
 Law Enforcement Response to 
 Persons with Intellectual and 
 Developmental Disabilities 
 Identifying High-Priority Needs to Improve Law 
 Enforcement Strategies 

 Dustin A. Richardson, Jeremy D. Barnum, Meagan E. Cahill, Dulani Woods, 
 Kevin D. Lucey, Michael J. D. Vermeer, Brian A. Jackson 

  

 

 A project of the RAND Corporation, 
 the Police Executive Research Forum, 

 RTI International, and the University of Denver

 EXECUT IVE  SUMM ARY 

 SELECTED  PR IOR IT Y  NEEDS 

 RESULTS 

 Understanding law enforcement’s involvement with 
 persons with intellectual and developmental dis-
 abilities (IDDs) 

 • Facilitate the development of a working group that is
 focused on the research needs for the intersection of
 IDD issues and the criminal justice system (similar to
 the Office of Community Oriented Policing Services
 IDD Working Group).

 • Identify and document the relevant data on individu-
als with IDDs and their interactions with law enforce-
ment, courts, and corrections that are already
 being collected by various federal, state, and local
 organizations.

 • Conduct research to identify the existing best
 practices and potential needs (e.g., screening instru-
ments) for dispatch entities.

 

 
 • Conduct research to identify the benefits and costs

 of diversion centers that provide alternative locations
 for helping individuals with IDDs who are in crisis.

 Improving IDD training and resources for law 
 enforcement 

 • Using interdisciplinary teams, develop IDD-specific
 standards and objectives for law enforcement train-
ing (both at the academy and in service).

 Establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemination 
 for improving the law enforcement response 

 • Examine existing practices for coalition-building that
 result in collaborative efforts (e.g., disability response
 teams, pathways training, train-the-trainer sessions).

 Individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities 
 (IDDs) are at a higher risk of being victimized, arrested, and 
 charged with a crime (The Arc, undated-a). They are also more 
 likely to serve longer prison sentences than individuals without 
 IDDs (The Arc, undated-a). Despite their overrepresentation, 
 individuals with IDDs who are involved in the criminal justice 
 system are often overlooked or neglected, and the body of 
 research on this topic is lacking (The Arc, undated-a; Wilk-
 erson, Lopez-Wright, and Davis, 2022). As gatekeepers of the 
 criminal justice system, police officers are often the first point 
 of contact for individuals with IDDs, yet rarely are they trained 
 on how to respond to this population effectively (Melendrez 
 et al., undated; Watson, Phan, and Compton, 2022; Watson, 
 Compton, and Pope, 2019). Consequently, justice system 
 professionals may have limited experience with or insufficient 
 knowledge about IDDs, which can lead to the “misidentifica-
 tion of disability, a heightened risk of false confessions, inac-
 curate assumptions about competency and credibility, inappro-
 priate placement in institutions, and the unknowing waivers of 
 rights” (The Arc, undated-a). In the absence of proper training, 
 officers are forced to rely on traditional approaches that do not 
 account for the unique needs of those with IDDs. Therefore, 
 it is critical to identify ways in which the law enforcement 
 response to persons with IDDs can be improved. 

 This report documents an effort to do just that as part of the 
 Priority Criminal Justice Needs Initiative, a multiyear collabora-
 tion to develop expert-identified research and policy needs on 
 issues affecting the criminal justice system. On behalf of the 
 National Institute of Justice (NIJ), RAND and the Police Execu-
 tive Research Forum (PERF) convened a workshop to address 
 the law enforcement response to persons with IDDs. The purpose 
 of this workshop was to inform a research agenda for NIJ and 
 other stakeholders to discover and implement novel law enforce-
 ment responses to individuals with IDDs. The meeting occurred 
 on July 12 and 13, 2023, in Washington, D.C., at the NIJ offices 
 within the Office of Justice Programs. PERF staff consulted the 
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research literature and identified practitioners, academics, and 
individuals associated with advocacy organizations to serve as 
participants. PERF also received input from federal partners and 
law enforcement agencies (LEAs) attempting to improve their 
response to the IDD community, taking care to include perspec-
tives from various geographic regions. 

Participants participated in pre-workshop semistructured virtual 
interviews, then convened in person for the workshop held at 
NIJ’s offices. Throughout these meetings, participants were asked 
to identify relevant problems faced by LEAs with respect to 
their responses to persons with IDDs and any associated needs 
for addressing them. In the context of our discussions and this 
report, needs refers to problems or opportunities and the associ-
ated solutions to address them. Participants then ranked the 
needs from highest to lowest priority, based on their importance 
and likelihood of success for improving the law enforcement 
response to persons with IDDs. The result was a list of ten key 
problems and a total of 23 needs, six of which were considered to 
be of the highest priority, across three main themes: 

• understanding law enforcement’s involvement with persons 
with IDDs 

• improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement 
• establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemination for 

improving the law enforcement response. 

In this report, we discuss these needs and provide additional 
context on the problems or opportunities and potential solu-
tions identified in our discussions with subject-matter experts. 

WHAT WE FOUND 

There is a general misconception about what IDDs are—many 
conflate IDDs with mental health conditions. Little is known 
about the involvement of individuals with IDDs in the criminal 
justice system or about the law enforcement response to this 
population (Watson, Compton, and Pope, 2019). Consequently, 
we struggle to answer even basic questions regarding justice-
involved individuals with IDDs. According to participants, this 
confusion has contributed to those with IDDs being overlooked 
in the research and underserved by service providers, includ-
ing law enforcement. To address this shortcoming, participants 
underscored the importance of addressing key IDD-related 
research needs and identifying existing IDD-related data 
sources (e.g., computer-aided-dispatch [CAD] data) that can 
help address those needs. Researchers must then answer the 

basic questions (e.g., how many individuals with IDDs are 
justice-involved and how they became involved). Only then 
can research begin to identify which training techniques, 
response strategies, and other practices law enforcement can 
use to improve its response to persons with IDDs. Participants 
expressed the hope that IDDs can ultimately be treated as a 
stand-alone research topic and not be inaccurately subsumed 
under the mental health umbrella. 

As LEAs increasingly respond to and become aware of IDD-
related calls for service, the need for an improved law enforce-
ment response to this population increases. In the absence 
of rigorous research on the topic, law enforcement has scant 
guidance on how to respond to persons with IDDs. As a result, 
most LEAs lack IDD-related training and response programs, 
leaving law enforcement officers (LEOs) unaware of how to 
best respond to their local IDD community. Lack of awareness 
among LEOs is problematic not only for those with IDDs but 
also for the LEOs who wish to do better. One participant noted 
that “most officers care and want to do what’s best, but they 
don’t always have the tools,” highlighting the critical need to 
provide them with effective training. Notably, effective training 
and response do not require LEOs to diagnose individuals, but 
they must be able to recognize IDD symptoms (e.g., difficulty 
communicating or remembering) and interact accordingly (i.e., 
speak calmly, use nonthreatening body language). Participants 
suggested that recognizing symptoms can improve officers’ 
responses and position them to document relevant data and 
connect individuals to appropriate services. Participants identi-
fied several paths forward for improving the law enforcement 
response to persons with IDDs—chief among them being the 
inclusion of interdisciplinary teams and those with lived experi-
ence (i.e., those with IDDs and their families) in developing 
effective strategies. 

Lastly, interdisciplinary partnerships and the widespread dis-
semination of findings are integral to all efforts to improve 
IDD research and training. Compiling teams of law enforce-
ment professionals, advocates, medical providers, and those 
with lived experience to conduct research and develop and 
deliver LEO training would ensure that all such efforts include 
diverse perspectives. The creed of the IDD community— 
nothing about us without us—emphasizes the importance of 
inclusion and representation and of affording a voice to those 
with IDDs. In addition to facilitating interdisciplinary teams 
to advance research and training, it is crucial that any advance-
ments are disseminated to all interested parties to promote 
widespread knowledge and the use of best practices. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDDs) are lifelong 
conditions that are usually present at birth or start before the 
ages of 18 or 22 years (depending on the type) and affect an 
individual’s physical, intellectual, or emotional development 
(National Institute of Child Health and Human Develop-
ment [NICHD], 2021). Although some individuals have dual 
or multiple diagnoses, IDDs are distinct from mental health 
conditions and, thus, may require a different response. Individu-
als with IDDs may exhibit atypical responses to police presence, 
such as delayed reactions or attempting to flee, and it is crucial 
that officers recognize that these behaviors stem from an IDD 
rather than intentional noncompliance. Understanding of the 
involvement of those with IDDs in the criminal justice system 
is limited; however, existing research does indicate that this 
population is overrepresented as both victims and offenders at 
every systemic level (Bronson, Maruschak, and Berzofsky, 2015; 
Emerson and Halpin, 2013; Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper, 
2021; Watson, Phan, and Compton, 2022). Consequently, it is 
critical not only to improve understanding of this issue but also 
to improve the law enforcement response through officer training 
and education. Historically, the general population benefits from 
protections and supports put in place for disability communities, 
such as captioning, texting, and ramps. And the needs identified 
by our participants to improve the law enforcement response to 
individuals with IDDs (by which we mean problems or oppor-
tunities and accompanying solutions to address them) will also 
benefit individuals in the general population. 

