


Autism Spectrum Disorder 

and the 

Criminal Justice System



• It is important to highlight that to think of someone with ASD as being on a 

spectrum (ranging from severely impaired to mildly impaired) is inaccurate. 

• It is more appropriate and accurate to consider each person with ASD separately 

and their particular profile of strengths and weaknesses – in other words, that 

individual’s particular variation in ASD characteristics or features/traits. 

Autism 





• Arson

• Sexual Offences (Offline and Online)

• Cybercrime

• Violent Offending

• Radicalisation and Extremism

• Extreme Violence

• Stalking 

How certain features of ASD may 

provide the context of vulnerability 

to engaging in a number of types of 

offending behaviours 







Autism and IIOC

Case of Nick Dubin



• Some individuals with ASD may 

gravitate towards and feel more 

comfortable with individuals who 

are the same level as them in 

terms of social maturity. 

• Many individuals with ASD have 

an average or above average 

intelligence while their social 

maturity can be comparable to 

that of someone much younger 

which often leads them to be 

more interested and comfortable 

in befriending people who are 

much younger than them (they 

are at the same level as them 

socially and emotionally) (Cutler, 

2013). 

Social Maturity



Literal Thinking

• Because of their literal view of the world, they would not 

consider that something that is illegal could be so freely 

available on the internet. 



Unaware of the broader issues of 

the images/videos including: 

• where and how they got those 

files

• who else might be able to access 

them 

• what the consequences (and 

impact on) are for the minors in 

the images they are viewing. 

Impaired Theory-of-Mind (ToM)



Impaired Ability to Correctly Guess Age 



• Media fraught with marketing materials with risky images 

of teenage models or images where they have made the 

older models look “barely legal”. 

• Such images can be confusing for the individual with 

ASD, making it more difficult to determine what is illegal 

pornography (Mesibov & Sreckovic, 2017).

Distinction between of-age and underage 

females is intentionally blurred by the

media and pop culture and legal “adult” porn



• Regarding the viewing of child 

pornography, issues occur when 

individuals with ASD are unaware 

that what they have done is a 

criminal offense. 

• One explanation for the lack of 

awareness that they have committed 

a crime is their inability to recognise

the facial expressions in the images 

of the children. 

• Such an inability to recognise facial 

expressions (such as fear) is 

supported by a large amount of 

studies (e.g. Woodbury-Smith et al., 

2005; Uljarevic & Hamilton, 2013). 

Impaired Ability to Recognise Negative Facial 

Expressions in IIOC





ASD in the Courtroom: 

Why it is Important to Recognise 

this Disorder in Defendants 



• There is a strong risk of a judge 

and jury drawing adverse 

inferences from a defendant 

with ASD’s demeanour, attitude 

and general comportment in 

court. They could – by virtue of 

their idiosyncrasies – be 

perceived as aloof, 

disinterested or even imperious 

to jurors unfamiliar with the 

disorder (O’Sullivan, 2018).

• There are a variety of behaviors 

that individuals with ASD can 

exhibit during court proceedings 

that may make them appear 

bizarre and misunderstood. 

ASD in the Courtroom: Why it is 

Important to Recognise this 

Disorder in Defendants 







• Difficulty with making or maintaining eye contact 

• Echolalia or repetitive vocalisations

• Issues with time to respond

• Misinterpretation or lack of understanding of repetitive interests or 

behaviours

• Impaired social communication and interaction 

• Issues with compliance

• Unusual ways of speaking 

• Presence of paranoia

• Issues with memory 

• Lack of outward emotional expression

• Inappropriate expressions or behaviours

Some of the common features of ASD that might 

make a defendant with ASD appear evasive, 

remorseless, lacking in empathy and guilty 



• Compared to individuals without ASD, individuals with ASD often have 

difficulties in recollecting or remembering past personally experienced events 

and tend to remember fewer of them and also take more time to do this (e.g., 

Crane et al., 2012). 

• Individuals with ASD have a tendency to rely on feelings of familiarity in order 

to guide their memory (e.g., Bowler, Gardiner & Grice, 2000; Maras & Bowler, 2012; Johnson, 

Goodman, & Mundy, 2018). 

• Two types of memory. One is knowledge-based information (e.g., names of 

capital cities) referred to as semantic memory. The other is memory for an 

event or a specific episode which is referred to as episodic memory. 

