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Abstract

The purpose of this paper was to determine whether recommendations made by King & Murphy (Journal of Autism and
Developmental Disorders 44:2717-2733, 2014) in their review of the evidence on autistic people in contact with the criminal
justice system (CJS) have been addressed. Research published since 2013 was systematically examined and synthesised.
The quality of 47 papers was assessed using the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool. Findings suggest a limited amount of good
quality research has been conducted that has focused on improving our understanding of autistic people in contact with the
CIJS since 2013. Methodological limitations make direct comparisons between autistic and non-autistic offenders difficult.
Autistic people commit a range of crimes and appear to have unique characteristics that warrant further exploration (i.e.,
vulnerabilities, motivations for offending).
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Autism and the Criminal Justice System

The prevalence of autism has been much debated over the
years, but it was estimated at approximately 1 in a 100 in
England by Brugha et al. (2011). However, a recent review
has suggested that the prevalence varies across the world
(Chiarotti & Venerosi, 2020), with a recent study in Poland,
which suggested that 5.29/1000 of children aged 0-16
years were autistic (Skonieczna-Zydecka et al., 2017) and
in Spain a prevalence of 11.8/1000 autistic children aged
6-10 years was reported (Pérez-Crespo et al., 2019). It is
now accepted that autistic individuals have varying degrees
of strengths and challenges in relation to social communi-
cation, social interaction, and social imagination (Wing &
Gould, 1979), the spectrum being considered a continuum.
Following screening and a developmental interview (such
as the Autism Diagnostic Interview-Revised; Rutter et al.,
2003), as well as an observation of the person themselves
engaging in specified tasks (using a measure such as the
Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule, Lord et al., 2000),
a diagnosis of Autism can be made by a qualified clinician
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using the criteria from the International Classification of
Diseases-10 or 11 (World Health Organization, 1992, 2019),
and the Diagnostic Statistical Manual of Mental Health Dis-
orders, Sth Edition (DSM-5; American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 2013).

Previous research has suggested autistic adults are over-
represented in some parts of the Criminal Justice System
(CJS), with some evidence indicating autistic individuals
are more likely to have contact with the police than the
general population (Lindblad & Lainpelto, 2011; Sipon-
maa et al., 2001). However, estimates of the prevalence
of autism within the CJS have varied considerably over
the years, no doubt partly due to different methodological
approaches within the research. Arguably, according to some
studies, autistic people are no more or less likely to come
into contact with the CJS compared to non-autistic people
(Brookman-Frazee et al., 2009; Cheely et al., 2012; Hip-
pler et al., 2010; Mourisden et al., 2008; Woodbury-Smith
et al., 2006). Where criminal offending does occur, research
has suggested autistic people engage in a variety of offence
types, including violence (e.g., Barry-Walsh & Mullen 2004;
Cheely et al., 2012), arson (Woodbury-Smith et al., 2010),
sexual offending (e.g., Mouridsen et al., 2008; Langstrom
et al., 2008; Sgndenaa et al., 2014), and stalking (e.g., Stokes
& Newton, 2004; Stokes et al., 2007).
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King & Murphy (2014) sought to explore these issues
further by conducting a systematic review of the evidence
pertaining to autistic people within the CJS, which focused
on summarising research conducted up to January 2013.
The authors explored research on the prevalence of autism
amongst people in contact with the CJS (at various stages in
it), the occurrence and types of offending, and the presence
of co-occurring psychiatric conditions. Findings suggested
autistic people were less likely to offend than other people
of the same age and gender. However, the evidence on types
of crime was inconsistent, perhaps due to the poor quality
of research methodology, though it seemed that ‘offences
against the person’ were more common than property related
offences (King & Murphy, 2014). There did also appear to
be a trend of higher rates of psychosis and personality dis-
order diagnoses, rather than other mental health diagnoses,
among autistic people in the CJS, although the samples in
the studies were biased towards service-users recruited from
mental health settings. The factors identified in the literature
which might predispose autistic people to offend included
social naiveté, misunderstanding of social situations, lack of
understanding of the rules, and obsessional interests (King
& Murphy, 2014).

King & Murphy (2014) highlighted the limitations of the
evidence base and consequently made several recommenda-
tions including the need for consistency in the methods used
to diagnose autism, and the need for further research into the
experiences of autistic people who encounter the CJS. Addi-
tionally, King and Murphy argued that few researchers used
representative samples, and even when they were representa-
tive, the participants came from within specific geographical
locations. Only a small number of studies used comparison
groups and there were differences in how offending behav-
iour was defined. In addition, King & Murphy (2014) identi-
fied that the lack of research on autistic female offenders was
problematic and concluded that the study of the relationship
between autism and offending was in its infancy.

Recent Developments in Policy

Since the publication of King and Murphy’s (2014) review,
recognition of autism has increased with new law, policy
and guidance having been introduced in England and Wales,
including the Care Act (2014), ‘Transforming Care for people
with learning disabilities—next steps’ (NHS England, 2015b),
‘Building the Right Support’ (NHS England, 2015a) and
‘Autism Spectrum Disorder in Adults’ (NICE, 2016). Further
research on supporting autistic prisoners aimed to develop a
set of Autism Accreditation standards within prisons (Turner
et al., 2016). And the Liaison and Diversion Services (NHS
England & NHS Improvement, 2019) has been gradually intro-
duced to support vulnerable individuals who encounter the
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CJS (following recommendations in the Bradley report, 2009).
In addition, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act Code of
Practice was revised in 2019 to provide further guidance to
officers when detaining, cautioning, and interviewing vulner-
able suspects, including autistic people (Home Office, 2018).
However, ‘Beyond the High Fence’ (NHS England, 2019)
suggested the understanding around autism remained poor in
forensic services, underpinned by insufficiently experienced
staff, who were unable to adequately support autistic people.
Reports of high levels of physical and medical restraint of
autistic people were confirmed in a review of restraint, seclu-
sion and segregation conducted by the Care Quality Commis-
sion (2020) which found that the majority (64%) of the 66
cases they investigated had autism.