PARTICIPANTS 

John Brown 
Autism Society of America 

Angelina Candelas-Reese 
Arlington County (Virginia) Public Safety Communications 
and Emergency Management 

Michael Compton 
Columbia University 

Susan Daniels 
National Institute of Mental Health 

Jose Gomez 
Harris County (Texas) Sheriff’s Office 

Steve Gordon 
U.S. Department of Justice 

Paul Kolstoe 
North Dakota Life Skills and Transition Center 

Cinthie Lopez Paz 
Los Angeles County Aging & Disabilities Department 

Darrell Lowe 
Redmond (Washington) Police Department 

Pat Mann 
Niagara University 

Leigh Anne McKingsley 
The Arc 

Shelly McLaughlin 
Pathfinders for Autism 

Laurie Reyes 
Montgomery County (Maryland) Police Department 

Leah Saal 
Loyola University Maryland 

Gene Saunders 
Project Lifesaver 

Lisa Schoenbrodt 
Loyola University Maryland 

Stuart Spielman 
Autism Speaks 

Amy Stoughton 
Montgomery County (Maryland) Police Department 

James Turner 
Austin (Texas) Police Department 

Debora Zamacona Hermsen 
Milwaukee County (Wisconsin) Behavioral Health Division 
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An Overview of IDDs 
IDDs is an umbrella term that includes both intellectual dis-
abilities (IDs) and developmental disabilities (DDs). Although 
there are similarities between IDs and DDs, there are also some 
key differences. While this section briefly describes IDDs, it is 
important to note that the “exact definition of IDD, as well as 
the different types or categories of IDD, may vary depending 
on the source of the information” (NICHD, 2021). 

IDs, which develop before children reach 18 years of age, 
are characterized by differences in intellectual functioning or 
intelligence (i.e., the ability to learn, reason, problem solve) and 
adaptive behavior (i.e., everyday social and life skills) (NICHD, 
2021). Examples of IDs include Down syndrome, fetal alcohol 
syndrome, and fragile X syndrome. Between 2019 and 2021, 
the prevalence of IDs in the United States was 1.85 percent of 



children aged 3 to 17, with boys having a higher prevalence 
of IDs than girls (2.31 percent vs. 1.37 percent, respectively) 
and Black children (2.82 percent) having a higher prevalence 
of IDs than Hispanic, White, or Asian children (1.77 percent, 
1.76 percent, and 0.72 percent, respectively) (Zablotsky et al., 
2023). Common causes of IDs include genetic conditions, com-
plications during pregnancy and birth, and diseases or toxic 
exposure (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 
2024b; Special Olympics, undated). 

DDs refer to a broader category of intellectual and/or 
physical lifelong challenges (NICHD, 2021), including autism 
spectrum disorder, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, 
and cerebral palsy (CDC, 2024b). An estimated one in six 
children (approximately 17 percent) aged 3 through 17 years in 
the United States have one or more DDs (CDC, 2024b). DDs 
are believed to be caused by a combination of factors, includ-
ing genetics, parental health and behaviors (e.g., smoking and 
drinking), infections during pregnancy or early in the child’s 
life, and exposure to environmental toxins (e.g., lead) (CDC, 
2024b). The severity of IDDs can range from mild (85 percent 
of cases), wherein the individual is high-functioning and active 
within their community, to profound (approximately 1 per-
cent), wherein the individual is nonverbal and requires constant 
supervision (International Association of Chiefs of Police Policy 
Center, 2017; Patel et al., 2020). 

ABBREVIATIONS 

CAD computer-aided dispatch 
CDC Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention 
COPS Office Office of Community Oriented Policing 

Services 
DD developmental disability 
ID intellectual disability 
IDD intellectual and developmental disability 
IJP individual justice plan 
LEA law enforcement agency 
LEO law enforcement officer 
NICHD National Institute of Child Health and 

Human Development 
NIJ National Institute of Justice 
PCJNI Priority Criminal Justice Needs Initiative 
PERF Police Executive Research Forum 
POST peace officer’s standards and training 

4 

IDDs and Co-Occurring Mental Health 
Conditions 
Given the widespread confusion between IDDs and mental 
health conditions, a brief discussion of the two is in order. 
Individuals with IDDs have difficulties related to their physi-
cal, intellectual, or emotional development, whereas those with 
mental health conditions experience emotional- and behavioral-
related challenges. One in every eight people (approximately 
13 percent) in the world has a mental health diagnosis, such as 
depression, bipolar disorder, and schizophrenia (World Health 
Organization, 2022). The exact prevalence of dual diagnosis 
remains unknown; however, most professionals accept that 
a little more than one-third (35 percent) of individuals with 
IDDs experience mental health challenges (National Associa-
tion for the Dually Diagnosed, undated). Moreover, individuals 
with IDDs are three times more likely to experience mental 
health conditions than individuals in the general population 
(Harris, 2006). 

Importantly, while it is common for individuals to have a 
dual diagnosis of IDD and mental health condition (Connect-
Ability Australia, undated), the two diagnoses are distinct and 
require “a different response from officers, different strategies 
for communication and different resources/supports” (The 
Arc, 2015, fact 5). For example, when communicating with 
an individual with an IDD, it is best to avoid sensory overload 
and provide exact instructions (Villanova University College 
of Nursing, 2017), whereas communicating with those with 
a mental health condition necessitates portraying empathy 
and building rapport (Krameddine and Silverstone, 2015). 
Although the need for improving the law enforcement response 
to persons with IDDs is rising (The Arc, 2015), the IDD-
specific research into this topic lags several decades behind the 
research on serious mental health conditions (Watson, Comp-
ton, and Pope, 2019). 

Another concern related to IDDs, particularly regarding 
the law enforcement response, is substance use. Substance use 
can present increased risks of violence for both law enforcement 
officers (LEOs) and citizens (Bolger, 2015; Drake et al., 2001; 
Steadman et al., 2015; Swanson et al., 2015) While the preva-
lence of alcohol and illicit drug use is lower among individuals 
with IDDs than the general population, those with IDDs have 
a disproportionate risk of developing substance use disorder 
(Bhatt and Gentile, 2021; Carroll Chapman and Wu, 2012; 
Lin et al., 2016). This is largely due to a lack of evidence-based 
practices to inform prevention and treatment efforts for this 
population (Slayter, 2010). Also lacking is research into the 



relationship between IDDs and substance use disorder as it 
relates to law enforcement encounters, highlighting the need for 
further investigation. Addressing IDD-related 

crises can prove particularly 
challenging when officers 
lack the requisite knowledge 
and training for responding 
appropriately. 

Overrepresentation in the Criminal Justice 
System 
As already mentioned, despite limited IDD-specific research, 
the existing body of literature consistently reveals that individu-
als with IDDs are overrepresented at all levels of the criminal 
justice system (Bronson, Maruschak, and Berzofsky, 2015; 
Emerson and Halpin, 2013; Maruschak, Bronson, and Alper, 
2021; Watson, Phan, and Compton, 2022). A nationally repre-
sentative survey of youth with autism and their parents in the 
United States found that nearly one in five (19.5 percent) youth 
with autism had been stopped by the police by age 21, with 
4.7 percent of them having been arrested (Rava et al., 2017). 
Similarly, a study of individuals with autism in Ontario, Can-
ada, found that 16 percent of youth with autism had at least 
one police contact during their 12- to 18-month participation 
in the study (Tint et al., 2017). Comparatively, just 10 percent 
of the general population in the United States had experienced 
police-initiated contact in 2020 (Tapp and Davis, 2024). 

