autism. The results from
this scoping review represent five articles that met the eli-
gibility criteria and highlight the current state of research
literature on the topic. The main findings of the review are
highlighted below including suggestions for areas for further
research and policy recommendations.

Training Context

Content of the training varied across the studies, but most
often included general information about autism, strategies
for law enforcement officers when engaging with autistic
individuals on calls, and tips for recognizing behaviors con-
sistent with autism. While studies incorporated elucidation
of training content, it is likely a complete description of
training topics was not included in every study description.
Given such little information is available on the topic of
training for law enforcement officers on autism, a salient
focus for future researchers is to contextualize the training
content as much as possible to provide guidance for other
professionals looking to replicate and extend the research
body.

Based on the published literature, it does not appear any
of the studies encompassed content on the intersection of
race, ability, and law enforcement officers in their training.
As aforementioned, it is likely a complete description of the
training content was not provided in the reviewed articles.
Tint et al., (2017) argue for more intentional research around
race, autism, and first responder interactions. Therefore, two
important next steps come to light. First, incorporating spe-
cific content for law enforcement officers on the intersection
of race and autism is necessary. Hutson et al. (2022) sug-
gest trainings utilize a Critical Dis/Ability theory lens that
encourages officers to engage in dialogue, reflection, and to
interrogate their beliefs, and to employ simulations focused
on behavioral shifts. Trainings could include information
about intersecting identities and how those intersections

impact interactions for Black autistic men, as well as per-
sonal narratives (see Hutson et al., 2022 for a more expan-
sive review of how to incorporate the intersection of race
and autism in law enforcement officer trainings). Second,
it is imperative to examine the efficacy and impact of such
training. A goal is for encounters with law enforcement offic-
ers to be productive and safe. This two-step process will
allow for more training in intersections between ability, race,
and first responder encounters and will enable the gathering
of necessary data in terms of how such training is parlayed
into field encounters.

Every individual on the spectrum is unique and therefore
one cannot assume a standard interaction will take place
between law enforcement officers and autistic individu-
als. Therefore, the perspectives and experiences of autis-
tic individuals, their families, and caregivers should be a
central focus in designing and/or implementing training for
law enforcement officers on autism to call attention to the
diversity found within this population. Of the five studies
included in this review, two specifically mentioned involving
individuals on the spectrum in various roles related to the
training. One study included autistic individuals and fam-
ily members in the training development phase (Love et al.,
2020) and another utilized trained actors (some of whom
were autistic) to simulate possible interactions between law
enforcement officers and autistic individuals (Gardner &
Campbell, 2020). Incorporating a community approach to
aspects of autism training for law enforcement officers is
important as it underscores varying experiences, perspec-
tives, knowledge, and understandings. Including members
from the autistic community in the development and delivery
of trainings will create more relevant trainings (Masterton,
2018). An essential constituent in law enforcement officer
training on autism must be the autistic individual. Involving
those on the spectrum, their family members, and caregiv-
ers in all aspects of the training process (training planning,
development, delivery, and follow-up) will add to the overall
efficacy of the training and provide additional opportunities
for positive engagement between autistic individuals and
law enforcement officers. Commercialized videos includ-
ing autistic individuals have been produced and are available
specifically for first responder training (see https://autismrisk
management.com/dennis-debbaudt/).

Study Design

In addition to training participants and training content,
other study design elements might highlight areas for future
work. All studies included in this review were quantitative
with a study aim to examine training efficacy; many included
pre-post test data collection (Gardner & Campbell, 2020;
Love et al., 2020; Murphy et al., 2017). While pre-post test
data is useful, randomized control trial studies would further
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delineate the efficacy of autism training for law enforcement
officers. Teagardin et al. (2012) utilized a randomized, wait-
list controlled, between-groups design and found that par-
ticipants in the training group outperformed participants in
the control group. Knowledge of ASD and confidence in
interacting with autistic people also significantly improved
after training. However, improved pre to post data does not
necessarily equate to mastery of a topic. Teagardin et al.,
(2012) noted that post test scores were still much lower than
what the researchers had hoped.

Longitudinal data is needed to further shed light on study
effectiveness to fully understand the impact such training
has on law enforcement officers’ lived-experiences in the
field. No study meeting eligibility criteria included longi-
tudinal data. Without fully understanding how trained law
enforcement officers take knowledge gained to the field and
enact that knowledge with autistic individuals, it is difficult
to understand the impact training has on safety encounters
over time. To date, studies have not linked post-training
behavior to actual calls with autistic individuals, which
makes ascertaining the impact of the training difficult (Gard-
ner & Campbell, 2020). A likely hurdle in studying impact
is knowing whether a law enforcement officer has indeed
engaged with an autistic individual in the field. Law enforce-
ment officers recognizing an autistic individual on a call
is key (Debbaudt, 2002, 2007). At times, individuals will
disclose they are autistic, a person on the scene will disclose
for the individual, or there may be signs or cues that alert the
law enforcement officer to autism. Part of an effective law
enforcement officer training on autism should include ways
to identify autism disclosure. Once law enforcement officers
understand the importance of autism disclosure and ways
to support and encourage disclosure, it may be less difficult
to link specific law enforcement officer calls to interactions
with autistic individuals.

A needed next step is to include longitudinal research
where law enforcement officers who completed train-
ing record contacts involving autistic individuals (when
disclosure occurs) and engage in follow up conversations
(via interviews or surveys) with researchers. Longitudinal
studies which include qualitative follow-up data utiliz-
ing open-ended surveys and interviews will illuminate the
impact training has on the law enforcement officers and
autistic individuals who are involved in the interaction. It is
imperative that the research community examines how law
enforcement officers are transferring the knowledge gained
from the training to their interactions in the field and if such
training results in safe interactions with autistic individuals.
While longitudinal studies are ideal, they are not without
their own hurdles. Ball and Jeffrey-Wilensky (2020) point
out that longitudinal data on the impact of law enforcement
officer training on autism is costly, time-intensive, and the
research design must be solidly in place prior to the training

@ Springer

beginning; yet the authors stress that despite these difficul-
ties, results will be worthwhile. Pursuing such longitudinal
studies may be advantageous, given the data gleaned will
likely reveal impacts of training for both law enforcement
officers and autistic individuals.

