
 

 

1 

 

 

Safe and Well? Police Voices in Managing 

the Return of Missing People, 

in England and Wales 

 

 

 

Michael Fraser Harris 

378713 

 

 

December 2019 

 

 

 

This thesis is submitted as partial fulfilment of the requirements for the 

award of the degree of Doctor of Criminal Justice, 

of the University of Portsmouth 

 

 

Whilst registered as a candidate for the above degree, I have not been registered 
for any other research award. The results and conclusions embodied in this thesis 
are the work of the named candidate and have not been submitted for any other 

academic award. 
 

 

 

 

Institute of Criminal Justice Studies, University of Portsmouth, St George’s 

Building, 141 High Street, Portsmouth, PO1 2HY 

 
 

Word Count: 44,357 

 

 

 

 



 

 

2 

Table of contents 

 

Acknowledgements                                                                                                 5 

Abstract 6 

List of Figures 7 

Abbreviations   7 

  

Chapter 1: Introduction                                                                                                            8 

  

Chapter 2: Literature Review                                                                                

2.1 Introduction  13 

2.2 Defining a Missing Person                                                                    17 

2.3 Geographies of Missing People 20 

2.4 Risk Assessment                                                                                         22 

2.5 Repeatedly Missing People                                                                                      27 

2.6 Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE)                                       29 

2.7 Vulnerable Adults (including Mental Health)  30 

2.8 Social Services                                                           33 

2.9 Police Attitudes and Culture 34 

2.10 Police Training 37 

2.11 Return Home Interviews 39 

2.11 Conclusion 42 

  

Chapter 3: Methodology                                                                      

3.1 Introduction                                                                                          44 

3.2 Framing the Theory 44 

3.3 Deciding the Approach 46 

3.4 The Survey Tool 47 

3.5 Survey Design 48 

3.6 Question Design 50 

3.7 Running the Survey 55 

3.8 Running Analysis 57 

  

  



 

 

3 

Chapter 4: Findings 

4.1 Introduction and Demographics 62 

4.2 Frequency of Return Home Interviews                                                                     66 

4.3 Return Home Interview Training 67 

4.4 Suspect Interview Training 71 

4.5 Importance for Prioritising Return Home Interview 71 

4.6 Responsibility for Return Home Interviews 76 

4.7 Free Text Responses for Adults 79 

4.8 Preferred Interviewer Responsibility for Child RHI 82 

4.9 Free Text Responses for Children 84 

4.10 Additional Vulnerability 87 

4.11 Experiences of Conducting the Return Home Interview 88 

4.12 Most Common Type of Missing Person 91 

4.13 Engagement from the Missing Person in the RHI 93 

4.14 Barriers to Conducting the Return Home Interview 94 

4.15 Overcoming Barriers to the Return Home Interview 97 

4.16 Positive Experiences of the Return Home Interview 100 

4.17 Outcome 103 

4.18 Did the Return Home Interview Help Prevent Future Episodes? 105 

4.19 How Can the Return Home Interview be Improved? 106 

  

Chapter 5: Discussion  

5.1 Introduction 110 

5.2 Frequency 111 

5.3 Training Levels 112 

5.4 Prioritising 114 

5.5 Responsibility 117 

5.6 Additional Vulnerability 119 

5.7 Involvement in the Return Home Interview 120 

5.8 Common Missing People 123 

5.9 Engagement in the Return Home Interview 125 

5.10 Barriers 126 

5.11 Positive Experiences 131 

5.12 Return Home Interview Outcomes 132 

5.13 Improving the Return Home Interview 134 



 

 

4 

5.14 Limitations to the Study and Further Research 136 

  

Conclusion 

Summary of Recommendations 

139 

140 

  

References 142 

  

Appendix A: Survey Questions 152 

Appendix B: Free text results Thematic Maps 155 

Appendix C: Ethical Approval 160 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

5 

Acknowledgements 

 
Many thanks to police officers in England and Wales, especially Louise Versley-

Shore, at the UK Missing Person Bureau. Their support for this thesis is much 

appreciated. 

 

To Dr Karen Shalev Greene, thank you for invaluable supervisory guidance and 

support, at the Centre for the Study of Missing People. To Prof. Becky Milne, thank 

you for adding your interview expertise. To my family – Millie, Luke and Callum for 

those lost evenings and weekends. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

6 

ABSTRACT 

 

The aim of this research was to examine the return process for people who 

are reported missing. A ‘Safe & Well Check’ is usually carried out by a police 

officer to prove the missing person has returned and are not in immediate harm. A 

Return Home Interview (RHI) must then take place with a child within 72 hours, but 

no statutory responsibility exists for adults.  This more in-depth interview seeks to 

find out where people went and why, in order to identify potential risks to their 

safety and whether they experienced harm while they were missing. The 

frequency of this interview, who does it, the content, and subsequent sharing, 

varies within Constabularies, and from force to force. This study explored the 

limited existing literature relating to missing people in the last 20 years. A mixed 

methods survey of nearly 2,000 Constables from England and Wales ran in 2016, 

using quantitative and open qualitative questions. The thesis aims to address 

three objectives to 1. Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home 

interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of 

children. 3. Examine whether the RHI should be the responsibility of third sector 

partners. Key themes that emerged were frustration at repetition of missing cases 

(3 or more), police negativity around usefulness of RHI’s, a challenge to involve 

third sector partners, and development areas in training. There was also variance 

in practice and difference in attitudes relating to officers’ gender, educational levels, 

RHI training levels and RHI experience. All of the groups had strong or noteworthy 

associations. There was statistical significance in reported RHI engagement levels 

and whom officers would least prioritise for interview. The study makes 

recommendations about best practice for the return process, advocating a more 

consistent, multi-agency approach to improve interventions. 

 

Key words: missing people, public protection, police interviews, police culture, 

gender 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

The purpose of this research is to explore nearly 2,000 police officers’ 

voices in managing the return of missing people. Police officers have been the 

subject of much public scrutiny and academic study, such as police operational 

culture, but their opinions on managing missing people are rarely explored, which 

is a gap in existing literature. Missing People are gaining more interest and study, 

but it is still a field of social science (and arguably Criminal Justice) that is in its 

infancy. 

 

The College of Policing (CoP, 2019) defines a missing person as someone 

whose whereabouts are unknown, whatever the circumstances.  ‘Repeat’ missing 

people are those missing three times or more, and they represent areas of risk 

and drain on frontline resources. This is because a number of enquiries are 

required by the police, such as searching addresses, trawling hospitals, visiting 

friends and family and possibly searching large open spaces.  This might involve 

numerous staff, such as uniform response officers, neighbourhood policing staff, 

support units such as dog handlers and search teams, as well as detective 

colleagues. The response will be dependent on what risk is attached to the 

absence. If there is little risk to the person or the public, there will be a low 

response with routine phone-based and computer enquiries. If there is immediate 

risk to life, the response will be high and involve many resources on an urgent 

basis. Somewhere in-between lie medium risk missing people. 

 

At the end of any missing person investigation, a “safe and well” check will 

normally be held.  This consists of a face-to-face debrief with the missing people 

about why they left, where they went and what they did. Sometimes they are 

conducted over the phone. They are essentially to ensure the missing person 

really has returned home and are not in any danger. They are usually conducted 

by police officers.  Beyond this is a Return Home Interview (RHI).  This is crucial 

and should be done to ensure that the reasons for the missing episode are fully 

explored, to prevent a reoccurrence and to support safeguarding.  There is now a 

statutory obligation on local authorities to cause such an interview to take place 

with children, but it is asserted by the author that every missing person should 

experience a RHI. Often, the RHI’s are seen as an administrative task, to close a 
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missing persons’ report (Harris & Shalev Greene, 2016). However, they are crucial 

to help build a picture about the absence. The selection of interviewer, the quality 

of the interaction, the consistency of the RHI and the value of any outcome is often 

contested.  This is why the research in this thesis is so critical, to better explore 

and understand the issues, and highlight the progress that could be made in 

safeguarding missing people. 

 

In Chapter Two, this thesis will set out a documental review of existing 

missing person literature and policies in English language studies since 1995 

(Payne), mostly within the United Kingdom. It has been structured to critically 

assess the literature and highlight gaps in research relating to the study of missing 

people, particularly relating to ‘repeat’ missing people and the RHI. Moreover, an 

imbalance is highlighted that shows children are favoured for research over 

(vulnerable) adults. Since the thesis addresses attitudes by police officers the 

literature review will explore police culture, and training, highlighting gaps relating 

to missing people.  Procedural (CoP, 2019) and academic definitions of missing 

will be considered, such as “missingness” (Biehal, Mitchell & Wade, 2003 and 

Edkins, 2011).  The definition of ‘Absent’ is explored (Bayliss & Quinton, 2013 and 

Shalev Greene & Pakes, 2014), along with Authorised Professional Practice (APP).  

Academic argument that going missing should be seen as socially constructed is 

visited (Biehal et al, 2003, Holmes, 2017 and Woolnough, Alys & Pakes, 2016).   

 

Other literature includes the Geographies of Missing People (Geographies), 

uniquely explored viewpoints of the missing person as well as attitudes of police 

officers (Woolnough, Stevenson, Parr & Fyfe, 2016). Austerity has recently pushed 

risk assessment into the foreground (Heaton, 2009; Eales, 2017; Shalev Green & 

Smith, 2015), and cost (Shalev Greene & Pakes, 2014; Alys, Massey & Tong, 

2013, Hayden & Goodship, 2015). Harmful outcomes are explored (Tarling & 

Burrows, 2004; Newiss, 2011).  

 

The review also encompasses repeatedly missing people (Shalev Greene, 

2011; Rush, 2015; Payne, 1995; Rees, 2011; Harris & Shalev Greene, 2016). A 

new handbook on Missing People has helped set guidance around several issues, 

not least the investigation of missing people (Shalev Greene & Alys, 2017). Child 

Sex Exploitation (CSE) scandals, such as Rotherham, as well as the Children’s 
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Commissioner Report (Beckett et al, 2013) and Rush (2015) present learning 

opportunities, but the author asserts that these are simply still scraping the surface 

of serious child abuse issues. Vulnerable adults (Butorac, Superina & Todorovic, 

2005; Bonny, Almond & Woolnough, 2016; Greatbatch & Newiss, 2017). Push and 

pull factors that influence adults’ decisions to leave are visited (Ozcetin, 2015). 

 

Other inclusions are mental health and dementia (White & Montgomery, 

2015 and Furumiya & Hashimoto, 2015; Sveticic, Too, and De Leo, 2012), as well 

as partnership working.  Mental health has been neglected for decades, yet this 

thesis offers new insight into its relationship to missing people, and police work. 

Police culture is an important area that the chapter covers (Skogan, 2006; Shalev 

Greene, Schaefer & Morgan, 2009; Holmes, 2017; Waddington, 1999; Reiner, 

2010). This has been subject to much previous research, but some of this is less 

contemporary now, and little has been written about missing people and police 

culture. Finally, and linked to culture, the review considers police training 

(Stevenson, Woolnough, & Parr, 2014; Baldwin, 1992; Griffith & Milne, 2006; 

MacDonald, Snook & Milne, 2017). Police training is undergoing significant reform, 

to bring it in line with nursing, social work and medicine – but this thesis uncovers 

new understanding about training related to police officers and missing people. 

  

Chapter Three will set out the scope of the research and how it was 

conducted. The theory and epistemology that led to the ‘mixed methods’ 

quantitative and qualitative approach is explored, alongside the researcher’s role 

as ‘insider’ within the main profession studied. The choice of electronic nationwide 

survey is justified, with an assessment of that research tool. How the survey 

population was decided upon, and the way the survey reflected are uncovered. 

The way the questions were framed and themed in order to address the research 

question is explained. This includes discussion on use of closed multiple-choice 

questions, as well as open free text responses. The method of survey delivery and 

access to the population, and subsequent monitoring is set out. 

 

The choice of analysis is revealed, with comment on how that transpired. 

For example, how quantitative data was analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics 

(version 24) to discover the relationship between respondents’ replies. Qualitative 

free text data was analysed using Nvivo (Version 10).  Themes were then 
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identified and defined to explore the opinions of police officers. The methods used 

to achieve this and the strengths and weaknesses of this are assessed against 

academic thinking. The value of supervisor interaction and other support is also 

acknowledged. The survey questions appear as an appendix.  There was a 

separate ethical approval process documented elsewhere. This chapter should 

allow repetition of the study if required.  

 

Chapter Four sets out the findings from the study, against the thesis 

objectives to 1. Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews 

(RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. 

Examine whether the RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners. This 

chapter reveals the results from 34 survey questions, answered by 1,936 police 

constables, responding on their views for managing the return of repeatedly 

missing people. Figures such as RHI frequency or interview levels, as well as the 

free text remarks that were collected. 

 

The findings go on to explore the frequency of conducting RHI’s; Officers’ 

training levels; importance for prioritising certain groups of missing people for a 

RHI - with strong or noteworthy relationships  according to the officer’s RHI 

experience, level of RHI training, their gender, as well as the reported RHI levels 

of engagement by missing people. Other findings include responsibility for whom 

respondents thought currently conducted the RHI and whom the respondent 

thought should do the RHI for adults, with their choice rationale. Results were also 

gained relating to whether an additional vulnerability existed for the missing person, 

with findings reliant on the RHI training status of the respondent. 

 

The chapter also reveals the officer’s typical involvement was in the RHI 

process; whom the most common type of missing person reported was; 

engagement levels in the RHI (statistical significance depending on whom the 

respondent would least prioritise for a RHI); Barriers officers faced in conducting 

the RHI, and how these might be overcome. To balance this, findings relating to 

positive experiences officers had from the RHI are unpicked, as well as the value 

of the RHI after it had been conducted.  Respondents also reveal whether after a 

RHI, information about missing persons from third parties been shared with them. 

Finally, respondents were asked to provide free text comment on how they thought 
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the RHI process could be improved. The results present a new way of reflecting on 

police officers and missing people, highlighting for the first-time areas previously 

not researched. 

 

Chapter Five will relate the findings from the results to other studies and 

academic findings. It discusses the implications of the results and what they mean, 

related to the original objectives set out by the study.  This discussion will argue 

that issues identified in the literature review are supported by the results of the 

thesis research. Frequency of missing episodes places a burden on police 

services (and others) at a time of austerity, particularly regarding children. Training 

in conducting RHI’s is patchy for police officers, and vulnerable victim and suspect 

interviewing is not best suited to the task.  Prioritisation of missing people tends to 

focus on police culture preoccupation with ‘mission’ and ‘us and them’, sometimes 

marginalising adults or conversely, assuming most children are ‘streetwise’. 

 

The responsibility for the RHI for children should continue to legally fall to 

local authorities and be enforced. The RHI itself, and then the shorter ‘Safe and 

Well’ check, dominated officers’ duties. There was frustration at social services 

and engagement levels from missing people in the process. Barriers to the 

process and the negativity expressed by officers, accorded with existing literature. 

Officers felt that RHI outcomes were not fruitful and more joined-up approach to 

missing people was needed. 

 

Mental health featured strongly throughout the research, and these complex 

issues also dominate literature. As well as complementing existing literature, the 

research results add to the academic field. This is in the wider terms of the breadth 

of the study, as it involved nearly 2,000 police officers across the English and 

Welsh forces, as well as more specifically in the significance it found among 

officers’ opinions dependant on their education, gender, RHI experience and 

training levels. Lastly, the chapter points out limitations to the study, and makes 

recommendations to consider.  Further research is recommended. Therefore, the 

thesis aims to address three objectives to 1. Explore the attitudes of police officers 

to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police officers 

to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the RHI should be the responsibility of third 

sector partners. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction 

 

This review critically examines English language literature, since 1995 

(Payne), surrounding the approach to people who go missing in England and 

Wales, to place it in a historical context and assess progress and gaps in the 

literature. Much is unknown about missing people in terms of reasons they go 

missing, experiences of their journey, and how their return is managed.  Several 

studies have attempted to unpick these issues, and the picture is becoming clearer, 

but research is still in its infancy.  Moreover, very little is known about police 

attitudes to missing people and how they manage the return in repeat cases (three 

or more episodes). This thesis specifically addresses these gaps and discovers 

new knowledge. Any exploration of attitudes by police officers of course must 

explore police culture, and training. The review also seeks to situate the literature 

with the objectives of this thesis, to 1. Explore the attitudes of police officers to 

return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police officers to 

RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the RHI should be the responsibility of third 

sector partners. 

 

Procedural (CoP, 2019) and academic definitions of missing will be 

considered, as this is an essential starting point to the literature, and informs the 

reader about the difficulty in labelling the phenomenon both in terms of what is 

reported and “missingness” felt by those left behind (Biehal, Mitchell & Wade, 

2003 and Edkins, 2011).  A morphing element of this definition is being ‘Absent’, 

and the policies that have sought to mitigate police time spent at the early stage of 

a case perceived to involve no harm (Bayliss & Quinton, 2013 and Shalev Greene 

& Pakes, 2014). Various editions of police and Home Office protocols have led to 

the latest official guidance called Authorised Professional Practice (APP), which 

has just relabelled the meeting when someone returns from missing as ‘Prevention 

Interviews’. Arguably, these documents situate missing as a stable, definable 

event with timeframes and categories, yet going missing should be seen as a 

socially constructed, personal and chameleonic paradox (Biehal et al, 2003, 

Holmes, 2017 and Woolnough, Alys & Pakes, 2016).   
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At the start of the decade little research had been written on missing people, 

but just in the last few years literature and interest has gained momentum as 

Coalition Government austerity politics has squeezed public services such as the 

police and Social Care, at a time when instances and frequency of missing person 

reports is growing.  Over 335,000 people are reported missing every year, or 1 

every 90 seconds (NCA, 2019).  Perhaps the greatest evidence of this research 

momentum was the commissioning of a significant piece of UK-wide work on the 

Geographies of Missing People (Geographies), which uniquely explored 

viewpoints of the missing person as well as attitudes of police officers (Woolnough, 

Stevenson, Parr & Fyfe, 2016).  

 

Austerity has recently pushed risk assessment into the foreground (Heaton, 

2009; Eales, 2017), with calls for efficiency and understanding of cost impact 

(Shalev Greene & Pakes, 2014) There has been much written about risk and 

missing persons, and whilst this is not the focus of this research, it is relevant to 

understand decision-making processes police officers follow and their 

understanding of vulnerability (Alys, Massey & Tong, 2013, Hayden & Goodship, 

2015). The evidence that most missing people come to no harm needs to be 

unpicked (Tarling & Burrows, 2004) as well as research on fatal outcomes (Newiss, 

2011).  More relevant to police attitudes to missing people is research by Shalev 

Green and Smith (2015) that explores police attitudes to the risk assessment 

process. 

 

Particular attention will be paid to repeatedly missing people, especially 

children (Shalev Greene, 2011; Rush, 2015). The literature and data support the 

reality that this group overwhelmingly make up the bulk of missing people, and 

cause the greatest issues for police (Payne, 1995 and Rees, 2011). A new 

handbook on Missing People has helped set guidance around several issues, not 

least the investigation of missing people (Shalev Greene & Alys, 2017). 

Repeatedly missing people present the greatest opportunity for RHI’s to establish 

the circumstances, to safeguard and prevent repeat episodes (Harris & Shalev 

Greene, 2016). Understanding this issue alone will have a profound impact and is 

a real concern for police managers and other practitioners. 
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For this reason, among others, more has been written about missing 

children, and it continues to draw focus, continually fuelled by sporadic Child Sex 

Exploitation (CSE) scandals, such as Rotherham.  Although CSE is not the focus 

of this study, it was an area that participants expressed concern over. Shalev 

Greene (2011), The Children’s Commissioner Report by Beckett et al (2013) and 

Rush (2015) are just some of the sources that present learning opportunities 

relevant to this study. 

 

 Almost exclusively, young white girls draw the greatest media exposure, 

but research also presents the dangers when vulnerable adults go missing, such 

as through age (Butorac, Superina & Todorovic, 2005). More recently research 

has focused on adults more exclusively, such as developing dysfunctional escape 

behaviour theory (Bonny, Almond & Woolnough, 2016), or exploring why young 

men go missing on a night out (Greatbatch & Newiss, 2017). Views of the missing, 

often overlooked, are important to establish push and pull factors that influence 

adults’ decisions to leave (Ozcetin, 2015). 

 

A consistent theme for police officers, including participants in this study, is 

around mental health. Again, this area is attracting a more joined-up approach 

involving the NHS and police. For example, joint protocols relating to police 

detention to a place of safety as well as mental health practitioners staffing police 

call centres and partnering patrol officers. In relation to missing people, research is 

available on dementia (White & Montgomery, 2015 and Furumiya & Hashimoto, 

2015), and on suicides (Sveticic, Too, and De Leo, 2012). 

 

Both CSE and adult vulnerabilities are not just issues for the police alone, 

and arguably sit with education, health, employment and housing contexts too. 

One area that has seen recent research growth is partnership working. Stemming 

from the Crime and Disorder Act 1998, that forced police and partners such social 

services to work together, further initiatives have seen policies and protocols that 

place information and resource sharing as central to problem solving.  This has 

created opportunities, but following austerity post-2010, also tensions. Literature 

surrounding this is important to explore as safeguarding opportunities are key to 

mitigating repeat missing episodes. Moreover, since October 2015 local authorities 

have a legal duty to conduct a RHI with young people within 72 hours. 
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The police response to missing necessitates coverage of attitudes (Skogan, 

2006) and police occupational culture and stereotyping.  How returning missing 

people are managed is a joint responsibility between police and, if a child or 

vulnerable adult, local authorities.  It is critical that police officers are invested in 

the RHI to protect the missing person and prevent repeat episodes when the 

search is over (Shalev Greene, Schaefer & Morgan, 2009 and Holmes, 2017). Yet 

research suggests that machismo ‘danger’ attitudes, ‘us and them’ culture, as well 

as suspicion and pessimism, and in rare cases, corruption, can lead to a poor 

experience for missing people (Waddington, 1999 and Reiner, 2010). 

Stereotypical gender roles of women in policing are addressed (Rabe-Hemp), 

because this present thesis found strong correlation around the gender of officers 

related to whom they would prioritise for a RHI. There was also strong association 

between gender and RHI training levels. 

 

Literature around police training in missing episodes is an important area 

because training can educate and challenge operational culture, or at least 

encourage more critical thought, to improve response to missing episodes 

(Stevenson, Woolnough, & Parr, 2014). In addition to training, the educational 

levels of officers will be addressed, since the thesis found variance in attitudes 

based on this. Since the focus of this research is on the RHI, police interview 

training more generally is worthy of comment in relation to how the increased role 

of forensic psychology in police interview practices has overcome problems first 

identified by Baldwin in 1992 (Griffith & Milne, 2006, and MacDonald, Snook 

& Milne, 2017).  

 

Lastly, specific literature on the RHI is addressed (Harris & Shalev Greene, 

2016), since this is the focus of the thesis. There are interesting studies on the 

return home of missing people, such as Hill, Taylor, Richards and Reddington 

(2016). There is however, a marked slant toward children rather than adults in this 

regard. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

17 

2.2 Defining a Missing Person 

 

An immediate problem with the meaning of missing is the changing ‘official’ 

definition of the issue. In 2010, the guidance from the Association of Chief Police 

Officers (ACPO) (now National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC)) defined a missing 

person as “anyone whose whereabouts is unknown whatever the circumstances of 

the disappearance. They will be considered missing until located and their 

wellbeing or otherwise established” (p.15). This can be considered a very robust 

definition of a missing person, and potentially problematic because through the 

course of any given day, many people’s whereabouts are unknown. For example, 

someone may tell a friend or relative they are going to work, but not that they 

decide to finish early and go for a meal with colleagues. This is especially true of 

persons who travel often (such as with work) or those leading a chaotic lifestyle. 

Therefore, the latest guidance in Authorised Professional Practice (APP) makes a 

subtle amendment that “anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established will be 

considered as missing until located, and their well-being or otherwise confirmed.” 

(CoP, 2019).  This now suggests some element of proactivity upon the reporter to 

make enquiries, prior to contacting the police, such as telephone calls or social 

media checks. The problem with the APP guidance where it advises ‘if in doubt – 

think murder’, is that clearly, given limited police resources and the mechanics of 

establishing a murder enquiry, this advice is highly questionable (Heaton, 2009, 

p.106). Newiss (1999, p.9) states that it is vital that in responding to a missing 

person ‘policy has to direct the actions of the police’. 

 

Official attempts to define going missing also fail to encapsulate unreported 

episodes. So-called ‘dark figures’ mask the real frequency of going missing 

because not everyone feels the need to contact the police. Often, it’s a question of 

timing as to when the report is eventually made (if ever). In his study of dark crime, 

Aljumily (2016) argues that Bayesian probability theory can fill the ‘gap’ in statistics 

between officially reported incidents and those that are never reported to police, by 

using both probability formulas (rolling a six with dice) and informed judgment 

(possibility dice are loaded) to estimate the likelihood of certain events. Applying 

the approach to police figures, a statistician would combine both prior assumptions 

and evidence about the incident’s known prevalence in a given locality to try to 

estimate the ‘real’ frequency.  Aljumily concedes that the approach isn’t perfect, 
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but he argues that Bayesian formulas can help reveal the true incidence of 

episodes that often are under-reported in official statistics. 

 

A further attempt to enhance the definition of missing and reduce the 

burden on police was the introduction, in 2013, of the ‘Absent’ category (ACPO). 

