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Chapter 1- Introduction
1- [bookmark: _Toc204625992]Introduction 
One of the most delicate and dangerous situations that UK police manage, are missing person investigations. In 2022/2023, England and Wales (35 forces) received 312,901 missing person calls, a 10% increase from the previous year (Cational Crime Agency, 2023). These incidences alone place a heavy burden on police resources and require quick, coordinated responses to safeguard those involved, many of whom are at risk. Missing persons might include victims of abuse or exploitation, as well as adults and children with mental health conditions. Due to this, police officers must handle complicated situations, frequently with little knowledge and under time pressure. This emphasises how crucial it is to have efficient plans and interagency collaboration. 

National guidance, particularly the College of policing’s Authorised Professional Practise (APP), which describes protocols for risk assessment, categorisation, and the roles of various agencies in safeguarding, governs the UK's policing approach to missing persons. Concern over inconsistent decision making, resource allocation, and risk model use is developing, nevertheless, since implementation differs throughout forces (Greene & Hayden , 2014a)  (Smith & Greene, 2025). The need for enhancements in agency cooperation and comprehension of vulnerability in these situations has also been brought to light by external evaluations, such as those conducted by His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS).

There are several reasons why it is crucial to evaluate how well police handle missing person cases. The people who are reported missing, their families, the participating officers, and public trust in the police are all impacted by these investigations. Furthermore, failing to act effectively might cause serious harm or even death in situations involving children or high-risk persons. It is critical to determine if present tactics are appropriate given the high stakes and volume of cases. 

Studies indicate that, in spite of current national protocols, frontline officers frequently use professional judgement rather than strict adherence to policies, especially in situations with limited resources or a fast pace (Fyfe , et al., 2015). This calls into question whether officers feel sufficiently qualified or supported to successfully conduct these enquiries, as well as the practical execution of national guidance. Increasing demands on police time and conflicting operational goals further exacerbate the problem, perhaps leading to under resourcing, delays, or variable risk classification. 

How missing person inquiries are handled after 2020 has probably been impacted by the COVID-19 epidemic on the alterations it brought about to police work schedules, distant services, an multi agency collaboration. However, the academic literature discussing how these changes have affected police efficiency in this area is noticeably lacking. Few studies have included current frontline perspectives on this developing field of practise, and the majority of the research that is now available is pre pandemic. 

The purpose of this dissertation is to evaluate critically the efficiency of the UK's existing police strategies for missing person investigation. It will look into how policies are applied, analyse officers’ experiences, and highlight operational obstacles that could affect results. Through a structured survey of active police officers, this project will gather primary data that will provide insight into the practical implementation of missing person policies pinpoint area that could use improvement. The ultimatum goal of the research is to help create more effective, uniform and responsive policing procedures for missing person investigations. 
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Chapter 2- Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc204625993]2.1- Significance of missing person enquiries
For UK policing, missing person enquiries poses significant operational and safety challenge. Since people frequently go missing more than once, the National Crime Agency (NCA, 2023) reports that over 170,000 individuals are reported missing every year in the UK, with around 353,000 reported incidents, since individuals often go missing multiple times. At least 60% of all missing person reports include children, with the remaining adults being at risk because of mental health issues, substance abuse, or social care requirements, making up the remaining percentage (National Crime Agency , 2023). 
This volume puts a great deal of strain on police resources, necessitating staff mobilisation, collaboration with outside organisations, and quick use of investigative methods. A typical low risk missing person investigation could cost police between £1000 and £2400, but high-risk cases could cost more than £10,000, depending on the intricacy of the search  (Shalev & Pakes, 2013). These cases’ combined effects, increase Officer workload, financial stress, and overall institutional fatigue. 

[bookmark: _Toc204625994]2.2- National Policy Framework: Authorised Professional Practice
The national standard for investigations is provided by the College of policing's authorised professional practise (APP) for missing persons, (College of Policing, 2025). It lists 4 risk categories- no apparent risk, low risk, medium risk, high risk, all of which are intended to direct supervisory supervision and operational urgency. Expectations for interagency communication, family liaison, and risk review are also outlined in the framework.

However, a number of studies have pointed out shortcomings in the operationalization of APP. According to (Fyfe , et al., 2015), Instead of strictly following APP standards, many officers depend on professional instinct or workload management. They also observed that risk category decisions often diverged due to conflicting operational pressures and local interpretations of APP guidance. 