Policy Implication and Recommendations

There are policy implications and recommendations that
come to light after examining the results of this scoping
review. To date, there are sporadic mandatory training laws
across the United States (e.g., Florida, New Jersey, Utah,
Pennsylvania) requiring law enforcement officer training on
autism. Making such training universally mandated will go a
long way in creating the means for fostering positive interac-
tions between law enforcement officers and autistic individu-
als. Mandated training sends a message to the community
that autistic individuals are a priority (Love et al., 2022).
However, it is imperative mandated training have a standard
in which it is held to. Currently, there is no minimum stand-
ard for autism training for law enforcement officers and no
stated qualifications for the persons providing the training.
This results in training ranging in duration (e.g., 13 min;
8 hrs), format (e.g., video; simulation), and content (e.g.,
de-escalation; family resources), which was demonstrated
in this review. Findings from this review indicate a brief
13 min video can increase participants' knowledge of ASD,
confidence in identifying autistic characteristics, and confi-
dence in interacting with autistic people, but is not sufficient
to reach mastery. Research is quickly emerging on this topic
and recently law enforcement officers voiced training should
be on-going and should include hands-on experience (Love
et al., 2022). Herbert et al. (2022) contend experiential train-
ing co-created with autistic individuals and law enforcement
officers is imperative. This new research should be taken
into consideration as training programs and opportunities
are developed. Further, findings from this review illuminate
the lack of research on actual impact of autism training in
the field. It is imperative policy makers work in collabora-
tion with researchers to ensure the minimum standards are
based on research. The research and policy communities
have an obligation to bring awareness to the necessity of
mandatory training for law enforcement officers on autism
and to ensure that mandated training be based on research
and provided by qualified individuals. Calling for universal
autism training across the United States may be unrealistic
given the decentralization of police departments across the
country. Researchers and policy makers may consider offer-
ing a federally sponsored training program or free access to
research-based training programs so the responsibility does
not fall on individual police departments.

In addition to mandated, research-informed autism train-
ing for law enforcement officers, policies requiring contact
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tracking between law enforcement officers and autistic indi-
viduals (when disclosure occurs) will also prove influential.
Currently, it is difficult to fully contextualize how often and
the circumstances of interactions between autistic individu-
als and law enforcement officers. This also complicates stud-
ying the effectiveness of training. Ball and Jeffrey-Wilensky
(2020) discuss survey results of 20 large police precincts
in the United States. Of the 20 departments surveyed, only
three responded they log encounters between law enforce-
ment officers and individuals on the spectrum; four other
departments shared they include autism diagnosis in incident
reports if there is disclosure. Without this data collection, it
is impossible to truly examine both the nature of exchanges
between autistic individuals and law enforcement officers
and the efficacy and impact of training when such training
occurs. Mandated training coupled with intentional account-
ing of contacts between law enforcement officers and those
on the spectrum will set the stage for the opportunity to con-
duct in-depth research on how to improve such engagements
with effective training. With the increase in prevalence of
autism, equipping law enforcement officers with knowledge
and strategies to support autistic individuals during these
interactions is good practice. Given the results of this scop-
ing review, further research and policy in this area is needed.
Understanding gained from such research and the impacts of
policy will influence initial law enforcement officer training,
follow-up professional development, community outreach
programs, family and caregiver support, and most impor-
tantly positive relationships between law enforcement offic-
ers and autistic individuals.
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Abstract

Although research confirms the effectiveness of training to improve law enforcement officers’ (LEOs) awareness and knowledge
of people with intellectual disability and learning disabilities, review of the efficacy of autism-specific law enforcement training
is needed. To provide up-to-date information regarding training for LEOs related to autism spectrum disorder (ASD), a
systematic review of the literature was conducted. Adhering to the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses for Protocols (PRISMA), we conducted a search of 13 professional databases and 28 journals using search terms
related to both ASD and law enforcement training. From 606 articles identified during the initial search, only two articles
met inclusion criteria, which suggests that limited research exists that explores ASD and law enforcement training. Included
studies were summarized in terms of participants as well as training format, content, and outcomes. Limitations of the current

literature, directions for future research, and current implications for practice are discussed.
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Beginning with the establishment of the Community
Oriented Policing Services (COPS) model within the United
States Department of Justice in 1994, law enforcement has
placed greater emphasis on prevention, collaborative part-
nerships, and problem-solving (Bureau of Justice Assistance,
1994). Importantly, the COPS model encourages law
enforcement officers (LEOs) to build relationships with all
people in their communities, especially those who may dif-
fer physically, intellectually, emotionally, and socially from
individuals without disabilities or mental health concerns
(Price, 2005). In everyday interactions, LEOs routinely
encounter people with a range of disabilities. In fact, one
study found that 7% of all police contacts involve people
with mental health needs (Deane et al., 1999). In addition,
individuals with developmental disabilities are seven times
more likely to interact with LEOs when compared to other
citizens without disabilities (Curry et al., 1993; Organization
for Autism Research, 2014). Given increased contact with
persons with disabilities, LEOs are also more likely to inter-
act with family members/caregivers, medical and psychiat-
ric facilities, and outreach programs/non-profit organizations
who support individuals with disabilities.

LEOs’ Interactions With Individuals
With Autism Spectrum Disorder

Although it is possible to address some of the characteristics
of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) through generalized

training on mental health or intellectual disability (ID), tai-
lored trainings should address the unique challenges associ-
ated with ASD specifically. Rava et al. (2017) found that
roughly 20% of individuals with ASD reported either being
stopped or questioned by police at least once by the time they
were in their mid-twenties. Although the prevalence of ASD
involvement in the criminal justice system (CJS) is currently
unknown (King & Murphy, 2014), research suggests that
individuals with ASD are involved in interactions with LEOs
as victims (Mayes, 2003) and suspects (Woodbury-Smith &
Dein, 2014). In addition, researchers suggest that individuals
with ASD who frequently exhibit unusual behaviors (e.g.,
hand flapping, pacing, self-harming) or elopement have
higher chances of encountering LEOs and being arrested
(Debbaudt & Rothman, 2001).

Many behaviors displayed by individuals with ASD can
be misinterpreted by LEOs as challenging or disrespectful
(Debbaudt & Rothman, 2001). Misinterpretations may con-
tribute to the rising number of incidents involving individu-
als with disabilities and the CJS (Rava et al., 2017). For
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example, individuals with ASD may experience sensory
issues (e.g., aversion to police lights and noises, aversion to
being handcuffed) and difficulties communicating effec-
tively to LEOs” questioning. Unfortunately, several encoun-
ters between LEOs and individuals with ASD have ended in
negative outcomes such as arrest or death (Copenhaver &
Tewksbury, 2019). Although it can be difficult for LEOs to
quickly and accurately assess situations and take measures
to protect themselves and others, the negative outcomes of
these encounters highlight a need for LEOs to receive more
ASD-specific training.

