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[bookmark: _Toc217929517]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc217929518]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 , 2014)  (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. 






















[bookmark: _Toc217929519]Chapter 2:  Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc217929520]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: _Toc217929521]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, 2025a). It lists four 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 , 2014), 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: _Toc217929522]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: _Toc217929523]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: _Toc217929524]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 ten 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: _Toc217929525]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: _Toc217929526]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: _Toc217929527]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: _Toc217929528]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 first 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: _Toc217929529]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 quantitative 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. 


[bookmark: _Toc217929530]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc217929531]3.1- Research Design
This study examines missing person investigations in UK policing by using a methods survey design that combines quantitative and qualitive techniques. The survey has both open-ended and closed-ended questions to elicit thoughtful responses and measurable patterns. The study’s methodology enables it to strike a balance between breadth and depth, offering a thorough comprehension of officers’’ perspectives and experiences. 

The closed ended questions centre on knowledge of national guidelines, especially Authorised Professional Practice (APP) from the College of Policing, self-assurance in using the most recent regulations and research instruments. Perceived effectiveness of existing operational practices and inter-agency collaboration. 

The open-ended questions investigate difficulties that arise when conducting investigation. Opinions on training sufficiency and resource allocation. Recommendations for enhancing multiagency collaboration and investigation techniques. The study will gather both rich qualitive insights and standardised, measurable data thanks to this convergent mixed-methods methodology.

 In keeping with the principles of evidence-based policing, the combining also makes triangulation easier by contrasting quantitative trends with the officers’ subjective experience (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Sherman, 1998).

[bookmark: _Toc217929532]3.2- Population and Sampling
Operational police officers working on missing person cases, such as those from reaction teams, neighbourhood policing and CID, make up the target population. In order to ensure that recruiting is feasible and compliant with force regulations, participants will be gathered through internal police communication channels and forums. 

Approximately 50-100 participants are the target sample size, which strikes a balance between the necessity to find significant trends across various operational contexts and the projects viability for an undergraduate. Whilst the inclusion of officers from various roles and possibly multiple forces improves representativeness and permits investigation of variances in practice, purposeful sampling guarantees that respondents have pertinent experience. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929533]3.3- Survey Procedure
In order to increase participation, clarity, and dependability, the survey will adhere to a defined process: 
1. Pilot testing: to make sure the survey’s questions are understandable, pertinent, and properly phrased, a small group of five to ten officers will test it. 
2. Distribution: following revisions, the survey and an introductory letter outlining the goal of the study, voluntary participation, and data confidentiality will be distributed. 
3. Response period: the survey will be accessible for three to four weeks, giving participants enough time to respond while keeping the momentum going. 
4. Consent and anonymity: no IP tracking, or personal identifiers will be gathered. Participants may withdraw from the survey at any time, and informed consent will be sought at the beginning. 

This procedure is designed to encourage honest and thoughtfully responses, particularly when officers are asked to reflect on challenges or potential criticisms of current practices.  

[bookmark: _Toc217929534]3.4- Data Collection 
Likert-scale and multiple-choice questions are used to gather quantitative data from the survey, while open-text replies are used to gather qualitative data. Quantitative questions capture measurable aspects oof interagency cooperation, judgements or risk assessments instruments, and adherence to APP guidelines. 

Officers can input their experiences in context by using qualitative questions, which can reveal operational obstacles, which can reveal operational obstacles, resource limitations, and area for growth. 

For this study, using a survey is especially appropriate since it provides anonymity, reduces the possibility of social desirability bias, and encourages candid responses from a variety of officers (Fyfe , et al., 2015; Phoenix & Francis , 2022).


[bookmark: _Toc217929535]3.5- Data Analysis
Descriptive statistics, such as frequencies, percentages, and mean scores, will be used to examine quantitative answers in order to find trends and broad perspectives on the effectiveness of the measures in place. Cross- tabulations can be used, where suitable, to examine variations in officer positions or other demographic factors. 

Following (Braun & Clarke, 2006) six-step methodology familiarisation, coding, theme identification, review, definition, and reporting, thematic analysis will be applied to qualitative open-text replies. In order to contextualise quantitative findings, this research will identify persistent issues, opinions on policy and practice, and recommendations for enhancements.

 The dissertation will be able to compare patterns with explanatory insights by integrating quantitative and qualitative data, showing both possible gaps or discrepancies and areas of consistent practice. For instance, qualitative replies can identify certain facilitators or barriers that underline the sense of inter-agency collaboration as effective, even if many officers hold that view. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929536]3.6- Ethical Considerations
This study complies with applicable GDPR regulations as well as university ethics procedures. Important ethical factors include: 
· Informed consent: All participants will be fully informed about the purpose, voluntary nature, and withdrawal rights of the study. 
· Anonymity: All data will be anonymised for analysis and reporting; personally identifiable information will be gathered. 
· Data security: On secure servers, survey answers and any supporting documentation will be kept in password protected files.
· Minimising harm: Participants will receive contact details for support if necessary, and questions are crafted to prevent excessive stress. 

