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Abstract

Purpose — Neurodivergent (ND) people are reportedly overrepresented in the Criminal Justice System, but
police often lack resources such as relevant knowledge and training to work with them. Furthermore, little is
known about police custody practitioners’ views of factors which impact their working practice with ND
detained persons.

Design/methodology/approach — Police custody practitioners attended a one-day neurodiversity training
session and provided self-report ratings and free-text responses immediately before and after (n = 99) and again
six months later (n = 19). Quantitative and qualitative analysis assessed the impact of training and practitioner
perceptions of custody-related demands with ND detained persons.

Findings — Over half of practitioners had no prior personal experience of neurodiversity, yet the majority
encountered ND suspects on a daily or weekly basis. Self-reported neurodiversity knowledge and confidence
working with ND detainees increased significantly post-training. A significant positive relationship was found
between neurodiversity knowledge and confidence working with ND detainees. Thematic analysis of qualitative
survey responses produced three overarching themes: (1) ND detainees have diverse needs; (2) Recognising and
responding to ND detainees’ needs is challenging; (3) Internal and external resources are required to work with
ND detainees.

Originality/value — This study emphasises the importance of practitioners’ internal (e.g. knowledge, skills,
confidence) and external (e.g. training, environmental, systemic) resources for the demands of working with ND
individuals in police custody.

Keywords Mixed methods, Occupational attitudes, Intellectual and developmental disability, Policing work
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Introduction

In the year ending 31 March 2023, more than 764,924 people were detained in police
custody in England and Wales (Home Office, 2023). Police custody is a demanding socio-
legal setting, in which detainees experience uncertainty and distress (Skinns and Wooff,
2021). Researchers such as Dehaghani (2021) propose that police custody therefore elicits
vulnerability. Code C of the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE; Home Office, 2024)
defines vulnerability using narrower criteria — focusing upon characteristics such as a
detained person’s age, mental health and neurodevelopmental conditions (or
neurodivergence). Resource scarcity — such as inadequate or minimal training —
increases vulnerability for detainees and also custody practitioners (Dehaghani and
Newman, 2017). Police often report a lack of neurodiversity-related training, and there is
little evidence on how custody practitioners view their work with neurodivergent detainees.
The present study (1) evaluates the impact of neurodiversity training on custody
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PIJPSM practitioners’ knowledge and confidence working with neurodivergent detainees; and (2)
493 describes factors that influence practitioners’ work with neurodivergent detainees in police
b
custody.

Literature review

The estimated high prevalence of neurodivergence in the criminal justice system (CJS) has
been an area of increasing focus in recent years (e.g. HM Inspectorate of Prisons and HM
Inspectorate of Probation, 2021). Neurodivergence (or neurodiversity [1]) refers to natural
variation in “ways of thinking and experiencing the world” (McLennan et al., 2025, p. 1) and
encompasses neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism and attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). It is estimated that between 1% and 2% of adults in
England and Wales are autistic (O’Nions et al., 2023) and global estimates for adult ADHD
range from 1.6% to 5% (Popit et al., 2024). Prevalence rates of neurodivergence are reportedly
high in police custody. A recent study reported that of 216 detainees in London-based police
custody units who consented to screening, 5% met criteria for further assessment of autism and
50% for ADHD (Brown et al., 2025). Another recent study screened 177 detainees in a police
custody unit in Northumbria and reported higher than general population rates of
neurodivergence, with 7% suspected to be autistic, and 14% identified as having ADHD
(Cranshaw et al., 2025).

Neurodivergent (ND) people — including those who are autistic — experience a range of
barriers across the CJS such as two-way communication and sensory-affective difficulties (see
Woodhouse et al., 2024). These issues are also reported in police custody and custody-related
processes (e.g. processing, detention, investigative interviews) (Bagnall et al., 2025;
Holloway-George et al., 2025) with potential vulnerability factors proposed at individual,
interpersonal and environmental levels (see Bagnall and Maras, 2025). Subsequently, many
ND people in police custody — and the CJS more widely — should receive individualised
support (Woodhouse et al., 2024).

Custody practitioners’ ability to identify and respond to ND detainees’ needs is essential.
The majority of custody practitioners are custody detention officers, responsible for tasks such
as detainee safety checks, biometric testing and liaising with investigators and solicitors
(College of Policing, 2022). Custody officers (sergeant rank or above) hold overall
responsibility for the operational running of police custody, including detainee wellbeing
and risk screening (College of Policing, 2024a, 2024b). Risk screening processes can be
insufficient to identify vulnerability in custody (Stoneman et al., 2019), but greater autism
knowledge may aid police to more accurately identify autism and engage in more effective
practice (Love et al., 2021). Yet, findings from the United States (Christiansen et al., 2023),
England and Wales (Crane et al., 2016) and Australia (Love et al., 2022) show high variability
in practitioners’ neurodiversity knowledge. Only two studies have examined the
neurodiversity knowledge of custody staff and their experience of working with ND
detainees in custody. In Holloway et al. (2020), one custody sergeant and two detention
officers described the importance of personal experience of autism and autism-related training
for their knowledge and practice. Systemic (time pressures), environmental (the custody
setting) and interpersonal (communication) factors were also perceived to impact their work
with autistic detainees (Holloway et al., 2020). In a later study, Holloway et al. (2022) found
that custody practitioners with lower levels of autism knowledge reported the highest
perceived increase in knowledge following training (to which we return later). Taken together,
neurodiversity knowledge is a key resource for practitioners working with ND detainees in
police custody.