Similar policy developments have been seen beyond the
UK with the introduction of the Autism CARES Act (2019)
in the USA and the National Call to Action to improve ser-
vices issued by the Australian Advisory Board on Autism
Spectrum Disorder in 2011. However, in other countries
across the world there may well be even more of a need for
an improved understanding of autism, with few policies and
guidelines in existence.

Whilst new legislation, policies, and guidance have been
introduced since King and Murphy’s (2014) review, particu-
larly within the UK, the question remains as to whether our
research knowledge and understanding of autistic individu-
als who encounter the CJS has progressed, whether sufficient
changes have been implemented and evaluated to improve
practice, and whether the experiences of autistic adults who
encounter the CJS has improved.

Aims

The current review therefore aims to provide an update of
King and Murphy’s (2014) paper to firstly identify whether
the gaps in the research and their recommendations have
been addressed, as well as to identify whether our knowledge
and understanding of autistic people who encounter the CJS
has improved. In reviewing literature published since the
original review, authors aimed to determine a more accurate
estimate of prevalence of autism in the CJS, and outline
the characteristics associated with autism and offending
behaviour.

Method
Design
A mixed methods systematic review of the research on

autistic adults with a history of criminal offending was
conducted. To provide continuity and for comparisons to
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be made between King & Murphy (2014) and the current
update, previous search methods were duplicated.

Database and ancestry searches resulted in 47 articles that
met the specific inclusion criteria. Data was extracted and a
quality assessment was conducted using the Mixed Methods
Appraisal Tool (Hong et al., 2018, 2019). There are five cri-
teria for appraising studies and ratings vary from 0* (none
of the criteria are met) to 5* (all criteria are met). A data
extraction template was used to record relevant information
under the following heading: Title, author, year of publi-
cation, study population, number of participants, methods,
data on prevalence of autism/offending, types of offending
behaviour, psychiatric diagnosis, and other information. The
quantitative and qualitative findings were then summarised
based on the previous review conducted by King & Murphy
(2014), under the following headings:

Prevalence of autism in offender populations.
Prevalence of offending behaviour in autistic people.
Types of offence committed by autistic people.
Co-morbid psychiatric diagnoses.

Other results.

Search Strategy

A systematic search of the literature was conducted on 10th
December 2018 by the second author and updated on 1st
April 2021 by the first author of the same electronic data-
bases (PsychINFO, Medline, Criminal Justice Abstracts,
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews) as searched by
King & Murphy (2014), except for the National Autistic
Society database due to its closure post 2014. In addition,
a further two databases were added to broaden the search
(PsychARTICLES, CINAHL Plus with Full Text) using
identical search terms to find articles relating to autism and
offending. Date limiters were applied to include papers from
Ist January 2013 to 1st April 2021. To ensure continuity, the
same search terms were used to find articles and these are
provided in Table 1.

Eligibility Criteria

The inclusion and exclusion criteria applied in this review
matched the King & Murphy (2014) systematic review and
aimed to consolidate and evaluate current research on autism
and offending. Articles were reviewed to ensure that they
met the following inclusion criteria:

e Written in English.

e Published in peer reviewed journals.

¢ Included participants with an autism diagnosis according
to ICD-10/ICD-11 or DSM-IV-TR/DSM-5.

Table 1 Search terms

Autism terms Offending terms

Autis* “Criminal Justice System”
ASD Prison
ASC Probation
Asperger* Court
“Pervasive developmental disorder” Secure
Forensic
Crim*
Offen*

*Used to search for any word that includes the letters before the aster-
isk

e Participants with involvement in the CJS (those who were
suspects, offenders and in contact with the CJS includ-
ing contact with police, courts, probation, and prison
services in addition to forensic services such as secure
hospitals).

Articles were excluded for the following reasons:

e Individuals with only apparent ‘autistic symptoms’ and
no attempt to diagnose.

e Studies that included witnesses or victims of crime,
rather than suspects or offenders.

e Single case studies, dissertations, and review papers.

e Articles which focused on treatment.

Identification of Studies

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-analyses (PRISMA; Knobloch et al., 2011) was used to
identify relevant studies (Fig. 1). The initial search yielded
6453 papers. After duplicates were removed, the titles and
abstracts of 5512 papers were screened by the first author
and 5416 papers were excluded based on the above inclusion
and exclusion criteria. Therefore, the full texts of 96 papers
were identified by the first author for review. Following a
further review of the 96 articles against the eligibility crite-
ria, 47 articles were included.

Data Extraction

The 47 studies were recorded, and relevant data such as
author, year of publication, sample, methods, data on preva-
lence, types of offending behaviour, psychiatric diagnosis
was extracted (see Table 2). A total of 36 publications were
either cohort studies, cross-sectional studies, case control
studies or descriptive studies. A total of six studies used
qualitative designs and included interviews and case studies.
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Fig. 1 PRISMA chart of search
results

6,453records found through database searching
(PsychINFO, PsychARTICLES,CINAHL Plus with Full Text,
Medline, Criminal Justice Abstracts, Cochrane Library of
Systematic Reviews)

Identification

-

941 duplicates removed |

Screening

5,415titles& abstractsexcluded:

1,967 x No ASD
47 x Single case studies

-

| 5513 titles and abstracts reviewed |

726 x Reviews/books
10 x Dissertations

2,555x Not involved in CJS as
offenders
17 x Focused on treatment

-

| 96 full text records reviewed

| 44 x Not written in English

Eligibility

-

48 full text records excluded:
' 27 x No ASD diagnosis using ICD:

47articles identified as relevant

10/11 and DSM-IV/DSM-V
5 x Reviews/books

Included

14x Not involved in CJS as
offenders
3 x Focused on treatment

-

47articles included

Lastly, five studies used a mixed methods design, which
included surveys and interviews.