Calls for increased uniformity in risk classification have been sparked by these discrepancies. Concerns over under reporting of safeguarding vulnerabilities and delayed supervisory assessment in high-risk situations were raised by the HM Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS, 2016), which So highlighted inconsistent compliance across forces in the APP application. 

Despite the fact that the APP office national guidelines, some claim that its ambiguity causes practise to vary. According to  (Greene & Hayden , 2014a), Risk assessments frequently rely on inaccurate or out of date information, particularly when police are pressed for time and cannot obtain background information. In actuality, this leads to an over dependence on default risk classifications (search as “medium risk”) not provide operational adaptability but lack strategic precision. 

Additionally,  (Phoenix & Francis , 2022) suggest frontline officers frequently had to choose between adhering to APP and clearing backlogs in high demand areas like domestic abuse or public order. Missing person investigations can occasionally be delayed by the prioritising of other incident types, especially when the person is known to the police as a “frequent missing person”. 

[bookmark: _Toc204625995]2.3- Structured Professional Judgement and Risk Tools
In the UK, the majority of police departments use structured police professional judgement (SPJ) to determine the level of risk involved in a missing person case. A systematic checklist of risk markers, including age, mental health, and environmental factors, are combined with police experienced in SPJ. According to (Shalev & Pakes, 2013), Although SPJ offers flexibility, it may lead to different risk evaluations among officers and jurisdictions. 

More empirical tools have been developed in recent years. A Missing Persons Decision Support Tool (MPDST) incorporates historical case data to inform risk assessment more methodically has been tested by at the College of policing. Preliminary results indicate that the tool improves validity and aids in standardising evaluations (College of Policing , 2025). 

Promising options are provided by international comparisons. (Huey, et al., 2020), tested a weighted risk algorithm in Canada, which resulted in a 30% increase in accurate categorisation. It demonstrates how patterns of repeat cases can be leveraged to improve resource targeting. This techniques’ direct transferability to UK policing contexts is limited, though, by their requirements for large datasets, ethical monitoring, and connection with current systems. 

The consistency and transparency of choices based on SPJ other issues. The significance of using data-driven decision support Lesson subjectivity in missing person risk classification is emphasised through research by (Newiss, 2005). Despite being a promising addition, the MPDST has not been implemented consistently throughout the UK because of financial constraints and differences in digital infrastructure amongst law enforcement agencies. 

International research is increasingly supporting the use of predictive analytics in risk assessment. Based on contextual and behavioural data, a Bayesian risk profile tool in the Netherlands that improved the detection of criminality or vulnerability. Although these tools are not explicitly developed for missing person cases, they demonstrate the possibility of data-driven forecasting. (Strikwerda, 2021) mentions that these systems enhance early intervention strategies and support multi-agency decision-making by highlighting risk factors before incidents escalate. 

As long as ethical issues and data protection laws are sufficiently handled, such methods demonstrate the promise of AI assisted categorisation in upcoming UK investigations. 


[bookmark: _Toc204625996]2.4- Officer Discretion and Practice Culture
Missing person investigations frequently show a discrepancy between policy and practise, even in the face of formal frameworks. According to a three-force ethnographic study by (Fyfe , et al., 2015), officers frequently lowered risk categories to match resource availability. Sometimes the lack of supervisory monitoring or specialised support caused high risk cases to be postponed. 
Officer discretion has two sides: It can support prejudice an inconsistency while also facilitating dynamic decision making. The influence of “police culture” on practice norms has long been recognised by (Reiner , 2010), especially in settings where regulations are viewed as a restrictive or unworkable. This shows up in “case triaging” in missing person investigations, where adults with known vulnerabilities or repeat missing persons receive less a thorough follow (Greene & Hayden , 2024). 

Even with implementation of national-assessment guidelines, institutional cultures and discretionary judgements still have a significant influence on frontline decisions. Officers’ use of high-risk classifications is one area where these are most noticeable. In their analysis of more than 4,700 missing person within the UK, (Phoenix & Francis , 2022) discovered that demographic characteristics such as age, gender and “out of character” behaviour were substantially more likely to lead to high-risk classification. 

On the other hand, despite their established links to real harm, variables like substance abuse or mental health indicators did not always result in high-risk classification. This discrepancy supports previous criticisms of discretion-based inconsistencies (Fyfe , et al., 2015) by implying that officer’s’ perceptions may take priority over formal frameworks. 