While research on the frequency and nature of encounters 
between LEOs and individuals with IDDs is very limited, a 
recent examination of 219 IDD-related law enforcement encoun-
ters in Georgia (in 2010) and Chicago (from 2013 to 2016) 
revealed that most encounters occurred on the street (40.7 per-
cent) or within a home (33.3 percent), and a little more than half 
of the calls were initiated via dispatch (52.3 percent). The most 
commonly observed symptoms and behaviors of persons with 
IDDs were confusion and anxiety (Watson, Phan, and Compton, 
2022). In approximately one-fifth (21.2 percent) of encounters, 
persons with IDDs presented perceived resistance, and the most 
frequently observed risk was that the individual might not be 
able to care for themself. Officers perceived individuals with 
IDDs to have a serious mental health condition, an alcohol 
problem, and a drug problem in 48.4 percent, 18.3 percent, and 
20.2 percent of encounters, respectively. Most of these encounters 
were resolved without formal action (63 percent)—other resolu-
tion outcomes included transportation to a treatment facility 
(22.8 percent), service referral (12.8 percent), and arrest (5.9 per-
cent) (Watson, Phan, and Compton, 2022). 

There are numerous reasons why those with IDDs are 
overrepresented in the criminal justice system. Such reasons can 
include factors stemming from the IDD that increase individu-
als’ propensity for offending, such as a history of trauma, poor 

judgment and impulse control, and a tendency toward explosive 
episodes, which can make interactions with police officers dif-
ficult. (Melendrez et al., undated; Raina et al., 2013; Rava et al., 
2017; Tint et al., 2017). Individuals with IDDs may also be 
more likely to offend because of significant environmental and 
individual challenges, including greater parental adversity, co-
occurence of mental health conditions, and low socioeconomic 
status (Fogden et al., 2016; Tint et al., 2017). Studies have 
revealed that individuals with IDDs are more likely to commit 
some types of crimes, such as violent and sexual offenses (Fog-
den et al., 2016) and certain types of vandalism (Emerson and 
Halpin, 2013), although similar rates of overall offending have 
been found in both an IDD community sample and a general 
community sample (Fogden et al., 2016). 

IDD diagnoses have also been shown to be related to an 
increased risk of victimization (The Arc, undated-a; Harrell, 
2021). In a community sample from Victoria, Australia, an ID 
diagnosis was associated with higher rates of sexual and other 
violent victimization than those seen in the general population 
(Fogden et al., 2016). Moreover, a dual diagnosis of IDD and 
mental health condition was shown to nearly double an individ-
ual’s risk of being both the perpetrator and the victim of crime. 

The Need for IDD-Specific Law Enforcement 
Training 
As first responders, police officers have been increasingly called 
on to assist with IDD-related crises (The Arc, 2015; Center for 
Police Research and Policy, 2021). Addressing these crises can 
prove particularly challenging when officers lack the requisite 
knowledge and training for responding appropriately. Many 
IDDs are hidden or otherwise not immediately recognizable by 
physical characteristics, and persons with IDDs may make spe-
cific efforts to hide their disabilities (Melendrez et al., undated). 
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Furthermore, persons with IDDs may be unresponsive, con-
fused, or overwhelmed by police commands and may flee or react 
if detained. Although police officers need not diagnose specific 
IDDs, it is critical that they can recognize when IDDs may be 
present, if there is a co-occurring disorder, and if a person is in 
crisis so that they can apply the appropriate responses (Interna-
tional Association of Chiefs of Police Policy Center, 2017). 

A common encounter between law enforcement and the 
IDD community occurs as a result of wandering (also called 
elopement), which refers to situations in which an individual 
leaves the safety or care of a responsible guardian (CDC, 2024a; 
Fors Marsh Group, 2021). Because of challenges related to 
communication, social interaction, and attention, wandering 
incidents pose a safety risk to some persons with IDDs. Increased 
incidence and awareness of IDDs have prompted several law 
enforcement agencies (LEAs) to implement specialized programs 
for the recovery of wandering individuals, some of which rely 
on locative technologies (e.g., Project Lifesaver, undated). In 
addition, U.S. Code (Title 34, Section 12623) obligates the U.S. 
Attorney General to establish standards and best practices for 
the use of noninvasive and nonpermanent tracking devices. This 
legislation is related to Kevin and Avonte’s Law,1 which seeks to 
support initiatives that “facilitate training and emergency proto-
cols for school personnel, provide first responders with additional 
information and resources, [and] make locating technology pro-
grams available for individuals who may wander from caregivers” 
(Autism Speaks, 2020; Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2024). The 
goal of this law is to protect children with autism or other DDs 
by reducing the likelihood of injury or death related to wander-
ing incidents, and it underscores the importance of improving 
the law enforcement response to individuals with IDDs. 

Unfortunately, studies have found that some police officers 
lack knowledge about the characteristics and behaviors related 
to persons with IDDs and that this training topic is lacking 
for law enforcement (Compton and Watson, undated; Eadens 
et al., 2016; Gulati et al., 2020; Watson et al., 2022). Address-
ing this shortcoming requires collaboration among key stake-
holders, including police, health practitioners, and the IDD 
community. For example, some LEAs have created disability 
response teams composed of police, victim service providers, 
attorneys, and advocates (The Arc, undated-b). In addition, 
LEAs have adopted co-response, alternative response, and crisis 
response programs (see Watson, Compton, and Pope, 2019 
for a review). Even with these programs, standard responses 
may need to be adapted for individual situations based on the 
specific needs of persons with IDDs (Center for Police Research 

and Policy, 2021). State laws have also recently been adopted 
(e.g., Alabama’s Cade Noah Act, which requires all LEOs in 
the state to complete IDD-related training; Davis, 2024) or 
proposed (e.g., Massachusetts Bill S.2204 that seeks to improve 
traffic encounters between LEOs and drivers with IDDs; Senate 
Committee on Ways and Means, 2024) to improve the law 
enforcement response to those with IDDs through mandates; 
however, research on the efficacy of these approaches is severely 
lacking (Watson, Compton, and Pope, 2019). 

METHODOLOGY 
The Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) led a Priority 
Criminal Justice Needs Initiative (PCJNI) workshop in July 
2023 at the Office of Justice Programs in Washington, D.C. 
The purpose of this workshop was to inform the research 
and policy agenda that seeks to improve the law enforcement 
response to persons with IDDs. To establish this agenda, 
PERF identified and convened a panel of experts across law 
enforcement (including 911 communications), IDD advocacy, 
academic research, and social services. The panel produced a 
prioritized list of problems and potential needs (i.e., solutions) 
associated with each problem. This process comprised two 
phases: (1) virtual pre-workshop interviews and (2) an in-person 
workshop. 

Phase 1 began with the identification of potential partici-
pants. To identify participants, PERF staff reviewed relevant 
literature (e.g., scientific studies, technical reports) on the 
challenges related to law enforcement’s response to persons with 
IDDs and identified advocacy and social service organizations 
that serve the IDD population. PERF staff compiled a panel 
of 20 experts with whom we conducted semistructured virtual 
interviews before the workshop. The purpose of these inter-
views was to develop an initial list of high-priority problems (or 
opportunities) and associated solutions to inform the in-person 
workshop. In the context of efforts conducted as part of PCJNI, 
a need refers to the pairing of a potential solution to a problem 
or opportunity for advancing promising innovations. 

Phase 2 consisted of an in-person workshop in which the 
participants discussed three overarching yet interconnected 
themes: (1) understanding law enforcement’s involvement with 
persons with IDDs, (2) improving IDD training and resources 
for law enforcement, and (3) establishing partnerships and 
avenues of dissemination for improving the law enforcement 
response. To begin the workshop, participants reviewed the 
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initial list of problems. Then, they worked as a group to refine 
the wording and add or remove items from the list as needed 
before identifying needs for the final list. Following these dis-
cussions, PERF staff led the panel through a ranking exercise 
in which participants ranked each need based on its impor-
tance and probability of success. Results were clustered into 
high-, medium-, and low-tier needs using the Delphi method, 
an approach that RAND developed to obtain expert opinions 
about well-defined questions in a systematic way (RAND 
Corporation, undated). For a detailed description of the Delphi 
method, please consult the technical appendix in this report. 

RESULTS 
During the panel discussion, workshop participants identified a 
total of 23 needs in three broad categories: 

• understanding law enforcement’s involvement with persons 
with IDDs 

• improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement 
• establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemination for 

improving the law enforcement response. 

Of the 23 needs identified, 

• 11 are related to understanding law enforcement’s involve-
ment with persons with IDDs 

• six are related to improving IDD training and resources for 
law enforcement 

• six are related to establishing partnerships and avenues of 
dissemination for improving the law enforcement response. 

