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1. Introduction.
The aim of this paper is to explore the benefits versus risks of public engagement during a missing persons search. In particular, this paper will focus on police opinions of the engagement or involvement of the public. A review of existing research did not identify any published research that had looked at this topic previously. The author will firstly consider how the public participates in cases involving missing people and, whether doing so, can hinder efforts to locate the missing person safely.  It will attempt to answer does the public’s involvement help or hinder the finding of persons safe and well. What has been researched and published on the subject previously will be discussed.   It seems that the specific topic of the use of social media to find missing persons is a popular one, however the involvement of members of the public and the benefits versus the risk of their involvement is not, as well as the Police’s opinion of involving the public in missing persons cases. This became the subject for a small quantitative study which aimed to look at the opinions of Police Officers within the South Wales Police service into public involvement in missing persons cases.  An online questionnaire was circulated to all staff, 64 police officers responded and took part from different ages, sex and level of experience as well as from different departments and differing ranks. The following will discuss the findings of this study as well as the limitations and recommendations for practice. 

	













2. Literature Review.
People going missing is a global issue. People have gone missing throughout history, even the New Testament Bible contains stories about missing people such as the story of Moses and the Parable of the Lost Son, (Greene, 2020).  Missing persons cases can impact on anyone regardless of where they live or what age, sex or ethnicity they are.  A missing person is defined as “anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established will be considered as missing until located, and their well-being or otherwise confirmed” (College of Policing, 2023).  However, this definition is not without criticism.  In a study called A House Divided Against Itself Cannot Stand: Evaluating Police Perception of UK Missing Person Definition, 406 police officers and civilian staff were asked to share their opinions on the suitability of the definition of s missing person currently used within England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, as well as the limitations of the definition and what components should be included (Greene, Hayler and Pritchard, 2019).  Almost two thirds of those who participated (65%) did not agree that the current definition was suitable and had a negative opinion of the use of this definition in practice. This research found that the definition "lacked necessary aspects" and was "too inclusive”, the authors concluding that a clear distinction should be made between actual missing persons and those who abscond and suggest that a definition should include the risk and vulnerability of the person who is missing.

A report by the National Crime Agency states that in 2021/22 the Police received over 320,000 incident reports of missing people which was an increase of 37% from the previous year, the greater number involved children/young people. The report acknowledges that not all reported incidents are actual missing people; however, suggests that there are a staggering 170,000 people who go missing each year. Near to 97,000 of the 170,000 people reported missing are adults, with over 70,000 of these missing persons being minors (Missing People, 2023).  

In the UK, there are numerous of reasons why people could go missing each year. These explanations may be medical or psychological in nature (Greene et al, 2019).  The National Crime Agency report highlights that this could be the result of a fatal outcome such as serious crime, accident, suicide, or misfortune, while others decide to run away or just leave home (Missing People, 2023).  The report highlights the top four reasons for going missing as mental health issues, relationship difficulties, issues of drugs/alcohol and depression/anxiety.  The report states that collectively these account for 56% of missing persons incidents. Such issues increase a person’s vulnerability for going missing, this is always a major cause for concern in missing person cases. Vulnerability is defined as “needing special care, support, or protection because of one’s age, disability, risk of abuse or neglect (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022).  The research by Greene et al (2019) concludes that the issue of vulnerability should be included in any working definition of missing people by Police.

2.1	The Police responsibility to a missing person. 
Police Services play a pivotal role in all reported missing person cases. The Police investigation can have a significant impact on the outcome of that missing person being found safely and timely. When a person is reported missing to the Police, it becomes their responsibility for conducting an initial investigation into the circumstances surrounding that person’s disappearance and a risk assessment of the level of risk towards the missing person (Holmes, 2016). This would require gathering as much information as possible, whether it be from family members, work colleagues, associates, or any other sources.  It would be necessary to conduct a search of a missing person's home or the area in which they were last seen. Among other things, the risk assessment may reveal whether the missing person disappeared deliberately through choice or if there was an unexplained reason for their disappearance.  This could establish whether they were more likely to at risk of harming themselves or other people (College of Policing, 2016).  In general, the Police oversee making sure that every case involving a missing person in the United Kingdom is investigated as soon as possible and thoroughly to make sure that everything that can be done is being done.  

Following completion of the initial investigation and gathering of relevant information, a Police inspector or higher will determine whether to escalate the case based on the level of risk involved or whether there are any suspicious circumstances that warrant giving the missing person case higher priority.  Typically, first risk assessments involve standard police inquiries involving fact-finding and questioning. Following the risk assessment, if the case is escalated, specialised resources may be brought in and the missing person's investigation may become more complex (College of Policing, 2016).  Within the South Wales Police service, there is a team specifically for missing persons. Members of this specialised team not only investigate cases of missing persons, but also investigate cases of people who may be vulnerable for child sex exploitation. Other risk categories, such as adults at risk and mental health, may also be covered.  A wide range of issues can make a missing person vulnerable and can be present in many of the people who disappear for a variety of reasons. These missing people may be found with the assistance of specialised resources the Police have at their disposal such as search teams, dog teams and police air service i.e., drone and helicopter (South Wales Police, 2023). 

