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ABSTRACT  
The number of missing child reports exceed police investigative capacity, yet 
some incidents are linked with harm, making effective risk assessment 
essential for safeguarding. Police data likely underrepresents harm to 
missing children due to harm being undisclosed, and missing incidents 
going unreported. A better understanding of harm associated with missing 
children could help to develop appropriate interventions to reduce missing 
incidents and prevent harm. This study examined 18 months of published 
Child Safeguarding Practice Reviews across England – a previously 
overlooked resource for understanding harm to missing children – to 
identify the intersecting characteristics, vulnerabilities, harm types, 
indicators, and issues with formal guardianship (safeguarding by carers, 
schools, local authorities, police and health professionals). Results revealed 
that children were missing, vulnerable, harmed, and showed indicators of 
exploitation in numerous and intersecting ways. Of the missing from home 
or care (MFHC) cases, all but two mentioned repeat missing incidents, all 
mentioned missing school, 75% mentioned exclusion, and over half 
mentioned going missing from both home and care. All MFHC cases 
mentioned multiple vulnerabilities and multiple harm types. All but one of 
the MFHC cases mentioned multiple exploitation indicators. This highlights 
opportunities for guardianship including extending the police Philomena 
Protocol to schools for children at risk of exclusion. The constraints of 
formal guardians, when combined with the risks faced by some vulnerable 
children, can lead to inadequate supervision and support – paradoxically 
leaving those children simultaneously overexposed to harm yet under- 
served by protective services.
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Introduction

Children going missing is an international concern (see Stevenson and Thomas 2018, Fedina et al. 
2019, Ferguson et al. 2023), not least given its ties to cross-border child trafficking (Sharp-Jeffs 
2016) yet there is relatively little research on missing children with most research emanating from 
the UK (Ferguson and Sidebottom 2022). Definitions of a missing person vary across countries 
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(Shalev Greene et al. 2022). In England, a missing child is anyone under 18 years of age whose 
location cannot be determined (College of Policing 2014, 2016). Going missing is not a crime, but 
several aspects make it relevant to police. Firstly, missing child reports significantly impact police 
expenditure (Shalev-Greene and Pakes 2014). Secondly, some children go missing due to serious 
criminal harm such as child abuse and exploitation, and some witness or engage in crime whilst 
missing (Newman 1989, Shalev 2011, Simon et al. 2016, Missing People 2019). Finally, some children 
die, attempt suicide, or experience harm whilst missing. Therefore, preventing harm may reduce 
missing incidents and vice versa.

To prevent harm, situational crime prevention (SCP) approaches, including supervision, can be 
effective in reducing child abuse severity and grooming (Leclerc et al. 2015, Wortley et al. 2019, 
Kamar et al. 2022). However, implementing interventions in all missing child cases is unfeasible, 
and police data suggests most missing child incidents do not result in harm (NCA 2021). To target 
effective interventions, context-specific information is required. While there is much research on 
specific harms suffered while missing (see, for example, Sharp-Jeffs 2016, Simon et al. 2016), or 
specific missing cases, little is known about the overlap of characteristics and circumstances of 
harmed missing children. Addressing this gap could help with targeting limited resources to 
protect the most vulnerable and reduce the impact on police from missing incidents.

This study examined a sample of official reviews of cases where children are known to have been 
seriously harmed. Child Safeguarding Practice Reviews (CSPRs) document the circumstances of these 
seriously harmed children. These documents were analysed to identify types of ‘missing’, vulner-
ability and harm indicators, and associations between those circumstances and guardianship 
issues. The findings provide insights useful for informing police and partner agency practice for safe-
guarding missing children in England and provide a basis for expanding research on this issue 
globally.

Literature review

Missing children

Approximately 65,000 children are reported missing to police each year in England and Wales (NCA 
2021), though many incidents go unreported due, it is thought, to parents telling children to leave 
home, and aversion to police (Rees 2011). Children account for over half of recorded missing inci-
dents, with adolescents comprising the majority of missing children – a pattern replicated elsewhere 
including the US, Australia and Canada (Huey et al. 2020, Sidebottom et al. 2020, Ferguson and Side-
bottom 2022). Multiple UK studies show a recurring pattern of a majority of missing child incidents 
involving repeatedly missing children (Babuta and Sidebottom 2020, Sidebottom et al. 2020, Galiano 
López et al. 2023). In Canada, Huey et al. (2020) found more than half of repeat missing incidents 
were attributed to 16- and 17-year-olds alone. Not only are incidents concentrated amongst adoles-
cents and those missing repeatedly, but incidents have also been found to concentrate in children’s 
care homes (Hayden and Shalev Greene 2018, Huey et al. 2020). Children in care are overrepresented 
amongst children reported missing (Hayden and Shalev Greene 2018, Sidebottom et al. 2020, 
Boulton et al. 2023), and have a higher repeat missing incident rate (NCA, 2021, Sidebottom et al. 
2020), though there are more reported incidents involving children missing from home (NCA, 
2021). Little is known about the extent to which children missing from care were first missing 
from home (Sidebottom et al. 2020) – an insight which could help to target police initiatives.

Missing children and harm

Going missing is not necessarily associated with harm. Most missing children are found seemingly ‘safe 
and well’ (Ferguson and Sidebottom 2022; NCA, 2022). Some missing children are believed to be teen-
agers ‘pushing the boundaries’ (Hayden and Goodship 2015, p. 451), or children in care1 experiencing 
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difficulties with their accommodation, or whose carers may be quick to report children as missing 
to comply with organisational procedures (Newiss 1999, Simon et al. 2016, Sidebottom et al. 2020). 
A missing incident cannot itself warrant serious interventions, as this demand would outstrip police 
capacity (Hayden and Goodship 2015). Therefore, identifying characteristics of missing children 
most at risk of serious harm is important for informing risk assessment and better targeting limited 
resources towards responses and prevention.

For some children, a missing incident can be an indicator of harm, including child sexual exploita-
tion (CSE), child criminal exploitation (CCE), or abuse that they are running away from (Rees 2011, 
Hill et al. 2016, Sharp-Jeffs 2016, Simon et al. 2016, Department for Education 2017, Home Office 
2017). Child abuse and exploitation are significant issues. In England and Wales, child sexual 
abuse (CSA) is estimated to have been experienced by 3.1 million adults (ONS 2020), and more 
than 16,000 potential CSE victims, and more than 10,000 potential CCE victims, have been identified 
in England (Department for Education 2022). Other harm types associated with missing children 
include suicide, self-harm, and neglect (Hill et al. 2016, Department for Education 2020; NCA, 
2021, Boulton et al. 2023). However, the full picture of the types of, and circumstances surrounding, 
harm experienced in the lives of missing children is incomplete. Firstly, some studies only report 
harm experienced whilst missing, excluding harm experienced prior to missing episodes that trig-
gered the incidents (Rees 2011; NCA, 2021, Boulton et al. 2023). Secondly, some statistics, such as 
those from the NCA (2021), and studies such as Doyle and Barnes (2020), only include recorded 
harm disclosed, or apparent to, police. Non-police data, for example survey evidence such as the 
large-scale study by The Children’s Society (Rees 2011), suggests harm experienced whilst missing 
is more common than the ∼1% reported in NCA (2022) statistics. Children do not always disclose 
victimisation, or it takes considerable time before they do (Allnock 2015a, 2015b, ONS 2020), and 
this disclosure is unequal across populations (e.g. boys may be less likely to disclose than girls 
(Alaggia et al. 2019)). Thirdly, some studies only include missing incidents recorded by police 
(Boulton et al. 2023). Finally, studies often take a narrow view of harm, examining only a single 
harm type such as CSE (see Sharp-Jeffs 2016) or specific type of missing such as incidents categorised 
by police as low or medium risk (see Missing People 2019). This means that a full understanding of 
the harm experienced by children who go missing is lacking, and current responses to missing chil-
dren may not address the harm causing their missing incidents, thereby failing to prevent sub-
sequent harm and missing incidents.