Note that, in several cases, when participants identified a prob-
lem, they identified multiple potential needs associated with 
the same problem. Problems with multiple associated needs are 
marked as such in the tables that follow. 

Because little is known 
about the involvement of 
individuals with IDDs in 
the criminal justice system 
or law enforcement’s 
response to them, 
answering the fundamental 
questions related to this 
issue is most important. 
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Highest-Priority (Tier 1) Needs 
During the prioritization exercise, six of the 23 needs were 
considered to be of the highest priority based on their rated 
importance and likelihood of success—these are summarized 
in Table 1. Four out of six of these needs relate to understand-
ing law enforcement’s involvement with persons with IDDs. 
Participants indicated that—because little is known about the 
involvement of individuals with IDDs in the criminal justice 
system or law enforcement’s response to them—answering the 

fundamental questions related to this issue is most important. 
Addressing these needs involves identifying (1) the key research 
needs related to the intersection between law enforcement and 
IDD communities, (2) which existing data sources can be used 
to answer key questions or prompt future questions, and (3) the 
most-effective practices and resources for improving the law 
enforcement response. Currently, most IDD-related data are 
not collected systematically or are retained in databases that 
are inaccessible to stakeholders. Consequently, LEOs are left 
without an understanding of the IDD population and access to 
helpful resources in their community, hindering improvements 
in their response. Answering fundamental questions surround-
ing the law enforcement response to individuals with IDDs will 
position the field to improve outcomes. 

One additional high-priority need centers on improving 
IDD training and resources for law enforcement and establishing 
partnerships and avenues of dissemination for improving the law 
enforcement response. Participants emphasized the importance 
of developing IDD-specific standards and objectives for LEO 
training so that officers gain familiarity with this population and 
know how to respond appropriately. Existing LEO training lacks 
uniformity or may be nonexistent, leading to varied responses 
that might worsen crisis situations. Participants also stressed the 
importance of collaborative efforts between law enforcement, 
advocacy organizations, medical professionals, and those with 
lived experience in all initiatives that aim to improve law enforce-
ment response to IDD-related situations. 



Table 1. Tier 1 Needs 

Problem or Opportunity Potential Solution 

Understanding law enforcement’s involvement with persons with IDDs 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population 
in their communities. For example, how many agencies 
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Facilitate the development of a working group that is focused on the 
research needs for the intersection of IDD issues and the criminal 
justice system (similar to the Office of Community Oriented Policing 
Services [COPS Office] IDD Working Group). 

There is a lack of standards for the IDD-related data that 
should be collected, who should collect the data, and 
where data should be stored. 

Identify and document relevant data on individuals with IDDs and 
their interactions with law enforcement, courts, and corrections 
that are already being collected by various federal, state, and 
local organizations. Also consider tracking data in computer-aided 
dispatch (CAD), pre-police contact, critical missing cases, drowning 
cases, and comorbidity rates between IDDs, serious mental 
illnesses, and substance use disorder. 

Law enforcement professionals frequently lack critical 
information (e.g., information about the individual, such 
as sensory sensitivities or passions) when responding to 
IDD-related calls or encountering persons with IDDs in the 
community. 

Conduct research to identify the existing best practices and 
potential needs (e.g., screening instruments) for dispatch entities. 

There are not enough individualized community-based 
solutions for supporting justice-involved individuals with 
IDDs. 

Conduct research to identify the benefits and costs of diversion 
centers that provide alternative locations for helping individuals 
with IDDs who are in crisis. 

Improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement 

There is scant guidance on how training should be 
developed and delivered for a variety of criminal justice 
professionals (officers, dispatchers, etc.). Consequently, 
existing training lacks uniformity and often neglects a 
broad range of cultural competencies, intersectionalities, 
and other disabilities. 

Using interdisciplinary teams, develop IDD-specific standards and 
objectives for law enforcement training (both at the academy and in 
service). 

Establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemination for improving the law enforcement response 

Law enforcement professionals frequently lack information 
about available community resources when responding to 
IDD-related calls or encountering persons with IDDs in the 
community. 

Examine existing practices for coalition-building that result in 
collaborative efforts (e.g., disability response teams, pathways 
training, train-the-trainer sessions). 

NOTE: Participants could identify more than one potential solution for a problem or opportunity. Thus, a problem or opportunity can appear in more than one of 
the tables if it is associated with multiple potential solutions. 
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This inclusive approach should help ensure that the resulting 
research or training is comprehensive and effective in addressing 
the unique challenges associated with interactions between law 
enforcement and individuals with IDDs. 

Tier 2 Needs 
Participants categorized eight of the identified needs as Tier 2 
needs (shown in Table 2). Similar to the Tier 1 needs, these 
needs are primarily concerned with improving understand-
ing of interactions between LEOs and persons with IDDs and 
enhancing the law enforcement response to this population. 
Participants stressed the importance of establishing data col-
lection standards that specify what IDD-related information 
should be collected, who should be responsible for collecting it, 
and how it should be stored and accessed. Participants deemed a 
standardized approach to data collection as essential for gain-
ing more-profound insights into the dynamics between persons 

with IDDs involved in law enforcement interactions. The panel 
recommended leveraging grantmaking programs by Department 
of Justice agencies to incentivize data collection and dissemina-
tion and further proposed the creation of a clearinghouse-style 
website to amplify dissemination efforts. 

In addition to advancing data collection initiatives, 
participants emphasized the need to improve IDD-specific 
training for LEOs. Improving training entails identifying 
existing training programs and evaluating their efficacy per 
the panel’s recommendations. The participants also pro-
posed the establishment of national- and state-level work-
ing groups—comprising law enforcement, researchers, and 
professional organizations—to craft training curricula and 
materials. The outcomes of these initiatives should be con-
solidated in a centralized repository that would allow LEAs 
to share and access evidence-based training materials. 

Table 2. Tier 2 Needs 

Problem or Opportunity Potential Solution 

Understanding law enforcement’s involvement with persons with IDDs 

Law enforcement professionals frequently lack critical 
information (e.g., information about the individual, such 
as sensory sensitivities or passions) when responding to 
IDD-related calls or encountering persons with IDDs in the 
community. 

Conduct research to identify the programs that already exist 
and how well they are working (including lived experience 
perspectives). Try perspective-shifting training—e.g., 
responding officers consider IDDs vs. drug use (“Think autism, 
not drugs”); Project Guardian (family-maintained information); 
Lifejacket, guardianship notifications when law enforcement 
performs lookups; and community outreach (e.g., Wings for 
Autism, wearing a sunflower lanyard, simulated traffic stops). 

The answers to basic questions regarding IDDs, such as the 
extent to which persons with IDDs are represented in the 
criminal justice system as suspects or defendants, victims, 
and witnesses and why (across law enforcement, courts, and 
corrections) are unknown. 

Conduct research to collect and analyze data on justice-
involved individuals with IDDs. 

Improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement 

Existing training lacks information on how to help people with 
IDDs in such scenarios as due process and understanding their 
rights (for individuals who do not understand) or taking victims 
seriously when they do not present as neurotypical. 

Conduct research on the kinds of IDD-specific training that 
already exist across the United States and internationally. 
Identify the most important topics to cover. Also, evaluate 
the efficacy of existing models and placements (including 
individuals with lived experience). 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population  
in their communities. For example, how many agencies  
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Facilitate the development of national-, federal-, and state-
level stakeholder groups (law enforcement, federal agencies, 
academia, and professional organizations) that can build 
curricula and training materials. 

9 



Table 2—Continued 

Problem or Opportunity Potential Solution 

Improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement 

Due to the lack of data and information, it is difficult to 
demonstrate the long-term value of IDD training, funding, and 
staffing. 

Conduct research to collect contextual data to identify the 
overall size of the IDD population and the potential importance 
of the need (there is the potential to leverage existing surveys 
and add questions). 

Establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemination for improving the law enforcement response 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population  
in their communities. For example, how many agencies  
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Department of Justice agencies should use their grantmaking 
programs to motivate data collection, research, and 
dissemination on IDD topics (e.g., grantees should be required 
to supply data as a condition of the grant). 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population  
in their communities. For example, how many agencies  
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Develop a clearinghouse-type website (like the Department of 
Education’s National Report Card) that provides information on 
IDD topics (from a criminal justice perspective). 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population  
in their communities. For example, how many agencies  
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Develop a repository or resource locator to facilitate the 
locating and sharing of evidence-based training materials. 