However, effective practice relies not only upon the acquisition of knowledge, but also
practitioners’ confidence to work with ND people (Love et al., 2022). Police officers with
greater knowledge of autism report higher levels of confidence to work with autistic people
(Love et al., 2021; also see Copenhaver et al., 2020). Police officers’ confidence working
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with autistic people is related to the style (and quality) of training they receive, alongside Policing: An
officers’ level of experience with autism, as well as personal characteristics such as International
officers’ own demeanour (Love et al., 2022). More broadly, confidence (specifically, self- Journal
efficacy) is associated with greater task performance (Stajkovic and Luthans, 1998), and is
protective against occupational stress and burnout (Shoji et al., 2016), indicating that
confidence working with ND people is an important resource for police to acquire. To date,
confidence working with ND people is yet to be examined in the police custody context
within England and Wales.

The need for the police to receive autism training has been consistently emphasised in
previous work (e.g. Holloway et al., 2020). However, several studies suggest that most police
in England and Wales do not receive autism-specific training - despite high reported
prevalence of ND custody detainees, and the provision of specialist training for all CJS staff
being a core recommendation from the Criminal Justice Joint Inspection’s 2021
Neurodiversity in the Criminal Justice System: a review of evidence report. Chown (2010)
reported that in a sample of 120 police officers and police staff that none had received autism-
specific training from their police force (30% had received police training that referenced
autism or autism-specific training outside of the police). In Crane et al. (2016), 37% of 242
police officers had received autism-related training. Holloway et al. (2022) reported that only
32% of 142 custody practitioners (across five police forces in England and Wales) had
received any autism training. While international studies indicate that autism training for
police may be effective (Railey et al., 2020), only one study to date has examined this in
England and Wales. Holloway et al. (2022) developed an autism training package specifically
for custody staff, co-produced by autistic people, researchers and police. The training was
perceived as helpful and relevant by custody staff, whose self-reported autism knowledge
scores increased post-training and who described their intentions to use more autism-informed
practice.

501

Present study

High rates of neurodivergence are reported among people detained in police custody, and the
custody environment can present substantial challenges to these individuals. Police custody is
also demanding for practitioners, and high risk for stress and burnout (Houdmont, 2013;
Werner-de-Sondberg et al., 2018). Resource scarcity is likely to increase vulnerability for both
detainees and practitioners (Dehaghani and Newman, 2017; Peacock and Hutchinson, 2025).
While autism training can increase custody practitioners’ perceived knowledge and intentions
for autism-informed practice (Holloway et al., 2022), less is known about how neurodiversity
training relates to practitioners’ confidence working with ND detainees and the broader issues
that impact these working relationships. The present study uses a mixed-methods approach,
combining inferential statistical and qualitative analysis of survey responses from custody
practitioners who attended neurodiversity training, to answer two exploratory research
questions (RQs).

RQ1. What is the efficacy of neurodiversity training on practitioners’ self-reported
knowledge, confidence and outcomes for working with ND people detained in
police custody?

RQ2. What issues do practitioners consider important for their work with ND detained
people?

Method

Design

Four neurodiversity training sessions were delivered in 2022 to practitioners working in three
police custody centres in the South West of England. These one-day sessions were provided by

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers.con pijpsnarticle-pdf/49/3/499/11243465/ pi j psm 09- 2025- 0180en. pdf by guest on 12 June 2026



PIJPSM Creased Puddle (www.creasedpuddle.co.uk), a UK-based neurodiversity consultancy who

49,3 specialise in neurodiversity training and delivered by a former custody officer. The training
focused primarily on autism, though also addressed other aspects of neurodivergence, such as
ADHD. An overview of the training content is provided in Appendix 1 [2]. Ethical approval
was provided by the University of Bath Psychology Research Ethics Committee.

502 Participants

Ninety-nine participants completed paper-based surveys at the beginning of the training
sessions [3]. An additional 19 participants completed an online follow-up survey six months
after their training. Demographic information is summarised in Table 1. The survey did not
collect participants’ age or gender. The largest professional group represented in the sample
were detention officers (55.4%) and the majority (64.6%) of participants had worked in a
custody environment for five years or less.

Measures

Survey data were collected using measures administered at various stages of the training.
A summary of the measures and the time points at which they were used is presented in Table 2.
The knowledge and confidence measures reflect participants’ self-perceived understanding
and capability. Measures of actual interactions with ND detainees are based on participants’
perceptions or estimates of disclosures during custody encounters (not independently
confirmed by the research team).

Analytic strategy

Quantitative data. Inferential statistics are reported for quantitative data. First, three
independent samples t-tests were performed to assess whether participants with and without
personal experience of neurodiversity differed in their neurodiversity knowledge, satisfaction
with how they had worked with ND detainees and confidence working with ND detainees,
respectively. Next, Spearman correlations examined relationships between neurodiversity
knowledge, confidence and satisfaction working with ND detainees pre-training [4]. Two
paired samples t-tests (pre-vs post-training scores) then assessed whether the training
improved participants’ self-reported neurodiversity knowledge and confidence working with
ND people [5], respectively, while Wilcoxon signed-rank tests were performed to compare
participants’ level of agreement with the ten statements related to knowledge and practice with
ND people pre- and post-training [6].