• Individuals with ASD are typically unimpaired in their memory for semantic and 

general information (knowledge-based information) while, on the other hand, 

much more prompting is often needed in order to retrieve specific episodes 

(memory for specific events/episodic memory) (Crane & Goddard 2008; Bigham et al., 

2010; Crane & Maras, 2018). 

Issues with Memory



• An individual with ASD may be able to remember the details of the event but 

not when it happened. For instance, an individual with ASD may have memory 

for what they were wearing on a particular night but have difficulty in recalling 

other aspects, such as the timing of events. 

• Individuals with ASD can be perceived erroneously as being uncooperative 

and non-responsive as they often exhibit impairments in their ability to recall 

events in a sequential manner and with sufficient detail - they often cannot 

recall a clearly sequenced narrative of events (Kroncke, Willard, & Huckabee, 

2016). 

• ASD may also impact on an individual’s perception of time and they can 

exhibit a difficulty with determining ‘how long’ specific events were (The 

Advocate’s Gateway, 2016). 

Issue with Memory



• Given that individuals with ASD are often 

impaired in their ability to appreciate the 

subjective experiences of others they may 

not display any outward expressions of 

empathy or intersubjective resonance. 

• This can lead observers to assume that they 

are cold, calculating and remorseless. This 

apparent lack of emotion or remorse 

displayed by the defendant with ASD can be 

detrimental to them. It can make the court 

perceive them to be arrogant or having no 

interest in the court proceedings (Archer & 

Hurley, 2013; Allely & Cooper, 2017). 

• These outward expressions may not be 

reflective of what the individuals with ASD is 

actually feeling or thinking internally (Allely & 

Cooper, 2017).

Lack of Outward Emotional Expression



• Individuals with ASD often display 

awkward or inappropriate facial 

expressions or behaviours. 

• A defendant with ASD may laugh or 

smile during court proceedings. 

• However, this outward expression 

may not be reflective of what they 

are feeling internally (Allely & 

Cooper, 2017). Instead, it is a form 

of coping strategy they employ 

because they do not know what to 

do in the situation they are in (or 

understand or know what is 

expected of them). 

Inappropriate Expressions or Behaviours



It is recommended that expert witness 

evidence is given in order to: 

1. Provide understanding of the behaviour 

and presentation of a defendant with 

ASD during court proceedings 

2. Assist the jury in understanding the 

ways in which the diagnosis of ASD, in 

particular the way certain features of the 

defendant’s diagnosis of ASD, may have 

contributed to (or provided the context 

of vulnerability to) their offending 

behaviour (Freckelton, 2012; Freckelton & List 

2009).

Importance of Informing the Jury of the 

Defendant’s Diagnosis of ASD



• Dr David Murphy (Chartered Forensic & Consultant Clinical Neuropsychologist, 

Broadmoor Hospital, UK)

• Professor Eddie Chaplin (London South Bank University, UK)

• Professor Andrew Forrester (Cardiff University and a Consultant Forensic Psychiatrist 

with Swansea Bay University Health Board and Oxleas NHS, UK)

• Dr Louise Robinson (Consultant at The University of Manchester Lancashire and 

South Cumbria NHS Foundation Trust, UK)

• Professor Chris Gillberg (Gillberg Neuropsychiatry Centre, Sweden)

• Professor Helen Minnis (University of Glasgow, UK)

• Professor Phil Wilson (University of Aberdeen, UK)

• Dr Michelle Mattison (Psychologist and Registry Intermediary, UK)

• Professor Penny Cooper (Barrister and Professor of Law, UK)

• Professor Felicity Gerry (Barrister and Professor of Law, UK)

• Dr Lino Faccini (Psychologist, New York, USA)

• Dr Sally Kennedy (Deakin University, Australia)

• Dr Ian Warren (Deakin University, Australia)

• Professor Paul Gill (University College London, UK)

• Dr Jane McCarthy (Consultant Psychiatrist in Intellectual Disability with the East 

London NHS Foundation Trust) 

Some Key Collaboraters



• Sammie Wicks (Senior Program Manager at the National Policing Institute's Center for 

Mass Violence Response Studies, USA)