NOTE: Participants could identify more than one potential solution for a problem or opportunity. Thus, a problem or opportunity can appear in more than one of 
the tables if it is associated with multiple potential solutions. 

Other Tier 2 needs underscore the importance of identifying 
and evaluating additional resources that could contribute to 
improving the law enforcement response to individuals with 
IDDs. 

Tier 3 Needs 
Participants put nine of the identified needs into Tier 3 (see 
Table 3), aligning them with the Tier 1 and 2 needs in their call 
for initiatives aimed at enhancing the understanding of the law 
enforcement response to individuals with IDDs and identifying 
promising practices for improvement. Participants advocated 
for the establishment of federal-, state- and local-level working 
groups. These groups would play a crucial role in addressing 

fundamental questions about the intersection of IDDs and the 
criminal justice system, identifying promising practices and 
providing support to LEAs. Participants emphasized the impor-
tance of surveying LEAs and other justice system organizations 
to gather insights into their approaches to the IDD commu-
nity. These efforts could reveal such information as whether an 
LEA has determined optimal staffing levels for responding to 
IDD-related crises and whether any jurisdictions have found 
success with individualized justice plans for those with IDDs. It 
is noteworthy that the panel stressed the necessity of establish-
ing coordinating entities specifically designed to assist smaller 
LEAs in enhancing their response to the IDD population, 
considering their size and limited resources. 
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Table 3. Tier 3 Needs 

Problem or Opportunity Potential Solution 

Understanding law enforcement’s involvement with persons with IDDs 

The answers to basic questions regarding IDDs, such as the 
extent to which persons with IDDs are represented in the 
criminal justice system as suspects or defendants, victims, 
and witnesses and why (across law enforcement, courts, and 
corrections) are unknown. 

Convene a working group to assess and examine potential 
methods to answer these questions (including an examination 
of what already exists). 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population  
in their communities. For example, how many agencies  
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Conduct a survey to collect this information. 

There is a lack of familiarity with IDDs and the different 
requirements for responding to individuals with cognitive, 
mental health, and behavioral health issues. 

Conduct research to identify which training, practices, 
comprehensive layered response, staffing levels, and other 
techniques are most effective. 

There are not enough individualized community-based 
solutions for supporting justice-involved individuals with IDDs. 

Conduct research to identify the locations that are using 
individual justice plans (IJPs) and assess their benefits. 

There is a lack of standards on IDD-related data that should be 
collected, who should collect the data, and where data should 
be stored. 

Develop standards to guide law enforcement on what 
information to collect, who should collect it, and how it should 
be protected and accessed. 

Improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement 

There is scant guidance on how training should be developed 
and delivered for a variety of criminal justice professionals 
(officers, dispatchers, etc.). Consequently, existing training 
lacks uniformity and often neglects the broad range of cultural 
competencies, intersectionalities, and other disabilities. 

Conduct research on the kinds of IDD-specific training that 
already exist across the United States and internationally. 
Also, evaluate the efficacy of existing models and placements 
(including individuals with lived experience). 

There is scant guidance on how training should be developed 
and delivered for a variety of criminal justice professionals 
(officers, dispatchers, etc.). Consequently, existing training 
lacks uniformity and often neglects the broad range of cultural 
competencies, intersectionalities, and other disabilities. 

Conduct research to identify the costs and benefits of 
mandating law enforcement training (with a specific focus on 
the likely impact of IDD training mandates). 

Establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemination for improving the law enforcement response 

Law enforcement professionals frequently lack information 
about available community resources when responding to 
IDD-related calls or encountering persons with IDDs in the 
community. 

Identify the benefits of creating a local or state-level IDD-justice 
coordinating entity (with particular emphasis on supporting 
smaller agencies). 

Little is known about LEAs’ approach to the IDD population  
in their communities. For example, how many agencies 
(1) incorporate information on IDDs in their academy or 
in-service trainings; (2) participate in locative technology 
initiatives; or (3) have standards, protocols, policies, and 
practices for responding to individuals with IDDs? 

Facilitate the development of a federal-level interagency 
working group on IDD topics (similar to the Interagency Autism 
Coordinating Committee). 

NOTE: Participants could identify more than one potential solution for a problem or opportunity. Thus, a problem or opportunity can appear in more than one of 
the tables if it is associated with multiple potential solutions. 
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The most significant barrier to improving the law 
enforcement response to persons with IDDs, according 
to participants, is the inability to answer basic questions 
regarding the law enforcement community’s involvement 
with this population. 

DISCUSSION 
Participants convened for this workshop identified ten rel-
evant problems that should be addressed to improve the law 
enforcement response to persons with IDDs. To address these 
problems, the panel identified 23 needs. In general, these needs 
can be categorized under one of three themes: (1) understand-
ing law enforcement’s involvement with persons with IDDs, 
(2) improving IDD training and resources for law enforcement, 
and (3) establishing partnerships and avenues of dissemina-
tion for improving the law enforcement response. Problems 
and opportunities can have more than one associated need 
(these are identified in Tables 1–3). As outlined in the techni-
cal appendix, participants ranked these needs into three tiers 
to determine which were the highest priority based on their 
importance and likelihood of success for improving the law 
enforcement response to persons with IDDs. 

Understanding Law Enforcement’s 
Involvement with Persons with IDDs 
The most significant barrier to improving the law enforcement 
response to persons with IDDs, according to participants, is the 
inability to answer basic questions regarding the law enforce-
ment community’s involvement with this population. For 
example, the extent to which persons with IDDs are repre-
sented in the U.S. criminal justice system (and how they came 
to be involved) is virtually unknown, and little is known about 
LEAs’ approaches to the IDD population in their communi-
ties. Consequently, LEOs frequently lack familiarity with IDDs 
(i.e., how to identify them, their prevalence in the community, 
how to respond to persons having them), which is exacerbated 
by a lack of resources available to law enforcement and IDD 
communities. To improve our understanding of this issue, par-
ticipants identified more than 12 needs related to conducting 
research, many of which can be addressed through the forma-
tion of various interdisciplinary working groups. 
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Participants said that the current data landscape is inad-
equate for answering fundamental questions about law enforce-
ment’s involvement with the IDD population. Specifically, they 
asserted that it tends to underestimate the extent of the IDD 
community’s involvement in the criminal justice system, relies 
too heavily on self-reporting by individuals, and dispropor-
tionately focuses on autism. To address these shortcomings, an 
inventory of available data must first be undertaken to under-
stand what information is collected (by the criminal justice 
system, other governmental organizations, and researchers) and 
what is missing. The next step would be to develop rigorous 
data collection standards that serve as a guiding framework for 
the field. These standards should delineate what information is 
essential and who should be responsible for its collection, and 
they should specify procedures for data protection and access. 
Participants stressed the importance of establishing data collec-
tion standards at the state or federal level to enhance standard-
ization and foster a more comprehensive understanding of the 
complex dynamics at play. 

Although the workshop did not produce an exhaustive 
list of all pertinent research and data needs, it did highlight 
several critical topics for exploration. Notably, a deeper 
understanding of such incidents as wandering, critical missing 
cases, and drownings—specifically, their frequency and the 
length of time until they are reported to law enforcement— 
can significantly enhance LEAs’ responses. Furthermore, 
gaining insights into the number of IDD-related calls that an 
agency receives in a given year and understanding the preva-
lence of co-occurence of IDDs, mental health conditions, and 
substance use disorders would contribute to improving law 
enforcement response to persons with IDDs. Some of these 
essential data, such as co-occurence rates, may require the 
involvement of researchers or medical professionals. How-
ever, as first responders, LEOs and 911 dispatchers are well 
positioned to collect pertinent data on the involvement of the 
IDD population with law enforcement, including calls for 



service. Ultimately, the systematic collection of this informa-
tion is pivotal for answering fundamental questions about the 
intersection of law enforcement and IDD communities. 

After addressing fundamental questions about the inter-
section of these two communities, participants emphasized 
the necessity of evaluating IDD-specific training, practices, 
and resources. Although the participants did not generate an 
exhaustive list of programs for assessment, they did outline key 
topics that should be prioritized, including (1) LEO training, 
with a focus on perspective shifting (e.g., adopting a mindset 
of “think autism, not drugs”); (2) family-maintained registries 
(e.g., Project Guardian) and locative technologies (e.g., Project 
Lifesaver); (3) community outreach and educational initiatives 
(e.g., Wings for Autism); and (4) the implementation of IJPs 
and diversion centers. Evaluations of these programs and others 
are crucial for determining their effectiveness in enhancing the 
law enforcement response to individuals with IDDs. 

