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Research Question:
How accurately do current risk assessment methods predict and identify risk for repeat missing children within Dyfed-Powys Police?

Research Aim:
The aim of this research is to consider the accuracy of Dyfed-Powys Police’s risk assessment process for missing person reports, specifically for repeat missing children, and whether there are any improvements that can be made to enhance the identification and assessment of risk for these vulnerable individuals. 
Research Objectives:
· Outline the current risk assessment process used within Dyfed-Powys Police and compare with selected other police forces for missing person investigations.
· Explore academic literature regarding risks associated with children who repeatedly go missing.
· Critically analyse the current risk assessment process within Dyfed-Powys Police and evaluate its effectiveness in identifying risks for repeat missing children.
· Recommend a risk assessment process and supporting guidance to enhance Dyfed-Powys Police’s risk assessment and response to reports of repeat missing children.  
__________________________________________________________________
Literature Review:
It is estimated that someone is reported missing within the UK every 90 seconds (Missing People, 2024). The definition of a missing person, in a policing context, is “Anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established will be considered as missing until located, and their well-being or otherwise confirmed.” (College of Policing, 2024). This is a deliberately broad definition, to ensure all cases reported to the police are considered appropriately for a policing response. The level of response is triggered by an assessment of risk within a continuum as per the table below which is from the Approved Professional Practice (APP) published by the College of Policing (2024): 
	Risk Grading
	Assessment of Risk
	Actions Required

	Very Low Risk
	There is a very low risk of harm to either the subject or the public
	Actions to locate the subject and/or gather further information should be agreed with the informant and a latest review time set to reassess the risk. 

	Low Risk
	The risk of harm to the subject or the public is assessed as possible but minimal
	Proportionate enquiries should be carried out to ensure that the individual has not come to harm.

	Medium Risk
	The risk of harm to the subject or the public is assessed as likely but not serious
	An active and measured response by the police and other agencies to trace the missing person and support the person reporting.

	High Risk
	The risk of serious harm to the subject or the public is assessed as very likely
	Immediate deployment of police resources (aside from cases where specialist searches are required such as searching water or forests in hours of darkness). Senior management must be involved in the examination of initial lines of enquiry and approval of appropriate staffing levels. An investigating officer should be assigned and possible an SIO and a police search advisor (PolSA). Children’s services should be notified immediately if the person is under 18. 



