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1 Executive Summary 
 

1.1 Background 
 
 In all major organisations stakeholder opinion is vitally important to help the 

organisation strive for continuous improvement in the services it delivers.  Within the 
context of policing in Northern Ireland, the opinion of vulnerable groups helps 
support this process by providing a consultation framework which allows these 
voices to be heard and to directly inform corporate-level actions and subsequent 
improvement in the operational plans of the Office of the Police Ombudsman for 
Northern Ireland (‘the Ombudsman’), the Northern Ireland Policing Board (the 
Board), the Police Service for Northern Ireland (PSNI), and District Policing 
Partnerships (DPPs). 

 
 In seeking to ensure that policing arrangements meet the needs of people with 
learning disability, the Ombudsman and the Board commissioned research to 
further understand the views and experiences of this specific client group.   

 
1.2 Terms of Reference 

 
The aim of the research was to: 

 
‘...provide a comprehensive research report on the views and experiences of 
people with learning disabilities towards the Ombudsman, NIPB, the Police Service 
of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and DPPs. We envisage that this will entail an initial 
scoping exercise of the relevant issues to develop the focus of the research’. 
 
In September 2010, an independent social research company, Social Market 
Research (SMR - www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk) was appointed to undertake 
all aspects of the research. 

 
1.3 Parameters of the Research 
 

“What is learning disability?” 
 
For the purposes of the research, SMR, in agreement with the Project Steering 
Group (SG), used the Government’s Valuing people White Paper1 definition, which 
was also used by the Prison Reform Trust’s No One Knows programme of work. 
These defined learning disability as:  
 
 “a significantly reduced ability to understand new or complex information, to 

learn new skills (impaired intelligence), with; 
 a reduced ability to cope independently (impaired social functioning); 
 which started before adulthood, with a lasting effect on development.” 
 

                                                 
1 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4009153 

http://www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk/�
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“How many people in Northern Ireland have a learning disability?” 
 
Although there is no definitive data on the prevalence of learning disability in 
Northern Ireland, McConkey et al (2003)2 estimated a prevalence rate of 9.7 per 
1,000 (n=16,366).   

 
“How many people in Northern Ireland with a learning disability are interacting with 
police organisations?” 

 
Whilst some information on the numbers of people with ‘disability’ interacting with 
policing organisations is available, the stakeholders we consulted indicated that 
there was no specific information available on the numbers of people with learning 
disability who were interacting with policing organisations in Northern Ireland. 

 
1.4 The Challenge of Identifying Learning Disability 
 

Consultation with key stakeholders, in tandem with a review of available literature, 
confirmed that detecting learning disability can be highly complex. Indeed, the 
publication, ‘Vulnerable Witnesses, A Police Service Guide’, openly acknowledged 
that “Identification of intellectual disability is one of the most difficult issues for 
personnel in the criminal justice system” 3  There are several possible reasons for this 
including: 
 
 A person may not be aware that they have a learning disability; 
 A person may not wish to declare that they have a learning disability;  
 Learning disability could remain hidden for many years as a result of the 

strategies some people with learning disability adopt to mask their difficulties 
with understanding and / or getting their point across; and, 

 Outward behaviour (which appears similar to learning disability) could have 
different causes (e.g. drugs, alcohol etc). 

 
1.5 People With Learning Disability – Victims and Offenders 
 

“Are people with a learning disability more likely to be a victim of crime?”  
 
The available evidence suggests that the answer to this is ‘Yes’. 
 
The Home Office’s report, ‘Speaking Up For Justice’ (June 1998) states that, “The 
precise extent of these groups’ vulnerability to crime is not known. Official statistics 
on criminal proceedings and convictions do not contain details of whether 
witnesses (or for that matter suspects and defendants) have disabilities or illnesses. 
Even the British Crime Survey, which covers unreported crime, does not cover 
people in residential homes, psychiatric wards or care. However, there is some 
Australian evidence (Wilson 1990, cited by NSW Law Reform Commission 1996 para 
2.23) that people with an intellectual disability are twice as likely to be victims of a 
personal crime (e.g. assault), and one and a halftimes more likely to experience a 
property offence.”4 

                                                 
2 Mc Conkey R, Spollen M, and Jamison J (2003).  Administrative Prevalence of Learning Disability In Northern 
Ireland Belfast: DHSSPS. 
3 See 4.1 http://frontline.cjsonline.gov.uk/_includes/downloads/guidance/victims-and-
witnesses/Vulnerable_witnesses_police_service_guide.pdf 
4 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ERORecords/HO/421/2/cpd/pvu/sufj.pdf 
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Deborah Kitson, Director of the Ann Craft Trust (which also supports people with 
learning difficulties who have been abused) underlined the importance of the role 
of the police: “It is absolutely essential that all police should be trained so that they 
can effectively communicate with people with learning disabilities, particularly 
because we know they are more likely to victims of crimes.” 5 

 
“Is the proportion of people with learning disability convicted of crime higher than 
the general population?” 
 
Again, the available evidence suggests that the answer to this is ‘Yes’.  
 “Children with learning disabilities and other impairments are more likely to go to 
prison than other young people because the youth justice system is failing to 
recognise their needs, according to a major survey of youth offending team (YOT) 
staff.  

23% of young offenders have very low IQs of less than 70, and 25% have special 
educational needs – a far higher proportion than in the general population.” 6 

 
1.6 Changed Society for People With Learning Disability  
 

The model of care for people with learning disability has changed radically in 
recent years. It has moved from one where many people with a learning disability 
were ‘protected’ in residential or care homes to one where they are more likely to 
be living (independently or with support) within the wider community. Whilst the 
latter model has many benefits in terms of new freedoms for the person with 
learning disability, and this is to be welcomed, one possible downside is that the 
person with learning disability could be more at risk of becoming a victim of crime 
and / or of becoming involved in crime. In addition, the whole area of social 
networking and the attendant potential to make and contact ‘friends’ creates 
further risks that did not exist even a decade ago. 

 
1.7 Duties Upon Policing Organisations and Wider Society 
 

Not Meeting Needs Could Exacerbate Vulnerability 
 

‘Speaking Up for Justice’ is emphatic about the duty upon organisations within the 
criminal justice system to be alive to the needs of people with learning disability 
and to actively and appropriately support such vulnerable clients. The report points 
out that the potential consequences of not doing so are grave, “by not 
adequately meeting the needs of these groups [including people with learning 
disability] in the criminal justice system, we may be increasing their vulnerability to 
crime.” 
 
The ‘Customer Journey’ 
 
The quality of ‘customer journey’ through the various policing organisations (and 
the wider criminal justice system) is paramount in this. It is clear that if needs of 
someone with a learning disability are not recognised at the outset – and 
responded to appropriately – that the potential for the journey to go ‘off track’ is 

                                                 
5http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/special_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_p
eople_with_learning_difficulties.html 
6 http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Publications/vw/1/ItemID/67 

http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/SeenandHeardFinal .pdf�
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/uploads/documents/SeenandHeardFINAL.pdf�
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quite considerable. This could have serious lifelong consequences for the individual 
concerned, including: 

 
 Potential miscarriage of justice; 
 Wrongful acquisition of a criminal record; and, 
 Inappropriate disposals. 

 
The Speaking Up For Justice report is unequivocal in stating that the customer 
journey must start correctly with the needs of the person with learning disability 
recognised and appropriately supported right from the first ‘step’, “The 
identification of vulnerable witnesses at the investigation stage is fundamental to 
the operation of the whole Speaking up for Justice scheme. This document 
[Speaking up for Justice] is designed to assist the police in such identification, 
through a series of prompts, and to provide guidance on making an overall 
assessment of the needs of an individual witness. My particular hope is that its use 
will help to ensure that every vulnerable witness will be treated as an individual, 
consulted and enabled to give their evidence in the best way possible”. 
 
The Need for Positive Action 
 
What is also clear from our research is that organisations acting alone, however, 
commendable, will not be enough. A greater collaborative effort, centred on 
positive action for people with learning disability, is needed both within the criminal 
justice system and across wider society. Researcher Christopher Williams described 
the circularity of the current situation and the imperative to break the ‘cycle’, 
“redressing the stereotyped view of people with learning difficulties, in relation to 
crime, is the key element in changing the present situation. Justice is frustrated not 
only because of the response of the separate agencies, but of the effect they 
have on each other. The police do not record crimes because they believe the 
CPS [Crown Prosecution Service] will not prosecute, staff do not report to the police 
because they ‘do nothing’ and victims do not tell staff because ‘they say the 
police won’t help’. Consequently, the courts are unpractised at dealing with 
vulnerable witnesses, and perpetrators see people with learning disabilities as safe 
targets. Positive action...could break this spiral.”7 Hence, in SMR’s 
recommendations, we emphasise the need for collaborative working across many 
organisations within the criminal justice system and the community and voluntary 
sector as well. 
 
In short, the key messages from the Bradley Report8, resonate strongly with the 
findings from this research in that the Bradley Report identified the need for  “early 
assessment, continuity of care and support ….; and, for the organisations, working 
in partnership and better information flows” as the recipe for a marked 
improvement to the current arrangements. SMR’s overall findings concur with this. 
 
Action Costs Money? Or Does It? 
 
In the current economic climate there is, understandably, always going to be a 
question around the cost of any actions. The available literature suggests that 
responding aptly is not necessarily cumbersome or cost prohibitive, “Some people 

                                                 
7 Williams, C (1995a) “Crime against people with learning difficulties” in Social Care Research 70, August York: 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
8 http://www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/documents/digitalasset/dh_098698.pdf 
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have disabilities or difficulties, which makes communication a special challenge for 
them. In order to communicate effectively, and participate fully, these people may 
need some additional support and are therefore said to have communication 
needs. Meeting these needs is not necessarily difficult or costly; often it is just about 
awareness and understanding and small adjustments to procedures and routines.”9 

 
Moreover, the Bradley Report states that “what is clear is that costs of 
implementing effective triage and assessment services across the police service 
may not be prohibitive, and may [actually] result in a reduction in required prison 
places (due to an overall reduction in the demand for remand places)”. 

 
1.8 Summary of Methodology 
 

In summary, SMR’s research involved: 
 
 November 2010 - A Pre-Consultation Workshop with the key representatives of 

the Project Steering Group (SG) and the key stakeholders to consider and 
deliberate on issues to be addressed by the research; as well as the practical 
challenges in accessing and engaging with the target group.   

 
 December 2010 - Working collaboratively with members of the SG and key 

stakeholders to develop the discussion schedules for the interviews with key 
stakeholders and key workers plus the focus groups and survey with people with 
learning disability. 

 
 December 2010 to January 2011 - Conducting 10 face to face interview sessions 

with key stakeholders spanning representatives from the policing sector and 
representatives from the learning disability sector. 

 
 February to April 2011 – Conducting a face to face survey (including a pilot) 

with 240 adults with learning disability. 
 

 February to April 2011 – Conducting five focus groups with adults with learning 
disability. A total of 48 people took part. 

 
 February to April 2011 – Conducting two focus groups with key workers. Eleven 

key workers took part. 
 
In relation to securing the views of people with learning disability, Mencap worked 
collaboratively with SMR in:  
 
 The arrangements for the conduct of the pilot survey and focus group 

respectively; 
 The refinement of the pilot survey; 
 The refinement of the materials to be used for the focus groups with people 

with learning disability; 
 Promoting awareness of the survey and focus groups and inviting people with 

learning disability to take part; 

                                                 
9 Source: The Communication Trust : Sentence Trouble 
http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/~/media/Communication%20Trust/Youth%20Justice/Sentence%20T
rouble.ashx 
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 Accessing people with learning disability at venues where they regularly met 
(for both the focus groups and the survey); and, 
 

 Providing staff to support those people with learning disability to participate as 
required.  
 

SMR and Mencap worked in partnership to ensure that, as far as possible, across 
the survey and focus groups of people with learning disability that there was a 
spread of the following characteristics – gender, age, severity of learning disability, 
location (within Northern Ireland) and urban/rural.  
 
This close collaborative working between SMR and Mencap was central to 
securing the high levels and high quality of input from people with learning 
disability that were achieved on this project.  Note also that a range of other 
organisations supported the roll out of the survey element of the project including: 
ARC; Destined; Orchardville Charity; Triangle Housing; Stepping Stones; and, the 
Gateway Club.   

 
1.9 Key Findings , Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

It was evident at an early stage, both from consultation with key stakeholders and 
from pilots of focus groups and surveys, that amongst people with learning 
disability, the level of awareness of policing organisations, other than PSNI, was very 
low. Hence, it was agreed with SG that the major focus for this research would be 
on the police.  
 
Our conclusions and recommendations are set in the context of the current 
legislation (Section 75, Human Rights, PSNI legislation etc.) which collectively assert 
the entitlement of people with learning disability to an equitable service. 

 
Based on the available evidence, SMR makes the following conclusions (shown in 
bold) and recommendations (shown in blue): 

 
We have divided our conclusions and recommendations into two main parts: 
 
 The Views of People with Learning Disability, including… 
 

o Awareness and knowledge of the roles and functions of the various 
policing organisations; and, 

 
o Their perceptions of these organisations/their feelings about them. 
 

 The Experiences of People with Learning Disability including… 
 

o What it has been like, or can be like, for them interacting or seeking to 
interact with these organisations; and 

 
o How this experience could be improved. 

 
SMR recognises that the following recommendations require the appropriate 
authorities, structures, budgets and work programmes in order to take them 
forward. Consequently, whilst we have itemised the conclusions and 
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recommendations below, we follow this with a matrix of all the recommendations, 
setting out which organisation we consider most appropriate to take the lead role 
in relation to implementing each specific recommendation, and those whom we 
consider have an important support role. 

 
VIEWS OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
AWARENESS 

 
There is a very high level of awareness of who the police are and what they do. 
However, there is little to no awareness of the Police Ombudsman, the Policing 
Board or the District Policing Partnerships.  
 
Whilst there was a high level of awareness of how to contact the police – dial 999 – 
there was no distinction made between emergency and non-emergency uses of 
this number.  
 
There was very limited understanding of how to make a complaint if people with 
learning disability needed to. 
 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
 Continuation of the efforts to sustain this high level of awareness of the police 

and their role.  
 
 Consideration is given to methods of supporting people with learning disability 

to distinguish between how to contact the police in an emergency and non-
emergency. 

 
 Consideration is given as to how to promote awareness of the other policing 

organisations in the most appropriate and efficient manner.  
 

 Work is done to promote awareness of how and when to make a complaint if 
someone is not happy with police conduct or treatment. 

 
PERCEPTION 

 
The lack of awareness regarding the Police Ombudsman, the Policing Board or the 
District Policing Partnerships precluded any assessment of the perception of these 
organisations. 
 
In general, people with learning disability hold a positive image of the police. 
However, it is clear this view can be influenced by the views of the community in 
which they reside.  
 
However, almost one in ten (9%) people with learning disability in the survey said 
that they are afraid of the police, with this more likely to be the case among 
women.   
 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
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 That following an awareness raising programme, and at an appropriate point, 
that a separate assessment is made of the perception of the other policing 
organisations10 amongst people with learning disability. 

 
 Continuation of the work to sustain the overall strong positive image of the 

police. 
 
 Special consideration is given to working closely with communities to improve 

the image of the police in areas with a history of poor or weak relationships with 
the police. 

 
 Special consideration should be given to devising ways to reassure those who 

may be fearful of the police. 
 

EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
WHAT HAS IT BEEN / CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 

 
REPORTING  
 
The overall levels of reporting incidents to the police and the overall levels of 
reporting by victims specifically are consistent with Northern Ireland average 
estimates from Northern Ireland policing surveys. However, the nature of the 
victimisation is fundamentally different with most cases relating to bullying and 
harassment.  By comparison, the Northern Ireland crime profile shows that criminal 
damage and theft predominate.  The feedback from stakeholders and key workers 
suggests that: 

 
- The victim does not always understand that bullying and harassment are 

crimes; 
 

- Within parts of society there is a level of ‘acceptance’ of this type of behaviour 
towards people with learning disability and a reticence to get police involved. 

 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
 Further work to raise awareness of bullying and harassment of people with 

learning disability as a hate crime amongst people with learning disability and 
their families, carers and social care personnel; 

 
 Further work to make it easier for people with learning disability to come 

forward if they are experiencing this type of crime. 
 
OVERALL SATISFACTION 
 
The perception of how the police treat victims and offenders was highly positive. Of 
the people with learning disability who had been victimised and who contacted 
the police regarding such incidents, 77% were satisfied with their contact with the 
police, which is slightly higher than the Northern Ireland average of 65%.  The 

                                                 
10 SMR notes that the District Policing Partnerships and the Community Safety Partnerships are currently being 
reconfigured and this would need to be factored into any plans to raise awareness. 
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experience among those who had ‘done something wrong’ was overwhelmingly 
positive in terms of how the police had treated them.   
 
Whilst these findings are very encouraging, feedback from stakeholders, key 
workers and findings from the literature all point to key stages on the ‘customer 
journey’ where aspects of the journey could be improved.  
 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
 That the specific points raised in this report regarding the ‘customer journey’ are 

given due consideration taking account of the barriers that people with 
learning disability face. These span: 

 
o Training in learning disability awareness for police officers (current and 

student officers), staff within the criminal justice system, including solicitors 
and ‘appropriate adults’. (To improve detection and collaborative 
approaches involving statutory, community and voluntary organisations 
and people with learning disability themselves in the design and delivery 
of such training would be the preferred approach.) 

 
o Use of a standardised check list – across all policing organisations and 

their partners – to aid detection of learning disability. 
 

o Promoting the use of a common alert card for those people with learning 
disability who wish to use it. 

 
o Closer collaboration between policing organisations, other statutory 

bodies and community and voluntary agencies to better support the 
person with the learning disability. 

 
o Sharing of information about the needs of the person with learning 

disability through the criminal justice system. 
 
o The identification of the need for and the choice of an ‘appropriate 

adult’. 
 

o The provision of materials in easy read format. 
 

o Innovative approaches to the determination of an appropriate 
intervention for offenders – one which matches the gravity of the crime 
and is compatible with the capabilities of the person with learning 
disability. 

 

WIDER CONSIDERATIONS 
 
DATA ON PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 

 
No data is available on the numbers and types of people with learning disability 
that are interacting with any of the policing organisations in Northern Ireland. 
 
Consequently, SMR recommends that: 
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 Consideration is given to exploring the feasibility of updating the monitoring 
systems within the policing organisations and the wider criminal justice system to 
explore capturing such information on a routine basis. A common basis for 
recording – across all the policing organisations and their partners – would be 
the preferred approach. 

 
THE VOICE OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 

 
There were limited structures in existence across the policing organisations for 
people with learning disability to give their views on a regular basis.  
 
Consequently, SMR recommends that: 
 
 Policing organisations and the wider criminal justice system give consideration 

to how best to include the voice of people with learning disability within their 
consultative arrangements. 

 
MORE ON PREVENTION 

 
The available data indicates that people with learning disability are more likely 
(than those without) to be a victim of crime. 
 
Consequently, SMR recommends that: 
 
 Consideration is given to increasing awareness amongst people with learning 

disability about how to: 
o Recognise crime (especially bullying and harassment); 
o Protect themselves against crime;  
o Report all crime to the police. 

 
PHASED APPROACH 

 
SMR recommends a phased approach to the above where the critical areas 
(specifically work in relation to detection of learning disability) are prioritised. 
 
FORMAL PROJECT PLAN 
 
We further recommend that a formal work programme is developed from the 
recommendations made in this report and a project plan is produced with clear 
responsibilities, milestones, outputs and outcomes and progress review points.  
 
BUDGETS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
SMR recommends that all organisations involved in implementing these 
recommendations should dedicate an appropriate budget / resources for doing 
so.  
 
INDEPENDENT EVALUATION 
It may be helpful if the implementation of all of these recommendations was 
subject to a concurrent independent evaluation.   The purpose of a concurrent, 
rather than retrospective, evaluation is to ensure that any learning from the process 
can be fed back in to the process at the earliest possible opportunity. 
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NOTE: In the matrix below, we use large ‘ticks’ to denote the organisation (that at 
the time of writing, and based on the evidence available within this report) SMR 
considers to have lead responsibility; and small ‘ticks’ to denote those whom we 
consider to have a supporting role. We strongly recommend that the organisations 
concerned deliberate this proposed division of responsibilities and refine this further 
as required. 
 
VIEWS OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
AWARENESS 

 
 PSNI Policing 

Board 
Police 

Ombudsman 
DPPs Probation 

Board 
Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
Continuation of 
the efforts to 
sustain this high 
level of 
awareness of the 
police and their 
role.  
 

        

Consideration is 
given to methods 
of supporting 
people with 
learning disability 
to distinguish 
between how to 
contact the 
police in an 
emergency and 
non-emergency. 
 


       

Consideration is 
given as to how 
to promote 
awareness of the 
other policing 
organisations (i.e. 
beyond PSNI) in 
the most 
appropriate and 
efficient manner.  
 

       

Work is done to 
promote 
awareness of how 
and when to 
make a 
complaint if 
someone is not 
happy with police 
conduct or 
treatment. 

        
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PERCEPTION 

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
That following an 
awareness raising 
programme, and 
at an appropriate 
point, that a 
separate 
assessment is 
made of the 
perception of the 
other policing 
organisations11 
amongst people 
with learning 
disability. 
 

 

       

Continuation of 
the work to 
sustain the overall 
strong positive 
image of the 
police. 
 

        

Special 
consideration is 
given to working 
closely with 
communities to 
improve the 
image of the 
police in areas 
with a history of 
poor or weak 
relationships with 
the police. 
 

        

Special 
consideration 
should be given 
to devising ways 
to reassure those 
who may be 
fearful of the 
police. 
 

        

 
 
 

                                                 
11 SMR notes that the District Policing Partnerships and the Community Safety Partnerships are currently being 
reconfigured and this would need to be factored into any plans to raise awareness. 
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EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 

WHAT HAS IT BEEN / CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 
 

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
Further work to 
raise awareness 
of bullying and 
harassment of 
people with 
learning disability 
as a hate crime 
amongst people 
with learning 
disability and 
their families, 
carers and social 
care personnel; 
 

       
Also,  
HSC 
Trusts 

Further work to 
make it easier for 
people with 
learning disability 
to come forward 
if they are 
experiencing this 
type of crime. 
 

        
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EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 

WHAT HAS IT BEEN/ CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 
 
OVERALL SATISFACTION  

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
That the specific points raised in this report regarding the ‘customer journey’ are given due consideration taking 
account of the barriers that people with learning disability face. These span: 
Training in learning 
disability awareness 
for police officers 
(current and 
student officers), 
staff within the 
criminal justice 
system, including 
solicitors and 
‘appropriate 
adults’. (To improve 
detection and 
collaborative 
approaches 
involving statutory, 
community and 
voluntary 
organisations and 
people with 
learning disability 
themselves in the 
design and delivery 
of such training 
would be the 
preferred 
approach.) 
 

        

Use of a 
standardised check 
list – across all 
policing 
organisations and 
their partners -  to 
aid detection of 
learning disability. 
 

        

Promoting the use 
of a common alert 
card for those 
people with 
learning disability 
who wish to use it. 

        
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EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 

WHAT HAS IT BEEN / CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 
 
OVERALL SATISFACTION (Continued…) 
 

    

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. 
& 

Vol.  
Sector 

Closer 
collaboration 
between policing 
organisations, 
other statutory 
bodies and 
community and 
voluntary 
agencies to 
better support 
the person with 
learning disability. 

       

Sharing of 
information about 
the needs of the 
person with 
learning disability 
through the 
criminal justice 
system. 

       

The identification 
of the need for 
and the choice 
of an 
‘appropriate 
adult’. 

        

The provision of 
materials in easy 
read format.        

Innovative 
approaches to 
the determination 
of an appropriate 
intervention for 
offenders – one 
which matches 
the gravity of the 
crime and is 
compatible with 
the capabilities of 
the person with 
learning disability. 

     
Including 
the Court 
Service  

  
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WIDER CONSIDERATIONS 

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
DATA ON PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
Consideration is 
given to exploring 
the feasibility of 
updating the 
monitoring systems 
within policing 
organisations and 
the wider criminal 
justice system to 
explore capturing 
such information on 
a routine basis. A 
common basis for 
recording – across all 
the policing 
organisations and 
their partners - would 
be the preferred 
approach. 

     

VOICE OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
Policing 
organisations and 
the wider criminal 
justice system give 
consideration to 
how best to include 
the voice of people 
with learning 
disability within their 
consultative 
arrangements. 

     

MORE ON PREVENTION 
Consideration is 
given to increasing 
awareness amongst 
people with learning 
disability about how 
to: 
 Recognise crime 

(especially 
bullying and 
harassment); 

 Protect 
themselves 
against crime;  

 Report all crime 
to the police. 

     
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WIDER CONSIDERATIONS (Continued…) 
 
 
 PSNI Policing 

Board 
Police 

Ombudsman 
DPPs Probation 

Board 
Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
PHASED APPROACH 
Phased approach to 
the above where the 
critical areas 
(specifically work in 
relation to detection 
of learning disability) 
are prioritised. 
 

        

FORMAL PROJECT PLAN  
Recommend that a 
formal work 
programme is 
developed from the 
recommendations 
made in this report 
and a project plan is 
produced with clear 
responsibilities, 
milestones, outputs 
and outcomes and 
progress review points 

        

INDEPENDENT EVALUATION 
Recommend that the 
implementation of all 
of these 
recommendations is 
subject to a 
concurrent 
independent 
evaluation which 
would: 

 
 Confirm that the 

recommendations 
are being carried 
out; and, 

 Assess the impact 
of the actions 
taken. 

   
     
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2. Introduction 
 
2.1 Background to the Research – Key Drivers 
 
  In all major organisations stakeholder opinion is vitally important to help the 

organisation strive for continuous improvement in the services it delivers.  Within the 
context of policing in Northern Ireland the opinion of vulnerable groups helps 
support this process by providing a consultation framework which allows these 
voices to be heard and to directly inform corporate-level actions and subsequent 
improvement in the operational plans of the Office of the Police Ombudsman for 
Northern Ireland (‘the Ombudsman’), the Northern Ireland Policing Board (the 
Board), the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and District Policing 
Partnerships (DPPs). 

 
 In seeking to ensure that policing arrangements meet the needs of people with 

learning disability, the Ombudsman and the Board commissioned research to 
further understand the views and experiences of this group. 

 
The United Nations12 (UN) state that, ‘Persons with disabilities are members of 
society and have the right to remain within their local communities. They should 
receive the support they need within the ordinary structures of education, health, 
employment and social services’. This statement by the UN is evidence of a 
significant shift in how society views people with a disability, with legislative and 
social policy changes further supporting people with a learning disability by 
removing barriers to inhibitors to their full participation in society.  Within the 
Northern Ireland context a key legislative change has come in the form of the 
Northern Ireland Act (1998) which states that ‘a public authority shall, in carrying 
out its functions in Northern Ireland, have due regard to the need to promote 
equality of opportunity between persons… with a disability and persons without’.   

 
In terms of social policy much of the focus in Northern Ireland has witnessed public 
bodies addressing issues of social inclusion, reducing the impact of disability, a 
focus on individual needs and improved choice, empowerment of people with 
learning disability to make choices, as well as on interagency working to ensure 
that these objectives are met.  It is within this overall context that this research was 
commissioned. 

 
2.2 Research Aim  

 
The research aim is summarised as to: 

 
‘...provide a comprehensive research report on the views and experiences of 
people with learning disabilities towards the Ombudsman, NIPB, the Police Service 
of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and DPPs. We envisage that this will entail an initial 
scoping exercise of the relevant issues to develop the focus of the research’.  
 
In September 2010, Social Market Research (www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk) was 
appointed to undertake all aspects of the research. 

                                                 
12 Standard Rules On The United Nations Equalization Of Opportunities For Persons With Disabilities 

http://www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk/�
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2.3 Research Objectives  

 
The following objectives were set for the research: 

 
 to design and conduct quantitative and qualitative methods of data 

collection;  
 
 to undertake a comprehensive analysis of the findings; and 
  
 to complete a draft report and final report, including an executive summary, of 

the research findings and analysis. 
 

2.4 Project Steering Group 
 

A Project Steering Group (SG) was established to oversee the running of the 
research project. The group consisted of representatives from the Police 
Ombudsman’s Office, one of whom chaired the SG and performed the role of 
Project Manager, the Policing Board, Mencap and Disability Action. The SG agreed 
the questionnaire content, topics for discussion in the focus groups and individual 
interviews. It met with SMR at regular intervals to review progress against the project 
timetable and provide advice and feedback. The Ombudsman and the Board 
were particularly grateful for the input of both Mencap and Disability Action on 
that group. 
 

2.5 Selection of People with Learning Disability 
 
In designing this research, SMR sought to listen to the views of as diverse a range of 
people with learning disability as the time and budgetary constraints would permit.  
Consequently, across the sample as a whole (i.e. focus groups and the survey), 
SMR sought to ensure that, as far as possible, there was a balance of the following 
characteristics: 
 
 Gender - The focus groups and the survey each had male and female 

participants; 
 
 Age - The focus groups and the survey each had participants from different 

age bands -16 year olds and upwards; 
 

 Type of learning disability - The focus groups and the survey each had 
participants with mild, moderate and severe learning disability; 

 
 Location across NI - The focus groups and the survey each had participants 

from the five Health and Social Care Trust geographies; and, 
 
 Urban / Rural - The focus groups and the survey each had a mix of people with 

learning disability living in rural areas and those living in urban areas. 
 