Table 1. Participant demographic information

n %
Rank/Role
Detention officer 54 54.5%
Sergeant 31 31.3%
Appropriate adult 7 7.1%
Inspector 5 5.1%
Appropriate adult assistant 1 1%
Prefer not to say 1 1%
Years’ experience in custody
0-5 64 64.6%
6-10 11 11.1%
11-15 7 7.1%
16-19 3 3.0%
20+ 7 7.1%
Missing data 7 7.1%
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Table 2. Overview of survey measures

Policing: An

Information

Measure description

Pre-
training

International
Post- Six months Journal

training  post-training

Personal experience of
neurodiversity

Contact frequency with ND
suspects

Neurodiversity knowledge

Confidence working with
ND people

Satisfaction working with
ND suspects

Level of agreement with
statements related to
knowledge and practice

Consideration of training in
subsequent practice

Training evaluation (1)

Training evaluation (2)

Participants were asked if they have
personal experience of neurodiversity
with a binary Yes/No choice option
Participants were asked to rate how often
they come into contact with ND suspects
using the options: Once a Year; Once a
Month; Once a Week, Once a Day or I'm
not sure

Participants were asked to self-rate their
level of neurodiversity knowledge on an
11-point Likert scale (0-100%)
Participants were asked to self-rate their
level of confidence working with ND
people on an 11-point Likert scale (0—
100%)

Participants were asked to rate their level
of satisfaction working with ND suspects
on an 11-point Likert scale (0-100%).
Optional free text questions also asked
what went well and what challenges were
experienced

Participants were asked to rate their level
of agreement on a four-point Likert scale
(1: “Strongly disagree” to 4: “Strongly
agree”) with 10 statements relating to
knowledge of neurodiversity and
professional practice with
neurodivergent suspects — e.g. “I can
adapt the way I communicate to explain
something to a suspect with a
neurodevelopmental condition” (see
Table 7 for all questions)

Participants were asked if they had
considered aspects of the training in their
post-training practice, with a binary Yes/
No choice and optional free-text response
explanation

Participants were asked to rate the
helpfulness of the training on an 11-point
Likert scale (0-100%), with optional free
text explanations of their score and which
aspects were most and least beneficial
Participants were asked whether the
training course should be longer and
whether they would recommend the
training, and could answer using binary
Yes/No choices

Note(s): X denotes at which time point the data were collected

X

X 503

Only three six-month follow-up responses could be matched to the original pre- and post-
training evaluation surveys. Consequently, six-month follow up data are reported in
descriptive terms only and should be interpreted with caution. Not all respondents answered
every survey item, so the responses across the reported data are not always equal to the total

numbers in the sample.
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PIJPSM Qualitative data. Free-text survey responses from all 99 practitioners were analysed by the
49,3 first and second authors using inductive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Our
analysis utilised a critical realist approach (see Fletcher, 2017) and aimed primarily to capture
semantic (surface) level meaning. However, as the survey responses were often short, we took
a pragmatic approach and interpretated more latent (underlying) meaning in the data. We also
used a more interpretative approach for the third theme in the framing of “internal” and
“external” resources.

Following the six-stages of inductive thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2022), the
survey responses were first read and re-read for familiarity. Both coders (the first and second
authors) then applied an evolving set of codes to the data with ongoing discussion and review.
The codes were then organised into clusters to generate initial candidate themes and sub-
themes. The coding and theme generation stages were dynamic and involved re-coding, re-
clustering and returning to revised themes and sub-themes. This process continued until both
coders were satisfied that the themes reflected meaningful patterns in the data. The final set of
themes and sub-themes were reviewed and discussed by all three authors.

504

Results

Overview

We present the study findings in two sections. First, we report the quantitative results
addressing the efficacy of the neurodiversity training (RQ 1). Second, we present the
qualitative analysis which examines the issues that practitioners described as influencing their
work with ND detainees (RQ 2).

Quantitative results

Practitioners’ pre-training knowledge and experience of neurodiversity. Just over half
(51.5%) of participants reported having had no personal experience of neurodiversity prior to
the training, yet the majority (78.8%) reported encountering ND suspects on a daily or weekly
basis in their professional roles. When asked about their overall level of satisfaction with these
interactions, participants (n = 95) reported an average rating of 60.11% (SD = 18.42),
indicating a moderate level of satisfaction (see Table 3).

Table 3. Pre-training experiences of neurodiversity

n %

Personal experience of neurodiversity

Yes 45 45.5

No 51 51.5
Frequency of contact with ND suspects

Once a day 46 46.5

Once a week 32 323

Once a month 6 6.1

Once a year 1 1.0

Not sure 12 12.1
Satisfaction in work with ND suspects

10-30% 8 8.1

40-60% 47 47.5

70-90% 39 39.4

100% 1 1.0

Note(s): n = number of respondents, % prevalence within sample
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Participants with personal experience of neurodiversity reported significantly higher pre- Policing: An

training knowledge of neurodiversity (M = 44.63, SD = 22.15) than participants without International
personal experience (M = 32.22, SD = 21.20), t(84) = 2.66, p = 0.009. The bootstrapped Journal
mean difference was 12.41 (SE = 4.54), BCa 95% CI [3.58, 21.39], Cohen’s d = 0.57, 95% CI

[0.14, 1.00].