The feeling was that if most reported missing people returned safe, the police 

should be allowed to delay ploughing resources into an investigation for up to 24 

hours, where “A person [is] not at a place where they are expected or required to 

be” (ibid. p.5), with no concerning circumstances or risk. The drive behind this, 

discussed later, was mainly children who broke a curfew (often from family group 

homes). The origin was however not from an altruistic concern for children, but 

from a Home Office ‘Reducing Bureaucracy Programme’ in 2009.  Bayliss and 

Quinton (2013) found that over a three-month period, a third of reports were 

classed as absences and therefore not attended by police. This saved an 

estimated 200 shifts, and reduced time spent on the initial response by 23%. In 

theory, this allowed resources to be directed toward higher risk cases. Officers 

surveyed reported better deployment of resources and time, and relevant to this 

thesis, an improvement was noticed in attitudes to missing people by police 

officers, although not significant, and not revealed as a consistent pattern of 

change.  

 

Criticisms of the absent definition came from partners, such as social 

workers, where a third of those who were surveyed raised concern that 

safeguarding issues for vulnerable missing people, especially children, would be 

missed and that already low engagement between agencies would reduce. 

According to Bayliss and Quinton (2013), there was no evidence that protective 

safeguarding police work had been undermined. However, a weakness of the 

study could be that it was carried out on behalf of the College of Policing, and also 

that the survey response rates were sometimes only 11%. Shalev Greene and 

Pakes (2014) explored the absent category in six police forces in relation to 

safeguarding practices.  They found that call handlers and supervisors lacked 

sufficient safeguarding training and were less likely to consider child sexual 

exploitation (CSE) than missing person coordinators did. Call handlers and 

supervisors also needed more information to hand and lacked confidence they 
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would be supported if it all ‘went wrong’.  This supports the other literature around 

training provision and alertness to safeguarding.  

 

Biehal et al. identified that ‘people may be considered missing by others, 

irrespective of whether they consider themselves to be missing’ (2003, p.3).  

Where families and friends may consider the missing person to be ‘lost from view’, 

that person may not feel lost. The researchers explored people who had been lost 

for some time, and determined that the greater the length of time, the more 

complex factors came into play for managing their return. Most of those who 

renewed contact had concerns about how their families would receive them, 

expressing fears about whether their families would accept them due to anger or 

disappointment in them and about facing up to the problems that led them to leave. 

Mostly, initial contact with a family member persuaded them to return. 

 

Payne (1995) identifies five categories of missing people: Runaways 

(usually abruptly missing through choice); Throwaways (rejected people such as 

displaced lodgers); Pushaways (people forced to leave such as abused children); 

Fallaways (people who have lost contact such as drifters); Takeaways (people 

forced out of contact such as an estranged parent removing a child) (p.337). 

Payne seeks to place the definition within a social context, finding it useful to 

explain someone as missing if they are absent from their usual social network 

where that interferes with performance of social responsibilities, and therefore the 

network expresses concern (p.335). This does have value, emphasising the 

importance of expected behaviour and highlighting the ‘two-way street’ of going 

missing. The issue with Payne’s social definition is that what if the network 

operates a different social norm - who raises the concern then?  

 

Biehal et al (2003) suggest “missingness” is more about the people left 

behind experiencing ‘missing’, particularly if the person who had left did so of their 

own accord. They established a continuum to chart the range of going missing, 

from intentional at one end to unintentional at the other.  Whether the person has 

gone missing at one extreme from a determined, and thoughtful action bound by 

their own motive, or at the other extreme taken to a foreign country to have their 

womanhood ‘cut’, there will be family, friends and perhaps colleagues or peers left 

behind who will go through some form of grieving process in their own way. This 
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can be seen in appeals for information on social media, placing of posters on 

lampposts, or writing letters in the hope one day they will return. 

 

In addition, relatives of missing persons can be said to grieve twice: once 

for the physical loss of the loved one from their lives and again for the lack of a 

body to bring certainty, and therefore some measure of closure (Edkins, 2011). 

These, and other definitions, challenges an obvious defect in the official 

government definition of missing in that it fails to take account of the “exceedingly 

complex web of behaviours and responses that surround the socially constructed 

phenomenon of missing persons” (James, Anderson & Putt, 2008, p.2). Missing is 

not a stable, definable event with timeframes and categories, but a socially 

constructed, personal and chameleonic paradox (Biehal et al, 2003; Holmes, 2017 

and Woolnough, Alys & Pakes, 2016).   

 

2.3 Geographies of Missing People 

 

More than 335,000 people are reported missing each year to the Police, or 

1 every 90 seconds (NCA, 2019). The impact on police resources and cost has led 

to a raised awareness among politicians, the public, and professionals about a 

significant area of police work. In an attempt to better understand the viewpoints of 

missing people, Parr led a large, European Research Council-funded project on 

Geographies of Missing People (Geographies), which produced several journal 

and professional publication outputs aimed at understanding experiences and 

responses from missing episodes. Geographies focused on Scottish and London 

experiences. Uniquely, the study explored how police officers negotiated the 

search for missing, through interviews, together with in-depth interviews of people 

who had gone missing to understand their experiences. How spatial components 

played a part were also focussed on to drive outputs that informed best practice 

and policy. Missing Person case files were reconstructed and in addition to 

interviews with third sector providers, focus groups were also held with 

stakeholders. Online resources, publications, workshops and videos were also 

created to bring the research to life. In addition, tying in with ‘missingness’, some 

publications focussed on the ambiguity for those left behind coping with a living 

absence. 
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Of greatest relevance to this study, are elements of Geographies that 

focussed on repeatedly missing people and managing their return. Here, the 

Geographies literature argues that even from a small sample of 42 missing person 

cases, two-fifths of people were ‘repeats’ (Stevenson, Parr, Woolnough, & Fyfe, 

2013, p.36). When missing people were found, 93% of adults reported police 

involvement as part of their missing journeys, yet actual police involvement varied 

from a phone call to visiting adults in their homes for a ‘safe and well’ check. 

Interviewees remarked that they hadn’t really understood what the police did, and 

when found the overall sense was interactions were usually brief and perfunctory. 

For example, that the police just wanted to close their file and take missing people 

of their ‘to-do’ list. 

 

Generally, the researchers found ambivalence and displeasure in relation to 

police involvement, as well as surprise at police involvement at all (Stevenson et al, 

2013, p.82). However, repeatedly missing adults with mental health issues 

experienced high levels of police intervention and were more aware of police 

procedure when located (p.86). Stevenson et all suggest that the ‘safe and well’ 

check by police could be three distinct checks: ‘safe and well check’ with referral to 

other agencies; ‘safe and well check’ with sensitive and emphatic orientation to 

their journey; ‘safe and well check’ script to prevent repeats or as a method of 

gathering data (p.105).  This creates a small issue though in terms of an already 

blurred distinction between ‘safe and well’ checks, and what should be a more in-

depth return home interview (RHI). 

 

Researchers also found the police handling of the return was critical to 

feelings of guilt and shame in the missing person and may be important for 

continuing mental health or repeat missing events.  Moreover, for most the missing 

episode did not finish when they returned home. It wasn’t a cut-off point as 

feelings of guilt and shame continued (p.16).  Directly relating to the way police 

officers interacted with people returning, Stevenson et al (p.89) found that 

communication style and attitude to the missing person and their journey had a 

marked effect on how missing people responded (see Figure 1 below): 
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Police Roles 

                        Affirmative                                         Non-affirmative 

Non-judgmental Judgmental 

Caring actions Lack of care 

Spending time with ‘misper’ Criminalising the ‘misper’ 

Acknowledging a specific journey Not listening 

 

(Figure 1) 

 

For example, interviewees wanted to shed their label as ‘criminals’, and 

sometimes felt as though they were being interrogated when police found them. 

Often, a sense that the police didn’t listen to them was expressed, and therefore 

that they didn’t respect the feelings and emotions of the missing person. 

  

2.4 Risk Assessment 

 

Authorised Professional Practice (APP) identifies a ‘high risk’ missing 

person as someone who is “in immediate risk of danger because of substantial 

grounds for believing they are vulnerable, the public are vulnerable from them or 

the missing person is a victim of serious crime” (CoP, 2019).  A medium risk 

missing person is defined as “likely to be in danger or a threat to themselves or 

others and there needs to be a proactive police response”. A low risk person will 

“present no apparent threat of danger to themselves or others and requires only 

basic enquiries”. The ‘Absent’ category was removed as such recently, but still 

features on the risk assessment scale. This category is for “not being where 

expected or required to be” (ACPO, 2013, p.5), with no concerning circumstances 

or risk. These risk assessments are contradicted though by the recent introduction 

in some forces of an American call-handling system that guides call takers, ProQA, 

essentially treating all missing people reports to control rooms as high risk, until 

assessed by the duty Communications Room supervisor. ‘Risk of serious harm’ 

falling into the high-risk criteria has been defined as “A risk which is life threatening 

and/or traumatic, and from which recovery, whether physical or psychological, can 

be expected to be difficult or impossible.” (Home Office, 2010). Anecdotal 

evidence suggests that forces disproportionately assess too many missing 

persons as high.  
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Tarling and Burrows (2004) assert that the overwhelming majority of 

missing person cases are found safe – 96 per cent (p.26), and most return within a 

short period of time – 97 percent within a month (p.20). Nearly three quarters of 

their total sample only required basic investigation, whilst a quarter needed extra 

effort and more extensive enquiries. They found only 2 per cent required 

considerable effort with helicopters and media involvement (p.22). Better use of 

debrief information could prevent risk aversion. Debriefs found common issues of 

people who had gone abroad to escape debt, people who had been a refugee 

escaping immigration control, and a traveller leading a nomadic lifestyle (p.22).  

Moreover, out of 30 cases outstanding for over a year, half were foreign women 

under 55 working as domestic maids (p.23). Tarling and Burrows concluded that a 

good majority of those found dead passed away of natural causes or died before 

the police were even informed. Specifically, none had been murdered and some 

were suicides. They found only 2 cases out of 1,000 where the police might have 

been able to influence the case (2004, p.23). To contrast against more recent 

geographical research by Shalev Greene (2011), Tarling and Burrows (2004) also 

found that half the people went missing from their home, and nearly 20 per cent 

were with friends or relatives, but there is little in-depth data about where they 

went. Along with Shalev Greene, Tarling and Burrows found it difficult to track 

missing people with police reports comments such as ‘on an estate in North 

London’ (2004, p.21). 

 

Tarling and Burrows (2004) concluded that against the low sample of 

harmed missing people and the lack of distinctive patterns, it was hard to make an 

adequate risk assessment guide. It had to be accepted that we will always rely on 

the professional judgment of police officers (p.26), and how they conducted 

debriefs. A criticism of Tarling and Burrows is that they used data from London 

boroughs and so arguably the incidence of ‘foreign domestic maids’ would likely 

be high, as well as the proportion of more transient people. Also, the sample data 

was nearly 5 years old from the date of its publication. Broadly though their 

research is supported by other academics and both authors have a distinguished 

background in Home Office research and Crime Prevention research respectively. 
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Newiss (2004) looked at estimating the risk of missing persons being the 

victim of homicides and found that police were limited by the availability of 

information and other resource demands (p.29) which helps make the case for 

better debriefing of missing people. Newiss is right to point out that given only 0.3% 

of missing people die, it is difficult to apply clinical or actuarial methodologies to 

make real judgments about risk (p.30). There is some slight contradiction in his 

findings because he concludes adult females are most at risk, but he also states 

the highest risk group was girls aged five to nine (p.39). Newiss rightly advocates 

relying on a mixture of clinical and actuarial approaches to risk assessment, and 

more sophisticated training than simply age and gender factors (p.35). In 2006, 

Newiss looked at estimating the risk of fatal outcomes in those missing from the 

Metropolitan Police area. He found the risk of being found dead was low (1:165), 

and this risk increased with age and length of time missing. Newiss continued to 

draw a firm conclusion that police should not base risk assessments solely on age 

and sex, as these are inadequate indicators for automatically directing large 

resources (p.258). Could better debrief information hold the key to more effective 

risk assessment? Newiss could not distinguish between suicides, homicides and 

accidents and does not include persons who have never been found. The 

research relies on data only collected from the Metropolitan Police which is likely 

to present higher risks than a county force.  Lastly, the research did not identify 

persons who had gone missing more than once. 

 

Heaton (2009) affirms that traditional indicators of vulnerability are poor 

predictors of risk and found that only 0.3% of people missing from the Metropolitan 

Police area were found dead. Of course, out of these it would be impossible to say 

if the police could have prevented them from dying, but there must be an 

overwhelming argument that given the reactive nature of police work, a good 

percentage would be unpreventable (p.106). Newiss (1999, p.7) concluded that 

the procedures to identify suspicious missing persons was inadequate, noting an 

over reliance ‘on experience and professional judgment’.  Heaton (2009) agrees 

with Newiss (1999) and ACPO (2010) that police face considerable difficulties in 

deciding which cases need the most urgent response (p.106). There have been 

attempts to mitigate risk in other areas, such as with domestic abuse, by utilising a 

set of risk assessment questions based on scientific research (Metropolitan Police 

Service, 2008). Heaton stresses that the ACPO drive to expand the police 
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response to missing people simply brought more bureaucracy and accountability, 

whilst achieving minimal enhancement to safety (Heaton, 2009, p.106). Heaton 

can be assessed positively in terms of his findings because he was a serving 

police officer and has published several papers about the demands on the police 

service in relation to its resources. 

 

Perhaps a driving force for better risk assessment has been austerity, and 

recent concerns that the police are struggling to cope with high demands placed 

upon them. Shalev Greene and Pakes (2014) assert that the average medium risk 

missing person investigation costs £2,400 (p.33) and is a bigger drain on 

resources than theft or assaults. They used a cost/time analysis and surveyed 

over 400 officers in 2 police forces, as well as examining case assessments by 33 

officers.  Their research is supported by very recent claims in two forces.  In late 

2018, the Metropolitan police claimed they were crumbling under the weight of 

missing person investigations, where the cost was estimated to be between £70m 

and £130m due to a 70% increase in cases over the last decade (Wheble/BBC, 

2018). Likewise, in 2019, Avon and Somerset Police stated a new local policy 

meant ‘low risk’ adults who go missing in Avon and Somerset may not spark a 

police search for 36 hours, as it was spending £56,000 a day looking for people. 

The proposed change in approach came as the force declared itself at tipping 

point after years of budget cuts and falling officer numbers. Avon and Somerset 

Police claimed up to 30% of its resources was spent on missing people rather than 

on solving crimes (BBC, 2019). 

 

The capacity to respond to and risk assess every missing person case is 

hampered by sheer volume, outside of normal ‘office hours’, according to Hayden 

and Goodship (2015).  Researching an English police force, they found that the 

lack of readily shared data among the social agencies, including police, as well as 

different ideas about risk between partners, raised concerns about risk assessing 

children who largely went missing from homes.  There was frustration from police 

officers about children who went missing as simply ‘pushing the boundaries’ which 

was in their view wrongfully leading to a criminal justice response (p.12). The 

researchers found that police focus was limited mainly to whether the child had 

been physically harmed or had committed a crime: “Has the child got four limbs on 
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it’s [sic] body and is it still breathing” (p.13). Feelings were expressed by police 

that children were ‘streetwise’, and attitudes to them were variable (p.14). 

 

Alys, Massey and Tong (2013) expressed concern about missing 

investigations as police cuts were taking hold, especially around sexual harm. In 

support of other research, they found only 0.49 per cent of missing people in 

2010/11 came to fatal harm (p.143), but they criticise police practice in terms of 

training and lack of transparency about how they make decisions regarding risk 

during a missing person investigation. They worry that austerity cuts will side-line 

investigations, resulting in those coming to sexual harm being missed. Moreover, 

and entirely relevant to this study, they assert that police attitudes still suffer from 

stereotyping, bias, negativity toward the missing, as well as barriers to admitting 

and discussing flawed missing person investigations. The researchers call for a 

revisit of police attitudes toward missing persons (p.147). 

 

Shalev Greene and Smith (2015) have unpicked police supervisor attitudes 

to risk assessing missing people. They assert that from 334 officers surveyed 

across three police forces in the Summer of 2014, half were unaware of missing 

persons policy, and a third were critical of their training. Moreover, they claimed a 

perceived lack of support from their managers when making risk judgements. 

There was evidence of experiential knowledge being applied rather than academic 

evidence of what works (p.356). Again, the researchers found an increasingly 

common theme of dissatisfaction and frustration among officers (p.358). 

The most recent piece of research on risk and missing people has been 

Eales (2017), who sought to provide a conceptual model for missing incidents, 

based upon demographic factors, which she hoped would help investigations with 

unknown vulnerability indicators. The author examined over 1,700 closed missing 

adult cases, using quantitative content analysis. Her findings showed that single 

vulnerability indicators were more likely to yield a fatal outcome, whereas three or 

more factors combined together presented non-fatal harm outcomes.  Eales (2017) 

recommended that a restructured national reporting form could give an 

investigative basis for risk assessment, and a structured professional judgement 

approach should be at the heart of risk assessing.  Eales also criticised 

undesirable value statements made by officers where they are likely to all interpret 
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risk differently, dependent upon their experience and whether or not objective facts 

had been used, rather than stereotyping (2017, p.52). 

 

2.5 Repeatedly Missing People 

Repeatedly missing people make up a significant proportion of reported 

missing people and cause the greatest concern and resource challenge for police.  

50% of all missing person reports to the police involve people who have gone 

missing more than once (Shalev Greene & Hayden, 2016). This volume is 

therefore a significant issue and makes this thesis research worthwhile. Payne 

(1995) highlighted that as far back as 1992, the National Children’s Home 

recommended that Police and Social Services work together to deal more 

effectively with runaways, blaming social services for being difficult to stir into 

action by the police (p.342). Payne usefully highlights many young people in care 

were simply absent without staff permission, and that this was a major issue (1995, 

p.342). Payne asserts that there is considerable risk when young runaways go 

missing, leading to abuse and exploitation, but he could be criticised for not 

backing this up with any research. In fact, recent studies mentioned in this review 

do not fully support the worst-case scenarios of this claim on any common basis.  

Rees (2011), provides research on young runaways but only gives generic 

data on debriefs. In their third report on missing children since 1999, they found 

the scale of running away has not changed since their first study. Rees found new 

insights into the causes of running away, as well as some of the consequences, 

and indicates that family change and conflict play a significant part in children’s 

decisions to run. Poor family relationships and neglectful parenting are leaving 

children feeling isolated and alone. In addition, there are particularly vulnerable 

groups of children who are more likely to run away such as disabled children, 

children with learning difficulties and children in care. While they are away from 

home, many children remain hidden from professionals, with only three in ten 

children reported missing to the police. Rees (2011) found 25 percent of child 

runaways are forced to leave home, and the majority of children do not seek help, 

either because they do not know where to get help from, or because they are 

worried about the consequences. As a result, Rees argues that one quarter will be 

at significant risk of being hurt or harmed, sleep rough or beg and steal to survive. 
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Shalev Greene (2011) highlighted that repeatedly missing people are 

heavily dominated by children, with over 100,000 going missing each year (p.29).  

Shalev Greene researched over 50 children in an English city, who went missing 3 

times or more between 2005 and 2006 and discovered that 82 per cent were 

involved with ‘survival’ crime and were arrested at least once.  On average people 

went missing 8 times in all (median 5) (p.32).  The children were missing, on 

average, for 15 hours, with a median of 3 hours. The maximum time for which a 

youngster went missing was 14 days. However, in a large number of cases the 

child was reported missing after he or she had been found. Therefore, the time 

estimates were not considered reliable (p.32) but could still lend support to the 

‘absent’ category, allowing police to wait up to 24 hours before escalating 

investigations.  The incidence of going missing repeatedly from care homes was of 

particular concern to Shalev Greene, and it is largely recognised that a large 

number of children go missing from care.  She also found the majority were girls 

and highlights the need to focus resources on counselling and support 

mechanisms for children upon their return home (p.34).  

Rush (2015) reviewed Irish and British missing children phone hotlines 

and found they remained rooted in representations of ‘stranger danger’. In his 

view, they were disconnected from repeat runaway children who feature 

prominently in police reports from family care homes and ‘troubled families’ 

and are vulnerable because they are actively targeted by sexual predators and 

organised criminals. Rush suggests a systemic change is required that used 

evidence-based approaches to combine police data with anthropological 

studies. In this argument, Rush believes that voices of runway and sexually 

exploited children can be better heard. 

 

A new handbook on Missing People has helped set guidance around 

several issues, not least the investigation of missing people (Shalev Greene & 

Alys, 2017).  The book comprises a collection of short essays grouped under four 

broad themes: missing children, missing adults, investigation of missing person 

cases, and families of missing persons. In relation to repeatedly missing people, 

the editors highlight the challenge this large group presents to policing and other 

partners.  Shalev Greene and Alys explore a broad overview of the management 

of such cases. Comprehensive advice is given, hampered by the lack of reliable 
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research to support or guide investigations. The importance of building intelligence 

capacity is perhaps underplayed, but the real issues of gaps in inter-agency 

working and the importance of building trust and confidence with repeatedly 

missing people (children particularly) is strong. There are chapters relevant to 

repeatedly missing people, as well as managing their return home. 

 

Hayden and Shalev Greene (2016), explored the issues that arise in 

responding to people repeatedly missing from hospitals, mental health units and 

children's residential care addresses. They found significant safeguarding 

challenges for the police in relation to this, based on over 1300 missing persons 

cases finalised by 2011, involving nearly 150 institutions in England. These cases 

accounted for nearly half of all repeat reports to the police, with 7 private children's 

care homes comprising 75 percent of the top 10 reporting locations, and three 

mental health units accounting for 25 percent of the top 10 reporting locations. The 

cost to the police of responding to reports from these 10 locations is estimated by 

the researchers to be as high as £880,000.  It was clear from their research that 

police and partner safeguarding activity should be focussed on these ‘top 10’ 

locations, which could address the frustration expressed by respondents in this 

thesis. 

 

2.6 Child Sex Exploitation (CSE) 

 

More has been written about missing children, and it continues to draw 

focus, continually fuelled by sporadic Child Sex Exploitation (CSE) scandals, such 

as Rotherham. Although CSE is not the focus of this study, it was an area that 

participants expressed concern over.  Consistently, failures have been identified 

across the spectrum of state provision, from policing, to health to education to 

social services. Rightly, police officers today are cognisant of historical watershed 

moments that have shone a light on child sexual exploitation (CSE).  The 

Children’s Commissioner report into gangs and CSE by Beckett et al (2013) found 

urgent steps were needed to protect children from organised gangs, as no one 

was ‘listening’ to young people. Moreover, they found that only 6 percent of local 

safeguarding children’s boards were meeting their full requirements (p.7). In 

Rotherham specifically, Casey (2015) found that a culture of bullying and cover-

ups by the local council facilitated poor investigative practices that allowed abuse 
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of children from the late 1980s until the 2010’s. Predominantly British-Pakistani 

men, with modus operandi that involved taxi drivers and shopkeepers, had 

targeted young white girls usually missing or absent from family group homes and 

raped and trafficked them.  

 

Other more isolated incidents also shone a light on sexual abuse against 

children behind closed doors – always missing person investigations (see Milly 

Dowler, 2002, Shannon Matthews, 2008, and Tia Sharpe, 2012).  Against this 

backdrop was an undoubted bias from police officers regarding repeatedly missing 

children, which was noted by Newiss (1999) as: ‘They aren’t really vulnerable; 

They’re more likely to be perpetrators rather than victims of crime; What can we do 

with them if and when we find them?; If we return them ‘home’ they’ll be gone 

again before we get back to the station.’ (p.7). Importantly, Payne (1995) calls for 

a more active and cost-effective social services response to patterns of going 

missing within care homes (p.346), which could be achieved by better debriefs. To 

improve this area the National Police Improvement Agency (now the College of 

Policing) suggested protocols with Social Services. 

 

Rush (2015) found learning opportunities relevant to this study in Ireland.  

Exploring the Irish experience against international literature, he found a mirror-

image of missed opportunities to safeguard, and a lack of understanding about 

missingness, especially complicated by the well-documented incidents of failures 

among the Catholic Church.  Indeed, the theme of institutions such as hospitals, 

children’s homes and church-run establishments indicated too much trust being 

placed by investigators in ‘bastions’ of society. 

 

2.7 Vulnerable adults (including mental health) 

 

Almost exclusively, young white girls draw the greatest media exposure, but 

research also presents the dangers when vulnerable adults go missing, such as 

through age (Butorac et al, 2005).  The researchers looked at elderly people 

missing in a Croatian city, and found it was mainly related to amnesia, intellectual 

difficulties, space disorientation, atherosclerosis, Alzheimer's disease and 

Parkinson's disease etc. (p.33). They made suggestions for searching for the 

missing person on a strategic level, particularly given nearly half were discovered 
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by Police (p.31). They went on to make recommendations about missing person 

profiling with regard to specific variables; possible movement and routes; 

“wanderings”. 

 

Bonny et al (2016) developed a dysfunctional escape behaviour theory for 

adults.  They found 70% of the 362 missing adults investigated were able to be 

classified into a dominant theme; 41% were missing on an ‘Unintentional’ basis, 

18% were ‘Dysfunctional’, and 11% were ‘Escape’ cases. Further minority cases 

were hybrids of each category (p306).   A significant association was found 

between age, occupational status, whether they had any mental health issues, the 

risk level assigned to the missing person; and their dominant behavioural theme. 

The findings are suggested as the first step in the development of a standardised 

checklist for a missing person investigation. 