The timescales set for this research meant that the choice of focus group and 
survey opportunities was determined, in part, by the times and locations where 
people with learning disability naturally met. However, the key reasons SMR sought 
to fit in with the existing arrangements as far as possible were because: 
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a) It avoided placing a further burden on the voluntary agencies supporting 

the Police Ombudsman and the Policing Board with this research, and; 
most importantly, 
 

b) It avoided placing a further burden on people with learning disability by 
asking them to attend an unfamiliar venue. 

 
Mencap worked in partnership with SMR to pilot the survey and the focus 
groups. The pilot instruments were then refined with input from Mencap staff 
and the participants themselves. 
 
Mencap worked in partnership with SMR to set up each of the focus groups and 
also provided staff support to the focus group participants as required. 
Specifically with regard to the survey, SMR was assisted by the following 
organisations: Mencap; ARC; Destined; Orchardville Charity; Triangle Housing; 
Stepping Stones; and the Gateway Club.   

 
2.6 Notes on Tables and Figures 

 
2.6.1 Notes on Tables 
 
 Due to rounding, row and column percentages within tables may not always sum 

to 100.  Note that base totals may also change in tables.   
 
2.6.2 Statistical Significance 
 

It should be noted that in this report, symbols have been used to denote statistical 
significance.  This means that relationships or associations identified are ‘probably 
true’.  For example, if something is significant at the 95% level, we can say that we 
can be 95% confident that the difference identified is ‘probably true’. 
 
In the tables the following convention has been used to denote statistical 
significance:   
 
* statistically significant at the 95% confidence level;  
** statistically significant at the 99% confidence level; and 
*** statistically significant at the 99.9% confidence level.  
 
Note that the Chi-Square test has been used to identify significant differences 
between different categoric variables [e.g. gender (male and female)].  
 
Note also that differences alluded to in the text are statistically significant at the 
95% level.   



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 24

 
3 Methodology 
 

The following methodology was agreed with the Project Steering Group (SG) and 
was detailed in SMR’s proposal to the Ombudsman and the Board (dated August 
2010). In summary, the approach involved:  

 
Stage 1: Project Initiation 
(September 2010) 
Met Steering Group. 
Agreed methodology and timescales. 
Identified documentation and contacts etc. 

  

 

Stage 2: Pre-Consultation Workshop 
(November 2010) 
Worked collaboratively with the key representatives of the 
Steering Group and the key stakeholders to consider and 
deliberate on: 
 

 issues to be addressed by the research; as well as, 
 the practical challenges in accessing and engaging 

with the target group.  
 
(See Appendix A) 
 

 

Stage 3: Agreed Research Instruments and Approach 
(December 2010) 
 
Worked collaboratively with the key representatives of the 
Steering Group to develop: 
 
 the discussion schedule for the interviews with key 

stakeholders; 
 the format for the focus groups with people with 

learning disability; and, 
 the format for the focus groups with key workers.  

 

 

Stage 4: Interviews with Key Stakeholders 
(December 2010 – January  2011) 
 
Conducted face-to-face interviews with key stakeholders 
 
(See Appendix B) 
 
The findings from this are set out in Section 7. 
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Stage 5: Survey of People with Learning Disability 
(February - April 2011) 
 
 Pilot survey of people with learning disability.  
 Following refinement, main survey of people with learning 

disability.   
 Survey findings based on a sample of 240 participants. 
 Dependent on stakeholder organisations to enable 

access. 
 Worked with organisations to ensure that the relevant data 

was captured at all the key stages. 
 Interviewer-administered survey was piloted, refined and 

rolled out. Data analysed using SPSS. 
 SMR applied appropriate statistical procedures to test for 

statistical significance between different respondent 
subgroups.  

 
(See Appendix C) 
 
The findings from this are set out in Section 4. 

  

 

Stage 6: Focus Groups with People with Learning Disability  
(February - April 2011) 
 
Conducted one pilot focus group with people with learning 
disability. The focus group format was then refined before a 
further four focus groups were conducted with people with 
learning disability. 
 
(See Appendix D) 
 
The findings from this are set out in Section 5. 
 

 

Stage 7: Focus Groups With Key Workers 
(February - April 2011) 
Conducted in-depth face to face interviews with a range of 
individuals involved in the delivery of the projects at local 
level. 
 
(See Appendix E) 
 
The findings from this are set out in Section 6. 
 

 

Stage 8: Report 
(March / April 2011) 
 
 Production of interim report – 23rd March 2011 
 Feedback from SG – End of March 2011 
 Draft final report produced – April 2011 
 Final report produced – May 2011 
 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 26

4 Survey of People with Learning Disability 
 

4.1 Overview 
 

 This section of the report presents the findings of a survey of people with learning 
disability. A total of 244 respondents were invited to participate in the survey with 
240 taking part (four respondents were screened out as they did not know who the 
police are or what they do). 
 
The survey was administered on a face to face basis by research interviewers on 
the premises of organisations representing people with learning disability.  In 
consultation with various representative organisations, it was felt that conducting 
the interviews in places that respondents are familiar with would reduce any 
unnecessary anxiety or stress among respondents.  Also conducting the interviews 
at these locations meant that staff from the organisation, and volunteers, were 
onsite should the respondent for any reason become distressed at either the 
thought of being interviewed or during the process of actually being interviewed.   
 
In acknowledging the potential for respondent distress, interviewers were instructed 
to present at each venue at least an hour before conducting survey interviews.  In 
advance of this, photographs of the interviewers were forwarded to participating 
organisations in advance to allow potential respondents to get some familiarisation 
of the interviewers in advance.  This was to ensure that potential respondents 
became familiar with the interviewers, with interviewers also provided with an 
opportunity to present the research to potential respondents.  Respondents were 
then invited to take part in the interview with organisation staff also helping to 
encourage respondents to take part.  A list of participating organisations is 
presented in Appendix C.  The survey was completed between 1 March 2011 and 
11 April 2011.  The survey was piloted on nine respondents between 10 and 11 
February 2011.  A copy of the survey questionnaire is attached at Appendix C.   

 
4.2 Sample Profile 

 
Table 4.1 presents an overview of the sample profile based on 240 completed 
interviews and shows that the sample is made up of similar numbers of males (46%) 
and females (54%).  The majority (51%) of the sample is aged under 30, with most 
(52%) saying they live in cities, large towns or suburbs.   
 
Table 4.1  Sample Profile (n=240) 
 Sample (%) 

Male 46 Sex 
Female 54 

 
16-29 51 
30-49 35 
50-64 10 

Age 

65+ 3 
 

City, Large Town, Suburbs 52 
Small Town 43 

Area of Residence 

Village / Country 5 
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Table 4.2 presents an overview of respondent area of residence by region and 
shows that 10% of interviews were conducted in Belfast, 70% in areas East of the 
Bann and 20% in areas West of the Bann (Note that residents of the following Local 
Government Districts were represented in the sample:  Antrim; Belfast; Ballymena; 
Banbridge; Carrickfergus; Coleraine; Cookstown; Derry / Londonderry; Down; 
Fermanagh; Larne; Lisburn; Moyle; Newry and Mourne; Newtownabbey; North 
Down; and Magherafelt.  
 
Table 4.2: Respondent Profile by Area of Residence (n=240) 
 % n 
Belfast 10 24 
East of the Bann 70 169 
West of the Bann 20 47 
Total 100 240 

 
4.3 Awareness of the Police 

 
The interview commenced with a screening question asking respondents if they 
know who the police are or what they do.  Of the 244 respondents surveyed, 
almost all (98%) said they are aware of who the police are and what they do.  
Those aware (n=240) proceeded to a full interview [note that base totals change in 
tables as not every respondent answered each question].   

  

 

Figure 1: First of all can you please tell me, do you know who the police are or what 
they do?  (n=244)
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Those respondents who said they are aware of the police were asked to describe 
the things the police do.  The most common response was that the police are there 
to solve crime, arrest criminals and put them in jail (59%), with 23% saying the police 
are there to help you and 14% saying that they walk the beat to look after people 
and keep law and order.   
 
Table 4.3: Do you feel you can describe any of the things the police do? (n=238) [Note that 
respondents could provide more than one answer] 
 
 % n 
Solve crime, arrest criminals and put them in jail 59 141 
They help you if you are lost or in trouble and make sure you are safe 23 54 
They walk the beat to look after the public and keep law and order 14 34 
They help people who have accidents or in emergencies 13 30 
Drive police cars, bikes, wear hats, have dogs / put handcuffs on people 13 30 
Look after traffic / stop or arrest people who drive dangerously or speed 7 17 
Give talks / tell you about road safety, community safety and  staying safe 5 12 
They can arrest you and put you in jail 3 8 
Other 8 19 
Don’t know 1 2 

  
Perception of the police was found to be generally positive, with approximately 
eight out of ten (84) respondents saying that they feel happy when they think 
about the police, 3% and 14% neither happy nor sad.  There was no statistically 
significant variation in response to this question by respondent age13, sex or area of 
residence14.   

 
Respondents who reported feeling happy when they think about the police were 
asked to say why this is the case.  Among these respondents (n=201), 40% said that 
the police are there to help and protect you if you are in trouble or need help, with 
one third (33%) saying they are happy when thinking about the police because 
they do a good job and make you feel safe and  happy.   

                                                 
13 For the purposes of analysis, age has been categorised as follows:  16-24, 25-39 and 40+. 
14 For the purposes of this research, ‘urban’ was defined as ‘city’, ‘large town’ or ‘suburb’ whilst ‘rural’ was 
defined as ‘Small town’, ‘village’ or ‘country’. 

Figure 2: I would be very interested if perhaps you could please tell me, when you 
think about the police, does this make you feel happy or sad?    (n=236)

3

14

84

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Sad

Neither Happy nor Sad

Happy

%



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 29

 
Table 4.4: When you think about the police how come this makes you feel happy? 
(n=201)[Note that respondents could provide more than one answer] 
 % n 
They are there to help and protect you if you are in trouble or need help 40 81 
They  are good people who do a good job and make me feel safe and 
happy 

33 66 

They catch criminals who do bad things, arrest them and put them in jail 18 37 
They are nice and take time to speak and listen to you. Sometimes they 
come to your house to ask questions so they can help you. 

4 8 

They walk the beat to look after the public and keep law and order 2 5 
Don’t know / Not applicable  3 6 
Other 3 6 
 
Conversely, the nine respondents who said they feel sad when they think about the 
police offered the following reasons why:  the police can sometimes arrest the 
wrong people (n=4); I don’t like them because they make me feel angry (n=2); in 
the past something had happened to a member of my family (n=1); sometimes the 
police don’t understand because they don’t take the time to listen (n=1); and 
something happened in the past (n=1).    
 

4.4 Contact with the Police 
 
In most cases (52%), respondents reported having talked to someone from the 
police, with no variation by respondent age, sex or area of residence.  The level of 
contact reported in this survey is higher than the 27% estimated by the Policing 
Board module of the September 2010 Northern Ireland Omnibus Survey15, although 
the Omnibus Survey related to the previous 12 months compared with the current 
survey which is not time bound [note that the questions are also different, but both 
focus on level of contact].   
 

 

                                                 
15 http://www.nipolicingboard.org.uk/final_version_-_nipb_omnibus_survey_sep_2010-3.pdf 

Figure 3: I would be very interested if you could perhaps tell me, have you ever talked to 
anyone from the police?  (n=237)
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The main reasons for talking with the police related to the police visiting schools or 
centres to speak with respondents (18%), with 16% saying they spoke with the 
police as a result of being a victim of crime or were suspected of carrying out a 
crime.   
 
Table 4.5: Do you feel you can tell me what you talked to the police about? (n=119) 
[Note that respondents could provide more than one answer] 
 % n 
They came to our school or centre and gave us a talk about their jobs  18 22 
Spoke to them because I was a victim of crime / suspected of carrying out a 
crime 16 

 
19 

I had to ask police for help - had a problem and needed help with it 15 18 
Spoke about personal safety and to be wary of strangers 11 13 
General chat in the street or elsewhere 10 12 
A friend or a family member was a victim of crime or committed a crime 8 10 
Spoke to us about the green cross code and road safety issues  7 8 
Family member or friend in the police force 5 6 
Interviewed me / took a statement 4 5 
I was involved in an accident 3 4 
They talked to us about Internet safety, crime prevention, fire safety, 
community safety and personal safety 2 

 
2 

Talked to them in the police station 2 2 
Other 4 5 
Don’t know / No 3 3 
 
In the vast majority of cases (76%), talking to the police made the respondent feel 
happy, with 4% feeling sad and 19% neither happy nor sad.  This level of satisfaction 
compares favourably with the Policing Board survey (ibid) which found that 65% of 
those who had been in contact with the police in the previous 12 months were 
satisfied with the PSNI during this contact.   

 

Figure 4: Could you perhaps tell me, when you talked to the police, did this make you 
feel happy or sad?   (n=144)
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The main reasons why talking to the police made respondents feel happy were: 
that the police cared and were friendly and nice (34%), they made me feel safe 
and keep me safe (20%) and they helped me or a family member when help was 
needed (19%).   
 
Table 4.6: It would be very helpful if you could tell me what made you feel happy about 
talking to the police (n=104) [Note that respondents could provide more than one answer] 
 % n 
They cared and were friendly and nice to me 34 35 
They make me feel safe and keep me safe 20 21 
They helped me or a family member when we needed help 19 20 
Just talking to the police who listened and said they would try their best  16 17 
They catch bad boys or criminals and put them in jail 8 8 
They gave us advice or a talk which was very helpful 7 7 
They do a good job  6 6 
Other 1 1 
Don’t know 3 3 
 
Those respondents who said they felt sad when talking to the police offered the 
following reasons:  I feel uncomfortable (n=1); was under pressure looking for work 
and what I said was taken out of context (n=1); when you phone them regarding 
burglaries they don’t come out in time (n=1).   

 
4.5 Victims of Crime 

 
The survey sought to get some estimate of the number of respondents who have 
been a victim of crime and whether or not those who have experienced crime had 
contacted the police.   
 
The survey found that 18% of all respondents said that someone had done 
something bad on them which had made them feel like calling the police.  
Although not directly comparable, this level of self-reported victimisation is 
consistent with the 2009/10 Northern Ireland Crime Survey16 which estimated that 
‘...14.3% of all households and their adult occupants were victims of at least one 
crime during the last 12 months’.  It should also be noted that in this current survey 
respondents were asked if anyone had ‘ever’ done anything bad on them, 
whereas the Northern Ireland Crime Survey relates to the previous year.  
Nonetheless the measures are consistent which suggests that the level of 
victimisation among those with learning disability is consistent with the Northern 
Ireland average.  This is further supported by the Policing Board module of the 
September 2010 Northern Ireland Omnibus Survey which found that 19% of 
respondents had contacted the police because they were the victim of a crime17. 
 

                                                 
16 http://www.dojni.gov.uk/index/statistics-research/stats-research-publications/nics_2009-
10_experience_of_crime.pdf 
17 http://www.nipolicingboard.org.uk/final_version_-_nipb_omnibus_survey_sep_2010-3.pdf 
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4.5.1 Reporting Crime 

 
Among those who indicated that they had experienced something bad which 
made them feel like contacting the police, 70% actually did make contact with 
19% doing so themselves and 51% saying that someone contacted the police on 
their behalf.  This level of reporting is higher than the Northern Ireland estimate from 
the 2009/10 Northern Ireland Crime Survey which found that ‘half (50%) of all NICS 
2009/10 crimes that are comparable with recorded crime were reported to the 
police’.  This suggests that respondents with learning disability may be more likely to 
report crimes when compared with the Northern Ireland average.   
 
Respondents who failed to contact the police were asked to say why this was the 
case.  The reasons cited for not contacting the police included:  fear of getting into 
trouble (n=1); telling a member of staff instead (n=1); ignoring the bullying (n=1); 
and speaking with a policeman walking down the street rather than contacting 
the police (n=1). 
 

4.5.2 Nature of Victimisation 
 
The vast majority (90%) of respondents who indicated that they had experienced 
‘anything bad’ said that they were able to talk to someone about it.  Respondents 
were then asked if they could explain what happened that made them feel like 
contacting the police.  Using this approach to establish the nature of victimisation 
found that the majority (59%) of cases related to harassment or bullying, with 14% 
relating to personal / domestic violence.   
 
Table 4.7: Do you feel you can tell me what happened that made you feel like contacting 
the police (n=37) [Note that respondents could provide more than one answer] 
 % n 
Harassment or bullying 59 22 
Personal /domestic violence in house or in home attack or incident 14 5 
Sexual attack or harassment 11 4 
Theft or burglary incident 11 4 
The police listened to me and believed me [encouraged further contact] 5 2 
Police didn't help me when I needed help [motivated respondent to make 
further contact] 5 

2 

I was in an accident 3 1 
Other 8 3 
Don’t Know 3 1 

Figure 5: Do you feel you could share w ith me, if anyone has ever done anything bad on 
you, or said anything to you, that made you feel like contacting the police?  (n=217)
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4.5.3 Satisfaction with Police Contact 
 

Overall 77% of respondents who contacted the police said that they were happy 
with the way the police treated them, with 3% sad and 19% neither happy nor sad.  
This level of satisfaction is higher than the 65% of respondents satisfied with the 
police from the September 2010 Omnibus Survey.  
 

 
The reasons why respondents were happy about talking to the police included:  
the police listened (67%, n=16); police were nice and made me feel safe (13%, 
n=3); they catch bad people / criminals and put them in jail (13%, n=3); happy with 
the police but they need more training (4%, n=1); and, the police give good 
advice (4%, n=1).  The one respondent who offered a reason for feeling sad with 
their contact with the police said they had asked for help but didn’t receive any.   

 
 

Figure 6: Could you perhaps tell me, when you talked to the police, did this 
make you feel happy or sad?   (n=31)
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4.6 Level of Offending 
 

As with victimisation, the survey included a question as a proxy for gaining some 
estimation of the level of offending within the target population.  Respondents 
were presented with the following question: ‘Sometimes people do bad things and 
get into trouble with the police.  Has that ever happened to you?’ 
 
In response, 3% or 7 respondents reported getting into trouble with the police.  The 
reasons why respondents got into trouble with the police were:  stealing (n=4); 
abusive behaviour (n=1); incident at school (n=1); and, running away (n=1).  
[Although not directly comparable, in Northern Ireland 7%18 of those aged 16+ 
have criminal convictions].   
 

 
Six out of the seven respondents who reported getting into trouble with the police, 
said that they had talked to someone about the incident.   
 
When asked what had happened that they got into trouble, one respondent had 
been involved in rioting with police, with the police allowing them to telephone 
their family (police were OK).  Another had lost their temper in a home they were 
living in and the police were called, with one respondent saying that the police 
had simply spoken with their family.  The final respondent who had got into trouble 
with the police said they didn’t want to talk about the incident.   In almost all (n=6) 
cases respondents said that they were treated well by the police after the incident 
with one respondent saying they were treated badly.   

 
 The reasons why respondents felt happy with the way the police treated them 

included:  like the police (n=1); police helped them (n=1); police made them a cup 
of tea (n=1); police talked to them until they were calm (n=1); police looked after 
them (n=1); and, they were friendly (n=1).   

 
The one respondent who felt sad at the way they were treated by the police said 
that ‘when people with learning disability are accosted by the police, the police 
do not understand because the police don’t listen to us’ (n=1).  This same 
respondent added that they ‘would have liked someone from the drop in centre to 
have accompanied them’ [when interacting with the police].   
 
 

                                                 
18 http://www.niacro.co.uk/briefing-notes/?id=2 

Figure 7: Sometimes people do bad things and get into trouble with the police. Has 
that ever happened to you? (n=225)
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4.7 Knowledge of how to contact the Police 
 
Almost all (95%) respondents said that they know how to contact the police, with 
91% specifically saying that they would call 99919.  One in five (20%) said they would 
get someone to call the police on their behalf (parent, key worker etc).  Going 
directly to a police station was cited by 2% of respondents with 5% saying they 
would ring the police (but did not cite 999).  

 
The most common sources of finding out how to contact the police were parents / 
family (48%), staff / school (19%), common knowledge (11%), TV (6%), telephone 
boxes / directories (5%) and police (3%).   
 
In 90% of cases, respondents said they would call the police if they had a difficulty 
or they found themselves in a situation where the police might be able to help.  
Those living in small towns, villages or in more rural areas were more likely to say 
they would call the police if they had a difficulty (95%) compared with respondents 
in cities, large towns or suburban areas (85%, p<=0.01).   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
19 Note that respondents could provide more than one answer to this question. 

Figure 8: Can you please tell me how you would contact the police?(n=221)
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might be able to help, would you go to them? (n=232)
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Among those respondents (n=217) who listed a reason20 why they would go to the 
police, most (60%) said that the police would be able to help them.   
 
Table 4.8: Can you tell me why you would go to the police? (n=217) 
 % n 
They are there to help you or others if you have a problem or need help 60 144 
They can arrest bad people - criminals and put them in jail  9 22 
If you are a victim of crime or if you saw someone being a victim of crime 8 19 
They are good, nice and would listen to me 4 10 
They keep the peace, law and order and make bad people behave 3 6 
If you have or saw an accident or fire 3 6 
Help me if someone tried to take me away 2 5 
I think it would be easier to get help from the police 1 3 
They make you feel safe and keep you safe 1 2 
If domestic violence or death in a house 0.4 1 
Other 3 8 
Don’t know 0.4 1 
 
Among the seven respondents who listed reasons why they would not go to the 
police, three said they would tell their parents, with one respondent saying they 
would not go due to family circumstances.  Other reasons for not going to the 
police included:  would go to a staff member instead (n=1); the police wouldn’t do 
anything (n=1); and, being uncomfortable with the police (n=1).   
 
 
 

                                                 
20 Note that respondents could list more than one reason. 
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4.8 Views on the Police 

 
Respondents were asked a number of questions to elicit attitudes to the police.  In 
almost all cases (97%), respondents believe that the police are there to help keep 
them safe, with 95% of the view that the police are doing a good job (figure for 
Northern Ireland is 67% based on the Policing Board module of the September 2010 
Northern Ireland Omnibus Survey).   
 
More than nine out of ten respondents (93%) believe that the police will help them 
if something bad happens to them, with 91% of the view that police tell the truth 
and 90% of the view that the police are caring towards them.  When asked if the 
police treat them the same as everyone else, 88% agreed.   

 
Analysis by respondent characteristics found that women in the target group were 
more likely to agree that the police treat them like everyone else (93% vs. 82%, 
p<=0.05).  Note that there were no other significant variations in response to these 
questions by age, gender or area of residence.   

Figure 10:  I am now going to ask you about a few different things that you might think or 
feel about the police.  If I was to ask you…what would you say? (n=236)
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4.9 Fear of the Police 
 
Approximately one in ten (9%) respondents said that they are afraid of the police, 
with women in the target group (13% vs. 3%, p<0.05) more likely to say this is the 
case compared with men.     

 
Those who said they were afraid of the police were asked why, with the most 
common response being fear of police clothing and sirens (n=6).   
 
Table 4.9: Do you feel you can tell me why you feel frightened of the police? (n=25) 
 % n 
Because of their clothes and sirens 24 6 
Just feel nervous around the police 16 4 
I was told some bad things about the police that frightened me  8 2 
They shout, tell you to sit down and scare me 8 2 
Think they are going to arrest me  4 1 
Because if I do wrong they will arrest me and I could go to jail 4 1 
I would be frightened if I was arrested because I don’t think they would listen 
to me  4 1 
Don't like guns and handcuffs 4 1 
Other21  20 5 
Don’t know 4 1 
 

                                                 
21 Includes:  what happened to someone I know was not nice (n=1); they kick you (n=1); saw police in the 
night getting a Chinese (n=1); they alarmed me (n=1); and, tell them (n=1). 

Figure 11: Can you please tell me, are you afraid of the police in any way? 
(n=236)
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4.10 Complaints about the Police 
 
 If respondents were not happy with the police for any reason, 46% said they would 

tell their family or a care worker, with 32% saying they would go to the police chief / 
senior police officer.  Seventeen percent of those who answered this question said 
they don’t know what they would do if they were unhappy with the police for any 
reason [note that respondents could offer more than one answer to this question].   

 

 
 When asked how they would go about making a complaint against the police 

(n=196), 41% of respondents said they don’t know, with 19% saying they would tell 
their family, 15% would approach a senior police officer and 7% would go directly 
to a police station.  Six percent said they would phone the police enquiry line / 
support helpline, with 5% saying they would make a complaint (but did not state 
any specific organisation they would complain to).  Three percent of respondents 
(n=6) said they would write to the Policing Board, contact a politician or the local 
press.   

Figure 12: If you weren’t happy with the police for any reason, can you please 
tell me what you would do? (n = 217)
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4.11 Overall Satisfaction with the Police 
 
 Almost nine out of ten (88%) respondents said that overall they feel happy about 

the police, with 1% feeling sad and 11% neither happy nor sad.  By comparison, 
67% of respondents in the Policing Board module of the September 2010 Northern 
Ireland Omnibus Survey think that the police do a good job in Northern Ireland as a 
whole.   

 
 Respondents were asked to say what would make the police better for them.  

Almost half (46%) of respondents who answered this question felt that the police do 
a good job and could do nothing more, with 18% (n=36) calling for more police on 
the streets.   

 
Table 4.10: What could make the police better for you? (n=199) 
 % n 
No nothing they do a good job 46 92 
More police on the streets especially at night time and on the weekends 18 36 
Protect us against  criminals, maintain law and order and keep us safe 11 21 
Learn to be patient, talk to us and listen to us so you can understand our 
problems 9 18 
The police should receive  disability training from people who work with 
people who have learning disabilities 3 6 
Don’t be patronising, treat us with respect like everybody else 2 3 
Other 7 14 
Don’t  know  18 36 

 
 Six respondents made final comments about the police:  I like them (n=1); like 

police to control kids that hang around outside my flat (n=1); they smoke too much 
(n=1); keep friendly (n=1); they should bring the dogs out more often to help 
people (n=1); and, more information needed on how to get police checks (n=1).   

 
 

Figure 13: Overall, how do you feel about the police? (n=231)
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4.12 Summary from Survey of People with Learning Disability 
 

Based on the results from the survey, the views and experiences of people with 
learning disability on the police in Northern Ireland appear to be generally positive, 
with the vast majority (88%) saying that they are generally happy with the police 
overall.  Almost all respondents are aware of the police, with most seeing the 
police in their capacity of tackling crime and acting against the perpetrators of 
crime.   
 
In terms of perception of the police, again the evidence from this survey is positive, 
with only a small minority (3%) feeling ‘sad’ when they think of the police.  This 
positive perception relates to a belief that the police generally do a good job and 
are there to help when required. 
 
Among those who have had contact with the police, the experience has been 
positive albeit the level of satisfaction is relatively lower compared with overall 
perception and satisfaction.   
 
In relation to victimisation, the survey found that 18% of respondents reported 
someone ‘doing something bad on them which made them feel like calling the 
police’.  As a proxy, this measure of victimisation is consistent with Northern Ireland 
average estimates from Northern Ireland policing surveys, although the nature of 
the victimisation is fundamentally different with most cases relating to bullying and 
harassment.  By comparison, the Northern Ireland crime profile shows that criminal 
damage and theft predominate.   
 
Among those who said that they have been victimised, 70% reported the incident 
to the police, which is consistent with the Northern Ireland average of 71%.  In the 
vast majority of cases (77%), respondents who contacted the police regarding 
such incidents were satisfied with their contact with the police, which is higher than 
65% in the most recent Policing Board Omnibus Survey results.   
 
In terms of offending, the survey estimated a proxy level of 3% among respondents 
which is lower that the Northern Ireland average of 7%, however these estimates 
are measured differently and are not directly comparable.  Nevertheless, the 
experience among those who had ‘done something wrong’ was overwhelmingly 
positive in terms of how the police had treated them.   
 
The evidence from the survey also shows clearly that respondents are 
knowledgeable in terms of how to contact the police, with the vast majority (91%) 
citing 999, and parents, family and care / support workers being the most 
important source of awareness.  Furthermore, the survey shows that should 
respondents have a difficulty, most (90%) said they would call the police, with the 
majority of the view that the police should be able to help them.   
 
The survey also revealed that attitudes to the police amongst the target group are 
positive, with the police scoring highly in relation to keeping  you safe, doing a 
good job, telling the truth, being caring and treating respondents equally.   
 
Although the survey findings are generally positive, it should be of concern that 
almost one in ten (9%) people with learning disability in the survey said that they are 
afraid of the police, with this more likely to be the case among women.  The main 
reasons for being afraid relate to police uniform and the use of sirens.   
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Finally, in terms of complaints, respondents would be most likely to inform their 
parents, family or a key worker to help resolve an issue with the police, with a 
significant minority prepared to go directly to a senior police officer to resolve any 
issue which may arise.   
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5 Focus Groups with People with Learning Disability 
 
5.1 Design of Focus Groups and Profile of Participants 
 

SMR conducted qualitative research in the form of five focus groups.  In designing 
the focus groups, SMR sought to listen to the views of as diverse a range of people 
with learning disability as the time and budgetary constraints would permit.  The 
timescales set for this exercise meant that the choice of focus group was 
determined, in part, by the times and locations where people with learning 
disability naturally met. However, the key reasons SMR sought to fit in with the 
existing arrangements as far as possible were because: 
 

a) It avoided placing a further burden on the voluntary agencies supporting 
the Ombudsman and the Board with this exercise, and; most importantly, 

b) It avoided placing a further burden on people with learning disability by 
asking them to attend an unfamiliar venue. 