Gardner et al. (2019) found that 72.2% of LEOs reported
no training for working with individuals with ASD. LEOs
who had received training reported feeling better prepared
to respond to calls involving individuals with ASD; how-
ever, outcomes (e.g., use of handcuffs) did not differ
whether LEOs received training or not. Crane and col-
leagues (2016) found that LEOs identified time constraints
and lack of training as barriers to providing adequate sup-
port to individuals with ASD in their roles as officers.
Despite reporting that “understanding ASD” was one of the
top two easiest aspects of policing related to ASD, only
48% of LEOs indicated that they felt well-equipped to serve
individuals with ASD and 42% reported satisfaction in their
dealings with the ASD community (Crane et al., 2016). Of
concern, only 13% of caregivers of individuals with ASD
reported “satisfactory” interactions between LEOs and their
children with ASD. Moreover, only 15% of adults with
ASD reported a “satisfactory” experience when describing
interactions (Crane et al., 2016).

LEOs’ Knowledge and Attitudes
Toward Individuals With ASD

Despite known interactions between LEOs and persons
with ASD, research suggests that LEOs are often not knowl-
edgeable about ASD and report concerns about appropri-
ately handling situations involving persons with ASD
(Chown, 2009; Crane et al., 2016). To identify characteris-
tics of ASD, it is essential that LEOs become aware of the
range of behavior individuals with ASD may present.
Modell and Mak (2008) surveyed 124 police officers in the
United States and found that 80% were unable to identify
defining features of ASD; 35% of the sample reported sim-
ply associating ASD with the film “Rain Man.” A survey of
LEOs in the United Kingdom found that officers rated their
competence levels in providing support to individuals with
ASD with an average of 2.63 (1 being least competent and
5 being most competent; Chown, 2009).

The lack of appropriate support to individuals with ASD
by LEOs could potentially lead to emotional stress, break-
downs in communication abilities, and behavioral regula-
tion difficulties. However, misinterpretation of behaviors
during high-stress or tense situations can be improved with

proper training, education, and through increasing interac-
tions with persons with ASD in commonplace settings
(Chown, 2009). In addition to simply interacting more fre-
quently with individuals with disabilities, LEOs would ben-
efit from increasing their knowledge regarding signs of
mental illness and specific disabilities, appropriate interac-
tion strategies and interventions, as well as the broader
social systems which frame these interactions between
LEOs and people with disabilities.

Training of LEOs Regarding Persons
With ASD

As reviewed above, a lack of understanding of and training
geared toward ASD is likely to result in inadequate support
of individuals with ASD within law enforcement encoun-
ters. Given the various reports of negative interactions
between LEOs and persons with ASD (Copenhaver &
Tewksbury, 2019), formal training on how to recognize and
respond to the needs of community members with ASD is
needed. To this end, researchers have also called for spe-
cialized training in ASD to be developed after reviewing
law enforcement training curriculum from seven states in
the United States (Laan et al., 2013). Laan et al. (2013) sug-
gest that training should focus on how to recognize signs of
ASD and various techniques LEOs can use to support per-
sons with ASD, especially effective communication tactics
and strategies to manage crisis situations. However, the
authors did not provide information regarding specific
information to include and mechanisms to use when pre-
senting trainings (Laan et al., 2013).

LEOs report that training may help them better manage
emotional and behavioral reactions, sensory sensitivities,
and communication needs of individuals with ASD (Crane
et al., 2016). However, one study found that only 37% of
LEOs had received training on ASD specifically, and over
25% of officers report dissatisfaction with training (Crane
et al., 2016). In New Jersey, where the state mandated that
all first responders receive ASD-specific training beginning
in 2008, Kelly and Hassett-Walker (2016) found that a sig-
nificant percentage of emergency personnel had not com-
pleted the mandatory training as of Fall 2014. New Jersey
mandated that officers hired pre-2008 receive ASD training
by 2011, and findings show that many pre-2008 LEOs had
not accessed this training. Therefore, results of this study
suggest that ASD-related training for first responders may
be limited even when mandated by a state.

Purpose of the Review

A review of existing research suggests that law enforcement
training on ASD appears limited; however, a comprehen-
sive, systematic review of the current literature is needed to
describe the state of research regarding ASD training for
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LEOs. Although research confirms the effectiveness of
training to improve LEOs’ awareness and knowledge of
people with ID (Bailey et al., 2001) and learning disabilities
(McAllister et al., 2002), a review of the efficacy of autism-
specific law enforcement trainings is needed. Thus, the pur-
pose of the review is to provide up-to-date information
regarding experimental/intervention-based studies that
focus on LEO training to support individuals with ASD.
The current systematic review has four purposes: (a) review
content of autism-specific trainings for LEOs, (b) explore
all outcomes of identified trainings, (c) highlight gaps in the
current research body, and (d) provide implications for
future practice and research.

Method

This study followed the five steps of systematic reviews
proposed by Kahn et al. (2003), which are outlined below.

Framing Questions

In the first step, questions to be addressed in the review
should be framed clearly and include specific outcomes.
For this study, researchers sought to review and describe all
studies that employed experimental designs to evaluate
LEO training related to ASD.

Identifying Relevant Literature

In the second step, Kahn and colleagues (2003) suggest that
researchers should set a priori study selection criteria that
directly relate to the research questions. Prior to conducting
the search, the first author developed a protocol adhering to
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses for Protocols 2015 (PRISMA-P 2015;
Moher et al., 2015). The protocol presented an explicit plan
for the systematic review based on predefined eligibility
criteria and a specific methodological and analytic approach.
To identify a comprehensive list of published literature on
LEO training and ASD, the first author performed a search
of professional databases using the following keywords as
search terms: (a) autism keywords: autis*, ASD, pervasive
developmental disorder, Asperger, high functioning autism;
(b) officer keywords: police officer, policing, law enforce-
ment, sheriff, first responder; and (¢) training keywords:
training, professional development, education, professional
training.

Search terms were combined (terms within groups com-
bined with “OR,” terms across groups combined with
“AND”). The specified keywords and search process were
identified via: (a) review of search terms in relevant pub-
lished articles; (b) consultation with librarians from the
three university-level librarians who specialize in public
health, criminal justice, and education; (¢) consultation with

a professor/researcher who specializes in ASD and has pub-
lished systematic reviews; and (d) review of terminology
used in organizations related to law enforcement and ASD.