The Police will launch a criminal investigation into a disappearance and try to identify possible suspects, while compiling the best evidence if they believe that someone is responsible for the disappearance of a missing person and/or there is a criminal component to the case.  Working with partner agencies, such as the National Crime Agency or forensic specialists, may be necessary to accomplish this.  Finally, it is the Police’s responsibility to provide support to the families and friends of missing people during the investigative process.  Officers with specialised training or a Family Liaison officer is assigned to the family to serve as a point of contact between the family and the Police during this emotionally challenging time. 
 
2.2	The public’s involvement in a missing persons case.  
The public has had a history of being involved in missing person. Firstly, for someone to be considered missing, they must be identified as such by another individual. Someone must report the missing person and bring up the matter when someone goes missing.  Informing others about a person's disappearance is helpful, but the Police must be notified as soon as possible of their possible disappearance.   Contrary to popular assumption, you do not need to wait 24 hours to report someone missing. You could report that person missing to the Police as soon as you are unable to locate them and are concerned for their safety and well-being.  Informing the Police of any concerns is essential, the sooner the Police are notified that someone is missing, the sooner they can start their investigation (Missing People, 2020). 

South Wales Police state that they appreciate their community worries and concerns when an individual goes missing, as well as the genuine offers of help and support they receive; however, they ask that the public do not conduct their own searches. The reasons for this are that searches conducted by South Wales Police are coordinated by highly trained, equipped search professionals who are led by gathered intelligence using a disciplined approach that all trained specialists involved in that search understand and follow. Despite members of the public’s moral intentions, they can be placed at risk themselves whilst out searching, additional accidents or incidents would hinder the original search. Their attempts could also hamper the official search by disrupting the scent being tracked by search dog units or by those who are not forensically aware around potential forensic opportunities.  This could have huge complications should the investigation later become a criminal investigation (South Wales Police, 2023).  In the rare circumstances the public would be asked to join in Police search, these are organised and managed professionally with clear constraints for members of the public by those in charge of the search (South Wales Police, 2023). 
 
2.3	Benefits of public involvement.
In the wake of large-scale disasters or man-made atrocities, impulsive groups of missing posters are often viewed compiled. In the United Kingdom, these missing person appeals are often diverse, common, and innovative but useful in raising the profile of the person who is missing. These appeals are often made by the families and friends of the missing person or by the local police services investigating their disappearance. The national charity, Missing People also make appeals (Holmes, 2016). Over recent years, this has progressed to the use of social media in raising the profile. There has been increased use of social media by the Police as a way of engaging the public in ongoing investigations. It allows important information to be distributed quickly and effectively (Crump, 2011). Social Media platforms such as Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, and X (formerly known as Twitter) are used by large amounts of the public, therefore social media is able to reach many people in a variety of areas very quickly. People use these social media platforms to create social networks. These social networks can now be used as a problem-solving tool, where a problem is being “outsourced” to the “crowd” known as crowdsourcing (Howe, 2006). This can benefit missing person appeals as the more the appeal is shared on social media the more coverage, which can lead to more potential for sightings. However, a counter argument to this is that gaining access to a crowd may offer the chance to spread a message but does not guarantee that people will be watchful or even notice the post requesting help (Ferguson and Soave, 2020).

With so many police agencies and families using specific social media platforms to try and find missing people, it appears that social media is becoming an increasingly useful tool for missing person investigations. The effect that social media may have on the families and loved ones of missing persons is another topic that requires further investigation. Families can use social media as a platform to receive encouraging messages and to share helpful information within the community. Little research has been done to determine how this might impact the family members (Murray and Fox, 2019). To find out how social media might be used in conjunction with conventional investigative techniques, more research would be helpful. It is unclear how social media platforms stack up against more conventional methods like search and rescue teams or canine units, even though some researchers suggest that may be effective in finding individuals who have vanished (Huang, Chen and Huang, 2017).  

The public and the use of social media has become more prevalent in the searching for missing persons as it has become increasingly popular in society.  Social media platforms are just one of many tools available to the Police when trying to locate missing persons as promptly as possible. Followers have provided useful information in the past as well as potential sightings and, as such, social media appeals have proven successful on several occasions (South Wales Police, 2023).  Public appeals on social media can provoke information sharing and memorialise the missing persons appearance, to aid in the finding of a missing person. These posts can also encourage the missing person to make themselves known if they see the appeals, but they can also be a hotbed for gossip and rumours. There appears to be little research around the topic of false information on social media posts despite it being a big topic in recent cases, such as that of Nicola Bulley, which was widely publicised in the media as mentioned in this paper, leading to criticism of the involved Police force (Tobitt, 2023).

With so many police agencies and families using specific social media platforms to try and find missing people, it appears that social media is becoming an increasingly useful tool for missing person investigations. The effect that social media may have on the families and loved ones of missing persons is another topic that requires further investigation. Families can use social media as a platform to receive encouraging messages and to share helpful information with the community. Little research has been done to determine how this impacts the family members (Murray and Fox, 2019). To find out how social media might be used in conjunction with conventional investigative techniques, more research would be helpful. It is unclear how social media platforms stack up against more conventional methods like search and rescue teams or canine units, even though some researchers suggest that they can be effective in finding individuals who have vanished (Huang et al., 2017).  