 

White and Montgomery (2015) identified that mental health is a consistent 

thread running through police and social work, which was already highlighted in a 

government-sanctioned report by Lord Adebowale (2013) when his commission 

explored Mental Health and Policing. They found that in 55 London cases covering 

a five-year period between 2007 and 2012, there were shortcomings in the police 

performance with systems and procedures as well as the behaviour of individual 

police officers. There were also issues identified regarding how the police and 

other agencies, including the NHS and social services, worked together.  Furumiya 

and Hashimoto (2015) conducted a descriptive study of elderly persons with 

dementia who were found dead after becoming lost in the community. Nineteen 

forensic autopsy cases were performed at Kochi Medical School, Japan. The 

mean age of the patients (9 males and 10 females) was 82.1 ± 6.6 years. Cause 

of death in half the cases was drowning (n = 8), then trauma (n = 5), hypothermia 

(n = 2), and debilitation possibly due to fatigue (n = 1) or were unknown (n = 3). 

Thirteen (68%) individuals had been reported missing, most at least 6 hours after 

they had left. They moved on foot (n = 14), by car (n = 3), or by bicycle (n = 2). 

Distances from residences to spots of death ranged from 20 to 5800 m for 11 

patients on foot. In 8 cases, it was less than 500 m. The study has potential 

implications for enabling their early discovery and protection. 
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 Greatbatch and Newiss, (2017), explored why young men go missing on a 

night out. 70 per cent of their sample were aged 25 or under.  One third were 

students. The winter months of December, January and February accounted for 

over half of all cases; six disappearances occurred after a work Christmas party, 

five after a New Year’s Eve celebration. In 89 per cent of the cases bodies were 

recovered from water: rivers, canals, lakes, the sea etc. Most were the result of an 

accident.  In 60 per cent of cases the man remained missing for longer than one 

week, in contrast to just 5 per cent of all missing person cases. In 40 per cent of 

cases the body of the missing person was found by police or search teams; as 

duration increased bodies were more likely to be found by a member of the public. 

There is evidence that the risk of fatality in these cases is very high compared to 

other types of missing incident. Data provided by one police force indicate that 60 

per cent of men missing on a night out for longer than two days will be found dead. 

A review of cases reported in the media suggest the risk of fatality may be as high 

as 95 per cent, once an individual has been missing longer than 24 hours. 

 

It is important to establish push and pull factors that influence adults’ 

decisions to leave. In a report for the UK Missing Persons Bureau, Ozcetin (2015) 

tried to find these out by looking at previous research as well as recent police data 

obtained by Eales in ten English police forces. Ozcetin claims that four distinct 

themes are present in push factors: Relationship issues dominated why missing 

people felt pushed away, mainly through arguments between partners. Negative 

experiences with care facilities or authority, for example rules at mental hospitals. 

Mental Health problems were a third factor, particularly deteriorating health and 

dementia, which accounted for half of the cases Ozcetin took from Eales’ data. 

Lastly, feeling overwhelmed featured as a significant push factor, usually due to 

hopelessness from money worries or one-off incidents such as a court case (pp. 9-

13). Ozcetin than addressed pull factors and identified five distinct themes: Firstly, 

staying away to get ‘alone time’, for example to get space to think following a 

relationship breakdown. Familiarity pulled missing people away, such as a familiar 

face or place. Alcohol, drugs and crime was another theme, with drugs in 

particular featuring as a significant stand-alone pull factor. Forced absence was 

identified too, although Ozcetin found only 4 cases, he still claims that they 

represent a significant aspect for missing people in, for example, forced marriage 
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cases. Lastly, a pull factor was simply everyday life, where missing people felt they 

needed to carry out some of their day-to-day activities (2015, pp.14-17). 

 

Specifically related to suicides, Sveticic et al (2012) explored the Australian 

experience and discovered that in contrast to normal suicide cases, missing 

person suicides had statistical significance in outside death by car fumes, jumping 

from height and drowning, but less incidents of hanging and less likelihood of the 

missing person living alone. Finally, in comparison to other suicide cases, missing 

people more often told others they intended to kill themselves. This, claimed the 

authors, meant that authorities should have regard to these factors in their suicide 

prevention and risk assessment strategies. 

 

2.8 Social Services 

 

Missing People are not just issues for the police alone, and arguably sit with 

education, health, employment, probation and housing contexts too. One area that 

has seen recent research growth is partnership-working, stemming from the Crime 

and Disorder Act 1998 that forced police and partners such as social services to 

work together. This has created opportunities, but following austerity, also tensions. 

Since October 2015 local authorities have a legal duty to conduct a RHI with 

young people within 72 hours. In addition, Dowling (2017) suggest social 

enterprise has become a social investment with bonds and payment by results, 

which may not reward the tackling of missingness. 

 

According to the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCSF), 

the Statutory Guidance for children who have run away or have been missing 

recommended the use of Return Interview Assessments for children within 72 

hours of returning home (DCSF, 2009). This translated into a legal duty by the end 

of 2015. This a challenging duty because the nature of missingness means that 

the sheer volume, as well as circumstances of the episode, will hamper 

compliance.  

 

The ‘Still Running 3’ survey found a significant majority of young people 

actively avoiding contact with adults, including as social services (Rees, 2011). 
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Young people may avoid professional agencies due to a fear of being returned 

home and the potential consequences. 

 

Dowling (2017, p.297) argues in recent years, the government has sought 

to promote social investment, where ‘payment by results’ can yield profits for 

investors in social enterprise (investing is worth at least £1500 million). Here, 

private companies win contracts and provide services on behalf of government 

departments. Social Impact Bonds might be implemented for supporting 

disadvantaged young people into education and employment, where the 

government pay for one or more outcomes which can be linked to improved 

employability. Overall, educational achievement ranks higher than employment. 

Entry into employment carries a higher payment than sustained employment. 

These interventions aim to use financial instruments, institutions and market 

mechanisms to produce certain subjects who think, feel, act and perform in ways 

that conform to ideas of productive citizenship and non-dependence on welfare. 

Dowling argues it is difficult to quantify outcomes that reduce homelessness or 

going missing because social impact can also include less tangible and more 

subjective factors that have an affective quality – feeling less lonely or isolated, 

feeling good, feeling worthy, having a voice, feeling sufficiently included in 

decision-making or feeling engaged in something meaningful. 

 

2.9 Police attitudes and Culture 

 

Occupational culture and stereotyping have been a factor in the 

investigation of missing people (Skogan, 2006). Skogan has argued that there is a 

marked asymmetry in the impact of negative and positive contacts with the police, 

the former having a large effect on attitudes to the police, and the latter a much 

smaller, even negligible, effect. How returning missing people are managed is a 

joint responsibility between police and, if a child or vulnerable adult, local 

authorities.  It is critical that police officers are invested in the RHI to protect the 

missing person and prevent repeat episodes when the search is over (Shalev 

Greene et al, 2009 and Holmes, 2017). Yet research suggests that machismo 

‘danger’ attitudes, ‘us and them’ culture, as well as suspicion and in rare cases, 

corruption, can lead to a poor experience for missing people (Waddington, 1999; 

Reiner, 2010; Westmarland, 2002).  
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Officers are continually suspicious, lead socially isolated lives and display 

defensive solidarity with colleagues. They are mainly conservative in politics and 

morality, and their culture is marked by cynicism and pessimism. The police world 

view includes a simplistic, de-contextualised understanding of criminality and 

officers are intolerant towards those who challenge the status quo. According to 

this orthodox conception, these cultural norms are communicated and reinforced 

through on-the-job socialisation and arise as officers adapt to the demands of the 

police vocation (Loftus, 2010, p.3). It is therefore unsurprising, applying Loftus, 

that police dealings with missing people are reflective of police culture. 

 

Rumbaut and Bittner (1979) and Reiner (2010) assert that such police as 

‘crime fighters’ is potentially problematic and contested and may not accurately 

reflect what the police do in practice. Officers joined to fight crime but see tasks 

such as missing people as ‘soft policing’, and not why they joined. Loftus (2010) 

synthesises police culture by arguing they have an exaggerated sense of mission 

towards their role and crave work that is crime oriented and promises excitement.  

 

Gender roles have long been a hotly debated area of police culture.  Police 

celebrate masculine exploits, show willingness to use force and engage in informal 

working practices (Westmarland, 2002). Rabe-Hemp (2008) interviewed female 

police officers and found that respondents discussed policewomen who “did” 

gender by wearing makeup and being outwardly “feminised”. They labelled these 

women as sleeping around and being sexually active, but less-able to do 

traditional police tasks and so gravitate to “softer policing” (such as missing 

people). They were seen by respondents as less likely to be spoken to by 

members of the pubic when in company with a male officer. Conversely, those 

women who were able to do “tough” policing were labelled as “butch” or “dykes”, 

having lost their femininity. More interesting was Rabe-Hemp’s discovery that all 

the female respondents reinforced these gender stereotypes and did “othering” 

whereby they decided it was other female officers – not them. This is relevant to 

gender differences discussed later. 

 

Hoggett, Redford, Toher and White (2014) examined self-report data from 

nearly 14,000 police officers from the rank of Police Constable to Chief Inspector, 
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from the 43 police forces in England and Wales. They found 90% agree or strongly 

agree that the police are under resourced and that the austerity cuts will impact on 

their ability to do their job. 90% of respondents reported that their morale was low, 

and 80% reported that the goodwill and personal sacrifices they made as police 

officers were not worth it (p.5). When asked, therefore, to spend many hours 

dealing with repeatedly missing children, police operational culture comes to the 

forefront. As one respondent put it: 

 

 “I hope someone remembers the role of police is to catch criminals and 

reduce crime. The role is not to satisfy the objectives of different politicians. It is 

not that of probation, housing, marriage guidance, youth worker, education, parent, 

drugs worker etc. etc. etc”. (p.42) 

 

Another remarked “The role of a Police officer appears to be now more of 'Social 

Worker' where Police are expected to sort out people’s lives” (p.43).  Evidence 

therefore supported the view, according to Hoggett et al (2014), that missing 

people are seen as a job for social services, and not the police.  

Holmes (2017) used secondary data from ‘Geographies of Missing People’ 

to discern from interviews of missing adults and police officers that the response to 

returning missing adults in the United Kingdom was inadequate, meaning that 

potentially vulnerable adults are left without the assessment and support they 

need to maintain their mental well-being and to prevent future missing incidents. 

Police officers reported a lack of information from partners in order to properly 

support missing people. Police officers described their experience of trying to liaise 

between returned adults and mental health services and suggested there were 

disjointed connections between understanding risk.  Officers also reflected on the 

best way to support returned people while also gaining intelligence that could help 

in the event of a future disappearance: “We just want to find out if he's okay and 

what's caused him to do this. Basically, run through the debrief form, but in a nice 

way, so he doesn't feel as if he's being cross-examined.” One interviewed returned 

adult was keen to recommend that police officers are approachable and relaxed; 

“If they had just taken a little time to chat to me it wouldn't have been so traumatic.” 

(p.21). 
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2.10 Police Training 

Literature around police training in missing episodes is an important area 

because training can educate and challenge operational culture, or at least 

encourage more critical thought, to improve response to missing episodes 

(Stevenson et al, 2014). Police officers normally complete around 16 weeks of 

basic training when joining, and then attend continuous professional development 

courses (CPD), appropriate to their role, as their career progresses. Various 

attempts have been made over the decades to reform police training, from having 

dedicated Training colleges, through to tackling culture and racism, through to 

championing training in the ever specialist roles that the police have developed. 

More recently, there has been a focus on a move away from training in ‘academies’ 

and toward encouraging more critical thinking from officers by moving training into 

higher education establishments (Neyroud, 2011), as well as a renewed effort to 

fast track graduate recruits with a ‘Police Now’ scheme (Yesberg & Dawson, 2017). 

Since the focus of this research is on the RHI, police interview training more 

generally is worthy of comment in relation to how the increased role of forensic 

psychology in police interview practices has overcome problems first identified by 

Baldwin in 1992 (Griffith & Milne, 2006, and MacDonald, S., Snook, B. 

& Milne, 2017). 

 

Graduate presence in the police service is at its highest levels ever, with 38% 

of new recruits reporting they hold a degree (CoP, 2018). There is mixed science 

to support the new drive for all police officers to hold a degree. For example, in 

their review of police training and the new graduate programmes, Tong & 

Hallenberg (2018) suggest it is useful for the police service to have content that is 

practical and allows officers to do their jobs effectively and be accredited 

accordingly.  On the other, content that helps officers understand local community 

and social issues, the ability to analyse problems, and develop criticality are 

crucial to the challenge officers are facing now. Debates around appropriate 

curriculum will be important for effective practice and credibility in the professional 

and academic world which future police officers will inhabit. Moreover, one chief 

constable in Lincolnshire, Bill Skelly, has taken the home office to court to seek a 

judicial review of the new police entry graduate requirements. He cites the 

financial and operational impact of a 3-year probation period (rather than 2 years), 
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and is concerned potential officers who may excel on the street, may lack the 

academic prowess to complete their probation (Telegraph, July, 2019). 

 

There is no police training for return interviews for missing people. Instead, 

police officers are trained to either interview a witness or a suspect. In both 

scenarios, there are legal niceties to follow, such as points to prove for a criminal 

offence, or rules of law relating to admissibility of evidence. This might, for 

example, relate to witness identification caselaw such as in Regina V Turnbull, or 

to codes of practice such as those that govern the circumstances in which a 

suspect may be interviewed under caution (PACE, 1984).  Moreover, witness 

recall tends to focus around either a written statement of fact, or a video interview 

to establish facts where the agenda is often set by the officer. Even in suspect 

interviews, since 1992 there are trained ‘stages’ to the interview that first (should) 

allow free recall and are the agenda of the interviewee, the officer needs to 

introduce the complainants account and other evidence (such as CCTV) and then 

move the ‘challenge’ phase, which becomes the interviewers agenda (Clarke, 

Milne & Bull, 2011)). 

 

The police in England and Wales receive standard interview training for 

suspects, according to their service and role (CoP, 2016).  Tier 1 provides the 

basic learning relating to the framework surrounding the management of 

interviewing at lower levels of investigation and develops questioning styles, giving 

confidence when interviewing alone. Tier 2 provides the cognitive approach and 

management of conversation model. This enables the officer to progress and deal 

with prepared statements and ‘no comment’ interviews and maintain the relevant 

records and documentation. Tier 3 will be required to review information and 

developments within the investigation and assess the evidence in preparation for 

planning the interview with the suspect, whilst taking account of their demeanour. 

The officers will prepare detailed interviews utilising all relevant resources and 

maintaining relevant records in relation to the use of video recorded interviews at 

all levels of investigation.  Beyond this, officers can be trained to give specialist 

interview advice.  

 

There were some benefits to the new so-called ‘PEACE’ suspect interview 

training. For example, it sought to introduce the appropriate use of questions (i.e. 
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improved use of open rather than closed questions), and the avoidance of leading 

and misleading questions (Clarke et al, 2011, p.150). In addition, use of 

summaries at each stage provided clarity of understanding, and there was a more 

distinct closure to the interview. There was, however, an over-reliance on the 

officer doing the talking, rather than the listening and where officers were PEACE-

trained, Clarke et al found from 174 samples that the interviews were simply 

longer than untrained officers’ interviews, not necessarily better.  In fact, they 

found no significant difference between interviews according to officer training 

levels. What was found however, was general under-performance in use of 

questions, where ‘exploring account’ and ‘topic development was below par 

(p.154). 

 

2.11 Return Home Interviews 

 

The Chief Police Officers’ manual (2010) stated that forces should establish 

‘The basis on which agencies offer ‘return interviews’ for children who have run 

away from home’ (p.78).  Brown and Wain (2009) found that often the Children 

and Young Persons Act 2008 was not being adhered too, where there were few 

instances of authorities ensuring they placed children near to their original home 

(2009, p.23). Brown and Wain could be criticised for being police-driven to try and 

take the strain off police resources. This only holds limited value as although Wain 

was a Chief Superintendent responsible for missing persons, Brown was a 

community safety manager in a Crime and Disorder Reduction Panel, so is 

criticising the current partnership approach he was part of.  

 

The official Police guidance on missing people discusses the return home 

interview (RHI) itself, very recently relabelled as ‘Prevention Interviews’ (CoP, 

2019). They are designed to capture why the missing person went missing, who 

they were with, where they went, and how a repeat could be mitigated. The policy 

suggests it should be mandatory for high risk cases, and voluntary for low and 

medium risk cases. This is at odds with legislation however, since October 2015, 

that requires local authorities to conduct such RHI’s within 72 hours of all children 

returning home. 
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Interviews of 21 police officers involved in 12 reconstructed cases between 

2010 and 2011 showed that there was an interplay between a procedural 

discourse in how missing person investigations should be done, and its limitations, 

and ‘craft skills’ officers developed through experience on the street that they felt 

mattered more (Fyfe, Stevenson & Woolnough, 2015, p.16).  Here, Fyfe et al 

found officers involved in the ‘safe and well’ check when missing people returned, 

wanted to make it a pleasant experience, which directly links to this thesis 

examining attitudes of police officers to the RHI where this was sometimes 

supported (p.11). Patrol officers in the study by Fyfe et al, for example, reported 

that they wanted to treat missing people as human beings, and establish their 

welfare.  The attitudes of police officers to missing people are directly relevant to 

the current thesis and are so important when assessing the impact of the police on 

returning missing people. 

 

The Children’s Society (2013) conducted research into the Return Home 

Interview (RHI) for runaway children in 134 English Local Authorities. They found 

that only a third offered RHI’s to children missing from home, and only half for 

those missing from care.  Return interviews were mostly done by social services 

and not independent providers as recommended by the statutory guidance. Less 

than 30 local authorities offered some return interviews via an independent 

provider and an assessment of needs was not always an integral part of RHI’s 

(pp.1-2). 

 

In Harris and Shalev Greene (2016), the authors explore managing the 

return home interview for repeatedly missing people. Through surveys of 50 police 

officers in an English force, it was discovered that there were inconsistent 

practices when interviewing returners. Beyond a simple “safe and well” check, the 

interview offers opportunities to safeguard and prevent repeat occurrences. 

However, self-reported experience by officers revealed their frustration at 

repetition, their negativity around usefulness of the interviews, a challenge to 

involve third sector partners, and development areas in officers’ training.  Strong 

significance was found in variables relating to officer experience and gender, 

against their views on interviewing missing people. Recommendations about best 

practice with return interviews, advocated a multi-agency approach to improve 

interventions.  The learning from this research has acted as a marker for this 
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thesis, in that it highlighted inconsistent practice and often poor attitudes to 

missing people by police officers. It was only in one county though, and so this 

thesis has expanded heavily on research to explore the national picture. 

 

Hill, Taylor, Richards and Reddington (2016) researched the development 

of social services employing an NSPCC Missing Children’s Service and their use 

of Return Interview Assessments with children who have run away or been 

missing from home. Hill et al explored how children missing from home remain 

hidden, so need support to meet their needs. Under Section 11 of the Children Act 

2004, local authorities have a statutory duty to ‘safeguard and promote the welfare 

of children in need’ up to the age of 18‐years old (Hill, et al, p. 193, 2016).  They 

found that the NSPCC could usually make contact with the young person within 72 

hours, but delays were usually caused by practical issues (e.g. incorrect mobile 

phone numbers). It was more problematic managing to meet with the young 

person within the 72 hours due to the tensions between prioritising the 72-hour 

target and using methods to approach the young person that were most likely to 

lead to them genuinely engaging but may take longer to implement. 

 

Overall, the approach used had positive results in terms of engagement. 

The return interviews were usually completed at the family home, unless the 

young person chose to be seen at school or at the NSPCC service. The worker 

would usually meet with the young person on their own, but also spend time with 

the young person and parents together. The return Interview would usually require 

two visits: one to gather information and seek consents to talk to other agencies, 

and one to feedback and discuss future support. The involvement of the parents in 

the return interview process could present challenges in building a relationship 

with the young person. However, young people consistently cited family difficulties 

as the central issue, thus engaging with the parents was considered to be 

important. 

 

In the NSPCC service, Return Interview Assessments were conducted 

using the Common Assessment Framework (CAF) tool (Department of Health, 

2003) to ensure that in addition to gathering information on the specific missing 

incident, broader information was collated relating to the child’s welfare (Hill et all, 

p.198, 2016). The programme of post-interview support provided directly to 
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children would also usually encompass a piece of work around recognising risks 

and making safer choices, for example, enabling children to look at alternative 

decisions when they feel that they need to ‘run away’ from the home environment, 

or recognising risks relating to issues such as sexual relationships, internet use 

and gang involvement (p.201). 

 

2.12 Conclusion 

 

This review has critically examined English language literature, since 1995, 

in England and Wales, to situate the literature with the objectives of this thesis, to 

1. Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 

2. Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether 

the RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners. Procedural (CoP, 

2019) and academic definitions of missing were considered, along with 

‘missingness’ felt by those left behind.  A morphing element of this definition is 

being ‘absent’, and the policies that have sought to mitigate police time spent at 

the early stage of a case perceived to involve no harm. Various police and Home 

Office protocols were also explored. Arguably, going missing is socially 

constructed. Government austerity politics has squeezed public services and led 

to tough choices on what the police should prioritise. Geographies of Missing 

People (Geographies) uniquely explored viewpoints of the missing person as well 

as attitudes of police officers. Risk assessment was pushed into the foreground. 

Evidence that most missing people come to no harm was unpicked and other 

research explored police attitudes to the risk assessment process. 

 

Repeatedly missing people, especially children showed this group 

overwhelmingly make up the bulk of missing people. A new handbook on Missing 

People explored the investigation of missing people. Child Sex Exploitation (CSE) 

scandals, such as Rotherham, and high-profile media coverage of episodes were 

explored, with sources that present learning opportunities relevant to this study. 

The dangers when vulnerable adults go missing, such as through age and 

dysfunctional escape behaviour theory was also touched upon, as well as young 

men go missing on a night out. Push and pull factors that influence adults’ 

decisions to leave were highlighted. 
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Mental health was identified as a consistent theme, with research on 

dementia and on suicides investigated. Social services involvement with the 

missing has created opportunities, but following austerity post-2010, also tensions, 

particularly relating to local authorities having legal duties to conduct a RHI with 

young people promptly. Police occupational culture and stereotyping indicate how 

it is critical that police officers are invested in the RHI to protect the missing person 

and prevent repeat episodes when the search is over. Literature around police 

interview training more generally was worthy of comment in relation to the 

effectiveness of such training, and the absence of training in return home 

interviews. 
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Chapter 3 - Methodology 
 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore the views of police officers on how 

they manage the return of repeatedly missing people on a national basis. It also 

acknowledges the limited but fast-developing literature on missing people and 

addresses the objectives of this study to: 1. Explore the attitudes of police officers 

to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police officers 

to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the RHI should be the responsibility of third 

sector partners.   

 

In this chapter, the theory and epistemology that led to the ‘mixed methods’ 

quantitative and qualitative approach is explored, alongside the researcher’s role 

as ‘insider’ within the main profession studied. The choice of electronic nationwide 

survey is justified, with an assessment of that research tool. The chapter will 

uncover how the survey population was decided upon and the way the questions 

were framed and themed in order to address the research question. This will 

include discussion on use of closed multiple-choice questions, as well as open 

free text responses. It will set out the method of survey delivery and access to the 

population, and subsequent monitoring. It will set out the choice of analysis, with 

comment on how that transpired. For example, the use of SPSS to analyse 

quantitative data, and Nvivo to unpick free text remarks, and how these were 

themed. The value of supervisor interaction and other support is also 

acknowledged. The survey questions appear as an appendix.  There was a 

separate ethical approval process documented elsewhere. 

 

3.2 Framing the theory 

 

The researcher’s subject interest was professional, as a (then) Acting 

Police Inspector in a busy city centre, where returning missing people needed 

better safeguarding to prevent repeat episodes and reduce the disproportionate 

strain on frontline resources. It made personal sense for the researcher to 

springboard from their previous Masters-level research to launch the doctorate 

study (Silverman, 2010, p.37), and arguably they had an obligation to investigate 
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social harm (Silverman, 2010, p.81). The researcher had legitimate, easily 

obtainable access to the subject matter (Sherman, 2010, p.80), but the research 

design needed to consider if the author’s own law enforcement experience as an 

‘insider’ might influence how police officers responded, and if certain aspects of 

their behaviour are taken for granted (Silverman, 2010, p.73). The researcher 

needed to be mindful that respondent accounts can become a two-way process of 

interpretation (Scott, 1992, p.2 as cited by Dunne, Pryor & Yates, 2005, p.12).  

 

Research timing had a part to play as well, because in 2015 the national 

police missing person definition was evolving to require an element of risk; a new 

‘Absent’ category for children missing from care was being hotly debated; and 

local authorities were now legally required to conduct return interviews for children 

within 72 hours. Campbell et al (1982) argued an important factor is intuition that it 

is the right research, at the right time (as cited by Robson, 2011, p.58).  

 

The literature review helped to prioritise and keep focus on the central 

reading (Silverman, 2010, p.95).  When framing the methodology, it was important 

to be aware of being 'imprisoned' by what other academics had done, and how 

(Robson, 2011, p.54). Silverman (2010, p.88) identifies 'Grand Theorists', who 

build their entire research around their literature review to give overall insight from 

many peer-reviewed sources, but you might never know when to stop reading, and 

academic fashions can change. The study hoped to explore Return Interviews 

from a direct practitioner perspective (Robson, 2011, p.61). 

 

Epistemology and ontology are important concepts when designing a 

research project as they create a holistic view of how knowledge is viewed (Patel, 

2015). Ontology refers to claims about the nature of being and existence. As this 

research is informed by interpretivism it holds the belief that reality is subjective 

and negotiated within groups (Hammond & Wellington, 2013). Epistemology is 

what we believe about how we come to know and understand the world 

(Hammond & Wellington, 2013). This research takes an interpretivist viewpoint 

meaning it aims to uncover the meanings associated with social activity by looking 

at internal motivation and human agency (Hammond & Wellington, 2013). The 

methodology sought to reflect a pragmatic, initially positivist approach, which 

looked for a constant relationship between variables in a mainly quantitative and 
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fact-based manner (Robson, 2011, p.20; Silverman, 2010, p.102).  A 

postmodernist criticism of a Positivist approach is that one cannot separate fact 

from fiction, or as Gambles puts it: "trying to observe something that cannot be 

known or communicated" (1997, as cited by Silverman, 2010, p.108). Bhaskar 

(1986) and Stockman (1983) have severely criticised Positivism for ignoring how 

an observer sees things, as theory may not match reality (as cited by Robson, 

2011, p.22).  