 
Mencap supported SMR in the set up of all of the focus groups. Both organisations 
worked in partnership to ensure that, as far as possible, each focus group had a 
balance of the following characteristics: 
 
 Gender – Each focus group had male and female participants; 
 
 Age – Each focus group had participants from different age bands  (overall 

spanning 16 year olds and upwards); 
 

 Severity of learning disability - Each focus group had participants with mild, 
moderate and severe learning disability (and, in some cases, other complex 
needs); 

 
 Location across NI - Each focus group had participants residing in one of five 

Health and Social Care Trust geographies; and, 
 
 Urban / Rural - Each focus group and the survey had a mix of people with 

learning disability living in rural areas and urban areas. 
 

The process of recruitment for the focus groups was again, a collaborative effort 
between SMR and Mencap. Mencap identified existing meeting places within 
each of the five Health and Social Care Trust areas (i.e. their offices and local 
Further Education Colleges) where there was potential for a focus group. SMR 
composed, and Mencap subsequently issued, a letter of invitation22 to potential 
participants23 to attend each of the focus groups. Taking part in the focus groups 
was voluntary and each participant opted in. Mencap further assisted SMR by 
recording the key characteristics of interest (see above) of each of the participants 
at the outset of each focus group. 
 

                                                 
22 Note: Mencap converted SMR’s letter of invitation into easy read format and made people with learning 
disability aware of the invitation to give their views. 
23 Note: SMR, with the approval of the SG, gave Mencap the authority to invite only people with learning 
disability who, in their judgement, had the capacity to give informed consent to take part and had the 
capacity(albeit with support in some cases) to take part in a group discussion.  
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Following a pilot focus group24, (in Belfast) Mencap staff and the focus group 
participants worked collaboratively with SMR to further refine the discussion 
schedule and  the approach to be used to elicit views from people with learning 
disability in the subsequent focus groups. One of the focus groups was held in 
Mencap’s offices in Armagh and the remaining three were held in Further 
Education Colleges in Lisburn and Downpatrick respectively25. Key workers from 
Mencap were in attendance throughout each focus group to support the 
participants as required. 
 
Using the above approach, SMR maximised the amount of comparative 
information that could be gleaned from this set of focus groups by ensuring that, as 
far as possible26, the focus group participants overall were balanced across a 
range of key variables including: 
 
 Gender; 
 Age; 
 Severity of disability; and 
 Urban / rural27. 
 
Table 5.1 below shows the profile of people who took part in the focus groups. 

 
Table 5.1 Focus group profile 

Gender Age Severity of Learning Disability 

Where 
participant 

lives 

Male Female 16 - 29 
30 - 
49 

50-
64 

65+ 
Mild Moderate 

 
Severe Urban Rural 

24 24 35 10 3 
 
0 25 13 

 
10 28 20 

 
All of the focus groups took place between mid-February and late March 2011. 

 
5.2 Themes Covered 

 
The specific issues explored in the focus groups are set out in detail in Appendix D. 
The key issues were divided into six parts as follows: 
 
 Part 1 – Knowledge of the police and what they do; 
 
 Part 2 – How the police make you feel and why; 

 
 Part 3 – Confidence in the police; 

 
 Part 4 – How to contact the police; 

 

                                                 
24 The feedback from the pilot focus group has been included within the series of five focus groups 
conducted. 
25 Mencap clients attended these colleges for education and training. 
26 The timescales set for this research meant that the choice of focus group opportunities was determined, in 
part, by the times and locations where people with learning disability naturally met. To avoid placing a further 
burden on the voluntary agencies supporting the Police Ombudsman and the Policing Board with this 
research, SMR sought to fit in with the existing arrangements as far as possible. 
27 For the purposes of this research, ‘urban’ was defined as ‘city’, ‘large town’ or ‘suburb’ whilst ‘rural’ was 
defined as ‘Small town’, ‘village’ or ‘country’. 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 45

 Part 5 – Perceptions of the police; and, 
 

 Part 6 – Awareness of how to make a complaint. 
 

In all but the first pilot focus group, SMR used its Electronic Audience Response 
System (EARS) combined with open discussion and visual aids (depicting various 
emotions) to support participants to give their views. 
 

5.3 Analysis of the Focus Groups 
 

The themes emerging from each of the focus groups were very similar. Therefore, to 
avoid repetition, we have: 

 
 Aggregated the voting from our Electronic Audience Response System 

(EARS) across all the groups28; and,  
 
 Thematically analysed the qualitative feedback from all of the focus groups 

together.  
 

Where there were discernable differences in the feedback from any one group 
compared with another, these differences are highlighted in Section 5.4 below. 
 

5.4 Findings from the Focus Groups 
 

The findings from the focus groups are presented overleaf. Please note that whilst 
the feedback from EARS is informative, in a number of instances, participants 
made comments that added further insight to the issues under deliberation, which 
are included in the following commentary. 

 
 
 PART 1 – KNOWLEDGE OF THE POLICE AND WHAT THEY DO 

 
Do you know who the police are? 
 
All but two of the participants indicated that they knew who the police were. (Two 
indicated that they were ‘Not sure’.) 
 

Can you tell me some of the things the police do? 
 

When asked to describe some of the things the police do, almost all of the 
participants described some aspect of police duties related to maintaining law and 
order. 

 
Examples include… 

                                                 
28 Note: The Electronic Audience Response System (EARS) was deliberately not used in the first pilot group. 
Where possible, a ‘show of hands’ was used to indicate the responses to key questions within the pilot focus 
group. These results were added to the feedback from the subsequent four focus groups. 
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 “They take care of bad things” 
 “They keep law and order” 
 “They do investigations [into crimes]” 
 “They help you if you are in a car accident” 
 “Stop drink drivers” 
 “They give out speeding and penalty points” 
 “Stop you if you have no seat belt on” 
 “Stop shop lifters” 
 “They check pub licences” 
 “There’s two of them in a patrol car… they keep an eye on the neighbours 

[neighbourhood]” 
 “They go to Neighbourhood Watch meetings” 
 “They look for drugs at discos” 
 “They have sniffer dogs to find drugs” 
 “They search for weapons and knives” 
 “They check your house after a break in … and help you if there is a break in” 
 “Go to schools and give advice in how to prevent crime” 
 “Crowd control” 
 “Break up house parties and get the music turned down” 
 “They stop illegal street racing” 
 “They stop rioting” 
 “They use pepper spray to break up fights” 
 “They use tasers” 
 “They go under cover [to catch criminals” 
  “Check you have your car tax [up to date]” 
 “They arrest robbers and thieves” 
 “They take you to court” 
 “They can put people in jail” 

 
 
PART 2 – HOW THE POLICE MAKE YOU FEEL AND WHY 
 
When you think about the police, how does that make you feel? 
 
At this point, participants were invited to describe how they felt when they thought 
about the police. In the pilot focus group, participants classified their emotions as 
happy, sad or neither. In the subsequent focus groups, five positive and five 
negative emotions were pre-printed - pictorially and in words - on cards.  Each 
participant was given a pack with all ten cards. (See Appendix D for details). Each 
participant was then invited to pick, from the ten cards, up to two emotions that 
reflected how they felt when they thought about the police. All participants were 
then invited to stick the cards they had selected on to a flip chart.   
 
Table 5.2 below shows that the overwhelming perception of the police was a 
positive one. However, there were a number of participants for whom the thought 
of the police evoked a negative feeling. 
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Table 5.2 Perceptions of the police 

Focus 
Group 

Location of 
focus 
group Happy 

They 
helped 

me 
They 

are fun 

They 
make 

me feel 
safe Neither 

Don't 
know Sad Scared Angry 

Nervous
/ 

Worried Confused 

1 Belfast 3       4   1         

2 Armagh 1 3 1 4       1   1 1 

3 Lisburn-1 6 3    7               

4 Lisburn-2 1 4    4        2  1   1  

5 D’patrick 12 5    11      1    1  3 2 

TOTALS   23 15 1 26 4 0 2 3 2 4 4 

             
TOTAL  POSITIVE 65           
             
 NEGATIVE 15           

 
Note: Because of the risk of participants disclosing details of incidents relating to 
them or others in a group situation, participants were not asked to ‘unpack’ these 
views further at this point. These details were picked up within the survey of people 
with learning disability wherein respondents could speak one-to-one with the 
interviewer. 
 

 
PART 3 – CONFIDENCE IN THE POLICE 
 
If you needed help would you go to the police? 
 
Almost two thirds of the participants indicated that they would go to the police if 
they needed help (28 out of 4529). There was a high proportion of participants in 
the Belfast focus group who indicated that they would not go to the police if they 
needed help. 

 

Table 5.3 If you needed help, would you go to the police? 

Focus 
Group Location of focus group Yes No 

Don't 
know 

1 Belfast  1 6 1 

2 Armagh 4 1 1 

3 Lisburn-1 7 0 1 

4 Lisburn-2 6 0 2 

5 Downpatrick 10 1 4 

TOTALS30   28 8 9 

 
Those who indicated that they would go the police for help indicated that they 
would do so if they considered the matter was serious: 
 

- “If there was a murder”; 

                                                 
29 One person in the Belfast focus group did not vote and two in the Downpatrick focus group did not vote on 
this question. 
30 One participant in the Belfast focus group and two in the Downpatrick focus group did not vote on this 
question. 
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- “If there was a fire”; 
- “… people robbing your house”; 
- “…if someone was a drug dealer”; 
- “If someone stole your car”; 
- “If my mobile [phone] was stolen”; 
- “If someone was taking your [hand] bag”; 
- “If there was a crime”. 

 
If something or someone was impacting directly and/or negatively on them, for 
example:  
 

- If they were being threatened or bullied: 
 “If someone is saying fighting talk to you”;  
 “If someone threatened you with a dangerous weapon”; or 

- If they were lost; and / or, 
 
If they were trying to help someone else: 
 

- “To report a missing person”; 
- “If someone was being abused”; 
- “If someone else needed help”  and / or, 

 
If they could assist the police: 
 
 - “You can help police with their investigations” and / or, 

 
If they could prevent a crime: 
 
 - “They [the police] could stop something bad happening”  
 
Those who indicated that they would not go to the police if they needed help 
indicated that they would approach the following people for help instead: 
 

- “Mum and dad”; 
- “Family”; and / or  
- “Best friend” or “friend”. 

 
A few of the participants considered that, even if they did go to the police,  
 

- “They [police] don’t have enough experience of people with learning 
disability”. 
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PART 4 – HOW TO CONTACT THE POLICE 
 
How would you contact the police if you needed to? 
 
The overwhelming majority of the participants indicated that they would dial ‘999’. 
One participant indicated that the ‘999 operator’ “wasn’t very pleased” when 
they had phoned 999 for a situation that the operator did not classify as an 
emergency.31 (Note: A few participants indicated that they would dial ‘911’, the 
emergency services number in the USA. This may be as a result of watching USA-
based TV programmes involving police). 
 
Various other possible approaches were also cited: 
 
 Go in person to the nearest police station;  
 Approach a police officer on the street, “You see them out and about”; 
 Use Crimestoppers. 

 
One participant indicated that if they needed the police they would use the online 
chat facility on Facebook. 

 
It was also clear that some participants did not know how to contact the police: 

 
 “I wouldn’t know… my mother could contact them for me”; 
 “I would ring my uncle and my uncle would phone the police”; 
 “I would ring the police exchange”. However, when asked to describe how 

they would do this, the participant concerned could recall only that the 
number started with ‘65’ – they could not recall the rest. 

 
How did you find out how to contact the police? 
 
Participants stated that they had found out how to dial ‘999’ in a number of ways, 
including: 
 
 Parents and family (the most frequently cited source); 
 “You hear it on TV” (Crime Watch was mentioned by a few participants); 
 “Crimestoppers”; 
 “You see it on posters”; 
 “Newspapers”; 
 “Magazines”; 
 “Leaflets”; 
 “The number’s in the phone book”;  
 “Probably through school”; 
 Via family’s friends who were police officers; 
 Via trainee / work experience (part of induction); and, 
 As part of a Duke of Edinburgh award (one participant). 

 
Those who indicated that they would have called Crimestoppers indicated that 
they had found out how to do this because of information they had seen on the 
back of buses and on the television (i.e. advertisements for Crimestoppers). 

                                                 
31 Note: The limited capacity of some people with learning disability to distinguish between an emergency 
that requires police involvement and one which does not has been recognised by key workers. 
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Finally, those who said they would go into a police station knew how to do this 
because they had already built up a positive relationship with some of the local 
police staff as a result of recent community policing initiatives. 

 
PART 5 – PERCEPTIONS OF THE POLICE 
 
At this point, participants were presented with a series of statements – one at a 
time - and asked to indicate (via EARS32) whether or not they agreed with the 
statement (i.e. as presented) or did not know. The feedback given is summarised in 
the table below. Overall, it suggests that the perceptions of the police are 
generally positive. (Further details in each statement are set out below). 

 
Statement Yes No Don't know 

The police tell the truth 33 9 6 
The police help you to stay safe33 36 534 5 
The police treat you the same as everyone else 25 1435 9 
The police help you if something bad happens to you 35 5 8 
The police are caring towards you 32 6 10 
I am afraid of the police 11 26 11 
The police are doing a good job36 27 12 8 

 
After the participants had given their responses to each of the statements, they 
were invited to give further details on the reasons for their responses. 
 
It was noteworthy in at least one of the focus groups that previous negative 
experiences of the police in a specific situation(s) (e.g. police allegedly failing to 
intervene to the satisfaction of participants in specific situations) had damaged 
some participants’ perceptions of the police in general. This was particularly 
evident in feedback from some participants in the Belfast focus group. 
 
 
The police tell the truth 
 
The majority view (33 out of 48 participants) was that the police do tell the truth.  
 
Some participants took telling the truth simply to be a matter of fact: 

 
 “They [the police] just do [tell the truth].” 

 
Others perceived that it was crucial for police officers to tell the truth and 
therefore, they surmised, they did: 
 
  “They [the police] are always honest and truthful… they have to be to keep 

their job… [if they were not] it could be serious [for an investigation and their 
job]. 

 
                                                 
32 Via a ‘show of hands’ in the pilot focus group. 
33 The total number of votes does not add to 48 because one person in the group in the Lisburn-2 focus group, 
and one person in the Downpatrick focus group did not vote on this question. 
34 Three of the ‘No’s that make up this five were from the Belfast focus group. 
35 Seven of the ‘No’s that make up this 14 were from the Belfast focus group. 
36 The total number of votes does not add to 48 because one person in the Lisburn-2 focus group did not vote 
on this question. 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 51

Some used the facial expressions of the police, quality of eye contact, and their 
tone of voice and how they responded emotionally themselves as indicators of 
whether or not the police were telling the truth. However, it is evident that some of 
these ‘cues’ or ‘clues’ were not wholly reliable and may be open to alternative 
interpretations. For example, some participants perceived that the police were 
telling the truth: 
 
 “By the way they [the police] look you [straight] in the eye”; 
 
 Because “you can ‘feel’ it… you feel happy inside sorta”; 
 
 “If they [the police] look serious… [in contrast]… if they were smiling they would 

be telling a lie”; however, a different participant had a contrasting opinion on 
this, “If they’re cross… I think they’re telling lies”. 

 
Others still commented directly from their own experience: 
 
 “They [the police] have always been helpful and truthful to me”. 

 
There were, however, nine participants who considered that the police did not tell 
the truth. Four of these were participants in the Belfast focus group and three were 
from the Lisburn-2 focus group. Some of these participants expressed the view that: 
 
 “They [the police] are liars… if they do something wrong… [they will say 

whatever is required to] save their own skins”. 
 

The police help you to stay safe 
 
Four out of five participants (36) perceived that the police helped them stay safe. 
When asked to explain their view, most participants considered this was a core part 
of police duties: 
 

 “They [the police] have to keep you safe… if somebody was blackmailing 
you”; 

 “To keep you safe, they [the police] have to keep witnesses somewhere 
else”; and 

 “They protect you from bad stuff”. 
 

Some also commented on specific aspects of police duties that promote personal 
safety: 
 

 “They [the police] make sure no-one is on their mobile [phone] while 
driving”; 

 They enforce the “never ever drink and drive” campaign; 
 “They give you penalty points if you don’t have your seat belt on”; and 
 “They have a lot of speed cameras up… speed kills”. 

 
Five participants, however, considered that the police did not help them to stay 
safe. Three of these were participants in the Belfast focus group and two were from 
the Lisburn-2 focus group. The generally held view amongst these participants was 
that the police “don’t really care too much”.  
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The police treat you the same as everyone else 
 
Just over half of the participants (25) perceived that the police did treat them the 
same as everyone else. There were various reasons given for this: 
 
 A sense of entitlement to equitable treatment, “You [people with learning 

disability] have to be treated the same”; 
 
 A sense of common humanity, “You’re [people with learning disability] still 

human… still part of the public”; and 
 

 The rule of reciprocity, “If they [the police] want respect, they have to treat 
others with respect”. 

 
Those who perceived that the police did not treat them the same as everyone else 
referred repeatedly to issues concerning empathy, understanding, 
communication, and listening: 
 
 “They talk to you [people with learning disability] differently”; 

 
 “They talk down to you [people with learning disability]”; 

 
 “They don’t understand the situation [incident] as well when you [I] explain it… 

it feels like they don’t listen”; and 
 

 “If you have a lot of disability, they [the police] don’t want to know… [when 
they come to the house e.g. to investigate / take a statement]… they look for 
someone else [someone in the household without a disability]… [even though 
the incident involved / affected me]… they don’t give you the chance to tell 
the story yourself… they don’t talk to you [me]”.  

 
The participants who cited the above points had clearly felt undermined and 
disempowered as a direct result of this. 
 
The inappropriate manner of individual police officers was also raised as an issue, 
“Some police can be rude and arrogant… it depends on the officer”; “They’re all 
different… some are grumpy…some are not”. Whilst the feeling was that a ‘rude’ 
officer would be rude to everyone not just people with learning disability, the 
underlying point was that incivility and bad manners were fundamentally 
incompatible with the professional approach expected from police officers and, 
consequently, were regarded as unacceptable. 
 
Across all the focus groups, 14 participants considered that the police did not treat 
them the same as everyone else. Seven of these were participants in the Belfast 
focus group and four were from the Lisburn-2 focus group.  
 
The police help you if something bad happens to you 
 
Three quarters of participants (35) perceived that the police were there to help if 
something bad happened to them. Among the reasons given for their view were: 

 
 The perception that this was the police’s duty, ”It’s their job to help people if 

something bad happens”; “They are getting paid to do that [help people]”; 
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 The view that, in general, the police were supportive and protective of people 
in need: 

 
o “If you haven’t got a home, they send you somewhere”; 
o “If you’re scared and stuff, they’re there to resolve the problem”; 
o “They protect you from evil people”; and, 
o “They support us [members of general public]”. 

 
 The impartiality and approachability of the police, “You could tell the police 

[about an incident] if you were too scared to tell your parents”. 
 

The police are caring towards you 
 

More than two thirds of participants (32) perceived that the police were caring 
towards them. The following sorts of reasons were given for their view: 

 
 It is the police’s duty, ”They have to care about innocent [people]”; 
 
 It is in the police’s interests to care i.e. better care of witnesses was thought to 

relate to better / faster solving of crimes, ”They [the police] have to care… to 
get information.. to make [solving the] crime easier”; 

 
 Caring was assumed to be an integral part of the ‘nature’ of policing, 

 
o “They care about people who have been hurt”;  
o “They help you if anybody hurts you”;  
o “They care about the public”. 

 
 Treating a person with dignity and respect were seen as positive aspects of 

‘caring’: 
 

o “They ask you about the details of what happened and all [listening]” 
o “They talk to you nicely”; 
o “They talk to you quietly and in private… confidential”; and, 
o They provide reassurance, “they tell you they are going to 

investigate”. 
 

However, six participants perceived that the police were not caring. Three were 
participants in the Belfast focus group and two were from the Lisburn-2 focus 
group. These participants referred repeatedly to issues concerning lack of 
empathy, lack of understanding and what they perceived as poor communication 
and listening skills: 
 
 “They [police officers] need to understand more about people with learning 

disability”; 
 

 “They need more teaching [training] on learning disability”; 
 

 “Sometimes the police don’t know you [a person] have a learning disability”; 
and 
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 “People with learning disability can go in [to a police station] and be 
frightened… being questioned… [they] need someone there who understands 
learning disability”. 

 
In addition, one participant perceived some police behaviour that they had 
witnessed as uncaring, “I’ve seen police out on the street throwing people up 
against a wall before they even questioned them”. 

 
I am afraid of the police37 
 
Over half of participants (26) indicated that they were not afraid of the police.   

 
Many simply felt that there was no reason to be afraid of the police: 
 
 “It’s their job to help you… they’re good people”; and 
 “They’re not that scary”. 

 
A few had got to know individual police officers through community policing 
initiatives and this had helped dissipate any fear they may previously have had: 
 
 “No, [I’m not afraid]… I know them [certain police officers] very well [by 

name]”; 
 “Once you get to know them, you’re not afraid of them”; and 
 “[The police officers I met at Community Fun Day]… were very kind and very 

friendly”. 
 
For a few participants, their encounters with the police had been real fun: 
 
 “I sat on a police bike [part of Community Police initiative]… they told you 

about their cars and all… one of them knowed me”. 
 
However, almost a quarter of the participants (11) indicated that they were afraid 
of the police. The main reasons given were: 

 
 What ‘police’ presence represented to them - “When they [the police] come 

knocking on your door… you expect bad news”; 
 
 An anxiety around perceived isolation and potential vulnerability in relation to 

police procedures - “I would have a fear of going into a police station alone… 
with no-one to help me”; and, 

 
 A general dislike of the toughness / roughness they perceived some police 

officers sought to portray, “I don’t like them… they [police officers] think they’re 
so ‘hard’ ”. 

 
A few of those who said they did not know whether or not they were afraid of the 
police said that: 

                                                 
37 Note: The responses to this question were consistent with the profile of responses given to the earlier 
question re, “When you think about the police, how does that make you feel?” where only a small number of 
participants had indicated that they were ‘nervous/worried’ or ‘confused’. 
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 “It depends on what situation you are in… If you’ve done something wrong, you 
would be [afraid]! … but if you hadn’t, you wouldn’t be.” 

 
The police are doing a good job 
 
Over half (27) of participants perceived the police were doing a good job. There 
were references to: 
 
 The perceived determination of the police, “They never give up on catching 

the criminals”; 
 
 “[The police] keep crime off the streets… otherwise you would have gangs all 

over the place”; 
 

 “They’re good at helping stopping car crime… stealing and stuff”; 
 

 “They [the police] stop street drinking”; 
 

 They stop people from speeding – “There would be race tracks all over the 
place without the police”; 

 
 “They go out at night [patrol cars] to see that people are alright”; 

 
 “They’re patrolling”; 

 
 “They helped keep the peace [during the Troubles]”; 

 
 They are helpful to outsiders, “If you’re a tourist, and you don’t know where 

something is, the police are there to help you”; and 
 

 “They are trying to be helpful”. 
 
In contrast, one quarter of participants (12) perceived the police were not doing a 
good job. This 12 was made up of four from the Belfast focus group, four from the 
Lisburn-2 focus group and four from the Downpatrick focus group. The reasons 
given were as follows: 
 

 “Overall [across Northern Ireland] they [the police] are doing an ok job, but 
not where I live [housing estate]”; 

 
 Not enough done about underage drinking in public places, “You always 

see people [where I live] out under-age drinking”; 
 

 Perception that anti-social behaviour was still at an unacceptable level 
where they lived, “There’s still … people… doing bad things”; and 

 
 A view that speeding was still an issue, “They [the police] don’t stop the 

speeders”.  
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PART 6 – AWARENESS OF HOW TO MAKE A COMPLAINT 
 
If you were not happy with the police, who would you go to? 
 
The responses to this question appeared to depend on the capacity and 
confidence of the individuals themselves.  
 
One participant said that if they were not happy with the police they would 
“ignore them” i.e. they would not take any direct action but try to ensure that the 
police’s behaviour did not affect them. 
 
A very small number of participants felt capable of speaking for themselves: 
 
 “I would ask to speak to someone … like an Inspector”; 
 
 “I would just walk away and go to [speak to] the ‘boss’ [Inspector]”; and 

 
 “I would ask them [the police] to explain what is going on [i.e. explain their 

behaviour and] … I would ask them to stop being rude”. 
 
The vast majority of the others indicated that they would call on support: 
 
 Either from parents and family members. A few indicated that they would 

“bring them [parents/ family members] along as ‘back-up’”; or 
 
 From a professional person from whom they currently received support, and 

whom they trusted, for example:  
 

- An advisor -  “I would go to Mencap… for someone [an advisor] to sit down 
with me and write a letter [to the police]”; 

 
- A Care Worker - “I would get my … day care worker to phone or write”; 
 
- A Social Worker – “I would get my social worker… she would ring the police”. 

 
 Or a friend, “If you were feeling nervous, you would get a good friend to help 

you”. 
 
A few mentioned that they could contact a police-related organisation, for 
example: 
 
 Neighbourhood Watch; or, 
 The Police Ombudsman. 

 
Others seemed unclear where to go and indicated that they would contact 
different organisations, for example: 
 
 “I would go to the [local] Council”;  
 “I would go to the Government or the courts”; or 
 “I would report them [the police] to the court”. 
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However, when asked for further details on these approaches, it was clear that 
none of these participants were aware of the precise process(es) for following 
through on any of their previous proposals. 
 
It was also clear that having to express dissatisfaction in writing was a barrier for 
many people with a learning disability and that an appropriately structured face-
to-face session (where the person with learning disability felt heard and 
understood) would be preferred in most cases: 
 
 “[If I was unhappy… I would prefer to go to see them… speak to them [the 

police]”; and 
 

 “It’s hard to write [a letter] … I don’t know what to write”. 
 

A few participants acknowledged that if they were unhappy with the police that, 
at times, they would find it very difficult to manage their own behaviour sufficiently 
to make a reasoned or considered comment. Consequently, their only recourse 
would be to ‘lash out’: 
 
 “[I wouldn’t go to anybody]… I would shout and tell them [the police] where to 

go… I’d probably get lifted… keeping calm… that’s one thing… I can’t do that 
sometimes”. 

 
 “I would just tell then to p*** off”. Another participant in the group retorted, 

“You would go to jail for that” to which the former participant replied, “I don’t 
care”. 

 
If you needed to, how would you go about making a complaint about the police? 
 
In the main, participants reverted to the responses they had given above.  Only a 
very small number of participants seemed cognisant of the formality of a 
‘complaint’ and the attendant implications.  Those who did, stated that if they 
wished to make a complaint they would approach a senior member of the police 
directly: 
 
 “I would go to somebody ‘high up’ in the police… Chief Inspector…. Or the 

Police Ombudsman”; 
 
 “I would go and say to the ‘Chief’”; 

 
 “I would go to the [police’s] ‘boss’ straight away… [by phone]… then I would 

walk up to the police station and talk to the Chief”. 
 

One participant said that they would go to their solicitor and get a letter of 
complaint written. Another participant said that if they had a reason to complain, 
they would “go to the papers [media]”. 
 
Throughout the discussions on this topic, very few of the participants mentioned the 
actual complaints process or what it entailed. Only one person said that they 
would, “go to [police station] reception and ask for a complaint form”. 

 
Moreover, there was a perception amongst a small number of participants 
(specifically in the Belfast focus group) that it was futile to try to make a complaint 
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against the police because, they perceived, it was very unlikely that it would be 
upheld, 
 
 “The police are always right… if the police go to court, they get off with it… 

whatever they do… the judge always takes their point of view”. 
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6 Focus Groups with Key Workers 
 
6.1 Design of Focus Groups and Profile of Participants 
 

SMR conducted qualitative research in the form of two focus groups with key 
workers who support people with learning disability. Mencap supported SMR in the 
set up of one of these groups, the other was set up directly by SMR. The discussion 
schedule used for these focus groups is set out in Appendix E. 

 
SMR sought to maximise the amount of comparative information that could be 
gleaned from these two focus groups by ensuring that, as far as possible38, the 
focus group participants overall were balanced across a range of key variables 
including: 
 

- Gender; 
- Age; 
- Geographical area39. 
- Severity of disability that key workers had experience of; and, 
- The type of support / care that the key workers provided. 

 
Table 6.1 Focus group profile   
Feature Focus 

Group 1 
Focus 

Group 2 
Location of focus group Banbridge Derry / 

Londonderry 
Gender   
 Male 0 3 
Female 6 2 
Age   
18 - 35 3 1 
36 - 50 3 2 
50+ 0 2 
Type of area where key workers live   
Urban 6 5 
Rural 0 0 
Severity of learning disability with which Key Workers 
have Experience 

  

Mild 5 5 
Moderate 5 5 
Severe 3 5 
Type of care / support that key workers provide   
Support (tasks of every living)40 6 5 
Personal care 6 0 

                                                 
38 The timescales set for this research meant that the choice of focus group opportunities was determined, in 
part, by the times and locations where key workers could be made available to give their views to SMR. To 
avoid placing a further burden on the voluntary agency, Mencap, that was supporting the Police 
Ombudsman and the Policing Board with this research, SMR sought to fit in with the existing arrangements as 
far as possible. 
39 It was agreed with the SG that SMR would host one of these groups in the east (Banbridge) and the other in 
the west (Derry / Londonderry) of Northern Ireland. 
40 Note: The key workers in the Derry / Londonderry focus group supported people with learning disability with 
education, use of IT, engaging in social activities, access to welfare etc. The focus was on empowering 
people with learning disability to make their own decisions as far as possible. 
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The focus groups took place between early March and early April 2011. 
 