2.4	Risks of public involvement.
There is no better way of highlighting the risks of public involvement in Police investigations of missing people than to consider the high-profile missing persons cases. One case is the Sohan murders where two young friends, Holly and Jessica, went missing during a family BBQ in Cambridgeshire in August 2002. A caretaker at their school, Ian Huntley, and his then girlfriend Maxine Carr lived in the same town. The missing girls were deceived into entering school caretaker Huntley's home before they were killed. During two weeks of appeals following their disappearance, Huntley went on TV and gave interviews and joined in searches with other members of the public. Carr gave the school caretaker false alibis which she kept up for two weeks until it was discovered she was with another man at a club at the time (Scott, 2022).  Huntley kept up the pretence of being helpful by showing a Police Officer around the school. The devious lengths Huntley went to conceal his twisted depravity, pretending to join in searches and making false interviews to cover up the truth, is unbelievable. In the early stages of the murder trial, which opened in November 2003, the prosecution outlined their case against Huntley and told how he nearly succeeded in concealing the killings, Carr was jailed for her part in perverting the course of justice (Lubin, 2017).  This is one case that highlights major concerns around the involvement of members of the public in a search for missing persons. It demonstrates circumstances that when a person has ulterior motives, they can deviate a search party and give false information to throw the investigators off the search. The Police should be aware of individuals such as this and be mindful of false alibis and such for perpetrators to cover their tracks (Scott, 2022). 

There have been several high-profile missing person cases that have been influenced by social media in recent years, one case that received a lot of media attention for many reasons is the missing person case of a Nicola Bulley.  On 27th January 2023 Nicola Bulley, a 47-year-old mother of two children, disappeared after last being sighted walking her dog in an open area of parkland (Sunita Patel-Carstairs, 2023). Lancashire Police released a limited amount of information to the media to be shared with the public. This led to speculation by some of the public who took to social media and filled the void with incorrect and inaccurate information, conspiracy theories and deceptiveness (Williams, 2023). This in turn led to a wide range of obstructions for Lancashire Police caused by those feeding these rumours by joining in the search.  Some attendees, with no intention of assisting in the man hunt, merely joined to raise awareness for their own social media profile (ibid). Lancashire Police were granted dispersal order powers to remove these social media influencers because of these actions (Vinter and correspondent, 2023).   One YouTuber in particular, Daniel Duffy, joined the search allegedly with the sole intention of videoing himself for social media attention. He was fined for a Public Order offence for this, which he also filmed for his YouTube channel (Williams, 2023).  

During the disappearance investigation, queries were raised on the algorithms these social media platforms run. Reports into this by the BBC have suggested that false information spread by TikTok and Facebook users were being viewed and shared by millions of people, adding weight to the conspiracy theory and further interference to Lancashire police’s investigation (Spring, 2023).  The BBC article states that “a significant number of people hyper-engaged on social media - with its powerful algorithms - and well-versed in this conspiracy lexicon are being presented with a disappearance at a time when trust in institutions, and the police, is low - providing a perfect storm” (Spring, 2023).  This case highlights the concerns around the use of social media platforms by certain individuals during a missing person search, a significant risk of involving the public in police investigations. It demonstrates that circumstances where information provided is limited, unknown or not publicised for certain reasons to the Public can be manipulated to fit an individual’s narrative or even for social media popularity. The use of social media platforms by the Public in this case, provided little to no benefit to the investigation.  This caused a lot of media attention bringing with it a lot of scrutiny towards the Police in the media and the public of the handling of this missing person case.  The use of risk assessment for releasing information to the press and public for investigations potentially needs to be addressed as it may lead to reputational damage to those Police services and cause undue stress for the missing person and their family.  
 
2.5	Current research on the public involvement in missing persons cases.
From a review of published research, there appears to be limited UK-based research on the public involvement in missing person’s case.  Numerous studies compare the kinds of people who are reported missing, compared to those who are not. This means that data for missing persons could be wrong due to those missing persons who are not reported being missing from the data. In Canada it was reported that in 2019, 73,184 people went missing; However, it is argued by the Canadian centre for information on Missing Adults, that the figures for missing adults and children in Canada each year is likely between 70,000 to 100,000 due to the amount of people not being reported as missing (Ferguson and Soave, 2020). 

It has been challenging to locate relevant literature for the current topic of interest but there is useful research around the topic of the use of social media in locating missing persons.  What has been identified from this literature review is that the Police face barriers with the use of social media. Police services have addressed these issues by creating policies that are specific to the use of social media by the service (Dekker, van den Brink and Meijer, 2020). Structural, cultural, citizen and government barriers are additional obstacles that are present for police using social media.  Police culture and social media culture are not compatible and, because Police work is now more visible than ever, there is a need to give up complete control over how the public perceives the Police.  Furthermore, social media adoption by police is hindered by citizen barriers such as digital inequality, anonymity in social media communication, distrust, and counterproductive effects like increased fear of crime (Dekker et al, 2020). 

