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EDUCATING THE PUBLIC((((and Law Enforcement

PERSONS WITH AUTISM

COMMUNICATION DIFFICULTIES

(
May be nonverbal (approx. 50% of autistic population is nonverbal); or may only repeat what is said to them.

(
May not respond to “STOP” command, may run or move away when approached; may cover ears and look away constantly.

(
May have difficulty recognizing and repairing breakdowns in communication (i.e.) asking for clarification or responding to 


a request for clarification.

(
May appear argumentative, stubborn, or belligerent; may say NO in response to all questions; may ask WHY? Incessantly.

(
Will have difficulty interpreting body language & social cues, such as:  a defensive posture, facial expressions and difficulty


recognizing jokes, teasing, and verbal/nonverbal emotional responses.

(
May be poor listeners:  may not seem to care what you have to say; their lack of eye contact gives you the feeling they aren’t


listening.

(
May have passive, monotone voices with unusual pronunciations; often sound computer-like; difficulty with using correct volume


for the situation.

(
May have difficulty in judging personal space: may stand too close or too far away; may not differentiate private body parts; 


may stare at officer.

(
May fixate on a topic they are interested in when uncomfortable in form of repeated questions, arguments or ramblings 


(i.e.) types of cars, sports teams, city names, etc.

(
May have difficulty in seeing things from different point of view; may have difficulty predicting other persons’ reaction to them.

(
Are usually very honest, sometimes too honest; has behaviors limiting credibility with others but does not or ably tell lies; often


very blunt, not tactful.

(
May not recognize danger or hurt; may approach and talk to strangers; may possess weak help-seeking skills; may not be able to


distinguish between minor and serious problems; may not know where/how to get help for problems; may not be able to give


important information/able to answer questions.

SUGGESTED RESPONSES

Law enforcement personnel may unexpectedly encounter or be asked to find a person who has autism.  Recognizing the behavioral symptoms and knowing contact approaches is necessary to avoid situations of risk.  

In law enforcement patrol situations/encounters with persons with autism, the following responses should be considered:

(
Talk in direct, short phrases (i.e.) “stand up now…go to the car.”

(
Allow for delayed responses to questions or directions/commands.

(
Avoid literal expressions and random comments (i.e.) “give my eye teeth to know…spread eagle...you think it’s cool?”

(
Talk calmly and/or repeat: talking louder will not help understanding; repeating rights now same as “understanding”; 


model calming body language; slow breathing, hands down.

(
Use low gestures for attention; avoid rapid pointing or waving.

(
Person may not understand your defensive posture/body language; may continue to “invade your space”.

(
Look and wait for response and/or eye contact; when comfortable ask to “look at me”; don’t interpret limited eye contact as 


deceit or disrespect.

(
Never lightly touch or pat on shoulders or near face; avoid standing too near or behind; avoid stopping repetitive behaviors


unless self-injurious or potential for injury to others.

(
Evaluate person for injury; may not indicate or have high threshold to pain.

(
Recognize person’s self-protective responses to even usual lights, sounds, contact, odors, and animals.

(
Consider the use of “YES-NO” sign board, alphabet, simple phrase word board, picture board, or computer.

(
If a person is taken into custody and the officer believes or is unsure if the person has autism, strongly consider segregation of this


individual from the general prison population.  Seek advice from the prosecutors’ office or ask for evaluation from community


mental health personnel.
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