Confidence working with ND detainees did not significantly differ between participants
with personal experience of neurodiversity (M = 64.88, SD = 18.99) and those without
(M = 59.56, SD = 21.32), t(84) = 1.22, p = 0.227. The bootstrapped mean difference was 505
5.32 (SE = 4.35), BCa 95% CI [—3.27, 14.17], Cohen’s d = 0.26, 95% CI [—0.16, 0.69].

There was no significant difference in satisfaction working with ND detainees between
participants who had personal experience of neurodiversity (M = 64.39, SD = 16.59) and
those without (M = 57.78, SD = 19.29), t(84) = 1.70, p = 0.094. The bootstrapped mean
difference was 6.61 (SE = 3.91), BCa 95% CI [—1.03, 14.22], Cohen’s d = 0.37, 95% CI
[—0.06, 0.79].

Finally, participants’ pre-training neurodiversity knowledge positively correlated with
their confidence working with ND people. Satisfaction in working with ND suspects also
positively correlated with neurodiversity knowledge and confidence working with ND
suspects (see Table 4).

Impact of training on practitioners’ knowledge, confidence and practice. Participants’ self-
rated neurodiversity knowledge (n = 93) was significantly higher after the training
(M = 77.10, SD = 11.57) than before the training (M = 38.60, SD = 22.68), with a mean
difference of 38.49, 95% CI [34.29, 42.70], t(92) = 18.17, p < 0.001, d = 1.88. Similarly,
participants’ confidence working with ND suspects (n = 90) was significantly higher post-
training (M = 79.44, SD = 12.39) compared to pre-training (M = 61.89, SD = 20.55), with a
mean difference of 17.55, 95% CI [13.78, 21.38], t(89) = 9.25, p < 0.001, d = 0.975.

Participants’ pre-training level of agreement with all statements related to their knowledge
of neurodiversity and practice with ND suspects increased significantly following the training
(all ps < 0.001) with medium to large effect sizes (see Table 5).

Impact of training on practitioners’ practice (six-month follow-up). A subset of
participants provided feedback on their practice with ND suspects during the six months
post-training. As stated, some participants could not be matched to the original pre-post
responses, and so the data here are presented descriptively and should be interpreted with
caution. Nineteen participants reported how frequently they had encountered ND suspects in
this period; the majority (57.89%) reported contact of once a week, 15.79% reported daily
contact, 15.79% reported monthly contact, 5.26% had encountered a ND suspect only once in
total and 5.26% were unsure. Twelve participants rated their overall satisfaction in interactions
with ND suspects since completing the training, and their average satisfaction (M = 77.83,
SD = 11.51) was higher than the average reported by the wider group prior to training
(M = 60.11, SD = 18.42). These participants also reported greater confidence in working with
ND suspects six months post-training (M = 76.67, SD = 14.26), compared to pre-training
(M = 61.89, SD = 20.55). Nearly all participants (92.86% of 14 respondents) reported that
they had considered aspects of the training during their subsequent interactions with ND
suspects.

Table 4. Correlation matrix for knowledge, confidence and satisfaction (pre-training)

Variable 1 2 3
1. Neurodiversity knowledge - 0.298** (n = 96) 0.367** (n = 95)
2. Confidence with ND Suspects - 0.639** (n = 94)

3. Satisfaction working with ND Suspects -
Note(s): **p <0.01
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Table 5. Pre- and post-training scores for knowledge and practice statements
Questionnaire statement (and number of respondents) Pre-training Post-training Change® (n)
Effect
No size
M (D) Mdn M(SD) Mdn Positive Negative change Z p )
I can identify some signs of neurodevelopmental conditions (e.g. autism, 2.94 3.00 3.37 3.00 42 5 42 5.06 <0.001 0.54
ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia) when I observe them (n = 89) (0.51) (0.63)
I can de-escalate a situation in which a suspect with a neurodevelopmental ~ 2.94 3.00 3.20 3.00 24 2 63 427 <0.001 045
condition is harming themselves (n = 89) (0.49) (0.46)
I can explain at least three general characteristics of autism or another 247 3.00 347 3.00 66 1 19 7.30 <0.001 0.79
neurodevelopmental condition to police colleague if asked (n = 86) (0.75) (0.55)
I can distinguish neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism from other  2.34 2.00 3.13 3.00 57 4 24 6.48 <0.001 0.70
disabilities (n = 85) (0.72) (0.57)
I can tell the difference between a suspect who has a neurodevelopmental 2.49 3.00 3.16 3.00 50 3 34 6.15 <0.001 0.66
condition such as autism and someone who is demonstrating drug-induced  (0.73) (0.63)
behaviour (n = 87)
I can adapt the way I communicate to explain something to a suspect witha  3.11 3.00 342 3.00 30 6 50 4.02 <0.001 043
neurodevelopmental condition (n = 86) (0.61) (0.54)
I can establish rapport with a suspect with a neurodevelopmental condition  3.09 3.00 3.40 3.00 29 6 43 3.89 <0.001 0.44
(n=78) (0.59) (0.57)
I can gather identifying information from a suspect with a 2.61 3.00 3.07 3.00 39 6 40 4.89 <0.001 0.53
neurodevelopmental condition who has limited verbal speech (n = 85) (0.71) (0.51)
I can modify the environment/processes to help a suspect with a 2.66 3.00 3.25 3.00 46 4 37 5.74 <0.001 0.62
neurodevelopmental condition feel calm (n = 87) (0.63) (0.63)
I know what reasonable adjustments I could make to support a suspect witha  2.74 3.00 340 3.00 51 3 31 6.30 <0.001 0.68
neurodevelopmental condition in custody (n = 85) (0.60) (0.56)