[bookmark: _Toc204625997]2.5- Vulnerability and Repeat Missing Incidents
Missing person statistics are dominated by children and vulnerable adults, who frequently have several missing episodes. In a long-term study of looked after children in England, (Biehal & Wade, 2003) discovered that children who experienced numerous missing episodes had a considerably higher likelihood of being abused or trafficked.

In a more recent analysis of more than 1200 cases from a single northern UK force, (Sidebottom, et al., 2019) discovered that 75% of missing incidents involving children were repeats. Over half of all first repeat disappearances occurred within four weeks of an initial police recorded missing episode. Those reported 10 times or more, were most likely teenagers, in the care system or to have drug/alcohol dependencies. Only 40% of recurrent instances had organised safeguarding responses, despite their scale. 

Additionally, the representation of adults with mental health disorders is disproportionate. According to both (Woolnough, et al., 2021) and (White & Montgomery, 2015) people with bipolar disorder and schizophrenia are three times more likely to be reported missing, but their cases are usually categorised as low risk, which delays search efforts and raises the risk of harm. These results highlight the necessity of multifaceted planning and proactive interventions for high-risk persons with complex needs. 

[bookmark: _Toc204625998]2.6- Return Interviews and Safeguarding
Return interviews are essential for protecting and understanding why people go missing. Within 72 hours of being located, the APP advises that children be given the opportunity to participate in a Return Home Interview (RHI), preferably conducted by an impartial third party to bolster disclosures. 

This practise is still inconsistent. According to (Ofsted, 2013), just 50% of children had received a follow up interview after a missing episode. 

According to (Harris, 2024), when done correctly, RHI’s can help prevent future episodes and offer insightful information on push and pull variables. However, personal shortages, inadequate referral process is, and a lack of collaboration between social services and law enforcement sometimes result in interviews being deprioritized. Improvements require integrated safeguarding teams, improved IT infrastructure for flagging repeat cases, and clearer accountability frameworks.

Recent evidence suggests that rapport-focused interviewing techniques may enhance disclosure among children. (Dianiska, et al., 2024) conducted a systematic review in Child Abuse & Neglect and emphasised that adolescent-specific rapport strategies, such as open-ended narrative prompts and interviewer self-disclosure, significantly increased completeness and accuracy in self-reported sensitive experiences during return interviews. 

To conduct unbiased, child friendly interviews, certain police forces, notably South Yorkshire Police, have teamed up with third sector NGOs like Safe@Last, who are a registered charity providing front line services to children sixteen years of age and under who have run away from or been forced to leave home and are at risk of harm.  

National differences still exist though. 13 out of 42 police forces lacked effective systems for tracking Return Interview completion rates or follow up actions, according to (Slowthower, et al., 2015). This raises concerns about accountability and consistency in safeguarding.


[bookmark: _Toc204625999]2.7- Multi-Agency Working 
Police, social services, medical specialists, an educators must work together to conduct successful missing person investigations. As a fundamental premise, the APP recommends co- located safeguarding hubs, strategic oversight boards, and shared risk management strategies. 

There is conflicting evidence of success. Multi agency safeguarding hubs (MASHs) were examined by (Kirby, et al., 2020), who discovered that although they enhanced information sharing, their effectiveness most limited by operational delays and ambiguous roles. In a similar way,  (Monoghan, et al., 2024) identifies seven best practice mechanisms, such as shared terminology, single points of contact (SPOCs), regular multi-agency meetings, and joint training, that improve collaboration in missing child investigations. Although, it also notes a lack of consistent evidence linking these actions to clear outcome improvements. 

However, integrated teams within certain forces have produced better results, such as faster recovery and better assistance for people who go missing again. A study was conducted by (Waring , et al., 2023) and according to the evidence, partnership frameworks do exist, but shared accountability, leadership, and resources are necessary for them to succeed. 

The involvement of local authorities is also very important but not without their difficulties. Research by (Firmin & Lloyd, 2020) highlights the intricacy of inter-agency collaboration, especially when safeguarding mechanisms are activated, despite their primary focus on social work decision-making for children who have been harmed outside of family situations. Their observations demonstrate how social care decisions, such as “No Further Action” outcomes, may unintentionally exacerbate missing episodes by hiding follow-up obligations. 