The efficacy of the use of social media and utility in daily life has been questioned, it has also been subject to being banned by certain governments. In an extensive review of the literature about the benefits and risks of the use of social media, Tuncay (2018) offers reasons why social media is prohibited in various nations.  New phrases such as “over users”, “fake users” and “misusers” have been mentioned frequently in the literature. It also highlights that lots of people get banned from social media platforms, some for a variety of offences including threatening or bullying other social media users, posting pornographic or nude content, downloading worms or viruses, or engaging in phishing.  Several intriguing findings are provided including political and social justifications for government social media bans. However, something gains power and meaning the more it is withheld (Tuncay, 2018).

2.6	Conclusion 
The public and the Police in the U.K, as in many countries across the globe, have always faced a difficult challenge in investigating and locating missing people and will continue to do so. The Police, who have a responsibility for the prevention of crime and keeping the public safe, also investigate serious crimes whilst focusing attention on investigating the enormous number of missing persons who are often vulnerable. There is added pressure due to the risk of harm these vulnerable people may face whilst being a missing person. The responsibility of their safety lies with the Police. There is clearly a risk that members of the public may share misleading information or hinder investigations intentionally like in the serious cases already discussed. Most missing persons are located within the first few days of reporting, but the extent of the publics involvement in locating missing persons through searches in person and sharing of social media appeals is often overlooked as is traditional policing methods for locating missing persons (Stephenson, 2020). The use of social media appeals can be published by both the Police and public, which can also lead to ethical dilemmas. There is a lack of research into missing persons and the publics involvement in investigations for the United Kingdom. The literature review has highlighted the gap in literature for risks vs benefits of publics involvement in missing person investigations. More research on the opinions of members of the police service on the publics involvement in missing person cases would be beneficial to add more to the literature and provide a more universal view of missing persons investigations from the police’s point of view. 




3.	Research Methodology.
3.1	Research Question.
The research topic of interest was Police opinion of public involvement in missing persons cases, also the possible risks and benefits associated with public involvement. The aims of the research were:
· To analyse opinions of members of the South Wales Police service on their opinion of public involvement in missing persons cases.
· To consider the risks and the benefits of members of the public involvement in missing persons cases including the use of social media posts.
It was hoped that this would help establish if the use of social media by the Police can be utilised effectively along with the traditional methods of policing to find missing persons. Also, to identify what works well and if there can be improvements made.
3.2	Research design.
A quantitative research design was used to explore Police opinion of public involvement in missing persons cases, this used a questionnaire as method of collecting data. Quantitative research refers to the approach researchers take to investigate research ideas and allows the collection of data that is usually numerical. It uses a scientific approach which usually involves statistical analysis of the results. The benefit of quantitative research is that the findings are factual and reliable, using statistical analysis making the results easy to interpret and to be generalised to the population (Clark, Foster, Sloan, and Bryman, 2021).  While qualitative research is more subjective and allows participants to provide their opinions, attitudes, and feelings in words, i.e. it is descriptive in nature (Stevens, 2020). Sample size in qualitative research tends to be much smaller than quantitative research as it is a more labour-intensive way of collecting data, this is the reason that qualitative research methodology was not used in the current research.

The focus of the present study was police opinion of public involvement in missing persons cases, how they treat volunteers and those who offer information during an appeal and if the relationship is valuable to the investigation. The research around the publics involvement in Police missing person cases is significant and the impact they may have and what drives them to involve themselves. An all-inclusive viewpoint across South Wales Police members was important for this data gathering as it was important to ensure that no-one was underrepresented.
3.3	Research Method 
A questionnaire was developed for use in the study (refer to Appendix 1 for copy).  This was developed online using Smartsurvey.co.uk and a link, created to access the questionnaire online, was shared to Police staff from South Wales Police. The questionnaire comprised of 10 closed-ended questions developed by the researcher. Closed-ended questions require participants to provide answers from a predefined set of responses provided by the researcher such as yes/no, male/female or multiple-choice answers (Clark et al, 2021).  Closed questions are useful to collect data quickly as respondents have less choice and less overthinking about their responses, they allow the researcher to choose the responses before which makes it easier to analyse (Clark et al, 2021).

3.4	Participants.
A sample of 64 participated in the study from one Police service in Wales. This type of sampling method is known as convenience sample whereby individuals/participants are included based on their accessibility and availability to the researcher (Clark et al, 2021). This was selected for convenience as the researcher formed part of the same workforce as those who participated. However, this type of sampling method is criticised as it may not be a true representation of a population making the results difficult to generalise (Clark et al, 2021). This was not considered to be a problem for the current study as the researcher specifically wanted a representation of the Police service. 