Note(s): M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; Mdn = Median; Z = Standardised Test Statistic; M and Mdn scores range between 1-4: 1 (Strongly disagree), 2 (Somewhat
disagree), 3 (Somewhat agree), 4 (Strongly agree), Change in participants’ scores between pre and post-training: Positive (score increased), Negative (score decreased), No
change (score remained the same)
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Practitioners’ evaluation of training. Participants rated the training as helpful both Policing: An
immediately after the session (M = 83.83%, SD = 12.79) and at the six-month follow-up International
(M = 80.10%, SD = 14.24). The majority (63.5%) reported that the course did not need to be Journal
longer and most (91.7%) would recommend the training (see Table 6).

Qualitative findings
Thematic analysis of participants’ free-text survey responses produced three overarching 507
themes: (1) ND detainees have diverse needs; (2) Recognising and responding to ND
detainees’ needs is challenging; (3) Internal and external resources are required to work with
ND detainees. Sub-themes are named using illustrative participant quotes (see Table 7).
Theme 1: ND detainees have diverse needs. Theme 1a: “Everyone is different”. A wide
variability in the situations and needs presented by people detained in police custody was
emphasised by participants. For example, a Detention Officer [16] [7] stated, “Every person is
different and has different issues and problems”. Moreovetr, participants specified that there is
no single or typical profile for ND detainees: “The spectrum is wider [sic] and no two people

Table 6. Immediate and six-month post-training evaluations

Post-training Six-month follow-up
n % n %
Helpfulness of training
50% 2 2.1 1 5.3
60% 7 7.3 -
70% 11 11.5 3 15.8
80% 28 29.2 4 121
90% 25 26.0 1 5.3
100% 21 21.9 1 5.3
Longer course
Yes 25 26.0 - -
No 61 63.5 - -
Recommend course
Yes 88 91.7 - -
No 3 31 - -

Note(s): n = number of respondents, % prevalence of the code within sample. Note: No helpfulness scores were
lower than 50%. Post training helpfulness scores could only be rated by participants in 10% increments (e.g. 80)
whereas 6-month follow-up “helpfulness” scores could be rated as exact numbers (e.g. 82). For ease of
comparison, 6-month follow-up “helpfulness” scores are reported here according to the nearest round number
(e.g. 82 is reported as 80)

Table 7. Overarching themes and sub-themes

Overarching themes Sub-themes

(1) ND detainees have diverse needs la. “Everyone is different”
1b. “Feelings of vulnerability”
1c. “Under the influence”

(2) Recognising and responding to ND detainees’ needs is ~ 2a. “Understand(ing) the signs”

challenging 2b. “Breaking down the barriers”
(3) Internal and external resources are required to work with ~ 3a. “Some knowledge and therefore some
ND detainees understanding”

3b. “More tools”
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PIJPSM will present the same. It would be easy to assume that one size fits all but this isn’t the case.”
49,3 [Inspector 4]. As the previous quote suggests, this variability can present challenges for
working effectively with ND detainees — as a Sergeant [31] reflected, “everyone is different.
There will always be cases I will be at a loss to deal with regardless of my knowledge/
training.”.

Theme 1b: “Feelings of vulnerability”. The diversity of ND detainees’ needs was also
reflected in their “feelings of vulnerability” [Detention Officer 2]. Police custody was
sometimes specified as inducing vulnerability and distress in ND detainees. An Appropriate
Adult [4] described the challenge of “The custody environment” and “The stress levels of
everyone especially [the detained person]”. ND detainees can experience “anxiety” due to an
“environment outside of normal routines” [Sergeant 21]. A Detention Officer [48] specified
the impact of features of the custody environment, “over-stimulated with surrounding noise
and amount of people, bright lighting”. The nature of ND detainee distress was also described:
“emotions vary wildly without warning” [Inspector 2] and “erratic behaviour” [Detention
Officer 25] “can escalate quickly” [Detention Officer 26]. This behaviour could turn
“aggressive quickly if [. . .] demands were not met” leading to acts of “self harm” [Detention
Officer 34].

Theme 1c: “Under the influence”. Substance use and medication were sometimes
highlighted as further diversity of needs of ND detainees. As a Detention Officer [32] put it,
“Drink or drugs usually make my job hard, neurodiverse or not”. A Sergeant [18] suggested
that “Alcohol. Drugs” can be challenging for staff, particularly when the detained person
withholds this information from practitioners. A Detention Officer [7] similarly described the
challenge of ND detainees being “under the influence” whilst in custody, and also when
detainees do not have access to prescribed drugs and are “not correctly medicated”. The lines
between intoxication and neurodivergent presentation can also be blurred. Some participants
referred to their difficulty distinguishing between the “key differences between neurodiversity
and drug induced behaviours” [Detention Officer 30]. As an Inspector [4] asked, “Drink/
drugs — how would that impact?”.