Regarding overlapping samples, study 2 used the same
sample of 269 violent offenders as both study 9 and 20.
Study 7 used the same population sample of 3382 offend-
ers as Study 15. Furthermore, study 34 used a sub-sample
(n=38) of participants recruited to study 7. Study 27 and 28
used the same sample of 35 autistic adults in two papers.
Lastly, study 44 used a sub-sample of autistic adults (n=9)
and parents/carers (n=19) as recruited to study 43. Papers
with duplicate samples were included within the review as
each reported unique findings. However, when calculating
the total number of participants across studies, papers which
made use of a previously reported sample were not included,
to avoid inflating the sample size.

Quality Assessment

Whilst the King and Murphy review did not use a specific
quality appraisal tool, best practice guidelines suggest
one is used, therefore, the Mixed Methods Appraisal Tool
(MMAT) (Hong et al., 2018, 2019) was used for the current
review. The MMAT is a 21-item checklist, used to rate the
quality of quantitative (including cohort studies, cross sec-
tional studies, longitudinal studies, case control studies and
descriptive studies), qualitative, and mixed methods studies
selected for review. Each article was appraised and scored
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using the criteria provided in the MMAT user guide (2018)
by the first author and 20.8% were rated by the third author
to assess reliability. Differences in ratings were found within
five papers due to variation in interpretations for two criteria
of the MMAT. Following discussions between the current
authors, agreement on interpretation of criteria was reached
resulting in complete agreement of ratings (inter-rater reli-
ability: 100%). Studies were appraised based on five areas
relating to the appropriateness of methodology, data analysis
techniques and data collection techniques, the representa-
tiveness of the sample, reliability of outcome data, and the
researchers’ interpretation of research findings.

Results
Quality Appraisal

Studies using only quantitative methods accounted for 36 of
the 47 papers (1-11, 13-26, 29-30, 32, 35-37, 39, 45-47).
Additionally, six qualitative papers were reviewed (12, 34,
38, 40, 41, 42), and five used mixed methods analyses, in
which authors collected both qualitative and quantitative
data predominantly from surveys (27, 28, 31 43, 44) and
interviews (31). Of the 47 papers, 8 were rated as 5* (17%),
25 were rated as 4* (53%), 9 were rated 3* (19%), and 5
were rated as 2* (11%).
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The quality of included papers was compromised by sev-
eral methodological limitations (e.g., poor generalisability,
unrepresentative samples, lack of matched comparison sam-
ples, reliance on retrospective data collection, lack of stand-
ardized instruments), which impacted study outcomes and
limited the extent to which findings could be relied upon.
Several authors of studies that took a qualitative approach to
the research reported data collection methods that were con-
sidered inadequate (e.g., 27, 28 & 40), and/or did not support
their interpretation of findings with sufficient data (e.g., 34,
40, & 42), which led to an unclear link between qualitative
data sources, data collection, analysis, and interpretation
(e.g., 40 & 42). In addition, several authors of quantitative
studies with non-randomised comparison samples did not
recruit a representative sample of participants (e.g., 1, 4, 22,
29, 30-33, 36, 45, 47). Due to an overreliance on retrospec-
tive data collection methodologies and database/documen-
tary analyses, missing data was a consistent weakness of the
included studies (e.g., 4, 18 19, 24, 32, 46). Moreover, con-
founding variables were rarely accounted for in the design or
analysis of findings (e.g., 1, 2, 4-10, 13-17, 21, 29, 30-32,
37, 46). Only one study did include a matched comparison
sample controlling for confounding variables (24). Alto-
gether, authors recruited 606 autistic adults, 1,271 adults
with intellectual disabilities and autism and a population
control group of 2,973 young adults (24). Those studies that
utilised a mixed methods design, did not meet the criteria for
both of the different components of the methods involved.

MMAT
Rating

3

sation during childhood, emotion

Vulnerability to violence victimi-
regulation difficulties.

Outcomes

Quantitative survey with a between Other characteristics

groups design.
Have a diagnosis of autism accord-

ing to self-report, which was
verified by administering the

ADOS-II (Lord et al., 2012).

Methods

=30,

Study Characteristics

1.48)
13.9)

intellectual disabilities.

status
1Q: 81-134 M =110.22,

SD
43.5% Men

SD

42 non autistic adults without

Of the 47 studies, 19 were conducted in the UK, 6 in Swe-
den, 6 in the USA, 4 in the Netherlands, 3 in Norway, 4 in
Canada, 2 in Portugal and 3 in Australia. Of the 47 studies,
authors of 9 recruited autistic people in contact with the CJS
from state/nationally representative populations (14, 16, 22,
24-28 & 35). Authors of 13 studies recruited autistic people
in contact with the CJS from psychiatric inpatient services
(1, 4-6, 8, 11, 30, 32, 33, 36, 37, 40 & 45), 9 from prison
and/or probation services (2, 9, 12, 17, 20, 23, 34, 38 &
41), 5 from the community (29, 31, 43, 44 & 47), 4 from
forensic psychiatric examinations (7, 15, 42 & 46), 2 from
police services (13 & 21), 2 from a residential treatment
facility (18 & 19), 1 from a forensic outpatient service (3),
1 from community and inpatient forensic services (10), and
1 from a combination of prison, probation, and psychiatric
inpatient services (39).