Many of the needs outlined in this section can be 
addressed by a dedicated working group that the participants 
recommended be established. Such a working group should 
continuously identify and address the critical research needs at 
the intersection of law enforcement and IDDs. In addition to 
identifying needs, the working group should survey existing 
data sources operated by federal, state, and local organizations, 
documenting relevant data that can be used to address identi-
fied needs. An example of such a working group is the COPS 
Office IDD Working Group, which seeks “to garner support 
for the resources, policies, and legislation needed to bridge 
the gap between law enforcement and the IDD community” 
(COPS Office, 2021). This group could expand its scope, or a 
similar working group could be established, to focus on the key 
research needs in this space. 

The development of IDD-
specific law enforcement 
training standards and 
objectives was deemed 
the most critical need by 
participants. 

Improving IDD Training and Resources for 
Law Enforcement 
Due to the limited understanding of how LEAs respond to 
persons with IDDs, there is scant guidance on the development 
and implementation of IDD-specific training for LEOs. This 
knowledge gap leaves officers who are unfamiliar with IDDs 
uncertain about appropriate responses, which is exacerbated 
by the varied nature of IDDs. Participants echoed a common 
sentiment: “If you’ve met one person with an IDD, then you’ve 
met one person with an IDD.” In other words, IDDs manifest in 
various ways, making identification challenging without proper 
training. This problem is further exacerbated by the absence of 
standardized training guidelines, especially compared with the 

available guidance for more easily identifiable situations, such 
as opioid overdoses (e.g., blue lips, clammy skin). Compound-
ing this issue is the shortage of resources, including registries 
and screening instruments, that LEOs can use when respond-
ing to individuals with IDDs. 

Effective training and adequate resources are imperative 
to enhance LEOs’ familiarity with IDDs and strengthen their 
responses. Participants suggested addressing the current lack of 
guidance in developing and implementing IDD-specific train-
ing for LEOs by (1) identifying key training topics, (2) estab-
lishing training standards and building comprehensive training 
curricula, and (3) evaluating the efficacy of existing training 
programs. Additionally, the panel emphasized the importance 
of identifying and providing effective resources for LEOs. 

Participants highlighted the need to facilitate interdisci-
plinary stakeholder groups at both national and state levels. 
These groups should play a crucial role in establishing uniform 
training standards and developing comprehensive curricula for 
LEAs. The diverse approaches taken by LEAs in interacting 
with individuals with IDDs present challenges and underscore 
the necessity of creating standardized training objectives across 
the law enforcement profession.2 Among the 23 needs identified 
by participants, the development of IDD-specific law enforce-
ment training standards and objectives was deemed the most 
critical. These standards should address various factors, includ-
ing content (e.g., communication techniques), mode of delivery 
(e.g., role-playing versus lectures), duration (e.g., eight hours 
annually), and criteria for evaluating training efficacy. 

Moreover, similar standards should be developed for 911 
dispatchers, given their important role in law enforcement 
encounters. Participants also highlighted the importance of 
having training administered, whenever possible, by an IDD-
specific trainer with lived experience or a strong commitment 
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to the cause. According to participants, this approach aims to 
“break down the blue wall” and “humanize” the issue to foster 
better understanding and empathy among officers. 

Most existing IDD 
training is incorporated 
into programs primarily 
focused on improving 
responses to mental health 
crises. This integration may 
limit the inclusion of IDD-
specific exercises. 

To develop training standards and curricula, the stakeholder 
groups should identify relevant training topics and evaluate 
existing programs designed to improve the law enforcement 
response to persons with IDDs. Participants agreed that the 
primary objectives of IDD-specific training for LEOs should be 
to educate them on (1) how to identify when an individual might 
have an IDD and (2) how to address that individual’s communi-
cation needs. Individuals with IDDs may exhibit neurologically 
atypical responses to police presence, such as delayed reactions 
or attempting to flee, and it is crucial that officers recognize that 
these behaviors are rooted in disability rather than intentional 
noncompliance. One creative strategy that existing IDD-specific 
training programs have used to demonstrate how persons with 
IDDs may communicate is for trainees to experience it them-
selves. For example, lessons may involve having LEOs mimic 
processing conditions by waiting briefly (15 seconds) before 
responding or being prohibited from using words that contain 
certain letters while responding during role-playing scenarios. 
Examples of organizations offering IDD-specific training include 
the Autism Society of America, The Arc, LeadAbility, Niagara 
University, and Pathfinders for Autism. 

However, a challenge highlighted by the panel is that most 
existing IDD training is incorporated into programs primarily 
focused on improving responses to mental health crises. This 
integration may limit the inclusion of IDD-specific exercises. 
While recognizing the overlap between IDDs and mental 
health conditions, participants expressed conflicting views on 

whether the two topics should be combined in training mod-
ules. Some argued for integration under the mental health 
umbrella because of resource constraints—the integration 
would ensure that officers received some training—while others 
contended that the dissimilarity between the two necessitated 
separate training. Evaluating the effectiveness of existing train-
ing modules is crucial in determining whether these approaches 
are successful and whether IDD training should remain dis-
tinct from mental health training. 

In addition to developing training standards and evaluat-
ing existing training programs, the panel recommended evalu-
ating the costs and benefits of mandating IDD training for 
LEAs. While there may be apprehension within law enforce-
ment regarding mandates, one participant argued that without 
mandates, many LEAs may delay providing IDD training, 
prioritizing what they perceive as more pressing matters. 
Mandating this training not only signifies the importance of 
the issue but also compels LEAs to proactively address interac-
tions with persons with IDDs. Panel members suggested that 
state peace officer standards and training (POST) organizations 
could establish and enforce mandates. However, they empha-
sized that it is not enough to establish mandates—they must be 
meaningful. Participants expressed concern about some exist-
ing mandates that may require as little as two hours of training 
every other year on IDD-related topics or that lack enforcement 
mechanisms for noncompliant LEAs. The mandated content 
should extend beyond simply showing officers a video and 
requiring pre- and post-tests; it must incorporate meaningful 
elements, such as role-playing scenarios and direct interactions 
with individuals with lived experience. Program evaluations 
can inform such mandates to ensure that mandates are clear, 
specific, and useful. 

While effective training is imperative, participants noted 
that LEOs cannot rely on training alone to enhance their 
response to persons with IDDs. In addition to training, LEOs 
must have access to resources that can be used when respond-
ing to persons with IDDs. One such practice involves certain 
officers wearing distinctive patches or wrapping their patrol cars 
in decals to indicate specialized training in responding to the 
IDD community. Recognizing the pivotal role of 911 dispatchers 
in the law enforcement response, the panel emphasized the need 
for specific resources tailored to their responsibilities as well. A 
valuable resource for dispatchers would be a screening instrument 
that aids in identifying whether an incident is IDD-related. 

The participants’ discussion of potential resources also 
delved into the topic of voluntary IDD registries. These are 
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databases that allow individuals with IDDs, or their loved 
ones, to provide essential information to LEAs and LEOs, 
including details on individuals’ IDDs, preferred approaches 
(e.g., give personal space), triggers (e.g., lights and sirens), and 
passions (e.g., dogs). A recent example of this comes from 
Florida’s Protect Our Loved Ones Act, which permits LEAs 
to create a database for those with special needs (Tracy, 2024). 
While voluntary registries can help LEOs understand how 
to better address the unique needs of those with IDDs, the 
panel expressed reservations about their practicality. Concerns 
include issues related to privacy, outdated information, and the 
potential risk of overreliance on the registry, leading some par-
ticipants to argue that investing in training is a more effective 
use of resources. By ensuring that officers and dispatchers are 
adept at identifying individuals with IDDs, there is less reliance 
on a voluntary registry system, and individuals with IDDs will 
be treated appropriately regardless of whether they are in a 
registry. 

Establishing partnerships 
between LEAs and local 
IDD communities is crucial. 