 

3.3 Deciding the approach 

 

The researcher’s supervisors provided invaluable guidance through 

research expertise, and it was decided to nationally gather practitioners’ 

experience of return interviews for repeatedly missing people. This could be 

enhanced by a qualitative narrative account in addition to quantitative questions, 

because this tells readers 'how', rather than 'how many' and so offers more depth. 

Respondents can disappear in quantitative research (Silverman, 2010, p.118). 

This phased approach where the second, qualitative element depended on the 

answer to the first quantitative phase arguably relies on the context of the 

available information (Brannen, 2005, p.178). 

 

The researcher knew from a police perspective that frontline operational 

officers were most likely to be sent to interview returning missing people, and that 

this would be at the Constable rank. However, the rise of Multi-Agency 

Safeguarding Units, often within police buildings, has seen increased collaboration 

between police and the social partners. Moreover, the researcher was also aware 

that third party providers such as Barnados were interviewing children upon their 

return, under a new statutory duty for local authorities since October 2015. 

 

This was a good 'purposive' way to narrow down the population to fit the 

research question (Silverman, 2010, p.141), given as of March 2016 (at the time of 

the survey) there were 92,000 Constables (FTE) in England and Wales available 

for duty (Home Office, 2016, p.7).  Borg and Gall (1989) argue that researchers 

need 100 respondents, and 20-30 sub-groups of respondents within each variable 

(as cited by Robson, 2011, p.161). Mertens (1998) suggests one needs 15 

responses per variable for decent SPSS analysis (as cited by Robson, 2011, 
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p.158). Jones (1995) argues for a 90% response rate to avoid bias (as cited by 

Robson, 2011, p.251), but this appears unrealistically high.  

 

Hammersley’s method (1992) is to analyse a population in a smaller group, 

yet at doctorate level there needed a wide pool of respondents. Therefore, police 

forces across England and Wales were chosen, which at least would provide a 

large survey population of police officers. Glaser and Strauss (1988, p91 as cited 

in Silverman, 2010, p.144) suggest it is unimportant if the particular body of 

respondents in one area is typical of other areas, but rather whether the 

respondent’s experience is typical to the broad phenomenon. The research sought 

to generalise further than a single area, because Sacks (1992, as cited by 

Silverman, 2010, p.148) argues although you can generalise from one case, it is 

unlikely to be solid research. 

 

The aim was to get enough respondents to be able to persuade readers 

that the research was valid (Silverman, 2010, p.149).  The participant population 

sought to at least reflect the gender of police officers in England and Wales, - 29% 

being female officers and 71% male (Home Office, 2016, p.29). It was important to 

show the study sample is representative of the constable population in the forces 

visited. It may be representative of forces that did not respond too, but local 

arrangements and training may come into play, so further research may be 

recommended. 

 

3.4 The Survey Tool 

 

A survey was chosen because interviewing police officers would be 

problematic, as they work different shifts across different locations, and are often 

reluctant to be interviewed. It would be a good opportunity to get their active 

contribution to research on missing people, because they are a particularly 'silent' 

group, and there tends to be an overwhelming reliance on 'offenders' accounts 

(Brookman, Noaks & Wincup, 1999, p.3). To guard against unreliability of memory, 

excessive discretion, self-consciousness and the influence of hindsight, 

respondents were asked for their return interview experiences within the previous 

twelve months (Seldon & Papworth, 1983, as cited in Brookman, Noaks & Wincup, 

1999, p.134). An online survey also negated 'operational loyalty' from respondents, 
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where one respondent might dominate an interview session involving multiple 

participants all present together (pp.135-136).  

 

Advantages of surveys are that they can have a reassuringly scientific ‘ring’ 

to them. Reliability can be established if the same standardised, well-piloted 

questions are presented to all respondents (Robson, 2011, p.231).  An electronic 

web-based survey was chosen because this can be an extremely efficient way to 

gain large amounts of data, at a low cost and in a short time frame (Robson, 2011, 

p.234). This was an important consideration given the breadth of the research, the 

researcher’s time commitments as a full-time worker, and the deadline and scope 

of the thesis. It also removed the researcher from any interview situation, where 

they might influence the responses. Adams, for example, found her sexuality 

dominated interviews with (male) police officers, rather than her prowess as a 

researcher (Adams, 2000, p.392). Because particularly officers might be 

constantly interrupted by requests for service, it was important that the survey 

could be paused and resumed later by contributors (Robson, 2011, pp.236-237).  

 

3.5 Survey Design 

 

The design and implementation of the survey needed careful consideration, 

to match the study objectives and be informed by the researcher’s previous work 

(Harris & Shalev, 2016). It was crucial to the research outcome and therefore 

meaningfulness of the study (Dunne et al, 2005, p.44). Hakin (1987, p.48) 

suggests that an attraction of surveys is the transparency of design and openness 

of the raw data results (as cited by Robson, 2011, p.232). For instance, being able 

to back up findings with data sets collected electronically. Bryman argues surveys 

can be seen as better at discovering underlying patterns, rather than other 

qualitative methods (1988, as cited by Dunne et al, 2005, p.43). For example, 

being able to discern any consistent relationship between respondent attributes 

such as gender, and value different sexes might place on return interviews. 

 

It was wise to guard against the meaning of survey responses being de-

contextualised, and so discourse issues are ignored (Mishler, 1991, p.27 as cited 

by Robson, 2011, p.231). The researcher did not want the survey to just collect 

bored, polite responses from respondents who want to be seen in a good light 
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(Marsh, 1982, as cited by Robson, 2011, p.231). It was important to be aware of 

how seriously respondents will account for their behaviour or provide answers the 

researcher wants to hear (Mcleod, 1994, as cited by Silverman, 2010, p.128), 

based on their professional standing and possible fear of criticism. Other obstacles 

would include the danger that asking questions can have a tenuous basis in what 

officers may be saying and doing in their everyday lives. Is the research telling us 

how respondents interact with the Return Interview, or how they respond to 

research questions? (Silverman, 2010, p.128). In short, there is a reliance on self-

reports of behaviour with a non-experimental survey approach (Silverman, 2010, 

p.129; Robson, 2011, p.88). Self-completed surveys can be better at sensitive 

topics, such as inherent attitudes, where there may be self-disclosure of shortfalls, 

or expressions of undesirable character traits (Robson, 2011, p.238). 

 

The two options considered for electronic survey were either Survey 

Monkey or Google Forms. Robson (2011, p.388) suggests getting advice on 

analysis before the data collection, which was done by consulting a research 

methods lecturer. Survey Monkey was settled upon as it had several advantages. 

It is easily accessible and user-friendly, allowing for the mixed data sets required; 

comes with brand awareness as it is widely used; was known to work and provide 

value from previous studies by the researcher; appeared to present value for 

money.  A particular advantage was that it showed the respondent their progress 

by way of a bar at the bottom of the screen, as they moved forward through the 

survey. The researcher had previously used Google Forms for an online survey 

within a single police force. Halfway through that survey, the force decided to 

increase internet security, blocking Google-derived products other than their 

search engine.  This had caused a re-write of the question-set onto Survey 

Monkey, and subsequent delays merging the two batches of results.   

 

Survey Monkey provides a clean and easy way of checking on responses, 

and then subsequently exporting the data into other statistical packages such as 

MS Excel. Survey Monkey was the survey tool that the university held a licence for 

at the time of the data collection, but it is no longer endorsed and would not be 

used by the university now. There are disadvantages to an online survey such as 

Survey Monkey.  Respondents might be fatigued from Survey Monkey due to its 

wide use and profile.  The researcher had paid for a middle-range package 
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allowing more than ten questions, but not anticipated a large survey response. As 

a result, when the threshold of 1,000 responses had been met in the calendar 

month, each subsequent response was chargeable until the month rolled over. 

Lastly, the supervising University had stopped using Survey Monkey due to ethical 

and security concerns, as their single business account meant that different 

researchers (and departments) could see everyone else’s surveys.  This research 

survey account however was isolated and standalone. 

 

3.6 Question design 

 

A mixed methods approach, utilising both quantitative closed and qualitative 

open questions were used to elicit self-reported data on issues relevant to the 

return process. These issues were frequency of dealing with adults and children 

who were returning, the nature of that return, who should be prioritised for a return 

interview (and why), levels of engagement from the missing person, barriers to the 

process, involvement of third parties, experience around usefulness of the return 

interview and suggested improvements, and training. 

 

Question sets were discussed with the research supervisors, focusing on 

the central research question of attitudes to managing return interviews, for 

repeatedly missing people. Thirty-six survey questions were deliberately split into 

logical sections and themes: 

 

1. Collection of demographic data such as respondent age, length of 

service, force, education level etc 

2. Volume and instances of missing cases dealt with, split between 

experiences for missing children and adults as it was important to 

capture these separately as they present different challenges. 

3. Responsibility for the RHI as currently understood 

4. The respondents’ involvement with missing people they dealt with 

5. The respondents’ views on whom should conduct RHI’s, again split to 

capture responses for adults and children. Options were available for 

those agencies that would likely have the most contact with missing 

people. 

6. Common types of missing person encountered 
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7. Experiences of conducting the RHI, both positive and negative 

8. Outcomes from the RHI and what information sharing may have taken 

place 

9. Training issues 

 

 Czaja and Blair (1996) suggest that both the respondents and researcher 

have a responsibility when framing questions, to ensure they will be interpreted 

correctly against the likely response, in order to elicit accurate data and validate 

the research (as cited by Robson, 2011, p.242).  For questionnaire development, 

previous academic by the author (Harris et al, 2016) informed already known 

themes from police officers around frustration and repetition, to identify some of 

the issues that officers themselves raised as being of greatest importance. Several 

iterations of questions were done (at least ten) until they appeared more focussed 

and less ambiguous. Officers were asked to provide free text responses to nine 

open questions, in order to further explore their single answer quantitative 

responses. The rationale for using these nine qualitative open-ended questions in 

the survey (as well as closed questions) was to allow officers freedom to discuss 

their attitudes toward missing, in their own words and allow the researcher to gain 

a deeper understanding of the quantitative survey results. For example, by using 

this mixed methods approach (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2007), the intention was 

to develop a body of data that captures both what officers think about a range of 

different change issues (quantitative questionnaire questions) as well as why 

officers may think this (qualitative questionnaire questions). 

 

It was agreed with research supervisors that it was important to collect 

demographic data questions because this would reveal the respondents 

themselves and allow more sophisticated comparative analysis of attitude answers 

(Robson, 2011, p.99, 239).  It would also help establish whether the respondent 

set was typical of the population responsible for return interviews. For the police 

survey, age tiers were carefully framed to ensure they reflected the likelihood of a 

younger frontline constable population, together with a traditionally earlier 

retirement age for officers. There has been an increased trend of higher 

educational attainment among officer respondents. The Association of Chief Police 

Officers Submission to the Police Remuneration Review Body (January 2015) 

indicated 38 per cent of all candidates already held a degree or postgraduate 
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qualification (College of Policing, 2016, p.16).  The survey therefore reflected this 

in expanded higher and further education tiers. 

 

Importantly, questions then needed to establish respondent’s perceptions of 

return interview frequency, as well as the skill and knowledge of the subject area, 

to qualify the credentials of the respondent and identify their involvement in 

managing the missing person return (Robson, 2011, p.241). This was not seeking 

a definitive number by asking the officer to conduct in-depth analysis of police 

notebooks or interrogate computer systems, but rather, asked ‘approximately’ and 

then set banding. This was because the research needed to establish how many 

repeat missing people (missing three times or more) the respondents had thought 

they had interviewed. 

 

It was important to establish the picture for children versus adults as two 

distinct groups, to meet the research aims and explore the study objectives. It was 

also necessary to understand if local authorities appeared to be meeting their legal 

duties to conduct return interviews for children within 72 hours of their return. 

Perceptions on where responsibility lay for return interviews were captured with a 

list of seven to eight options to provide clarity.  Officers were asked free text 

response questions, as to whom they thought should be prioritised for return 

interviews, and whether the presence of an additional vulnerability in an adult and 

a child would trigger an answer change.  Robson argues you can use free text 

replies, as long as there aren’t a large number of respondents (2011, p.245).  This 

question format of guided options, with opportunities to provide free text responses 

to flesh-out attitudes, followed a structured approach to the research question. 

 

Questions asked what the officers thought of who was most appropriate to 

be involved in conducting the interview, such as a police employee, other 

professional, or third sector provider. These were split into scenarios involving 

adults, and also children. They were grouped into themes of occupation to capture 

as many options as possible, whilst keeping subsequent coding to a minimum. 

Respondents interview experience (such as how engaged the interviewee had 

been, and what the officer had gained from third party information-sharing), was 

measured using the Likert scale as it keeps interest, is reliable, and is easier to 

develop than a Thurstone scale (Robson, 2011, p.293, 297-298). For these, (1) 
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was strongly agree and (5) was strongly disagree, or (1) very engaged (1) and (5) 

very unengaged. Questions relating to usefulness of the return interview originally 

gave Yes, No and Not Sure options. These were changed to Likerts scales to flesh 

out more subtleties to the response. A criticism of Likert scales is that they can 

encompass replies influenced by several factors such as political and economic, 

which is hard to break down and distinguish (Gutmman, 1944, as cited by Robson, 

2011, p.298).  Finally, Reja, Manfreda, Hlebec and Vehovar (2003) cited Knapp 

and Heidingsfelder (2001) who found that there was an increase of dropout rates 

when using open-ended questions.   

 

The Likert questions, and age and service Scale questions, were tested for 

reliability, and returned acceptable Cronbach’s Alpha scores. The Likerts had an 

average Cronbach’s Alpha score where 𝑥=.66. The Scales had a very good 

Cronbach’s Alpha score where 𝑥=.84. Both question sets were well-within the “If 

Item Deleted” range, and in the inter-item correlation matrix was positive. 

 

There were more open questions again to elicit difficulties, or positive 

experiences of the return process for the respondent.  Free text questions also 

asked about any successful interview strategies the respondent had used, and any 

suggested improvements, to establish and share any best practice among the 

professionals.  It was also important to understand whether information-sharing 

took place with partners, and whether return interviews identified causes of 

missing episodes, and whether repeat episodes were prevented. 

 

Lastly, training experience was captured. This was useful because it was 

necessary to distinguish levels of competence and whether there was a 

relationship between those who were trained, and the views that were expressed 

by the respondent. For example, was there a lack of confidence in delivering the 

interview that might be linked to a training deficit? There is also a discernible 

difference between a respondent who was exhibiting a lack of commitment to the 

process due to laziness or stereotyping, and a respondent who was simply 

uneducated in the process. In a recent randomized control trial on stop and search 

training by police forces, on behalf of the College of Policing, researchers 

discovered that short term improvement to the stop and search interaction by 
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officers could be gained by delivering targeted training to the dosage group, but 

longer term change was not sustained (Quinton & Packham, 2016). 

 

The researcher decided against a 'Discriminative Power' measure because 

the investigation was a niche area, and wanted to ask specific questions (Robson, 

2011, p.294). It was desirable to establish if respondent’s demographics, 

experience and training had any relationship with their attitude to the usefulness of 

Return Interviews, and whom they thought should be responsible for them. 

Evidence could then be discerned for which ‘type’ of professional would be best to 

conduct the interviews, if at all, and where development intervention may lie in 

tackling barriers. It was hoped to stimulate organisational learning for the police 

service and third sector providers, in a manner sometimes labelled ‘Evaluative 

Inquiry’ (Coghlan & Brannick, 2005, p.19), as well as seeking to influence future 

policy. 

 

Combining quantitative data with Qualitative text can be broadly 

complimentary and provide better insight into the respondents’ thoughts and 

culture (Brannen, 2005, p. 180), although Hanson (1990) argues that in 46 surveys 

they studied, nearly half failed to demonstrate a link between actual behaviour and 

attitude (as cited by Robson, 2011, p.231).  Robson (2011) warns against asking a 

range of open-ended questions as an exploratory exercise, because it takes too 

long to analyse and is difficult to standardise (p.234).  De Vans (1991) argues for 

keeping language in questions simple and length short, having a range of 

questions to capture feeling, avoiding double-negatives, not asking two questions 

in one, and not leading (as cited by Robson, 2011, p.246). The fixed survey design 

was arguably good at establishing relationships between variables, but it may be 

weak in why any links are important. By employing an additional qualitative angle, 

it was hoped to better explain this (Robson, 2011, p.372). Brannen argues that 

generalisation of findings is not confined to Quantitative data, which tends to refer 

to statistical inference, but generalisation can also apply to qualitative findings if 

you involve settings and context in the analysis (2005, p.175).  

 

The respondent instructions at the start of the survey were relevant to the 

audience. It was important within this introduction to outline the aim of the survey; 

set the scene; stress the importance of the research (backed up by academic 
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citation); reassure the anonymity and ethical approval of the data collection; 

indicate survey length to manage expectations. 

 

Around ten drafts of each survey were written, as the question sets 

developed, because there was a single chance to get the data collection right 

(Munn & Drever, 1990; Cohen, Manion & Morison, 2000; as cited by Dunne et al, 

2005, p.43). The survey was adapted it as the researcher came across question 

ambiguity or ‘mission creep’, running the drafts through supervisors for advice. For 

example, what was meant by an interviewee with “additional vulnerabilities” 

needed careful definition, as it could encompass a multitude of issues. A question 

asking the respondent to select who currently interviewed children needed to allow 

multiple responses, so “select all the apply” was added to the question. Later, 

when asking who the respondent thought should do the interviews, only one option 

was asked for, to narrow down their opinion. An option of “no-one” was added to 

increase respondent choice and discover their attitude to the return process. When 

selecting options for who should conduct interviews, a range of occupations was 

given, with “Teacher” included where the question related to children.  

 

When the final drafts met expectations, completion was timed as a ‘mini-

pilot’ to iron-out any issues (Robson, 2011, p.254). This usefully identified a few 

questions with “if this, then that” options for replies that did not quite flow properly. 

It also led to an increased guide to survey completion time within the respondent 

instructions. The drafts were also shared with the Missing Persons Bureau at the 

National Crime Agency, for their expert input.  The process led to ensuring the 

question sets were strong and specific. For example, “Do you find 

information…helped?” became “has information…” or ‘In your opinion, can 

information…”. 

 

3.7 Running the survey 

 

Access to Constables was made possible in three ways.  An invitation to 

forces through the UK Missing Persons Bureau using a restricted ‘Police OnLine 

Knowledge Area’ (POLKA) broadcast, which requires a police/ government-only 

account; an invitation to force media officers via non-restricted email addresses, 

from a database provided by the media liaison for the Chief Officers Council; 
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introductions at senior officer level via contacts known to the researcher and 

supervisors; an internal generic email to Constables within the researcher’s own 

force. Officers were invited to complete the anonymous web-based survey by 

clicking on a link to Survey Monkey. Only one force declined to take part, despite 

reassurances offered to a middle manager, who wanted a factually accurate and 

researched response from participants, rather than one’s that explored attitudes 

and perceptions of respondents. Consideration was given to approaching a more 

senior representative within the force, but this was dismissed as the survey was 

voluntary and the researcher did not wish to step outside the boundary of their role 

as researcher.  

 

Access to the research setting would raise several questions about how the 

researcher, as a police member at the time of the research, should approach the 

police forces involved.  Bell (1969) sets out the distinction between closed and 

open settings, which they argue can help suggest whether the researcher should 

adopt an overt, or covert role (as cited by Bryman, 2012, p.434).  Leidner (1993) 

chose the closed setting of fast-food provider Macdonald’s, because she wanted 

to research a service-based multi-national company.  She did this in an overt way, 

persevering to win research permission.  Conversely, Holdaway (1982, 1983) 

wanted to study a police force in which he was already a member (just like the 

researcher’s former position), but because he was worried about his own presence 

within the ethnography he chose a covert role (both as cited by Bryman, 2012, 

p.435). Punch researched police in Amsterdam, and travelled with uniform officers 

in their marked cars, whilst he pretended to be a plain-clothes detective (as cited 

by Bryman, 2012, p.446). The researcher for this study was revealed overtly, 

following university ethical guidelines as approved in the ethics process for the 

study. 

 

Survey Monkey’s dashboard was used to track responses and identify any 

issues real-time.  This helpfully identified one non-responding police force, and 

which forces had the lowest return rates. It also highlighted that a large 

metropolitan force had been overlooked, due to it not being listed alphabetically 

after the counties it served. After three weeks the survey was re-launched via the 

email survey invitation, to mop-up and target the lower responding forces, being 
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clear that previous respondents should not apply. This was to increase the 

response rate and capture those respondents who may have been away on leave. 

 

Survey Monkey helpfully identified that once the quantitative questions had 

been answered, and free text responses begun (toward the last third of the survey), 

many police officers stopped replying to questions. Non-response can be a serious 

problem, and Robson (2011) argues 30% could be a problem, but the researcher 

can check that the demographics of respondents matches the population, to justify 

representativeness in any low return rate (p.267). The survey was opened in early 

2016. 

 

3.8 Running analysis 

 

Robson (2011) argues “it is foolish in the extreme to put time into designing 

and running a survey, if [one doesn’t] then analyse it in a technically acceptable 

way” (p.256). Most surveys can describe relationships between variables, but you 

need detailed analysis of a number of characteristics to be able to draw firm 

relationships in findings. To tell the most convincing story, it is important to form as 

many variables as possible and set findings against survey design and the 

theoretical framework – commenting on the strong and the weak relationships 

(Robson, 2011, p.235). Therefore, survey data was exported from Survey Monkey 

into Microsoft Excel-compliant files, to allow for coding variables into IBM SPSS 

(Robson, 2011, p.394). Advantages of this approach are it provides a single 

storage solution, provides quick access, handles data quickly and considers all the 

text. Disadvantages though include needing to spend time learning the SPSS 

package (the researcher attended a seminar) and having the confidence to 

challenge any imposed coding (Robson, 2011, p.462). 

 

Quantitative replies were coded, ranging from two-option questions to five-

option Likerts, to eight-option occupation options.  Missing data was coded as 

zeros (Robson, 2011, p.397). Quantitative data was then exported into SPSS, 

scanned to find data of obvious interest first, and then tested for distribution of 

Ordinal variables to identify that there was no skewness present.  
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Cramer suggests that although you could group together variables that 

appeared similar, care is needed when interpreting results based solely on the 

item supposed to comprise the single index (Cramer, 2003, p.14). Cramer warns 

that this might exclude factors, for instance, what if the respondent's concept of 

interview usefulness differs to the researcher's concept? When considering 

discriminant analysis (which predictors best discriminate between two or more 

groups of cases, and do so better than chance), it was hoped to be able to 

determine the most significant factors in attitudes to return interviews (Cramer, 

2003, pp.203-205). For example, whether length of service or gender had the most 

influence on views toward child interviews. 

 

Tests were chosen dependant on the nature of the data, and what 

information and analysis was being sought, according to Pallant (2016). 

Frequency Descriptive tests were run for gender, force, education etc to establish 

prevalence. Kobgorov-Smirov and Shapiro-Wilk tests of normality governed 

quantitative analysis. Mann Whitney U tests reported the Likert p values, where 

they are non-parametric.  Fisher’s exact test reported all other p values, if more 

than 20% of cells had a count of 5 or less. All values were reported as two-sided. 

Standard Residuals were checked to ensure most were within the +/- 1.96 range. 

To avoid type 1 errors, Bonferonni tests were run on p values, which were 

multiplied by the number of tests. Kruskall Wallis tests were run where three or 

more groups were present. If Chi-Square Tests were run with variables that had 

only 2 categories (2x2 table), the Yate’s Correction for Continuity value was used 

to compensate for the overestimate of Chi-Square values in 2x2 tables (Pallant, 

2016). Phi and Cramer’s V tests were carried out to determine the effect size of 

results, as these are the best measures for the data. For Mann-Whitney U Tests, 

the effect size was calculated using the following formula: r = z ÷ √n. Cohen’s 

(1988) criteria of 0.10 for small effect, 0.30 for medium effect, and 0.50 for large 

effect were used to measure the significance of effect size for both tests. Effect 

sizes were not calculated for Kruskal-Wallis Tests due to complexity and time 

constraints applied to the research. All free text remarks were reported as sic. 

Statements by respondents that did not directly address the question were 

highlighted, to show attitudes of interviewers.  
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Variables were cross tabulated via IBM SPSS (Version 24) to find any 

relationship. For example, length of respondent’s service was checked against 

attitudes to who should conduct return interviews for children, to establish any 

relationship and significance.  This cross-tabulation is key to establishing the 

usefulness of the data within the survey responses. The significance of results 

needs careful interpretation though, as there are differing views among academics 

as to result significance in, for example, interpretation of Chi Square findings. This 

study took statistical significance at alpha below 0.05. Moreover, relationships 

between variables that are uncovered are precisely that, with Bryman arguing you 

cannot automatically infer that one variable will cause another (2012, p.341). 

 

There was a significant amount of free text in response to the open 

questions, so it was decided NVIVO was the best analysis tool. Arguably, using a 

scientific computerised approach to analyse text can remove the artistic element of 

research, but you do not need complex and detailed analysis if a smaller amount 

of qualitative data merely supports a largely quantitative study (Robson, 2011, 

p.456). Tesch's four basic approaches to free text were employed, by exploring 

the character of the language; looking for regularities; trying to comprehend 

meaning; and reflecting on the responses (1990, as cited by Robson, 2011, p.457). 