Although partnerships approaches, including MASH, are broadly supported in theory, their efficiency varies in practice, according to a UK-wide scoping review by (Monoghan, et al., 2024), Co-located teams, well-defined agency roles, and frequent interagency communication were all important drivers of productive collaboration. This study did, however, highlight persistent challenges, such as fragmented data systems and differing thresholds for intervention between services. This suggests that although there is substantial conceptual support for multi-agency working continuous structural and cultural alignment is necessary for its actual execution. 


[bookmark: _Toc204626000]2.8- COVID-19 
While the overall number of missing person reports declined during the COVID-19 epidemic, the number of high-risk adult cases increased. According to (O'Brien, et al., 2021), during lockdown, there was a 15% decrease in reports from six UK forces, but there was also a rise in high-risk categories and a decrease in safety in measures including return interviews. The operational burden that the crisis placed on partner agencies and law enforcement was reflected in these modifications. It also highlighted how critical vulnerabilities may have become deprioritised under pandemic conditions. 


[bookmark: _Toc204626001]2.9- Evidence-based policing and intervention

(Sherman, 1998) established the evidence-based policing paradigm, which promotes the use of methods that have been scientifically proven to work, especially experimental evaluations, to inform policing strategies and policy. This method places a strong emphasis on ongoing outcome evaluation, systematic data collecting, and a scientific foundation that guides practical decision-making. 

The “power few” phenomena in Canadian missing person cases where a small subset of people account for a substantial proportion of reports, is presented by (Huey, et al., 2020) They provide a data-driven foundation for predictive triaging in safeguarding efforts. 

Programmes such as the What Works Centre at the College of policing has started to finance pilot studies of partnership models, risk tools, and return interviews. However, as (Bowling, et al., 2019), argues that many interventions implemented without a coherent theory of change or outcome measures, and evaluation is still inconsistent among forces.

The intricate, multidisciplinary nature of missing persons work contributes to its marginal standing in the Discourse surrounding evidence-based policing (EBP). Due to overlapping vulnerabilities, missing person investigations frequently defied linear causality, even though EBP generally prioritises interventions that are simple to isolate and evaluate (such as hotspot policing) (Sherman, 2013). 

Although study by (Lopez, et al., 2021) emphasises the significance of early action based on evidence-led insights, repeat missing events are frequently disregarded. The majority of children who go missing repeatedly do so within four weeks of their fist incident, according to the study’s analysis of police data. This implies that future absences can be considerably decreased by providing timely, data-driven responses during this crucial window. The fundamental ideas of evidence-based policing, using research to inform proactive, successful interventions aimed at minimising harm and resource demand, are reflected in the incorporation of such into policing practices.  
Additionally, EBP in this field calls for a change to ‘realist evaluation’ methods  (Pawson & Tilley, 1997) that take into account “what works, for whom, and in what circumstances”. Can direct force level decisions regarding staff deployment, partnership design, and training investment, and they are especially well suited to the complex reality of multi-agency safeguarding work. This theory-driven approach aligns with EBP by enhancing both validity and practical relevance when designing and reviewing operational policies.

[bookmark: _Toc204626002]2.10- Research Gaps and Dissertation Contribution 
This review has identified several key gaps:
1. Inconsistent APP implementation: Risk classification and safeguarding practises vary widely between forces.
2. SPJ limitations: Structured judgement tools lack predictive validity and often misclassify high risk individuals.
3. Underuse of RHIs: Return interviews are inconsistently offered and rarely inform risk planning. 
4. Neglected repeat cases: A small number of individuals account for most missing incidents, but proactive safeguarding is rare.
5. Limited EBP integration: Missing persons remain under researched within national policing strategies.

This dissertation will address these gaps by conducting a force survey of police officers involved in missing person cases. It will evaluate compliance with APP guidelines, officer perceptions of risk tools, and the operational impacts of COVID-19. Define lens will offer practical recommendations for improving investigative consistency, safeguarding protocols, and strategic partnerships within UK missing person practise.

Additionally, the dissertation aims to investigate how officers evaluate return interviews and whether they have an impact on referral or risk classification procedures. The study intends to understand how officers understand safeguarding responsibility in the context of multi-agency complexity by integrating qualitive and quantative responses. 

It will also examine if organisational contacts influence practise norms and policy adoption by comparing APP compliance in urban and rural policing environments. This will make it easier to determine which influences investigative behaviour more: Institutional culture or resource availability. 
Lastly, the study will consider the ways in which police learning cultures, both official (training) and informal (“police culture”), affect the way that missing persons are handled. With ramifications for supervision, leadership, and the professionalisation of policing, this field is still understudied. 
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