Theme 2: recognising and responding to ND detainees’ needs is challenging. Theme 2a:
“Understand(ing) the signs”. As indicated in the previous sub-themes, custody practitioners
described difficulty identifying and responding appropriately to the individual needs of ND
detainees. For some a lack of knowledge of neurodiversity made this more difficult: “Because
we have minimal knowledge it is hard to assess each person” [Detention Officer 17].
Participants hoped that the neurodiversity training would help them to understand the “Signs
and effects of neurodevelopmental conditions” [Inspector 1] and be able to “identify a suspect
with a neurodevelopmental condition and to help make their stay as stress free as possible”
[Sergeant 13]. This was echoed in the difficult experiences of day-to-day practice with ND
detainees: “To understand them. How they behave. How to deal with them.” [Detention
Officer 13]. Some described how “Not knowing |[...] triggers” [Detention Officer 14] is
challenging as this could lead to “a meltdown or problems with detention” [Inspector 4].

Theme 2b: “Breaking down the barriers”. Practitioners described the difficulties of
engaging with ND detainees more broadly. The challenge of effective communication and
“Ensuring understanding” [Sergeant 23] were often highlighted, as were the need to explain
custody-related “processes” [Detention Officer 12] and “complex terms” [Sergeant 14] to ND
detainees. This communication may be more difficult when the ND detainees’ needs are not
well understood. A Sergeant [7] further elaborated on the challenges of “Initial
communication and breaking down the barriers to establish their needs”. Another Sergeant
[31] described how, “Prior to fully understanding individual needs there can be a
communication breakdown”. Indeed, the challenge of “Keeping them calm and engaged”
[Detention Officer 28] was described, as was “Erratic behaviour, failure to listen when
speaking to them” [Detention Officer 25]. Other responses reflected concerns about ND
detained people’s ability to “comprehend what’s happening” [Detention Officer 31] and
“really understand what is going on” [Sergeant 10] in custody.
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Theme 3: internal and external resources are required to work with ND detainees. Theme 3 Policing: An
encapsulates the factors that custody practitioners view as assisting in their work with ND International
detainees. We conceptualised these factors as resources which can be internal (knowledge, Journal
approaches and skills) and external (training, environmental and systemic).

Theme 3a: “Some knowledge and therefore some understanding”. Experience and
knowledge of neurodiversity (internal resources) assisted the participants to work with ND
detained persons. A Sergeant [24] referred to interactions that had worked well with ND
detainees: “I have some knowledge and therefore some understanding”. Others’ own personal
neurodivergence helped them to understand and interact with ND detainees. For example, a
Detention Officer’s [18] own ADHD helped them to relate to ND detainees and described how
they would “take my time and explain”. Another Detention Officer [54] described that they
“use [their] coping methods with detainees” from their own personal experience of
neurodivergence. More broadly, participants’ personal and professional experiences of
neurodivergence contributed to their confidence working with ND detainees, “I feel confident
because of dealing with it in the family, but feel more knowledge needed” [Appropriate
Adult 1].

Those who lack lived or professional experience may particularly benefit from external
resources such as training. Participants described how they felt the neurodiversity training will
help them identify and respond to the individual needs of ND detainees. For example, a
Detention Officer [14] described how after the training they had a “Much more in-depth
knowledge of neurodiverse conditions and what I can do to support individuals with a
neurodiverse condition through the custody process.” Another participant described how the
training “opened my eyes on how fast that kind of person get overload, confused, and now I
know how to avoid that.” [Detention Officer 16].

Theme 3b: “More tools”. Participants described specific approaches, skills and strategies
(internal resources) that help them to work with ND detainees. Effective communication was
often raised as key for good practice, such as using “clear explanations” [Sergeant 14] in
“simple terms” [Detention Officer 31]. Participants described responding flexibly to detainees
through “Treating everyone as an individual” [Detention Officer 22], “Asking them directly”
[Sergeant 30] how to assist them and adapting their practice “to make the process as easy and
stress free” [Detention Officer 14] as possible. Others emphasised an empathic approach, as
a Sergeant [18] reflected: “Being patient and listening can often reveal what’s required”.
A Detention Officer [13] described how interactions had gone well when they had tried “To
understand their need, how they feel. Their behaviour, body language.” [Detention Officer
13]. The neurodiversity training (external resource) was widely positively viewed as
providing new skills and strategies, such as how to make “adjustments” [Sergeant 27] and this
helped participants to feel “More prepared” [Detention Officer 11].

However, some practitioners felt that they lacked (external) resources to support them in
their work. The challenges of having “no resources” [Detention Officer 5] and adapting “to
the suspect’s needs with the limited resources available” [Detention Officer 34] were
described. The efficacy of work can be influenced by whether they have the “time and space to
build a relationship” [Appropriate Adult 4] and “Not having enough time [...] prior to
interviews” [ Appropriate Adult 1]. A Detention Officer [54] raised similar concerns about the
challenges of “Identifying what methods work for them in a very limited time. 24 h is not
enough to help long term”. As described earlier, the custody environment itself is not
“conducive to their needs ... “and “ ... the need to try to put measures in place.”
An Appropriate Adult [3] simply described their challenges as “Environment. Resources”.
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Discussion

Most custody practitioners in the present study reported encountering ND people on a daily or
weekly basis. While our sample is limited to South West England, this contributes to
increasing evidence of high rates of neurodivergence within police custody and the CJS more
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PIJPSM broadly. On average, practitioners’ pre-training ratings of neurodiversity knowledge were low,
49,3 and over half of the sample lacked direct experience of neurodiversity in their personal lives.
Furthermore, practitioners rated their neurodiversity knowledge as higher if they had personal
experience of neurodiversity. The majority reported low to moderate levels of satisfaction in
their pre-training work with ND detainees. The qualitative data provided clear illustrations of
the demands of police custody (which we return to later).