The initial search was undertaken in March 2018, and a
hand search of most recent issue of journals and review of
citations was conducted in June 2018. No date restrictions
were placed on the search, and studies were identified
through a variety of methods. First, 13 databases related to
criminal justice, social sciences, and education were
searched using the keywords identified above. Second, the
first author conducted a hand search of 28 journals related
to ASD and the CJS. See Table 1 for a comprehensive list of
databases and journals. Next, the first author conducted a
search of the references in identified articles before com-
pleting a citation search of relevant articles to identify any
additional articles.

Study eligibility. The “PICO” method, which defines the
population, intervention, appropriate control or comparator,
and outcomes of interest, was utilized when formulating the
questions for the review (Moher et al., 2015). The process
of clearly describing the inclusion criteria for each of the
PICO elements guided the determination of study eligibil-
ity, data extraction, analysis, and interpretation of results.
Articles were included if: (a) LEOs at any level of training
were participants; (b) a training program focused on any
topic related to ASD; (c) any type of training-related out-
come was explored; (d) an experimental design (e.g., quan-
titative, qualitative, mixed-method) was utilized to analyze
effects of training; (¢) they were published in a peer-
reviewed journal; and (f) they were published in English.
Articles were included irrespective of the presence or
absence of comparator or control groups, and no data
restriction was placed on the search.

Articles were excluded for the following reasons: (a)
only descriptive information provided (e.g., review articles)
and did not include an autism-specific intervention compo-
nent; (b) not peer-reviewed (e.g., dissertations, newspaper
articles, blog articles, policy briefs, editorials); and/or (c)
the intervention focused on disabilities (e.g., ID, learning
disabilities, mental illnesses) and did not include informa-
tion about ASD.

Study selection. The study selection process is presented in
a PRISMA flow diagram (see Figure 1). First, two research-
ers (K.S.R. and A.M.A.L.) screened all title and abstracts
independently to determine relevance for the review. Spe-
cifically, each author reviewed the information in the title
and abstract that related to population, absence/presence of
an intervention, appropriate control or comparator (if appli-
cable), and outcomes of the study. Then, authors made inde-
pendent decisions whether the article met inclusion criteria
and did not meet exclusion criteria. The full-text papers of
the remaining articles were further examined, and reviewers
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Table I. Journal and Databases Utilized in Search.

Databases (n = 13)

Journals (n = 28)

Academic Search Complete

Criminal Justice Abstracts

Criminal Justice Database

Cumulative Index to Nursing and Allied Health
Literature

Education Resources Information Center
International Security and Counterterrorism
Reference Center

National Criminal Justice Reference Service
Abstracts

Nursing and Allied Health

Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection
PsycINFO

Scopus

Social Science Database

Web of Science Core Collection

Autism

Autism Research

Crime & Delinquency
Criminal Justice and Behaviour

Criminal Justice Ethics
Criminal Justice Policy Review

Criminology

Criminology & Criminal Justice: An International Journal
Focus on Autism and Developmental Disorders
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities
International Journal of Police Science & Management
Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders
Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice

Journal of Correctional Education

Journal of Crime and Justice

Journal of Criminal Justice

Journal of Criminal Justice Education

Journal of Global Intelligence & Policy

Journal of Intellectual Disabilities and Offending Behaviour
Journal of Intellectual Disability Research

Journal of Police and Criminal Psychology

Justice Quarterly

Police Quarterly

Policing & Society

Psychology, Crime, & Law

Psychology, Psychiatry, & Law

Research in Autism Spectrum Disorders

The Police Journal: Theory, Practice, and Principles

made study inclusion decisions per inclusion and exclusion
criteria set a priori. While screening and reviewing citations
of relevant studies, additional articles that met criteria were
added to the finalized list. While completing a citation
search of relevant articles, and more specifically while
searching for publications that cited work done by Crane
et al. (2016), the first author (K.S.R.) identified a relevant
article by Murphy et al. (2017).

Assessing the Quality of Studies

In the third step of Kahn and colleagues’ (2003) process,
researchers should assess the quality of the studies using a
critical appraisal guide and design-based quality checklists.
Later, results of the quality appraisal indicators help
describe strengths and weaknesses of studies as well as
make recommendations for future research. In this study,
researchers utilized the McMaster Quantitative Critical
Appraisal Tool (Law et al., 1998) to appraise the identified
studies. First, reviewers independently assigned a score on

each of the 15 domains (1 = Yes, 0 = No or not addressed).
Authors adhered to guidelines set by Law et al. (1998) when
making decisions regarding which score to assign. Then,
agreement between both reviewers’ scores was calculated
and common methodological issues were noted.

Summarizing the Evidence

In the fourth step, Kahn and colleagues (2003) note that
data from identified studies should be synthesized, and
study characteristics should be tabulated into a pre-estab-
lished protocol. In this study, data from identified studies
were extracted independently by each of the reviewers
and recorded on the pre-established data extraction proto-
col. The following information was summarized from
each study: (a) publication demographics; (b) participant
information; (¢) summary of intervention; (d) details of
control conditions, if present; and (e) description of study
outcomes as well as overview of limitations and future
directions.

Page 59 of 68



Public Comments via Email
July 25, 2024 Advisory Council Meeting

Railey et al. 225
Records identified through Additional records identified

.g database searching through manually searching journals
g (n=591) (n=133)
=1
: l l

£

D
=

Number of records after duplicates removed
(n=606)

: l
g

g

5 Number of records screened at title Number of records
" and abstract level for relevance |, | excluded from screening

(n=606) (n=605)
=y
= Number of full-text articles
& assessed for eligibility
= (n=1
Number of records
— identified during citation
P l <«——— | search of relevant articles
(n=1)

k> o .

= Studies included in

) quantitative synthesis

=

= (n=2)

Figure |. PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection process.

Note. PRISMA = Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses.

Interpreting the Findings

Finally, in the fifth step of Kahn and colleagues’ (2003)
process, the findings of the review should be discussed,
and the quality of studies should be reviewed. For this
study, researchers interpret the findings and review quality
of the studies in the sections below.

Results

Initially, 724 articles were identified, though 606 remained
after de-duplication. We removed duplicate articles reliably
using the Rayyan® (Ouzzani et al., 2016) software. Only

one article remained after two researchers independently
screened articles at the title and abstract level to ensure the
study focused on ASD-specific interventions for LEOs
(Teagardin et al., 2012), and one article was later identified
when completing citation searches of relevant articles
(Murphy et al., 2017). Thus, only two articles (Murphy
et al., 2017; Teagardin et al., 2012) were included in the
final quantitative synthesis. Throughout the article, the
Murphy et al. (2017) article will be referred to as Study 1,
and the Teagardin et al. (2012) article will be referred to as
Study 2. See the PRISMA diagram in Figure 1 for an over-
view of the screening process. Researchers did not tally
specific reasons for exclusion of studies; however, most
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Table 2. Quality Scores for Critical Appraisal of Included Studies.