This methodology allows for the collecting of solid, actionable data while adhering to the ethical standards of respect, confidentiality, and risk minimisation. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929537]3.7- Justification of Method
The most practical and efficient approach for this study is a survey, which provides a representative snapshot of current practice by enabling data collection from officers in a variety of positions and locations. Key gaps in the literature review, including the uneven application of APP guidance, the variations in structured professional judgement, are addressed by the mixed methods survey design, which captures both the depth of qualitative insights and the breadth of quantitative patterns (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Fyfe , et al., 2015; Greene & Hayden , 2024).

The survey’s anonymous format encourages candid input, especially when it comes to internal issues or procedural critiques, and the mix of closed and open-ended questions guarantees a rich database appropriate for statistical and thematic analysis. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929538]3.8- Limitations 
A number of restrictions are noted: 
· Representativeness and sample size: Although 50-100 participants are enough for exploratory research, results might not apply to all UK officers. 
· Self-selection bias: Strong-willed officers can be more inclined to react. 
· Recall bias: individuals may not recall particular events or choices with precision.
· Social desirability: Officers may over-report following instructions even when they are anonymous. 
Careful survey design, clear instructions, and the triangulation of quantitative and qualitative data all help to lessen these constraints. 






















[bookmark: _Toc217929539]Chapter 4: Analysis of results

This chapter presents the findings from the survey distributed to police officers across Wales regarding the effectiveness of missing person investigations. A total of 82 valid responses were received from officers working in response, neighbourhood, and CID roles. This sample provides a cross section of operational experiences, reflecting both urban and rural policing contexts across Welsh forces. The data is presented using a combination of descriptive statistics and thematic analysis, as outlined in the methodology chapter. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929540]4.1- Overview of Participants 
The respondents ranged in experience, from senior sergeants to probationary constables. Roughly 41% of those surveyed had been employed for less than five years, 33% for five to ten years, and 26% for more than ten years. This variety made it possible to record both fresh and experienced viewpoints on missing person enquiries. Most participants (58%) said they had firsthand experience handling missing person cases in the previous six months. 
	
[bookmark: _Toc217929541]4.2- Familiarity with National Guidance
First, respondents were asked to score how familiar they were with the Authorised Professional Practice (APP) on missing persons from the College of Policing. The majority (64%) said they were familiar or very familiar with the guidance, compared to 22% who said they were just moderately aware and 14% who said they were unfamiliar, as shown in Figure 1. 



[bookmark: _Toc211520551]Figure 1

[bookmark: _Toc217929542]4.3- Confidence in Applying Policy and Risk Tools 
Participants were asked to rate their confidence in applying current missing person policies and associated risk assessment tools, including the THRIVE and High/Medium/Low risk frameworks. As illustrated in Figure 2, 55% reported high confidence, 28% moderate confidence, and 17% poor confidence. 


Figure 2

The majority of newer officers had reduced confidence, according to qualitative comments, with some saying that “different supervisors interpret risk differently” and that “risk grading feels subjective.” These observations are in line with research by (Smith & Greene, 2025), which found inconsistent attitudes towards risk assessment among supervisors. Although they frequently voiced doubts about the usefulness of the present tools, officers with more than ten years of service typically indicated higher levels of confidence, citing “time pressure” and “a lack of training refreshers” as limiting issues. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929543]4.4- Effectiveness of Inter-Agency Collaboration
When asked to evaluate the effectiveness of inter-agency collaboration during missing person investigations, 47% of respondents rated cooperation as good or very good, whilst 38% rated it adequate, and 15% viewed it as poor, as shown in Figure 3 below. 



Figure 3

Significant regional diversity was revealed by qualitative replies. The findings of (Kirby, et al., 2020) that co-located teams can facilitate communication were corroborated by officers in more urban Welsh forces who reported stronger ties with social services and health partners through Muli-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH). Rural responders, however, stated that “out of hours support is often unavailable” and “partner agencies can take a while to respond”. This discrepancy implies that although Wales gains from well-established multi-agency frameworks, their efficacy may be compromised by operational constraints, namely those related to geography and resource availability.