In addition to understanding the types of harm experienced by missing children, it is also impor-
tant (for informing risk assessment and safeguarding measures) to understand the characteristics 
and contexts of children who go missing and suffer harm. Studies on missing children in Australia 
and Canada suggest girls are more likely to be victimised than boys (Stevenson and Thomas 
2018, Ferguson et al. 2023) but this may misrepresent the true picture as boys are less likely to dis-
close victimisation (Alaggia et al. 2019). Whilst research on CSE characteristics has focussed predo-
minantly on girls, Cockbain et al. (2017) found that a third of victims in their English study were 
boys, most of whom had been reported missing and were more likely to have a disability. One of 
the disabilities included in the study, autism, was overrepresented in their sample compared to 
the general population and was more prevalent amongst males (ibid.). This led the researchers to 
call for further research on the link between disability, gender and CSE (ibid.). Other vulnerabilities 
identified as risk factors, or indicators, for exploitation include a history of abuse or neglect, being in 
care, unstable/unsafe accommodation, going missing repeatedly, and missing school – specifically 
absences and school exclusion (Department for Education 2017, Home Office 2017). However, the 
prevalence of these issues amongst exploited children who go missing, and how they intersect, is 
unknown.

The location from which children are reported missing (home, care, or school) is an important 
contextual factor as it may be associated with different harm outcomes and may also highlight 
different guardianship opportunities. As mentioned above, there is a concentration of missing inci-
dents amongst children’s care homes. Regarding school, children missing from a school setting 
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(including school attendance issues) have been associated with CSE, CCE, and serious violence (Rees 
2011, The Children’s Society 2018, HM Government 2018, Missing People 2019) and the UK Govern-
ment recognises school exclusion as a factor that may indicate, and increase a child’s risk of, sexual 
and criminal exploitation (Department for Education 2017, Home Office 2017).

Children with special educational needs (SEN), including autism and ADHD2, are more likely to be 
excluded from school than children without SEN, with the highest rates belonging to those without a 
support plan (HM Government 2022a, McCluskey et al. 2019). Exclusion and SEN have been linked to 
offending (Department for Education and Ministry of Justice 2022, Arnez and Condry 2021) and 
emerging evidence suggests a causal link between exclusion and offending (Behavioural Insights 
Team 2023). However, there is a knowledge gap regarding the interdependency of SEN, exclusion, 
victimisation, and offending (McCluskey 2019) and researchers call for improved understanding of 
excluded children’s experiences, including all aspects of their lives, so context-specific interventions 
can be devised (Arnez and Condry 2021). This gap is wider when including its intersection with 
missing children. Hence, examining the intersections of these factors in missing children’s lives is 
important.

Risk assessment and interventions

Police risk assessment
Police risk assessment of missing children may also benefit from a better understanding of the 
characteristics and circumstances of harmed missing children. The current police risk assessment 
of missing people in England has been characterised as subjective, inaccurate, and failing to incor-
porate risk variation across ages, leading to calls for an evidence-based approach (Doyle and Barnes 
2020). However, research useful for informing police risk assessment of missing incidents is lacking, 
with some calling for a better understanding of practitioner constraints in this area (Huey 2019; Fer-
guson and Sidebottom, 2022).

Situational crime prevention
One framework to prevent criminal harm is situational crime prevention (SCP) (Clarke 2010, Wortley 
and Smallbone 2010). SCP requires knowledge of specific harm types, and associated circumstances, 
to inform environmental and managerial changes to be made within, and beyond, the criminal justice 
system, aimed at reducing crime opportunities, such as through increasing supervision of potential 
victims (Clarke 1980, Clarke 2017). Understanding the characteristics, vulnerabilities, and harm indi-
cators in missing children who suffer serious harm, can inform prevention initiatives that, through 
appropriate guardianship, could interrupt a child’s journey to this harm outcome. In fact, a study 
pre-dating the creation of the SCP approach by Clarke found links between environmental character-
istics and children going missing (Clarke 1967, Wortley and Townsley 2017).

A key SCP tenet, rooted in routine activities theory, is the presence of a capable guardian – a 
formal guardian such as a police officer or an informal guardian such as a member of the public – 
who can discourage crime by supervising and protecting the victim, thereby increasing the risk to 
the offender. This reflects the belief underlying the concern with children being missing – a belief 
supported by evidence from research with offenders that children are unlikely to be able to 
prevent their abuse themselves (Wortley and Smallbone 2010). SCP approaches shown to discourage 
harm to children include increasing supervision, and measures leading potential offenders to believe 
children are supervised (Wortley and Smallbone 2010, Leclerc et al. 2015). Beyond supervision, other 
victim-focussed SCP approaches proposed to prevent CSA include identifying ‘children with devel-
opmental disabilities’ and intervening ‘with lonely, needy, neglected children’ (Kaufman et al. 2010, 
p. 127 and p. 129). However, implementing SCP may be problematic for issues requiring a co-ordi-
nated multi-agency response – as child protection does (Department for Education 2014) – if prac-
titioners are under-resourced and ill-informed (Clarke 2017). Further, guardians can be unwilling to 
supervise or intervene (Clarke 1980, Reynald 2010, Schaefer and Mazerolle 2017, Lockitch et al. 2022).
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Current interventions
There are two key interventions implemented to address missing child incidents. One approach 
introduced to improve police risk assessment of missing child incidents is the Philomena Protocol – 
a police initiative requiring guardians of children in care at risk of going missing to complete a form 
to provide information to help police to risk assess and find them if they are reported missing (APPG 
2019); However, this protocol only applies to children in care. Another approach is conducting inde-
pendent return home interviews (RHIs). RHIs aim to inform responses to prevent missing child inci-
dents and associated harm, and it is a local authority’s responsibility to conduct an RHI when a child 
returns from being MFHC (Department for Education 2014). However, challenges to implementing 
RHIs include local authorities not offering RHIs to every missing child, and offers being rejected 
(Mitchell et al. 2014, Ofsted 2013, Pona et al. 2019, Boulton et al. 2023). Little is known about RHIs 
and other responses to seriously harmed missing children. Both RHIs and the Philomena Protocol 
are aimed at missing children broadly. The current study aims to uncover the contexts specific to 
missing children who experience serious harm, to inform risk assessment and responses to better 
target resources to safeguarding the most vulnerable missing children.

Current study

In sum, considerable overlap occurs between missing children and harmed children. Extensive 
exploratory work examining some elements of this issue exists, but important gaps remain regarding 
personal characteristics, vulnerabilities, and indicators recognisable in missing children that may 
signal their path to harm. Understanding these in an intersectional and context-specific manner is 
vital for developing effective interventions. While interventions exist for some circumstances, 
there are serious concerns and missed opportunities. Documenting these, in the context of 
harmed missing children, could provide insights useful for improving safeguarding.

This study aims to overcome the data and measurement limitations described above by examin-
ing Child Safeguarding Practice Reviews (CSPRs) using broad definitions of ‘missing’ and ‘harm’ to 
capture the full range of harms experienced by missing children, including those not disclosed, or 
apparent, to police. ‘Missing’ comprises children missing from home, care, or school, even if unre-
ported. ‘Harm’ includes confirmed or suspected harm experienced by a child at any time, not 
solely during a missing incident. This comprehensive approach facilitates a deeper understanding 
of harm affecting missing children.

Method

Research questions

This study answers the following. 

1. What characteristics and types of missing, vulnerability, harm and harm indicators are documen-
ted in CSPRs, and how do they intersect?

2. What guardianship opportunities and issues are documented in CSPRs, and how do these interact 
with the child’s context?

Data

This study examined Child Safeguarding Practice Reviews (CSPRs) – free-text documents summar-
ising circumstances of children who have died or been seriously harmed, and where abuse or 
neglect is known or suspected. The child, their family, and safeguarding partners are invited to 
provide their perspective on the case (Department for Education 2018). CSPRs are not conducted 
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for every case of serious child harm. Reasons to conduct a CSPR include local authorities deeming the 
cases useful for improving safeguarding practice, recurring themes, multi-agency collaboration 
issues, concerns about an agency, issues spanning multiple areas, and concerns about safeguarding 
within institutions (Department for Education 2018). CSPRs are required to be published unless the 
local authority deems publication inappropriate (Department for Education 2018). Whilst potentially 
unrepresentative of all cases in which serious harm is known to authorities, published CSPRs enable 
exploration of the context in which a child has been harmed, from a variety of perspectives, collected 
by a reviewer (commissioned by the local authority) with no conflict of interest.