Participants were recruited by the sharing of the questionnaire on various social media groups accessible only by staff within the South Wales police service. The questionnaire was shared online using the messaging platform WhatsApp in closed Police group chat such as the South Wales Police rugby squad and the South Wales Police overtime group across the western area of the region. This enabled a large array of differing police staff to participate which allows a more representative sample to be achieved. Police staff from various departments responded including the Intelligence departments, Volume crime investigations such as CID, specialist crime investigations which is major crime departments, frontline operations meaning response and neighbourhood policing, Specialist departments like dog handlers, mounted police, roads policing, specialist search teams and firearms unit and police and civilian staff of the South Wales Police service.  The WhatsApp groups had a combined 476 members, with 64 going on to participate and complete the questionnaire. This gave a response rate of 13.5%.
 
3.5	Ethical considerations.  
Within the context of research, ethics refers to the principles that ensures those who participate are protected and free from harm by participating in the research.  This includes the handling of personal data as well as preserving their right to participate or withdraw from the study if they so wish (Clark et al, 2021).  

Prior to conducting the study, ethical approval was gained from the University Wales Trinity St David. Ethics review committees oversees, registers, and evaluates applications for research involving human subjects, to minimise the possibility of discomfort, harm, and danger resulting from research procedures, as well as to safeguard the rights and welfare of participants (www.uwtsd.ac.uk, 2024). They were set up to safeguard research participants' rights and promote a long-term research environment. These boards are tasked with determining whether a research design complies with institutional ethics guidelines and makes the required risk assessment easier.  International declarations and national laws both recognise the importance of ethical review, which is now a required practice in all universities and research institutions across the globe (Bos, 2020). The study also adhered to the requirements of the General Data Protection Regulation and followed strict guidelines set out by university policies in relation to how the data would be managed. 

Participants were informed prior to participation how their information and data collected would be used within the research. Participation was completely anonymised using the online smart survey tool, there was no personal details recorded that would allow the researcher to identify who participated. 

Details were provided to participants, when the sample were recruited, regarding the nature of their participation.  This guaranteed that informed consent was agreed for data to be collated prior to participation.  The consent form and information sheet can be found in appendix 2 and was attached with the survey. Presenting these information documents ensures the participants understand the nature of the research and how data collated from the questionnaire will be used. Those who participated were advised, prior to participation, that completion of the questionnaire was anonymous, and the online survey was password protected, this ensured that only the researcher was able to access the data. 

3.6	Results.  

Responses to the questionnaire were analysed using descriptive statistics. Descriptives statistics are a way of summarising or organising data, so it is more meaningful to the researcher (Clark et al, 2021).  Within the current study, percentages, and frequencies (i.e., the number of times each answer occurs) were generated for participants’ responses to the 10 questions and used to compile the following results. These were summarised by the online smart survey tool and are included as an Appendix (refer appendix 3). 
 
3.6.1	Demographic data. 
Questions 1-4 provide demographic data for the sample and include what department participants work in, their gender and nationality.  Of the 64 participants, 87.5% were male and 12.5% female. Only 61 of the 64 provided an answer for nationality with all except 1 of the 61 who responded with British or Welsh.  Age range categories and types of department participants worked in were defined by the researcher and participants were required to select from multiple choice answers. The results for these questions (Q1 & Q3) are shown in table 1 below. 

 


Table 1: Results for Age Range & Departments for sample. 
	Age range (years) 
	Frequency 
(%) 
	Department worked 
	Frequency (%) 

	18-20 
21-29 
30-39 
40-49 
50-50 
60+ 
	1 (1.5%) 
25 (39%) 
22 (35%) 
12 (19%) 
4 (6%) 
0 
	Volume Crime Investigation 
Specialist Crime Unit 
Frontline Operations 
Specialist Operations 
Police staff (incl PCSO & civilian staff) 
Intelligence 
	7 (11%) 
5 (8%) 
35 (55%) 
 8 (12.5%) 
7 (11%) 
2 (3%) 


 
Participants were also asked to provide how experienced they considered themselves to be in cases of missing people from a pre-defined set of responses (Q5).  Categories provided were none (no experience), small amount of experience, fair amount of experience and a lot of experience. 3% of the sample had no experience (n=2), 23% had a small amount of experience (n=15), 36% had fair amount of experience (n=23) and 37.5% considered themselves to have a lot of experience (n=24). 

3.6.2	Police opinion of the use of social media and public involvement in missing persons cases. 

Participants were asked whether missing persons posts should be posted on Police social media, public social medial pages, or both (Q6). 89% of participants responded with both suggesting that those who participated agreed with the use of social media to engage the public in these cases. However, responses to Q7 appear to suggest otherwise. Participants were asked directly if the Police should use civilians in missing persons cases. 25% (16) agreed that they should and answered, ‘yes’ to this question, while only 7.8% (5) of the sample answered ‘no’.  However, the majority (67%) felt that the police should only involve the public in certain circumstances, i.e., 43 of the 64 participants. 
 
Statistics from a recent report found that a significant number of missing persons relates to children or young people (Missing Persons, 2023). Question 8 requested whether parents should be held accountable for children who go missing regularly. Half of the sample (n=32) agreed that they should, whilst an additional 30 responded with ‘maybe in some cases. This accounts for 97% of the sample who appear to agree with this. 
 
81% of participants felt that members of the public should be able to respond anonymously to missing persons (Q9).   
 