Of the 47 studies, authors of 20 recruited males only (2, 3,
9,11, 12, 17-20, 23, 32, 33, 36-42 & 46), while authors of
one study did not report the gender of participants (22), and
authors of the remaining 26 studies recruited both males and
females (1, 4-8, 10, 13-16, 21, 24-31, 34, 35, 43-45, 47).

15.6% self-identified minority

Number of participants
Age: 18-52 years (M

45 Autistic adults

victims and perpetrators in the

Autistic and non-autistic adult
community.

Study population

perpetration experiences of adults

(Canada). Victimization and
with autism.

Table 2 (continued)
Author, Year, Country & Title
47. Weiss & Fardella 2018
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Of the 47 studies, authors of 13 reported the age of
autistic offenders (n=326) ranging from 19 to 57.3 years
(M =31.50, SD=11.03). Of the 47 studies, authors of 23
reported the gender of autistic offenders (n=450), and most
participants were male (n=433) rather than female (n=17).
Findings are therefore biased towards autistic males.

Of the 47 studies, authors of only three studies reported
the ethnicity of autistic offenders (n=83). Ethnicities
reported were White (n=69), Black (n=8), Asian (n=1),
and other (n=5).

Prevalence of Autism in the CJS

If autistic people were as likely as anyone else to be involved
in the CJS we would expect the rates of autistic people in
CIJS populations to be about the same as the prevalence of
autism in the general population (i.e., of the order of 1%).

Of the 47 studies included in the review, authors of 24
included prevalence data for autism amongst a sample of
suspects or offenders (studies 1-24). A minority of stud-
ies reported using gold standard methods for diagnosing
autism (2, 9, 11, 20), such as the ADI-R (Lord et al., 1994),
Diagnostic Interview for Social & Communication disor-
ders (DISCO; Wing et al., 2002) and the Autism Diagnos-
tic Observation Schedule (ADOS; Lord et al., 2000; 2012).
Several other studies used validated screening methods (17
and 23), including the Autism Spectrum Quotient (ASQ;
Baron-Cohen et al., 2001), the Asperger’s Syndrome Diag-
nostic Scale (Myles et al., 2001). Other studies referred only
to the ICD-10 or DSM-1V, perhaps due to a heavy reliance
on retrospective case file data (e.g., 1, 4, 6-8).

Unbiased samples were recruited to a minority of stud-
ies (5,7, 9, 12, 14, 15, 22). Most other studies recruited
participants already hospitalised in psychiatric inpatient
services who were therefore already identified as being a
risk to either themselves or the public and as having a men-
tal health condition (e.g., 1, 4, 6, 8 & 11). One study that
recruited participants from the community, was also limited
to people known to an outpatient psychiatric service (3).
Even when unbiased samples were recruited, the methodo-
logical quality of these studies was limited as it was unclear
how a diagnosis of autism was made and by whom (e.g., 5
& 7), or because samples of participants were limited by
gender (e.g., 9 and 23), or type of offending behaviour (e.g.,
animal abuse or sexual offending; 19, 21).

Consequently, prevalence of autism amongst offending
populations varied widely from 0.2% in a sample of offend-
ers detained across seven prisons in New South Wales, Aus-
tralia (12) to 62.8% in a sample of adolescent male offenders
aged between 15 and 20 years who had been ordered by
Juvenile Court into an adolescent sexual offenders’ program
in the USA (19). Of the 16 studies to include prevalence
data of autism derived from biased samples of offenders

@ Springer

(n=2926), 13.3% of offenders were reported to be autistic
(n=388; see Table 2). Of seven studies to include preva-
lence data of autism derived from mostly unbiased samples
of offenders (n=15,963), 3% of offenders were reported
to be autistic (n=486; see Table 2), though, none of the
samples recruited can be said to be truly unbiased due to
several factors, including the likelihood of prisons provid-
ing lower prevalence of autism due to people being diverted
away from custody, as well as difficulties associated with
the accuracy of diagnosis. The current prevalence of autism
in offender populations is therefore slightly higher than the
prevalence of autism in community samples, which range
between 0.7 and 1.1% (Baxter et al., 2015; Brugha et al.,
2016). Therefore, findings suggested autistic people may be
somewhat over-represented in the Criminal Justice System,
though biased samples and methodological limitations of the
research conducted impact the reliability of these findings,
for example, people recruited from the forensic psychiatric
inpatient services often produce high prevalence rates as
those referred are highly likely to have other mental health
needs (King & Murphy, 2014). Moreover, it may be that sus-
pects with limitations to their social behaviour (for example,
poor eye contact) may be more likely to be seen as risky and
therefore they may be more likely to receive custodial sen-
tences. An added difficulty is that, due to varying samples
and inconsistency in diagnosis assessment tools used when
recruiting autistic suspects and offenders, it is difficult to
make comparisons across studies.

Autistic People and their Contact with the CJS

Offending is known to be generally more common amongst
teenage boys, rather than older men and girls (Farrington
et al., 2021). If autistic people are as likely to offend as other
people without autism, we would expect to see this reflected
in figures for comparison samples of autistic and non-autistic
people, matched for age and gender.

Of the 47 studies, authors of five reported on the preva-
lence of autistic people’s involvement in the CJS. Here it
is essential for studies to have a comparison group of non-
autistic people involved in the CJS for any conclusions to
be drawn. None of the included studies reported a robust
procedure for diagnosing autism, but instead relied on previ-
ous diagnosis, which on occasions was self-reported (e.g.,
27 & 28). Study 29 did however, verify a self-reported diag-
nosis using the Social Communication Questionnaire (SCQ;
Rutter et al., 2003). Studies reporting on the prevalence of
involvement in the CJS for populations of autistic people
were therefore of limited methodological quality due to a
lack of robust assessment of autism.