The data comprise 39 published CSPRs3 collected mid-2022 - 26 in 2021, and 13 in the first half of 
2022 – encompassing 1,474 pages with cases ranging from 14 to 133 pages, with a median of 30. The 
areas spanned the south, midlands, and north of England, with 11 cases’ authorities unnamed.4

CSPRs are publicly available in the NSPCC National Case Review Repository (NSPCC, no date). Per-
mission was acquired from the NSPCC. Cases include fatal and non-fatal outcomes, and feature 
known or suspected abuse or neglect. Only cases containing substantial details5 of children reaching 
school-age (five to 17 years old) were included.

Analysis

Quantitative content analysis (using a labelling scheme (see supporting material) applied by the first 
author and an independent annotator) and qualitative thematic analysis of CSPRs were conducted. A 
broad definition of ‘missing’ was used, with labels including ‘missing from home or care’ (MFHC), 
‘repeatedly missing from home or care’ (repeat MFHC) and ‘missing school’ (encompassing any 
absence from an education setting outside of the home). Additional labels were created for 
‘missing school’ subtypes as they were identified in the data.

The labelling scheme also included harm types, exploitation indicators, and vulnerabilities. Harm 
types that are criminal or require police involvement included those covered by the purpose of 
CSPRs – abuse, neglect, and death – plus exploitation (a subset of abuse) as ‘missing’ is a potential 
indicator of this, and each were expanded into subtypes (see supporting material). Since escaping 
harm can be a reason for a missing incident, harm was labelled whether experienced during, 
before, or after a missing incident, and (for comparison) for cases that did not mention a child 
MFHC. CSE and CCE indicators published in UK Government guidance were also included (see sup-
porting material) (Home Office 2017, Department for Education 2017).

Regarding vulnerability, multiple types are used within criminology, and the definition of a par-
ticular vulnerability is used in this study – ‘a group or category of people who are more fragile or 
susceptible to an adverse outcome than others’ – of which subtypes can include situational, 
innate, social disadvantage and risk (Bui and Deakin 2021, page 2). To inform the list of vulnerability 
labels, a brief literature search was conducted for risk factors for the harms to children included in 
this study (Brown et al. 1998, Leclerc et al. 2015, Home Office 2017, Department for Education 
2017, University of Manchester 2017, Gotby et al. 2018, Mulder et al. 2018, Stern et al. 2018, 
Assink et al. 2019, Fedina et al. 2019, Franchino-Olsen 2021, Carballo et al. 2020, Liel et al. 2020, Fre-
derick et al. 2022). These were grouped to condense the labelling scheme (see supporting material).

Labelling guidelines (see supporting material) were created for each label. A stratified (on number 
of pages quartile) random subsample of 20% (n = 8) cases were selected for labelling by the first 
author and an independent annotator. The first author’s labels were treated as correct, and both 
annotators agreed 90% of the time with a Cohen’s Kappa score of 0.76, falling within the ‘substantial 
agreement’ category as per Landis and Koch (1977). Perfect agreement (Cohen’s Kappa = 1) was 
achieved for ‘missing’ labels. The first author labelled the remaining cases. Following labelling, fre-
quencies and percentages of cases containing each label were calculated. These were used to 
provide an overview of the types of missing, harm, vulnerability and exploitation indicators ident-
ified, followed by exploratory analysis identifying patterns and associated characteristics relevant 
to MFHC.
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Thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurring themes concerning guardianship opportu-
nities and issues. Whilst analysis includes identifying children missing school due to its connection 
with MFHC and exploitation, the study’s primary focus is MFHC due to it being a policing issue. In 
routine activity theory, ‘guardianship’ refers specifically to the presence of a person at the same 
place and time as a motivated offender and suitable victim, however this study takes a broader 
view. As explained in Section 11 of the Children Act 2004, police and partner agencies (including 
local authorities, schools, health bodies, and organisations commissioned by these bodies) are 
required to give sufficient attention to safeguard children, which includes ‘protecting children 
from maltreatment’ (Department for Education 2018, pp. 6–7). This obligation exceeds child super-
vision, therefore ‘guardian’ in this study refers to parents, carers, police, local authorities, health pro-
fessionals, and school staff. ‘Guardianship’ refers to the act of preventing harm to, and reducing the 
vulnerability of, children.

Results

Sample overview

The sample contained all harm types (abuse, neglect, exploitation and death), all ‘missing’ types, and 
all vulnerabilities other than ‘sex work involvement of connections’ (Table 1). 92% of cases men-
tioned the harmed child missing school. Several ‘missing school’ subtypes were identified, most 

Table 1. Sample statistics – missing, harm, vulnerability.

Label Group Label (Sub-label)

All Cases  
(n = 39)

Not MFHC* 
(n = 27)

MFHC*  
(n = 12)

Cases % Cases % Cases %

Missing Missing School 36 92 24 89 12 100
(Attendance/absence) 23 59 16 59 7 58
(Exclusion) 12 31 3 11 9 75
(Home educated) 7 18 6 22 1 8
(Remote engagement) 6 15 5 19 1 8
(Off roll / late to enrol) 5 13 3 11 2 17
(Part-time) 4 10 2 7 2 17
(Late to school) 4 10 4 15 0 0
(Sent home/hospital) 3 8 2 7 1 8
(Missing from school) 1 3 0 0 1 8
MFHC* 12 31 - - - -
Repeat MFHC* 10 26 - - 10 83

Harm Neglect 32 82 22 81 10 83
Abuse 31 79 21 78 10 83
Death 24 62 15 56 9 75
(Completed) 17 44 11 41 6 50
(Attempted/near) 11 28 6 22 5 42
Exploitation 16 41 5 19 11 92

Vulnerability Child protection services involvement 37 95 25 93 12 100
Health issues 35 90 25 93 10 83
Behaviour, police and crime 32 82 20 74 12 100
Drugs or alcohol 29 74 18 67 11 92
Domestic abuse 27 69 20 74 7 58
Economic/accommodation vulnerability 23 59 15 56 8 67
Social isolation/difficulties 23 59 17 63 6 50
Stress/stressful life event 22 56 14 52 8 67
Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) 18 46 12 44 6 50
Parent-child relationship issues 18 46 11 41 7 58
Prior victimisation/ACE 15 38 8 30 7 58
Bereavement 16 41 11 41 5 42
Living with a stepparent 14 36 9 33 5 42
Lack of supervision 11 28 9 33 2 17
Sex work involvement/connections 0 0 0 0 0 0

Percentages are rounded. *Harmed child MFHC.
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commonly absence and exclusion. 36% mentioned someone going missing from home or care 
(MFHC). 31% mentioned the harmed child at the focus of the review going MFHC (69% did not), 
and of these, most mentioned repeat incidents. Hereafter, referring to MFHC cases includes only 
those mentioning the harmed child MFHC.

Characteristics, types and intersections of missing, vulnerability, harm and exploitation 
indicators

All MFHC cases referenced multiple vulnerabilities, multiple harm types and multiple exploitation 
indicators. All MFHC cases mentioned prior contact with children’s social care either as looked- 
after children, as part of a child protection plan, or due to a referral to a multi-agency safeguarding 
hub, and prior contact with police due to missing incidents, domestic abuse at home, offending by a 
parent or the child, or a combination of these. All but one mentioned drugs in connection with the 
child or parent (including (mis)use, possession in circumstances suggesting supply, and overdose). 
83% featured mental health issues (including depression, anxiety, suicide ideation, and self-harm) 
of the child or parent. Half the MFHC cases mentioned Special Educational Needs and Disability 
(SEND), specifically autism or ADHD. Two-thirds featured children experiencing accommodation vul-
nerability, commonly due to parents/guardians/care placements evicting the child due to their 
behaviour, or to safeguard the child. 

a further seven placement moves […], all of which were in response to the need to manage risks from known, 
and unnamed, individuals. (Case_25)

Death (including homicide, suicide and attempted/near death), abuse, neglect and exploitation were 
all common types of harm identified in cases mentioning MFHC. The child died in half the MFHC 
cases. In three-quarters of MFHC cases the child had died, or death had been attempted/near. 
Most MFHC cases mentioned multiple harm types known or suspected before the review-triggering 
harm. In half of MFHC cases, all four harm types were mentioned. Some cases also mentioned high 
frequencies of harm incidents prior to the review-triggering harm. 