Fetterman (1989) argues that this sort of analysis is really a test of the researcher, 

with pitfalls including data overload; a tendency to ignore inconvenient data; 

prioritising the most easily obtained data; and having excessive confidence in the 

analysis (as cited by Robson, 2011, p.460). There were 1,942 free text references. 

 

Free text narratives of interview experience given by respondents were then 

investigated, in order to identify key phrases that could be coded into themes or 

categories such as social, economic or political. (See Appendix B). This was in 

order to identify the main attitudes being displayed (Brookman, 2009, p.621). This 

of course treats qualitative data in a quantitative manner, because it measures 

frequency. Brannen highlights the fruitfulness of mixed methods to generate data, 

especially in uncovering attitudes. Interviewing 1980's mothers returning to work, 

she found qualitative responses that were highly critical of their husband's lack of 

support, and yet were retracted or contradicted by more direct quantitative 

questions. Here, the importance of the context in which the analysis is framed 

becomes an important consideration for the researcher (2005, p.179). 
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The thematic analysis used Nvivo and was a lengthy process following the 

phases identified by Braun and Clarke (2006).  It began by the researcher 

developing familiarization with the data through re-reading and jotting down ideas. 

The researcher then generated initial codes, such as ‘negativity’ or ‘social services’ 

etc, dependent on the question and the remarks found. This systematically coded 

interesting features of the text data and made it relevant to the research aims and 

study objectives.  The author was aware of their role as an “insider” at the time of 

data collection, and how their own bias might affect the coding (Silverman, 2010). 

Potential themes than began to develop, such as ‘frustration’ or ‘positive 

experiences’, and a thematic map began to develop as each theme emerged and 

was developed. Ongoing analysis than developed the themes further until it was 

obvious that ‘saturation’ had been reached. There is no fast rule for this, but once 

the theme or remark had surfaced hundreds of times (among 1,942 remarks), and 

nothing new was being discovered, the coding ceased. It was then possible to 

discern that some themes actually spoke about the same thing. For example, 

“paperwork” and “admin” was really the same as “system” or “computer” themes.   

 

Use of Inter-rater reliability (IRR) tests in thematic analysis is often debated, 

and the author decided against it for several reasons, supported by McDonald, 

Schoenebeck and Forte (2019). First, bias was mitigated by the data being survey-

driven, on an anonymous basis, rather than from interviews or an ethnographic 

approach. Therefore, the researcher had removed themselves from data collection 

and so removed the risk of the respondent trying to please the questioner or be 

influenced by their personality. Second, developing the code was part of the 

process of understanding the respondents’ views.  For example, when 

respondents were asked to give their opinions on how to improve the RHI process, 

suggestions were raised by them without prompts and so these suggestions 

became the themes. In other words, analysis was driven by the participants’ own 

interpretations. Third, only one researcher was used, rather than a team where 

reliability issues may creep in. Fourthly, the themes reached saturation point of 

common-sense remarks, rather than abstract understanding. For example, from 

990 remarks, 180 were coded as “Poor Engagement” (from the missing person) 

where there were comments such as “don’t want to talk to us”. This is fairly 

straightforward, and in any event the raw data is available for scrutiny should a 
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challenge arise.  Lastly, from analysis on qualitative papers from 2016 to 2018 by 

McDonald et al (2019), they found IRR was rarely used, and suggest that it 

contradictorily merges quantitative, positivist methods with qualitative, interpretivist 

methods (p.x2). 

 

Finally, the process of selecting key extracts and relating these to the 

research question began, so that the written results could be produced and linked 

to the quantitative results in a meaningful manner. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

62 

Chapter 4: Findings 

 

4.1 Introduction and Demographics 

 

 The objectives for this research are to 1. Explore the attitudes of police 

officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police 

officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the RHI should be the 

responsibility of third sector partners.  This chapter reveals the results from 34 

survey questions, answered by 1,936 police constables, responding on their views 

for managing the return of repeatedly missing people. The anonymous 

questionnaire was split into themes, designed to explore the Return Home 

Interview (RHI) with both quantitative and qualitative questions. This chapter 

reports the hard figures such as RHI frequency or interview levels, as well as the 

free text remarks which better express why something occurred. 

 The demographics of the respondents (N=1,936) was captured, against a 

headcount of Constables in England and Wales at the time of the survey being 

101,328 (Home Office, 2016). 26% (n=503) were female and 74% (n=1,425) were 

male. This reflects the gender of police officers in England and Wales - 29% being 

female officers and 71% male (Home Office, 2016, p.29). 

21% (n=398) were educated to GCSE level; 37% (n=715) had achieved an 

A-level or equivalent; 42% (n=798) were graduates or post-graduates. This 

matches the current trend where 38% of those entering the police service already 

have a degree (CoP, 2018). 

The mean age of respondents was 38 years old. At the time of the survey, 

40% of Constables in England and Wales were over 40 years old, yet the highest 

reported ratio was in Durham, at 60%, so there were regional fluctuations. The 

average age of a new recruit was 26 (Home Office, 2016). 

The mean length of service for Constable survey respondents was 12 years. 

This accorded with the most common length of service for all police officers of 10-

15 years (Home Office, 2016).  

The following table (Figure 2) shows the breakdown of respondents based 

on their current police force: 
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Figure 2: Police Force membership  n % 

 Metropolitan (London) 15 .8 

Lancashire 12 .6 

Merseyside 18 .9 

Greater Manchester Police 46 2.4 

Cheshire 104 5.4 

Northumbria 74 3.9 

West Yorkshire 121 6.3 

South Yorkshire 120 6.3 

Humberside 49 2.6 

Cleveland 59 3.1 

West Midlands Police 37 1.9 

West Mercia 187 9.8 

Warwickshire 21 1.1 

Derby 94 4.9 

Nottinghamshire 18 .9 

Lincolnshire 21 1.1 

Leicestershire 46 2.4 

Northamptonshire 36 1.9 

Cambridgeshire 26 1.4 

Norfolk 40 2.1 

Suffolk 41 2.1 

Bedfordshire 77 4.0 

Hertfordshire 6 .3 

Essex 1 .1 

Thames Valley Police 62 3.2 

Hampshire 28 1.5 

Surrey 21 1.1 

Kent 76 4.0 

Sussex 75 3.9 

Devon & Cornwall 75 3.9 

Avon & Somerset 198 10.3 

Gloucestershire 56 2.9 

Wiltshire 7 .4 

North Wales 32 1.7 

Gwent 12 .6 

South Wales 3 .2 

Total 1914 100.0 

 Missing  33  

Total 1947  
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The frequency of conducting RHI’s for missing people, as estimated by 

respondents, was broken down into adults and children who go missing.  This 

showed a marked difference between adult and child missing persons, with two-

thirds of respondents reporting that repeatedly missing children made up more 

than half of their RHI experience. Training levels for conducting the RHI showed 

only 2 in 10 officers had been specifically trained, with noteworthy findings around 

officer gender, and a number of assertions about the training provision that were 

often expressed as RHI training being “unwanted”. The level of training officers 

had in interviewing suspects and vulnerable witnesses was also reported, as this 

was a useful comparison. Here, officers had mainly received only the very basic 

level of suspect interviewing skills. 

 

The importance for prioritising certain groups of missing people for a RHI 

was themed around those who should be prioritised, and on the other hand, those 

that should not. The most popular group for receiving priority for a RHI was 

children, with strong association dependant on the officer’s RHI experience and 

education levels. The group that respondents would least prioritise were 

repeatedly missing people, with noteworthy relationships according to the officer’s 

RHI experience, level of RHI training and their gender.  There was statistical 

significance according to reported RHI levels of engagement by missing people. 

 

The responsibility for whom respondents thought currently conducted the 

RHI was reported, broken down for adult and child missing people, and for both 

groups was overwhelmingly reported as the respondents themselves – police 

officers. When asked whom the respondent thought should do the RHI for adults, 

the most popular choice was again police officers, with strong association 

dependant on the officer’s gender. Social Workers were the most popular choice 

for whom should do the RHI for a child, with noteworthy focus on the officers’ 

education levels. Mental health featured strongly for the interviewer choice for 

missing adults, but barely featured for children. 

 

When the officer was faced with deciding if they would change their choice 

of interviewer if the missing person had an additional vulnerability, two-thirds did 

not, regardless of whether it was a missing adult or child.  If the missing person 

was an adult there was strong association reliant on the RHI training status of the 
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respondent. Respondents were asked what their typical involvement was in the 

RHI process, with the top three choices being transportation, then the RHI itself, 

and then the ‘Safe and Well’ check. The overwhelming common type of missing 

person reported was children ‘in Care’. Respondents often expressed frustration at 

social services and other professionals. Two-thirds of officers reported that 

missing people were unengaged or very unengaged in the RHI process. There 

were noteworthy results depending on the education level of the respondent, with 

graduates being the most sceptical about engagement levels. There was statistical 

significance on reported RHI engagement levels and who the officer would least 

prioritise for a RHI. 

 

Officers were asked about any barriers they faced in conducting the RHI.  

The most dominant theme was identified as poor engagement and attitude from 

the missing person, linked to distrust of the police as well as the police uniform 

being a barrier. Second, officers expressed unsupportive parents or guardians as 

the next most common barrier to the RHI. Third, officers thought that police 

limitations and resources were an issue. When asked how barriers might be 

overcome respondents’ answers were themed as largely negative, in that there 

was no way that barriers could be mitigated and broken down and in not making 

any useful suggestions.  Respondents were asked about their positive 

experiences from the RHI, to discover what they enjoyed or what had brought 

satisfaction. The most popular theme was unfortunately framed negatively, in that 

there had been no positive outcomes. Respondents were asked whether after a 

RHI, information about missing persons from third parties been shared with them, 

for example by Social Services.  The majority reported that this rarely or never 

happened. Half the respondents also reported that the RHI rarely or never helped 

them understand the reason why the interviewee went missing. 

 

 Finally, respondents were how they thought the RHI process could be 

improved. The most popular views centred on having a multi-agency approach, 

working with partners to exchange information and sharing the resource burden. 

The following sections set out these results in full, exploring the main issues and 

those results that were of importance according to Pearson’s Chi, Kruskal-Wallis 

or Mann Whitney U, as well as presenting the main thematic analysis results from 

free text responses.  Where (N) is given, this is the total number of respondents 
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who answered the question. Where (n) is given, this is the number of respondents 

who relate to the question breakdown. The results support the objectives to 1. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the 

RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners.   

 

4.2 Frequency of Return Home Interviews 

 

The frequency of how often the respondents conducted Return Home 

Interviews (RHI) was important to establish, because their experience would 

situate police officers’ involvement with missing people and reveal the extent of 

their activity. It also allows hypothesis to develop around how the frequency of 

their involvement might influence their voices on managing the return of repeatedly 

missing people.  The frequency results were analysed for experience with both 

adult and child missing people, as well as for those adults and children dealt with 

repeatedly (more than 3 times). 

 

4.2.1 Adults 

 

The results of the study show that the vast majority of respondents (82%, 

n=1,363, N=1,660), reported conducting between 1 and 25 Return Home 

Interviews (RHI) for adults. Only 16% (n=273) reported conducting 26 to 100 adult 

RHI. 23 respondents said they conducted over 100. 

  

When broken down into experience of RHI for repeatedly missing adults, 

the majority of respondents (62%, n=1,024, N=1,659) reported that this group 

accounted for less than half of their interviews 22% (n=360) reported about half of 

their RHI comprised repeatedly missing adults, and 16% (n=275) said ‘repeats’ 

made up more than half of their RHI experience. 

 

4.2.2 Children 

 

The experience in interviewing children was very different. A lower 

proportion of officers (N=1,675, 66%, n=1,109) reported they conducted between 1 

and 25 RHI’s for this group, but twice as many than for adults (31%, n=515) 
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reported conducting 26 to 100 RHI for a child. 51 officers reported they conducted 

over 100 RHI for children, double who reported so for adults.  

 

In terms of interviewing repeatedly missing children, officers reported a 

much higher instance than for adults. Over two-thirds reported this group made up 

more than half of their RHI experience (N=1,666, 68%, n=1,137). 21% (n=353) 

reported repeatedly missing children made up about half of their interviews (which 

matched their adult experience), but only 11% (n=176) said they accounted for 

less than half of their RHI, which was a complete reversal against their experience 

with repeatedly missing adults.  

 

4.3 Return Home Interview Training 

 

 The study revealed that nearly two-thirds of respondents are not specifically 

trained in conducting Return Home Interviews (N=1,021, 61%, n=627). Only 20% 

(n=203) reported having received training, and 19%, (n=191), were unsure).   

 

There was strong evidence that the gender of the officer was related to their 

RHI training status (N=1,021, p=.013, V=.07).  Only 16% (n=44) of female officers 

were trained, compared to 21% (n=159) of male officers (SR -1.4).  A greater 

percentage of female officers (22%, n=61) were uncertain about whether they had 

in fact been trained (SR +1.5), compared to male officers (17%, n=129).  

In the free text responses, these were coded by the author. Not all 

respondents would have chosen to make free text remarks. One respondent could 

raise more than one theme within their response. When officers were asked what 

they thought should be included in training for the RHI, the coded free text 

references (N=636) were grouped into nine themes. These were that they don’t 

need training or it wasn’t a police issue (n=73); Partnership agencies should be 

more involved (n=53); understanding of lifestyle of missing people and risks (n=49); 

Interview skills (n=41); how to structure their approach to the RHI (n=38); 

expressions of negativity about training (n=37); better knowledge of recording 

systems for missing people (n=16); more input on relevant legislation and policy 

(n=6); how to provide the right contact details to missing people and their carers 

(n=3). 
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Don’t need training / Not a Police issue (n=73) 

 

The most popular response was that police officers expressed they didn’t 

need training or suggested missing people should not be a police issue. One 

(over-enthusiastic) respondent stated: 

 

“I don't need training. I care for these kids so I track them down but they 
don't want to talk to the pigs. I want substantial policy change. I want to take 
then under police protection to a decompression suite where they get 
debriefed professionally before they can be discharged.” (Reference 2) 

 

Another officer echoed the common theme of the RHI not being a police task: 

 

“I feel that Police should only be trained in safe and well checks following 
missing episodes, and to recognise if harm or crime has occurred. I believe 
a truly independent return interview should be tasked to third sector 
partners.” (Reference 28) 

 

Other responses frequently questioned the value of training and the impact it might 

have on the street, such as: 

 

“The difficulty is not in the training, if the person that has gone missing does 
not wish to engage with you no matter how much training is provided this 
will not change, regular MFH's make a conscious decision to go missing on 
a regular basis and the only way to change this is to change their ability to 
do this.” (Reference 31) 

 
“Experience is a greater teacher than training. Whilst classroom based 
learning is useful to ensure you do not miss any key points required of you, 
it is the experience you gain in applying those priniples (sic). Too much 
training, in my experience, tends to turn people into robots, mindlessly 
reciting checklists, when what is actually required is a coversation (sic) 
between two people.” (Reference 73) 

 

Partnership agencies (n=53) 

 

Another prevalent training theme among respondents centred on the role of 

agencies other than the police, particularly for Social Services: 

 

“Multi-Agency responses. Don't train the Police to do things that other 
agencies should be doing. Should any Police related information come from 
a Return Process appropriate referrals can be made and investigations 
commenced.” (Reference 47) 
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For many respondents, the role of other agencies appeared to be shrouded in 

mystery: 

 

“Clarification on the 'post-police' process. I am aware, having spoken with a 
colleague on a Misper working group, that further debriefs are carried out 
after police involvement, but there is no information on how this works. 
Training with the other agencies to create a cohesive strategy would be 
beneficial to all.” (Reference 6) 

 

Understanding lifestyle and risks (n=49) 

 

Understanding the lifestyle of missing people and the risks associated with 

the missing episode were identified as key concerns, because if officers can better 

appreciate the competing cultures and life choices involved, they might improve 

their management of the missing person’s risk. Often, this was expressed in terms 

of children enacting risky behaviour and becoming victims of abuse: 

 

“CSE needs to be high (on the agenda) when training officers. My recent 
involvement in such an incident was a real 'eye opener' for me and despite 
working in a busy city centre I was still surprised how potential groups of 
males manipulated young girls. This can be such a complicated issue to 
address it is often quite difficult for a patrol officer to understand and spot 
the signs, never mind investigate where a misper may be in these 
circumstances. Having said that Merseyside police are highlighting the 'risk' 
of cse, its just that patrol officers are often a 'jack of all trades' and may 
easily miss some important signs.” (Reference 49) 

    

Another respondent continued the popular theme of training gaps in tackling child 

sexual exploitation, as well as highlighting stereotyping: 

 

“Training in general for officers in how to deal with young people - mispers 
and those deemed at risk of CSE. Most officers seem (sic) them as an 
inconvenience or a 'suspect' rather than potential victim” (Reference 37) 

Interview skills (n=41) 

Return Home Interview skills were often highlighted as an area that needed 

addressing.  As mentioned, officers receive basic training in their first two years, 

and usually complete a basic, national suspect interview course called PEACE, 

and will also be trained to speak sensitively to witnesses.  There is not a national 
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course in interviewing missing people who return home.  Respondents’ 

suggestions were framed around current specialist techniques for interviewing 

children and vulnerable people: 

 
“I think a specific, bespoke package especially around talking with children 
would be beneficial. Something similar to an ABE training package” 
(Reference 18) 
 

Also, there were several suggestions around the Domestic Abuse, Stalking and 

Harassment (DASH) risk assessment process: 

 
“A set procedure with questions perhaps giving a score much like DASH 
that could inform future dealings with person”. (Reference 12) 
 

Structured approach to the RHI (n=38) 

Another theme that emerged was training on a more structured approach to 

the RHI (n=38), which in itself suggests that the current approach was viewed as 

haphazard. One officer felt that real examples were useful: 

 

“Case studies - proven examples of where police interaction has prevented 
or helped missing people from going missing again in their life”. (Reference 
16) 

 

A respondent reflected the concern of others too, when they were unsure of who 

had responsibility for what: 

 

“Who has what responsibility - in writing and agreed by each appropriate 
member of the local authority. Then actively force these responsibilities be 
complied with.” (Reference 20) 
 

Negativity (n=37) 

 

There were a significant number of remarks that reflected specific or implied 

negativity toward the issue, rather than providing a useful answer. For example, a 

key negative theme emerged around usefulness: 

 

“No. I see this as pointless. 90% of missing persons are children in care. 
They do not engage with police”. (Reference 29) 
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“I don't want more, poor quality, everyone passes, "tyranny of experts" 
training”. (Reference 26) 
 

Training for recording systems (n=16) 

 There were several remarks that focussed on the recording systems used 

by the respondent’s home police force, which varies across the country from 

COMPACT to Niche etc.   

 
“Training isn't the main issue. The archaic and none user friendly computer 
system in place to run a missing person enquiry needs to be improved” 
(Reference 10) 

 

 

     4.4 Suspect Interview Training 

 

. From the respondents who answered the majority (N=867, 57%, n=494) 

stated they had received Tier 1 (basic) suspect interview training.   

 

15% (n=127) of respondents said they had further, Tier 2 level training.  

            

17% (n=150) of respondents said they were Tier 3 trained (advanced).   

 

1 respondent stated they were trained to give specialist interview advice 

and 1 reported they were a suspect interview trainer themselves.  

 

11% (n=94) of respondents reported having received no suspect interview 

training at all (or were unsure).  

 

4.5 Importance for prioritising Return Home Interviews 

 

4.5.1 Most prioritise 

 

Respondents were asked to state which missing people they would 

prioritise the most to receive a Return Home Interview (RHI). This was to establish 

which groups they perceived as more deserving than others, to gain insight into 

how they made decisions and whether any stereotypes existed (See Figure 3). It 
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also revealed if there were differences in prioritisation based on the respondents’ 

characteristics.   The choices (N=943) were collected and themed into 8 

categories. The overwhelming standalone candidate for prioritising for a RHI was a 

child (n=373). This was sometimes also additionally expressed as a specific 

category of child, such as a girl (n=70), or a child suffering from sexual exploitation 

(n=89), which brought the overall choice of child to 57% of respondents’ selection 

(n=532).  The other themes comprised Mental Health sufferers (n=152); First-time 

missing people (n=92); on a Case-by-Case basis (n=87); Vulnerable Adults (n=58); 

and Repeatedly missing people (n=22).   

 

Figure 3: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.5.2 Experience of repeatedly missing children & whom most 

prioritise for a RHI 

 

There was a good relationship between the respondents’ experience of 

interviewing repeatedly missing children, and whom they thought should be 

prioritised for a RHI (N=936, p=.44, V=.11). Officers with the most experience of 

‘child repeats’ under-prioritised children for a RHI (65%, n=239, SR -1.3), and 

over-prioritised first-time missing people (80%, n=73, SR 1.1). Officers with the 



 

 

73 

least experience of child repeats over-prioritised children for a RHI (11%, n=42, 

SR 2.0), and under-prioritised vulnerable missing adults (3%, n=2, SR -1.3). They 

also under-prioritised first-time missing people (1%, n=1, SR -2.4). Officers whose 

experience of repeatedly missing children involved about half their missing 

workload, over-prioritised children for a RHI (24%, n=89, SR 1.1), and under-

prioritised repeatedly missing people (5%, n=1, SR -1.6). They also under-

prioritised where mental health was a factor (18%, n=27, SR -1.0). 

 

 

4.5.3 Education level of officer & whom most prioritised for a RHI 

 

There was a correlation between the selection of missing people to be 

prioritised for a RHI, and the educational attainment of the respondent (N=934, 

p=.22, V=.12).  Non-graduates prioritised children more (59%, n=217, SR +1.4), 

whilst graduates under-prioritised them (41%, n=153, SR -1.5).  Conversely, non-

graduates (mainly GCSE-only holders) under-prioritised Child Sexual Exploitation 

cases (44%, n=39, SR -1.2), whilst graduates (especially Postgraduates) did 

prioritise CSE cases (56%, n=50, SR +1.3). Lastly, non-graduates (mainly A-level 

holders) under-prioritised ‘First Time’ missing persons (40%, n=36, SR -2.2), whilst 

graduates did prioritise ‘First-timers’ (60%, n=54, SR +1.9). 

 

4.5.4 Least Prioritise 

 

When asked whom respondents would least prioritise for a RHI, the choices 

(N=900) were thematically coded into 8 categories (See Figure 4). The most 

popular were: Repeatedly missing children and children (n=216) and those 

repeatedly missing (n=181). This brought the category of “Repeats” to the largest 

category of respondents’ choice (44%, n=397). They were closely followed by 

adult missing people (n=241), whom together with a singled-out category of men 

(n=36), accounted for 31% of respondents’ choice to least prioritise for a RHI 

(n=277). Of note was the dismissal of older and vulnerable adults as needing a 

RHI (n=99). Those who went missing by exercising ‘free will’ or by mistake (n=69) 

featured to least prioritise. Those that were themed on a Case-by-Case basis also 

attracted exclusion (n=46), but boys barely featured for not prioritising (n=12) and 

girls did not feature at all.  
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Figure 4 

 

 

 

 

4.5.5 Experience of repeatedly missing children & whom least 

prioritise for a RHI 

 

There was a strong relationship between the respondents with the least 

experience of interviewing repeatedly missing children, and whom they thought 

should not be prioritised for a RHI (N=894, p=.01, V=.14). Vulnerable adults (12%, 

n=12, SR +1.6) and adults (11%, n=26, SR +1.8) were least prioritised among 

those respondents with the least experience of interviewing child “repeats”.  

Missing men were highlighted as not needing to be prioritised, by this less-

experienced respondent group (22%, n=8, SR +3.1). No one from this group with 

less experience of child ‘repeats’ selected boys to not prioritise (SR -1.0). From the 

same respondent group, child ‘repeats’ (3%, n=6, SR -2.6), were not selected for 

prioritising for a RHI. This was interesting in contrast to the same group over-

prioritising children in the earlier question – so they seem to be singling out boys 

and child ‘repeats’ within that category.  Lastly, this group with least experience of 
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dealing with repeatedly missing children also under-selected ‘Repeats’ generally 

(5%, n=9, SR -1.3). 

 

4.5.6 Officers’ Gender & whom least prioritise for a RHI 

 

There was a significant correlation between the selection of which missing 

people should not be prioritised for a RHI, and the gender of the respondent 

(N=898, p=<.001, V=.17). Male respondents (5%, n=35) tended to over-select 

male missing people to least prioritise (SR +1.6), whilst only one female 

respondent thought male missing people should not be prioritised (SR -2.7). Less 

male respondents than expected (10%, n=64) thought vulnerable adults shouldn’t 

be prioritised (SR -1.1), whereas more women respondents than expected (15%, 

n=35) thought they shouldn’t be prioritised (SR +2.0). Similarly, less male 

respondents than expected (22%, n=146) thought children and child repeats 

should not be prioritised (SR -1.1), whilst again, more women respondents than 

expected (30%, n=69) thought they shouldn’t be prioritised (SR +2.0). Lastly, male 

respondents (22%, n=150) tended to be over-represented in thinking repeatedly 

missing people shouldn’t be prioritised (SR +1.4), whilst women respondents (13%, 

n=30) tended to be under-represented in selecting ‘Repeats’ for less prioritisation 

(SR –2.3). 