Included studies

Criterion Murphy et al. (2017) Teagardin et al. (2012)
I. Was the purpose clearly stated? 0 I

2. Was relevant background literature reviewed? | I

3. Was the study design described? | |

4a. Was sample described in detail? 0 0

4b. Was the sample size justified? 0 0

5a. Were the outcome measures reliable? 0 0

5b. Were the outcome measures valid? 0 0

6a. Was the intervention described in detail? 0 0

6b. Was contamination avoided? 0 0

6c. Was co-intervention avoided? 0 0

7a. Results were reported in terms of statistical methods? | |

7b. Were the analysis method(s) appropriate? | |

7c. Was clinical importance reported? 0 0

7d. Were dropouts reported? 0 |

8. Conclusions were adequate given the study methods and results? | |
Total score (/15) 5(33.3%) 7 (46.7%)
Note. The key to scoring follows: | = Yes; 2 = No or not addressed. A maximum score of |5 could be allotted.

screened articles were excluded because the articles exam-
ined the interface of the CJS and other disorders, were not
empirical studies, and/or did not evaluate LEO training spe-
cific to ASD.

Reliability During Study Selection Process

During the study selection process, two researchers inde-
pendently screened articles. Inter-rater reliability was calcu-
lated in the following two ways to examine agreement
between authors: (a) percentage of agreement and (b)
kappa. In both the title/abstract screening and the full-text
review phases, percentage of agreement between research-
ers was 100% and kappa was 1.0. After identifying the
Murphy et al. (2017) article, two researchers (K.S.R. and
J.M.C.) reviewed the full-text article and agreed that that
the study met inclusion criteria.

Critical Appraisal for Bias of Included Studies

Two raters independently completed the McMaster
Quantitative Critical Appraisal Tool (Law et al., 1998)
while reviewing each of the two included studies. Each
reviewer assigned a score of either 1 or 0 (1 = Yes; 0 = No
or not addressed) for all 15 domains. See Table 2 for total
score and summary of each article. There was 100% agree-
ment between the scores of the two reviewers (K.S.R. and
A.M.A.L.) for both articles. Common methodological prob-
lems for both studies were related to inadequate description
and justification of sample size, limited psychometric
description of outcome measures, limited description of

intervention, and insufficient reporting about the avoidance
of contamination and co-intervention.

Study Demographic Information

Both studies were conducted within the last decade in Ireland
(Study 1) and the United States (Study 2; see Table 3). Study
1 employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design
without a control group while Study 2 conducted an experi-
mental randomized, waitlist-controlled design. Additional
information regarding data on the PICO constructs is
provided.

Population. Both studies were similar in terms of participant
recruitment. Specifically, participants were recruited from
relatively homogeneous groups of police officers. All par-
ticipants in Study 1 were police officers working for Ire-
land’s National Police Service while a variety of law
enforcement personnel from patrol officers to detectives
were included in Study 2. Participant demographics were
not described in detail for either study, and background
information such as age or ethnicity was not provided. To
participate in Study 2, individuals were excluded from the
study if they had a family member or close relative with
ASD. The sample sizes of both studies were small, ranging
from 11 (Study 1) to 82 (Study 2) participants.

Intervention. In Study 1, a 90-min ASD awareness training
was conducted by a consultant psychiatrist with experience
in diagnosis and treatment of ASD through the Continuous
Professional development unit in the county headquarters
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Table 3. Summary of Main Findings.

Characteristic

Study |
Murphy et al. (2017)

Study 2
Teagardin et al. (2012)

Country
Study design
Training aims

Target group

Training format

Group size

Training duration
Training content

Training evaluation

Training outcomes

Constructs measured

Limitations

Suggestions for
future training

Ireland

Quasi-experimental; pretest—posttest design

Evaluation of a 90-min training on autism
awareness delivered by psychiatrist

Police officers in An Garda Siochéna, Ireland’s
National Police Service

Not provided. Requested in October 2018

I'l officers; no control group

90-min in-person training
Not provided. Requested in October 2018

Pretest and posttest survey with five items
using Likert scales on a scale of | to
10 (I = no; 10 = yes) administered
immediately before and after training

Self-reported understanding of ASD improved
significantly between pretest (M = 4.9) and
posttest (M = 7.9). Officers’ awareness
of difficulties experienced by people with
ASD significantly improved between
pretest (M = 4.7) and posttest (M = 8.3).
Self-reported confidence around use of
effective communication strategies improved
significantly between pretest (M = 4.7) and
posttest (M = 8.3). Self-reported confidence
on approaching individuals experiencing a
“meltdown” improved significantly from
pretest (M = 4.0) to posttest (M = 8.8)

Self-reported understanding of ASD and
confidence

Small sample size; lack of demographic
information provided; limited description
of training format or content; no control
group; limited description of evaluation
instruments; lack of behavioral outcome
measure (only self-report)

None provided

United States

Experimental; Randomized, waitlist-controlled design

Evaluation of |3-min training video titled “Law
Enforcement: Your Piece to the Autism Puzzle,” by the
Sahara Cares Foundation in 2008

“In the field” officers, including patrol officers and
detectives, from Ventura County Law Enforcement
Department who spoke English without family member
or close relative with ASD.