In consensus, the panel concluded that locative technology, 
while potentially useful, should be part of a comprehensive plan 
rather than the sole tool to prevent or address elopement (see box 
below). While the participants discussed various potential needs 
for enhancing locative technology, they ultimately decided to 
exclude them from their final list. The excluded needs primarily 
focused on technological improvements, such as extended bat-
tery life and longer tracking ranges, aspects beyond the scope of 
academics, law enforcement, and advocates. 
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LOCATIVE TECHNOLOGIES 

Locative technologies—tracking devices designed to locate individuals with IDDs prone to wandering or elopement—were extensively 
discussed by expert participants both in pre-workshop interviews and during the in-person workshop. Using radio frequency (RF) or 
the Global Positioning System (GPS), these devices may be used by municipalities or caretakers of those with IDDs. While the panel 
acknowledged the potential utility of locative devices in specific incidents, they also expressed several reservations. 

Foremost among the concerns was the fear that families might perceive tracking devices as a panacea for wandering, neglecting essen-
tial preventive measures (e.g., securing home locks) or imperative actions when an individual goes missing (e.g., immediately contacting 
911). Additional concerns included limitations of tracking technologies, such as RF having a limited range and GPS requiring a signal, 
which can be absent in many locations where individuals might wander. Families are also responsible for ensuring the daily function-
ality of the tracker, and trackers, of course, cannot guarantee protection against accidents or harm while an individual with IDDs is 
wandering. Moreover, because there is a plethora of potential tracking devices, it can be challenging to educate LEOs on all available 
options and how each functions. 

Establishing Partnerships and Avenues 
of Dissemination for Improving the Law 
Enforcement Response 
The needs identified by participants underscore two overarch-
ing themes: (1) the significance of partnerships and (2) the 

importance of information dissemination. Whether engaged 
in research or developing training programs, it is imperative 
to involve interdisciplinary teams comprising representatives 
from law enforcement, advocacy organizations, and the medical 
profession. Of utmost importance, however, is the inclusion 
of individuals with lived experience in all initiatives aimed at 
enhancing the law enforcement response to persons with IDDs. 
To institutionalize this practice nationally, participants advo-
cated establishing a federal-level interagency working group 
to coordinate federal efforts and advise federal agencies on 
relevant issues. This group would be similar to the Interagency 
Autism Coordinating Committee;3 however, it would have an 
expanded scope to focus on IDDs more broadly and not just 
on autism. Furthermore, the panel recommended assessing the 
benefits of creating a similar coordinating entity at the local or 
state level, specifically designed to support smaller LEAs. 

Establishing partnerships between LEAs and local IDD 
communities is crucial. The panel emphasized the “vital” need 
for LEAs to collaborate with advocacy groups (e.g., The Arc, 
Autism Speaks) in organizing community outreach events. 
These events communicate to the disability community that 
LEOs are their allies. Additionally, they serve as platforms for 
LEOs and those with IDDs to meet and build relationships in 
a “dignified” manner. Participants argued that allowing LEOs 



to engage individuals with IDDs in non-crisis situations can 
prevent LEOs from automatically associating IDDs with crisis 
intervention. It can also promote awareness, acceptance, and 
compassion by presenting those with IDDs in a more empa-
thetic light, and the positive experience may prevent the IDD 
community from associating police encounters with trouble. 
Community outreach events also offer the added benefit of edu-
cating the community on essential topics, such as how to make 
a 911 call and what information to provide when doing so. 

Like the emphasis on partnerships, participants consis-
tently highlighted the importance of disseminating findings 
on what works. Therefore, in addition to conducting research, 
effective systems for dissemination must keep knowledge 
and findings from being locked behind paywalls in refereed 
journals. Practitioners should have access to research find-
ings and benefit from them. To enhance the dissemination of 
IDD-related research, participants argued that agencies within 
the Department of Justice (e.g., National Institute of Justice 
[NIJ], COPS Office) should leverage their grantmaking pro-
grams to incentivize data collection and research and promote 
effective dissemination. According to some on the panel, this 
might involve having practitioner-focused organizations (e.g., 
POST, COPS Office, PERF) disseminate new findings and 
best practices. The panel also recommended the establishment 
of a clearinghouse website akin to the Department of Educa-
tion’s National Assessment of Education Progress to centralize 
findings related to IDD research. Alternatively, the findings 
could be hosted on NIJ’s CrimeSolutions website. Participants 
suggested that making pertinent data readily accessible can 
play a crucial role in demonstrating the long-term value of IDD 
training, funding, and staffing to LEA leaders. 

Similarly, participants noted that the work conducted by 
advocacy organizations and LEAs is often siloed. In other words, 
these groups are working concurrently with little to no overlap, 
which hampers progress toward the overall goal of improving 
the law enforcement response to individuals with IDDs. Because 
LEAs frequently seek inspiration from peer agencies to adopt 
effective practices, limited discussion of best practices becomes 
a hindrance. To address this, participants recommended estab-

lishing a repository or resource locator. LEAs could use this tool 
to share and find evidence-based training materials and other 
practices relevant to their local IDD communities. One partici-
pant further suggested that chiefs’ and sheriffs’ associations (e.g., 
the International Association of Chiefs of Police) could over-
see or promote such a repository. By housing this information 
within a law enforcement–related organization, the importance 
of enhancing the law enforcement response to individuals with 
IDDs could be effectively communicated and garner support 
from LEA leaders. 

It is imperative that any research and training are 
conducted via interdisciplinary teams, incorporating 
individuals with lived experience. 

CONCLUSION 
While efforts to enhance police responses to mental health 
crises have resulted in various innovative models (e.g., PERF, 
2023), the law enforcement response to individuals with IDDs 
has been largely overlooked. To this point, Watson, Compton, 
and Pope (2019, p. 7) notes that 

[m]ost of the extant research has focused on models and 
approaches developed for people with mental illnesses or 
having a psychiatric crisis. The need for further research 
on the same or different models and approaches for those 
who have [IDDs] is compelling.  

Research has not adequately addressed fundamental questions 
regarding the intersection of IDDs and the criminal justice 
system, and LEOs often lack sufficient training on how to 
interact appropriately with the IDD population (Melendrez 
et al., undated). This knowledge gap and lack of guidance 
have resulted in several harmful consequences that can esca-
late encounters with individuals who have an IDD and strain 
relationships between law enforcement and IDD communities. 
Therefore, it is critically important to improve the law enforce-
ment response to individuals with IDDs. 

To help inform the effort to improve the law enforcement 
response, PERF and RAND, on behalf of the NIJ, organized 
a workshop of subject-matter experts to discuss current police 
practices related to responses to persons with IDDs and identify 
high-priority needs to address. Through a series of interviews 
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and group discussion sessions, participants identified and 
prioritized a total of 23 needs related to the law enforcement 
response to persons with IDDs, six of which were ranked as 
highest priority (Tier 1). These needs concern issues related to 
(1) understanding law enforcement’s involvement with persons 
with IDDs, (2) improving IDD training and resources for law 
enforcement, and (3) establishing partnerships and avenues of 
dissemination for improving the law enforcement response. 

Participants suggested that improving the law enforce-
ment response to persons with IDDs begins by broadening our 
understanding of such individuals’ involvement in the criminal 
justice system. Once the fundamental questions regarding this 
intersection of law enforcement and IDD communities have 
been answered, attention should be directed toward developing 
specialized training for LEOs that specifically focuses on IDDs. 
It is imperative that any research and training are conducted 
via interdisciplinary teams, incorporating individuals with lived 
experience. Equally important is the widespread dissemination 
of the lessons learned to reach all relevant stakeholders. 

TECHNICAL APPENDIX 
This appendix presents additional details on the workshop and 
our process for identifying and prioritizing research and tech-
nology needs and turning them into the research agenda that is 
presented in the main report. The descriptions here are drawn 
and adapted from those in previous PCJNI publications and 
reflect adjustments to the needs identification and prioritization 
process implemented at this workshop. 

Workshop Scope and Panel Selection 
The topics for PCJNI workshops are selected by reaching a 
consensus among the action officers and subject-matter experts at 
NIJ and research staff at the organizations that will facilitate the 
workshop. Multiple topic areas, accompanied by brief scoping 
descriptions, are typically suggested months before the workshop 
by one or more of the parties involved, and staff engage in group 
deliberations with NIJ to reach consensus on the topic. We then 
engage in further scoping of the workshop to craft a discussion 
agenda through literature review, informal discussions with other 
practitioners and subject-matter experts, or both. Once the topic 
and scope have been determined, we recruit participants by iden-
tifying knowledgeable individuals through existing professional 
and social networks (e.g., LinkedIn) and by reviewing literature 
published on the topic. We then extend an invitation to those 

individuals and provide a brief description of the workshop’s 
focus areas. 