… 130 incidents of self-harming behaviour or suicidal ideation, 13 incidents of [CHILD] being sexually groomed, 
of which there was evidence in two or three incidents of sexual abuse, and 33 occasions when [CHILD] had gone 
missing (Case_1, died)

Exploitation was more commonly mentioned in cases mentioning MFHC (92%), than those not mention-
ing it (19%). Of the cases mentioning exploitation, the majority comprised CSE (44%) or CCE (37%).

In half the MFHC cases, the child disclosed harm prior to the review-triggering harm (see support-
ing material). Children disclosed to school staff, police, social workers, carers, medical staff, and other 
children’s parents.

Multiple exploitation indicators were documented in all but one of the cases featuring exploita-
tion of a child in the case (see supporting material). The two most common indicators were injuries, 
and older or controlling associates, each mentioned in 8 of the 11 MFHC cases mentioning exploita-
tion. All six CCE cases mentioned carrying weapons. Of the seven CSE cases, self-harm was men-
tioned in four, sexualised behaviour in three, and sexual assault in three.

MFHC cases featured children missing from multiple settings (and often missing school in mul-
tiple ways), often multiple times and sometimes incidents were not reported or recorded as 
missing. In MFHC cases, 58% mentioned being missing from both home and care, and of those men-
tioning both settings, all were missing from a (grand)parental home first. Care placements from 
which children went missing, beyond kinship care (including living with grandparents), included 
foster care, care homes, and semi-independent accommodation.

Of the MFHC cases, the child was missing school in all, with exclusion the most common type of 
missing school mentioned in 75% of cases. In contrast, of the non-MFHC cases, a minority (11%) men-
tioned exclusion. This difference is statistically significant, with a Fisher’s exact test score of 0.0002 
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and p-value less than 0.05. Part-time attendance was more common in MFHC cases (17%) than non- 
MFHC cases (7%), though this difference is not statistically significant.

Ten in 12 MFHC cases mentioned repeat MFHC incidents. All but two repeat MFHC cases featured 
exclusion. Of 12 cases featuring exclusion, 75% mentioned the harmed child MFHC, and two-thirds of 
these involved multiple exclusions. Half of MFHC cases featured SEN – ADHD in four and autism in 
two – and these children were all excluded, with exploitation known or suspected.

Boys were overrepresented in MFHC cases. 67% of the harmed children in MFHC cases were male 
and 25% were female. One third of MFHC cases mentioned unreported/unrecorded missing inci-
dents, and of these four, three featured boys. Incidents were unreported by both parents and pro-
fessionals. In one case mentioning CCE, the boy was often recorded as ‘wanted’ by police rather than 
missing, and some care staff did not report him missing (Case_25). All CCE cases featured boys and all 
but one of the CSE cases featured girls. Table 2 summarises harm types, MFHC, exclusion, SEN, age, 
and sex for the non-MFHC cases mentioning exploitation and all MFHC cases.

Guardianship opportunities, issues, and their interaction with the child’s circumstances

The findings highlight extensive knowledge available to guardians about the vulnerabilities, harms 
and harm indicators associated with missing children in the sample, presenting multiple opportu-
nities to intervene to prevent harm and further missing incidents. However, information was fre-
quently underutilised, owing to information not being shared, a single-incident focus, or 
insufficient time to read information. 

… professionals for child protection case conferences locally are required to read the reports provided to the 
conference in the 30 minutes before the conference starts […] caused by guidance not always being followed 
regarding submitting reports days in advance enabling all to prepare. This means that it is difficult for all pro-
fessionals to fully understand complex circumstances (Case_9)

… incident was closed by the police without obtaining more information which would have revealed the his-
torical and current concerns […]. Had a missing report been submitted to Children’s Services […] this would 
have prompted the offer of a Return Home Interview (Case_24)

Table 2. Harm types, MFHC type, exclusion, SEN type, and demographics in non-MFHC cases mentioning exploitation and all 
MFHC cases.

Case

Harm Type Missing Type Vulnerability Demographics

Abuse Neglect Death Exploitation MFHC Exclusion SEN Age 11+? Sex

MFHC Cases

1 Yes Yes Died & att/nr CSE Repeat Yes Female
3 Yes Yes Died CSE Repeat Multiple Autism Yes Female
37 Yes Yes CSE Repeat Yes Female
31 Yes Yes Att/nr CSE/CCE Repeat Multiple Autism Yes Male
39 Yes Died CCE Repeat Multiple ADHD Yes Male
23 Yes Yes Died CCE Repeat Yes ADHD Yes Male
28 Yes Yes Att/nr CCE Yes Multiple ADHD, learning difficulties,  

conduct disorder
Yes Male

16 Died CCE Repeat Multiple Yes Male
25 Yes Yes CCE Repeat Yes Yes Male
24 Yes Yes Att/nr General Yes Yes Male
38 Yes Yes General Repeat Multiple ADHD Yes Multiple children
27 Yes Died & att/nr Repeat Yes Yes Male

Exploitation Cases (Not MFHC)

30 Yes Yes CSE Multiple Autism suspected No Female
8 Yes Yes CSE No Male
33 Yes Yes Mother CSE Yes Female
13 Yes Yes Died Radicalisation Multiple Yes* Male*
12 Yes Yes General No Female

*Harmed child was younger than 11, but sibling who was radicalised was 11 and male.
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Information usage and sharing issues also affected RHIs which were not always conducted, some-
times due to declined offers or police not sharing missing incidents with local authorities. Ineffective 
use of information from interviews was also highlighted, such as only focussing on single incidents 
rather than considering other information about children, and failing to use information to develop 
safeguarding plans for a child or to analyse patterns to inform strategy. 

… independent return from missing interviews are not being consistently completed, that incidents tended to 
be processed in isolation rather than assessed cumulatively, are not being used effectively enough to help 
develop risk strategies for individual children or being aggregated and collated to help identify potentially 
risk hotspots … (Case_1, died)

Underutilising information sometimes led to ineffective safeguarding, with children’s behaviour per-
ceived as the problem rather than any harm the behaviour may indicate – illustrated in the excerpts 
below. 

[CHILD] went missing on four occasions after she was ‘closed’ to [SERVICE] […] police assessed two of these 
missing episodes as medium risk, and as [SERVICE] only dealt with high risk cases, these were not referred 
back into the [SERVICE]. The risk to [CHILD] was clearly viewed as a one off episode rather than an early indi-
cation of sexual exploitation. (Case_3, died)

… this should have included gathering information about [CHILD]’s childhood and family experiences, but this 
information is not available on records […]. Consequently, [CHILD] was perceived to be the problem and services 
were provided to address his behaviours. (Case_25)

Reviewers highlighted the importance of information sharing and usage due to the ‘piecemeal manner 
in which young people will tend to disclose information’ (Case_1) and how an incomplete understanding 
of the child’s circumstances during risk assessment resulted in plans that ‘did not address all the con-
texts in which [CHILD] was likely to experience harm’ (Case_27, died).

Insufficient intervention following harm disclosure was a recurrent theme. Issues included disbe-
lief, delayed or no safeguarding action, and insufficient action such as relying solely on the child’s 
disclosure and cooperation with investigation, highlighting the importance of using all available 
information about a child’s circumstances. 

… there was a strong focus on victim disclosure so that despite there being overwhelming evidence that 
[CHILD] was a victim of CSE, the over reliance on a specific allegation meant that professionals did not make 
a clear determination that [CHILD] was a victim of CSE (Case_37)

Although there had been a plan to issue a section 2 notice after the first disclosure no such notice was issued 
(Case_1, died)

Guardians often viewed themselves as unable to supervise the child due to the risk the child posed 
to themselves, to other children, or to the guardian. This was commonly due to the child’s behaviour, 
which was often an exploitation indicator such as self-harm, sexualised behaviour, carrying weapons, 
or associating with dangerous people. 