 

4.5.7 Officers’ RHI Training levels & whom least prioritise for RHI 

 

There was a strong correlation between the selection of which missing 

people should not be prioritised for a RHI, and the RHI training levels of the 

respondent (N=772, p=.03, V=.14). Untrained respondents over-selected Adults 

(25%, n=134, SR +1.3) and under-selected “Case-by-Case” mispers (4%, n=19, 

SR -1.1) for least RI priority. Trained respondents over-selected Men (8%, n=13, 

SR +2.9) and none thought a Boy should be least prioritised (SR -1.4). Those 

Unsure of their training status over-selected ‘Repeats’ (24%, n=35, SR +1.1); 

“Free Will” mispers (12%, n=18, SR +2.0) and ‘Case-by-Case’ mispers (9%, n=13, 

SR +2.0) to not prioritise. In contrast to untrained officers, they under-selected 

Adults (18%, n=27, SR -1.7) and in contrast to trained respondents, only 2 

selected Men to be least prioritised for a RHI (1%, SR -1.5). 
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 4.5.8 Officers’ reported RHI engagement levels & whom least prioritise 

for RHI 

 

A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a statistically significant difference in 

reported interview engagement levels of mispers by the responding officers, 

dependent on their selection for whom should be least prioritised for a RHI. (Gp1, 

n=181: Adult, Gp2, n=27: Man, Gp3, n=10: Boy, Gp4, n=82: Older/Vulnerable 

Adult, Gp5, n=143: Repeats, Gp6, n=177: Child Repeats/Child, Gp 7, n=56: Free 

Will/Mistake, Gp8, n=38: Case-by-Case), x2 (2, N=714) =32.77, p=<.001.  

“Repeats” (M=397) and “Child Repeats/Child” (M=394) were the highest median 

ranks selected, suggesting respondents that chose “Repeats” and “Child 

Repeats/Child” for being least prioritised were the most sceptical group about RHI 

engagement from mispers. “Man” was the lowest mean rank selected (M=274) 

suggesting respondents that chose “Man” for being least prioritised had the best 

engagement from missing people.  

 

The results directly relate to the objectives of this study. 

 

4.6 Responsibility for Return Home Interviews 

4.6.1 Perceived current responsibility for Adult RHI 

 

Although it is accepted that officers may not be able to report fact, it was  

interesting to determine their opinion on whom they thought currently conducted 

the more in-depth RHI for adults, within their force area (See Figure 5).  The 

majority thought they themselves (Constables) did them (N=1947, 72%, n=1,400). 

This highlights the shared understanding among respondents about how heavily 

they featured in the RHI process. The next most popular selection being that no-

one did the RHI (10%, n=197), or they were conducted by unsworn police civilian 

staff (8%, n=149); Selections that accounted for 3% or less of the choices were 

Social Workers (n=66); Parents/Guardians (n=31); and Voluntary sector workers 

(n=16).  
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Figure 5: Who does RHI for Adult?  

 

4.6.2 Perceived current responsibility for Child RHI 

 
Officers were asked their opinion on whom they thought currently 

conducted the more in-depth RHI for children, within their force area. As for adults, 

73% of respondents (N=1,947, n=1,418) thought they themselves conducted the 

RHI, with the next most popular selection being unsworn civilian police staff (9%, 

n=178). Again, nearly 1 in 10 thought no-one currently conducted the RHI for 

children (n=145).  Another choice for whom respondents thought conducted the 

RHI were Social Workers (7%, n=145), which was double that than for adults. 

Selections that accounted for only 4% of respondents or less were parents or 

guardians (n=74), which were twice as many than for adults; Voluntary sector 

workers (n=45); National Health Service workers (n=20); and Teachers (n=16), 

who featured surprisingly lightly. 

 

4.6.3 Preferred responsibility for Adult RHI 

 

 Respondents (N=1,179) were asked to select one option for whom they 

thought should be the most appropriate person to conduct a RHI for a missing 

adult. (see Figure 6). 
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Figure 6: Who should RHI a missing adult? 

 

 

 

The two main choices for preferred responsibility for conducting the RHI for 

adults was first, sworn police officers themselves (37%, n=433), but this was half 

what officer’s thought the current situation was, showing a significant desire for the 

role to move away from the police; Second, social workers were highlighted  (30%, 

n=358), a substantial promotion by respondents given what they thought social 

workers’ current involvement was.  A significant minority of officers selected NHS 

staff (10%, n=122), perhaps highlighting their links elsewhere to mental health 

issues and missing episodes. The absence of voluntary or charity workers (7%, 

n=88) and non-sworn police staff (6%, n=76) was pronounced.  It was revealing 

that 66 officers (5%) thought the parents of missing adults should be responsible 

for the RHI. 

 

 4.6.4 Officers’ Gender & Responsibility to conduct Adult RHI 

 

There was a noteworthy relationship between whom respondents thought 

should interview an adult, and the officer’s gender (N=1177, p=<.35, V=.10).  

Women tended to make a choice, rather than say “No-one” (2%, n=6, SR -1.1). 

Women also under-selected Social Services (26%, n=81, SR -1.3), in favour of 
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being over-represented in choosing NHS staff (14%, n=44, SR +2.2), which men 

tended to under-select (9%, n=78, SR -1.3). 

 

4.7 Free Text Responses for Adults 

 

What was more interesting was why these choices were made, 

following analysis of free text responses (N=1,010).  The 9 dominant themes for 

why the respondent selected an interviewer for missing adults were: the 

interviewer being in the best place to support the missing person (n=123); that the 

police were the wrong agency to do the RHI (n=101); due to the mental health 

needs of the missing person (n=49); the consistency and experience the 

interviewer could offer (n=33); that the choice was the best interviewer (n=27); the 

investigation skills the interviewer brought to the episode (n=24); the intelligence 

value that could be gleaned (n=22); the ability to conduct a risk assessment (n=15); 

remarks that were unhelpful or negative in nature (n=7). 

 

Interviewer best place to support (n=123) 

 

The most popular rationale for why the respondent chose a particular 

interviewer was that the interviewer was in the best place to support the missing 

person. This was sometimes expressed with a pro-police viewpoint, as long as 

there were no additional vulnerabilities or risks involved: 

 

An adult is more likely to understand why they have been taken home. They 
are more likely to engage with the Police and see beyond the uniform to 
understand that information can be passed onto other agencies who may 
be able to offer support. (Reference 119) 
 
If the missing adult has no mental health problems, has not attempted or 
considered suicide, is not vulnerable and presents no risk to the public, 
there is no reason a police officer should not conduct the return from home 
interview. (Reference 96) 
 

At other times preferred responsibility for the adult RHI was expressed in favour of 

a non-police option: 

 
They know what support is out there and are able to offer this instead of 
police attending and then guessing at certain supports raising their 
expectations. It would provide a quick and sustainable service. (Reference 
112) 
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 Police are the wrong agency (n=101) 

 

The theme of the police being the wrong agency emerged as the second 

most popular reason for interviewer choice. Often this was expressed as 

frustration with other agencies, particularly social services: 

 

There are usually reasons why people go missing that are not a police 
matter - i.e. they do not get on with their family or they have mental health 
issues etc. Why do the Police have to provide counselling to the family as 
well when surely social services should be doing this? (Reference 2) 
 
Police are a short term response - social services should take responsibility 
for ensuring a longer term resolution for the missing person to deal with the 
root cause. (Reference 21) 
 
 

Often, the feeling of work pressures and frustration at other departments not doing 

their “fair share” came to the fore. “Question creep” emerged when children were 

also discussed, despite the question asking about adults:  

 

A police officer attending to conduct a de-brief is really an intelligence 
gathering exercise, ie where they have been, who they were with etc. I think 
more can be achieved with someone from the Health service attending. In 
my experience most children and some adults are intimidated when the 
Police arrive to conduct a de-brief and are reluctant to provide information 
as they think they will get into " trouble". (Reference 29) 
 
I mean not a response officer who is running around with x crimes trying to 
make the code one calls and the priority and everything else. If there's no 
one else it just falls to the response officer. It should be CId (sic) or a 
specialist officer - our force has no Misper unit - they consume an awful lot 
of time! (Reference 19) 

 

 Presence of mental health (n=49) 

 

The third most popular theme for who should conduct a RHI for an adult 

centred around the presence of mental health and the need to provide support for 

this, often framed against feeling that officers did not have this skill and other 

agencies should be doing more: 

  

Social Services have the expertise to deal with persons who are suffering. 
Police priorities should be to tackle crime and save life and limb. Not be 
social workers. social services would report to police someone missing, 
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then go home and absolve themselves from any social services 
responsibility and try and get police to deal. 
(Reference 7) 
 
The majority of mispers are undetr (sic) the mental health team who dont do 
anything to prevent them going missing in the first place (they often watch 
them walk out of hospital!). (Reference 4) 

 

 Consistency & Experience (n=33) 

  

The consistency of having the same person dealing throughout, and the 

experience that the interviewer brought was a theme for some respondents.  The 

feeling that dealing with missing people was a significant amount of the 

interviewers’ workload, resulted in views that it made sense for them to remain 

involved, mostly for police officers, but often for Social Workers: 

 

Officers are inquisitive by nature and therefor due to being present to do 
safe and well checks they can also conduct the interview preventing further 
disturbance to genuine people with needs. (Reference 16) 
 
Social services employees should have a deeper understanding of how to 
manage this kind of barrier. (Reference 11) 

 

 Best Interviewers (n=27) 

 

The choice was sometimes framed as them being the best interviewer 

in terms of being able to ask the right question and illicit the best response: 

 

Adults are more likely to talk to a uniformed officer and the questions asked 
are less intrusive i.e. with children we need to ask about CSE - not a 
subject children are comfortable speaking about. (Reference 11) 
 

 Investigation Skills (n=24) 

 

The investigative skills that the interviewer brought also raised 

comment, which overwhelmingly involved a police officer: 

 

Police officers have the necessary investigative skills to establish the 
legitimacy of the reason for the misper's disappearance (Reference 4) 
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Intelligence value (n=22) 

 

The value of intelligence gathering by police officers was also 

highlighted, but not to any significant degree, suggesting this was unfortunately 

largely dismissed by respondents: 

 
As stated we have a duty of care for people who are missing, we need to 
gather the intelligence and to see how we can prevent it form happening 
again. Not saying other agencies should not be involved but ultimatley (sic) 
the police will always be the first call, we seem to be the only service who 
take the lead. Mental health and helath (sic) departments are more 
unfortunately (sic) 09-1700hrs. The Police work 24 hours a day. (Reference 
15) 
 
 

4.8 Preferred interviewer responsibility for Child RHI 

 

 Respondents (N=1,025) selected one option for whom they thought was the 

most appropriate person to conduct a RHI for a missing child (See Figure 7).  The 

overwhelming choice for conducting the RHI for children was different than for 

adults, with social workers being the most popular (53%, n=534). The second 

choice, which was not as prevalent as it was for adults, was sworn police officers 

themselves (22%, n=231). Parents and guardians also featured, but only with 7% 

of the choice (n=73), but on par with voluntary sector workers (7%, n=69). Choices 

that accounted by 4% of responses or less were unsworn police civilian staff (n=45) 

and NHS workers (n=27). Of note was that only 2% of respondents thought 

teachers had a role to play in the RHI (n=25).  
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Figure 7: Who should RHI a missing child? 

 

 

 

4.8.1 Education level of officer & whom RHI a Child 

 

There was a strong relationship between who respondents thought should 

interview a child, and the officer’s level of education (N=1017, p=<.001, V=.14).  

For their favourite interviewer, non-graduate officers tended to over-select 

themselves (27%, n=154, SR=2.2) and teachers (3%, n=18, SR=1.1).  Non-

graduates under-selected the Voluntary sector (5%, n=30, SR= -1.4) and Social 

Services (49%, n=282, SR= -1.1).  In contrast, Graduate officers under-selected 

themselves as interviewers for children (17%, n=75, SR= -2.5), and Teachers (2%, 

n=7, SR= -1.2). Graduates over-selected Social Services (57%, n=256, SR=1.2) 

and (post-graduates especially) over-selected Voluntary workers (9%, n=39, 

SR=1.6).  Post-graduates were the most decisive group, being the only one 

making a choice rather than selecting “no-one”. 
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4.9 Free Text responses for Children 

 

Free text responses (N=978) for why the choices for conducting a RHI for 

children were made that revealed 11 themes. The two most dominant themes 

were the same as for adults, with most stating that the police were the wrong 

agency to be involved (n=86), or that the interviewer chosen was in the best place 

to provide support (n=85).  The consistency and experience that the interviewer 

offered was also expressed (n=51). A further theme, that was not present for 

adults, was the need for Safeguarding (n=38), although risk assessment featured 

poorly within these responses.  Again, the fact the person selected made the best 

interviewer featured (n=31). Being better-trained (n=28) and being an Independent 

interviewer (n=16) were new categories for interviewers of children, which were 

not present for adults.  The less prevalent themes were the intelligence value from 

using the particular interviewer (n=13), and the investigation skills that could be 

brought to the table (n=13). There were some references (n=13) that expressed 

unhelpful, negative remarks. Lastly, mental health needs had a very different 

profile for children than it did for adults, with only 3 respondents identifying that this 

was a factor in their interviewer choice.  

 

Police wrong agency to be involved (n=86) 

 

The police being the wrong agency to conduct the RHI was expressed as 

frustration with other agencies, particularly social services: 

 

Children are often reluctant to talk in depth to Police, your average Police 
officer may stuggle (sic) to sit and ask for example a teenage girl questions 
about whether she has been missing with a boyfriend etc. Particularly for a 
regular missing child, I think social services involvement needs to be 
greater so that more can be done to prevent them from going missing. 
(Reference 29) 
 

Respondents often spoke of children being intimidated by police officers, with 

several comments about the uniform: 

 

Police are, by nature of their role, intimidating, and not best placed to 
encourage the child to open up regarding their activities while missing. 
Children often preoccupied with worry about getting older associates into 
'trouble'. (Reference 27) 
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Police in uniform presents a difficult barrier and can lead to fear in children. 
(Reference 48) 
 
 

Interviewer best-placed to support the missing child (n=85) 

 

The theme of the interviewer being the best-placed to support the missing 

child was a very close second choice. The prevalence matched that for adult 

interviewer choice, but there was greater frustration at social services: 

 

They (social services) have access to information that we don't and that 
they wont readily offer to us. We are more transparent offering information 
to them. They are in a better position to prevent where as we are normally 
picking up the pieces of offences (Reference 57) 

 
Very often the children reported missing are under the care of or involved 
with social services. Therefore they are better placed to investigate the 
reasons for going missing and are more suited to offering relevant support 
to the child involved (Reference 69) 

 

Whilst other respondents identified the issue of trusting social services more than 

others: 

 
If social services are already involved with the family there is likely to be an 
element of trust that has built up and they are more likely to make 
disclosures to social workers if they have come to harm whilst they have 
been missing. (Reference 41) 

 

Those who supported police officers to conduct the RHI with children, expressed 

that they were best placed to support through a sense of safety: 

 
Children who have been missing for any reason should be able to look to 
the police for support and advice. They should be able to count on the help 
from the Police at all times and not fear them (Reference 53) 

 

  Consistency & Experience (n=51) 

 

A significant minority of respondents opted for consistency and experience 

as the reason they had selected their interviewer for children. This was often 

expressed in terms of already knowing the family, or having access to better 

information: 
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 Social Services are best placed to support children going missing. In some 
instances the child will already be known to the service and therefore would 
be of benefit for their intervention; knowing history etc. (Reference 40) 

 
Building up a case file, with issues that might not be raised to that officer, 
social services have the whole picture, not just a snap shot. (Reference 30) 

 

  Safeguarding & Risk (n=38) 

 

 The need for Safeguarding was identified by some respondents in their 

references (n=38), which was a theme that had not been present for adults and 

would be expected to have a higher consideration. Within this theme, remarks 

around risk assessment hardly featured, and most thought the police weren’t 

necessarily the answer: 

 

Police officers can be scary for a child. Also, with regards CSE, the 
groomed child is told that the police are the enemy and therefore don't 
answer any questions. If it is to be a police officer then it should be a plain 
clothes trained officer from a safeguarding role. (Reference 25) 

   

  Best Interviewers (n=31) 

 

 The person selected was sometimes due to them making the best 

interviewer.  Respondents expressed this in terms of being better at rapport-

building, and being less intimidating than a sworn police officer: 

 

The PCSO's may seen less scarier, and may know the child from their beat 
so could have a better rapport (Reference 4) 

 

  Better Trained (n=28) 

 

 The fact that most officers had reported a lack of RHI training effected their 

free text responses as to why the selected a particular interviewer. Several 

respondents expressed a view that other professionals or volunteers were 

probably better-trained than they were: 
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More appropriately trained. In a lot of circumstances, children will go 
missing due to issues at their homes or with families. A trained social 
worker is best placed to deal with this, identify any concerns there and then 
and act on those issues immediately to prevent a recurrence. (Reference 
23) 

 

  Independent (n=16) 

 

 A handful of officers valued the independence that the interviewer offered, 

especially due to trust issues with social services, parents or the police: 

Genuine independence from any authoritive (sic) figure already working 
with a young person. Many young people who regularly go missing already 
have allocated social workers and contact with police, and distrust both 
agencies. They are more likely to engage with genuinely independent 
persons. (Reference 11) 

 

The results directly relate to the objectives of this study. 

 

4.10 Additional Vulnerability 

4.10.1 Adults 

 

 Respondents were asked if they would change their choice of interviewer 

for missing adults, if that adult had an additional vulnerability (e.g. physical or 

mental). Nearly two-thirds (N=1,131, 65%, n=739) would not have changed their 

minds. Of the 35% that did (n=392), over half (52%, n=195) chose an NHS worker 

and 28% (n=106) chose a Social Worker. Only 11% (n=43), chose a sworn police 

officer. Therefore, the biggest shift where adult vulnerability was involved was 

away from police and toward National Health workers, and a reinforcement of 

social work.   

 

 There was a correlation between change of mind over interviewer choice if 

the adult was vulnerable, and whether the respondent had received RHI training 

(N=828, p=.15, ϕ=.06).  If the officer had received RHI training, 40% would change 

their interviewer choice if the adult were vulnerable (n=82, SR 1.4), whilst if the 

officer was untrained only 33% would change their mind (n=206). Therefore, 

training increased the likelihood of officers responding and adjusting to additional 

vulnerability in missing adults. 
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  4.10.2 Children 

 

Respondents were also asked for their views on changing their choice of 

interview if a child had an additional vulnerability. The overwhelming majority 

(N=1,095, 78%, n=859) would not change their choice, possibly indicating they 

had already decided children were vulnerable. Of the 236 respondents (22%) that 

did change their interviewer choice for vulnerable children, the exact same ratio of 

reliance on NHS staff (51%, n=122) and Social Workers (28%, n=66) for adults 

was evident. 

 

          4.11 Experiences of Conducting the RHI 

4.11.1 Typical involvement by officer free text responses 

 

 Respondents were asked what their typical involvement was in the RHI 

process, in an open question. Free text responses (N=1,161) were thematically 

coded into 9 categories, and it was discovered that the greatest involvement was 

transportation (n=200).  This was followed by the Return Home Interview (RHI) 

itself (n=164); the separate “Safe & Well” check (n=140); Enquiries that needed to 

be conducted such as address checks (n=85); Negativity that was explicit (n=29); 

Administrative tasks such as recording the episode (n=29); Time spent involving 

another agency in the event (n=27). The final two involvements related to 

detaining a child either by arrest or taking them into police protection (n=5) and 

conducting a Risk Assessment (n=4), which was notable in its under-

representation given the critical nature of vulnerability. 

 

Transportation (n=200) 

 

The transportation task appeared to dominate the officers’ discourse and 

revealed multiple frustrations at police officers’ role as “taxi drivers”: 

 
Transport home - AKA a taxi for NHS, Parent, Guardian, Foster carer, Local 
authority who refuse to come and get the person. (Reference 36) 
 
Transport from where they have decided to ring us and ask for a lift back to 
their home address as they've no money for a taxi or bus. (Reference 194) 
 
Often a 'blue light taxi'. (Reference 43) 
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Often the transport task was linked to children, more often than not from a family 

care home: 

 
Transport home (often demanded by missing children who repeatedly 
chose not to go home on time and then want a means of transport home 
when they decide they want to go home). (Reference 126) 
 
 
 Return Home Interview (RHI) (n=164) 

 

A significant number of respondents singled-out the return home 

interview (RHI) itself as their main role, often in a negative light: 

  
Return interview. The return interviews with under 18's are incredibly 
challenging, young people don't want to talk to a police officer, I would 
estimate 70-80% off (sic) all the young people return interviews I've ever 
done they don't even say a word! Despite all efforts they shut down and 
refuse to answer. (Reference 7) 
 
Return interviews although not having any trianing (sic) or input to do these, 
it is not clear of what information is needed or where it feeds into. 
(Reference 145) 

 
  “Safe & Well” check (n=140) 

 

A large number of respondents also discussed their involvement in 

conducting a “safe & well” check. The fact officers segmented this role from that of 

conducting more formal Return Home Interviews, showed that there was an 

understanding that they were two distinct tasks: 

 
Safe and well checks on the streets (Reference 60) 
 
Transport home if required - or if family are happy that the person stays with 
a friend then a safe and well check conducted 
(Reference 3) 
  
 
 Conduct Enquiries (n=85) 
 
A significant minority of respondents explained that their main task was to 

conducts enquiries. These usually related to checking addresses and making 

phone calls: 
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Enquiries on the telephone and at houses, searches made of areas where a 
person might be or was last seen. (Reference 13) 

 
Numerous enquiries at addresses of assosiates (sic) and relatives take up 
by far the majority of my time. Also 'red herrings' where people are 
dishonest as to the missing from homes whereabouts or true intentions. 
(Reference 69) 
 
 
 Negativity (n=29) 

 

A minority of responses expressed negativity around the officers’ 

involvement in the Return Home Interview: 

 
Very brief. if returning to a youth care home I know that staff will not do 
anything to prevent further occurrences of going missing. why bother with 
an in depth interview when it wont ever be prevented in that environment. in 
a nhs facility the patient will almost be free to walk off and harm 
themselves. they have access to money and subsequently medication, 
alcohol and drugs/legal highs. again these mispers are not individual cases 
and in theory are in a facility because of a mental health concern, but they 
are allowed to leave. until the system changes then the debriefs are 
pointless in every aspect (Reference 6) 
 

 Administration (n=29) 

 

Twenty-nine responses expressed their typical involvement in the RHI 

centred around the administrative tasks, such as completing a computer report: 

 
A report to be recorded on systems and also sent to Social Services & Adult 
Referral Services. (Reference 23) 
 

 Involve another Agency (n=27) 

Only a fraction of responses mentioned involving another agency to assist 

in the RHI, which was disappointing and contradicted the many responses that 

criticised a lack of partnership working: 

 

Some interviews have gone better with support worker present but they 
often don't want to tell the police anything directly face to face. (Reference 
3) 
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4.12 Most common type of missing person free text responses 

 

Respondents were asked what the most common type of missing person 

was, as a free text response. Following thematic analysis, 11 types were identified 

(N=899), with the overwhelming experience in various forms being ‘Children’. As a 

whole this numbered 321 remarks, which can be further broken down into Children 

in Care (n=131), Children (n=111), Girls (n=28), those at Risk of CSE (n=14), 

Repeatedly missing Children (n=38). Further types which accounted for a small 

percentage of responses involved Mental Health issues (n=33); Vulnerable adults 

(n=25); Troubled Families where education, unemployment or health affected 

lifestyle (n=10); Negative remarks in themselves (n=8); Missing adults where 

vulnerability was not mentioned (n=7); Repeatedly missing people where children 

were not mentioned (n=6); Presence of Substance Abuse, whether that was drugs 

or alcohol (n=5). 

 
 Child in Care (n=131) 
 
The most popular response for the most typical missing person centred on  

children who were placed by Social Services into care homes or foster families. 

Remarks were usually negative and scathing of these provisions, often expressing 

frustration at the circular nature of time-consuming tasks: 

 
We also have a local authority "family group" children's home in our area 
which houses children and youths who cannot be fostered. The staff will 
simply allow the children to walk out, there is intelligence that these children 
are subject to grooming and sexual exploitation. When the children return of 
their own accord, they refuse to be interviewed and either go 'no comment' 
to the officers or verbally abuse them. When the care home staff try and 
sanction the children, they will either commit criminal damage against the 
home or assault the staff-this is why the home staff let them walk out 
without challenging them. (Reference 23) 

 

Children in foster or social service care when the primary agency refuse or 
neglect to carry any checks and pass this to police as they see it as our job 
and often they refuse to go and get them even though they know where 
they are. They pass teh (sic) buck to us and wash their hands of any 
responsibility. (Reference 114) 
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Children (n=111) 

 

 The next typical group of missing people dealt with involved children too. 