Consequently, prevalence of involvement in the CJS for
populations of autistic people varied widely from 0.7% in
a community sample of 284 autistic adolescents and adults
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in Ontario, Canada (29) to 5% in a nationally representative
sample of 920 autistic youth aged 15-17 years in the USA
(26). Overall prevalence of involvement in the CJS across
the six studies (n=6978) was 4.3% (n=2300; see Table 2).
However, what constitutes involvement in the CJS varied
between studies, for example, study 26 reported on those
who had been arrested, whereas study 25 reported on those
convicted of at least one violent offence. Consequently,
how authors define involvement in the CJS will impact on
prevalence data, whereby a broader definition including any
contact with the criminal justice system will increase preva-
lence figures as those who are arrested or questioned by the
police may not go on to be convicted. A lack of research
including unbiased comparison samples limits our under-
standing of whether those who were autistic were at more or
less risk of offending in comparison to non-autistic people.
Nevertheless, other studies of non-autistic adolescents (e.g.,
Farrington et al., 1975; 2021) suggest that these figures for
autistic adolescents are much lower than for non-autistic
adolescents. As reported by Farrington & Hawkins (1991),
by the age of 21 years, 31% of males from working class
backgrounds in England (n=411) had a criminal conviction.

Types of Offences Committed by Autistic People

As can be seen in Table 2, types of offences committed by
autistic individuals varied and included arson, property
crime, sexual offending, drug offences, traffic incident/driv-
ing offences, stalking, fraud, theft, and robbery (e.g., 4, 7,
30, 31, 33, 34). Of the 47 studies included in the review,
authors of 10 studies recruited a group of autistic people, as
well as a comparison group of non-autistic people (1, 9, 10,
14, 24, 30, 39, 45, 47).

Authors of study 24 compared 45 autistic service-users
recruited from two specialised low secure psychiatric ser-
vices to 43 participants from a non-specialised low secure
unit and reported autistic service-users were more likely to
be younger, less likely to have a diagnosis of drug or alco-
hol misuse/dependence or personality disorder. Furthermore,
autistic service users, when compared to non-autistic service
users were less likely to have a lifetime history of physi-
cal violence or sexually inappropriate behaviour towards
others or to be non-compliant with prescribed medication.
They were also less likely to have a forensic history and their
number of previous convictions tended to be lower (24).
These findings are supported by study 10, in which findings
suggested autistic people referred to forensic intellectual
disability services had a lower rate of being charged with a
criminal offence.

Limited research has been conducted to explore risk fac-
tors for autistic and non-autistic people for different types
of offending. Authors of study 14 compared 143 autistic
and 572 non-autistic juveniles with intellectual disabilities

and other special educational needs involved in the CJS
and reported autistic offenders were least likely to commit
property offences. However, study 9 reported that at index
conviction, autistic offenders were overrepresented in child
sexual offending, when compared to non-autistic offenders.
Though non-autistic offenders had more previous convic-
tions (e.g., for drug related crimes), no difference in total
number of prosecuted crimes was reported, although, the
reliability of these findings is limited due to the sample
consisting only of young male offenders detained within a
prison establishment and convicted of violent offences only.
Nevertheless, study 39 compared 40 autistic male offend-
ers and 40 non-autistic offenders to a community sample of
40 autistic and 39 non-autistic people without a history of
offending behaviour. Findings suggested autistic offenders
scored higher for risk factors related to mental health, con-
duct problems, and family/childhood adversity (39).

In comparison, authors of study 30 compared autis-
tic adults (n=606), adults with intellectual disabilities
(n=1271), and population controls (n=2973) and reported
few group differences. Findings suggested that young autis-
tic adults were not overrepresented in the CJS compared to
their non-autistic peers and were less likely to be involved in
the adult justice system than their peers. These findings are
supported by the findings of study 47 in which similar rates
across all forms of perpetration for autistic and non-autistic
adults were reported.

Few studies compared the offending behaviour of autis-
tic and non-autistic offenders to identify unique character-
istics or similarities between these populations. Similarly,
few studies compared autistic offenders to autistic people
without an offending history to identify unique characteris-
tics or risk factors amongst populations. Despite conflicting
evidence regarding the similarities and differences between
autistic and non-autistic offenders, authors of study 45 com-
pared autistic males (n=15) to a matched control group of
non-autistic males (n=15) on their ability to understand and
follow court proceedings and stand trial. Findings suggested
that autistic adults had more difficulty understanding and fol-
lowing aspects of the trial process and proceedings, despite
their prior experience of the courtroom process. These find-
ings suggest autistic adults who encounter the CJS have
unique needs.