[CHILD] stayed at [CARE_HOME] for around 7 weeks before CSC was given 7days notice that the placement was 
to be terminated. […] because of her sexualised behaviour, posed a risk to other residents (Case_3, died)

Despite daily searches no suitable accommodation could be found. […] it was recognised that any staff ‘super-
vising’ [CHILD] would be at significant risk if they tried to curtail his liberty. By this time information had come to 
light that [CHILD] was using firearms (Case_25)

This issue was also associated with school exclusion. Within MFHC cases mentioning exclusion, most 
mentioned behaviour as the reason, including behaviour classed as ‘challenging’, threats, assaults, 
and ‘sexualised behaviour’. In one case, the exclusion was due to a CSE victim writing about an 
abusive sexual relationship: 
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As part of an English assignment […] [CHILD] produced a piece of writing […] in the first person, the text 
describes an abusive sexual relationship […]. There is also a reference to ‘my sexual abusive past’ […] 
[CHILD] was excluded for three days for submitting this piece of work (Case_3, died)

In one case, exclusions were linked with unsupported SEN: 

… his exclusions appear to have happened during times where he was not receiving SEN support for Behav-
ioural, Emotional and Social Difficulty (Case_39, died)

Insufficient training (e.g. for self-harm, exploitation, and complex cases) was also a common theme 
and intersected with harm, and exploitation indicators, leading guardians to deem children too risky 
to supervise: 

Training expectations […] are that clinical and nonclinical staff who come into contact with people who self- 
harm have a sufficient understanding […] several of the carers reported that they had not had that input or 
felt insufficiently prepared. (Case_1, died)

Guardians perceiving harmed missing children as too risky often resulted in the child’s eviction from 
their home or care placement by their guardian, or exclusion from school. Regularly moving home or 
care placement (accommodation instability) and school exclusion are risk factors for exploitation. 
Vulnerability was potentially increased further when care placements children were moved to 
(such as semi-independent accommodation) had less supervision and support. This was sometimes 
done despite advice or attempts to move the child to a placement with increased supervision and 
support. 

… though there was discussion about identifying a bespoke care placement for [CHILD] and the [MENTAL 
HEALTH] service repeated the call made by community CAMHS […] that [CHILD] should be in a care placement 
with in-house therapy, she returned to the children’s home and was transferred to the semi-independent unit …  
(Case_1, died)

… the main challenge […] was finding a specialist resource that could and would hold him and manage his 
challenging and violent behaviours. Moving [CHILD] to semi-independent placements brought […] limited if 
any oversight of his […] whereabouts. [CHILD] went missing from these placements on a regular basis (Case_25)

Discussion

To explore how the characteristics and types of missing, vulnerability, harm indicators and guardian-
ship issues feature and intersect in cases of serious harm, this study analysed 18 months of CSPRs 
published by English authorities. Although most cases did not mention children MFHC, the 31% 
that did exceeds the less than 1% of reported missing schoolchildren in England, indicating dispro-
portionate representation. The findings show how seriously harmed children MFHC were commonly 
missing repeatedly, commonly missing from home before missing from care, missing school in 
numerous ways, and most were excluded from school. All mentioned multiple vulnerabilities, 
prior contact with police and social care, and the majority mentioned drugs, mental health issues, 
and accommodation vulnerability most commonly due to frequent care placement moves. SEN 
was overrepresented compared to the general population 6 with half the MFHC cases mentioning 
ADHD or autism. All mentioned multiple harm types with most mentioning abuse and neglect, 
and all but one mentioned exploitation.

These circumstances presented multiple opportunities for safeguarding (disclosure, exploitation 
indicators, knowledge or concerns of harm and vulnerabilities, and multiple missing incidents), 
especially within schools due to the high prevalence of exclusion and the numerous ways in 
which children were missing school. However, the combination of these factors with guardianship 
limitations (with information usage, information sharing, and training) often resulted in responses 
increasing vulnerability through exclusion, eviction, and reducing supervision and support due to 
the child being seen as too risky to others but, paradoxically, sometimes treated as not risky 
enough to meet the threshold for support. This situation may more greatly impact certain groups 
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of children, specifically boys and CCE victims (due to being less likely to disclose victimisation and 
who may be more likely to be seen as risky offenders than vulnerable victims), and children with 
SEN (due to an increased need for support and overrepresentation amongst children excluded 
from school).

Implications

Previous research (Sidebottom et al. 2020) shows that many missing child incidents are generated 
by a repeatedly missing minority. The current study found most MFHC cases of seriously harmed 
children involved repeat missing incidents. Directing policing resources towards the minority of 
repeatedly missing children may provide police with opportunities to not only reduce a substan-
tial proportion of missing incidents but also safeguard those most seriously harmed. To do this, 
police need to know information about missing incidents, vulnerabilities, harms experienced, and 
harm indicators. This kind of information was known to guardians for the missing children in this 
study. If this finding generalises, it reveals an opportunity for police to target these seriously 
harmed and repeatedly missing children. However, the findings also showed that the existence 
of this information is insufficient. Information needs to be retrieved and used effectively, requiring 
trained practitioners to know the information needed, and sufficient time to use it, which often 
was not the case in this study’s sample. The impact of these issues may be exacerbated for chil-
dren such as those in this study due to the numerous vulnerabilities and harm types, as prac-
titioners are likely to require additional training and time to conduct an accurate risk 
assessment and respond effectively.

Issues with police risk assessment found in this study mirror those raised previously (Hayden and 
Goodship 2015). Insights from RHIs could be important for police to accurately risk assess sub-
sequent missing incidents. The findings highlighted issues with inconsistent implementation of 
RHIs, insufficient information-sharing, and ineffective usage of insights gained from RHIs, adding 
support to findings from previous research (Ofsted 2013, Chetwynd and Pona 2017, Pona et al. 
2019, Boulton et al. 2023). This study showed how these issues have led to ineffective safeguarding 
of seriously harmed children, due to some missing incidents not being treated as high risk despite 
the same children being seen as too risky to supervise due to exploitation indicators. Whilst addres-
sing training and gaps in specialist care provision is needed, better police risk assessment of missing 
child incidents through proactive information gathering and a child-centred (versus single incident 
centred) approach, and earlier intervention, may reduce the number of children whose harm esca-
lates to the point of being perceived as too risky to supervise.

To improve risk assessment in the context of insufficient data sharing, police should assume that 
not all information has been previously shared, and proactively request information from partner 
agencies upon receiving missing child reports. Given issues with insufficient training, it may be 
useful for guidance and forms associated with missing child risk assessment to contain specific 
prompts about the types and sources of information useful for identifying harm.

Schools could assist with police risk assessment, by completing the Philomena Protocol form (cur-
rently only implemented for children in care) for children they are concerned about such as those at 
risk of exclusion. This is particularly beneficial for children in care whose carers know them less well 
than school staff due to frequent changes in care settings, as was commonly the case for missing 
children in this sample. This may also benefit children missing from abusive or neglectful homes 
whose carers may be unwilling or unable to provide the information necessary for an accurate 
risk assessment. Additionally, it would allow for better risk assessment of children who initially go 
missing from home before they go missing from care. Little is known about whether children 
missing from care went missing from home first and this insight would help to clarify the relationship 
between care and going missing (Sidebottom et al. 2020). This study begins to address that gap as it 
found children missing from both home and care accounted for more than half of the MFHC cases in 
the sample and all went missing from home first.
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Boys MFHC were overrepresented in this sample, aligning with the proportion of boys in Serious Inci-
dent Notifications (HM Government 2022b) but contrasting with studies in Australia and Canada finding 
victimisation more prevalent for missing girls (Stevenson and Thomas 2018, Ferguson et al. 2023). Each 
boy MFHC in this sample also experienced multiple types of harm. Multiple harm types experienced by 
girls MFHC were highlighted by Ferguson et al. (2023) but not boys. Possible reasons for this disparity 
include (but are not limited to) cross-national differences, boys being less likely to disclose victimisation, 
or more missing boy incidents being unrecorded, but further research is needed. Since all cases mention-
ing CCE in this sample involved boys, fear of punishment of crimes committed whilst exploited may be a 
factor in fewer disclosures of victimisation by boys. Further, being recorded as ‘wanted’ rather than 
‘missing’ would exclude their victimisation from research on missing boys.

Many of the common types of vulnerability co-occurring with MFHC cases in the current study – 
police involvement, child protection services involvement, prior victimisation, accommodation 
instability, drugs, mental health issues, SEND – resonate with previous research (Biehal et al. 2003, 
Crosland and Dunlap 2015, Ferguson et al. 2023). The prominence of vulnerabilities in the current 
study that were either driven by decisions made by formal guardians (e.g. care home eviction and 
school exclusion), or ineffectively supported by formal guardians (e.g. lack of support for SEN), high-
lights potential opportunities for reducing risk and missing incidents. This is particularly pertinent for 
children with ADHD or autism who were overrepresented in MFHC cases in the current study, all of 
whom were excluded and suspected or known to have been exploited. This supports previous litera-
ture showing children with SEN are excluded from school at a higher rate and autistic children are 
overrepresented in CSE cases (Cockbain et al. 2017, HM Government 2022a).