Finally, participants were asked how effective they considered traditional policing methods are in comparison to social media appeal online (Q10).  Participants were required to select from a list of four categories. The results are shown in table 2 on the next page. 

Table 2: Participants’ responses to how effective traditional policing methods are in comparison to social medial appeals online. 

	Far more effective 
More effective 
As effective 
Not as effective 
Far less effective 
	4.6% (3) 
33% (21) 
33% (21) 
31% (20) 
1.5% (1) 


 
A more detailed look at the responses given to question 10 was conducted to see if there was any interesting trend between the amount of experience in missing persons cases (Q5) and how effective they consider traditional policing versus social media/public involvement (Q10).  A tally table was completed for each category to give the frequency of responses (see table 3 below). 2 participants were excluded for this as those participants had responded that they had no experience in missing persons cases; it was felt that they could not offer an opinion based on their experience, their responses would be based on personal opinion only. This left 62 participants whose responses were included.

Table 3: Responses to question 10 for participants’ experience in missing persons cases.
	 
	Far less effective 
	Not as effective 
	As effective 
	More effective 
	Far more effective 

	Small amount of experience
	 
	5 
(8%) 
	4 
(7%) 
	4 
(7%) 
	2 
(3%) 

	Fair amount of experience
	1 
(1.5%) 
	7 
(11%) 
	5 
(8%) 
	10 
(16%) 
	 

	A lot of experience 
	 
	8 
(13%) 
	11 
(18%) 
 
	4 
(7%) 
	1 
(1.5 %) 


Percentages were calculated for each category and are shown in brackets in the table. This shows that participants who had a ‘lot of experience’ were more likely to consider traditional police methods as effective as social media in missing persons cases compared to those who had a ‘small amount of experience’ in missing persons cases. Those who had a ‘fair amount of experience’ felt that traditional police methods were more effective than those with less experience. This suggests, that for the sample, the use of traditional police methods was viewed positively by the sample.










4.	Discussion.
The aim of the research study was to look at the public involvement in missing persons cases. After looking into the literature around the subject, it became obvious that there was little previous research looking at this topic making it a good reason for looking at it.  Of particular interest was how social media was used as a way of involving the public by the police and the possible benefits or risks of this and how it compares to traditional policing methods. The police face a lot of scrutiny when missing person cases are not resolved. As previously mentioned, there are over 170,000 people that go missing each year but there is very little credit given to any of the successful cases where police work leads to the safe return of a missing person. Only such media attention is given to police failings such as Lancashire Police’s case of Nicola Bulley, also previously mentioned. All failings by Lancashire police were published following the police service’s Police and Commissioner Andrew Snowden requested a review of the investigation of Nicola Bulley’s disappearance to provide an awareness into the efficiency of their response to the missing person report and to develop the learning of all services around the failings made (www.college.police.uk, 2023). This shows the service being transparent and willing to learn from mistakes following a case which was interfered with by individuals on social media and media communication being mismanaged (www.college.police.uk, 2023). Yet, the media are not held accountable for their part in this and there is little to stop the public from spreading false rumours on social media. 

Despite the risks of the use of social media by the Police, as discussed in the literature review, it would appear that the participants in the sample appeared to respond positively about the use of public involvement and social media posts in missing persons cases, even though this might only be viewed appropriate in certain circumstances. It might have been worthwhile to look at this further to be able to confirm this.  However, it is worth noting that this may not be true representative of the police as a whole due to the response rate for the study being very low (13%).  Fincham (2008) suggests that researchers should aim for a response rate of 60% in survey or questionnaire-type studies as using less would not be a true representation of the population being measured. This would make the results less reliable. Therefore, assumptions that these findings represent the Police service as a whole could be taken with caution. 

The research methodology used for the study is worthy of consideration as there were concerns identified through the research being conducted which may impact on the findings and interpretation of the results. The research questionnaire was made up of closed-ended questions focussing on missing persons, the use of closed questions was to ensure the completion was easy to encourage participation and the results would be easy to interpret. This did, however, prevent the researcher from exploring the reasons for participants’ responses which would have been equally interested if not more.  An example where this was relevant would be question seven of the questionnaire, where participants were asked whether police should use civilians in searches for missing persons.  Most respondents agreed that the public should be involved in certain circumstances. If open-ended questions had been used, respondents would have been able to elaborate on their response, giving reasons for this or the circumstances they felt would make it suitable to involve the public in. This in turn would have given the researcher a better understanding of the respondent’s views and rationale for this choice and allow a greater understanding of police opinion of public involvement.  The use of open-ended questions would have provided a more qualitative answer. Open-ended questions are especially helpful when we are attempting to develop a theory rather than just confirm it with the data (Hancock, 2001). An open question strives for an open mind and is receptive to whatever shows up, as opposed to starting from the grand theory suggested by close questioning. Open questions should, at the very least, be a way to get the advanced knowledge needed to formulate a closed question (Vinten, 1995).