Co-morbid Psychiatric Diagnosis

Authors of 33 of the 47 studies reported on comorbid
psychiatric diagnosis of autistic offenders (see Table 2).
Most authors recruited samples who were already in a
mental health hospital or secure state facility (4, 11, 17
19, 30, 32, 33, 36 & 37), or who had been referred for
forensic psychiatric assessment (7, 10, 15 & 34). Addi-
tionally, authors of five studies recruited from prison and
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probation services (study 2, 9, 21, 23, 38), while authors
of one study recruited from the prison, probation, one
approved premise and two hospitals (39), and authors of
six studies included recruited participants from commu-
nity samples (study 27, 28, 29, 31, 43, 44). However,
in studies 32, 46 and 47, participants comprised autistic
individuals who had interacted with the police for a vari-
ety of reasons (e.g., victimisation, mental health crisis)
and therefore not all participants had a history of offend-
ing behaviour. Furthermore, two studies of poor meth-
odological quality failed to report the type of forensic
services in which autistic offenders were placed (40 &
42). Common psychiatric diagnoses reported included
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), Tourette
syndrome, intellectual disabilities, substance related dis-
orders, psychosis, personality disorders, anxiety, mood
disorders, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. Study 4
reported the prevalence of comorbid diagnosis of sub-
stance misuse and personality disorder were significantly
lower in the autistic group compared to the non-autistic
group. Study 33 reported the age at first contact with
psychiatric services for the autistic group was lower com-
pared to the non-autistic group, but age at first psychiatric
admission was not significantly different. Further, 73.3%
had psychiatric comorbidity, most commonly schizophre-
nia, but unlike controls, personality disorder and drug and
alcohol disorders were uncommon. Additionally, a life-
time history of drug use, but not alcohol use was signifi-
cantly less common for the autistic group, when compared
to the non-autistic group. Study 39 reported that autistic
offenders scored higher on the mental health risk factors
than both typically developing offenders and typically
developing non-offenders. Study 16 reported that serial
offenders were more likely to have a personality disorder
or autism when compared to single offenders.

Authors of five studies used a population-based cohort
leading to findings that are likely to be more representa-
tive of offenders with an autism diagnosis (20, 22, 25, 26,
35). These studies showed that co-occurring intellectual
disabilities and ADHD were most common, as well as
psychotic disorder, drug and alcohol misuse, personal-
ity disorder, affective disorders, anxiety, tic disorder, and
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Authors of study 25 com-
pared autistic and non-autistic individuals on the Swed-
ish national crime register and found autistic individu-
als who also had ADHD and/or conduct disorder had an
increased risk of violent criminality. Furthermore, autistic
individuals with intellectual disabilities were less likely
to be convicted, and autistic individuals without intel-
lectual disability were more likely to be convicted, com-
pared to people without any of these conditions. However,
other methodological issues affecting the reliability and
validity of findings include retrospective data collection,
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a lack of robust assessment, and female offenders being
underrepresented.

Experiences of the CJS

Several studies recruited participants from the autistic
community, asking them about their experiences of the
police in England, Wales, and Australia (31, 43, 44). Find-
ings suggested that over 60% of respondents were dissatis-
fied with their experience with the police (31 & 43). The
autistic community reported a lack of police awareness and
knowledge of autism, a lack of information and explana-
tion given by the police, and delays throughout the CJS
(43). Furthermore, the needs of autistic individuals were
often not met, and some individuals felt victimised or dis-
criminated against by police officers (43). Interestingly,
some researchers have explored whether autistic people
disclose their diagnosis to the police, with findings sug-
gesting as many as 36% never disclosed and 25% only dis-
closed their diagnosis on some occasions (study 43). Fur-
thermore, their decision to not disclose was linked to a fear
of discrimination or victimisation by police officers (study
43). Studies 27 and 28 recruited 35 autistic adults, 80% of
whom reported to have interacted with the police at least
once in their lifetime (n =29), including being stopped by
police (n=17), being a victim of a crime (n=17), for a
mental health crisis (n=11), suspected of a crime (n=28),
placed in handcuffs (n =8) and convicted (n=2). As many
as 42.3% (n=11) of respondents reported that the police
had used force during the described interaction, includ-
ing restraint (36.4%, n=4), handcuffs (36.4%, n=4), and
assault (n=3). Furthermore, none of the respondents indi-
cated that the officer(s) were able to identify that the per-
son with autism was vulnerable (27 & 28).

Other researchers have explored the experiences of
autistic offenders in prison establishments (e.g., 12, 34
& 41). Research has highlighted the challenges surround-
ing the misunderstanding of autism in relation to social
interactions with staff and other prisoners, which on occa-
sions has escalated into altercations. Difficulties coping
with feelings of frustration, stress, fear, upset, confusion,
anxiety, and agitation that were caused by the unpredict-
ability of the prison environment (i.e., changes in prison
routine), and noise was reported as very difficult to cope
with, as well as a lack of staff understanding regarding
their diagnosis of autism. In contrast, some autistic offend-
ers (n=6) have reported coping in prison, as it provided
structure and opportunities for work and study (34). It is
likely that prisons vary in their ability and willingness
to support autistic offenders. For example, Her Majesty’s
Young Offender Institution Feltham, Her Majesty’s Prison
Parc and Her Majesty’s Prison Wakefield have received
autism accreditation from the National Autistic Society
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demonstrating their commitment to providing support to
autistic offenders (Hughes, 2019; Lewis et al., 2015).

Risk Factors for Offending

Several studies explored other risk factors associated with
autistic offenders, including being male (29), single (7,
33), not having children (33), having birth defects (10),
behavioural issues during childhood (14), poor educational
attainment (7, 37), lack of regular employment (7, 37), poor
social networks (7), having a history of verbal and physi-
cal aggression (4, 29, 32), offending/antisocial behaviour
(33, 45), sexually inappropriate behaviour (33), substance
misuse (31, 38), and a history of victimisation (4, 10, 19,
26, 27, 28, 31 33, 40 & 46). A range of parental and familial
characteristics, such as belonging to households with lower
incomes, migrant households, parental history of criminal
convictions, and maternal psychiatric disorders were asso-
ciated with violent criminality in autistic individuals (40).
Authors of study 7 reported that 29% of the group had been
in foster or institutional care as children (n=14) and 4% had
more than three changes of (non-family) carer during child-
hood (n=2). Furthermore, a delayed diagnosis of autism has
also been identified as a potential risk factor for offending
(15, 25, 40). Several studies also reported on the motiva-
tions of autistic offenders. Common motivations included
revenge, social misunderstanding, idiosyncratic rationalisa-
tions or explanations, obsessions/special interests, and social
naivete (7, 15, 38).