Finally, this study’s findings support Clarke’s (2017) contention that ill-equipped multi-agency 
responses may hinder SCP, by highlighting how an SCP approach is obstructed by resource and 
training deficiencies, exacerbating the vulnerability of highly vulnerable, seriously harmed missing 
children. The findings also support studies highlighting guardians’ unwillingness or incapability to 
supervise in certain circumstances (Reynald 2010, Lockitch et al. 2022). Given repeat missing inci-
dents are an exploitation indicator, guardians’ unwillingness to supervise children exhibiting behav-
iour indicative of exploitation (due to insufficient training or resources to manage the risk the child 
poses to themselves, other children, or the guardian) may not only be a barrier to preventing exploi-
tation and missing incidents but may be a facilitator of those issues. Future research should examine 
barriers and facilitators to safeguarding children exhibiting behaviour potentially harmful to them-
selves or others, and how this might impact the likelihood of the child missing school or going MFHC.

Limitations and future research

This study has several limitations. First, it excludes unpublished CSPRs and may be unrepresentative 
of all English CSPRs. Second, CSPRs are not restricted to reviewing a single child and can contain 
references to others who have been missing. Therefore, findings are relevant to the case, not a 
specific child, unless otherwise stated. Third, missing incidents and other events may be undocu-
mented. Further, the data cannot answer questions about unharmed missing children, those 
whose harm is undetected by authorities, or cases outside a CSPR’s scope. Finally, the sample size 
is small. Thus, the study abstains from claiming generalisability.

Despite limitations, this study presents novel insights into the characteristics and intersections of 
missing, vulnerability, harm indicators and guardianship issues associated with seriously harmed 
missing children, revealing several avenues for future research. Researchers should explore 
whether victimisation of missing boys is more prevalent than currently thought. Second, the 
extent to which the framework of common vulnerabilities, harms, indicators of exploitation and 
types of ‘missing’ found in this study represents the wider population of seriously harmed missing 
children should be examined, to identify if this is an indicator useful for risk assessment and preven-
tion. Third, including the school setting within research on missing children (ideally with a compari-
son group of children not MFHC) may improve knowledge of how MFHC, exclusion and related 
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factors such as autism and ADHD, interrelate with victimisation. Additionally, future research should 
study police risk assessment of missing children and how support services use it. Solutions to prac-
titioners having insufficient time to use all available information about missing children to inform 
accurate risk assessments also requires exploration.

The study emphasises the need for a more comprehensive, proactive and child-centred approach 
to understanding and protecting missing children from harm, acknowledging guardianship barriers, 
including insufficient training and time to fully understand a child’s circumstances, and unwilling-
ness to supervise children showing exploitation indicators. Schools could help to improve police 
risk assessment of, and identify risks and harm to, children at risk of going missing. Boys, CCE 
victims, and children with SEN may benefit most.

Notes
1. A child in England is ‘in care’ when removed from their home by a local authority, most commonly due to abuse 

or neglect, and formally placed under the care of another guardian e.g., a relative (kinship carer), a foster carer, or 
the local authority accommodated in a residential children’s care home or in semi-independent accommodation.

2. Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.
3. See supporting material.
4. NSPCC has clarified that unnamed authorities are English.
5. Documents containing only executive summaries, reviews only containing a summary of recommendations, 

reviews focussing on offenders, and thematic reviews not containing substantial details of the circumstances 
of individual children were excluded. One CSPR contained 2 unrelated cases, with one child of school age, 
and one child who was not. In this case, only details provided for the school-aged child were reviewed.

6. In 2021/22 in England, less than 13% of schoolchildren received SEN support (HM Government 2022c).

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank David Buil-Gil, Laura Bui, Diana Bociga, and Ezra Lampesberger for their valuable feed-
back on earlier drafts of this paper.

Disclosure statement
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding
This work was funded by the School of Social Sciences, University of Manchester.

Data availability statement
The dataset used in this study is publicly available via the NSPCC National Case Review Repository.

ORCID
Nicola Fox http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7471-1898
Caroline Miles http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2247-8465
Réka Solymosi http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8689-1526
Eon Kim http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0104-393X
Riza Batista-Navarro http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6693-7531

References
Alaggia, R., Collin-Vézina, D., and Lateef, R., 2019. Facilitators and barriers to child sexual abuse (CSA) disclosures: a 

research update (2000–2016). Trauma, violence, & abuse, 20 (2), 260–283.

14 N. FOX ET AL.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7471-1898
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-2247-8465
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-8689-1526
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0104-393X
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-6693-7531


Allnock, D., 2015a. What do we know about child sexual abuse and policing in England and Wales? Evidence briefing for the 
national policing lead for child protection and abuse investigation. Luton, UK: University of Bedfordshire. Available 
from: https://www.uobcsepolicinghub.org.uk/assets/documents/CSA-and-policing-briefing-FINAL.pdf-DA.pdf.

Allnock, D., 2015b. What do we know about child neglect and policing in England and Wales? Evidence briefing for the 
national policing lead for child protection and abuse investigation. Luton, UK: University of Bedfordshire. Available 
from: https://www.uobcsepolicinghub.org.uk/assets/documents/Neglect-and-policing-brifing-FINAL.pdf.

APPG, 2019. No place at home: risks facing children and young people who go missing from out of area placements. London: 
APPG. Available from: https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/no-place-at-home.pdf.

Arnez, J., and Condry, R., 2021. Criminological perspectives on school exclusion and youth offending. Emotional and 
behavioural difficulties, 26 (1).

Assink, M., et al., 2019. Risk factors for child sexual abuse victimization: a meta-analytic review. Psychological bulletin, 145 
(5), 459–489.

Babuta, A., and Sidebottom, A., 2020. Missing children: on the extent, patterns, and correlates of repeat disappearances 
by young people. Policing: A journal of policy and practice, 14 (3), 698–711.

Behavioural Insights Team, 2023. Do school exclusions increase crime? Evidence from the English school system. London: 
Behavioural Insights Team. Available from: https://www.bi.team/blogs/do-school-exclusions-increase-crime/.

Biehal, N., Mitchell, F., and Wade, J., 2003. Lost from view: missing persons in the UK. Bristol: Policy Press. Available from: 
https://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/pdf/lostFromView.pdf.

Boulton, L., et al., 2023. Return home interviews with children who have been missing: an exploratory analysis. Police 
practice and research, 24 (1), 1–16.

Brown, J., et al., 1998. A longitudinal analysis of risk factors for child maltreatment: findings of a 17-year prospective 
study of officially recorded and self-reported child abuse and neglect. Child abuse & neglect, 22 (11), 1065–1078.

Bui, L., and Deakin, J., 2021. What we talk about when we talk about vulnerability and youth crime: a narrative review. 
Aggression and violent behaviour, 58.

Carballo, J.J., et al., 2020. Psychosocial risk factors for suicidality in children and adolescents. European child & adolescent 
psychiatry, 29, 759–776.

Chetwynd, H., and Pona, I., 2017. Making connections: understanding how local agencies can better keep missing children 
safe. London: The Children’s Society.

Children’s Commissioner, 2019a. Skipping school: invisible children. London: Children’s Commissioner. Available from: 
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/report/skipping-school-invisible-children/.

Children’s Commissioner, 2019b. Exclusions: children excluded from mainstream school. London: Children’s 
Commissioner. Available from: https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/exclusions-from-mainstream- 
schools/.

Children’s Commissioner, 2022. The children’s commissioner responds to the national child safeguarding practice review 
panel. London: Children’s Commissioner. Available from: https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/the- 
childrens-commissioner-responds-to-the-national-child-safeguarding-practice-review-panel/.

The Children’s Society, 2018. County lines and criminal exploitation toolkit. London: The Children’s Society. Available 
from: https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/county-lines-toolkit.

Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022. Child safeguarding practice review panel: annual report 2021. London: 
Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child- 
safeguarding-practice-review-panel-annual-report-2021.

Clarke, R.V., 1967. Seasonal and other environmental aspects of abscondings by approved school boys. The British 
journal of criminology, 7 (2), 195–202.