Related to this is the use of a quantitative approach which was used within the study.  A qualitive approach would have allowed the researcher to explore reasons for the responses given. It allows the researcher to gain insight into real world problems by asking people’s views, experiences, attitudes, behaviours, and interactions (Pathak, Kalra and Jena, 2013); while quantitative research as used in the present study, measures numerical responses which is objective and easily replicated by other researchers.  An example of a qualitative research design would be the use of semi-structured interviews, this would have allowed the researcher to explore data further by questioning reasons and explanations given to certain questions.  Because the interview questions are predicated on prior knowledge, using semi-structured interviews necessitates a certain amount of prior research in the research topic area. The interview guide is used to formulate the questions, which are decided upon prior to the interview. The primary subjects of the study are covered in the interview guide. Although it provides a targeted framework for the conversation during the interview, it should not be adhered too rigidly. Rather, the goal is to investigate the research field by gathering comparable forms of data from every participant and by giving them suggestions for topics to discuss (Kallio et al., 2016). For many worthwhile tasks, semi-structured interviews work well especially when there are multiple open-ended questions that call for follow-up enquiries (Adams, 2015). The use of the semi-structured interview was, however, discounted in the present study. This was due to this being a time-consuming task and would have led to difficult task of analysing more complex data searching for common themes. 

The questionnaire used was designed to ascertain Police officer’s thoughts on public participation and involvement in the cases of missing individuals in whom they were concerned. With regards to question five, where it was asked of the participants how much experience they have in missing person case,; this was an ambiguous question as someone who is relatively new to the job might feel they have a lot of experience with missing persons due to having minimal involvement dealing with missing persons frequently in a short period of time. Whereas someone with a long career might not deem their experience as significant as they understand the complexities a missing person case might entail.  It would have been more beneficial to offer categories of the number of cases participants had been involved win (or ranges) which would have been less ambiguous and open to interpretation. This may have affected the responses of officers and a broader choice of wording would have been more beneficial for this question. 


4.1	Conclusion
In conclusion, the research study conducted was based around missing person investigations and the public and police’s involvement within them. It also looked at how this complex relationship between Police and the public co-exist during the investigation and what issues can arise as well as the benefits including the sharing of social media posts online. The study reveals an agreement in favour from the South Wales Police officers in the sharing of social media posts by both police services pages and public pages to circulate posts further. The Police and media could each benefit from an enhanced working relationship, where media outlets receive correct information when suitable for circulation to help with the investigation rather than the spread of hearsay and false rumours. This would benefit both parties and would help in raising public confidence in police. It is noteworthy that there is potential of a benefit from the involvement from certain members of the public at the right time when appropriate measures are in place and risk assessments are put in place for the safety of the members of public involving themselves and the individual who is missing. 
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6. Appendix 1
  
	1. What department do you work In?  

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Volume Crime investigation (hub, CID, etc)
		 



	10.94%
	7

	2
	Specialist Crime investigation (major crime)
		 



	7.81%
	5

	3
	Frontline Operations (response, NPT, etc),
		 



	54.69%
	35

	4
	Specialist Operations (RPU, JFU, TST, Dogs, mounted, etc)
		 



	12.50%
	8

	5
	Police staff, PCSO, civilian staff
		 



	10.94%
	7

	6
	Intelligence
		 



	3.13%
	2

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	2. Are you Male or Female? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Male
		 



	87.50%
	56

	2
	Female
		 



	12.50%
	8

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	3. Age Range 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	18-20
		 



	1.56%
	1

	2
	21-29
		 



	39.06%
	25

	3
	30-39
		 



	34.38%
	22

	4
	40-49
		 



	18.75%
	12

	5
	50-59
		 



	6.25%
	4

	6
	60 or older
	
	0.00%
	0

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	4. What is your nationality? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Open-Ended Question
	100.00%
	61