6.2 Themes Covered 

 
The specific issues explored in the focus groups are set out in detail in Appendix E. 
The key issues were divided into five parts as follows: 
 
 Part 1 – Perceptions of Awareness; 
 
 Part 2 – Experience of Policing Arrangements; 

 
 Part 3 – Contacting the police; 

 
 Part 4 – Challenges for Key Workers; and, 

 
 Part 5 – Overall Assessment and Suggestions for Improvements. 

 
6.3 Analysis of the Focus Groups 
 

The themes emerging from each of the focus groups were very similar.  Therefore, 
to avoid repetition, we have thematically analysed the qualitative feedback from 
both focus groups together.  

 
Where there were discernable differences in the feedback between one group 
and another, we highlight this in Section 6.4 below. 
 

6.4 Findings from the Focus Groups 
 

PART 1 – PERCEPTIONS OF AWARENESS 
 
How aware / unaware would you say people with learning disability are in relation 
to the Police, Police Ombudsman, Policing Board, District Policing Partnerships? In 
your opinion, how likely or unlikely are they to know who these are / what they do? 
 
All participants believed that people with learning disability would be aware of 
who the police were. This was attributed to a variety of factors including: 

 
 “The police are more visible [in everyday life]”; 
 “They [the police] are the first point of contact [in an emergency]”; and, 
 It was thought that people with a learning disability would seldom have direct 

contact with the other policing organisations, such as the Police Ombudsman, 
Policing Board, District Policing Partnerships etc. 

 
However, it was acknowledged that, amongst people with a learning disability, the 
individual level of awareness would vary from person to person depending on their 
capability and / or experience. Some participants speculated that people with 
learning disability, who had family members who were police officers, or who knew 
police officers personally, might know more about police and policing 
arrangements. 

 
In contrast, there was a general perception that people with learning disability 
were likely to have a very low level of awareness of the other organisations 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 61

involved in policing arrangements in Northern Ireland (i.e. Police Ombudsman, 
Policing Board, District Policing Partnerships etc.). It was thought that this level of 
awareness was likely to be even lower than the general public’s level of awareness 
of these organisations, which itself was assumed to be low.  

 
There was also a widespread view that, in general, people with learning disability 
would be highly unlikely to distinguish one policing organisation (i.e. Police 
Ombudsman, Policing Board, District Policing Partnerships) from another in terms of 
specific roles and responsibilities, As one participant put it: 
 
“Basically, [to a person with learning disability…] anything with the word ‘police’ in 
it, is the police [PSNI]”. 
 
However, many participants questioned whether members of the general public 
would be capable of making this distinction. 
 
Finally, one participant expressed a view that the other main policing organisations 
should have “some mechanism” through which the views of people with learning 
disability could be heard on an ongoing basis. 
 
For those policing organisations41 that people with learning disability have an 
awareness of: 

 
How, in general, does the person with learning disability become aware of these 
organisations and their services?  
 
The main ways that people with learning disability were thought to become aware 
of the police and their services was through: 

 
 Television – adverts and programmes about the police or featuring police; 
 
 Being involved in an incident – for example, if a person with learning disability 

assaulted a member of staff, the police may be involved; and 
 

 Police ‘talks’ – Participants referred to members of PSNI (Community Police) 
“coming in [to their premises] and doing talks …. [on subjects like]… ‘Stranger 
Danger’”. Others commented on the helpfulness of talks given by police to 
students in “special schools” e.g. in relation to road safety and personal safety. 

 
Are there any especially helpful / highly effective approaches that you know of that 
promote awareness of these organisations and what they do to people with learning 
disability? If so, why do you consider them especially helpful?  

 
The following methods were considered to be helpful: 
 
 Police ‘talks’ – Because such talks were informal and non-threatening, (and 

sometimes took place in venues with which  people with learning disability were 
already very familiar e.g. supported living schemes etc) they were considered 
to be very beneficial in helping people with a learning disability to (a) 

                                                 
41 The discussion on this was restricted to an exploration of awareness of the PSNI since participants considered 
that most people with learning disability would not be aware of the other policing organisations. 
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understand what the police do, and (b), experience the police in a positive 
context. 

 
 Taking a person with learning disability to a police station and supporting them 

while a police officer speaks to them – If a person with a learning disability was 
repeatedly displaying challenging and / or threatening behaviour, then some 
participants indicated that it had been effective to take that person and 
support them (this was crucial) while a police officer, in uniform, spoke to them 
about their behaviour. This was done to help the person to (a) recognise the 
seriousness of their actions, (b) become aware that there could be implications 
if their behaviour did not change and (c) through all of this motivate them to 
change their behaviour. As one person put it:  

 
“In the past, there was very much a culture of [people with learning disability]… 
getting away with things… this is changing”.  

 
 Mencap training – There was reference to Mencap’s training materials on the 

role of the police and how to contact them42. 
 
 Bringing policing organisations together with people with learning disability – 

Participants in one of the focus groups commented favourably on an event 
that had recently been organised by their local DPP. This event brought 
together members of the DPP, local police and other local stakeholders 
including those involved in supporting people with learning disability. The 
sharing of experiences was considered to be immensely valuable, “we [as 
key workers supporting people with learning disability] got to hear the 
experiences [re policing] of the other disability groups… [and] it was useful for 
the DPP and the police to hear about our experience”. 

 
It was also noted that pro-activity was key in all of this. As one participant 
remarked, “We initiated contact with the police and the Police Commander [e.g. 
to arrange talks to people with learning disability etc.]” but expressed 
disappointment that, it seemed to them, “nothing is ever initiated the other way”.  
 
Any approaches that you are aware of that you consider are unhelpful / ineffective 
in terms of raising awareness, and again, why so? 

 
 Fear mongering by others – For example, the sound of a police siren appeared 

to engender fear in some people with learning disability. Awareness of this was 
exploited by others (including others with learning disability) in an attempt to 
manipulate behaviour. For example, at the sound of a police siren, one person 
might say to another, “There’s the police coming to lift you”. 

 
 One-off events with no follow-up / feedback – Whilst the event run by the DPP 

(referred to above) was considered to have been very valuable, the lack of 
feedback and follow-up from it was considered a missed opportunity - 
momentum had been lost in terms of building knowledge and important 
relationships.  Follow-up and feedback from such events was considered 
crucial. 

                                                 
42 About the Police - For People with a Learning Disability, Mencap (Available from Mencap) and 
Travel Safe, A guide about community safety for people with learning disabilities, Mencap & PSNI, DRD, 
Translink and DOE 
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 Police uniforms - There were mixed views on whether or not police uniforms 

were helpful. Participants reported that, for some people with learning disability, 
the sight of a police uniform could engender fear whilst for others, the sight of a 
police uniform could be comforting (e.g. if the person needed police help).  On 
balance, it was felt that the police uniform was “a symbol”, it was something 
that people with learning disability could readily identify.  Therefore, if a person 
with learning disability was trying to find a police officer, the uniform was 
thought to be helpful. 

 
PART 2 – EXPERIENCE OF POLICING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
Positive experiences 
 
Looking over say the last 3 years, are you aware of any positive experiences that 
people with learning disability have had in relation to police or policing 
arrangements? What were these and what happened that was helpful to the person 
with learning disability? 
 
None of the participants were aware of any positive experiences in this regard. 
 
Negative experiences 
 
Again, looking over say the last 3 years, are you aware of any negative 
experiences that people with learning disability have had in relation to police or 
policing arrangements? What were these and what happened that was unhelpful to 
the person with learning disability? 
 
In one focus group, participants referred to an incident which had taken place 
recently where a man, with learning disability, (a tenant within a supported housing 
scheme) had been knocked down outside the scheme. The man concerned had 
speech difficulties. The feedback from participants suggests that the police had 
not taken sufficient time, or care, to properly assess the situation.  Consequently, in 
the opinion of the participants, the police had acted inappropriately on a number 
of fronts: 
 
 “They [the police] treated him [the man who had been knocked down] as 

though he was drunk [reference to the mis-diagnosis of the speech difficulties]”. 
 
 “The assumption was that he [the man with learning disabilities] was not fit 

[competent] to be out [of doors alone]” - Whereas past experience of this man 
had indicated that he was capable of being on the streets on his own. 

 
 “They [the police] did not breathalyse the driver… they assumed he [the man 

with learning disability] was at fault”. 
 

 “I [a key worker] had to call A & E [ambulance]”. It was assumed that the 
police should have done that automatically at the scene of a road traffic 
accident were someone had been injured. 

 
 When the officer at the scene was told that the man who had been knocked 

down had a learning disability, the officer was alleged to have said in a 
disparaging tone, ‘Oh, is that what they are calling it now?’ 
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 Police attitude to staff – when the officer was asked to give a key worker his 
name, he allegedly put his hand over his badge, “He seemed afraid he would 
be reported”. 

 
There was also dissatisfaction with police response times to incidents in locations 
where people with learning disability live (e.g. supported living schemes): 
 
“We are based at a troubled end of the town [and when there was ASB [anti-social 
behaviour] [at the scheme]… we didn’t feel we [staff and tenants] got great 
support [from the police]…it took them a long time to come [40 mins]… [yet] they 
are only across the road”. 

 
In the other focus group, there was reference to situations where, it seemed, “the 
police didn’t understand that the person phoning up had a learning disability … 
[would] need a face to face [contact]”. It was thought that this lack of 
understanding could result in the person with learning disability becoming more 
anxious or frustrated and perhaps hanging up, and consequently, not receiving the 
help they were seeking. 
 
There was also reference to a situation where a person with learning disability was 
going to be arrested by the police and the police, in making the arrest, were 
intending to take this person from a room at the back of the building through a 
crowded room into the police car. The key workers tried to intervene saying that, to 
minimise the possible distress for the person with learning disability, could they be 
allowed to escort the person with learning disability to the police car (because 
they considered it would be traumatic for the person with learning disability to be 
taken through a crowded room by police). According to the participants in the 
focus group, the officers concerned would not accept this and proceeded with 
the arrest as they had originally intended.  The key workers could not understand 
why their alternative approach was not taken up. In their view, the arrest could still 
have been made whilst being sensitive to the potential emotional impact on the 
person with learning disability. 
 
PART 3 – CONTACTING THE POLICE 
 
Some people with learning disability feel confident contacting the police 
themselves, many do not. What do you consider to be the main barriers in terms of 
someone with a learning disability contacting the police directly? And, what more 
do you think could / should be done? 
 
Those consulted identified the following barriers and suggested various ways to 
overcome them: 
 
 Emotional barriers – There was a perception that many people with learning 

disability are frightened of the police, “They [people with learning disability] 
don’t relate to them [the police]”; “Some …have had a bad experience [of the 
police]… [or] they associate them with ‘bad things”’; “The fear of contacting 
the police depends on what they have seen [i.e. reference to negative 
experiences of policing in their local area during The Troubles]”. Consequently, 
measures that reduce anxiety and actions that help build a positive image of 
the police would both be beneficial. For example, it was suggested that having 
more events where the police attend, in uniform, and give ‘talks’ and interact 
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informally and have fun with people with learning disability - getting to know 
one another, having positive encounters -  would be highly beneficial. 

 
 Social barriers – “Communication… some people [with learning disability] may 

not be able to convey the facts [as a consequence of intellectual, physical or 
emotional factors]”. In such situations, a person with learning disability could 
benefit from support from an advocate / key worker etc. 

 
 Intellectual / Cognitive barriers: 

 
o Not being able to discern when it is, and is not, appropriate to contact 

police – One key worker explained that people with learning disability 
can struggle with distinguishing between a real ‘emergency’ (i.e. 
something that would necessitate contacting the police) and a ‘non-
emergency’ that might be dealt with in another way. For example, if the 
person with learning disability did not have enough money for a taxi 
home, there were other ways to cope with this other than dial 999. Key 
workers in one focus group referred to training they had developed and 
delivered in this regard, which they considered to have been helpful. 

 
o Not knowing their rights – “Some people [with learning disability] may not 

even know their rights”. Hence, any measures that improve awareness of 
rights, in an accessible way, would be helpful. 

 
o Using the phone - Some people with learning disability would not be 

aware of how to use a phone (e.g. to contact the police), “They 
wouldn’t know what to do”. Such people would benefit from someone 
to support them directly. 

 
 Practical barriers – It was noted that, on occasions, there could be delays 

between an incident being reported to the police and the person with learning 
disability being subsequently interviewed about it. Such delays could be 
detrimental in cases where the person with learning disability could no longer 
recall the events with sufficient accuracy. 

 
PART 4 – CHALLENGES FOR KEY WORKERS 
 
What would you say are the main challenges for key workers, carers and family 
members seeking to / trying to support a person with learning disability if / when 
they need to interact with one of the policing organisations? 
 
Those consulted identified the following challenges: 
 
 ‘The person with learning disability being treated as ‘invisible’ – “They [the 

police] talk to me rather than [the person with learning disability]”; “They speak 
to staff as though the person [with learning disability] is not in the room”. This 
was considered, not merely discourteous, but wholly inappropriate particularly 
where the person concerned was “capable of putting their point across”. In 
short, there was a strong preference for police (and other professionals) to 
communicate directly with the person with learning disability wherever possible. 

 
 The person with learning disability not being taken seriously – Some participants 

found it frustrating and discouraging when people with learning disability were 
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“trying to get their point across” but it seemed to them that police officers were 
not taking the matter seriously. Behind this frustration appeared to be a desire 
for officers to display more empathy and better communication skills when 
interacting with people with learning disability rather than suggest (implicitly or 
explicitly) that the person with learning disability “knows nothing… is wasting 
police time”. 

 
 Lack of control over when police are actually involved – For example, a key 

worker may have been assaulted by a person with a learning disability (e.g. a 
tenant). However, when such incidents are reported, it is typically43 the Health 
and Social Care Trust that decides whether or not the police are to be involved, 
not the individual. 

 
 The appropriateness of the ‘appropriate adult’ – Some key workers questioned 

the current arrangements for the provision of an ‘appropriate adult’ and 
suggested that this area merits review for the following reasons: 

 
o The appropriate adult (e.g. parent, carer etc) may not be the most 

capable to support the person with learning disability: 
 

 They may not know police protocols; and / or, 
 They may be unaware of their rights and / or the rights of the 

person with learning disability; and / or, 
 They may be emotionally distressed themselves e.g. if the person 

with learning disability has been arrested – and consequently, 
may be unfit to support them fully. 

 
o The appropriate adult (e.g. Doctor etc. from the PSNI’s Public Protection 

Unit, PPU) may not be known to the person with learning disability and 
this may make the person with learning disability more anxious. 

 
o The appropriate adult (e.g. Solicitor) may not have any qualifications 

and / or experience in interviewing a person with learning disability and 
consequently, the risk of miscarriages of justice remains. 

 
It was suggested that in some cases, input from a key worker – who is known to the 
person with learning disability and who has been appropriately trained in protocols 
and questioning – could provide meaningful support to a person with learning 
disability when they interact with policing organisations. This was not to the 
exclusion of other parties but rather as an additional support. However, past 
experience of some key workers suggested that when they had offered their 
support in this way, it had been refused. As one person put it, “my position as an 
advocate was not recognised”. 

 
 Concern about the possible consequences of police involvement – This was an 

important challenge for key workers. When a person with learning disability has 
committed a crime (e.g. theft, assault etc.), a key worker’s typical modus 
operandi is to strive to identify an intervention that is: 

 
o Appropriate to that person; 

                                                 
43 SMR was advised that practices vary across different organisations working with people with learning 
disability. 
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o Takes account of the gravity of the behaviour; 
o Involves minimum (or ideally, no) force; 
o An effective remedy; 
o Empowering; and, 
o Enduring (likely to establish and sustain positive behaviour). 

 
A major challenge for key workers considering contacting the police about an 
offence involving a person with learning disability, was key workers’ concern 
that the police process itself, and the possible outcome from it (e.g. 
imprisonment, criminal record), would have few, if any, of the above 
characteristics. It seemed to them that ‘the system’ dealt with people in an 
inflexible manner. A major worry in all of the above, was the possibility that a 
person with learning disability could be sent to prison – a setting that many of 
those consulted considered was inappropriate, and indeed, detrimental, for the 
majority of people with learning disability. Hence, the dilemma for key workers 
in involving police. 

 
PART 5 – OVERALL ASSESSMENT AND SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENTS 

 
Overall, how would you rate the quality and scale of support that is currently 
available for people with learning disability interacting with any of the police-
related organisations? 
 
Participants were asked to rate (on a scale of 1 to 10) the quality and scale of 
support that is currently available for the general public when interacting with any 
of the police-related organisations. They were then asked to do the same for 
people with learning disability.  The average score for the general public was 
around 4. The score for people with learning disability was less than half of this, 
around 1.5 
 
What specific changes would you propose that would make policing arrangements 
better for people with learning disability / or for you seeking to support people with 
learning disability?   
 
The following suggestions were put forward: 

 
 Learn to recognise and respond to learning disability - Provide police officers 

with training on how to recognise, and respond appropriately to, people with 
learning disability. It was suggested that such training would be beneficial 
before officers take up their duties. It was also recognised that such training was 
needed for police currently in post. It seems that an appropriate training course 
would need to be developed for PSNI staff (Note: None of those consulted 
could point to suitable training that was already available). It was also 
emphasised, in one focus group that any such training would need to involve 
officers working “within a learning disability environment… hands on… with 
groups”. The clear emphasis was on a practical understanding of the needs of 
a person with learning disability rather than merely a theoretical one.  It was 
also suggested that new recruits, counter staff, police on patrol duties and 
Community Police Officers – i.e. those who are in direct contact with local 
communities - are a priority in terms of acquiring such knowledge. However, it 
was also stressed that such training should be available to all personnel 
including senior managers. It seems the importance of such training for the 
police, and policing organisations, cannot be overstated given the vulnerability 
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of this client group. Key workers were acutely aware of the immense potential 
for miscarriages of justice. As one participant put it, “They [people with learning 
disability] need help… being asked questions… filling out [forms]… they are so 
vulnerable… [when questioned, their desire to please is so strong that] …they 
will say ‘Yes’ to anything! [any question they are asked in the context of an 
investigation]”. The possibility of PSNI, people with learning disability and 
organisations that support people with learning disability collaborating to co-
create and co-deliver suitable training was discussed and it seems key workers 
consulted would strongly support such a proposition.  

 
 Check whether or not the person with learning disability has the capacity to be 

questioned - It was also pointed out that there are ‘tests’ already in place within 
PSNI to assess whether or not someone is capable of being questioned (e.g. 
following drugs / alcohol consumption). It was suggested that suitable ‘tests’ 
should be developed and applied to ascertain whether a person with learning 
disability is capable of being questioned – and, if not - then suitable support 
should be provided. 

 
 Question their assessment - Encourage police to question / check correctness 

of their assessment of a situation / person and to consciously and systematically 
consider the possibility that learning disability may be a factor.  

 
 Ask directly and routinely about disability – Other participants went further and 

a suggestion was made that, before responding to a call, police officers should 
routinely ask, ‘To your knowledge, is there anyone with a disability involved?’ It 
was thought that this might help officers to respond more effectively to the 
specific needs of the individuals concerned. 

 
 Respond faster - Respond to calls from vulnerable clients and institutions where 

vulnerable people are based, faster than currently. 
 

 Have more positive encounters – Negative perceptions of the police – which 
appeared to be prevalent in certain communities - need to be addressed. It 
was suggested that police do more ‘talks’, regular visits to places where there 
are people with learning disability, more police ‘fun days’ and create 
opportunities for people with learning disability to have a positive experience of 
the police. This exposure would also help police to understand more about 
learning disability. 

 
 Have named contacts – Whilst it was recognised that police move positions 

and are moved to different locations, it was suggested that it would be highly 
beneficial if key contacts in the local community (e.g. staff supporting people 
with learning disability in supported schemes) could have a named police 
contact locally with whom they could interact.  

 
 Allow people with learning disability to express their views on police 

arrangements – Whilst this research and the efforts to collate the views of 
people with learning disability was welcomed, it was suggested that more 
might be done, on a regular basis, to enable people with learning disability to 
“have a voice” in terms of policing arrangements. It was felt that all of the main 
policing organisations should have mechanisms to listen to the voice of people 
with learning disability on an on-going basis. This would also overcome the 
concern that some initiatives, to listen to the views of people with learning 
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disability, appear to have been led by specific individuals (with a particular 
interest in disability / learning disability) – who could ‘come and go’. The clear 
preference was for mechanisms that were mainstreamed i.e. permanently built 
into the fabric of how the various policing organisations conduct their business. 

 
 Be innovative in the way that offences are dealt with – There was a desire for 

greater flexibility in way that offences are ‘processed’ and a wish for a more 
person-centred model.  

 
 Be proactive – It seems that organisations working with people with learning 

disability would welcome approaches from the police to do talks etc. to raise 
awareness (i.e. rather than the onus being placed on the organisation to 
request such services). 

 
 Need for follow-up from events – This was thought to be important in terms of 

building relationships and developing confidence in the police and policing 
arrangements. 
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7 Interviews with Key Stakeholders 
 
7.1 Typology for the Interviews 
 

SMR conducted 10 face-to-face interview sessions with senior representatives from 
the: 
 
 Policing Sector; and the 
 Learning Disability Sector. 
 
Specific policing sector organisations were cited in the terms of reference for this 
research project and hence it was essential to seek their views. Given the diversity 
of players in the learning disability sector, SMR, in agreement with the Steering 
Group, selected organisations whose core role was supporting people with 
learning disability (i.e. as compared with organisations who supported people with 
a variety of other disabilities or other needs).  
 
Most of these sessions were one-to-one interviews, however, one (marked ‘* 
below) was a group interview. In place of a face-to-face interview, the Northern 
Ireland Prison Service and Probation Board for Northern Ireland provided a written 
submission addressing the issues set out in the discussion schedule. The specific 
organisations represented were: 

 
Strand 1 : Key Stakeholders 
Policing Sector 

Strand 2: Key Stakeholders 
Learning Disability Sector 

Police Ombudsman  ARC (Association for Real Change) 
Policing Board (Disability Reference Group) Stepping Stones 
District Policing Partnership (Derry DPP) Mencap 
PSNI (Community Safety/Hate Crime) Destined (Derry) 
Youth Justice Agency 
Northern Ireland Prison Service  
Probation Board for Northern Ireland  

Orchardville Society and 
Triangle Housing Association * 

 
The interviews took place between November 2010 and January 2011. Whilst there 
were a few overlapping topics, for the most part the discussion schedule for the 
policing sector organisations differed from that used for interviews with the 
stakeholders in the learning disability sector (see Appendix B).  Because of this, we 
set out the feedback from both the police organisations and the learning disability 
sector separately: 
 
 Sections 7.2 to 7.4 summarise the feedback from the policing organisations; 

whilst, 
 

 Sections 7.5 to 7.7 set out the findings from the learning disability sector 
interviews. 
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7.2 Themes Covered - Policing Sector 
 

The key issues explored in interviews with representatives of the policing sector were 
divided into six parts as follows: 
 
 Part 1 – Roles and responsibilities; 
 

- Part 2 - Nature and scale of the client group interacting with police and 
policing arrangements; 

 
 Part 3 - Your organisation’s interaction with people with learning disability; 
 
 Part 4 – “Where are we now?” - Assessment of current provision; 
 

- Part 5 - “Where would we like to be?” – Key Features of the Vision for the 
Future; and 

 
 Part 6 - “How might we get there?” – Key Elements of High Level Action Plan. 

 
7.3 Analysis of the Feedback - Policing Sector 
 

Similar themes emerged from each interview. Consequently, to avoid repetition, 
we present the common findings below. Where there were discernable differences 
in the feedback from one organisation compared with another, we highlight this in 
Section 7.4 below. 
 
In some cases, interviewees referred us to other literature and, SMR has examined 
as much of this as possible within the time and budgetary constraints of this 
exercise. We have included key highlights from this literature in the commentary 
below. (See Appendix K – Bibliography, for a full list of the documentation 
reviewed). 
 

7.4 Findings from the Interviews – Policing Sector 
 

PART 1 – ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
 

In broad terms, what are your organisation’s main responsibilities in terms of 
providing services to people with learning disability?  

 
All interviewees referred to their legal obligations under Section 75 (S75) of the 
Northern Ireland Act (1998)44 and the Disability Discrimination Act (2006)45.  
 
Whilst each organisation could potentially provide services to people with learning 
disability, within the constraints of this study, we were able to identify only that the 
PSNI and the Probation Board for Northern Ireland had formal, additional 
responsibilities towards people with learning disability above and beyond the legal 
obligations above, as shown in the table overleaf. 

                                                 
44 http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/index/equality/statutory-duty/section_75.htm 
 
45 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2006/312/pdfs/uksi_20060312_en.pdf 
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Organisation  Main responsibility 
Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland To provide an effective, efficient and 

independent system for dealing with 
complaints against the police and which 
secures the confidence of the public and 
police. 

Northern Ireland Policing Board To ensure for all the people of Northern 
Ireland an effective, efficient, impartial, 
representative, and accountable police 
service which will secure the confidence of 
the whole community, by reducing crime 
and the fear of crime. 

District Policing Partnerships To monitor local police performance, 
provide views to the police on matters 
concerning the policing of the district, give 
voice to community views on policing, and 
obtaining the co-operation of the public 
with the police in preventing crime. 

Youth Justice Agency Support young people (aged 10 to 17) who 
consent to take part in a restorative justice 
process 

Additional responsibilities towards People with Learning Disability beyond S75 and DDA?  
None stated. 
 
 
Organisation  Main responsibility 
Probation Board for Northern Ireland To carry out specific policing and justice 

functions, set out in the Northern Ireland Act 
1998 (Devolution of Policing and Justice 
Functions) Order 2010. 

Additional responsibilities towards People with Learning Disability beyond S75 and DDA?  
 
Criminal Justice Northern Ireland Orders 1996, 2005 and 2008. 
 
Organisation  Main responsibility 
Police Service of Northern Ireland To make Northern Ireland safer for everyone 

through professional, progressive policing. 
Additional responsibilities towards People with Learning Disability beyond S75 and DDA?  
 
Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 
Under this Act, the police have to call a police surgeon if they think a suspect may have a 
mental illness (although officers may call one out when the suspect has learning disability 
because of difficulties in distinguishing symptoms).46  
 
Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act 1999. 
This is part of a coherent scheme to afford vulnerable individuals access to the criminal 
justice system.47 

                                                 
46 http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ERORecords/HO/421/2/cpd/pvu/sufj.pdf 
 
47 http://frontline.cjsonline.gov.uk/_includes/downloads/guidance/victims-and-
witnesses/Vulnerable_witnesses_police_service_guide.pdf 
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Criminal Evidence (NI) Order 1999 
This set out a range of special measures to assist vulnerable or intimidated witnesses, 
including children, to give their best evidence in criminal proceedings. The report 
‘Achieving Best Evidence in Criminal Proceedings (Northern Ireland): Guidance for 
Vulnerable or Intimidated Witnesses, including Children’48 contains guidance intended to 
support the 1999 Act by assisting “those conducting video-recorded interviews with such 
witnesses as well as giving guidance to those who are tasked with preparing and 
supporting such witnesses throughout the criminal justice process”. The guidance makes it 
clear that, “Not all adults with disabilities will necessarily be vulnerable as witnesses and 
would not wish to be treated as such. This is recognised in the definitions and criteria 
contained in the1999 Order. Those adults who are eligible for consideration for Special 
Measures fall into two groups, defined in Article 4 and 5 of the 1999 Order. The first group 
comprises those who have a disability or illness that the court considers is likely to affect 
the quality of their evidence.” 
 

 
PART 2 – NATURE AND SCALE OF THE CLIENT GROUP INTERACTING WITH POLICE AND 
POLICING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
What number and type of people with learning disability interact with your 
organisation?  
 
Whilst public bodies are required to gather information on people with disability (as 
part of their respective duties under S75), they are not currently required to gather 
specific statistics on learning disability.  A key issue therefore is the lack of accurate 
information on the profile of people with learning disability who engage with 
policing organisations. 
 
Only one organisation consulted, the Youth Justice Agency, gathered information 
about the number and type of people with learning disability who were using their 
services. The Youth Justice Agency estimated that 5% to 10% of the young people 
going through the community restorative justice process each year have some 
form of learning disability. Based on their latest annual returns on referrals received, 
this is approximately 90 to 180 individuals (aged between 10 and 17) per year in 
Northern Ireland. 
 
The Probation Board pointed us to two pieces of research which sought to estimate 
the levels of people with learning disability who were interacting with the criminal 
justice system. Again, the levels estimated were in the region of 10%: 
 
 Prison Reform Trust – No One Knows Programme (2000-2009_ Briefing Papers. 5-

10% of people in UK are people with learning difficulties). 
 
 A Survey of the Level of Learning Disability among the Irish Prison Population. Dr 

Michael Murphy et al 2000. Estimated that 10% of prison population had a 
learning disability. 

 
Notwithstanding the above, it was recognised that even if the actual numbers of 
people with learning disability engaging with the various policing organisations 

                                                                                                                                                                  
 
48http://www.nio.gov.uk/achieving_best_evidence_in_criminal_proceedings_ni_guidance_for_vunerable_and
__intimidated_witnesses.pdf 
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were to be identified, there was a further challenge for the policing organisations in 
interpreting such data since any figures could, at least in part, be a reflection of: 
 
(a) How appropriately and completely the services of the organisation were 

actually promoted;  
(b) Reporting levels (e.g. in the case of reporting crimes to the police or 

complaints about the police to the Police Ombudsman); and, 
(c) How accessible such services actually were for people with learning 

disability.  
 