The training consisted of educational video about ASD.
The following topics are covered: definition and key
characteristics of ASD, how to identify individuals with
ASD, and how to appropriately support people with
ASD

42 LEOs in training; 40 LEOs in control; cohorts
randomly assigned

I 3-min video training

Video begins with a caregiver searching for her son with
ASD. A detective who is the Crisis Intervention Training
Program Director in Utah then discussed symptoms
of ASD as well as strategies to respond to people with
ASD. Video presents facts about ASD, including the
prevalence rate, and includes three LEOs whose sons
have ASD

Pretest and posttest surveys utilized. A [2-item
questionnaire: 10 knowledge questions and two
questions to assess participants’ level of confidence
interacting with people with ASD

Significant improvements in knowledge of ASD based on
changes in pretest (M = 29%) to posttest (M = 53%)
for the training group

For control group, scores on the outcome measure only
improved between the second pretest (M = 19%) to
the posttest (M = 47%)

Self-reported confidence in identifying people with ASD
improved after the training (t = 4.28, p < .001). Self-
reported confidence in interacting with people with
ASD improved (t = 2.48, p = .15)*

Self-reported knowledge of ASD and confidence in
identifying and interacting with people with ASD

Only one law enforcement department included;
participant information not provided; no analysis
of behavioral outcomes; lack of standardization of
outcome measure and no discussion of how 10
knowledge items were created

Video training alone may not be sufficient. Training
length should be increased beyond |3 min. Authors
suggest practical implementation of trainings should be
considered

Note. ASD = autism spectrum disorder.
*Authors report a p-value of .15 and interpret this as significant.
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of the An Garda Siochana in Cork, Ireland. Information
regarding the content and format of the training were
requested from the authors but were not available upon
publication of this manuscript. In Study 2, the intervention
consisted of a 13-min educational video about ASD created
by the Sahara Cares Foundation. The video reviews the
definition of key characteristics of ASD as well as provides
a general overview regarding how to identify and support
individuals with ASD.

Comparator/control. Study 1 did not include a control group.
Study 2 included a control group and treatment group. Due
to practical limitations, random assignment occurred at the
cohort level such that all participants who signed up to
attend a training on the same day were treated as a single
cohort. Participant cohorts were then randomly assigned to
either the control (n = 40) or treatment group (n = 42).
Participants in the control group received the training
shortly after the treatment group.

Outcome measures. Both studies evaluated the effect of
ASD-specific trainings on knowledge of ASD and confi-
dence in identifying and supporting individuals with ASD.
In both studies, training evaluation measures were devel-
oped by the researchers. Study 1 used five self-report items,
using a scale with 10 points of agreement, that were col-
lected twice via pretest and posttest surveys. Participants
answered five questions designed to measure awareness of
ASD and confidence in approaching individuals experienc-
ing a “meltdown” and utilizing communication strategies
with individuals with ASD. One item measured perceived
helpfulness of the training. Psychometric information was
not provided, and the items were examined independently
rather than as one complete measure. In Study 2, research-
ers developed a 12-item measure with 10 questions related
to knowledge of persons with ASD and two questions
related to level of confidence in identifying and interacting
with persons with ASD. The 10 knowledge items were
examined together as a mean percentage correct score for
both the pretest and posttest, and the two questions related
to self-reported confidence were assessed independently
using dependent samples ¢-tests to compare pretest and
posttest ratings.

Main Findings

Table 3 provides a summary of the included studies in terms
of (a) country, (b) study design, (c) target group, (d) training
format, (e) group size, (f) training duration, (g) training
content, (h) training evaluation, (i) training outcomes, (j)
constructs measured, (k) limitations, and (1) suggestions for
future training. The studies reported statistically significant
improvements in participants’ self-reported awareness of
ASD and confidence in supporting individuals with ASD

(Study 1) as well as knowledge of ASD and confidence in
identifying and interacting with people with ASD (Study 2).

Discussion

To provide up-to-date information regarding ASD-specific
training for LEOs, the first author conducted a search of 13
databases and 28 journals that cover topics related to crimi-
nal justice, psychology, public health, and education. Two
researchers independently reviewed articles during all steps
of the screening process to determine article eligibility
based on inclusion and exclusion criteria set a priori.
Despite a thorough literature review, the first author identi-
fied only two studies that evaluated ASD-specific training
for LEOs. Main findings of the review, limitations, and rec-
ommendations for future research are outlined below.

Summary and Implications of Main Findings

Overall, one of the major findings of the review is the scar-
city of research concerning ASD-specific trainings for LEOs.
Only two articles describing 93 participants and two different
interventions met the inclusion criteria, which were purpose-
fully broad to capture as many studies as possible. Even
though no date restrictions were placed on the search, both
studies were published within the last decade. Specifically,
Teagardin and colleagues (2012) published the first interven-
tion study in the United States whereas Murphy and Peers
(2017) conducted a more recent study in Ireland. The present
findings suggest that ASD-specific interventions have poten-
tial benefits; however, it is difficult to evaluate effectiveness
given limitations of both studies.

A second finding of this review involves the exploration
of research methodologies found in the literature on ASD-
specific training for LEOs. Out of the two identified articles,
only one study (Teagardin et al., 2012) utilized a random-
ized, waitlist-controlled design and included a control group;
however, randomization occurred at a cohort level, as offi-
cers in attendance on a particular day were treated as a single
cohort. Murphy and colleagues (2017) utilized a cross-sec-
tional, pretest—posttest design and included only 11 LEOs
from the same cohort. A major limitation of both studies
involves the inclusion of a small sample with participants
who may be biased in their responses. For example, it is
important to note how participants were selected, whether
the sample was representative of the larger departments, and
prior experiences of LEOs who participated. Not only do
both studies include small sample sizes, but little informa-
tion is provided about participant demographics and selec-
tion, which raises concerns about participant self-selection
bias given that participants may have chosen to participate
due to a strong interest in ASD (Nabatchi, 2012). Teagardin
and colleagues (2012) stated that they excluded LEOs if they
had a family member of close relative with ASD given that
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prior knowledge of ASD may result in participant bias.
Future research should consider the background of partici-
pants such as prior relationship and training related to ASD.
In addition, collecting participant demographic information
would allow for exploration of additional descriptive differ-
ences between groups.

In both studies, researchers developed outcome mea-
sures to reflect information obtained during their respective
trainings. Outcomes relied on self-report measures, and
psychometric information on the measures was not pro-
vided to assess reliability and validity. Murphy and col-
leagues (2017) utilized four self-report items that were
designed to measure awareness of ASD, confidence around
communication strategies, and confidence in approaching
individuals experiencing a meltdown as well as one item
that assessed helpfulness of the training. The other group of
researchers (Teagardin et al., 2012) included 10 items
related to LEOs’ knowledge of ASD and two items measur-
ing participants’ level of confidence in identifying and
interacting with individuals with ASD; however, authors
did not include the measure within the published article or
discuss the factor structure of the knowledge section.