		1
	23/10/2023 10:30 AM
ID: 229666603 
	British

	2
	23/10/2023 10:46 AM
ID: 229668246 
	Lebanese

	3
	23/10/2023 11:07 AM
ID: 229670346 
	British

	4
	23/10/2023 11:09 AM
ID: 229670521 
	British 

	5
	23/10/2023 11:10 AM
ID: 229670633 
	Welsh

	6
	23/10/2023 11:12 AM
ID: 229670844 
	Welsh

	7
	23/10/2023 11:19 AM
ID: 229671562 
	Brittish 

	8
	23/10/2023 11:25 AM
ID: 229672192 
	British 

	9
	23/10/2023 11:48 AM
ID: 229674506 
	Welsh

	10
	23/10/2023 11:49 AM
ID: 229674602 
	White British 

	11
	23/10/2023 11:50 AM
ID: 229674704 
	British 

	12
	23/10/2023 11:50 AM
ID: 229674761 
	Welsh

	13
	23/10/2023 11:50 AM
ID: 229674776 
	Welsh

	14
	23/10/2023 11:52 AM
ID: 229674907 
	British 

	15
	23/10/2023 11:53 AM
ID: 229675057 
	Welsh/British

	16
	23/10/2023 11:58 AM
ID: 229675496 
	British 

	17
	23/10/2023 12:00 PM
ID: 229675665 
	Welsh

	18
	23/10/2023 12:00 PM
ID: 229675667 
	Welsh

	19
	23/10/2023 12:00 PM
ID: 229675721 
	Welsh

	20
	23/10/2023 12:00 PM
ID: 229675725 
	Welsh

	21
	23/10/2023 12:05 PM
ID: 229676243 
	Welsh

	22
	23/10/2023 12:17 PM
ID: 229677331 
	Welsh 

	23
	23/10/2023 12:27 PM
ID: 229678494 
	British

	24
	23/10/2023 12:37 PM
ID: 229679383 
	British 

	25
	23/10/2023 12:42 PM
ID: 229679913 
	Welsh

	26
	23/10/2023 14:02 PM
ID: 229687847 
	Welsh

	27
	23/10/2023 14:56 PM
ID: 229694317 
	Wales

	28
	23/10/2023 15:48 PM
ID: 229700401 
	Welsh

	29
	23/10/2023 20:25 PM
ID: 229722393 
	Welsh

	30
	23/10/2023 20:25 PM
ID: 229722410 
	Welsh

	31
	23/10/2023 20:26 PM
ID: 229722419 
	British 

	32
	23/10/2023 20:26 PM
ID: 229722453 
	Welsh 

	33
	23/10/2023 20:27 PM
ID: 229722527 
	British 

	34
	23/10/2023 20:27 PM
ID: 229722534 
	Welsh

	35
	23/10/2023 20:28 PM
ID: 229722540 
	British 

	36
	23/10/2023 20:28 PM
ID: 229722563 
	British 

	37
	23/10/2023 20:29 PM
ID: 229722619 
	British 

	38
	23/10/2023 20:29 PM
ID: 229722639 
	Welsh 

	39
	23/10/2023 20:31 PM
ID: 229722715 
	Welsh 

	40
	23/10/2023 20:31 PM
ID: 229722739 
	British

	41
	23/10/2023 20:36 PM
ID: 229723014 
	Welsh

	42
	23/10/2023 20:36 PM
ID: 229723033 
	Welsh

	43
	23/10/2023 20:38 PM
ID: 229723119 
	British

	44
	23/10/2023 20:41 PM
ID: 229723289 
	British

	45
	23/10/2023 20:43 PM
ID: 229723433 
	British 

	46
	23/10/2023 20:44 PM
ID: 229723452 
	Welsh

	47
	23/10/2023 20:47 PM
ID: 229723610 
	Welsh

	48
	23/10/2023 20:51 PM
ID: 229723858 
	Welshy

	49
	23/10/2023 21:17 PM
ID: 229725240 
	British 

	50
	23/10/2023 21:20 PM
ID: 229725459 
	English

	51
	23/10/2023 21:51 PM
ID: 229727014 
	Welsh

	52
	23/10/2023 21:51 PM
ID: 229727027 
	W1

	53
	23/10/2023 21:53 PM
ID: 229727106 
	Welsh

	54
	23/10/2023 21:54 PM
ID: 229727170 
	Welsh 

	55
	23/10/2023 22:06 PM
ID: 229727709 
	British 

	56
	23/10/2023 22:10 PM
ID: 229727886 
	Welsh

	57
	23/10/2023 22:17 PM
ID: 229728184 
	Welsh 

	58
	23/10/2023 22:43 PM
ID: 229729201 
	Welsh 

	59
	24/10/2023 07:58 AM
ID: 229736806 
	British

	60
	24/10/2023 07:58 AM
ID: 229736814 
	British

	61
	24/10/2023 12:09 PM
ID: 229761567 
	British




	
	answered
	61

	
	skipped
	3



	5. How much experience do you have in missing person cases? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	None
		 



	3.13%
	2

	2
	Small amount
		 



	23.44%
	15

	3
	Fair amount
		 



	35.94%
	23

	4
	A lot
		 



	37.50%
	24

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	6. Do you believe that missing person posts should be posted on : 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Police Social media only
		 



	7.81%
	5

	2
	Public social media pages
		 



	3.13%
	2

	3
	Both
		 



	89.06%
	57

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	7. Should the police use civilians in searches for missing persons? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Yes
		 



	25.00%
	16

	2
	No
		 



	7.81%
	5

	3
	Only in certain circumstances
		 



	67.19%
	43

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	8. Should parents be held accountable for children that regularly go missing ? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Yes
		 



	50.00%
	32

	2
	No
		 



	3.13%
	2

	3
	Maybe in some cases
		 



	46.88%
	30

	4
	Don’t know
	
	0.00%
	0

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	9. Should members of the public be able to respond to missing person appeals anonymously? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Yes, people should have the right to stay anonymous.
		 



	81.25%
	52

	2
	No, they should prove their identity before supplying information.
		 



	18.75%
	12

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0



	10. How effective is traditional policing methods compared to a social media appeal online? 

	Answer Choices
	Response Percent
	Response Total

	1
	Far More effective
		 



	4.69%
	3

	2
	More effective
		 



	32.81%
	21

	3
	As effective
		 



	32.81%
	21

	4
	Not as effective
		 



	31.25%
	20

	5
	Far less effective
		 



	1.56%
	1

	
	answered
	64

	
	skipped
	0
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