Here, the same frustrations were expressed, now on a wider basis: 

 

Child who just runs off as hes (sic) got no boundaries or morals. He just 
wishes to cause maximum impact on services and succeeds in this. We run 
around for 24/36 hours looking for them whilst there tucked up at their 
mates house and then they phone us the next day for a lift home as they 
cant afford it and we jump at the chance because we need to close the 
misper report and debrief them. were being used here and its silly in 75% of 
cases. (Reference 18) 

 

  Repeatedly missing (3 times or more) (n=43) 

 

 This group of typical missing people heavily featured children, with only 6 

remarks not mentioning them: 

 

Children with attitude problems who become regular repeat mispers. 
(Reference 29) 

 

  Mental Health issues (n=33) 

 

Here, the issues were expressed as frustration at lack of control over 

mental health patients, as well as disappointment at resources:  

 

Our area includes a large hospital with a mental health ward. Mental health 
patients either walk out of the secure unit because ward staff don't stop 
them or they are given unescorted leave and don't come back. Some end 
up getting picked up from the local "suicide spot" after the staff there ring 
the police but most return back to the unit when they've had enough alcohol 
and drugs. (Reference 5) 
 
 
 Girls (n=28) 
 
Girls specifically were singled-out for mention, which was often tagged 

with a sexual exploitation concern: 

 
Girls under 18 living in local authority care homes or with foster parents. 
(Reference 22) 
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 Vulnerable adults (n=25) 
 
Adults with vulnerabilities were identified as typical by a handful of 

Responses, sometimes linked to homelessness: 

 
Adults who call 999 saying they are going to commit suicide and then spend 
the majority of the time ringing us from places and then leaving before we 
arrive. (Reference 3) 
 

  
  Risk of Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) (n=14) 
 
 Specifically mentioned by a handful of responses was the need to be alert 

to child sexual exploitation (CSE), as a typical missing feature: 

 

Repeat missing children who are at risk of sexual exploitation. (Reference 
13) 

 
  Troubled families (n=10) 
 

Families that experienced educational, employment and health difficulties 

were featured in a very small number of cases: 

 

Teenage girl with car-crash family and older boyfriend. (Reference 1) 
 

 

4.13 Engagement from the missing person in the RHI 

 

The officers were asked to give their opinion on how engaged they thought 

the missing person was on a five-point sliding scale from ‘very engaged’ to ‘very 

unengaged’ (See Figure 8). The median was 4 (std. dev. 1.12, N=943), revealing 

that 64% (n=605) of respondents reported the missing person was either 

unengaged or very unengaged in the RHI. Only 14% (n=48) thought the missing 

person was engaged or very engaged.  
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Figure 8: Engagement in the RHI  

A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a strong difference in reported RHI 

engagement levels of missing people, by the responding officers, dependent on 

the officer’s education level. (Gp1, n=179: GCSE, Gp2, n=338: A Level, Gp3, 

n=372: Degree, Gp4, n=46: Postgrad), x2 (2, N=935) = 9.14, p=.08.  Degree 

holders recorded the highest mean rank (M=498), suggesting they were the most 

sceptical group about RHI engagement from mispers. GCSE-only holders 

recorded the lowest mean rank (M=435) suggesting they were the least sceptical 

about missing people’s engagement. Regardless of education attainment by 

officers, all reported high levels of disengagement by the missing person in the 

RHI process (Md=4). 
 

 

4.14 Barriers to conducting the RHI Free Text remarks 

 

Respondents were asked a free text question about any barriers they had 

faced in conducting the RHI. Ten themes were identified (N=990), headed by Poor 

Engagement and Attitude from the missing person (n=180). This was linked to 30 

remarks themed around distrust of the police (and a further 14 comments about 

the police uniform as a barrier).  Other themes that featured as barriers to the RHI 

were Unsupportive Guardians and Parents (n=45); Police Limitations in terms of 

Resources (n=39); Issues with Social Services (n=35); Free Will expressed by the 

missing person, and their reluctance to return home (n=32); some frustration that 
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the person will just go Missing Again (n=21); Health issues, especially Mental 

Health (n=20); a few positive remarks that the respondent had not come across 

any barriers (n=14). 

  

Poor Engagement & Attitude (n=180)  

 

The bulk of responses reflected the common theme throughout the 

quantitative research, that the missing person’s engagement in the RHI was poor 

or very poor. This was expressed by officers as disliking authority, wanting to 

engage in risky behaviour, and a general lack of understanding about the wider 

issues: 

 

Most missing people are anti-police and they refuse to engage with the 
attending officer. Generally they can be quite obnoxious towards the officer 
and refuse to disclose where they have been or why they went missing in 
the first place. (Reference 4) 
 
If they have somewhere to run to find drugs and a kind of freedom, why on 
earth would they tell me? All they want is a [place redacted] taxi. 
(Reference 6) 

 
Children do not want to talk to the Police, the regular teenage mispers feel 
that there is nothing wrong with them going missing, do not see the dangers 
and often see the Police as the enemy for always coming to find them and 
forcing them to go home. They are therefore often reluctant to talk to us. 
(Reference 117). 

 

Distrust of Police (n=30) 

 

Linked to poor engagement in the RHI were specific remarks about 

trust: 

They have a poor attitude towards police officers and a lack of trust towards 
us. I believe this to be because the onus is often on the police to return 
them home, sometimes using forceful powers to do so. (Reference 24) 
 
 

Police Uniform (n=14) 

 

Also linked to engagement barriers were direct responses about the uniform 

getting in the way: 
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Uniform - "f#'k the police" attitude - we are the one taking them back to 
where they tried to escape from. (Reference 6) 
 

 Unsupportive Guardians & Parents (n=45) 

 

After engagement and related barriers, unsupportive parents or 

guardians were the next most common theme identified as a barrier to the RHI. 

Here, the frustrations were expressed in terms of lack of parental control, or 

socially funded guardians reporting missing children to the police as a process-

driven task: 

 

If your (sic) returning a persistent missing person to an institution or 
organisation then the fact that no real action is taken to prevent a re-
occurrence. All the paperwork is done and then as far as the staff are 
concerned their job is done: The circumstances of the person going missing 
do not change. (Reference 10) 
 
Parents not wanting to accept their children back, social services not having 
any foster places for emergency foster care when this might be the case. 
Engaging with young people is extremely difficult and on the whole they say 
absolutely nothing when picked up and returned. (Reference 1) 
 
 
 Police limitations and resource issues (n=39) 
 
Police limitations and resource issues were another area of concern.  

Mainly this was expressed at frustration at being the “last resort” on top of other 

policing commitments: 

 

With children in care there seems to be a common attitude of the  'Police 
will sort it'. They do not seem to take any ownership of certain issues with 
repeat missing persons. The Police are used too often as a safety net, as 
the agencies know full well we will not say no. This places an extra burden 
on the already stretched Police resources at a time when we are reminded 
that the Police deal with crime, nothing more, nothing less. I am afraid if the 
Police did stick to that motto, the missing persons would not be found and 
would likely come to a lot of harm. (Reference 39) 

 
The return process is usually more like a 'putting a tick in the box exercise' 
rather than something where useful information is obtained. Also the public 
protection unit expect us to complete vulnerable person forms in addition to 
completing the return interview. However this is just duplicating information 
into another form. (Reference 35) 
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Issues with Social Services (n=35) 

 

Some responses focussed on difficulties encountered with partners, 

such as social services, often expressed as an exercise in ‘pushing’ responsibility 

onto the police: 

 
Social services ring up giving Police a concern for welfare at the end of their 
office working day. then they go off duty leaving everything for the Police to 
do. (Reference 3) 
 

 Free Will & Reluctance to Return (n=32) 

 

Some responses identified that it was down to the free will exercised 

by the missing person, and therefore their reluctance to return to where they went 

missing from: 

 

The people often have not seen themselves as missing and do not 
understand police involvement. (Reference 4) 

 

  Go Missing Again (n=21) 

 

 Some responses reflected a frustration that the barrier to the RHI was that 

the person simply goes missing again anyway: 

 

They have no concerns at being reported missing to police, they see it as a 
game and no sooner are they returned they go missing again. (Reference 
21) 

 

4.15 Overcoming barriers to the RHI: Free text remarks 

 

Respondents were asked how they might overcome some of the barriers 

they faced with the RHI. Out of 9 themes (N=888), the majority of responses were 

framed with negativity or unhelpful suggestions, or that there was no way that 

barriers could be mitigated and broken down (n=143). Further themes explored 

Building Rapport and Trust through having a single contact, reassuring, and just 

being human (n=99); and having a Multi-Agency Approach (n=43). A few 

suggestions were based on themes such as Involving the person’s Family & 

Friends (n=15); Using the officer’s Interview Skills (n=13); Having strong Policy & 
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Strategy (n=12); Using an Intermediary (n=11); Overcoming barriers with good 

Intelligence-building (n=9); Addressing the missing person’s Behaviour to 

overcome barriers (n=8). 

 

 Negativity or No Way to overcome barriers (n=143) 

 
The bulk of responses were framed with negativity or unhelpful 

suggestions, or that there was no way that barriers could be mitigated and broken 

down. A sense of helplessness prevailed: 

 
None just get them back safely and await them reporting missing the next 
time, some times few hrs! (Reference 4) 
 
None with the persistent MISPER teenager, regardless of what you say 
they rarely engage or even care. (Reference 9) 
 
None we feel no one listens to us. We only do as we are told. (Reference 
25) 
 
Arrest them for a substantive offence: If they're in custody you know where 
they are and they can't leave again. (Reference 30) 
 

 
Build Trust & Rapport (n=99) 

 
A significant number of responses were more positive and had useful 

suggestions on how to build trust and rapport with missing people through 

reassurance, having a consistent single point of contact, or just being human 

rather than using the uniform: 

 
Sometimes you can build a rapport and use this to obtain information. 
Children are often least engaging soon after their return, but conversely 
very engaging during the return home journey, should it be the police who 
find them. (Reference 10) 

 
Listening and not speaking. Non-judgemental conversations. Not lecturing, 
but encouraging understanding on all sides. (Reference 41) 
 
Follow up visits, engaging with the missing person and building a rapport. 
The missing persons then have some consistency and find it easier to 
discuss any issues they have that may be a cause of the missing incidents. 
(Reference 89) 
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Multi-Agency Partnership Working (n=43) 

 

Several respondents made really good suggestions around Multi- 

Agency partnership working, to reduce barriers to the RHI. These tended to 

involve social services, and probed whether two-way communication was the key: 

 
Strategy meetings - rely info to our missing from home co-ordinator - who 
escalate the concerns through the ranks, with the appropriate social care 
teams also. (Reference 13). 
 
Dedicating a `missing person team` consisting of Police officers, Social 
services and charity workers to engage with those who are frequently 
reported missing. (Reference 30) 
 
Offering intervention from support workers, engaging with schools, using 
community officers and youth teams. (Reference 37) 
 

A few respondents thought that multi-agency working was an 

opportunity to rebalance responsibility firmly toward other agencies, or involved 

cunning suggestions to hamper the missing person’s travels: 

 
By refusing to deal/go/transport/check on habitual missing people and by 
ensuring that the informing agency have fully completed their requirements 
and telling social services or the carer etc that they MUST go and get the 
misper themselves as its their responsibility (sic). this has now reduced the 
amount of wasteful calls we get where they were clearly abusing the system 
by passing their responsibility (sic) onto us. (Reference 43) 
 
Persuading local authority care home staff that locking away a child's 
footwear at night can be a safeguarding measure rather than a human 
rights breach. (Reference 27) 

 
 
  Involve Family & Friends (n=15) 
 
 A few responses considered involving Family and Friends, recognising the 

role that the a supposed “close” support network could play in removing barriers to 

the RHI: 

 

I had the family agree to the buddi (sic) tracker system which resolved the 
problem - family engagement and partner working was key to this. 
(Reference 9) 
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Using Interview Skills (n=13) 

 
 Some remarks suggested that the officer used their interview skills to 

overcome barriers in the RHI, such as listening more and using open questions: 

 

Asking open questions and taking time with people. Offering support and 
understanding - communication skills. (Reference 3) 

 

  Policy & Strategy (n=12) 
 
 Reassuringly, some officers were thinking on a wider level, and suggested 

policies and strategies should be framed to ensure that the RHI could work: 

 
Be willing to provide summaries of actions taken so as to update those 
responsible for reviewing the situation. (Reference 4) 

 
 
  Using Intermediary (n=11) 
 

Sometimes in video interviews of vulnerable people, especially very young, 

it is necessary to use a trained intermediary to facilitate the best possible interview, 

and this idea filtered into the RHI: 

 

Try to liaise with the missing person in company with an appropriate party, 
an adult, parent, home supervisor/support staff to aid communication, 
identify any issues for the disappearance for future consideration. 
(Reference 4) 

 

4.16 Positive experiences of the RHI: Free text remarks 
 

 Responses were gathered about officers’ positive experiences from the RHI, 

to discover what they enjoyed or what had brought satisfaction. Responses were 

concentrated around 8 themes (N=857) following thematic free text analysis.  The 

most popular theme was unfortunately framed negatively, in that there had been 

no positive outcomes (n=167), together with 28 remarks that were coded as 

negativity. The remaining themes were that the RHI brought Engagement and 

Disclosure from the missing person (n=46); Involved reuniting the missing person 

with carers or friends (n=28); Resulted in a Referral to partners that could help 

(n=25); Reduced the number of missing episodes or caused them to stop (n=23); 

Brought Praise or Rewarding feelings (n=19). Lastly, four responses explored the 

issue of Criminality in that an arrest was made. 
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  No positive RHI experience (n=167); Negativity (n=28) 

 

 The most consistent theme was steeped in frustration that the RHI process 

yielded no positive experience, and on the contrary was a bad experience. 

Together with 28 responses that were coded as negativity, this brought the total 

number of unhappy responses to 195.  They mainly involved nothing standing out 

as a positive experience, episodes of receiving abuse and thanklessness, and 

frustration at the repetitive nature of going missing:  

 

None: One of the most depressing parts of my job is dealing with the same 
people who go missing over and over again. last week I found a missing 
adult near to a bridge used frequently for suicide. We took him to the mental 
health unit. The next shift i.e. within 24 hours he was back at the same 
bridge. With the family group home children I and my colleagues went to 
the premises because a child had returned to the address and the staff had 
tried to sanction them. The response was for all the residents to barricade 
themselves in by blocking the stairs with furniture and then threaten the 
staff who had to lock themselves in the staff-room. All the children resident 
in the home were arrested and the best that anybody could say about the 
situation was: "WELL, AT LEAST THEIR NOT OUT BEING EXPLIOTED 
(sic)". (Reference 34) 

 

None - most of them are rude to me when I try to engage with them to help 
them. Then they stand there shouting "f-off I'm not talking to you, you're a 
copper and I'm telling you nothing." The rest of their abuse is not printable. 
(Reference 2) 

 
 

  Disclosure & Engagement (n=46) 

 

 A minority of respondents did reveal positive experiences that were framed 

around receiving disclosure and engagement from the missing person, making a 

positive impact on missing people’s lives: 

 
A thorough return interview for a missing person allowed me to locate them 
easier and quicker when they went missing again due to the address they 
were located at having been recorded on a previous interview. (Reference 
38) 

 
 
If you catch someone in the right mood, you can often find out a lot of 
information about where they have been, who they have been with and why 
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they went missing in the first place. This information is very helpful for future 
disappearances. (Reference 3). 

 
A few of the child have opened up about the difficulties they are having at 
home, e.g. step dad assaulting them. (Reference 13) 

 
 

Even where the outcome had not been complete, the experience had been useful: 

 
Locating and returning a girl under 18 who was missing from another police 
force area, then learning the underlying reason for her becoming a missing 
person. Unfortunately these reasons were not addressed and she went 
missing again. I don't know if she has been found. The information I learnt 
was however shared with the other forces involved to aid their 
investigations. (Reference 39) 
 

Reuniting (n=28) 

 

The ability to reunite the missing person was expressed by a 

handful of respondents:  

 

Locating a vulnerable elderly person is very rewarding, getting the home 
safe and well and reunited with their families or care home. (Reference 6) 

 

Referral (n=25) 

 

The ability to refer the missing person was noted by a few respondents:  

 

I found a very elderly lady with dementia. I contact her GP (during the day) 
and they came straight out to her home address. (Reference 4). 

 
 

Reducing or Stopping episodes (n=23) 

 

A minority of responses revealed positive experiences that were framed 

around reducing or stopping the missing episodes: 

 

Working in the area of managing frequent missing person cases I have had 
a number of successes in reducing a persons missing episodes and 
implementing safeguarding strategies and procedures. (Reference 7) 
 

Often, the satisfaction of intervening at a time of crisis for the missing 
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person yielded reward: 

 
Suicidal male called for help on the second time rather than go off to kill self 
as before, He called the mental health team advice line and got nothing so 
called us. I went to see him and took him to his family where he got more 
help and support. Seen him since and seemed to be doing well. We are not 
just law in forcement (sic) we are also here to help as we are 24 hour a day 
service. (Reference 25) 

 
 

Praised or Rewarded (n=19), 

 

Other respondents expressed satisfaction from being praised or 

rewarded, even if this was not directly received: 

 

Its rewarding when a person is found. The family members that are 
responsible or have a concern for that person are usually very grateful 
however I don't see this. It nice to make a difference to people who 
genuinely need help in their hour of need. (Reference 10) 
 
2 missing girls at risk of CSE, built rapport through banter with them. They 
said I was one of the nicest officers they had met. 
(Reference 10) 
  

 
4.17 Outcome  

4.17.1 Did RHI yield Third-party Information Sharing? 

 

The respondents were asked whether after a RHI, information about the 

missing person from third parties been shared with them, (in the last 12 months), 

for example by Social Services (See Figure 9). The majority (N=1,023, 43%, 

n=434) reported that this rarely or never happened. Only 5% (n=51) thought 

information was always shared. More reassuringly, a third (33%, n=343) thought it 

sometimes happened.  
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Figure 9: Third Party sharing 
frequency 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.17.2 Did RHI hep to establish cause of missing episode? 

 

Respondents were also asked whether information from the 

RHI helped to establish the causes of the missing episode (See Figure 10). Half 

the respondents (N=1,011, 49%, n=500) reported that the RHI rarely or never 

helped them understand the reason why the interviewee went missing.  Only 1 in 

10 thought it helped most of the time or always (11%, n=119).  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

105 

Figure 10: RHI helps find why went missing 

Figure 11: RHI helps prevent future episodes 

 

 

4.18 Did RHI help prevent future missing episodes? 

 

Related to this, the views on whether information from the RHI helped to 

prevent future missing episodes were even direr (see Figure 11). Overwhelmingly, 

81% (N=1,017, n=817) of officers reported that future episodes were rarely or 

never prevented. Only 1% of respondents (n=13) thought that the RHI helped 

always, or most of the time.   
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4.19 How can RHI process be improved? Free text comments: 

 

 Responses were gathered to provide free text comment on how officers 

thought the RHI process could be improved. Following thematic analysis, 9 

themes were identified (N=840). The most popular views centred on having a 

multi-agency approach, working with partners to exchange information and sharing 

the resource burden (n=136). Often, this was expressed as other agencies taking 

more responsibility. After this, remarks centred on More Involvement from Family 

and carers of the missing (n=48); having a Dedicated Missing Persons Unit or 

providing a single point of contact (SPOC) (n=38); remarks suggesting that going 

missing should not be an Issue for the police (n=37), which can also be tied to 25 

responses that were themed as Negative; Remarks that focussed on the need for 

a Better Police Response (n=42), whether that was a More Timely RHI, Better 

Risk Assessment or Better Training; Suggestions that Prevention of missing 

episodes was the answer to improving the RHI (n=29) of which 5 remarks 

highlighted the role of Education; A call for Better Data processing and access 

(n=16); and lastly, expressions that in fact people were not always “missing” in the 

traditional sense, for example through free choice or just not being home in time 

(n=15).  

 

 

Multi-agency Approach (n=136) 

 

The most popular remarks praised a multi-agency approach to improve the 

RHI, working with partners to exchange information and sharing the resource 

burden. Often this was discussed in terms of ownership and frustration at repeat 

episodes: 

 

Other agencies taking greater ownership of their responsibilities instead of 
relying upon the police. There are agencies that are far better placed to 
understand the circumstances of the missing person, and therefore how 
they will engage. (Reference 11) 

 
At this time it appears to be police led. A small multi-agency group could 
perform better and produce more valuable information and longer term 
resolutions - NHS for mental health care adjustments, social services for 
living style assistance and then police to utilise their warranted powers 
where appropriate. (Reference 22) 
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I think that there needs to be a more joined up approached, specifically with 
children missing from care, where they go missing frequently there should 
be more of an onus on the social services and the care home to make more 
of an effort to locate the misper before they are handed over to the police. 
Looking for repeated missing persons, is resource intensive and appears to 
be a never ending cycle of children going missing, being returned, spoken 
to by the police, not telling us where they have been and why and then 
going missing again, this does not stop them going missing and does 
nothing to break the pattern. (Reference 66) 
 

There was also support for introducing independence to the process: 
 

All professionals sharing information at the earliest opportunity. All missing 
persons to be interviewed by an independent person and then for that 
information to be shared with the professionals involved. (Reference 33) 

 

More Involvement from Family and Carers (n=48) 

 

There was good support for more family/ carer involvement, because 

it meant that the police weren’t solely taking responsibility for what respondent’s 

thought was often a parental issue with missing children: 

 

The care homes and social services need to do more, rather than just call 
the Police and say they are missing. They should send the Police the 
required misper information and risk questions via email and do the initial 
enquiries with hospitals rather than sending an officer out to do it. 
(Reference 13) 
 

People that are generally missing are rare. It is often parent of loved ones 
that have had an argument with the person that has caused them to run out 
of the house. In this instance I do not regard them as missing as it is not a 
sudden and unexpected disappearance. I believe that the public use the 
police to try and locate these people after an argument. (Reference 16) 

 

Dedicated Missing Persons Unit or SPOC (n=38) 

 

Many references were made to single points of contact or dedicated 

missing person units, which tended to explore the value of people other than 

“frontline” police officers carrying the burden for perceived longer-term issues: 

 

Specialist unit dedicated to locating and working with those who go missing, 
mainly females under age of 18 exposed to child sex exploitation. 
(Reference 5) 
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Each Force should have a Dedicated Missing Person team made up of 
Police staff with external assistance from the NHS and Social Services. 
This would free up Patrol Officers. Most enquiries can be carried out by 
phone calls or knocking on doors. In emergency situations phone data can 
assist to locate many Mis-Pers. This would leave uniformed officers to only 
get involved during the initial missing reports with local searches. 
(Reference 9) 

 

Not a Police Issue (n=37); Negativity (n=25) 

 

A further significant portion of comments either stated it shouldn’t be a 

police issue at all, or expressed negativity: 

 

Not just leave it to an over resourced, under staffed organisation like the 
police. (Reference 5) 

 

We need to decided (sic) who we can deal with and who we can't. With the 
current atmosphere of cuts someone needs to turn around (especially to 
organisations with a duty of care) and say "we're not looking for them". 
(Reference 10) 

 
The entire process is a complete arse covering exercise on all fronts. social 
services and care staff are too quick to expect the police to carry out every 
enquiry and expect the police to detain, punish, discipline and find mispa's 
(sic). (Reference 20) 

 

Better Police Response needed (n=42) 

 

 Several responses acknowledged that the current service was patchy and 

could be improved: 

 

A quicker response to the subject once they have returned. Debrief 
interviews because of the way they are graded take to (sic) long to action. 
(Reference 6) 

 

Prevention of Missing episodes (n=29)  

 

Several responses pointed out that preventative measures were the answer 

to improving the RHI, rather than fire fighting: 
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Realisation that it is the whole process that needs to be looked at; The 
management and engagement of all involved agencies at the initial stage. 
The return is a very small part of that - If steps are introduced to manage 
and assist the missing person once returned then I would suggest that 
would be more likely to reduce the amount of times that person went 
missing. (Reference 98) 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 
 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter will draw together the results of the primary research with the 

review of missing persons literature, to address the objectives of this study that 1. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the 

RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners.  Further, it will critically 

explore what the research means and how it reflects upon existing literature, 

making pragmatic recommendations for future practice.  These recommendations 

are borne from the findings of this study, with good general support from some 

existing literature. For example, respondents called for better partnership working 

as the top way that the RHI could be improved, which is also supported by 

academics (i.e. Harris & Shalev-Greene, 2016). 

 

This discussion will argue that issues identified in the literature review are 

supported by the results of the thesis research. Frequency of missing episodes 

places a burden on police services (and others) at a time of austerity, particularly 

regarding children. Training in conducting RHI’s is patchy for police officers, and 

vulnerable victim and suspect interviewing is not best suited to the task.  

Prioritisation of missing people tends to focus on police culture preoccupation with 

‘mission’ and ‘us and them’, sometimes marginalising adults or conversely, 

assuming most children are ‘streetwise’. The responsibility for the RHI for children 

should legally fall to local authorities, yet police officers consistently reported it fell 

to them. Officers reported that the RHI should be a more holistic, wider 

responsibility. Where additional vulnerabilities for missing people arose, police 

officers demonstrated some sensible risk assessments, especially relating to child 

sexual exploitation, but tended to underplay other risk, such as adults going 

through relationship breakups – which also accorded with the lack of academic 

focus on missing adults (aside for dementia studies). 

 

Experiences reported by officers in the actual process of dealing with 

missing people and the RHI suggested that transportation for missing people, the 

RHI itself, and then the shorter ‘Safe and Well’ check, dominated their duties. 
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Unfortunately, the intelligence value of the RHI was seriously underplayed. 

Respondents often expressed frustration at social services and were very 

sceptical about engagement levels from missing people in the process. Barriers to 

the process and the negativity expressed by officers, accorded with the existing 

literature. Officers felt that RHI outcomes were not fruitful and a more joined-up 

approach to missing people was needed, which is something that dominates 

recent literature (Harris & Shalev Green, 2016). 

 

Mental health featured strongly throughout the research, and these complex 

issues also dominate literature (White & Montgomery, 2015). As well as 

complementing existing literature, the research results add to the academic field in 

the wider terms of the breadth of the study, as it involved nearly 2,000 police 

officers across the English and Welsh forces.  More specifically the study revealed 

some significance among officers’ opinions dependant on their education, gender, 

RHI experience and training levels. There were also strong or noteworthy 

associations evident. Lastly, the limitations of the study are identified, and further 

research proposed. 

 

5.2 Frequency 

 

Over 335,000 people are reported missing every year, or 1 every 90 

seconds (NCA, 2019) and the frequency of conducting RHI’s for missing people, 

as estimated by respondents, was indeed found to account for a significant 

proportion of officers’ time. When broken down into adults and children who go 

missing, this showed a marked difference between adult and child missing 

persons, with two-thirds of respondents reporting that repeatedly missing children 

made up more than half of their RHI experience. This was a complete reversal 

against their experience with repeatedly missing adults. The literature and data 

support this research that children overwhelmingly make up the bulk of missing 

people, and cause the greatest issues for police (Payne, 1995 and Rees, 2011). 