However, autistic offenders were rarely compared to
non-autistic offenders in these analyses, meaning their
unique characteristics have not been identified. Neverthe-
less, authors of study 7 reported on a sample of 48 autistic
offenders who had undergone forensic examination between
2000 and 2010 in Norway and found that 56% had no pre-
vious convictions (n=27). Furthermore, authors of study
33 reported that a lifetime history of sexually inappropriate
behaviour (n=13) and physical violence (n=35) were less
common for the autistic offenders, when compared to non-
autistic offenders. Similarly, study 9 recruited 269 violent
male offenders, including 26 autistic offenders. Findings
suggested there were few differences between autistic and
non-autistic offenders, including prevalence of psychopathy,
although, childhood placements in foster homes were over-
represented in the autistic group. Study 39 recruited argu-
ably a more representative sample of males from an offend-
ing and non-offending population with and without autism
from England and Wales from four prison establishments,
two probation services, one approved premise, two secure
hospitals and the community. Autistic offenders reported
higher scores on the offending risk factors questionnaire
(unpublished) than non-offenders and also offenders without
autism. Autistic offenders scored significantly higher than

the non-autistic, non-offender group on family and child-
hood adversity risk factors. Autistic offenders scored higher
than both the autistic non-offenders and non-autistic non-
offenders on the conduct problems risk factors. However,
few other studies have sought to compare findings between
populations, and due to biased sampling, the findings of the
current review may be an overestimation of aggression and
violence in autistic offenders.

Furthermore, autistic people who encounter the CJS also
appeared to be vulnerable to social isolation and segregation
following arrest, due to difficulties associated with interper-
sonal skills and communication (11, 12). For example, study
26 reported that among a nationally representative sample of
920 autistic youth, 27.5% had experienced social isolation.
In addition, research also suggested as many as 97.6% of
autistic offenders having a history of self-harm (n=41; study
4 & 37). Furthermore, the prevalence of self-harm in the
autistic group was significantly higher than the non-autistic
group (4). In contrast, study 33 found that a history of self-
harm was less prevalent for autistic service-users admitted
to a secure psychiatric inpatient service, compared to non-
autistic service-users (n=17), although the difference did
not reach statistical significance.

A History of Victimisation

Authors of several studies identified that autistic people who
encounter the CJS often have a previous history of victimi-
sation. For example, study 4 recruited 138 service-users
from a specialised forensic inpatient intellectual disabilities
service and findings suggested 40.5% of autistic service-
users reported being a victim of any type of abuse (n=17),
and 33.3% reported being a victim of sexual abuse (n=14).
Similarly, study 10 reported on referrals made to forensic
community and secure intellectual disability services in
England and Scotland and found 23.4% of autistic people
had been abused as a child (n=11). In contrast, authors of
study 33 recruited a control group and compared autistic
and non-autistic service users admitted to two secure psy-
chiatric inpatient services and found a lower percentage
of the autistic group had a history of childhood neglect or
abuse. However, study 19 which recruited 43 male adoles-
cents adjudicated ‘delinquent’ due to a sexual offence in a
state residential facility in Pennsylvania, reported emotional
abuse and neglect were more common in the autistic group
compared to the non-autistic group.

@ Springer
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Discussion
Summary of Findings and Interpretation

Findings of the current review suggested a limited amount of
good quality research has been conducted that has focused
on improving our understanding of autistic people in contact
with the CJS since 2013. Findings suggested that as with
the general population, autistic people engage in a range
of offending behaviours. However, studies of autistic peo-
ple who encounter the CJS are still in their infancy and our
understanding of their unique characteristics and treatment
needs remains limited. Much like the studies included in
the previous review by King and Murphy, most of the find-
ings from the updated literature have originated from biased
samples (i.e., mental health services) and are unlikely to
reflect all autistic people who may be in contact with the
CIJS (e.g., individuals cautioned, arrested, fined, living in
the community, those convicted of minor offences, or those
in custody awaiting trials). As with the previous research
identified by King & Murphy (2014), study methodologies
made comparisons regarding prevalence across studies dif-
ficult, particularly due to a lack of matched control groups.
Limitations of the research impact on the reliability of cur-
rent findings, which should therefore be interpreted with
some caution.

King & Murphy (2014) reported the prevalence of autism
amongst offender groups varied between 1 and 27%. Simi-
larly, in the current review prevalence did vary considerably
depending on study methodology and was limited by the use
of biased samples recruited from prisons and secure men-
tal health services. These limitations notwithstanding, the
prevalence of autism in offending populations was estimated
to be between 0.2 and 62.8% (studies 12 & 19).

In relation to the rather different question of the preva-
lence of offending within samples of autistic people, King &
Murphy (2014) reported figures varied widely between 2.74
and 26%, although when reviewing studies that included a
control group, results suggested autistic people commit-
ted the same number of offences or fewer offences than
non-autistic people. In the current review, the prevalence
of offending obtained from six samples of autistic people,
was estimated to be between 0.7 and 5.7% (see Table 2).
In England and Wales, the prison population as of March
2022 was 79,808 suggesting a prevalence of 0.1% (Ministry
of Justice, 2022), although these figures underrepresent the
number of people to encounter the CJS as suspects or offend-
ers, excluding individuals in the community. Therefore, as
concluded by King & Murphy (2014), when these rates are
compared to the rates of offending amongst non-autistic peo-
ple, the current evidence suggested autistic people may be no
more likely than non-autistic people to engage in offending

@ Springer

behaviour and encounter the CJS, although these findings
should be interpreted with caution, given the limitations of
the evidence base (i.e., unrepresentative, and biased sam-
ples, varying definitions of offending behaviour). Further,
the lack of research on autistic females engaged in the CJS
warrants further exploration. Such a small sample of autistic
females recruited to some studies may, in part, provide some
explanation for the variation in prevalence data. However,
evidence continued to suggest autistic offenders engaged
in a variety of offending behaviours, though the research
remained biased in its focus on male autistic offenders and
on violent and sexual offending with little consistency as to
whether autistic people are more at risk of committing these
types of offences.