[bookmark: _Toc217929544]4.5- Challenges Identified by Officers
Several recurrent difficulties encountered by officers managing missing person cases were identified by open-ended responses. Four main topics emerged from the thematic analysis:

1. Resource constraints: In order to respond promptly, officers commonly mentioned staffing shortages and conflicting priorities
2. Recurrent missing persons: In line with the study by (Greene & Hayden , 2024), many people expressed their dissatisfaction with recurrent cases, especially those involving care facilities. 
3. Inconsistent information sharing: Participants reported that partner organisations were taking longer to provide important background information
4. Training gaps: According to the respondents, there was little opportunity to receive refresher training on missing person protocols.
One officer commented “We get the job done, but it feels reactive, not preventative”. Another noted “Sometimes it’s not the policies that fail us, it’s the lack time and partnership communication”.  

[bookmark: _Toc217929545]4.6- Perceived Effectiveness of Current Strategies
Quantitatively, 62% of respondents said that existing missing person strategies are somewhat effective, 21% said that they are extremely effective, and 17% said that they are ineffective when it comes to reaching safe resolutions. Despite their dissatisfactions with the ineffectiveness of follow-up and preventative efforts, respondents generally reported satisfaction with outcome rates. 
The findings of (Waring , et al., 2023), who found that although committed missing person teams enhanced case outcomes, many forces lacked the resources to sustain them consistently, are consistent with this balance of moderate satisfaction and practical criticism.  

[bookmark: _Toc217929546]4.7- Reflections on Policy and Practice 
Analysis shows that although the majority of Welsh officers are aware of the national framework, operational demands and differences in inter-agency dependability make it difficult to put into practice. In line with the focus in (Woolnough, et al., 2021), officers showed a clear understanding of vulnerability factors, especially with regard to children and those with mental health concerns. However, many believed that “tick-box” risk measures that fall short in capturing contextual or behavioural indicators undermined these considerations. 

A number of respondents reflected national conversations on the digital transformation of policing by calling for “smarter digital systems” and “integrated databases” to improve information exchange. After missing person situations, some also emphasised the importance of systematic debriefs, arguing that they might improve team resilience and learning. 

[bookmark: _Toc217929547]4.8- Summary of Findings
In conclusion, despite ongoing regional differences, this analysis indicates that officers are generally conversant with the national guidelines and comfortable using risk assessment instruments. Although inconsistent, interagency co-operation is thought to be getting better, with rural areas being disproportionality affected. Communication inefficiencies, training access issues, and resource constraints access issues, and resource constraints continue to be the primary obstacles to more successful practice. 

The results highlight the potential advantages of specialised missing person teams, the necessity of ongoing investment in officer training, and enhanced interagency communication channels. The ensuing discussion and conclusion chapters, which critically assess how these operational insights conform to current literature and policy assumptions, are built upon these findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc217929548]Chapter 5 – Conclusion
This final chapter builds on survey findings around inter-agency cooperation, operational confidence, and policy awareness to assess the effectiveness of UK police tactics in missing person investigations. It summarises key conclusions, explores their practical and policy implications, and situates them within existing research. The chapter also addresses study limitations, recommends areas for future investigation, and reflects on the broader significance of the findings for UK policing and safeguarding.

[bookmark: _Toc217929549]5.1- Summary of Key Evidence
This study provides valuable insight into how frontline police officers perceive and implement current methods in missing person investigations. While most officers are familiar with the College of Policing’s Authorised Professional Practice (APP), its application remains inconsistent. Many respondents indicated that practical demands and professional judgment often override formal guidelines, echoing findings by (Greene & Hayden , 2024) and (Fyfe , et al., 2015), who noted that discretion and workload often shape investigative priorities more than policy frameworks.
Quantitative data revealed that only 42% of officers believed APP guidance was regularly applied within their force, despite 68% expressing confidence in their risk assessment abilities. This suggests a disconnect between national policy and local practice. Qualitative responses highlighted that limited resources and competing operational demands often force officers to make pragmatic decisions.

Interagency collaboration was widely supported, with 74% of officers recognizing its importance for safeguarding. However, many cited communication barriers and structural issues that hinder effective cooperation. These findings align with (Kirby, et al., 2020) and (Monoghan, et al., 2024), who found that frameworks like Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) are conceptually strong but often falter due to unclear accountability and fragmented data systems.

Return Home Interviews (RHIs) were frequently underused and undervalued. Only 39% reported routine monitoring of RHIs, with qualitative feedback pointing to staffing shortages, time constraints, and lack of feedback mechanisms as key barriers. This supports (Ofsted, 2013) and (Harris, 2024), who found that missed follow-up opportunities hinder learning and safeguarding.