The process of expert elicitation described here was 
designed to gather unbiased, representative results from experts 
and practitioners in the field. However, several limitations 
could affect the findings. The process typically elicits opinions 
from a relatively small group of experts. To limit the effect of 
group size on the representativeness of the results, we strove 
to make the group as representative as possible of different 
disciplines, perspectives, and geographic regions. However, the 
final output of the workshop likely is significantly influenced by 
the specific group of experts invited to participate. It is possible 
that the workshop’s findings would be different were a differ-
ent group of experts selected. Moreover, although the discus-
sion moderators make every effort to act as neutral parties 
when eliciting opinions from the convened group of experts, 
the backgrounds and experiences of the moderators have the 
potential to influence which questions they pose to the group 
and how they phrase those questions. This could also introduce 
bias that could influence the findings. 

Identification and Prioritization of Needs 
To develop and prioritize a list of technology and policy issues 
that are likely to benefit from research and investment, we fol-
lowed a process similar to ones that we used in previous PCJNI 
workshops (see, for examples, Jackson et al., 2015; Jackson et 
al., 2016; and references therein). Participants discussed and 
refined problems and identified potential solutions (or needs) 
that could address each problem. In addition, needs could be 
framed in response to opportunities to improve performance by 
adopting or adapting a new approach or practice (e.g., applying 
a new technology or tool in the sector that has not been used 
before). After identifying and refining the needs, we use a vot-
ing process based on the Delphi method, a technique developed 
by RAND, to elicit prioritization information from the group 
about the identified needs (RAND Corporation, undated). 

Prior to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pan-
demic, PCJNI workshops were conducted in person in a 
group setting. However, under the restrictions and mitigations 
implemented in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, our par-
ticipants and staff were unable to travel. Our typical in-person 
format involves a two-day, 14-hour in-person meeting (eight 
hours the first day, six hours the second day). However, drawing 
on other organizations’ and individuals’ experience in running 
and participating in high-intensity virtual events, we deter-
mined that it would not be advisable to try to directly replicate 
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this meeting format using virtual conferencing tools. Instead, 
we prepared a multi-stage process comprising 

• interviews with each participant, either individually or in 
small groups, for approximately an hour to build an initial 
picture of their views and ideas 

• a set of shorter, more-focused sessions to provide the group 
with the opportunity to react to and shape the consolidated 
picture that came from our synthesis of the individual 
interview input 

• a final voting stage, after the last interactive session, in 
which participants provided their final assessment of the 
rankings of the different needs. 

Interviews 
Prior to the workshop, we conducted virtual interviews with 
the panel members to discuss the challenges that they saw as 
relevant to the workshop’s focus area. We also asked them to 
identify areas in which additional investment in research and 
development could help alleviate those challenges. During these 
discussions, participants suggested additional areas that were 
potentially worthy of research or investment. We consolidated 
and integrated the problems, opportunities, and potential solu-
tions described by the participants in the separate interviews 
into a single summarized list. Then, in advance of the in-person 
workshop sessions, we provided this summarized list to partici-
pants via email. 

In-Person Workshop 
For the workshop, participants traveled to the Office of Justice 
Programs offices in Washington, D.C. During the workshop, we 
started by asking the participants to collectively review, discuss, 
and refine the wording of the consolidated list of problems 
from the interviews. Each identified problem was placed on a 
Microsoft PowerPoint slide and displayed in front of the room 
for discussion. Once the participants agreed on the wording of 
the problems, they were asked to vote on the importance of the 
problems on a scale of 1 (low) to 9 (high). Votes were recorded 
anonymously using a handheld device (specifically, the Response-
Card RF LCD from Turning Technologies). 

After the participants provided their individual ratings, 
we then displayed a histogram-style summary of participant 
responses within the polling system’s interface. If there was 

significant disagreement (the degree of disagreement was 
determined by our visual inspection of the histogram), then 
the participants were asked to verbally discuss or explain their 
votes at one end of the scale or the other. If a second round of 
discussion occurred, participants were given an opportunity to 
adjust their rating on the same question. With the data from 
the voting, we prioritized the list of problems by calculating the 
median vote for each problem. 

The prioritized list of problems was then used as an agenda 
for the remaining workshop time. If time ran short, only the 
more highly rated problems were examined for potential solu-
tions. For each problem, participants were asked to identify 
potential opportunities and potential solutions. Again, we used 
Microsoft PowerPoint slides that were displayed at the front 
of the room and edited in real time to incorporate participant 
revisions and comments. In some cases, the facilitators sug-
gested solutions that were previously identified during the pre-
workshop interviews. 

Once the group reached consensus on a group of needs, we 
conducted a real-time voting prioritization exercise using Del-
phi techniques. We asked the participants to anonymously vote 
using a handheld device (again, the ResponseCard RF LCD 
from Turning Technologies). Each participant was asked to 
individually score each need using a 1–9 scale for two dimen-
sions: importance and probability of success. 

For the importance dimension, participants were instructed 
that 1 was a low score and 9 was a high score. Participants 
were further told to score a need’s importance with a 1 if it 
would have little or no impact on the problem and with a 9 if it 
would reduce the impact of the problem by 20 percent or more. 
Anchoring the scale with percentage improvements in the 
need’s performance is intended to help make rating values more 
comparable from participant to participant. 

For the probability of success dimension, participants were 
instructed to treat the 1–9 scale as a percentage chance that the 
need could be met and broadly implemented successfully. That is, 
they could assign the need’s chance of success between 10 per-
cent (i.e., a rating of 1) up to 90 percent (i.e., a rating of 9). This 
dimension was intended to include not just technical concerns 
(i.e., whether the need would be hard to meet) but also the effect 
of factors that might cause practitioners to not adopt the new 
technology, policy, or practice even if it were developed. Such 
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factors could include, for example, cost, effect on practitioner 
workloads, other staffing concerns, and societal concerns. 

After the participants provided their individual ratings 
using the handheld devices (i.e., for importance or probability of 
success), we then displayed a histogram-style summary of par-
ticipant responses within the polling system’s interface. If there 
was significant disagreement (the degree of disagreement was 
determined by our visual inspection of the histogram), partici-
pants were then asked to verbally discuss or explain their votes 
at one end of the scale or the other. If a second round of discus-
sion occurred, participants were given an opportunity to adjust 
their rating on the same question. This process was repeated for 
each question and dimension at the end of each topic area. 

Post-Session Prioritization 
Once the participants had completed this rating process for 
all of the topic areas, we put the needs into a single prioritized 
list. We ordered the list by calculating an expected value using 
the method outlined in Jackson et al. (2016). For each need, 
we averaged the median problem importance with the median 
potential solution importance (using only the second-round 
vote if there was one). This formed the overall importance score 
for each need. This score was then multiplied with the median 
probability of success for each need to produce an expected 
value. We then calculated the median of that product across all 
of the ratings and used that as the group’s collective expected 
value score for the need. 

Next, we clustered the resulting expected value scores into 
three tiers using a hierarchical clustering algorithm. (We used 
the “ward.D” spherical algorithm from the “stats” library in the 
R statistical package, version 4.1.3.) We chose this algorithm to 
minimize within-cluster variance when determining the breaks 
between tiers. We chose to use three tiers, in part, to keep the 
methodology consistent across the set of needs-prioritization 
workshops that we have conducted for NIJ. Also, the choice of 
three tiers provides a manageable system for policymakers. Spe-
cifically, the Tier 1 needs are the priorities that should be the 
primary policymaking focus, the Tier 2 needs should be exam-
ined closely, and the Tier 3 needs are probably not worth much 
attention in the short term (unless, for example, they can be 
addressed with existing technology or approaches that can be 
readily and cheaply adapted to the identified need). The output 
from this process became the final ranking of the participants’ 
prioritized needs. 

NOTES 
1  This law is named to honor nine-year-old Kevin Curtis Wills and 
14-year-old Avonte Oquendo—two boys with autism—who drowned 
during wandering incidents (Autism Speaks, 2020; Bureau of Justice 
Assistance, 2024). 

2 While participants emphasized the need for uniform standards, they 
also recognized the importance of tailoring training to local commu-
nities and LEO assignments where feasible. For instance, drowning 
prevention training may hold greater relevance for agencies in Florida 
than for those in Nevada. Similarly, information on traffic encoun-
ters will be more pertinent for traffic officers than for detectives. 
Acknowledging these local variations allows for a more contextually 
relevant and effective implementation of training programs. 

3  See, for example, Interagency Autism Coordinating Committee, 
undated. 
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