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20%20%

1 in 51 in 5

Nearly 20% of autistic youth report 
having had contact with law 
enforcement by age 21. (Rava et al., 
2017). 

1 in 5 young adults with autism will 
interact with police before age 21 
(Indiana University, HANDS in 
Autism, 2023).

1 in 311 in 31
In communities tracked by 
Centers for Disease Control 
(CDC), about 1 in 31 8-year-old 
children were identified with 
autism. (CDC, 2025).

25-30%25-30%
In the United States, research 
estimates that approximately 25% 
to 30% of autistic individuals are 
nonspeaking or minimally speaking 
(Brignell et al., 2018).
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Autism looks di�erent in every person. The traits described 
on this page are common characteristics of individuals 
with autism, but they are not a checklist and do not apply 
to everyone. Each person is unique, with their own 
strengths, challenges, and ways of expressing themselves. 
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Water attraction and drowning: Many children and dependents 
with autism exhibit a strong attraction to water, regardless of its 
temperature or type. This attraction is often driven by the need for 
quiet and calm (regulation), sensory-seeking behaviors 
(stimulation), or both. As a result, drowning is the leading cause of 
death associated with elopement in autistic children, particularly 
those under age 15. NASC's longitudinal surveillance data on 
autism-related elopement fatalities, spanning 1974 to the present, 
show that approximately 82% of deaths are due to drowning. For 
this reason, it’s critically important to search nearby water first if a 
child or dependent with autism is missing.

ElopemenElopement/Wt/Wanderingandering
In the U.S., an average of eight to 
ten children and dependents 
with autism die each month 
following wandering or 
elopement incidents.

WWaatter Aer Attrttracactiontion
NASC's longitudinal surveillance data on 
autism-related elopement fatalities, 
spanning 1974 to the present, show that 
approximately 82% of deaths are due to 
drowning.

Police Interactions
Nearly 20% of autistic youth 
report having had contact with 
law enforcement by age 21.  
(Rava et al., 2017). . 



Suicidality
Studies show suicidal thoughts and 
behaviors can occur in autistic 
children as young as 8 years old.
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Behaviors are often misinterpreted as 
misconduct, when they are actually a 
form of communication. Calm, 
patience, predictability, and respect 
greatly reduce risk and improve 
outcomes.
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MisinterpretationsMisinterpretations

Meltdowns are not acts of defiance, 
but rather involuntary stress responses 
of extreme overwhelm. If no imminent 
danger is present, giving them time 
and space is essential. 

MeltdownsMeltdowns

Developmentally Younger
Older individuals with autism may 
have cognitive or adaptive functioning 
levels significantly younger than their 
chronological age. 
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https://nps-aid.org/blue-envelope-program/
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Pathfinders for Autism, Maryland
 Law Enforcement Training
 Shelly McLaughlin
 Contact: smclaughlin@pathfindersforautism.org 
 Website: pathfindersforautism.org
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www.theiacp.org/projects/home-safe
www.missingkids.org
www.bluelinespectrumsafety.com
www.autismriskmanagement.com
www.thearc.org/our-initiatives/criminal-justice/
www.savesproject.com
www.pathfindersforautism.org
www.ibcces.org/law-enforcement/
www.firstresponderautismtraining.com
https://nps-aid.org/blue-envelope-program/
www.justbeethechange.com
info@autismsafetycouncil.org
 Laurie.Reyes@montgomerycountymd.gov
www.theiacp.org/projects/home-safe
https://theautismproject.org