Although it is important for training to improve partici-
pants’ knowledge of ASD and confidence in interacting
with individuals with ASD, incorporation of behavioral out-
come measures would strengthen research into the effec-
tiveness of ASD-specific trainings for LEOs. Researchers
have proposed the following outcome measures when mea-
suring the effectiveness of LEOs’ training programs focused
on mental health disorders that could be applied to ASD-
specific training: (a) number of use of force occurrences
during certain calls (e.g., involving individuals with ASD),
(b) supervisor ratings of empathic communication, (c) satis-
faction measures of individuals of interest (e.g., individuals
with ASD) that interacted with LEOs, (d) satisfaction mea-
sures of community and mental health services that interact
with LEOs, (¢) number of arrests compared to total number
of interactions with certain population (e.g., individuals
with ASD), and (f) number of injuries during interaction
between LEOs and individuals with disabilities (Krameddine
et al., 2015). Empirical evidence does not yet connect the
possession of knowledge of ASD with improvements in
LEOs’ behaviors during interactions with the ASD commu-
nity; thus, behavioral change outcome measures should be
utilized to evaluate training effectiveness. An essential step
in measuring behavior change is to investigate and under-
stand the behavior from the perspective of LEOs who will
be expected to change their own behaviors after participat-
ing in the training.

Training facilitators may also consider including direct
observations of LEOs during real-life interactions with
individuals with ASD (via observation or body camera foot-
age) as a potential behavioral outcome measure. After
observing these encounters, a variety of individuals (e.g.,

supervisors, mental health providers, persons with ASD)
could provide feedback on LEOs’ behaviors and responses,
and LEOs may also benefit from self-evaluations after
watching interactions as this may increase their awareness
of how they approach certain encounters. In addition to the
need to incorporate behavioral outcomes, longitudinal
research should also be conducted to allow for exploration
of the long-term effects on LEOs’ attitudinal and behavioral
changes. Longitudinal studies may help training developers
and implementers identify when to provide follow-up train-
ings based on when LEOs begin to lose knowledge and
skills over time.

Another major finding in this review relates to the train-
ing content and format in the two identified studies. Despite
statistically significant improvements in self-reported
knowledge of ASD in one study (Teagardin et al., 2012),
participants’ scores on the posttest remained low for both
the control and training groups (47% and 53%, respec-
tively). These low scores may be related to the fact that the
intervention solely involved a 13-min video that provided a
general overview on how to identify and support individu-
als with ASD. Some disability sensitivity training programs
for students and professionals have reported trainings that
last between 8 (Shields & Taylor, 2014) and 12 weeks
(Morgan & Lo, 2013). One training for LEOs that focused
on anti-stigma and mental illness lasted 3 weeks (Hansson
& Markstrom, 2014) while one of the newest training mod-
els to support interactions between LEOs and persons with
mental illness, the Crisis Intervention Team (CIT) model,
consists of a 40-hr course for LEOs (Thompson & Borum,
20006). Given the range in durations of similar trainings, it is
important to consider the appropriate length to ensure that
the ASD-specific training is effective while remaining con-
siderate LEOs’ time and other demands.

Although posttest scores remained fairly low in
Teagardin and colleagues’ (2012) study, it is promising to
learn that LEOs’ knowledge of ASD improved with a brief,
video-only intervention. This is especially important given
that law enforcement departments require LEOs to receive
training on a variety of topics, from tactical skills to traffic
laws. Thus, the need to focus on such a large amount of
content may limit the time that LEOs can participate in a
training solely related to ASD. Despite the need to receive a
training on a vast number of topics, LEOs would benefit
from ASD-specific training given that 20% of individuals
with ASD report interactions with LEOs by the time they
reach their mid-twenties (Rava et al., 2017). Providing
ASD-specific training is likely to decrease the likelihood of
negative outcomes during interactions between LEOs and
individuals with ASD, which benefits both law enforcement
departments and the ASD community.

Although the training provided in the study by Murphy
and colleagues (2017) was longer than a 13-min video, lim-
ited information about the training format and content was
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provided outside of the training duration of 90 min in
length. In addition, authors note that the training content
focused on awareness of ASD, communication strategies,
and management of individuals engaging in “meltdowns”
(Murphy et al., 2017) with no discussion of their training
approach. Given the effectiveness of active engagement in
learning (Dunst et al., 2010) and its focus in the andragogi-
cal approach, Dunst and Trivette’s (2009) Participatory
Adult Learning Strategy (PALS) is a useful adult training
model to inform autism-specific law enforcement trainings.
In a meta-analysis on the PALS model, Dunst and col-
leagues (2010) found that the following adult learning char-
acteristics were associated with the largest mean effect sizes
(shown in parentheses): (a) identifying personalized train-
ing goals (1.27), (b) self-assessing strengths and weak-
nesses (0.94), (¢) applying concepts to “real-life” (0.94), (d)
role-playing “real-life” scenarios (0.86), and (e) completing
a standards-based assessment (0.86).

When considering results from Teagardin and col-
leagues’ (2012) research, low posttest knowledge scores
may be attributed, at least in part, to the fact that effective
adult learning strategies were not incorporated into the
13-min video training. Knowledge of these effective char-
acteristics (Dunst et al., 2010) can inform further training
efforts, and future research should continue to examine the
influence of various active ingredients in effective ASD-
specific training. Regarding ASD training, role-play sce-
narios and examples of how knowledge of ASD can be
applied directly to LEOs’ work would be beneficial.
Research suggests that LEOs also prefer videos and small-
group discussion when asked about preferred format for
training related to mental illness (Vermette et al., 2005). It is
also important for LEOs to receive feedback after they par-
ticipate in role-play activities and engage in discussion
(Silverstone et al., 2013). In addition, LEOs would benefit
from engagement in a self-assessment process and reflec-
tion on their experiences and knowledge to continue the
application of the new information and skills.

Future ASD-specific trainings should consider the
benefits of incorporating aspects of the CIT training
model given its didactic, experiential, and practical train-
ing format. Like the format of the CIT model, ASD-
specific trainings should focus on the inclusion of
community providers, family members, and individuals
with ASD as well as collaboration with mental health
providers and other community stakeholders (Compton
et al., 2010; Thompson & Borum, 2006). Given findings
that ASD-specific trainings for LEOs have the potential
to improve knowledge of ASD and increase LEOs’ confi-
dence in interacting with people with ASD (Murphy
et al., 2017; Teagardin et al., 2012), practitioners and
researchers should continue to explore and identify
which training components, characteristics, and modali-
ties are most effective.