Clarke, R.V., 1980. Situational crime prevention: theory and practice. British journal of criminology, 20 (2), 136–147.
Clarke, R.V., 2010. Situational crime prevention: successful case studies. 2nd ed. London, UK: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc.
Clarke, R.V., 2017. Situational crime prevention. In: R. Wortley, and M. Townsley, eds. Environmental criminology and 

crime analysis. 2nd ed. London: Routledge, 286–303.
Cockbain, E., Ashby, M., and Brayley, H., 2017. Immaterial boys? A large-scale exploration of gender-based differences in 

child sexual exploitation service users. Sexual abuse, 29 (7), 658–684.
Cohen, L.E., and Felson, M., 1979. Social change and crime rate trends: a routine activity approach. American sociological 

review, 44, 588–608.
College of Policing, 2014. Key definitions. London: College of Policing. Available from: https://www.app.college.police. 

uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-abuse/key-definitions/#child.
College of Policing, 2016. Missing persons. London: College of Policing. Available from: https://www.app.college.police. 

uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/missing-persons/.
College of Policing, 2023. Missing persons risk assessment. London: College of Policing. Available from: https://www. 

college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/missing-persons/missing-persons-risk-assessment.
Commission on Young Lives, 2022. Hidden in plain sight a national plan of action to support vulnerable teenagers to 

succeed and to protect them from adversity, exploitation, and harm. London: Commission on Young Lives. 
Available from: https://thecommissiononyounglives.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/COYL-FINAL-REPORT- 
FINAL-VERSION.pdf.

POLICING AND SOCIETY 15

https://www.uobcsepolicinghub.org.uk/assets/documents/CSA-and-policing-briefing-FINAL.pdf-DA.pdf
https://www.uobcsepolicinghub.org.uk/assets/documents/Neglect-and-policing-brifing-FINAL.pdf
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-10/no-place-at-home.pdf
https://www.bi.team/blogs/do-school-exclusions-increase-crime/
https://www.york.ac.uk/inst/spru/research/pdf/lostFromView.pdf
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/report/skipping-school-invisible-children/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/exclusions-from-mainstream-schools/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/resource/exclusions-from-mainstream-schools/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/the-childrens-commissioner-responds-to-the-national-child-safeguarding-practice-review-panel/
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/blog/the-childrens-commissioner-responds-to-the-national-child-safeguarding-practice-review-panel/
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/information/professionals/resources/county-lines-toolkit
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-safeguarding-practice-review-panel-annual-report-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-safeguarding-practice-review-panel-annual-report-2021
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-abuse/key-definitions/#child
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/child-abuse/key-definitions/#child
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/missing-persons/
https://www.app.college.police.uk/app-content/major-investigation-and-public-protection/missing-persons/
https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/missing-persons/missing-persons-risk-assessment
https://www.college.police.uk/app/major-investigation-and-public-protection/missing-persons/missing-persons-risk-assessment
https://thecommissiononyounglives.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/COYL-FINAL-REPORT-FINAL-VERSION.pdf
https://thecommissiononyounglives.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/COYL-FINAL-REPORT-FINAL-VERSION.pdf


Crosland, K., and Dunlap, G., 2015. Running away from foster care: what do we know and what can we do? Journal of 
child and family studies, 24, 1697–1706.

Department for Education. 2014. Statutory guidance on children who run away or go missing from home or care. Available 
from: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-who-run-away-or-go-missing-from-home-or-care.

Department for Education. 2017. Child sexual exploitation: definition and guide for practitioners. Available from: https:// 
www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-sexual-exploitation-definition-and-guide-for-practitioners.

Department for Education, 2018. Working together to safeguard children 2018. London: Department for Education. 
Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-safeguard-children–2.

Department for Education, 2020. Complexity and challenge: a triennial analysis of SCRs 2014–2017. London: Department 
for Education. Available from: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/ 
attachment_data/file/869586/TRIENNIAL_SCR_REPORT_2014_to_2017.pdf.

Department for Education, 2022. Characteristics of children in need. London: Department for Education. Available from: 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/characteristics-of-children-in-need.

Department for Education and Ministry of Justice, 2022. Education, children’s social care and offending: descriptive stat-
istics. London: Department for Education and Ministry of Justice. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/ 
publications/education-childrens-social-care-and-offending.

Doyle, R., and Barnes, G.C., 2020. Targeting missing persons most likely to come to harm among 92,681 cases reported 
to Devon and Cornwall police. Cambridge journal of evidence-based policing, 4 (3), 160–177.

Fedina, L., Williamson, C., and Perdue, T., 2019. Risk factors for domestic child sex trafficking in the United States. Journal 
of interpersonal violence, 34 (13), 2653–2673.

Ferguson, L., Elliott, M., and Kim, S., 2023. Examining the connection between missing persons and victimization: an 
application of lifestyle exposure theory. Crime & delinquency, 69 (3), 656–681.

Ferguson, L., and Sidebottom, A., 2022. Policing and missing persons. Criminology and Criminal Justice.
Franchino-Olsen, H., 2021. Vulnerabilities relevant for commercial sexual exploitation of children/domestic minor sex 

trafficking: a systematic review of risk factors. Trauma, violence, & abuse, 22 (1), 99–111.
Frederick, J., Devaney, J., and Alisic, E., 2022. Adverse childhood experiences and potential pathways to filicide per-

petration: a systematic search and review. Child abuse review, 31(3).
Galiano López, C., et al., 2023. Further evidence on the extent and time course of repeat missing incidents involving 

children: a research note. The police journal: theory, practice and principles, 96 (1), 117–127.
Gotby, V.O., et al., 2018. Childhood neurodevelopmental disorders and risk of coercive sexual victimization in childhood 

and adolescence – a population-based prospective twin study. Journal of child psychology and psychiatry, 59 (9), 
957–965.

Hayden, C., and Goodship, J., 2015. Children reported ’missing’ to the police: is it possible to ’risk assess’ every incident? 
British journal of social work, 45 (2), 440–456.

Hayden, C., and Shalev Greene, K., 2018. The blue light social services? Responding to repeat reports to the police of 
people missing from institutional locations. Policing and society, 28 (1), 45–61.

Hill, L., et al., 2016. ‘No-one runs away for no reason’: understanding safeguarding issues when children and young 
people go missing from home. Child abuse review, 25, 192–204.

HM Government, 2018. Serious violence strategy. London: HM Government. Available from: https://assets.publishing. 
service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698009/serious-violence-strategy.pdf.

HM Government, 2022a. Permanent exclusions and suspensions in England. London: HM Government. Available from: 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/permanent-and-fixed-period-exclusions-in-england.

HM Government, 2022b. Serious incident notifications. London: HM Government. Available from: https://explore- 
education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/serious-incident-notifications.

HM Government, 2022c. Academic year 2021/22: special educational needs in England. HM Government. Available from: 
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england/2021-22.

HMIC, 2015. Children’s voices research report. London: HMIC. Available from: https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/ 
hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/childrens-voices-research-report.pdf.

Home Office, 2017. Criminal exploitation of children and vulnerable adults: county lines. London: Home Office. Available 
from: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county- 
lines.

Huey, L., 2019. An absence of evidence: mapping the evidence/gaps, themes and other issues with Canadian research on 
missing persons. City: Independent civilian review into missing person investigations. Available from: https:// 
8e5a70b5-92aa-40ae-a0bd-e885453ee64c.filesusr.com/ugd/681ae0_aa4eb14907cb4916a91216ea6216cf37.pdf.

Huey, L., Ferguson, L., and Kowalski, L., 2020. The “power few” of missing persons’ cases. Policing: An international 
journal, 43 (2), 360–374.

Hutchings, E., et al., 2019. Repeat missing child reports in Wales. Child abuse & neglect, 88, 107–117.
Kamar, E., et al., 2022. Parental guardianship and online sexual grooming of teenagers: A honeypot experiment. 

Computers in human behavior, 137.
Kaufman, K.L., et al., 2010. An empirically based situational prevention model for child sexual abuse. In: R. Wortley, and S. 

Smallbone, eds. Situational prevention of child sexual abuse. London: Lynne Reinner Publishers, 101–144.