One stakeholder summed up the dilemma, 
 
“We don’t know who we are [and are not] reaching [e.g. with promotional 
material, key messages etc] … we [therefore] don’t know whom we [may] have 
failed to engage [who may be in need]… [and, finally,] we don’t know who [and 
how many] is [are] not capable of contacting us”. 
 
Do other jurisdictions have such data? 
 
None of those consulted were aware of other jurisdictions where police services 
and / or policing organisations already captured data on the number and profile 
of people with learning disability who used their respective services.  
 
Indeed, it seems that reliable data is difficult to find. The closest proxies that SMR 
could source were in “The Bradley Report”49 which found that, “Estimates of the 
prevalence of learning disabilities in police custody vary considerably, from 0.5% to 
9% of all cases. The reason for such a broad differential is generally down to the 
fact that there is no formal testing of learning disabilities and that most studies have 
used IQ or self-reporting only, which are known to be problematic…. [The report 
goes on to say] There is evidence, however, to put the figure at the higher end of 
the estimate. A further study50looked at the prevalence rates with two forensically 
trained community mental health nurses, who screened 9,014 custody record forms 
over a three-year period in an inner-city police liaison service. They judged 8.7% of 
suspects to have a definite or possible learning disability”. 
 
(Note: The Bradley Report also criticised the “[lack of] consensus on the form of 
collecting data or compatibility of operating systems for analysing data both within 
and between schemes and their [criminal justice] multi-agency partners.” This issue 
is also evident in Northern Ireland). 
 
Notwithstanding this, the entitlement to equitable51 service provision under Section 
75 was cited as sufficient grounds to improve the data capture mechanisms (in 
relation to people with learning disability) within these policing organisations. This 
suggests that a more detailed form of data capture is required for this purpose.   

                                                 
49 The Bradley Report: Lord Bradley’s review of people with mental health problems or learning disabilities in 
the criminal justice system. (2009) 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/prod_consum_dh/groups/dh_digitalassets/documents/digitalasset/dh_098698.pdf 
50 Scott D et al, 2006, The mental health needs of people with a learning disability detained in police custody, 
Medicine, Science and the Law, Vol 46, pp 111–114 
51 In this context, it is noteworthy that, in taking up post, every police officer includes the following words in 
their pledge to serve communities, “I do hereby solemnly and sincerely and truly declare and affirm that I will 
faithfully discharge the duties of the office if constable with fairness… upholding human rights and according 
equal respects to all individuals…”. 
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The Bradley Report added a further reason for gathering reliable data, “Better 
collection of information on numbers of people with …learning disability, their 
specific needs and subsequent management is vital for informing some of the key 
functions of commissioning and delivering services”. 

 
PART 3 – YOUR ORGANISATION’S INTERACTION WITH PEOPLE WITH LEARNING 
DISABILITY 
 
What are the most frequently recorded reasons for a person with a learning 
disability being in contact with your organisation? 
 
As indicated above, there was little to no data available from the interviewees on 
the numbers, profile or reasons why people with learning disability interacted with 
the policing organisations consulted.   

 
Describe the key steps of the ‘customer journey’ that the person with learning 
disability goes on depending on their reason for being in contact with your 
organisation? 

 
The intention of this question was to learn about the processes that a person with 
learning disability would go through under various scenarios, for example, if they 
were: 
 
 A victim of crime; 
 An offender / accused;  
 A complainant; or, 
 Someone contacting a policing organisation with a general enquiry. 

 
However, what became clear was that, irrespective of the policing organisations’ 
role, responsibilities, processes or procedures, the core recurring feature of the 
customer ‘journey’ – and one which would determine the future trajectory of the 
journey – could be boiled down to this:  At any stage of the customer ‘journey’, the 
person with learning disability was either being asked for information or was 
providing information – and, in either case – they were either being supported to 
do this or were not. The means to understand and be understood was at the heart 
of this issue. 

 
Across all of the policing organisations consulted, there was a recognition that the 
quality of each step in the customer journey could be influenced both by the 
capability of the person with learning disability and the level of appropriate support 
that this individual receives. It was therefore acknowledged that recognising and 
understanding the needs of the person with learning disability and providing 
appropriate support was crucial to: 
 
 Upholding the rights of the person to an equitable service; 
 Achieving best evidence; and, 
 Administering justice (and, crucially avoiding miscarriages of justice). 
 
The literature that interviewees pointed us to, plus the further literature that SMR 
identified, (See Appendix K - Bibliography for a full list) depicted (in flow diagrams 
and in table format) the various aspects of a person’s ‘journey’ through the 
criminal justice system. The specific stages on the journey where additional support 
may be needed for a person with learning disability have already been well 
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researched and documented. Appendix G contains copies of these customer 
journeys and summarises the specific aspects that need improved. SMR has 
referenced the source literature in each case. 
 
What was also clear was that the ‘journey’ for the customer does not begin with 
the first contact with a policing organisation but rather it begins in the mind of the 
person with learning disability, or indeed, their carer. In fact, whether the ‘journey’ 
ever even gets started, seems to depend on the following four factors being 
present: 
 
 The person understanding that a crime had actually been committed; 
 The person knowing their rights; 
 The person knowing which policing organisation(s) to approach to exercise 

those rights; and 
 The person feeling confident that they would be treated fairly by the policing 

organisation(s). 
 
The literature that SMR examined (See Appendix K - Bibliography) makes it clear 
that these factors are often not present, for one reason or another, and, 
consequently, the ‘journey’ never begins. 
 
Furthermore, recent research52 highlights the wider barriers within society (e.g. lack 
of awareness of hate crime) and lack of joined up working across the criminal 
justice system which further impede the smooth ‘journey’ of someone with learning 
disability seeking to access the policing system. Compounding the barriers still 
further, was a lack of clarity amongst people with disability (including learning 
disability) about how the policing processes / reporting arrangements worked, “In 
terms of responses to hate crime generally, much emphasis in the PSNI is placed on 
the role of the Hate Incident Minority Liaison Officer (HIMLO) and the special 
reporting arrangements in helping to deal with incidents of hate crime and 
supporting those most affected by them. However, it has to be noted that very few 
individuals with a disability had any awareness of either the HIMLO, their role with 
individuals and / or in the community or the special reporting arrangements.” 53 
 
PARTS 4, 5 & 6 – “WHERE ARE WE NOW?”; “WHERE WOULD WE LIKE TO BE?” AND 
“HOW MIGHT WE GET THERE?” 
 
What do you consider to be the main, strengths and weaknesses of the current 
provision for clients with learning disabilities who are in contact with your 
organisation? 
 
What do you think would contribute most to improving the current level and quality 
of support to people with learning disability? 

 
What do you think would need to happen (internally, externally or both) for the 
various changes you proposed to actually be implemented? 

 

                                                 
52 Hate Crime Against People With Disabilities, Institute for Conflict Research,  October 2008, 
http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/hate_crime_against_people_with_disabilities__pdf_760kb_.pdf 
53 http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/hate_crime_against_people_with_disabilities__pdf_760kb_.pdf 
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In practice, the responses to the above questions were closely inter-related. 
Consequently, we have presented the main themes that emerged as a collective 
SWOT analysis below. 
 
Where are we now? 
 
Strengths  
 
 Legislative – Section 75 and DDA provide a legislative framework within which to 

support people with learning disability. 
 
 General training in place – Many staff across the various policing organisations 

have received general disability awareness training. 
 

 Some specific training on learning disability already completed – Between 
September and November 2010, around 200 PSNI personnel in C District 
(covering Ards, Castlereagh, Down and North Down District Council Areas) 
received a half-day or full day learning disability awareness training from Autism 
NI. The feedback from these sessions suggests strongly that such training was 
well received.  

 
 Suitably qualified staff in place – Within the Probation Board, assessments are 

undertaken by Probation Officers who are social work qualified and who 
undertake a comprehensive assessment which covers learning disability. Where 
potential difficulties are identified, additional assessments can be made. 
Furthermore, the Probation Board has its own Psychology Department. PSNI can 
call upon specialist staff within their Public Protection Units (PPU) if it is 
recognised that a person has learning disability and / or is vulnerable for some 
other reason. (However, note later in this report that some members of the 
Learning Disability sector contend that the type of support available from PPU is 
not the most appropriate for a variety of reasons). 

 
 Flexibility of restorative justice process – People with learning disability can have 

different interpretations of situations and their own behaviour. Consequently, 
the current restorative justice system, which allows, where appropriate, for 
educational rather than punitive measures, was thought to be beneficial. As 
one stakeholder put it, “We can be really creative [client-centred] in our plans”. 
Again, a specific recommendation in the Multi-Agency Steering Group 
(MASG)54 report was, “Developing improved and appropriate interventions 
including offender management programmes and learning and skills services 
that address the learning styles and needs of offenders with a learning disability 
etc and insure that their needs and limitations are taken into account through 
court, police etc processes”. 

 
Weaknesses 
 
 Lack of data: quantitative and qualitative – There was very little data available 

on the profile of people with learning disability interacting with policing 

                                                 
54 Forthcoming report of the Multi Agency Steering Group (MASG), Making A Difference For Individuals With 
Learning Disability, Learning And Communication Difficulties In The Northern Ireland Criminal Justice System” 
(to be published later in 2011). 
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organisations in Northern Ireland or their views and experiences of policing 
organisations. This was seen as a key weakness.  

 
 Lack of specialist training – The feedback from the key stakeholders we 

interviewed suggests that only a very small proportion of staff across the entire 
policing sector in Northern Ireland have received training on the needs of 
people with learning disability specifically. 55 

 
 Lack of clarity re who is responsible for learning disability – In smaller entities, 

such as a District Policing Partnership, it was unclear who specifically was 
responsible for matters related to learning disability.  

 
 Risks and challenges with favoured initiatives – The Probation Board warned of 

the challenges that new interventions posed to people with learning disability 
and staff, “As cognitive behavioural approaches have been increasingly 
introduced, because of their effectiveness, the offender’s level of ability to 
undertake such programmes comes into focus. There are some offenders 
whose level of learning disability would make it very difficult, and at times not 
possible, to complete a group based cognitive programme. Whilst PBNI take 
this into account, and where possible, make specific arrangements to facilitate 
participation, it is nonetheless an ongoing issue faced by programme 
facilitators”. 

 
 Systems and procedures not always applied – In the report, Hate Crime Against 

People With Disabilities, (ICR, 2008, p9) it states that, “Whilst the PSNI have tried 
to facilitate the reporting needs of victims of hate crime, the research found 
anecdotal evidence that systems and procedures were not always carried out 
in line with operational practice standards”.  

 
Opportunities 
 
Those consulted considered that their organisation’s ability to detect actual or 
possible learning disability in a service user could be improved by:   

 
 Providing appropriate training to staff to enhance their capacity to detect 

learning disability - The feedback from those consulted suggested that many 
staff within the policing organisations have already received at least some level 
of general disability awareness training. However, given the particular 
challenges associated with detecting actual or possible learning disability, (See 
Section 1), there was widespread acknowledgement amongst those consulted 
of the need for compulsory56, specialised learning disability awareness training 
to be given to front line staff, in particular, to enhance their capacity in this 
area. It was emphasised that such training could never simply ‘bestow’ perfect 
knowledge upon the trainee such that they could match the level of 
experience and insight of someone working in the learning disability sector for 
years. However, it was hoped that such training would enable front line staff to 
better assess whether or not learning disability was a possible factor in the 

                                                 
55 SMR identified material that suggested there is a similar problem in Great Britain. See Appendix  J  for 
findings from a survey by Community Care in Great Britain. 
http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/special_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_p
eople_with_learning_difficulties.html 
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behaviour of the person with whom they were interacting and thereby respond 
appropriately.57, 58 It was also suggested that such training should be 
mandatory for new recruits and, in the case of PSNI, would be added as a 
mandatory item to the District Training Schedules.  Finally, it was suggested that 
such training should be refreshed as often as necessary. 

 
 Adopting a corporate approach to supporting service users with learning 

disability - At the time of this study, work had been ongoing within the Youth 
Justice Agency to increase staff’s awareness of how to detect learning disability 
and how best to support people with learning disability. Staff ‘packs’ had been 
developed and were in use. The packs were supplemented with in-house 
training and training from Autism NI on learning disability. Whilst this was 
commendable and very helpful, it seemed to us that this initiative was designed 
and implemented by a specific individual within the Agency with experience 
and interest in learning disability rather than being led by the Agency 
corporately. Consequently, beyond those outside this individual’s team, we are 
not aware of any other staff within the Youth Justice Agency who have 
received specific training on learning disability. 

 
 Using a standardised check list to aid detection of learning disability - It was also 

suggested that as an adjunct to any training (not a substitute for training) that 
staff might be issued with a ‘screening tool / check list’ to remind them of what 
to look for when considering the possible presence of learning disability. SMR 
notes that examples of possible check lists or elements of possible check lists 
have already been developed. See Appendix G for the Preliminary Screening  
Tools used by Induction Staff at Brinsford YOC, Mencap59 and Triangle Housing 
Association respectively. At the time of interview, the Multi-Agency Steering 
Group, of which the Youth Justice Agency was a member, had just completed 
the development of a ‘screening tool’ which had been submitted to the 
Department of Justice for consideration. We were advised that, “Piloting the 
use of agreed screening tools to identify indications of learning disability, 
learning and communication difficulties in suspected and convicted offenders” 
was one of the key recommendations in the MASG’s report (ibid). We were also 
told that, “Providing awareness training for all front-line staffing in contact with 

                                                                                                                                                                  
56 It was felt that unless such training was mandatory, it may not be taken up. 
 
57 The need for meaningful training was emphasised in material examined by SMR. John Cawley, one of 15 
Commissioners in the Independent Police Complaints Commission in Great Britain (and whose brief includes 
dealing with complaints about the treatment of people with mental health problems and learning difficulties) 
was reported as having said, “I certainly do not have any doubt that there is scope for significant 
improvement in police training in this area. But there is not a great deal of value in wheeling officers in for half 
a day’s training - what I call sheep-dipping… Police officers are not amateur diagnosticians but they do need 
to be competent in recognising whether someone has a learning difficulty… so they can proceed with 
caution or get help”. Source: 
http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/special_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_p
eople_with_learning_difficulties.html 
 
58 “It is vital that police respond appropriately to people who have …. learning disabilities. While officers and 
staff are not expected to reach the level of diagnostic expertise of clinicians or trained healthcare 
professionals, they are expected to be able to recognise behavioural, and other signals which could alert 
them to consider that special support and care is required when dealing with a particular individual”. Source: 
http://www.npia.police.uk/en/docs/Mental_ill_Health.pdf 
 
59 Note: MENCAP a draft checklist to help advisors at DEL Jobs n' Benefit offices working in front line interviews.  
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suspected or convicted/sentenced offenders in custody and in the 
community.  Providing training to appropriate staff in using the screening tools” 
have also been recommended in the MASG report.  The particular importance 
of such detection for those in Youth Offending Teams (YOT), was emphasised in 
the ‘Seen and Heard’ report, Prison Reform Trust, “The report illustrates a 
fundamental problem with the youth justice system. Courts are reliant on YOT 
staff to highlight a child’s learning or communication difficulties. If, as is 
highlighted, a sizeable percentage of staff do not have the appropriate skills or 
access to accurate screening and assessment tools, then the negative 
consequences are significant.” 

 
 Being clear on whose is responsible for learning disability – It was suggested that 

in smaller entities, such as a District Policing Partnership (DPP), that, in addition 
to general learning disability training for all members (existing and future), that 
at least one member of each DPP should be designated and receive 
specialised training to enable them to provide the DPP with advice on matters 
relating to learning disability. 

 
Those consulted considered that their organisation’s capacity to appropriately 
support a service user with a learning disability could be improved by:   

 
 Adopting a more proactive approach towards crime prevention amongst 

people with learning disability – Acknowledging the vulnerability of people with 
learning disability in relation to assault and crimes against property60, it was 
suggested that there was an opportunity to do more to strengthen the 
capacity of people with learning disability to reduce the risk of crime against 
themselves or their property, for example by police going out to schools61, and 
to clubs etc, places that are already familiar to people with learning disability 
and where they meet regularly and giving ‘talks’. It was suggested that schools 
too could have a role in educating people with learning disability about their 
rights and entitlements within the policing process. 

 
Reviewing and adjusting policies and procedures - Those consulted suggested 
that key policies and procedures (i.e. the key stages of the ‘customer journey’) 
should be reviewed specifically with learning disability in mind. Whilst many 
policies and procedures had been ‘proofed’ with disability, in general, in mind, 
there was an appreciation that there was room for improvement in reflecting 
the particular needs of learning disability within this. As part of such a review, 
consideration should be given as to how specific processes, in their current 
form, might intrinsically pose a barrier for someone with learning disability and to 
identify where and how appropriate adjustments might be made so as to 
enable participation to the greatest possible extent. (Note: SMR was mindful of 
the existing legal obligations upon organisations, under the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1995 (NI)62, and the following list contains some specific 
instances to consider in this regard i.e. “a person discriminates against a 
disabled person if (a) for a reason which relates to the disabled person's 
disability, he treats him less favourably than he treats or would treat others to 

                                                 
60 Australian evidence (Wilson 1990, cited by NSW LawReform Commission 1996 para 2.23) that people with an 
intellectual disability are twice as likely to be victims of a personal crime (e.g. assault), and one and a 
halftimes more likely to experience a property offence.” 
61 SMR notes that MENCAP has a publication available relating to this. (See Bibliography) 
62 http://www.qub.ac.uk/safety-reps/sr_webpages/safety_downloads/DDA.pdf 
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whom that reason does not or would not apply, and (b) he cannot show that 
the treatment in question is justified”. 

 
For example:  
 
- If there is currently no explicit reference to provision for people with learning 

disability within a particular policy, then such a policy could be revised. For 
example SMR notes that although the Police Ombudsman document, 
“Information People with Disabilities”63 describes a range of support 
available for people with various types of disability (e.g. hearing impairment, 
sight impairment and mobility impairment), there is no specific reference to 
the support available for people with learning disability. 

 
- If the requirement to put something in writing – or receive something in 

writing - is a barrier for some people with learning disability, what other 
methods of submitting the required information – or receiving the required 
information - can be considered?  The strong reliance on written information 
throughout the policing system suggests that this is a priority for 
consideration. 

 
- If the requirement to submit particular paperwork within the same deadlines 

as someone without learning disability is a barrier to engagement, might 
consideration be given to extending deadlines if it is clear the person needs 
additional time as a direct consequence of their learning disability? (See 
Disability Discrimination Act). 

 
- If the manner in which a particular process is currently described, the 

terminology used etc. (e.g. going to court, how to complain, what is 
restorative justice etc.) makes it inaccessible for someone with learning 
disability, then can consideration be given to: 

 
o the production of easy read versions of standard leaflets and, if 

necessary, 
o the provision of support for the person with learning disability to 

enable them to digest the material? 
 

 If lack of appropriate support is an issue, then perhaps (if after appropriate staff 
training were in place and better detection of learning disability was being 
achieved), service provision might be further enhanced by establishing closer 
working relationships (perhaps via Service Level Agreements) with organisations 
(e.g. in the statutory, community and voluntary sector) that have specialist skills 
in supporting people with learning disability. (Note: Whilst we were given to 
understand that PSNI already engages the services of personnel from the Public 
Protection Unit, some stakeholders in the learning disability sector contended 
that such personnel may not have sufficient and / or specialist experience of 
learning disability to fully support an individual). 
 

 Having a clear protocol to follow when it is evident that a person has a learning 
disability – Some organisations, like PSNI and the Probation Board have clear 
protocols (e.g. under ‘Achieving Best Evidence’, use of qualified social workers 

                                                 
63 http://www.policeombudsman.org/publicationsuploads/Info_for_People_with_Disabilities.pdf 
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etc). Similarly, the Office of the Police Ombudsman has investigative 
interviewing standards which ensure that all investigators are competent to 
interview witnesses and suspects at a minimum of national level 2 in 
accordance with the National Investigative Interviewing Strategy as 
recommended by the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) and 
overseen by the National Police Improvement Agency. Within this training, 
investigation officers become skilled in the principles of “Achieving Best 
Evidence” and are able to identify persons that may be considered vulnerable 
and should be interviewed by investigation officers who are more skilled in this 
area at national level 3 standard.  

 
SMR was given to understand that the Youth Justice Agency does not have 
protocols in respect of discovering that a young person has some sort of 
learning or communication difficulty/disability (L/CDD). At the moment, the 
Agency acknowledges that L/CDD exists and continues to work with the young 
people, as best it can using other support networks such as Speech and 
Language therapists, psychologists, psychiatrists, Autism NI, Mencap etc. Staff 
within the Youth Justice Agency are third level qualification trained (mostly 
Social Work and Youth & Community Work) and working with people with a 
L/CDD has been part of their training. The Agency has been providing internal 
training from various learning disability professionals on demand from staff. SMR 
also notes that in the Agency’s Business Plan Summary 2010/11, Point 3 Safety: 
has a Development Objective Number 15, which states "Develop Guidance for 
all staff on the 'Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups' legislation.  

 
It was suggested that the key features of the appropriate protocols should 
apply in all policing organisations. 

 
 Ensuring that the protocol is executed – Because of a concern that systems and 

procedures were not always carried out in line with operational practice 
standards, it was suggested that an audit process be introduced to confirm 
compliance with the operational standards in relation to people with learning 
disability. 

 
 Recognising and responding to the resource implications that are sometimes 

concurrent with supporting people with learning disability – It was evident that  
in some cases supporting people with learning disability required additional 
time (e.g. to prepare suitable materials, arrange appropriate support etc). 
However, this additional resource requirement was not typically factored into 
staff members’ workloads. In order to provide adequate levels of support, this 
factor needs to be considered and individual ‘case loads’ adjusted to reflect 
this. (Note: This has implications for certain corporate performance targets set 
by organisations such as the Youth Justice Agency, where the statistics on the 
number of youth conferences is one indicator used to measure the 
organisation’s ‘performance’. However, the current arrangements did not take 
case ‘complexity’ into consideration.) 

 
 Ensuring that others within the Criminal Justice System, who need to know, are 

made aware of the person’s learning disability – We were given to understand 
that, at the moment, PSNI do not record in ‘the file’ (case file) whether or not a 
person has learning disability – unless the person has declared this. There was a 
suggestion made that, if a person is known (or is discovered) to have a learning 
disability, that a specific ‘note’ should be added to the file that accompanies 
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that person throughout their journey within the criminal justice sector so as to 
enable others to be aware of the needs of this individual and, thereby, have an 
opportunity to support them appropriately. Without this information, a person 
with learning disability could be interrogated inappropriately, and / or give 
answers to questions they do not properly understand, and / or, in the worst 
case, be convicted of a crime they did not commit. Given that the police are 
the first point of contact in the criminal justice system, it would seem 
appropriate that the responsibility for detection of learning disability and 
recording of this on ‘the file’ should rest with them. This should not preclude 
others in the criminal justice system from detecting or recording learning 
disability on ‘the file’ if this only becomes evident at a later stage. This same 
issue applies when a person with learning disability goes on (after 18 years of 
age) to Adult Services. Again, it was proposed that the ‘note’ re learning 
disability should follow with the person’s file. The key points made were that a) 
the detection and recording of learning disability should be done at the earliest 
possible point and b) the fact that the person has a learning disability should 
‘travel’ with that person throughout their ‘journey’ within the criminal justice 
system. Without this, there is a real risk that police and others in the criminal 
justice system make decisions without knowing that the person has a learning 
disability, and hence, without the opportunity to take this into account when 
considering how the person’s learning disability has influenced their behaviour 
(e.g. in relation to an offence). As one stakeholder put it, “particularly with 
young people, on the autistic spectrum, that [awareness of the presence of 
learning disability] can be such a big, big influence”. SMR notes that the Bradley 
Report comments on the lack of information about learning disability on case 
files and makes a recommendation similar to the one above, “In a recent study 
by the CPS [Crown Prosecution Service]64 an Expert Panel reviewed 45 case files 
involving victims and witnesses with mental health issues and/or learning 
disabilities, and found that the case file review did not reveal any consistency in 
the type, level or source of information that was used to inform decision-
making. However, [The Bradley Report] considered that, in ideal circumstances, 
a case file should contain a full assessment of the cognitive abilities of the victim 
and/or witness, prepared by an appropriate medical (or other) professional, 
and relevant to the ability of the victim and/or witness to take part in the 
criminal justice process.”  Furthermore, one of the key stakeholders told us that 
this suggestion had already been made in the forthcoming report of the Multi-
Agency Steering Group (MASG), “One of the key recommendations involving 
PSNI coming out of MASG is that there should be a flagging process where 
custody sergeants would ask a set of key questions to suspected offenders to 
provide an initial indication of a potential learning disability, learning and 
communication difficulty. Where there is an indication this would be flagged on 
Causeway for other CJS [Criminal Justice System] agencies to pick up.” 
 

 Sharing relevant information with others outside the Criminal Justice System – 
Stakeholders were aware that, in seeking to be client-centred, there were times 
when relevant information about the person with learning disability had to be 
sourced from and / or shared with other organisations. Consequently, the MASG 
report (ibid) recommended the development of “Agreed information protocols 

                                                 
64 Research into CPS decision-making in cases involving victims and key witnesses with mental health problems 
and/or learning disabilities, Crown Prosecution Service - Lee V and Charles C, 2008, 
http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/docs/mhld_cps_research.pdf 
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to share relevant information across departmental and agency boundaries on 
education assessments including identified learning issues”. 

 
 Implementing a common alert card system for people with learning disability 

and actively promoting its use – There was a suggestion made that, if a person 
is known to have a learning disability then they could, if they wish, be supported 
to carry a card that would indicate this. The person could show this card at key 
locations and this would indicate to the organisation concerned that the 
person concerned needed additional support. SMR notes that Autism NI has 
recently implemented such an alert card for its users in Northern Ireland. It may 
be beneficial for others to reflect on the lessons learned from this initiative 
before any further possible roll-out. 

 
 Providing learning disability awareness training to other key personnel within the 

criminal justice system – It was suggested that learning disability awareness 
should be provided as part of the professional training (including induction 
training) for district judges and lay magistrates. It was also suggested that 
solicitors might be encouraged to undertake specialised training (yet to be 
developed65) in relation to what might be termed ‘advanced interviewing skills’ 
(i.e. being able to interview a person with learning disability appropriately). (The 
Bradley Report also refers to the importance of appropriate training and 
support for solicitors to enable them to provide the best possible service to their 
clients, “One of the key concerns raised … was in relation to the knowledge 
and experience that solicitors and, in particular, duty solicitors generally have of 
mental health issues and the impact that it had on their cases. There was a 
considerable difference between the cases that were handled by a specialist 
mental health solicitor and those that were not.   [Consequently, Bradley 
recommends that] A source of information and advice on mental health issues 
would be of benefit to solicitors and their clients. … Such a resource would be 
able to provide information and advice for a wide range of professionals 
working with offenders at this stage.” 

 
 Providing training on learning disability which is flexible in its delivery and whose 

quality could be assured – Those consulted supported the view that any training 
that was to be made available should a) build on the best of what was already 
available, b) be capable of being delivered in a flexible format (including e-
learning and blended learning format) and c) ideally, be capable of being 
accredited if possible. 

 
 Considering how the learning disability may have affected the person’s 

behaviour and respond appropriately  – There was a suggestion made that, if a 
person is known to have learning disability, then consideration should be given 
to the extent to which the learning disability has contributed to the behaviour. 

 
Threats 
 
 “Do the numbers justify it?”– There was a concern amongst some that if it 

transpired that the numbers of people with learning disability accessing police 
organisations were deemed to be low, then, particularly in the current climate, 

                                                 
65 It is possible that such training could be co-designed and co-delivered by parties such as the Law Society, in 
collaboration with the Youth Justice Agency, organisations with understanding of the needs of people with 
learning disability e.g. Mencap and Autism NI and potentially involving people with learning disability. 
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any proposals for change would be, at best questioned, and at worst, denied. 
However, this concern was countered by the contention that the fundamental 
issue was one of equity of service provision and, consequently, even in the 
current economic climate, should be given due regard.  This issue of entitlement 
echoes statements made within, ‘Vulnerable Witnesses, A Guide to Police 
Service,’ “Witnesses should receive as a matter of right a quality of service from 
the judicial system that meets their needs”.66 It goes on to state, “Some people 
with disabilities may have particular difficulties with receiving information, 
communicating and/or entering into dialogue. Indeed some individuals 
experience multiple disabilities which may make communication even more 
difficult. This, however, should not prevent the individual receiving the quality of 
service that is expected from the police. The service that vulnerable witnesses 
are entitled to must be comparable to any other witness, whether completing a 
crime report, complying with the Victims Charter, or where a witness enters the 
arena of the courts to give evidence. We must ensure that these individuals 
receive equal treatment in the criminal justice system.”67 

 
 How to procure the services of specialist organisations – There were two possible 

threats identified here. One was a concern about the appropriateness of 
paying community / voluntary organisations directly to support people with 
learning disability. There was perceived to be a risk that such funds might, 
according to one stakeholder, “skew the purpose of that organisation… end up 
chasing money”. The other was the considerable time and administration 
resource that was envisaged to be involved in setting up and /or managing a 
contract to procure the services of community and voluntary organisations that 
could provide support.  