Self-reported knowledge of neurodiversity and confidence working with ND people
increased significantly (with large effect sizes) following the training. Significant increases
(moderate-large effect sizes) were also seen in practitioners’ post-training agreement with
statements relating to neurodiversity-related knowledge and practice. Furthermore, we found a
significant, positive relationship between participants’ pre-training neurodiversity knowledge
and confidence working with ND suspects (moderate effect size) and a strong, significant
positive relationship (large effect size) between confidence and satisfaction working with ND
suspects. This is consistent with previous research which found police officers’ autism
knowledge positively relates to their confidence (or self-efficacy) for working with autistic
people (e.g. Holke et al., 2025). Indeed, police officers have described the importance of
effective training and knowledge gained from personal experience for their confidence
working with autistic people (Love et al., 2022).

These improvements should be viewed in light of our qualitative findings. In Theme One,
participants perceived great variability in the needs and presentation of ND detainees,
consistent with heterogeneity in autism (Jacob et al., 2019) and ADHD (Luo et al., 2019). The
social, sensory and procedural nature of the custody environment was often viewed as eliciting
or exacerbating vulnerability (as in Holloway et al., 2020; Dehaghani, 2021; Holloway-
George et al., 2025). Further complications raised by intoxication and medication were
described, such as distinguishing between drug use and neurodivergent presentation (see
Gibbs et al., 2023), as well as challenges of engaging with ND suspects who are intoxicated or
medicated. Some evidence indicates that substance misuse is lower in autistic than
neurotypical people (Weir et al., 2021; but also see Haasbroek and Morojele, 2022), though
it does still occur, for example, for self-medication (Ressel et al., 2020) and rates may be higher
in police custody given the patterns in neurotypical populations (see Newbury-Birch
et al., 2016).

In Theme Two, custody practitioners’ difficulties identifying and responding to ND needs
were discussed, including how this could lead to distress such as meltdowns. Meltdowns can
occur when autistic people are overwhelmed by cognitive, sensory, emotional stresses (Lewis
and Stevens, 2023) including in police custody (Slavny-Cross et al., 2022, 2023; Holloway-
George et al., 2025). Such distress also exacerbated practitioners’ difficulty communicating
effectively with ND detainees. Custody practitioners therefore need to be better equipped to
identify and respond to ND needs to prevent escalation and support ND detainees’
participation in often high-stress custody contexts.

In Theme Three, we conceptualised the resources that custody practitioners need to work
effectively with ND detainees as internal and external. Internal resources, such as
neurodiversity knowledge, communication skills and confidence appear important for
working with ND detainees. External resources such as training can help to support these, as
shown in the present study and previous work (Love et al., 2022; Christiansen et al., 2023).
Neurodiversity knowledge was significantly higher (pre-training) when participants had
personal experience of neurodiversity (and neurodiversity knowledge was significantly
related to confidence and satisfaction working with ND detainees) which highlights the
importance of training, particularly for practitioners who lack personal experience. It should
be noted that while confidence and satisfaction working with ND detainees was not
significantly higher if participants had personal experience of neurodiversity, the difference
was in the expected direction with a small-to-medium effect size; our study may have been
underpowered to detect these smaller effects.
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Our conceptualisation of internal (e.g. knowledge, skills, confidence) and external (e.g. Policing: An
training, environmental, systemic) resources for the demands of custody work with ND International
detainees was produced inductively through qualitative analysis of practitioner accounts. Journal
However, this has strong parallels with the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model (see Bakker
et al., 2023), which we therefore use to further contextualise our findings. JD-R proposes that
job performance predictors such as burnout and work engagement are related to work
demands, which in turn are moderated through the availability of job resources (e.g. aspects of
work that support goal achievement) and personal resources (e.g. individual characteristics
that promote self-determination) (Bakker et al., 2023). For example, workers who are higher in
confidence or self-efficacy (personal resource) are more robust to work demands and less
likely to experience burnout (Ventura et al., 2015).

Stress and burnout are key psychosocial factors for police custody staff in England and
Wales, related to organisational culture, workload, the physical work environment, and access to
resources (Houdmont, 2013; Werner-de-Sondberg et al., 2018, 2021). Consistent with this,
some participants in our study described limitations in external resources and how these
constrained their practice with ND detained people. In particular, limited neurodiversity
knowledge (an internal/personal resource), the fixed nature of the physical custody environment
and a lack of time (external/work resources) to adequately assess and understand ND detainees
were highlighted as barriers to effective work (as per Holloway et al., 2020).

National inspections similarly note that police often lack resources required for high-
quality service delivery (HMICFRS, 2023), and broader occupational health psychology
research demonstrates the importance of work resources for the psychological wellbeing of
police staff (Oliver et al., 2023). Concerns are also increasingly raised about staff retention in
the police service more broadly (see Stanislas, 2025). This pattern is particularly problematic
in police custody contexts. As Dehaghani and Newman (2017, p. 1216) describe,
vulnerabilities at institutional, practitioner and detainee levels “work in tandem”.
Accordingly, resources such as knowledge and confidence (internal/personal), alongside
training, staffing and time (external/work), support custody practitioners’ resilience to
vulnerability, which in turn supports the wellbeing of detained persons.