Educational Implications

According to the National Association of School Resource
Officers (NASRO), school-based policing is the fastest grow-
ing area of law enforcement (NASRO, n.d.) and, although
our review did not include school-based officers, we believe
that the findings of this research directly apply to this unique
category of LEOs. School staff members, including adminis-
trators, therapists, school psychologists, and other personnel,
frequently rely on school resource officers (SROs) to keep
students and staff safe as well as to address challenging
behavior (e.g., aggression, elopement, self-injurious behav-
ior, making threats) that students with and without disabilities
engage in within school settings. The Safe and Drug Free
Schools and Communities Act (SDFSCA) encourages SROs
to focus on the development and expansion of justice initia-
tives for all students, and SRO programs are typically
grounded in community- and problem-oriented policing with
an emphasis on prevention strategies (Development Services
Group, Inc., 2010; SDFSCA, 2004). To promote justice for
all students and to implement preventive solutions, it is
important that SROs understand the unique needs of students
with disabilities, including those with ASD. However, little
information is known about SROs’ knowledge of disabilities
and effective implementation of disability- and ASD-specific
training for SROs.

Findings from a review of 22 court decisions related to
SROs’ interactions with students with disabilities suggest
that a significant number of incidents resulted in SROs
using excessive force when the students’ behavioral con-
cerns were often related to their disability (Zirkel, 2019).
Another study found that 84.8% of SROs reported that they
“somewhat agreed” that students with disabilities used their
special education status as an excuse for their behavioral
difficulties and to avoid taking responsibility for their
actions (May et al., 2012). Given these findings and schools’
adherence to zero tolerance policies, school systems may be
at risk for disproportionately suspending or even arresting
students with disabilities, whose actions may be a manifes-
tation of their disability. In fact, the U.S. Department of
Education has found that students with disabilities were
arrested at a rate of 29 per 10,000 students, which is approx-
imately three times higher than their typically developing
peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2019). SROs are
uniquely positioned to obstruct the school-to-prison pipe-
line for students with disabilities given that they are man-
dated to comply with federal special education laws and to
consider the individual needs of students during their inter-
actions with students receiving special education services.
Although the literature is limited, what we do know sug-
gests that SROs would benefit from specific training in
strategies to support students with ASD.

Currently, national standards outlining training require-
ments for SROs does not exist (Ryan et al., 2018). Although
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the American Civil Liberties Union recommended that SROs
should receive training on strategies to support students who
display social communication and behavioral differences, a
review of curriculum suggests that most SRO training typi-
cally centers around juvenile justice codes and legal issues
rather than focusing on behavior management, child and ado-
lescent development, and effective de-escalation and com-
munication techniques (Whitaker et al., 2019). This lack of
standardized training in disabilities is especially concerning
given that many students receiving special education ser-
vices, including those with ASD, have specific behavioral
intervention plans that schools are required to follow to opti-
mize students’ educational success. Research has also identi-
fied gaps in SRO training related to disabilities. Specifically,
one study found that over half of SROs had not received
either academic training (58.8%) or in-service training
(56.5%) related to special education and strategies to support
students with disabilities (May et al., 2012). Without appro-
priate training on the nature of disabilities, including ASD, it
is likely that SROs may not be well-equipped to support the
needs of students with disabilities using individualized,
appropriate strategies. Our review revealed no published
evaluations of ASD training for SROs; however, we believe
our general recommendations and approaches to training
apply to this group of LEOs.

Future Research

Given the scarcity of identified research and methodologi-
cal limitations of the included studies, future research is
warranted. Although this study focused on training reports
from academic sources, it may be helpful to also review
training reports that are described in state/municipal gov-
ernment reports, department training bulletins, and other
similar sources. In addition, future researchers should uti-
lize random sampling of participants and adequate sample
sizes that include unbiased participants. To examine differ-
ences across cultural contexts and geographical locations,
studies should be conducted in the United States and other
countries as law enforcement department may differ for a
variety of reasons. Both studies identified in the review are
cross-sectional in nature, which suggests the need for lon-
gitudinal studies to evaluate changes over time. There is a
need for researchers to explore which training characteris-
tics and modalities are most effective to inform future
training development. For example, researchers could
investigate the effectiveness of video- or online-only ver-
sus in-person trainings. Further examination of the design
and utilization of reliable, valid measures to evaluate out-
comes would be useful. Finally, outcome measures should
include direct behavioral outcomes in addition to investi-
gating self-reported changes in knowledge, attitudes, and/
or intentions.

Given the small yield of articles focused on LEO inter-
ventions from a larger corpus of research (i.e., 2 of 607
articles), we began implementation of a scoping review of
the literature that examines various aspects of ASD and the
larger CJS. In our focused review of LEO training, we iden-
tified numerous articles from the group of 606 that pertain
to ASD-CIJS interactions and are organizing these into a
coherent scoping review of the literature (Railey et al.,
2020). To date, we have organized articles into several
themes that pertain to many aspects of ASD-CJS interac-
tion, from initial encounter with LEOs to ASD experiences
of long-term incarceration.

Strengths and Limitations of the Review

The overall approach to this review was strengthened by the
development of an a priori protocol and adherence to the
PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al., 2015). An additional
strength included the fact that key terms were broad, and no
date restrictions were placed on the search. Only one study
(Murphy et al., 2017) was found by hand-searching refer-
ence lists and conducting citation searches, which indicates
that the original search was reliable in targeting relevant
papers. Another strength of the study involves the collabo-
ration of three researchers during the search and eligibility
decision process. Specifically, two researchers made inde-
pendent decisions regarding inclusion of articles, which
resulted in a percentage of agreement between researchers
of 100% during both the screening and eligibility phases.

Despite strengths of the current review, findings are lim-
ited to the search terms, databases, and journals included in
the process. Although several librarians and ASD research-
ers were involved in selecting key terms and search engines,
it is possible that not all available research was identified. In
addition, the two included studies varied in the standards
with which they were conducted and reported; therefore,
findings are a direct reflection of methodological limita-
tions of the included studies.

Conclusion

Research suggests that several encounters between LEOs
and members of the ASD community have resulted in a vari-
ety of outcomes, including arrest or death (Copenhaver &
Tewksbury, 2019). The potentially negative consequences of
these interactions highlight the need for LEOs to receive spe-
cialized training in autism, which focus on identification of
characteristics of ASD and engagement in strategies to sup-
port people with ASD. Despite the need for ASD-specific
training for LEOs, the present comprehensive search of lit-
erature identified only two studies that empirically investi-
gated effects of law enforcement trainings related to ASD.
The two studies varied in their methodological approaches
and outcomes; however, both studies utilized only short-term
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knowledge and attitudinal measures and included potentially
bias, small sample sizes. Although both studies provide
promising results (Murphy et al., 2017; Teagardin et al.,
2012), the review highlights the need for more empirical evi-
dence to establish effective training protocols for teaching
LEOs to support people with ASD. Findings from this study
serve as a steppingstone to understanding available literature
and act as a catalyst for further research in this area.
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