 
7.5 Themes Covered – Learning Disability Sector 
 

The key issues explored in interviews with representatives of the learning disability 
sector were divided into eight parts as follows: 
 
 Part 1 – Your organisation’s interaction with people with learning disability; 

 
 Part 2 - Nature and scale of the client group interacting with police and policing 

arrangements; 
 

 Part 3 - Distinctive attributes, needs and implications for policing organisations; 
 

 Part 4 - Information on the experience of people with learning disability; 
 

 Part 5 - Awareness of roles and functions? 
 

 Part 6 - Awareness of rights? 
 

 Part 7 - Accessibility of the complaints process?  
 

                                                 
66 See Forward in http://frontline.cjsonline.gov.uk/_includes/downloads/guidance/victims-and-
witnesses/Vulnerable_witnesses_police_service_guide.pdf 
 
67 Section 1.4 http://frontline.cjsonline.gov.uk/_includes/downloads/guidance/victims-and-
witnesses/Vulnerable_witnesses_police_service_guide.pdf 
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 Part 8 - Resources / processes that you use. 
 
7.6 Analysis of the Feedback – Learning Disability Sector 
 

Similar themes emerged from each of the interviews. Again, to avoid repetition, we 
present the common findings below. Where there were discernable differences in 
the feedback from one organisation compared with another, and / or with the 
feedback given by the stakeholders in the policing sector, we highlight this in 
Section 7.7 below. 
 
 

7.7 Findings from the Interviews – Learning Disability Sector 
 

PART 1 – YOUR ORGANISATION’S INTERACTION WITH PEOPLE WITH LEARNING 
DISABILITY 
 
In broad terms, how many people with learning disability in Northern Ireland does 
your organisation typically interact with over a year?  

 
The organisations involved in the interviews had a wide variety of types of contact 
with adults, children and young people with learning disability across Northern 
Ireland. In the case of adults, this included work experience and employment 
support, support within specific social enterprises, education and training-related 
support, housing support, social support, recreation, support for personal 
development and advocacy.  Many of the organisations also provided support to 
parents and carers of people with learning disability. 
 
Some of the organisations interviewed (e.g. MENCAP, Triangle Housing Association) 
were large regional organisations with local offices across Northern Ireland. In these 
cases, the numbers of people with learning disability that they interacted with 
each year were typically in the hundreds. Other organisations, in contrast, (e.g. 
Orchardville Society, Arc, Stepping Stones, and Destined) were localised and 
served the needs of specific geographic communities of people with learning 
disability. The numbers interacted with in any year varied from 100+ (in the case of 
Orchardville Society) to around 50 or fewer (in the case of Arc, Stepping Stones 
and Destined respectively). 
 
Across the various organisations, there was extensive experience of interacting with 
and providing services and support to a hugely diverse group of people with 
learning disability. The spectrum included people with mild, moderate and severe 
learning disability and with people with learning disability who had other complex 
needs. 
 
PART 2 – NATURE AND SCALE OF THE CLIENT GROUP INTERACTING WITH POLICE AND 
POLICING ARRANGEMENTS 
 
What number and type of people with learning disability interact with police?  
 
Like the key stakeholders in the policing sector, none of those interviewed in the 
learning disability sector was aware of any specific data set68 on the number and 

                                                 
68 There were references to the possible use of data collected by the Vulnerable Adults Scheme within Health 
and Social Services Trusts. However, it was clear that such data would include people with learning disability 
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type of people with learning disability who interact with the PSNI. There were, 
however, general references made to the relatively high proportion of people with 
learning disability who were in prison. The assumption was that a relatively high 
proportion must therefore, at some stage on this ‘journey’, have interacted with the 
police.  
 
Moreover, a number of those consulted indicated that if an incident requiring the 
police occurred while a person with learning disability was in their care, such 
matters were passed onto the Health Social Care Trust and responsibility for any 
further action passed to the latter. Consequently, only a few of those consulted, 
had direct experience of clients interacting with the police. 
 
Do other jurisdictions have such data? 
 
Again, like those interviewed in the policing sector, none of those consulted in the 
learning disability sector were aware of other jurisdictions where police services 
and / or policing organisations already captured data on the number and profile 
of people with learning disability who interacted with their respective services.   
 
Again, the entitlement to equitable service provision under Section 75 was cited as 
sufficient grounds to improve the data capture mechanisms (in relation to people 
with learning disability) within these organisations. In addition, PSNI’s Policy Directive 
on ‘Dealing with Victims and Witnesses PD05/06’ which states that “The PSNI will 
take account of vulnerable victims and witness and will consider a range of issues 
such as….any disability” was referenced as further explicit endorsement of the 
intention to provide an equitable service.  
 
Despite this, literature reviewed by SMR69 highlighted worries about possible 
inequitable treatment of children with learning disability, “The report expresses 
concern that children with learning disabilities and other impairments may not be 
receiving the right to a fair trial, enshrined in Article 6 of the European Convention 
on Human Rights, as a result of their difficulties in understanding the legal and 
judicial process.” 

 
 
PART 3 – DISTINCTIVE ATTRIBUTES, NEEDS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICING 
ORGANISATIONS  
 
When a victim of crime - or an offender - happens to be someone with a learning 
disability, what are the most important things for the organisation dealing with this 
person to be aware of when providing a service to this individual? 
 
All of those interviewed indicated that the first and most important thing for the 
organisation to be aware of was the fact that the person has a learning disability. 
Indeed, the literature examined by SMR confirmed the primacy of this, “Failing to 
identify and make provision for children’s support needs was the most significant 
factor identified by YOT staff in determining the likelihood of custody”70. 

                                                                                                                                                                  
and people without and therefore, even if it cold be made available within the time and budgetary 
constraints of this exercise, it was unlikely to yield the insight SMR was seeking. 
69 http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Publications/vw/1/ItemID/67 
 
70 http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Publications/vw/1/ItemID/67 
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However, it was acknowledged that learning disability can be highly complex to 
‘detect’. The enormity of this challenge was made clear by the interviewees and 
was echoed in the literature SMR reviewed in tandem with these interviews - 
“Identification of intellectual disability is one of the most difficult issues for personnel 
in the criminal justice system” 71 There were three main reasons offered for this: 
 
 Lack of awareness on the part of a person – Those interviewed 

acknowledged that a person may not be aware that they have a learning 
disability. In fact, it could be that an encounter with a policing organisation, 
may be the first opportunity for this to come to light. Again, the literature 
confirms that for a variety of reasons learning disability may have been 
hidden for many years, “Social context and the pressure to ‘fit in’ can also 
play a part, “The social context of young people means that it is important 
not to show weakness or vulnerability and they develop strategies to mask 
difficulties with understanding or getting their point across.”72 Whilst this issue 
was not raised specifically with key stakeholders from the policing sector, 
one of the policing sector interviewees explained how learning disabilities 
can remain hidden for many years, even from the individual, but that new 
processes were seeking to address this, “Learning Disabilities can go 
unrecognised and/or undiagnosed through schooling years  with individuals 
not able to function as well as others in the classroom – perhaps 
demonstrating difficult behaviours leading to school non attendance or 
school exclusion. …. [However, within the policing system there is]  
Increasing awareness of the numbers of offenders who have such a 
disability when entering custody.” 

 
 The person may not wish to declare that they have a learning disability – 

Consequently, the person may decline to answer or otherwise not co-
operate with any potential assessments of learning ability / disability. 

 
 Outward behaviour similar to learning disability could have different causes 

– Again, the comments made by those interviewed mirrored statements in 
the literature on this subject, “It is important to stress that, while there may be 
physical or psychological reasons for different sorts of behaviour, 
[communication difficulties, lack of eye contact, behavioural issues]  it is 
possible that these may also result from the use of drugs, alcohol, emotional 
states of frustration, irritability, anger, fear, acute anxiety or a combination of 
emotions and outside influences.”73 

 
 
In common with the key stakeholders from the policing sector, those interviewed in 
this sector perceived that an appropriate way forward would be to: 
 

a) Devise a standard check list to aid detection of learning disability. (See 
Appendix G for preliminary check lists used by Brinsford YOC, MENCAP 
and Triangle Housing); and, 

                                                 
71 See 4.1 http://frontline.cjsonline.gov.uk/_includes/downloads/guidance/victims-and-
witnesses/Vulnerable_witnesses_police_service_guide.pdf 
 
72 http://www.rcslt.org/docs/locked_up_locked_out_scotland_karen_bryan 
73 See 4.1 http://frontline.cjsonline.gov.uk/_includes/downloads/guidance/victims-and-
witnesses/Vulnerable_witnesses_police_service_guide.pdf 
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b) Provide learning disability awareness training to appropriate personnel 

within policing organisations. 
 
Beyond ‘diagnosis’, the next most important thing that those interviewed 
suggested organisations be aware of, and respond appropriately to the specific 
effects of the learning disability. The nature and scale of these effects could vary 
from person to person depending on the type and severity of the learning disability.  
All of these effects have implications for the way in which policing organisations 
interact with people with learning disability. Those interviewed provided a few 
examples of these effects. This was not intended to be a comprehensive list but 
rather the examples shown are simply by way of illustration: 

 
 Speech and language difficulties are a common feature of many forms of 

learning disability. This is a significant effect and one which is at the heart of this 
research. Information therefore needs to be in accessible formats and, in 
tandem with this, communication needs to be in an appropriate style. 
Furthermore, the environment and style of interaction needs to suit the specific 
capabilities of the person with learning disability. The importance of all of this 
was emphasised by those interviewed and echoed in the literature that SMR 
examined74:   

 
o “People with communication needs are likely to misunderstand 

information given to them verbally; [Even, when as those interviewed 
were careful to point out, the person with learning disability appears to 
and / or asserts that they have understood. A key factor is testing and 
confirming understanding throughout the interaction]. 

 
o Someone with communication needs may not understand the 

consequences of not following instructions; 
 

o Not understanding something may cause a person to feel anxious and 
frustrated, which can lead to an angry outburst or to them disengaging;  

 
o If a person with communication needs feels stressed, this can bring out 

their difficulties even more”; and  
 

o If not properly understood, the consequences of such communication 
difficulties, could be dire, “A court faced with a sullen uncommunicative 
and defensive 17 year old tends to view the behaviour differently once 
aware that he has been assessed as having communication difficulties, 
cannot understand a lot of the language being used and is functioning 
at the level of a child 10 years younger. (Diz Minnitt, Speech and Language 
Lead at the Association of Youth Offending Team Managers, taken from ‘Seen 
and Heard' – See Appendix K - Bibliography). 

 
 Inability to imagine is a consequence of some forms of learning disability. This 

affects understanding and communication at many levels. As one stakeholder 

                                                 
74 
http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/~/media/Communication%20Trust/Youth%20Justice/Sentence%20T
rouble.ashx 
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put it, “You cannot say, ‘Put yourself in the shoes of a victim’, they [some 
people with learning disability] do not have that ability”. 

 
 Interpreting questions / comments etc literally is a feature of some forms of 

learning disability. Consequently, the use of phrases like, “Get it off your chest” 
etc. are problematic for some people with learning disability. 

 
 Lack of eye contact is a common feature of autism. Without an awareness of 

this, the wrong interpretation could be placed on the lack of eye contact by a 
person with learning disability when questioned. 

It seemed the importance of understanding these effects and responding to them 
in an appropriate and timely manner could not be overstated.  SMR found several 
references to similar points in the literature. One quote serves to illustrate the 
centrality of this, “Too many young people are in prison because their needs are 
not being recognised or met. There is nothing fair about a system where things are 
not explained or understood and where youngsters are not properly represented or 
protected”, Juliet Lyon, Director of the Prison Reform Trust  referring to the findings 
of the ‘Seen and Heard’ report. 
 
Consequently, training in learning disability awareness and the acquisition of 
appropriate communication skills and methods was considered crucial. 
Furthermore, those interviewed wished policing organisations to see them as a 
resource, as organisations that had a greater level of contact with the person with 
learning disability and therefore could provide insight into their needs. There was an 
openness towards exploring more collaborative arrangements that would better 
support the needs of the person with learning disability. Indeed, the literature that 
SMR reviewed in tandem with these interviews suggested that rather than merely 
being desirable feature, this was essential in relation to people with a disability 
(including learning disability).  The Home Office Publication, ‘Hate Crime, delivering 
a Quality Service’ states that, “There is a need to deploy innovative approaches to 
secure evidence and support a successful prosecution….[including drawing] on 
the expertise of individuals and organisations within strategic and local partnerships 
with particular knowledge of specific disability to assist the investigative process”. 
 
Furthermore, those consulted highlighted that it is sometimes necessary to provide 
support for a person with learning disability after they have been in contact with 
the police. For some, the very idea of being in contact with the police has 
negative connotations even if they have done nothing wrong. As one stakeholder 
put it, “There is a perception [amongst some people with learning disability] that if 
you go to the police you have done something wrong”. For others, overcoming 
rumination (e.g. after reporting a traumatic event) can be a challenge. 
 
Finally, those interviewed also acknowledged that staff within policing 
organisations could not reasonably be expected to attain the level of experience 
and skill in diagnosing learning disability of specialists in the learning disability 
sector. 

 
PART 4 – INFORMATION ON THE EXPERIENCE OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
What can your organisation tell us about – and / or what further information can 
you provide us with that highlights - the quality of the experience people with 
learning disability have when interacting with policing organisations? 
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As with the key stakeholders in the policing sector, the intention of this question was 
to learn about the processes that a person with learning disability would go 
through under various scenarios, for example, if they were: 
 
 A victim of crime; 
 An offender / accused;  
 A complainant; or, 
 Someone making a general enquiry. 

 
However, there was no empirical information that those interviewed could point us 
to that described specifically the quality of the experience that people with 
learning disability had with policing organisations in Northern Ireland.  
 
A few of those consulted had direct experience of supporting people with learning 
disability (victims and offenders) to interact with the police. One of these 
experiences had been very positive, “[person treated with dignity and respect… 
[helped to understand] the process and what is happening next… [talked] directly 
to the person…not their supporter”. Some others were negative. One example was 
a situation where it was perceived the police were not sufficiently flexible in their 
handling the arrest of a person with learning disability. The result of this inflexibility 
was heightened stress for the person concerned, which, the stakeholder 
considered, could have been avoided. As they saw it, there was, “a rigid 
adherence to procedure… it’s the nature of an arrest situation… it’s not ‘nicey-
nicey’… [it seemed to the stakeholder as if] there is a culture to be aggressive in an 
arrest situation”. They concluded a series of similarly negative experiences by 
saying, “I think they [people with learning disability] are treated the same as 
everybody else… but that’s the problem” 

 
In common with those interviewed from the policing sector, those interviewed 
described the various processes (aspects of the ‘customer journey’) within the 
policing organisations in general terms. Again, like those interviewed from the 
policing sector, the focus for the comments on the ‘customer journey’ was on a 
person’s interaction with the police. In the context of this, there were three main 
areas that were thought to have potential for improvement. These could apply to 
any of the policing organisations: 
 

- Detecting a learning disability – See comments above; 
 
- Responding appropriately to specific needs of the person with learning 

disability – Again, see comments above; 
 

- Providing an appropriate adult – The role of the Appropriate Adult was 
created in the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) with the 
intention of further safeguarding the rights and welfare of young people and 
vulnerable adults in custody. The Bradley Report states that, “Where there is 
any doubt about a person’s mental state or capacity, the police custody 
officer has a duty to request the attendance of a responsible adult, who is 
known as an Appropriate Adult”. However, there was a view amongst those 
consulted that, under the present arrangements, the ‘appropriate adult’ 
appointed is not always the most ‘appropriate’ for one or more of the 
following reasons: 
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 Some were thought to have insufficient specialist knowledge of 
specific learning disabilities and the specific effects of these 
disabilities; 

 
 Some were considered to have insufficient specialist skills (e.g. in 

terms of communication skills) to enable them to interact 
appropriately with and thereby properly support with a person with 
learning disability. Indeed, this aspect was highlighted in the Bradley 
Report which recommended that, “Appropriate Adults should 
receive training to ensure the most effective support for individuals 
with mental health problems or learning disabilities.” 

 
 Some are thought to be emotionally unsuited to properly support the 

person with learning disability e.g. a parent who was too distressed 
themselves by what may have happened; 

 
 Some were perceived to lack critical knowledge e.g. about rights, 

entitlements, key procedures and protocols, complaints procedures 
etc and consequently, were considered ill equipped to support a 
vulnerable person such as someone with a learning disability.  

 
 In addition to these concerns, SMR uncovered further concerns about 

the access to and use of ‘appropriate adults’ in the Bradley Report: 
 

- Level of provision well below estimated levels of need:  
“Studies into the use of Appropriate Adults have concluded 
that provision of the Appropriate Adult is very inconsistent. 
Firstly, the person’s needs have to be identified, which we 
have already seen are often missed…  A study undertaken in 
1993 used a range of psychological assessments and 
questionnaires on 163 detainees at two London police stations. 
On the basis of the researchers’ clinical judgements, 
prevalence rates for mental illness were 7%, 3% for learning 
disability and 5% for language problems, therefore suggesting 
a need for an Appropriate Adult in 15% of cases; in contrast, 
the police called an Appropriate Adult in just 4% of cases.  A 
more recent study 75stated that, in practice, the Appropriate 
Adult is rarely called. Research showed that after an analysis of 
over 21,000 custody records in four police stations in cities in 
the East Midlands area of England, the Appropriate Adult was 
used in only 38 instances (or 0.016%). Based on the lowest or 
most conservative extract of the numbers of mental illness in 
the population, there should have been about 400 (1.9%), and 
on the more generous estimate about 3,000 (14%).” 

 
- Insufficient numbers of ‘Appropriate Adults’ available: “Studies 

into the use of Appropriate Adults show that even when a 

                                                 
75 International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, Vol 24, pp 595–605, Nemitz T and Bean P, Protecting the rights of 
the mentally disordered in police stations: The use of the appropriate adult in England and Wales, 2001  
http://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/els/01602527/2001/00000024/00000006/art00087;jsessionid=1w8cf49
sih59b.alice 
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need for an Appropriate Adult is identified, there is currently a 
shortage of individuals who can perform the role effectively.” 

 
- Lack of consistency: “When an Appropriate Adult has been 

available, concerns have been raised about the lack of 
consistency in the role.” This same concern was raised as part 
of the No One Knows programme, wherein the Prison Reform 
Trust reported  on how the police respond to suspects with 
learning disabilities, “The report’s key findings confirmed that 
access to an Appropriate Adult was patchy, as suspects’ 
needs were often not identified. Even when Appropriate Adults 
were available, there was a lack of individuals who could 
effectively undertake the role. This view of the Appropriate 
Adult is also reported in work undertaken by Leggett et al 
(200776); experiences of people with learning disabilities 
suggested that there are problems with the availability and 
role of the Appropriate Adult during police interviews.” 

 
- Key qualities - The Legget research also found that, in relation 

to an appropriate adults, “the main qualities required [by 
people with learning disability] were that the person was 
known to them and was trusted”. 

 
 
- Lack of specialist links: “It is clear that Appropriate Adults 

would benefit from access to mental health and learning 
disability specialists within the police environment, such as from 
liaison and diversion services. This access would provide 
advice on working with individuals with mental health or 
learning disabilities, training relating to awareness of the 
condition and links to organisations outside the police custody 
suite that may help to enhance their role.” 

 
- Providing an ‘appropriate’ solicitor – There was an opinion expressed that 

solicitors did not always have sufficient specialist knowledge and skills (in 
terms of understanding learning disability and being able to communicate 
appropriately with people with learning disability). Given the importance of 
the role of the solicitor and the vulnerability of the person with learning 
disability it was thought to be especially important that the solicitor be able 
to demonstrate an appropriate level of knowledge and skill in these areas. 
Hence, whilst training for solicitors was suggested, accredited training was 
the preferred route. 

 
It was suggested that PSNI officers would develop a greater understanding of the 
needs of people with learning disability if it were part of their training. 
 

                                                 
76 British Journal of Learning Disabilities, Vol 35, pages 168-173, Leggett J et al, People with learning disabilities’ 
experiences of being interviewed by the police, 2007  
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1468-3156.2007.00458.x/full 
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PART 5 – AWARENESS OF ROLES AND FUNCTIONS? 
 
To what extent are people with learning disability in NI aware of the respective 
roles and functions of the police and the various policing organisations? 
 
Whilst it was acknowledged that the level of awareness would vary from person to 
person, those interviewed perceived that, in general, people with learning disability 
would have some awareness of the roles and functions of the police. Some 
suggested that this awareness would have come from “talks [given] by the 
[community] police” at the various organisations. There was also reference to the 
availability of information on the roles of the police in large print, if required and 
directly from community police officers “who would come to talk to people in 
homes, groups etc to make them aware of who is who and what other roles and 
responsibilities exist”. Others added that, notwithstanding the actual awareness of 
roles and functions, the overall perception of the police could be influenced by 
the views held by members of their own family and / or their local community. 
 
However, there were doubts about whether people with learning disability, or 
indeed members of the public would be aware of the specific roles and functions 
of the Policing Board or District Policing Partnerships. Whilst it was thought that some 
members of the general public may be aware of the role and function of the 
Police Ombudsman, it was considered very unlikely that people with learning 
disability would have any awareness of the remit or functioning of that 
organisation. 
 
PART 6 – AWARENESS OF RIGHTS?  

 
To what extent are people with learning disability in NI aware of their rights in 
relation to treatment by the police?  

 
Those interviewed had no empirical information to draw on to answer this question. 
However, whilst acknowledging that the specific level of awareness could vary 
from person to person, their perception was that, broadly, the level of awareness of 
rights regarding treatment by the police amongst people with learning disability 
would be “very low”. As one stakeholder put it, “It [information about rights in 
relation to treatment by police] is not taught in school… [they are] not likely to pick 
it up ‘naturally”. Another said, “…mainly don’t have any awareness of rights”. 
Another still put it this way, “Unless you have been actually involved [as a victim or 
offender] you [a person with learning disability] would struggle to understand”. 
Another cited the fundamental constraints, “People with a [learning] disability may 
not be aware of their very basic right and certainly have difficulty asserting their 
rights. People who have limited understanding, and where communication is an 
issue, will struggle”. 
 
The provision of a suitable training / awareness raising programme for people with 
learning disability was cited as a possible way to address this. Some suggested that 
this could be integrated into programmes the organisations who work with people 
with learning disability already deliver e.g. on Citizenship. There was a strong desire 
to work in partnership with people with learning disability and other relevant 
organisations, e.g. PSNI, Equality Commission, Northern Ireland Human Rights 
Commission etc. in the development and delivery of such training. 
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PART 7 – ACCESSIBILITY OF THE COMPLAINTS PROCESS?  
 
To what extent are people with learning disability in Northern Ireland aware of a) 
their right to complain about the way in which the police (or a policing structure) 
has (have) treated them? b) the process to make a complaint? 
 
Again, those interviewed perceived that, in general, people with learning disability 
would have a) a very low level of awareness of the right to complain and b) an 
even lower level of knowledge about the actual process of making a complaint. 
 
It was suggested that: 
 

- Personnel supporting people with learning disability need training on the 
police complaints process – As one person put it, “A lot of us staff don’t 
know the system”. 

 
- The key features of the complaint process need to be made more 

accessible to people with learning disability; (Appendix H contains a copy 
of Triangle Housing’s own easy read complaints procedure. The suggestion 
was that something in this kind for format could be developed in relation to 
the Police Complaints procedure and other policing organisations e.g. 
District Policing Partnerships); Also, in terms of accessibility, it was pointed 
out that any ‘solutions’ proposed, whether in relation to the complaints 
process specifically, or indeed other parts of the customer journey, should 
not necessarily be heavily weighted in favour of online options. As one 
stakeholder remarked, “There is a lot of information [about rights etc.] online 
…but [for people with learning disability] there are barriers… money for a 
computer… money for broad band… [skills needed to] use the internet”. 

 
- Those organisations that already interact with people with learning disability 

and that have a remit to raise awareness about rights and entitlements etc. 
could play a part on promoting awareness of the police complaints 
process. As well as many of the organisations that were interviewed, 
Compass77 was suggested as being an organisation that could be involved 
in this. This was specifically because, since 2010, Compass has, “The first 
elected assembly for adults with learning disabilities in Northern Ireland [This] 
‘Shadow Council’ gives adults with learning disability the opportunity to air 
their views and represent their electorate on a range of issues including: 
health, social care, employment, housing, policing and public safety”.78 

 
- It was also suggested that, although it was inappropriate, by failing to act 

consciously and overtly against it, there was, sadly, a tacit ‘acceptance’ by 
parts of society regarding the poor treatment of people with learning 
disability e.g. name calling, which can have major effects for person but is 
often minimised or unnoticed by wider society. This suggested that more 
needed to be done to change public attitudes to positively support people 

                                                 
77 Compass is a user led advocacy project for adults with learning disabilities. Based in Ballymoney, the project 
promotes speaking up by sharing experiences, advice, information and training to improve the quality of life 
of the members. http://www.compasspeople.org/  
 
78 http://www.compasspeople.org/Shadow%20Council.html#Images/Shadow Council Launch 118 - small.JPG 
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with learning disability when they need to interact with policing 
organisations. 

 
- Finally, on this topic, it was suggested that the skills of those acting as 

advocates of the person with learning disability need to be confirmed. The 
question was asked, “How well trained [in learning disability] are the people 
in Victim Support?” 

 
PART 8 – PROCESSES / RESOURCES THAT YOU USE  
 
What resources /processes, if any, does your organisation use when interacting 
with people with learning disability that police and policing organisations might 
benefit from deploying? 
RESOURCES 
 
When answering this question, most interviewees were focused on identifying 
resources for learning disability training. Some provided learning disability 
awareness training themselves. See Table below. 

 
Provider  Summary of Possible Resources  
Mencap 
 
 

Learning Disability Awareness Training (‘Mencap Consultancy Service’) 
People with learning disability and people without learning disability work 
alongside one another in the design and delivery of this training for other 
organisations. See Appendix I for further details of Mencap’s Consultancy 
Service. 

Triangle Housing Training on learning disability to prospective employers 
Stepping Stones Provides training to its trainees (people with learning disability) on anti-

bullying-what to do; where to go for help etc. 
Destined Citizenship Programme (for people with learning disability) – Contains 

information about the roles and functions of the police. 
 
Autism Association of Western Australia 
http://www.autism.org.au/ 
The Association provides professional learning for a variety of audiences 
including teachers and other professionals working in the field, parents and 
their families, employers, students and for those interested in Autism. 

 
We were also told that the PSNI had been very helpful when giving talks at various 
organisations. The ‘packs’ that were given out (which included the name of a 
police officer, a map of how to find the local police station and the telephone 
number to contact the police service) were thought to be very useful. 

 
In addition, even though they had not used these resources themselves, some of 
those consulted mentioned79 various training providers whom they knew provided 
learning disability awareness to different audiences. It was suggested that some of 
these resources would provide inspiration for the development of a bespoke 
course on ‘learning disability and policing’. To the best of our ability, SMR has 
further researched these ‘mentions’. The table below is a summary of the specific 
resources we have identified. 
 
 

                                                 
79 Mentioned – Either ‘directly’ in the interview or SMR found the references to potential training materials 
‘indirectly’ within the literature provided to us. 

http://www.autism.org.au/�
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Provider and Web Link Summary of Possible Resources  
Pavilion 
 
http://www.pavpub.com/p-
333-common-induction-
standards-2010-toolkit-
learning-disability-
version.aspx 

“Common Induction Standards Toolkit 2010”- A toolkit of 
materials for the refreshed Skills for Care Common 
Induction Standards, contextualised  for learning disability 
services. 
 
“Autism” -7 Hour CD-Rom covering: 
Session 1: Introduction to autism  
Session 2: Communication impairments  
Session 3: Impairment of social interaction  
Session 4: Impairment of imaginative skills and limited interests  
Session 5: Additional Difficulties for people with Autism  
Session 6: Communication and Intervention strategies  
Session 7: Designing support  
 
 
“Challenging Behaviour”- A training pack to develop 
good practice in working with people with learning 
disability whose behaviour is described as challenging. 

Centrex “Disability and the Police” - National Learning Package  
Part of this package already available through National 
Centre for Applied Learning (NCALT) website 
www.ncalt.com 80 

PSNI Equality and Diversity Training Programme  
“The 2010/11 Equality and Diversity Training Programme 
offers the following programmes in relation to mental 
health…. Mental health and learning difficulties (e-
learning package currently being considered for 
introduction to PSNI)”81 

 
 
PROCESSES 

 
A few of those consulted referred to specific processes that they adopt in an effort 
to better support their clients with learning disability. It was thought that these 
processes could be a further source of inspiration for policing organisations.  

 
- Have appropriately trained staff – All of the organisations consulted had staff 

training in learning disability awareness and in some case, this had been 
supplemented with further related skills e.g. Makaton.  