As previously reported by King & Murphy (2014),
comorbid psychiatric diagnoses continued to be common
amongst autistic offenders, in particular ADHD, intellectual
disabilities, psychosis, personality disorder and other affec-
tive disorders (e.g., 25). However, researchers have contin-
ued to recruit biased samples, predominantly from forensic
psychiatric inpatient services, thus re-iterating the need for
research into the prevalence of poor mental health, learn-
ing disabilities and other vulnerabilities, including autism
as emphasised seven years ago in a report published by the
Centre for Mental Health (Durcan et al., 2014).

Findings of the current review suggested that many char-
acteristics associated with offending behaviour for autistic
people are similar to those who are not autistic, including
socio-demographic background, parental history, history of
abuse, poor education attainment, lack of regular employ-
ment, and a history of aggression (e.g., studies 4, 7, 10, 29,
32,37, 40, 47). However, some new findings have emerged
since King & Murphy (2014), which have suggested that
autistic offenders do have some unique characteristics that
require consideration in service development and in their
care and treatment. New characteristics that emerged from
the current findings included evidence to suggest autistic
offenders are less likely to have previous convictions related
to drug offences, although they will sometimes misuse sub-
stances (e.g., study 9). Whilst few studies focused on iden-
tifying the motivations of autistic people who offend, it is
suggested that some appear to be unique to this group of
individuals and warrant further exploration (e.g., social mis-
understandings, idiosyncratic explanations, social naiveté,
and circumscribed interests; studies 7, 15 & 38), as King
and Murphy also found.

More significantly, the current review highlighted new
characteristics of autistic people in contact with the CJS
in that they appear vulnerable to victimisation and abuse
(e.g., study 4, 47), and are at increased risk of self-isola-
tion and self-harm (e.g., 4 & 37). Further, research explor-
ing the experiences of autistic people who encounter the
CJS suggested more work is needed to address the lack of
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knowledge and awareness of autism amongst professionals
working within the CJS (i.e., the police and prison staff).
Research pertaining to judges and the court process was spe-
cifically lacking, with no studies identified that focused on
these areas of the CJS. Further training is required to ensure
autistic people are identified and provided with the appropri-
ate support at all stages of the CJS. It is notable that in the
UK, where the National Autistic Society accredit prisons
that they consider the vulnerabilities of autistic people and
their unique needs (e.g., sensory issues), unfortunately, only
three of the 118 prisons in England and Wales, have received
accreditation, which raises concerns about the support autis-
tic offenders could expect to receive in a prison environment
(Hughes, 2019).

Strengths and Limitations

The findings of the current review are limited by the rela-
tively poor quality of included articles. Most studies used
data retrieved from online questionnaires or file information
from records and archives. Few articles collected primary
data from autistic offenders. Although the current review
sought to include global research on autistic offenders, the
majority of research related to people in the UK and find-
ings may therefore be unrepresentative of autistic people in
other countries. Nevertheless, the current review has sev-
eral strengths. Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed meth-
ods studies, were reviewed, highlighting several gaps in our
understanding of autistic offenders. Unlike King & Murphy
(2014), an objective measure of the assessment of quality of
all included articles was also utilised.

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Future
Research

Since 2013, several policies and guidelines have emphasised
the need to provide person-centred, and evidence-based sup-
port to autistic people who encounter the CJS in the UK and
elsewhere. However, very little research has been conducted
to evaluate their implementation. The current review sug-
gested that further research needs to be conducted to provide
a more accurate and reliable estimate of offending amongst
autistic people. The few studies that focused on the experi-
ences of autistic people in the CJS (e.g., 12, 31, 34) high-
light the need for autism training for staff across the CJS,
including police, prison staff, and judges. There is a need for
increased recognition of autism, and increased support for
autistic people in contact with CJS to improve care and treat-
ment outcomes. Additionally, support needs to be in place
for those with autism already in secure/custodial facilities
to enable them to navigate the unpredictable environments
and confusing social system within prison. In addition, more

information and research on autistic people of other genders
(e.g., female, non-binary) as well as ethnicities within the
CIJS are needed. Relevant strategies should be developed to
ensure autistic people are identified and supported through-
out all stages of the CJS. Professionals working within the
criminal justice system should be trained on autism. Training
should be evidence-based and empirically evaluated. The
experiences of autistic people who encounter the CJS, as
well as their carers should be sought and valued to ensure
improvements to the care and treatment of autistic individu-
als in the CJS.

Conclusions

The current evidence base remains fraught with methodolog-
ical limitations, with research conducted often using small
unrepresentative samples. Nevertheless, findings suggested
that autistic people do encounter the CJS as offenders, in
addition to sometimes being victims of crime. In addition,
autistic people appear largely comparable to non-autistic
people, in terms of risk factors like social deprivation,
though there was some evidence to suggest there are some
unique characteristics which require careful consideration in
the context of forensic care and treatment. Several policies
and guidelines have been introduced to improve the care
and treatment outcomes of autistic people in contact with
the CJS but their implementation and effectiveness have not
been sufficiently evaluated. Evidence suggested that autistic
people have a range of vulnerabilities and require additional
support, which appeared to be lacking in services where the
experiences of autistic people have been examined.
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