Previously the “Very Low Risk” grading was named “No Apparent Risk” but has since been amended. Within Dyfed-Powys Police the APP is accepted as best practice and adopted as the missing person policy for the force, with some minor amendments. One amendment being that the “No Apparent Risk”, or now “Very Low Risk”, risk assessment grading is not accepted and therefore within Dyfed-Powys Police a missing person will only every be graded as low, medium or high risk. Another amendment is that any missing person under the age of 18 can only be graded as medium or high risk. 
Statistics show that in 2022/23 just 3% of missing persons were classified as no apparent risk, 5% as low risk, 19% as high risk and 72% classified as medium risk (National Crime Agency, 2024). Dr Shalev-Greene (2020) argues that given the high volume and wide variety of persons reported missing to the police, there must be some discrepancy between the risk factors of those persons classified as medium risk, given the high proportion, and proposes the category should be split to allow further classification and enhanced understanding of risk levels. 
Given that all missing persons under the age of 18 within Dyfed-Powys Police are either medium or high risk, there is a possibility that distinct differences in risk and vulnerabilities are apparent between individual missing persons, within the broad medium risk range. 
One study has considered the risk classifications of missing persons from one police force and compared the number of those who suffered a harmful outcome. They detailed harmful outcomes as being either found deceased, arrested, found having been harboured or abducted and being found at hospital. The study showed that; for low risk cases, 2% of missing persons suffered a harmful outcome; for medium risk cases, 1.7% of missing persons suffered a harmful outcome; and for high risk cases 3.5% of missing persons suffered a harmful outcome (Phoenix & Francis, 2023) This study suggests that medium risk is perhaps an overused classification, and they consider that effective risk assessment and deployment of resources is necessary when faced with the large volume of missing person reports. However, the study discounts a person being found by police in other circumstances or returning home of their own accord as the person having suffered harm whilst missing. Clearly, risk is wider than being found deceased, suffering physical harm and ending up in hospital or being arrested. 
Serious harm is referenced within the high-risk grading, serious harm being defined as “an event which is life threatening and/or traumatic and from which recovery, whether physical or psychological, can be expected to be difficult or impossible” (Home Office, 2023). Along with the physical harm considered in the previous study, psychological harm is an important consideration when evaluating risk. Jay’s (2014) independent inquiry into child sexual exploitation within Rotheram found that of the children who were subject to sexual abuse 63% had been reported as missing to the police on multiple occasions. This would undoubtedly fall into the serious harm category but would not be effectively captured within current ‘harmful outcomes’ considered in current research. 
Accurate risk assessment is crucial to an effective and proportionate response. Within Dyfed-Powys Police all children (persons under the age of 18) must be placed as medium or high risk (Dyfed-Powys Police, 2023). While this framework is intended to give due regard to the vulnerability of children reported missing it creates a risk that highly vulnerable missing children are inadvertently grouped with others who have fewer risk factors, as a result the policing response will likely be similar possibly diluting resources allocated to locating and safeguarding the most vulnerable children. 
____________________________________________________________________________________
Methodology: 
It is intended that research for this project will be through mixed methodology, using both quantitative and qualitative research methods capturing both primary and secondary data.
Quantitative research will be in the form of collating secondary data already held for the number of repeat missing children within Dyfed-Powys over a set period and analysing the risk assessments for children deemed to be at risk of exploitation to consider how accurate those risk assessments were. 
Qualitative data will also be used in the form of questionnaires and interviews designed to determine the current methods used to conduct a risk assessment for repeat missing children, practitioner views on the risks associated with repeat missing children and their views on current risk assessment policy and guidance within Dyfed-Powys Police. The intended audience for the questionnaire and interviews will be practitioners responsible for conducting the initial risk assessment of missing persons, force incident managers, and the practitioners responsible for conducting risk assessment reviews as the investigation progresses, these being operational sergeants and local policing inspectors. 
By using mixed methodology it is anticipated the research will show the differences in known risks and vulnerabilities for medium risk missing children and identify how those risk assessments have been conducted by practitioners, understanding any discrepancies between individuals conducting risk assessments thus showing views, behaviours or practices that likely led to the causal effect of the risk grading. Whilst some argue that qualitative and quantitative methods are divergent paradigms that are incompatible with one another (Greene, 2006), others argue that by using mixed methodology and triangulating results to combine them for analysis there is an increased chance of maximising the benefits and minimising the flaws in individual research methods (Hussein, 2009). Morse and Niehaus (2009, p. 14) explain that by supplementing the quantitative findings with qualitative findings, you enhance understanding of the results from another perspective. 
It is intended to triangulate the results to show whether risk assessment is accurate and how to improve or enhance risk assessments if inaccurate. 
There are ethical considerations to be considered from this intended research. For this project ethical approval will be obtained from the University of Wales Trinity St David before any research is conducted. For all secondary data, the approval of the data holder will be obtained prior to its use. No personal information will be used that could identify vulnerable missing persons. For the primary data I intend to capture participation will be voluntary with participants able to withdraw at any time, the research will be fully explained to all prospective participants prior to their written consent to participate being obtained.
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__________________________________________________________________
Anticipated Outcomes:
With this research I hope to positively influence policy and practice, improving Dyfed-Powys Police’s risk assessment process for reports of repeat missing children with a resultant benefit of a more evidence-based response to missing person reports. I hope to achieve this through analysing the research and considering current policy, making recommendations drawn from my research where improvements could be made. 
__________________________________________________________________
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