 
- Listen regularly and closely to the voice of people with learning disability – 

All of the organisations consulted had mechanisms in place to listen to the 
views of their clients on a regular basis via surveys, conferences, working 
groups etc. It was suggested that policing organisations consider what 
structures and processes they could create (and link into) to specifically 
gather feedback from people with learning disability on a regular basis. 
Suggestions such as “have someone with a learning disability on your 
[policing organisation] Board… or employ someone with a learning disability 
to advise”. The Home Office Publication, ‘Hate Crime, delivering a Quality 
Service’ supported this concept stating that, “The formation of disability 
independent advisory groups at force level or… at borough level must be 

                                                 
80 Source: Hate Crime, Delivering a Quality Service, Home Office, March 2005 
81 Source: PSNI response to Freedom of Information Request (Request Number F-2010-02559) 

http://www.pavpub.com/p-333-common-induction-standards-2010-toolkit-learning-disability-version.aspx�
http://www.pavpub.com/p-333-common-induction-standards-2010-toolkit-learning-disability-version.aspx�
http://www.pavpub.com/p-333-common-induction-standards-2010-toolkit-learning-disability-version.aspx�
http://www.pavpub.com/p-333-common-induction-standards-2010-toolkit-learning-disability-version.aspx�
http://www.pavpub.com/p-333-common-induction-standards-2010-toolkit-learning-disability-version.aspx�
http://www.ncalt.com/�
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considered”. Whilst SMR is aware that PSNI has put in place a series of 
Independent Advisory Groups (IAG), we are not aware of a specific IAG for 
people with learning disability. 

 
- Build relationships with Community Police – “When someone [one of our 

clients with a learning disability] moves into an area, we connect them [face 
to face] with Community Policing [so that] … they know ‘who’s who’... who 
to contact… [and so that Community Policing] know who’s vulnerable [and 
can be mindful of this if anything is reported that relates to that person]”. The 
emphasis on making face to face contact was considered important for 
raising awareness and building mutual understanding. The constraints, that 
were acknowledged in all of this were the facts that: 

o It was resource intensive; and, 
o The process had to be repeated as Community Police Officers 

‘moved on’.  
 

- Build relationships with the local community – Another of those interviewed 
explained how an important part of their support for a person with learning 
disability was building relationships between their organisation and the local 
community (e.g. social enterprise etc.) and raising awareness of the needs 
of people with learning disability. In this way, they have found the 
community more understanding when the behaviour of a person with 
learning disability has not been appropriate. 
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8 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

The aim of research aim was to:  
 
‘...provide a comprehensive research report on the views and experiences of 
people with learning disability towards the Ombudsman, the Board, the Police 
Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and DPPs’. 
 
Note: It was evident at an early stage, both from consultation with key stakeholders 
and from pilots of focus groups and surveys, that amongst people with learning 
disability, the level of awareness of policing organisations, other than PSNI, was very 
low. Hence, it was agreed with the Project Steering Group that the major focus for 
this research would be on the police.  
 
Our conclusions and recommendations are set in the context of the current 
legislation (Section 75, Human Rights, PSNI legislation etc.) which collectively assert 
the entitlement of people with learning disability to an equitable service. 

 
Based on the available evidence, SMR makes the following conclusions (shown in 
bold) and recommendations (shown in blue): 

 
We have divided our conclusions and recommendations into two main parts: 
 
 The Views of People with Learning Disability, including… 
 

o Awareness and knowledge of the roles and functions of the various 
policing organisations; and, 

 
o Their perceptions of these organisations/their feelings about them. 
 

 The Experiences of People with Learning Disability including… 
 

o What it has been like, or can be like, for them interacting or seeking to 
interact with these organisations; and 

 
o How this experience could be improved. 

 
 

SMR recognises that the following recommendations require the appropriate 
authorities, structures, budgets and work programmes in order to take them 
forward. Consequently, whilst we have itemised the conclusions and 
recommendations below, we follow this with a matrix of all the recommendations, 
setting out which organisation we consider most appropriate to take the lead role 
in relation to implementing each specific recommendation, and those whom we 
consider have an important support role. 
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VIEWS OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
AWARENESS 

 
There is a very high level of awareness of who the police are and what they do. 
However, there is little to no awareness of the Police Ombudsman, the Policing 
Board or the District Policing Partnerships.  
 
Whilst there was a high level of awareness of how to contact the police – dial 999 – 
there was no distinction made between emergency and non-emergency uses of 
this number.  
 
There was very limited understanding of how to make a complaint if people with 
learning disability needed to. 
 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
 Continuation of the efforts to sustain this high level of awareness of the police 

and their role.  
 
 Consideration is given to methods of supporting people with learning disability 

to distinguish between how to contact the police in an emergency and non-
emergency. 

 
 Consideration is given as to how to promote awareness of the other policing 

organisations in the most appropriate and efficient manner.  
 

 Work is done to promote awareness of how and when to make a complaint if 
someone is not happy with police conduct or treatment. 

 
PERCEPTION 

 
The lack of awareness regarding the Police Ombudsman, the Policing Board or the 
District Policing Partnerships precluded any assessment of the perception of these 
organisations. 
 
In general, people with learning disability hold a positive image of the police. 
However, it is clear this view can be influenced by the views of the community in 
which they reside.  
 
However, almost one in ten (9%) people with learning disability in the survey said 
that they are afraid of the police, with this more likely to be the case among 
women.   
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Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
 That following an awareness raising programme, and at an appropriate point, 

that a separate assessment is made of the perception of the other policing 
organisations82 amongst people with learning disability. 

 
 Continuation of the work to sustain the overall strong positive image of the 

police. 
 
 Special consideration is given to working closely with communities to improve 

the image of the police in areas with a history of poor or weak relationships with 
the police. 

 
 Special consideration should be given to devising ways to reassure those who 

may be fearful of the police. 
 

 
EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
WHAT HAS IT BEEN / CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 

 
REPORTING  
 
The overall levels of reporting incidents to the police and the overall levels of 
reporting by victims specifically are consistent with Northern Ireland average 
estimates from Northern Ireland policing surveys. However, the nature of the 
victimisation is fundamentally different with most cases relating to bullying and 
harassment.  By comparison, the Northern Ireland crime profile shows that criminal 
damage and theft predominate.  The feedback from stakeholders and key workers 
suggests that: 

 
- The victim does not always understand that bullying and harassment are 

crimes; 
 

- Within parts of society there is a level of ‘acceptance’ of this type of behaviour 
towards people with learning disability and a reticence to get police involved. 

 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
Further work to raise awareness of bullying and harassment of people with learning 
disability as a hate crime amongst people with learning disability and their families, 
carers and social care personnel; 
 
Further work to make it easier for people with learning disability to come forward if 
they are experiencing this type of crime. 
 

                                                 
82 SMR notes that the District Policing Partnerships and the Community Safety Partnerships are currently being 
reconfigured and this would need to be factored into any plans to raise awareness. 
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OVERALL SATISFACTION 
 
The perception of how the police treat victims and offenders was highly positive. Of 
the people with learning disability who had been victimised and who contacted 
the police regarding such incidents, 77% were satisfied with their contact with the 
police, which is slightly higher than the Northern Ireland average of 65%.  The 
experience among those who had ‘done something wrong’ was overwhelmingly 
positive in terms of how the police had treated them.   
 
Whilst these findings are very encouraging, feedback from stakeholders, key 
workers and findings from the literature all point to key stages on the ‘customer 
journey’ where aspects of the journey could be improved.  
 
Consequently, SMR recommends: 
 
 That the specific points raised in this report regarding the ‘customer journey’ are 

given due consideration taking account of the barriers that people with 
learning disability face. These span: 

 
o Training in learning disability awareness for police officers (current and 

student officers), staff within the criminal justice system, including solicitors 
and ‘appropriate adults’. (To improve detection and collaborative 
approaches involving statutory, community and voluntary organisations 
and people with learning disability themselves in the design and delivery 
of such training would be the preferred approach.) 

 
o Use of a standardised check list – across all policing organisations and 

their partners  – to aid detection of learning disability. 
 

o Promoting the use of a common alert card for those people with learning 
disability who wish to use it. 

 
o Closer collaboration between policing organisations, other statutory 

bodies and community and voluntary agencies to better support the 
person with learning disability. 

 
o Sharing of information about the needs of the person with learning 

disability through the criminal justice system. 
 
o The identification of the need for and the choice of an ‘appropriate 

adult’. 
 

o The provision of materials in easy read format. 
 

o Innovative approaches to the determination of an appropriate 
intervention for offenders – one which matches the gravity of the crime 
and is compatible with the capabilities of the person with learning 
disability. 
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WIDER CONSIDERATIONS 
 

DATA ON PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 

No data is available on the numbers and types of people with learning disability 
that are interacting with any of the policing organisations in Northern Ireland. 
 
Consequently, SMR recommends that: 
 
 Consideration is given to exploring the feasibility of updating the monitoring 

systems within the policing organisations and wider criminal justice system to 
explore capturing such information on a routine basis. A common basis for 
recording – across all the policing organisations and their partners – would be 
the preferred approach. 

 
THE VOICE OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 

 
There were limited structures in existence across the policing organisations for 
people with learning disability to give their views on a regular basis.  
 
Consequently, SMR recommends that: 
 
 Policing organisations and the wider criminal justice system give consideration 

to how best to include the voice of people with learning disability within their 
consultative arrangements. 

 
MORE ON PREVENTION 

 
The available data indicates that people with learning disability are more likely 
(than those without) to be a victim of crime. 
 
Consequently, SMR recommends that: 
 
 Consideration is given to increasing awareness amongst people with learning 

disability about how to: 
 

o Recognise crime (especially bullying and harassment); 
o Protect themselves against crime;  
o Report all crime to the police. 

 
 
PHASED APPROACH 

 
SMR recommends a phased approach to the above where the critical areas 
(specifically work in relation to detection of learning disability) are prioritised. 
 
FORMAL PROJECT PLAN 
 
We further recommend that a formal work programme is developed from the 
recommendations made in this report and a project plan is produced with clear 
responsibilities, milestones, outputs and outcomes and progress review points.  
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BUDGETS FOR RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
SMR recommends that all organisations involved in implementing these 
recommendations should dedicate an appropriate budget / resources for doing 
so.  
 
INDEPENDENT EVALUATION 
 
It may be helpful if the implementation of all of these recommendations was 
subject to a concurrent independent evaluation.   The purpose of a concurrent, 
rather than retrospective, evaluation is to ensure that any learning from the process 
can be fed back in to the process at the earliest possible opportunity. 
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NOTE: In the matrix below, we use large ‘ticks’ to denote the organisation (that at 
the time of writing, and based on the evidence available within this report) SMR 
considers to have lead responsibility; and small ‘ticks’ to denote those whom we 
consider to have a supporting role. We strongly recommend that the organisations 
concerned deliberate this proposed division of responsibilities and refine this further 
as required. 
 
VIEWS OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 
AWARENESS 

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
Continuation of 
the efforts to 
sustain this high 
level of 
awareness of the 
police and their 
role.  
 

        

Consideration is 
given to methods 
of supporting 
people with 
learning disability 
to distinguish 
between how to 
contact the 
police in an 
emergency and 
non-emergency. 
 


       

Consideration is 
given as to how 
to promote 
awareness of the 
other policing 
organisations (i.e. 
beyond PSNI) in 
the most 
appropriate and 
efficient manner.  
 

       

Work is done to 
promote 
awareness of how 
and when to 
make a 
complaint if 
someone is not 
happy with police 
conduct or 
treatment. 
 

        
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PERCEPTION 

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. 
/ 

Vol. 
Sector 

That following an 
awareness raising 
programme, and 
at an appropriate 
point, that a 
separate 
assessment is 
made of the 
perception of the 
other policing 
organisations83 
amongst people 
with learning 
disability. 
 

 

       

Continuation of 
the work to 
sustain the overall 
strong positive 
image of the 
police. 
 

        

Special 
consideration is 
given to working 
closely with 
communities to 
improve the 
image of the 
police in areas 
with a history of 
poor or weak 
relationships with 
the police. 
 

        

Special 
consideration 
should be given 
to devising ways 
to reassure those 
who may be 
fearful of the 
police. 
 

        

 
 
 

 
                                                 
83 SMR notes that the District Policing Partnerships and the Community Safety Partnerships are currently being 
reconfigured and this would need to be factored into any plans to raise awareness. 
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EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
WHAT HAS IT BEEN / CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 

 
 PSNI Policing 

Board 
Police 

Ombudsman 
DPPs Probation 

Board 
Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
Further work to 
raise awareness 
of bullying and 
harassment of 
people with 
learning disability 
as a hate crime 
amongst people 
with learning 
disability and 
their families, 
carers and social 
care personnel; 
 

       
Also,  
HSC 
Trusts 

Further work to 
make it easier for 
people with 
learning disability 
to come forward 
if they are 
experiencing this 
type of crime. 
 

        
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EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 

WHAT HAS IT BEEN/ CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 
 
OVERALL SATISFACTION  
 PSNI Policing 

Board 
Police 

Ombudsman 
DPPs Probation 

Board 
Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
That the specific points raised in this report regarding the ‘customer journey’ are given due consideration 
taking account of the barriers that people with learning disability face. These span: 
Training in learning 
disability awareness 
for police officers 
(current and 
student officers), 
staff within the 
criminal justice 
system, including 
solicitors and 
‘appropriate 
adults’. (To improve 
detection and 
collaborative 
approaches 
involving statutory, 
community and 
voluntary 
organisations and 
people with 
learning disability 
themselves in the 
design and delivery 
of such training 
would be the 
preferred 
approach.) 
 

       

Use of a 
standardised check 
list – across all 
policing 
organisations and 
their partners -  to 
aid detection of 
learning disability. 
 

       

Promoting the use 
of a common alert 
card for those 
people with 
learning disability 
who wish to use it. 

       
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EXPERIENCES OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
 

WHAT HAS IT BEEN / CAN IT BE LIKE AND HOW COULD IT BE IMPROVED 
 
OVERALL SATISFACTION (Continued…)     

 PSNI Policing 
Board 

Police 
Ombudsman 

DPPs Probation 
Board 

Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
Closer 
collaboration 
between policing 
organisations, 
other statutory 
bodies and 
community and 
voluntary 
agencies to 
better support 
the person with 
learning disability. 

      

Sharing of 
information about 
the needs of the 
person with 
learning disability 
through the 
criminal justice 
system. 

      

The identification 
of the need for 
and the choice 
of an 
‘appropriate 
adult’. 

        

The provision of 
materials in easy 
read format.       

Innovative 
approaches to 
the determination 
of an appropriate 
intervention for 
offenders – one 
which matches 
the gravity of the 
crime and is 
compatible with 
the capabilities of 
the person with 
learning disability. 

     
Including 
the Court 
Service  

  
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WIDER CONSIDERATIONS 
 PSNI Policing 

Board 
Police 

Ombudsman 
DPPs Probation 

Board 
Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
DATA ON PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
Consideration is 
given to exploring 
the feasibility of 
updating the 
monitoring systems 
within policing 
organisations and 
the wider criminal 
justice system to 
explore capturing 
such information on 
a routine basis. A 
common basis for 
recording – across all 
the policing 
organisations and 
their partners - would 
be the preferred 
approach. 

     

VOICE OF PEOPLE WITH LEARNING DISABILITY 
Policing 
organisations and 
the wider criminal 
justice system give 
consideration to 
how best to include 
the voice of people 
with learning 
disability within their 
consultative 
arrangements. 

     

MORE ON PREVENTION 
Consideration is 
given to increasing 
awareness amongst 
people with learning 
disability about how 
to: 
 Recognise crime 

(especially 
bullying and 
harassment); 

 Protect 
themselves 
against crime;  

 Report all crime 
to the police. 

     
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WIDER CONSIDERATIONS (Continued…) 
 
 PSNI Policing 

Board 
Police 

Ombudsman 
DPPs Probation 

Board 
Youth 
Justice 
Agency 

Prison 
Service 

Comm. / 
Vol. 

Sector 
PHASED APPROACH 
Phased approach to 
the above where the 
critical areas 
(specifically work in 
relation to detection 
of learning disability) 
are prioritised. 
 

        

FORMAL PROJECT PLAN  
Recommend that a 
formal work 
programme is 
developed from the 
recommendations 
made in this report 
and a project plan is 
produced with clear 
responsibilities, 
milestones, outputs 
and outcomes and 
progress review points 

        

INDEPENDENT EVALUATION 
Recommend that the 
implementation of all 
of these 
recommendations is 
subject to a 
concurrent 
independent 
evaluation which 
would: 

 
 Confirm that the 

recommendations 
are being carried 
out; and, 

 Assess the impact 
of the actions 
taken. 

   
     
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APPENDIX A1 (PRE-CONSULTATION WORKSHOP) 
 

Letter of Invitation to Attend Scoping Workshop 
 
 
Dear Colleague, 
 
 
The Police Ombudsman has appointed Social Market Research 
www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk to undertake research into the views and 
experiences of people with learning disabilities into policing arrangements in 
Northern Ireland. 
 
The overall aim of this research is to “...provide a comprehensive research report on 
the views and experiences of people with learning disabilities towards Police 
Ombudsman, the Board, the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and DPPs” 
 
As part of this process, we are inviting a range of key stakeholders to a one day 
workshop to consider and deliberate on: 
 
 issues to be addressed by the research; as well as. 
 the practical challenges in accessing and engaging with the target group. 
 
The workshop will take place as follows: 
 
Date: Friday 12th November 2010 Registration / Tea Coffee 9.00am  
Starts promptly 9.30am Ends 4.30pm 
 
Venue: Disability Action 
Portside Business Park, 189 Airport Road West, Belfast, BT3 9ED 
 
Map available at. www.disabilityaction.org  
 
 
Places are limited and therefore we would ask you to please email Yvonne Somers 
at Social Market Research to confirm your place as follows: 
 
Email: ysomers@socialmarketresearch.co.uk  
no later than 3.00pm Friday 5th November 2010  
 
If you are unable to attend, please nominate a colleague and ask them to 
confirm their place in the same way. 
 
If you have any special requirements e.g. dietary, disability etc, please list these in 
your email response.  
 

http://www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk/�
http://www.disabilityaction.org/�
mailto:ysomers@socialmarketresearch.co.uk�
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Further clarification… 
 
If you would like further information about this research, please feel free to contact 
me directly. 
 
Kind regards, 
 
Siobhan Morgan 
Senior Research Officer 
Police Ombudsman for NI 
New Cathedral Buildings, St Anne's Square 
11 Church Street 
Belfast 
BT1 1PG 
 
 
T: 02890 828670 
E: siobhan.morgan@policeombudsman.org 
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SMR’s Presentation and Facilitation 
at the Scoping Workshop 
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Evaluation of the Scoping Workshop Using SMR’s 
Electronic Audience Response System (EARS) 
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Summary of the Proceedings from the Workshop  
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Appendix B – Interviews with Key Stakeholders 
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Discussion Schedule for Interviews with Stakeholders 
from the Policing Sector 

  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Independent Research into the  
Views and Experiences 

of People with Learning Disabilities  
into Policing Arrangements  

in Northern Ireland 
 

Proposed Topics for Interviews with 
Stakeholders from the Policing Sector 

 
29th November 2010 
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Introduction to the interview: 
 

- Thank interviewees for setting aside the time to take part  
 
- Background to the research – Reference to Disability Action Plan 
 
- Research Aim “To provide a comprehensive research report on the views and 

experiences of people with learning disabilities towards Police Ombudsman, the 
Board, the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and DPPs” 

 
- Outline of methodology showing where the stakeholder interviews fit in. 

 
- Outline of project timescales and target date for production of report 

 
- Contact points in the Steering Group if further clarification needed. 

 
- Please note that focus of the research is on learning disability 

 
 

1 Roles and responsibilities 
 

In broad terms, what are your organisation’s main responsibilities in terms of 
providing services to people with learning disabilities?  
 
List the main formal policies and legislation that define these responsibilities (i.e. in 
relation to people with Learning disability) 

 
 

2 Nature and scale of the client group interacting with police and policing 
arrangements 

 
a) What information (i.e. data / literature) can you point me to that tells us 
about the number and type of people with learning disability (i.e. type of learning 
disability, severity of learning disability, key demographics such as gender, age, 
area of residence) in Northern Ireland who (in say the last three years) have: 

 
o been in contact with the police (as a victim or offender or other more 

general aspects e.g. for information on personal or home safety) – either 
directly or with the support of an advocate; 

o been in contact with the Policing Board 
o been in contact with a DPP (again, either directly or with the support of 

an advocate); 
o brought (either directly or with the support of an advocate) a complaint 

about policing to the attention to the Police Ombudsman; and, 
o had a complaint outcome. 

 
If this data in not available for NI (in full or part), do other jurisdictions have such 
data? If so, what can we learn about data capture? 

 
 

b) We recognise that it is possible that people with a learning disability can and 
do present to the police (or indeed the other policing organisations) and the fact 
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that they have a learning disability may not be detected. There could be a variety 
of reasons for this, for example: 
 
- the person may be aware that they have a learning disability but chooses not 

to disclose this fact; 
- the person may not  be aware that they have a learning disability and / or be 

incapable of declaring that they have a learning disability; 
- the person may have a learning disability but this has, so far, not been 

diagnosed. 
 
In your opinion, how often does this type of situation arise i.e. where learning 
disability is / or could potentially be present and is not recognised? Can you put a 
figure / an estimate on it? How significant or insignificant an issue do you consider 
this to be for your organisation? 
 
What more, if any, do you consider could / should be done to: 
 
- Improve your organisation’s ability to detect actual or possible learning 

disability in a service user? 
- Appropriately support such a person in their interaction with your organisation?  
 

3 Your organisation’s interaction with people with learning disability 
 

Based on the above information (or whatever further information you can provide) 
what are the most frequently recorded reasons for a person with a learning 
disability being in contact with your organisation? (Say the top three reasons). 

 
Describe the key steps of the ‘customer journey’ that the person with learning 
disability goes on depending on their reason for being in contact with your 
organisation e.g.  

o What are the key stages if they are a victim of crime? 
o What are the key stages if they are an offender (or accused of being an 

offender)? 
o Key stages if they are a complainant? 
o Key stages of other customer journeys? 
 

4 “Where are we now?” - Assessment of current provision 
 

Reflecting now on the roles and responsibilities of your organisation in relation to 
service provision for people with learning disability and  thinking about this 
alongside the various ‘journeys’ which people with learning disability go on when 
they are in contact with your organisation, itemise for me what you consider to be 
the main: 

 
- Strengths (e.g. specialist officers, specialist training, facilities?) 
- Weaknesses 
- Opportunities 
- Threats  

 
of the current provision for clients with learning disabilities who are in contact with 
your organisation. 
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5 “Where would we like to be?” – Key Features of the Vision for the Future 
 

What changes do you think would contribute most to improving the current level 
and quality of support to people with learning disability accessing and using the 
services your provide? (E.g. changes of policy, process, training, resources, facilities, 
closer working with partner organisations etc) 
 
Of these, which changes do you consider are essential and which do you consider 
are desirable? 
 
 

6 “How might we get there?” – Key Elements of High Level Action Plan 
 

What do you think would need to happen (internally, externally or both) for the 
various changes you proposed (i.e. the essential and desirable) to actually be 
implemented? (e.g. policy changes? process changes? Cultural changes? Further 
funds? Additional resources? Collaboration between partners? etc) 
 
To what extent, if any, does the current requirement to reduce spending on public 
services, impact on any of the above? E.g. Does it affect the viability of your 
suggestions and / or the timescale for implementation or not? 
 
If future funding is a possible constraint, what would you suggest as a contingency 
plan to ensure that the essential elements of the proposed actions are 
implemented?  

 
 
7 Request for Support with the Consultation With People With Learning Disability 
 

As I explained, SMR plans to carry out a survey of people with learning disability 
and a series of mini-groups, again with people with learning disability. It would 
mean a lot to us if we could rely on your organisation’s support to access the views 
of this important client group. 
 
Is your organisation in a position to support us by helping us to access people with 
learning disability? If so, please provide us with details of the person we should work 
through regarding these. 

 
 
8  Any other points?  

 
Are there any other points you would like to raise that relate directly to the overall 
research aim? 

 
 THANK YOU 
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Discussion Schedule for Interviews with Key 
Stakeholders from the Learning Disability Sector. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Independent Research into the  
Views and Experiences 

of People with Learning Disabilities  
into Policing Arrangements  

in Northern Ireland 
 

Proposed Topics for Interviews with 
Stakeholders from the Learning Disability Sector 

 
29th November 2010 
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Introduction to the interview: 
 

- Thank interviewees for setting aside the time to take part  
 
- Background to the research – Reference to Disability Action Plan 
 
- Research Aim “To provide a comprehensive research report on the views and 

experiences of people with learning disabilities towards The Ombudsman, the 
Board, the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), and DPPs” 

 
- Outline of methodology showing where the stakeholder interviews fit in. 

 
- Outline of project timescales and target date for production of report 

 
- Contact points in the Steering Group if further clarification needed. 

 
- Please note that focus of the research is on learning disability 

 
1 Your organisation’s interaction with people with learning disability 
 

In broad terms, how many people with learning disability in NI does your 
organisation typically interact with over a year? What is the profile of these 
individuals i.e. type of learning disability, severity of learning disability, key 
demographics such as gender, age, area of residence etc. 

 
2 Nature and scale of the client group interacting with police and policing 

arrangements 
 

What information (i.e. data / literature) can you point me to that tells us about the 
number and type of people with learning disability (i.e. type of learning disability, 
severity of learning disability, key demographics such as gender, age, area of 
residence) in Northern Ireland who (in say the last three years) have: 

 
o been in contact with the police (as a victim or offender or other more 

general aspects e.g. for information on personal or home safety) – either 
directly or with the support of an advocate; 

o been in contact with the Policing Board 
o been in contact with a DPP (again, either directly or with the support of 

an advocate); 
o brought (either directly or with the support of an advocate) a complaint 

about policing to the attention to the Ombudsman; and, 
o had a complaint outcome. 

If this data in not available for NI (in full or part), do other jurisdictions have such 
data? If so, what can we learn about data capture? 

 
 
3 Distinctive Attributes, Needs and Implications for Policing Organisations 
 

When a victim of crime - or an offender - happens to be someone with a learning 
disability, what are the most important things for the organisation dealing with this 
person to be aware of when providing a service to this individual? i.e. what is / 
should be distinctive about the way in which the organisation responds that does 
not apply to any other client group?  
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Separate out the better known aspects from what you consider to be the lesser 
well know aspects. 
 
What, in your opinion, would help to ensure that the lesser well know aspects 
become better known? 
 

4 Information on the experience of people with learning disability 
 

What can your organisation tell us about – and / or what further information can 
you provide us with that highlights - the quality of the experience people with 
learning disability have when interacting with: 
 

- PSNI; 
- Policing Board; 
- DPP; and, 
- Police Ombudsman 

 
Which aspects of the process or policies appear to work well and why?  
(Depict as a ‘customer journey’ if possible). 
What evidence can you point that supports your assertion that these aspects are 
effective? 
 
Similarly, what aspects of the process and / or polices appear to warrant 
improvement, and why? 
(Again, depict as a ‘customer journey’ if possible). 
Again, what evidence can you point to that supports your assertion that 
improvement is needed? 
 
What evidence is there, if any, that the experience of people with learning 
disability is different in any respect to that other people without a learning 
disability? 
 

5 Awareness of roles and functions  
 
To what extent are people with learning disability in NI aware of the respective 
roles and functions of the police and the various policing organisations (e.g. PSNI, 
Policing Board, DPPs, Police Ombudsman etc)? What information if any can you 
point us to on this? 
 
Is accessibility (to information on rights / complaints process etc) dependent upon 
the person with learning disability having an awareness of the various roles and 
functions or are there other ways in which accessibility is being / could be assured?  
 
Reflecting on this, to what extent would you say that current provisions / 
arrangements for raising awareness / providing information about the various roles 
and functions of the various entities are adequate or inadequate?  Say why? 
 

6 Awareness of rights?  
 
To what extent are people with learning disability in NI aware of their rights in 
relation to treatment by the police?  
What further information, if any, can you point us to on this? 
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What, in your opinion, are the positive aspects of the current arrangements in 
relation to raising awareness about rights and why? Specifically, what are the 
priority aspects and how well and widely are these known amongst people with 
learning disability? 
What further information, if any, can you point us to on this? 
 
What in your view could be improved? Why and how? 
Again, what further information, if any, can you point us to on this? 
 

7 Accessibility of complaints process?  
 
To what extent are people with learning disability in NI aware of their right to 
complain about the way in which the police (or a policing structure) has (have) 
treated them?  
Again, what further information, if any, can you point us to on this? 

 
Finally, what, in your opinion, are the positive aspects of the current arrangements 
for a person with a learning disability trying to make a complaint? Say why? 
What further information, if any, can you point us to on this? 
 
What in your view could be improved? Say why and how? 
Finally, what information, if any, can you point us to on this? 
 

8 Resources /Processes that You Use 
 

What resources /processes, if any, does your organisation use when interacting with 
people with learning disability that police and policing organisations might benefit 
from deploying? 
 
- Name the resource(s) /process(es); 
- Explain who it (they) was (were) specifically designed to assist and in what 

context and, based on this, how and where this resource(s) / process(es) could 
be of value to police and policing organisations? 

 
- Has the effectiveness of this resource / process been measured? If so, please 

provide further details of the assessment process and findings. 
 
 
9 Request for Support with the Consultation With People With Learning Disability 
 

As I explained, SMR plans to carry out a survey of people with learning disability 
and a series of mini-groups, again with people with learning disability. It would 
mean a lot to us if we could rely on your organisation’s support to access the views 
of this important client group. 
 
Is your organisation in a position to support us by helping us to access people with 
learning disability? If so, please provide us with details of the person we should work 
through regarding these. 
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10 Any other points?  
 
Are there any other points you would like to raise that relate directly to the overall 
research aim? 