[bookmark: _Toc217929550]5.2- Interpretation and Thematic Implications
The evidence suggests that while policy frameworks are acknowledged, organisational culture, officer discretion, and resource limitations play a dominant role in shaping investigative outcomes. As (Phoenix & Francis , 2022) observed, a gap persists between formal guidance and operational practice in Welsh policing. Officers often favour autonomy, which can lead to inconsistent use of risk assessment tools and safeguarding procedures.

A key finding is that missing person work is viewed as resource-intensive and undervalued. (Reiner , 2010) and (Greene & Hayden , 2024) noted that such investigations are sometimes deprioritized in favour of higher-profile crimes. This can result in inconsistent attention to vulnerable or frequently missing individuals, those most in need of sustained intervention (Biehal & Wade, 2003; Sidebottom et al., 2019).

The study also revealed mixed views on risk assessment tools and structured professional judgment (SPJ). While many officers found them useful, others felt they were too rigid or lacked sufficient data, echoing (Shalev & Pakes, 2013), who warned that poor information can undermine decision-making. Despite the development of tools like the Missing Persons Decision Support Tool (College of Policing, 2025), frontline awareness and adoption remain low, highlighting broader challenges in embedding evidence-based practices into routine policing.

[bookmark: _Toc217929551]5.3- Implications for Policy and Practice
Several recommendations emerge for enhancing the consistency and effectiveness of missing person investigations:
· Training and Professional Development: Bridging the gap between theory and practice should be a priority. Officers need scenario-based learning, real-world examples, and continuous reinforcement to integrate APP principles effectively. Specialised training in mental health, vulnerability, and trauma-informed policing can improve outcomes (Woolnough, et al., 2021).
· Integrated Data Sharing: Risk assessment and protective interventions should extend beyond siloed systems. Digital integration across police, social care, and health services can enhance responsiveness. (Monoghan, et al., 2024) found that co-located information-sharing models improved recovery times and reduced repeat incidents.
· Reframing RHIs: RHIs should be seen as vital investigative and safeguarding tools rather than administrative tasks. When conducted empathetically and systematically, they can reveal patterns of exploitation or neglect (Harris, 2024). Embedding RHIs into multi-agency frameworks, potentially with support from third-sector partners like Safe@Last, could improve consistency and impact.
· Leadership and Supervision: Accountability hinges on effective leadership. The study found that supervisors often interpret APP flexibly, leading to variation across forces. (Smith & Greene, 2025) emphasized that supervisory attitudes shape risk culture and compliance. Regular audits and clearer leadership communication could promote consistency while preserving professional discretion.

[bookmark: _Toc217929552]5.4- Limitations and Future Research
While the study offers meaningful insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. The sample size of 82 officers, though sufficient for identifying trends, represents only a small segment of the policing community and may not capture the full diversity of experiences. Self-selection bias is also a concern, as those with strong views on missing person work may have been more likely to participate.

Reliance on self-reported data limits the ability to objectively assess compliance and effectiveness. Future research could benefit from a mixed-methods approach, incorporating surveys, direct observations, case audits, and interviews with partner agencies and families of missing individuals. This would provide a more holistic understanding of investigative practices and safeguarding outcomes.

The study did not differentiate responses by department, rank, or experience level, which could offer deeper insights into how organisational hierarchy and operational exposure influence policy adherence and risk perception.
Finally, the geographic focus on Wales, while valuable, limits generalisability. Comparative studies across UK forces could identify broader patterns and highlight regional innovations worthy of national adoption.

[bookmark: _Toc217929553]5.5- Final Reflections
This research aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of UK policing strategies in missing person investigations. While national frameworks like APP provide essential guidance, their success depends on local leadership, inter-agency collaboration, and a culture that prioritizes safeguarding as a core policing function.

The findings underscore the need for a balanced approach that combines structure with flexibility, empowering officers to make informed, context-sensitive decisions while adhering to policy. Missing person investigations should be recognised as central to public safety and trust in law enforcement—not merely administrative tasks.

The study advocates for continuous learning and reflective practice, in line with evidence-based policing principles (Sherman, 1998; 2013). Embedding assessment mechanisms into routine operations can ensure that lessons from each case contribute to ongoing improvement.

Ultimately, the success of missing person investigations lies not only in locating individuals but in preventing future disappearances through timely, collaborative, and compassionate action. As policing evolves amid technological, social, and organisational change, safeguarding the vulnerable remains one of its most vital and defining responsibilities.
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Confidence in Applying APP and Risk Tools

Number of Officers	
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Poor	Adequate	Good	Very good	13	31	24	14	Levels of Effectiveness
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Familiarity with APP Guidance 

Number of Officers 	
Not Familiar 	Moderatley Familiar	Familiar	Very Familiar	11	18	30	23	Level of Familiarity
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