16 N. FOX ET AL.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/children-who-run-away-or-go-missing-from-home-or-care
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-sexual-exploitation-definition-and-guide-for-practitioners
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/child-sexual-exploitation-definition-and-guide-for-practitioners
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-safeguard-children%E2%80%932
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/869586/TRIENNIAL_SCR_REPORT_2014_to_2017.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/869586/TRIENNIAL_SCR_REPORT_2014_to_2017.pdf
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/characteristics-of-children-in-need
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-childrens-social-care-and-offending
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/education-childrens-social-care-and-offending
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698009/serious-violence-strategy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/698009/serious-violence-strategy.pdf
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/permanent-and-fixed-period-exclusions-in-england
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/serious-incident-notifications
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/serious-incident-notifications
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/special-educational-needs-in-england/2021-22
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/childrens-voices-research-report.pdf
https://www.justiceinspectorates.gov.uk/hmicfrs/wp-content/uploads/childrens-voices-research-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/criminal-exploitation-of-children-and-vulnerable-adults-county-lines
https://8e5a70b5-92aa-40ae-a0bd-e885453ee64c.filesusr.com/ugd/681ae0_aa4eb14907cb4916a91216ea6216cf37.pdf
https://8e5a70b5-92aa-40ae-a0bd-e885453ee64c.filesusr.com/ugd/681ae0_aa4eb14907cb4916a91216ea6216cf37.pdf


Landis, J., and Koch, G., 1977. The measurement of observer agreement for categorical data. Biometrics, 33, 159–174.
Leclerc, B., Smallbone, S., and Wortley, R., 2015. Prevention nearby: the influence of the presence of a potential guardian 

on the severity of child sexual abuse. Sexual abuse, 27 (2), 189–204.
Liel, C., et al., 2020. Risk factors for child abuse, neglect and exposure to intimate partner violence in early childhood: 

findings in a representative cross-sectional sample in Germany. Child abuse & neglect, 106.
Lockitch, J., Rayment-McHugh, S., and McKillop, N., 2022. Why didn’t they intervene? examining the role of guardianship 

in preventing institutional child sexual abuse. Journal of child sexual abuse, 31, 649–671.
McCluskey, G., et al., 2019. Exclusion from school in Scotland and across the UK: contrasts and questions. British edu-

cational research journal, 45 (6), 1140–1159.
Missing People, 2019. A safer return: an analysis of the value of return home interviews in identifying risk and ensuring 

returning missing children are supported. London: Missing People. Available from: https://www.missingpeople.org. 
uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A_Safer_Return-full.pdf.

Mitchell, F., Malloch, M., and Burgess, C., 2014. The role of return home welfare interviews in responding to the needs of 
young runaways. Children & society, 28, 55–65.

Mulder, T.M., et al., 2018. Risk factors for child neglect: a meta-analytic review. Child abuse & neglect, 77, 198–210.
National Crime Agency, 2021. Missing persons data report 2019/20. London: NCA.
National Crime Agency, 2022. Missing persons data report 2020/21. London: NCA.
Newiss, G., 1999. Missing presumed … ? The police response to missing persons. Police research series paper (Vol. 114). 

London: Home Office.
Newman, C., 1989. Young runaways: findings from Britain’s first safe house. London: The Children’s Society.
NSPCC, no date. National case review repository. London: NSPCC. Available from: https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/case- 

reviews/national-case-review-repository.
Ofsted, 2013. Missing children. London: Ofsted. Available from: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/missing- 

children.
ONS. 2020. Child abuse in England and Wales: January 2020. Available from: https://www.ons.gov.uk/ 

peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childabuseinenglandandwales/january2020.
Pona, I., Raws, P., and Chetwynd, H., 2019. The first step: how return home interviews can improve support and safeguard-

ing for missing young people. London.: NPCC, The Children’s Society.
Rees, G., 2011. Still running 3: early findings from our third national survey of young runaways, 2011. London: The 

Children’s Society. Available from: https://www.aviva.com/content/dam/aviva-corporate/documents/newsroom/ 
pdfs/newsreleases/2012/Still-Running-3_Full-Report_FINAL.pdf.

Reynald, D.M., 2010. Guardians on guardianship: factors affecting the willingness to supervise, the ability to detect 
potential offenders, and the willingness to intervene. Journal of research in crime and delinquency, 47 (3), 358–390.

Schaefer, L., and Mazerolle, L., 2017. Putting process into routine activity theory: variations in the control of crime oppor-
tunities. Security journal, 30, 266–289.

Shalev-Greene, K., and Pakes, F., 2014. The cost of missing person investigations: implications for current debates. 
Policing, 8 (1), 27–34.

Shalev, K., 2011. Children who go missing repeatedly and their involvement in crime. International journal of police 
science & management, 13 (1), 29–36.

Shalev Greene, K., Hayler, L., and Pritchard, D., 2022. A house divided against itself cannot stand: evaluating police per-
ception of UK missing person definition. European journal on criminal policy and research, 28 (1), 1–17.

Sharp-Jeffs, N., 2016. Hidden links? Going missing as an indicator of child sexual exploitation. In: K. Shalev-Greene, and L. 
Alys, eds. Missing persons: a handbook of research. New York, NY: Taylor & Francis, 18–27.

Sidebottom, A., et al., 2020. Missing children: risks, repeats and responses. Policing and society, 30 (10), 1157–1170.
Simon, A., Setter, C., and Holmes, L., 2016. Heading back to harm: a study on trafficked and unaccompanied children going 

missing from care in the UK. London: ECPAT UK. Available from: https://www.ecpat.org.uk/heading-back-to-harm-a- 
study-on-trafficked-and-unaccompanied-children-going-missing-from-care-in-the-uk.

Stern, A., et al., 2018. Associations between abuse/neglect and ADHD from childhood to young adulthood: a prospec-
tive nationally-representative twin study. Child abuse & neglect, 81, 274–285.

Stevenson, E., and Thomas, S.D., 2018. A 10 year follow-up study of young people reported missing to the police for the 
first time in 2005. Journal of youth studies, 21 (10), 1361–1375.

University of Manchester, 2017. Suicide in children and young people: national confidential inquiry into suicide and homi-
cide by people with mental illness. Manchester: University of Manchester. Available from: https://www.basw.co.uk/ 
resources/suicide-children-and-young-people-national-confidential-inquiry-suicide-and-homicide.

Wortley, R., et al., 2019. What deters child sex offenders? A comparison between completed and noncompleted 
offenses. Journal of interpersonal violence, 34 (20), 4303–4327.

Wortley, R., and Smallbone, S., 2010. Situational prevention of child sexual abuse. London: Rienner.
Wortley, R., and Townsley, M., 2017. Environmental criminology and crime analysis: situating the theory, analytic 

approach and application. In: R. Wortley, and M. Townsley, eds. Environmental criminology and crime analysis. 2nd 
ed. London: Routledge, 1–25.

POLICING AND SOCIETY 17

https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A_Safer_Return-full.pdf
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/A_Safer_Return-full.pdf
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/case-reviews/national-case-review-repository
https://learning.nspcc.org.uk/case-reviews/national-case-review-repository
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/missing-children
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/missing-children
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childabuseinenglandandwales/january2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/crimeandjustice/bulletins/childabuseinenglandandwales/january2020
https://www.aviva.com/content/dam/aviva-corporate/documents/newsroom/pdfs/newsreleases/2012/Still-Running-3_Full-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.aviva.com/content/dam/aviva-corporate/documents/newsroom/pdfs/newsreleases/2012/Still-Running-3_Full-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.ecpat.org.uk/heading-back-to-harm-a-study-on-trafficked-and-unaccompanied-children-going-missing-from-care-in-the-uk
https://www.ecpat.org.uk/heading-back-to-harm-a-study-on-trafficked-and-unaccompanied-children-going-missing-from-care-in-the-uk
https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/suicide-children-and-young-people-national-confidential-inquiry-suicide-and-homicide
https://www.basw.co.uk/resources/suicide-children-and-young-people-national-confidential-inquiry-suicide-and-homicide

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Missing children
	Missing children and harm
	Risk assessment and interventions
	Police risk assessment
	Situational crime prevention
	Current interventions

	Current study

	Method
	Research questions
	Data
	Analysis

	Results
	Sample overview
	Characteristics, types and intersections of missing, vulnerability, harm and exploitation indicators
	Guardianship opportunities, issues, and their interaction with the child's circumstances

	Discussion
	Implications
	Limitations and future research

	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Data availability statement
	ORCID
	References