 
 THANK YOU 
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Appendix C – Survey of People with Learning Disability 
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Office Use 
Only 

   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Views on Policing Arrangements in N Ireland  

February 2011 

 

 

 
 

Interviewer Name  
 

Date of Interview  
 

Time  
 

Location  
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Rapport / Greeting  
 
Hello, my name is <Interviewer>. Can you please tell me your name? <Respondent> 
 
<Respondent>, thank you very much for giving up your time to help me with this today.  I 
really appreciate it. 
 
Why are we doing this Survey and how will we do it? 

We are trying to make things better between people and the police.  

We have invited you to take part because we think, we hope, your answers will help us 
improve things between people and the police. 

That’s why I am very interested in your thoughts, feelings and views on the police.  

This is not a test or an exam. There are no right or wrong answers. It is simply whatever you 
think or feel. 

We are asking 400 people all over Northern Ireland these questions. Everyone is being 
asked the same questions. 

While we are having this meeting with you, if you would like a break for any reason, 
please just say, that’s ok. 
 
How do I complete this Survey?  

 
I am going to ask you a few questions and perhaps you would tell me what you think or 
feel about each one as we go along. 

 
Confidentiality 
 
Your answers are private and confidential, and no-one else sees them except us (key 
worker and interviewer) and the person who puts them on the computer. 
 
Disclosures 
 
If, during our meeting today, you tell me about something serious that has happened to 
you or something serious that you have done to someone else, your key worker will need 
to talk to you about that. 
 
Will I be able see the results from the Survey? 
 
After we have finished asking everyone, we will tell <your key worker> what came out of it 
all. That will probably be June this year. 
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SECTION A:  
 
A1. INTERVIEWER TO RECORD GENDER 
 

Male 1 
Female 2 

 
A2. What age are you? INTERVIEWER RECORD AGE 
 

 
 

 
A3. And where do you live?   

INTERVIWER RECORD AREA (NAME OF CITY, TOWN, VILLAGE) 
 

 
 

 
A4. INTERVIEWER RECORD POSTCODE IF AVAILABLE 
 

B T       
 
A5. INTERVIEWER RECORD IF RESPONDENT LIVES IN AN URBAN OR RURAL AREA. 

SINGLE CODE ONLY  
 

City Large 
Town 

Suburbs Small 
Town 

Village Country 

1 2 3 4 5 6 
 

 SECTION B:  AWARENESS OF POLICE 
 
B1. First of all can you please tell me, do you know who the police are or what 

they do? 
SINGLE CODE ONLY  
 
Yes 1 Go to-B2 
No 2 Close Interview and Thank 

Respondent 
Not sure 3 Close Interview and Thank 

Respondent 
 
B2. <Respondent’s name>, do you feel you can describe any of the things the 

police do? 
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B3.  I would be very interested if perhaps you could please tell me, when you 
think about the police, does this make you feel happy or sad?  SHOWCARD 
1 

 

   
Happy Neither happy nor sad Sad 

1 2 3 
 
B4. <Respondent’s name>, when you think about the police, how come this 

makes you feel happy? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
B5. <Respondent’s name>, when you think about the police, how come this 

makes you feel sad? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
SECTION C: CONTACT WITH THE POLICE 

 
C1. <Respondent’s Name>, I would be very interested if you could perhaps tell 

me, have you ever talked to anyone from the police? 
 

Yes 1  Go to C2 
No 2  Go to C6 
Don’t Know / Can’t 

remember 
3  Go to C6 

 
C2. Do you feel you could tell me what you talked to the police about? 
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C3. You were telling me there <Respondent’s Name> that you talked to the 
police. Could you perhaps tell me, when you talked to the police, did this 
make you feel happy or sad? SHOWCARD 1 

 

   
Happy Neither happy nor sad Sad 

1 2 3 
 Go to C4  Go to C6  Go to C5 

 
C4. It would be very helpful if you could tell me what made you feel happy 

about talking to the police? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
C5. It would be very helpful if you could tell me what made you feel sad about 

talking to the police? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
C6. <Respondent’s name>, do you feel you could share with me, if anyone has 

ever done anything bad on you, or said anything to you, that made you 
feel like contacting the police? 

 
Yes 1  Go to C7 
No 2  Go to C14 
Don’t Know 3  Go to C14 

 
C7. Have you ever had the chance to talk to anyone about it? 
 

Yes 1 
No 2 

 
C8. <Respondent’s name>, do you feel you can you tell me about what 

happened that made you feel like contacting the police?  
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C9. When that happened to you, did you contact the police or did somebody 

else contact them for you? 
 

Yes, I contacted the police 1  Go to C11 
Yes, someone else did 2  Go to C11 
No, Didn’t contact the police 3  Go to C10 
Don’t Know / Can’t remember 4  Go to C14 

 
C10. <Respondent’s name>, I wonder if perhaps you could tell me why the police 

weren’t contacted?  (Tick as many as apply)  DO NOT PROMPT RESPONDENT 
 

Didn’t know how to contact the police 1 
Wouldn’t contact the police for anything 1 
Afraid or scared of the police 1 
Felt police couldn’t help 1 
Felt police wouldn’t help 1 
Somebody advised me not to contact the police 1 
I was afraid of things getting worse for me if I went to the 
police 

1 

I was afraid it would ‘back fire’ or go against me if I went to 
the police 

1 

Other Reason (specify) 1 
Other Reason (specify) 1 
Other Reason (specify) 1 

GO TO C14 
 
C11. Do you feel you could tell me about how the police treated you, 

<Respondent’s name>? Did the way the police treated you make you feel 
happy or sad? SHOWCARD 1 

 

   
Happy Neither happy nor sad Sad 

1 2 3 
 Go to C12  Go to C14  Go to C13 

 
C12. Can you please tell me why they made you feel happy? 
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C13. Can you please tell me why they made you feel sad? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
C14. Sometimes people do bad things and get into trouble with the police. Has 

that ever happened to you?  
 

Yes 1  Go to C15 
No 2  Go to C21 
Don’t 
Know 

3  Go to C21 

 
C15. When you got into trouble with the police how did the police treat you? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
C16. <Respondent’s name>, have you ever had the chance to talk to anyone 

about it? 
 

Yes 1 
No 2 
Don’t Know / Can’t remember 3 

 
C17. <Respondent’s name>, do you feel you can you tell me about what 

happened? 
 

 
 
 
 

C18. Do you feel you could tell me about how the police treated you, 
<Respondent’s name>,? What way did they make you feel? SHOWCARD 1 

 

   
Happy Neither happy nor sad Sad 

1 2 3 
 Go to C19  Go to C21  Go to C20 
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C19. Can you please tell me why they made you feel happy? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
C20. Can you please tell me why they made you feel sad? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
C21. <Respondent’s name>, would you know how to contact the police if you 

needed to? 
 

Yes 1  Go to C22 
No 2  Go to C24 

 
C22. Can you please tell me how you would contact the police? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
C23. And how did you find out about how to contact the police? 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
C24. If you had a difficulty or you found yourself in a situation where the police 

might be able to help, would you go to them?  
 

Yes 1  Go to C25 
No 2  Go to C26 
Don’t Know 3  Go to D1 
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C25. Can you please tell me why you would go to the police? 
 

 
 
 
 

 
C26. Can you please tell me why you would not go to the police? 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Section D:  Views on the Police 

 
D1. I am now going to ask you about a few different things that you might think 

or feel about the police.  If I was to ask you…<question> what would you 
say? 

 
 Yes No Don’t 

know 
Do the police tell the truth? 1 2 3 
Are the police there to help you stay safe? 1 2 3 
Do the police treat you the same as everybody else? 1 2 3 
Do you think the police will help you if something bad 
happened to you? 

1 2 3 

Are the police caring towards you? 1 2 3 
Are the police doing a good job? 1 2 3 

 
D2. <Respondent’s name>, can you please tell me, are you afraid of the police 

in anyway? 
 

Yes 1  Go to D3 
No 2  Go to D4 
Don’t Know 3  Go to D4 

 
D3. Do you feel you can tell me why you feel frightened of the police? 
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D4. If you weren’t happy with the police for any reason, <Respondent’s name>, 
can you please tell me what you would do? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
D5. How would you go about making a complaint against the police? 
 

 
 
 
 
Don’t Know 77 

 
D6. Overall, how do you feel about the police? SHOWCARD 1 
 

   
Happy Neither happy nor sad Sad 

1 2 3 
 
D7. What would make the police better for you?  
 

 
 

 
D8. Is there anything else you would like to share with me about the police?  
 

Yes 1  Go to D9 
No 2  Thank Respondent and End 

Interview 
 
D9. I am very interested in why you say that (yes), can you please tell me what 

you’d like to share? 
 

 
 
 

 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 169

D10. INTERVIEWER NOTE: RECORD TYPE AND LEVEL OF DISABILITY. 
 

  
 
 

 
 
 

Thank respondent 
<Respondent’s name>, we have finished all the questions now. I want to thank 

you very much for your help. Your comments have been very helpful. 
END INTERVIEW 
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List of organisations participating in the survey. 
 
ARC; 
Destined; 
Gateway; 
MENCAP; 
Orchardville Charity; 
Stepping Stones; and 
Triangle Housing Association. 
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Appendix D - Focus Groups with People with Learning Disability 
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APPENDIX D1 (VOTING SLIDE SHOW) 
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APPENDIX D2 (PICK AND STICK USED WITHIN FOCUS  GROUPS) 
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APPENDIX D3 (SAMPLE OF LETTER USED FOR FOCUS GROUP MEETING) 

 
 
 

 
NIPB Meeting Information 
 
If you would like to go to the NIPB meeting to talk about your experiences 

with the police and give your views please follow the details below: 

 
NIPB Meeting Information 

 

 
Date(s): 14th February 2011 

 
Time(s): 09.30am  -  Start 

 
 

Venue: 

 

Mencap 
Segal House 
4 Annadale Avenue 
Belfast 
BT7 3JH 
Tel: 028 9069 1351 
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Appendix E – Focus Groups with Key Workers 
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Discussion Schedule for Focus Groups with 

Key Workers 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Views on Policing Arrangements in N Ireland  

Focus Group with Key Workers / Carers  
 

3 March 2011 
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FOCUS GROUP AGENDA – KEY WORKERS  
 
Standard Pre-amble 

 (10 mins) 
 

 Introductions; 
 Background to the research  
 Purpose for the focus group; 
 Explain how people have been selected and why (outline of process and criteria and used) 
 Explain what we will cover during the focus group and the structure of the session overall; 
 Standard focus group guidelines; 
 Explain that it is their own personal views / experiences we are looking for – not what they think 

people in general would say 
 Confidentiality and anonymity – report feedback on non-attributable basis also; 

what is said in the room stays in the room. 
 Permission to voice record the session. 
 Explain when report is likely to be available. 

 
 PROFILE OF PARTICPANTS 
 
 

               (5 mins) 
 
 
Profile of Participants (Obtain summary stats on who is participating in the focus 
group) 
 
 Gender: Male / female 
 Geographical area - resident 
 Age Bands: 18 – 35; 36 – 50; 50+ 
 Main types and severity of learning disability that participants have experience of. 
 Type of care that they provide e.g. residential, day care, family etc 

 
PART 1 – PERCEPTIONS OF AWARENESS 
 
 

               (10 mins) 
 
 
How aware / unaware would you say people with learning disability are in relation to: 
 
 Police 
 Policing Board 
 Police Ombudsman 
 District Policing Partnership 
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In your opinion, how likely or unlikely are they to know who these are; what they do? 
-  

Flip chart responses into themes 
Try to ascertain segments where levels of awareness are high and others where it may be 
low. 

 
For those policing organisation that people with learning disability have an awareness of: 
 
 How, in general, does the person with learning disability become aware of these 

organisations and their services? (Note key influencers and approaches used) 
 
 Are there any especially helpful / highly effective approaches that you know of that 

promote awareness of these organisations and what they do to people with learning 
disability? If so, why do you consider them especially helpful? (Note examples of good 
practice) 

 
 Any approaches that you are aware of that you consider are unhelpful / ineffective in 

terms of raising awareness, and again, why so? (Note opportunities for learning) 
 
 
PART 2 – EXPEREINCE OF POLICING ARRANGEMENTS 

 
Positive experiences 
 
 

               (15 mins) 
 
 
Looking over say the last 3 years, are you aware of any positive experiences that people 
with learning disability have had in relation to police or policing arrangements? 
 
What were these and what happened that was helpful to the person with learning 
disability? (e.g. Probe for process, style of service delivery, manner of a officer etc) 
 
 
 
Negative experiences 
 
 

               (15 mins) 
 
Again, looking over say the last 3 years, are you aware of any negative experiences that 
people with learning disability have had in relation to police or policing arrangements? 
 
What were these and what happened that was unhelpful to the person with learning 
disability? (e.g. Probe for process, style of service delivery, manner of a officer etc) 
 
In terms of responding appropriately to the needs of the person with learning disability, 
would you have preferred to have happened, and why? 
Flip chart responses into themes 
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PART 3 – CONTACTING THE POLICE 
 
 

               (10 mins) 
 
Some people with learning disability feel confident contacting the police themselves, many 
do not.  
What do you consider to be the main barriers in terms of someone with a learning 
disability contacting the police directly? 
 
Regarding those who currently do not feel confident contacting the police: 
 

(a) What do you consider are the main barriers?; and, 
(b) What more do you think could / should be done to enable these people to make 

contact with the police directly if they wished to do so? 
 
 
 
PART 4 – CHALLENGES FOR KEY WORKERS   
 

               (10 mins) 
 

 
What would you say are the main challenges for key workers, carers and family members 
seeking to / trying to support a person with learning disability if / when they need to 
interact with one of the policing organisations? 
 
(If not mentioned, probe for feedback on practical, emotional, knowledge challenges) 
 
 
 
PART 5 – OVERALL ASSESSMENT & SUGGESTIONS FOR 
IMPROVEMENT 

 
 
 

               (10 mins) 
 
Overall, how would you rate the quality and scale of support that is currently available for 
people with learning disability interacting with any of the police-related organisations? 
 
 
What specific changes would you propose that would make policing arrangements better 
for people with learning disability / or for you seeking to support people with learning 
disability? Describe what you would propose and explain why you consider it would be 
beneficial. 
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PART 6 – CONCLUSION 
 

               
      (5 mins) 

 
 
o Summarise the key points raised and the suggestions made. 
 
o Remind participants of how their feedback will be used, when report will be completed 

and what will happen next. 
 
o Thank participants and close. 
 
 

Process & QA 
 

Key points will be noted in writing. To ensure a complete and accurate record of the 
proceedings and subject to the consent of the participants, a digital voice recording 
(confidential to SMR) will also be made of each focus group. 
 
 

 
 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 203

 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix F – Stages of the Customer Journey 
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APPENDIX F1  

(CUSTOMER JOURNEY – OFFENDER JOURNEY – EXTRACTED FROM BRADLEY REPORT) 
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APPENDIX F2  
(SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS FROM WORKING PARTY ON SPEAKING UP FOR JUSTICE) 
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APPENDIX F3 (CUSTOMER JOURNEY – HATE CRIME RECOMMENDATIONS) 

 

Summary of Recommendations  

from  

Hate Crime against 

People with Disabilities 

 

A baseline study of experiences in Northern Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

Fred Vincent, Katy Radford, Neil Jarman 

Agnieszka Martynowicz & Mary-Katherine Rallings  

 

 

Institute for Conflict Research 
North City Business Centre 

2 Duncairn Gardens 
Belfast   BT15 2GG 

www.conflictresearch.org.uk 
 

April 2009 

 

 

http://www.conflictresearch.org.uk/�
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Recommendations 

 

As a result of the research, a number of recommendations were made for the key organisations with 

responsibility for disability hate crime issues.   

 

OFMDFM  

 

1. The OFMDFM should be responsible for monitoring progress in responding to issues raised in 

this report and should convene a working group of partner agencies on a bi-annual basis to this 

end.  

 

2. Recognition should be given to the issues raised in this report to ensure that people with a 

disability are better informed of the issue of disability hate crime and are appropriately 

encouraged and enabled to report hate crimes to the PSNI (Chapters 5(a) and 6(a)).  

 

3. There should be a ‘joined up’ strategy for raising awareness of disability hate crime led by a 

disability ‘champion’. This should have a remit for working (a) with the criminal justice 

system, (b) among disability support organisations and (c) with the general public. It should 

ensure that all concerned with disability hate crime are kept informed of any developments in 

policy and legislation, and statistics on incidents, responses and prosecutions. This process will 

need to be resourced and kept under review (Chapters 6 and 7).   

 

4. All disability support organisations should be informed about the significance of disability hate 

crime and should be encouraged to work with the PSNI to improve reporting and recording of 

incidents against the person and / or property. Disability support organisations should be 

encouraged to report instances of criminal damage to the PSNI as hate crimes where they feel 

the incident may have been connected to, or directed at the disabled persons using their 

facilities (Chapters 6 (b) and 7 (b)).  

 

5. Clear statements of definitions and terminology with respect to disability hate crime needs to be 

prepared and disseminated as widely as possible to individuals, disability support organisations 

and within the criminal justice sector (Chapter 6).  
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6. Consideration should be given to developing general awareness of disability hate crime, 

through advertising campaigns. Any such campaigns must involve effective consultation with 

individual members of the disabled population (Chapter 10(a)).   

 

PSNI  

 

7. The PSNI should work with disability support organisations to establish protocols and 

procedures for third party reporting of disability hate crimes (Chapter 7).  

 

8. The operational systems and processes used by PSNI for recording and reviewing disability 

hate crimes should be reviewed against the standards of best practice (Chapter 7(c)). 

 

9. HIMLO’s play a key function in supporting those most affected by disability hate crimes. The 

PSNI should review the awareness of disability hate crime among HIMLOs and develop 

appropriate training as necessary (Chapter 8 (c)).  

 

Criminal Justice Sector 

 

10. The research has identified a range of issues that impact on the effective engagement between 

people with a disability and the criminal justice sector. There is a need to more generally 

‘disability proof’ the criminal justice system to take into consideration the specific and 

particular needs of people with different forms of disability (Chapter 8 (c)).  

 

11. The agencies within the criminal justice sector should review their communication channels 

with disability organisations to ensure that their information and awareness raising resources 

are disseminated to all who would benefit from them (Chapter 8 (b) and 8 (c)). 

 

12. Hate crime, including disability hate crime, should be a standing item on the business agenda of 

every formal DPP, CSP and GR partnership meeting (Chapters 6 (c) and 8 (c)).  

 

Disability Support Organisations 

 

13. Disability support organisations should review their institutional and staff awareness of 

disability hate crime and produce appropriate information resources to inform their staff and 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 218

members of hate crime legislation; what to do if they are victims of hate crimes; and, who to 

contact, etc (Chapters 5 (b) and 6 (c)). 

 

14. Disability support organisations should review their understanding and practice of advocacy 

and / or third-party reporting of hate crimes, highlighting any capacity and / or resource deficits 

in their ability to provide such services (Chapter 68 (b)). 

15. The training and education needs for individuals, organisations and criminal justice agencies 

might best be facilitated by an ‘accrediting’ body holding named responsibility for ensuring 

quality as well as a database register of programme resources for the general public, individuals 

with a disability, support organisations and the criminal justice sector. 

 

16. It is important that people’s stories relating to experiences of hate incidents are gathered, 

collated and disseminated as widely as possible. Disability support organisations should be 

encouraged to highlight the issue through their own publications, annual reports and websites 

(Chapter 5 (a)). 

 

17. Consideration should be given to collating and publishing statistics, including on the 

implementation of Joint Protocols, incidents at supported living accommodation and other 

locations identifiable as places where those with a disability live, work and socialise (Chapter 5 

(a)).   
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APPENDIX F4 (CUSTOMER JOURNEY – VULNERABLE WITNESSES) 

 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 220



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 221

 
 



Police Ombudsman for Northern Ireland and Northern Ireland Policing Board 
Views and Experiences of People with Learning Disability in relation to Policing Arrangements in NI 

www.socialmarketresearch.co.uk 222

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix G – Elements of Possible Screening Tool 
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APPENDIX G1 (SCREENING TOOL – BRINSFORD YOC) 
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APPENDIX G2 (SCREENING TOOL MENCAP) 
 

MENCAP developed the following to help advisors at DEL 
Jobs n' Benefit offices working in front line interviews.  
 
 

Draft 
 
Initial Indicators to Help Identify Possible Learning Disability 
 
 
It must be noted that the presence of any one or combination of the following 
indicators is not enough to diagnose the possibility of an individual having a 
learning disability. 
The following should only be used to alert us that there may well be a learning 
difficulty or disability. We should with diplomacy seek further information from the 
individual or those who may know them well and or seek further assistance or 
advice from a professional. 
It should be remembered that very often a person with a learning disability, 
particularly a mild or moderate learning disability when asked will deny they have 
one 
 
Initial indicators may include: 
 

 The individual may be in receipt of Disability Living Allowance 
 

 A parent or carer may be or request to be present at meetings or interviews 
 

 The individual may show signs of lack of confidence or self esteem 
 

 The individual may have poor communication skills and or poor interpersonal 
skills 

 
 The individual may have poor or limited comprehension of your questions. 

They may look blankly at you when asked for a response or not answer at all. 
 

 No or limited  low level qualifications on their Record of Achievement 
 

 Careers Service will have record of their statutory Statement of Special 
Educational Needs.  
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APPENDIX G3 (SCREENING TOOL – TRIANGLE HOUSING) 
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Appendix H – Example of Easy Read Complaints Procedure 
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Appendix I – Mencap’s Consultancy Service 
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APPENDIX I1 (MENCAP CONSULTANCY SERVICES LEAFLET) 
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APPENDIX I2 (MENCAP CONSULTANCY SERVICES DETAIL – ROBERT CAIRNS) 

 
Summary of Mencap’s Consultancy Service 
 
The Consultancy Service provides training, advice and solutions around learning disability. 
 
Training – can be to employers and organisations on equality awareness where we help clients 
understand how people live with a learning disability, face the difficulties in everyday activities 
such as communicating, understanding both the written and spoken word, and how relatively 
straightforward things for most people can impact on someone with a learning disability. 
 
Advice – can be on such things as making verbal and particularly written information more 
accessible and easily understood, through easy read format and pictures. We can also offer 
advice to employers Human Resources teams around making reasonable adjustments in 
recruitment practices by encouraging work trials leading to ring-fenced paid work through 
ongoing assessment, rather than a daunting interview process.  
 
Solutions – may take the form of job carving job descriptions of existing employer staff to 
accommodate someone with a learning disability, hence freeing up the employer staff member to 
increase their amount of skilled duties.  We can also provide suggestions on existing work practices 
to enable someone with a learning disability to implement their intended duties such as, utilising 
the last three digits of a product bar code to help in the stacking of supermarket shelves.  
 
Recent clients from the public sector have included Trusts, Health Centres, Councils, Universities, 
Equality Commission and Prosecution Service. We also work across the private sector and within 
corporate employers.  
 
Our team is very fortunate to have as employees our two Equality Officers who have a learning 
disability. They are at the forefront of our Consultancy activities and fully involved in the delivery of 
all our training.  
 
Robert Cairns 
Consultancy Service Manager 
Mencap 
416 Ormeau Road 
Belfast BT7 3HY 
T: 028 9049 2666 
F: 028 9049 3373 
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Appendix J – Community Care-Police Force Survey 
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A survey by Community Care of the 43 forces across England and Wales. It generated 27 responses 
     
     
Police Force Total Staff Number Trained Percentage Trained  
Bedfordshire          1,200 Unknown NA  

 Gloucestershire       1,296  None NA  
 Dyfed Powys         1,174 Unknown NA  
 Durham         1,744 200 11.47%  
 Northumbria           4000 400 10.00%  
 Derbyshire          2,080 200 9.62%  
 Nothamptonshire      1,355  120 8.86%  
 Staffordshire        2,300 203 8.83%  
 South Yorkshire       3,500   300 8.57%  
 West Mercia      2,422 196 8.09%  
 Leicestershire         2,500 200 8.00%  
 Norfolk     1566   113 7.22%  
 Warwickshire           1,028 60 5.84%  
 Kent      4,000     200 5.00%  

 West Midlands         8,000 400 5.00%  
 City of London      850     40 4.71%  
 West Yorkshire        5,700   200 3.51%  
 Gwent         1,400  41 2.93%  
 Suffolk       1,400  41 2.93%  

 Cambridgeshire 
        1400 27 1.93%  

 Greater Manchester 
     8,000 150 1.88%  
 Dorset        1,400 20 1.43%  
 Cumbria         1,270 12 0.94%  
 Lincolnshire          1,231 10 0.81%  
 Essex      3,500 18 0.51%  

 Devon and 
Cornwall    3,500 12 0.34%  

 Nottinghamshire        3,500  12 0.34%  
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disability. 

Not 
specified 

http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/s
pecial_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_pe
ople_with_learning_difficulties.html 

Statutory Rules 
of NI 

The Disability 
Discrimination Act 
1995 
(Amendment) 
Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 
2004 2004 

http://www.qub.ac.uk/safety-
reps/sr_webpages/safety_downloads/DDA.pdf 

Crown 
Prosecution 
Service - Lee V 
and Charles C 

 Research into 
CPS decision-
making in cases 
involving victims 
and key witnesses 
with mental 
health problems 
and/or learning 
disabilities 2008 

http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/docs/mhld_cps_res
earch.pdf 

http://www.communityni.org/news/safeguarding-vulnerable-adults-%E2%80%93-shared-responsibility�
http://www.communityni.org/news/safeguarding-vulnerable-adults-%E2%80%93-shared-responsibility�
http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/hate_crime_against_people_with_disabilities__pdf_760kb_.pdf�
http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/hate_crime_against_people_with_disabilities__pdf_760kb_.pdf�
http://www.bedfordshire.police.uk/pdf/tacticalguidance.pdf�
http://www.bedfordshire.police.uk/pdf/tacticalguidance.pdf�
http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/special_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_people_with_learning_difficulties.html�
http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/special_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_people_with_learning_difficulties.html�
http://www.respond.org.uk/support/resources/articles/special_investigation_how_police_are_letting_down_people_with_learning_difficulties.html�
http://www.qub.ac.uk/safety-reps/sr_webpages/safety_downloads/DDA.pdf�
http://www.qub.ac.uk/safety-reps/sr_webpages/safety_downloads/DDA.pdf�
http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/docs/mhld_cps_research.pdf�
http://www.cps.gov.uk/publications/docs/mhld_cps_research.pdf�
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DHSSPS 

Equal Lives : 
Review of Policies 
and Services for 
People with a 
Learning Disability 
in NI 

  
September 

2005 http://www.dhsspsni.gov.uk/equallivesreport.pdf 

Department of 
Health 

Valuing People, 
White Paper 2001 

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publ
ications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4009153 

Sources re Future Alert / Screening Tools 

Prof Karen 
Bryan, University 
of Surrey 

Example of 
Possible 
Preliminary (Alert) 
Screening 

Not 
specified 

Not available from a web site. See App G-1 for 
Scanned copy. 

MENCAP 

DRAFT-Initial 
Indicators to Help 
Identify Possible 
Learning Disability 
- MENCAP 
developed the 
following to help 
advisors at DEL 
Jobs n' Benefit 
offices working in 
front line 
interviews   Not available from a web site. Draft e-copy only 

Triangle Housing 
Association 

Draft screening 
tool   Not available from a web site. Draft e-copy only 

Sources of Future Training Material 

The 
Communication 
Trust 

Don't get me 
wrong - 
Information for 
supporting 
children and 
young people 
with speech, 
language and 
communication 
needs   

http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/~/media/Com
munication%20Trust/Documents/Dont%20Get%20Me
%20WrongFinal%20November.ashx 

Royal College 
of Speech and 
Language 
Therapists 

2 -day 
Communication 
Training Package 
for Staff Within the 
Justice System - re 
communication 
difficulties 
experienced by 
children and 
young people 
within the criminal 
justice system.   

Contact  Claire.moser@recslt.org on 020 7378 
3023 

Professor Karen 
Bryan, University 
of Surrey 

What we know 
works: speech 
and language 
services for young 
offenders 

  
November 

2010 
http://www.rcslt.org/docs/locked_up_locked_out_scotla
nd_karen_bryan 

http://www.dhsspsni.gov.uk/equallivesreport.pdf�
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4009153�
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4009153�
http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/~/media/Communication Trust/Documents/Dont Get Me WrongFinal November.ashx�
http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/~/media/Communication Trust/Documents/Dont Get Me WrongFinal November.ashx�
http://www.thecommunicationtrust.org.uk/~/media/Communication Trust/Documents/Dont Get Me WrongFinal November.ashx�
http://www.rcslt.org/docs/locked_up_locked_out_scotland_karen_bryan�
http://www.rcslt.org/docs/locked_up_locked_out_scotland_karen_bryan�
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National 
Policing 
Improvement 
Agency 

Guidance on 
responding to 
people with 
mental health or 
learning disability.  2010 

http://www.npia.police.uk/en/docs/Mental_ill_Health.pd
f 

Autism NI 

Autism Awareness 
to Aid First 
Response 

  
September 

2010 Available from Autism NI 

Mencap & PSNI 

About the Police - 
For People with a 
Learning Disability 

Not 
specified Available from Mencap 

Mencap & PSNI, 
DRD, Translink 
and DOE 

Travel Safe, A 
guide about 
community safety 
for people with 
learning 
disabilities 

  
November 

2005 Available from Mencap 
 
 

http://www.npia.police.uk/en/docs/Mental_ill_Health.pdf�
http://www.npia.police.uk/en/docs/Mental_ill_Health.pdf�
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