By synthesising our findings with previous work on the relationship between vulnerability
and resources in custody (Dehaghani and Newman, 2017) and the principles of JD-R (Bakker
et al., 2023), we propose a Resource-Demand Model for ND detainee engagement (see
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Internal (personal) resources

Neurodiversity knowledge
Skills and strategies
Confidence/self-efficacy

Demands Outcomes

Diverse needs of ND detainees - - *  Effective practice
Communication barriers * ge(;'”tee ”jk‘ . »  Detainee wellbeing
Custody environment tafl stress/strain *  Improved staff wellbeing

Time and resource constraints

External (work) resources

Training
Environmental adjustments
Systemic support

Figure 1. Proposed resource-demand model of neurodivergent detainee engagement
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PIJPSM Figure 1). This model is intended as a conceptual framework to illustrate our discussion and
493 guide future research, rather than a definitive causal theory. A set of professional practice
’ recommendations are presented in Table 8.

Limitations

Our sample comprised custody staff from the South West of England, and as such, our findings
512 are not necessarily representative of England and Wales. For example, police funding is not
equally distributed on the national level (Ogden et al., 2023), directed by factors such as crime
rates, socio-economic status and population density (Johnston and Politowski, 2016).
Regional variations will bring different custodial challenges and training needs that should be
examined on the local and national level. Our quantitative and qualitative datasets also had
certain limitations. Only a small proportion of participants completed the six-month follow-up
survey, and within this sample the majority could not be linked to the original survey
responses. While our six-month follow-up responses provide promising indication of training
durability, longitudinal designs are needed to assess longer-term impacts (see Railey et al.,
2020). We also do not know whether custody practitioners had received previous
neurodiversity training, nor the true extent to which the current training has informed their
knowledge and practice. Studies which could track training outcomes by the quality of specific
interactions with ND detainees would take this further (Sreckovic et al., 2023). Our qualitative
data were primarily short written responses in which participants did not often refer to specific
ND conditions — instead ND detainees were described as a group. Furthermore, we cannot say
for certain whether participants always knew whether the detainees to which they referred
were ND, or whether participants sometimes inferred this based upon detainee presentation.
Future research should instruct custody officers to specify the conditions with which detainees
self-identify or are diagnosed when discussing their work with ND people.

Table 8. Professional practice recommendations

Resources Recommendations for practitioners

Internal (personal)

Neurodiversity knowledge Custody practitioners should acquire neurodiversity knowledge to
assist their understanding of the characteristics and needs of ND
detained persons

Skills and strategies (communication  Custody practitioners should draw upon neurodiversity knowledge to

and practical) inform the communication and practical strategies they employ with
ND detainees, and to complement personal characteristics of patience
and empathy

Confidence/self-efficacy Custody practitioners should integrate and use neurodiversity

knowledge and associated skills/strategies to build their confidence in
their work with ND detainees

External (work)

Training Custody practitioners should have access to neurodiversity training, to
develop and promote knowledge, skills/strategies and confidence/self-
efficacy

Environmental adjustments Custody practitioners need resources to adjust and adapt the custody

environment (e.g. lighting, cells, separate rooms for risk screening, etc.)
to support ND detainees

Systemic support Custody practitioners need resources which rely on more systemic
factors — such as time with ND detainees, and access to relevant support
services (e.g. appropriate adults)
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Conclusion Policing: An
Practitioners’ interactions with ND people detained in police custody can be challenging, International
especially given the high-stress, time-limited environment in which they work. In this Journal
exploratory study, we highlight how internal resources (knowledge, skills, confidence) can be
gained from external resources such as training delivery, and the importance of broader
environmental and system factors. Applying a Resource-Demand framework may therefore be
helpful for the identification and allocation of resources for working with ND people in police
custody. Future research should empirically test the proposed Resource-Demand Model to
examine the mechanisms underpinning these relationships. Regardless, it is vital that police
custody contexts are allocated the resources needed to equip practitioners to work with
vulnerable people at the “gateway” (Skinns et al., 2017) to the criminal justice system.
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Notes

1. We acknowledge that the use of neurodiversity and neurodivergence interchangeably is a subject of
debate (see Legault et al., 2021).

2. Video clips and toolkits used in the training were developed by the Nottinghamshire Autism Police
Partnership (2019) led by Dr Chloe Holloway-George and are available for training purposes on
request.

3. Only 96 of the post-training paper-based surveys were available for analysis.

4. Assumption testing indicated approximate normality with no significant outliers, though indications
of potentially weak or non-linearity. Spearman correlations are robust to such potential violations
(Hauke and Kossowski, 2011; Field, 2018).

5. Inspection of Boxplots identified three mild outliers (1.5-3.0 interquartile range). These were in the
satisfaction and confidence variables for participants without personal experience of neurodiversity.
Mild deviations from normality were observed in QQ-Plots for all three dependent variables in
participants without personal experience of neurodiversity. Bootstrapped (2,000 resamples)
confidence intervals (CIs) and mean differences were produced to address these mild violations
(Field and Wilcox, 2017). To account for multiple testing, a Bonferroni-adjusted p value of 0.0167 was
used to assess statistical significance.

6. Both variables were measured using 11-point Likert scales and treated as continuous data (see Wu and
Leung, 2017). Participants with missing data at either time point were excluded from the analysis
(pairwise deletion).

7. Participants are referred to by their profession and a number which assigns their numerical position
within their profession category. For example, Detention Officer [16] is the 16th participant in the
dataset with this professional role.

Supplementary material
The supplementary material for this article can be found online.
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