• Courtney Tassin (Program Manager of the City of Aurora Co-responder Teams 

(AMRT/CRT). CO-PTV. Threat Assessment Professional, USA)

• Sonya McLaren (Carleton University, Canada)

• Dr David Keatley (Murdoch University, Australia)

• Enzo Yaksic (Author and Researcher in the field of serial homicide, USA)

• Dr Alexander Westphal (Yale University, USA)

• Professor John Horgan (Georgia State University, USA)

• Mellow Parenting (Govan, Scotland, UK)

• Emma Jouenne (Parents for Peace, USA)

• Dr Frank Straub (Co-Director of the Michigan State University Department of 

Psychiatry/Safe & Sound Schools' Adolescent Targeted Violence Prevention Project, USA)

• Dr Neelkamal Soares (Western Michigan University, USA)

• Dr Melanie Penner (University of Toronto, Canada)

• Dr Christine Puckering (Scotland, UK)

• Dr Toni Wood (University of Salford, UK)

• Professor Penny Cook; Professor Raja Mukherjee; Dr David Gilbert; Dr Alan Price; Robyn 

McCarthy and Dr Kathy Perryman (FASD Hub at Salford University)



Assessing the Prevalence of FASD

Impact of Prenatal Alcohol Exposure & 

Trauma on child development

Criminal Justice: An exploration of factors 

that predispose individuals with FASD to 

involvement with the Criminal Justice 

System

SPECIFIC: Salford Parents and carers 

Education Course for Improvements in 

FASD outcomes In Children
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Case Study 

On the 14th December, 2012, 20-year-old Adam Lanza killed 26 
people, 20 of them young children, inside Sandy Hook Elementary 
School in Newtown, Connecticut



What were the Warning Signs and 

Pathway Behaviours?

• A 48-page summary of the official 
investigation into the tragedy in 
Newtown was published on the 
25th November 2013.

• The summary provided new 
details regarding AL's behaviour 
prior to committing one of the 
worst mass shootings in United 
States history (Sedensky, 2013).



Preoccupation with mass shootings 

and a significant interest in firearms

• Spreadsheet chronologically recording and 

detailing the events of mass murders which 

Adam had compiled. 

• Such is the level of detail that it is believed to 

have involved years of work and used as a 

“score sheet” (in terms of body counts of the 

mass shootings, weapons used, etc) by Lanza. 

One anonymous law enforcement veteran 

stated that 'It sounded like a doctoral thesis, 

that was the quality of the research’ (Lupica, 

2013). 

• Lanza particularly fascinated by Anders Behring 

Breivik. Breivik also reported to have been 

fascinated by other mass murderers (Lysiak, 

2013).

• Wikipedia 



Part of Lanza’s Spreadsheet



Lanza sealed the windows of his bedroom with rubbish bags and duct 

tape, which kept out all the natural light



Second floor computer room. 





• The Office of the 

Chief Medical 

Examiner found that 

at death, AL was 

anorexic (six feet tall 

and 112 pounds), to 

the point of 

malnutrition and 

resultant brain 

damage. 

• This finding raises 

questions regarding 

how he, living at 

home and spending 

the majority of his 

time on his own, 

physically presented 

to his mother. 

Anorexia





• Abdulhakim Mujahid Muhammad (Carlos Bledsoe) (Tassin & Allely, 2022).

• Brenton Tarrant (Allely & McLaren, 2023). 

• Anders Breivik (Faccini & Allely, 2016). 

• Elliot Rodger (Allely & Faccini, 2017). 

• Dylann Roof (Allely & Faccini, 2019).

• Dean Allen Mellberg (Faccini & Allely, 2016). 

• James Holmes (Allely, 2020).

• A number forth-coming!

PTIV: Case Analysis



Chapter 1: Introduction

Chapter 2: The Anatomy of Extreme Violence

Chapter 3: Serial Homicide

Chapter 4: Mass Shooters

Chapter 5. Rampage School Shootings

Chapter 6: The Psychology of Terrorism and 

Lone-Actor Terrorists

Chapter 7: Conclusion: Threat Assessment 

and Prevention of Extreme Violence

The Psychology of 

Extreme Violence







Professor Clare Allely 

Contact me on e-mail: c.s.allely@salford.ac.uk 

Follow me on twitter:  @ClareAllely

Researchgate: 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Clare_Allely/research