Thus, the theoretical implications of this are that academics need research to 

continue to explore the vulnerabilities that affect children, despite the heavy 

emphasis on this group in current literature (Payne, 1995; Rees, 2011; Shalev 

Greene, 2011 and Rush, 2015). For practitioners, they need to understand the 

additional vulnerabilities present in children, and why it may be that such high 
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numbers are going missing from their place of care or schooling. Senior managers 

should ensure they have robust processes when children go repeatedly missing to 

safeguard them, as well as to save scant staff resources. For example, there 

should be written protocols that set out who is responsible for what actions. 

 

 

5.3 Training levels 

 

Training levels for conducting the RHI showed that only 2 in 10 officers had 

been specifically trained, which must raise serious questions about their continued 

involvement in this part of the process. Although the statutory responsibility for 

children RHI’s lies with councils, police officers continue to perform RHI’s, and of 

course do so with adults. The literature on training points out that this is important 

(Alys et al, 2013), yet no force in England and Wales appears to be addressing 

this.  

 

There was strong evidence that male officers were either better trained or 

more certain about their training status, than female officers. This did not accord 

with the literature around operational police culture, that tended to suggest women 

were marginalised into so-called ‘soft’ roles, more so than men (Reiner, 2010). 

There is also anecdotal evidence that women would be tasked with missing 

persons more so than male colleagues. This allocation of work based on gender 

can also be supported by the higher prevalence of female officers in ‘back room’ 

roles, with their ‘visibility’ reduced often due to maternity duties or managed 

returns from pregnancy (Westmarland, 2002). It is recommended that police 

leaders review the diversity of their training to ensure they are on target to accord 

with the ‘Gender Agenda’ that has been hard fought for. 

 

 The majority of free text responses were that police officers expressed they 

didn’t need training or suggested missing people should not be a police issue. 

Many believed “Experience is a greater teacher than training” (Reference 73) or “a 

truly independent return interview should be tasked to third sector partners.” 

(Reference 28). This goes to the heart of how missing people may be treated by 

the police. Time and again, officers expressed it was not valuable to them – but 

critically we know they are spending a significant part of their daily duties dealing 



 

 

113 

with missing people, that the risk needs to be managed, and that their primary duty 

is to keep people safe. Arguably, vulnerable people are going missing time and 

time again, yet there are missed opportunities to stop this cycle and safeguard. 

Again, this links to police culture of a sense of ‘mission’ or ‘dangerousness’ 

(Reiner, 2010). 

 

There were glimmers of hope related to training when some officers 

helpfully suggested joint training with partners and learning how to identify 

lifestyles and risk.  Officers’ ideas were often linked to children and CSE issues, 

which may offer positive aspects of an increased awareness of CSE. For example, 

new police officers certainly would implicitly cover CSE in their probationary 

training, and the wider increase in reporting and newsworthiness has brought 

better awareness generally. As one officer reported: “This can be such a 

complicated issue to address it is often quite difficult for a patrol officer to 

understand and spot the signs” (Reference 49). The literature is also growing in 

relation to this. For example, the Casey Review (2015) highlighted the need for 

better training, and the College of Policing have a specific Authorised Professional 

Practice (APP) section. 

 

Lastly, basic levels of suspect interviewing skills are trained at the start of 

the officer’s career and whilst they rely on a different approach to interviewing 

vulnerable witnesses and victims, they at least offer an approach that should 

encourage listening and asking open questions. However, 1 in 10 of respondents 

reported that they were not trained at all. Moreover, the majority that were trained 

had only had a basic introductory package.  Coupled with this, the literature 

suggests that suspect interviews by trained officers were simply longer than 

untrained officers’ interviews, not necessarily better (Clarke et al 2011). Turning to 

Achieving Best Evidence (an enhanced video interview of vulnerable witnesses 

and victims), it may prove fruitful to explore whether training in this could be 

moulded or channelled into improving the RHI for missing people. It certainly 

involves less focus on challenging the interviewees account and assuming a 

combative stance and offers the opportunity for freer recall. Finally, the intelligence 

value of the RHI was not identified in any meaningful way by respondents. The 

RHI offers rich opportunities to discover telephone numbers, names, vehicles and 
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houses etc which could be the final pieces in the jigsaw of police intelligence.  

Further research in this area is desired. 

 

It is therefore recommended that senior police managers should cause a 

review of training provision, and the College of Policing should ensure that 

awareness of the RHI is specified within the new curriculum for policing degree 

apprentices. This is particularly relevant because the police service is moving 

toward further professionalisation (Tong et el, 2018) and accreditation of tasks and 

roles, as it recognises the increased complexities of policing. Beyond these 

remarks though, this section of the study and the literature explores an objective of 

this study relating to the responsibility of third sector partners in the RHI. For 

example, outside service providers are being trained in how to conduct return 

home interviews. 

 

 

5.4 Prioritising 

 

The importance for prioritising certain groups of missing people for a RHI 

was themed around those who should be prioritised, and on the other hand, those 

that should not. The most popular group for receiving priority for a RHI was 

children. This was also specifically expressed as girls or where CSE was a factor.  

There was clarity among respondents that children needed to be afforded 

protection, above other concerns such as mental health or first-time missing 

people. This is certainly supported by the weight of literature heavily prioritising 

children, as well as the focus of charities and lobby groups. But there is a paradox 

here, because Goodship (2015), found there was frustration from police officers 

about children who went missing as simply ‘pushing the boundaries’ which was in 

their view wrongfully leading to a criminal justice response. Police focus was 

limited mainly to whether the child had been physically harmed or had committed a 

crime: “Has the child got four limbs on it’s [sic] body and is it still breathing” (p.13). 

Feelings were expressed by police that children were “streetwise”, and attitudes to 

them were variable.  This was reflected in accounts from officers in the present 

study. Therefore, on the one hand officers are rightly identifying children as 

needing the most protection, but also saying they are a thorn in their side. For 

example, on respondent in the study remarked: “Child who just runs off as hes 
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(sic) got no boundaries or morals. He just wishes to cause maximum impact on 

services and succeeds in this” (Reference 18). 

 

In addition, this study found a strong relationship between the respondents’ 

experience of interviewing repeatedly missing children, and whom they thought 

should be least prioritised for a RHI. This made it clear that fatigue was evident, 

because officers with the most experience of repeatedly missing children 

prioritised children the least, whilst officers under-exposed to repeatedly missing 

children tended to over-prioritise them. Ramifications moving forward are clear – 

either police officers should not be doing RHI’s for children, or there should be 

specialist teams with a tenure process. Senior managers will need to hold their 

nerve in the face of budget cuts and increasing demand. Short term pain now to 

put resources into this issue can yield dividends later.  The literature has 

highlighted this through either reducing prevalence (NCA, 2019) or reducing cost 

(Shalev Greene & Pakes, 2014). 

 

Prioritising the RHI was also dependant on the officers’ level of education. 

The highest educated officers under-prioritised children, whilst the lowest 

educated over-prioritised them. Reasons for this are uncertain. The missing 

persons literature does not really comment on this aspect. The drive behind 

degrees for all police officers came from a review that highlighted the benefits of 

having police graduates in terms of critical thinking skills and better diversity 

(Neyroud, 2011), but there is no real evidence base for this. For example, the 

Mayor of London review of the graduate ‘Police Now’ programme suggested there 

was no compelling change in perceptions of the police for the ‘Police Now’ wards 

in the first year of the programme, and indeed these wards had less public 

confidence compared to others (Yesberg & Dawson, p.43, 2017). 

 

One could speculate that graduate officers may be more likely to look at the 

detail and immerse themselves in news sources that reveal more than the tabloid 

headlines around missing persons issues. Certainly, the literature supports the 

view that only a tiny percentage of missing people come to fatal harm (Heaton, 

2009, Newiss 2011) and officers with the highest educational attainment may be 

older than GCSE-only holders and therefore have more life experience – but 

further research alongside current analysis of police graduate training (Tong & 



 

 

116 

Hallenberg, 2018) would be useful to ensure graduate recruits can do their jobs 

effectively and understand missing children. 

 

Respondents reported whom they would least prioritise for a RHI, with the 

overwhelming choice being at complete odds with who they would prioritise, 

because they selected children (especially repeatedly missing children). Their next 

popular choice was repeatedly missing people, meaning repeats featured in nearly 

half of respondents’ choices. Nearly a third would not prioritise adults (especially 

men). Of note was the dismissal of older and vulnerable adults. Girls were never 

excluded from priority. Those officers with least experience with the RHI were 

mostly responsible for under-prioritising vulnerable adults and men. This reflects 

what is found in the literature, which tends to focus on prioritising children (Shalev 

Greene, 2011; Rush, 2015) and the fatigue officers have with repeatedly missing 

people (Harris & Shalev Greene, 2016, Shalev Greene, Schaefer & Morgan, 2009 

and Holmes, 2017). This presents further support for the withdrawal of the RHI 

process from police responsibility. 

 

Male officers also tended to under-value missing men, whilst female officers 

did not. Men valued the RHI for children more than women. These gender 

differences are not clearly represented by existing studies and represent a unique 

area of research. Given literature by Greatbatch and Newiss (2017) on men going 

missing on a night out, and the lack of risk assessment this receives, it may be 

unsurprising that men think males will be tougher and need less help.  What is less 

clear, is why women are apparently showing less-protective feelings towards 

missing children than men do. Rabe-Hemp (2008) identified how female officers 

she interviewed reinforced stereotypes of women, but she did not explore 

safeguarding issues.  This would benefit from further research.  

 

Officers untrained in the RHI process did not prioritise missing adults, and 

those unsure of their RHI training status did not prioritise repeatedly missing 

people. This further supports the view that RHI training is important to properly risk 

assess missing people and deal effectively with the repeat nature of missing 

person investigations. It might also support the study objectives to 1. Explore the 

attitudes of police Officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the 
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attitudes of police Officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the RHI should 

be the responsibility of third sector partners. 

 

Significantly, repeatedly missing people and children were the least 

prioritised groups for a RHI, by those officers who reported the least engagement 

from missing people in the RHI. Possibly due to missing men engaging the best in 

the RHI, missing males were not prioritised for a RHI by officers with the best 

reported engagement levels. There is a body of literature that supports these 

findings, where missing people (especially ‘repeats’) feel disconnected from 

authorities and responsible adults (Stevenson et al, 2013 and Holmes, 2017). 

Directly relating to the way police officers interacted with people returning, 

Stevenson et al found that communication style and attitude to the missing person 

and their journey had a marked effect on how missing people responded (2013, 

p.89). 

 

5.5 Responsibility 

 

Police officers in the study overwhelmingly thought that they themselves 

were responsible for currently conducting the RHI (broken down for adult and child 

missing people). This RHI responsibility appears at odds with current practice 

where children at least should have a RHI arranged by a local authority and not 

police officers (DCSF, 2009). When asked whom the respondents thought should 

do the RHI for adults, the most popular choice was again police officers, with 

noteworthy findings dependant on the officer’s gender.  This is interesting because 

throughout the study, respondents also indicated that police officers should not be 

involved in the RHI.  In fact, social workers were the most popular choice for whom 

should do the RHI for a child, with significance focussing on the officer’s education 

level. For example, non-graduate officers under-selected Social Services as 

interviewers. In contrast, Graduate officers over-selected Social Services. It is 

unclear from existing research why this might be, but it could be argued one 

reason is graduates exposure to wider issues and greater capacity for critical 

thinking (Tong et al, 2018).  Interestingly only 2% of respondents thought teachers 

had a role to play in the RHI. This may be reflected in the withdrawal by police 

forces of School Liaison Officers, but either way teachers may clearly have a good 

rapport with children and could benefit the RHI. 
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For both missing adults and children, the interviewer choice rationale was 

expressed as being that police were the wrong agency to do the RHI task. This is 

again contradictory. Here, officers were fairly explicit about it not being a criminal 

justice task: “Police officer may stuggle (sic) to sit and ask for example a teenage 

girl questions about whether she has been missing with a boyfriend” (Reference 

29). Respondents were firm that Social Services were best placed to provide 

consistency and access records about the missing person and their family. 

Beyond this was the rationale that the interviewer choice was the best person to 

support the missing person in moving forward and not having a repeat episode. 

Mental health featured strongly for the interviewer choice when respondents were 

asked about missing adults, but unfortunately barely featured for children. This 

indicates a lack of understanding among police officers that mental health affects 

children too – such as anxiety and depression.  

 

Interviewer choice selections are supported by the literature, where it is 

asserted that social services or independent third parties are best placed to help 

returning missing people (Children’s Society, 2013 and Hill, Taylor, Richards 

and Reddington, 2016). This is because missing people are more likely to engage 

with interviewers who are not in police uniform, who do not represent authority, 

and are likely to be perceived as less judgemental (Woolnough et al, 2016). In 

relation to mental health, this appears an area of vulnerability for police officers 

risk assessing children. Respondents are able to identify this within adults, 

perhaps because children will already have support networks in place.  There is 

growing missing persons literature on mental health, whether relating to dementia 

(Ozcetin, 2015, White & Montgomery, 2015 and Furumiya & Hashimoto, 2015) or 

suicide (Sveticic et al, 2012), with the general consensus being that these are 

areas policing has been involved with for many years, but is only recently that a 

more joined up approach is being taken (Adebowale, 2013).   

 

It is recommended that police managers ensure they have protocols with 

their local authorities to ensure that the RHI is led by them, and that they have 

protocols with their NHS partners to ensure that mental health is indeed a health 

dominant issue. As a new and emerging issue relating to the RHI, further research 
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on social services involvement in the RHI and mental health provision to those 

coming into contact with the police will be beneficial. 

 

5.6 Additional vulnerability 

 

When the officer was faced with deciding if they would change their choice 

of interviewer if the missing person had an additional vulnerability, two-thirds did 

not, regardless of whether it was a missing adult or child. Presence of RHI training 

increased the likelihood of officers responding and adjusting to additional 

vulnerability in missing adults. For children, 80% of respondents would not change 

their interviewer choice. Presumably, officers had already factored-in vulnerability 

when they made their interviewer choice for missing children. These findings must 

present a challenge to police managers in terms of managing the return of 

repeatedly missing people. If there was a re-evaluation of interviewer choice 

based on an additional vulnerability, both missing adults and children attracted a 

swing to NHS staff or Social Workers. Shalev Greene and Smith (2015) identified 

that police supervisors lack risk assessment training and tended to be unaware of 

scientific approaches. Eales (2017) criticised undesirable value statements made 

by officers where they interpreted risk differently, so she called for a more 

structured RHI. 

 

The implications from additional vulnerability appear clear – police officers 

are not properly assessing the risk by failing to take account of additional 

vulnerabilities, which must place their role in the RHI process in serious doubt. 

Either police forces are going to invest significantly in their training, and target risk 

assessment, or the process needs to pass to social services and third sector 

partners who may have more specific training and skillsets in supporting 

vulnerable people. Of course, those critical of social service responses, in for 

example Rotherham, may argue to the contrary (Casey, 2015). Alys, Massey and 

Tong (2013) expressed concern about missing investigations as police cuts were 

taking hold, especially around sexual harm. Moreover, the earlier findings that 

respondents thought police officers themselves should conduct the RHI are not 

supported by their selection of NHS workers, (followed by social workers) to 

complete the RHI where additional complexities are present. It can be argued this 

heavy swing to NHS staff is a reflection of mental health concerns, especially now 
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that the NHS are taking a greater lead in mental health issues that were previously 

in the domain of the police. Here, resource and finance issues may come to the 

fore as health budgets remain hotly contested and reviewed. Certainly, in the face 

of budget cuts, training of staff may be an attractive area for managers to make 

savings. 

 

5.7 Involvement in the RHI 

 

Respondents were asked what their typical involvement was in the RHI 

process, in an open question, and it was discovered that the top duty was 

transportation for the missing person: “Transport home - AKA a taxi for NHS, 

Parent, Guardian, Foster carer, Local authority who refuse to come and get the 

person.” (Reference 36). This first issue was a critical area representing frustration 

for police officers, where many felt they were a “blue light taxi” service (Reference 

43). This was important because it reflected their frustration that reporters, 

especially family group and care homes, as well as mental health wards, should 

and could be doing more to find their wards. Hayden and Shalev Greene (2016) 

explored the issues that arise in responding to people repeatedly missing from 

hospitals, mental health units and children's residential care addresses and found 

significant safeguarding challenges for the police in relation to this, based on over 

1300 missing persons cases. 

 

Let us consider two scenarios. Firstly, a family group or care home at night-

time will have skeleton staffing, and those providing care may not be able to drive. 

They will therefore be unable to care for their remaining charges and go on a 

missing person search. The literature suggests while they are away from home, 

many children remain hidden from professionals, with only three in ten children 

reported missing to the police. The majority of children do not seek help, either 

because they do not know where to get help from, or because they are worried 

about the consequences (Rees, 2011). Second, mental health hospitals have a 

variety of patients, most with complex needs and populating various categories. 

Many will be voluntary patients or transitioning to care in the community and so be 

allowed more flexibility that is crucial to their reintegration into society.  The issue 

is the management of this when boundaries are flexed, and again mental health 
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nurses may not have the skills or means to conduct missing person searches 

beyond the confines of their institution.  

 

It is therefore recommended that senior managers and professionals 

explore their resilience in relation to supporting care homes and mental hospitals, 

with resources and funding that does not necessarily rely on first contact with the 

police. For example, a bank of temporary staff or full-time staff employed in ‘dual-

roles’ could be trained and then called upon to complete ‘basic’ initial enquiries. 

There are many examples of ancillary staff who do not require full training. For 

example, teaching assistants provide ad hoc support to schools at times of teacher 

shortage or perform support tasks, such as preparing classrooms or shepherding 

children between activities. Civilian Investigators are employed by police agencies 

to interview suspects in custody, seize exhibits and prepare case files, without 

needing full powers of a sworn constable. Mental Health workers sit within some 

police custody units, doing background checks on detainees and offering initial 

mental health support and onward signposting. In short, rather than immediately 

referring to police resources, care homes and mental health wards could call upon 

staff who might do telephone enquiries, visits to known addresses and local parks 

and high streets, as well as liaise with family or friends of the missing person – 

none of which require police powers. The funding for this would come from the 

institutions themselves, arguable because when they take on responsibility for the 

care of a vulnerable person, that should extend beyond physical brick walls. They 

are also best placed to risk assess, given that they are mostly repeating 

information known to them, to a third party when they report (to police). 

 

The RHI itself, and then the ‘Safe and Well’ check were the next duties that 

respondents thought took up their time. The College of Policing (2019) have very 

recently renamed interviews of returning missing people as ‘Prevention Interviews’. 

These duties were looked upon with much negativity however, with dominant 

themes around “Young people don't want to talk to a police officer” (Reference 7). 

This presents a clear challenge to policy makers and it is argued that the value of 

a RHI conducted by an officer in uniform will yield little opportunities to safeguard 

and prevent repeat episodes. Harris and Shalev Greene (2016) found the same 

frustration and negativity by officers in one English police force. It is thus 

recommended that police officers may be suitable to make “safe and well” checks, 
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to establish any immediate health or safeguarding concerns and take appropriate 

emergency action, but an in-depth return interview to discover more would best be 

conducted by a third, independent party. This is also because future action and 

monitoring for repeatedly missing people best lies outside of a criminal justice 

setting. Again, the literature supports this where Stevenson et al (2013) found 

there was general ambivalence and displeasure articulated by missing people in 

relation to police involvement. 

In support of these points, and whilst the author is aware of embryonic 

attempts at pro-forma return home interview forms (at time of research data 

capture), serious consideration is needed to two aspects to the RHI. First, a 

national proforma is required in order to have a consistent approach; to make 

training simpler to ensure information sharing is seamless; to prevent important 

factors being missed; to provide guidance to the interviewer; to allow for easier 

research and decoding. It is argued by some third-party providers and charities 

that a pro-forma doesn’t allow for an open account from a child or vulnerable adult, 

and many social workers and child charity workers prefer engaging with the 

interviewee informally, establishing their welfare, and then going on to cover 

elements of risk assessment, safeguarding and prevention. This is admirable, and 

probably gains more information – but the unpicking of information shared by the 

missing person becomes chaotic and time-consuming, but moreover there is then 

a subjective decision on what to share from the interview with partners. This 

endangers the missing person and prevents consistent information-sharing. 

Evaluation of the interview is almost impossible on any meaningful, or large scale.  

To overcome this concern, parts of the RHI form could be free-flow narrative, parts 

could be confidential – only to be shared to protect or if serious criminality is 

revealed (along current disclosure guidelines) and parts could be mandatory to 

ensure consistency.  

 

Second, and linked to the first recommendation, there needs to be a 

national information-sharing protocol. This is entirely in line with recommendations 

from the Bichard enquiry (following the deaths of Holly Chapman and Jessica 

Wells), as well as best practice highlighted by the College of Policing and the 

Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC). Time and time again, it is the lack 

of information sharing that causes safeguarding malpractice. The added benefit of 

this would be every agency and relevant third-party provider, including police 
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forces, social services, local authorities and NHS trusts, would know what they can 

and cannot share. The protocol would become well-known and easily amended as 

best practice cases arise. In support of this measure, the author points to the 

success of the Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment (DASH) risk assessment 

protocols. Here, the Metropolitan Police Service SPECSS+ Risk Identification, 

Assessment and Management Model for Domestic Violence Cases (2008), was 

enhanced and turned into a set of questions based on evidence-based research.  

Laura Richards (ACPO Violence Adviser) in partnership with “Safe Lives” DA 

Charity set questions that suggested risk factors, such as whether the family pet 

had been harmed by the perpetrator.  Questions about stalking were further 

developed by Dr’s Lorraine Sheridan and Karl Roberts. The point is, a scientific, 

consistent approach was made across England and Wales, involving multiple 

partners. Cases causing the most concern were then discussed at multi-agency 

meetings (MARAC’s), involving practitioners, where real actions were discussed, 

set an then monitored.  This would be an ideal, national forum, for concerning 

missing person cases. 

 

5.8 Common Missing Persons 

 

The overwhelming common type of missing person reported was, as a free 

text response, children ‘in Care’, followed by ‘children’ and then repeatedly missing 

people. The fourth was where mental health was a factor. Again, respondents 

often expressed frustration at social services and other professionals: “Children in 

foster or social service care when the primary agency refuse or neglect to carry 

any checks and pass this to police” Reference 114.  These common types of 

missing person are supported in the literature, that shows that over 100,000 

children go missing each year and that on average people went missing 8 times 

(Shalev Greene, 2011).  Children in care is a consistent theme, where the 

absence of continuity and biological parents expose children to less boundaries 

and introduce them to risky opportunities. For example, Hayden and Shalev 

Greene (2016) found that ten organisational addresses accounted for over a 

quarter of the repeat reports over a one-year period for an English force. Seven of 

these ten addresses were private children’s care homes. This highlights a real 

need for all police forces in England and Wales to ensure they know where their 

top ten institutional addresses are, but more importantly, develop plans in 
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partnerships with these institutions to reduce and mitigate risk. Here, the RHI has 

an important part to play in identifying the risks and reducing missing episodes. 

This could be achieved, for example, by having a monthly or bi-monthly strategy 

meeting to discuss what the current addresses are. Middle and senior managers 

should attend these meetings, to include education, health and police, where 

updates can be provided. Addresses could either be promoted or demoted from a 

list, and individual cases causing the most demand (concern) could be discussed. 

The outcome of such meetings should always be firm actions, along the lines of a 

MARAC (multi agency meeting for high risk domestic abuse cases), where 

individuals are held accountable for progressing agreed plans. 

 

The repeat nature of missingness identified by respondents in this study is 

supported by the Geographies literature, where it is argued that two-fifths of 

people were ‘repeats’ (Stevenson, Parr, Woolnough, & Fyfe, 2013, p.36).  These 

‘repeats’ presented the greatest source of frustration for police officers, who felt 

that there was an endless cycle of reports that they could do little to influence. 

Often, children particularly, were labelled and stereotyped by officers: “Children 

with attitude problems who become regular repeat mispers”. (Reference 29). The 

issue is one of how agencies reduce repeat episodes, when there is no consistent 

approach to managing their return. For example, Harris and Shalev (2016) found 

that sometimes the computer reports are not even being filed properly, and there 

was widespread negativity around ‘repeats’. Police managers should consider 

taking a holistic approach to targeting repeatedly missing people, involving 

partners such as health, education and social workers in discussions and 

prioritisation and strategy. 

 

Aside from the underlying issues that may be present (abuse at home, 

mental health, proximity to family where children have been placed into care and 

so on), managers should consider what processes they have in place to identify 

someone who is going repeatedly missing in quick succession. For instance, a 

weekly summary may be too late as someone has the opportunity to go missing at 

least 7 times or more in that period. Therefore, it would be useful for force 

communications rooms to be able to ‘tag’ the missing person once a threshold has 

been reached, that would then pass to a control room Inspector. This is similar to 

the approach police forces began to take after the death of Fiona Pilkington, a 
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vulnerable adult. She had been subject to prolonged anti-social behaviour (ASB), 

and so police forces began to come up with ways in which they could provide a 

‘gold standard’ to those who were repeat victims of ASB. There are other 

precedents for this too if one examines domestic abuse. Here, repeat cases are 

raised to Safeguarding units so they can be assessed for suitable inclusion at 

MARAC meetings. 

 

Lastly, officers reported that mental health patients were an area of concern 

and frustration: Adults who call 999 saying they are going to commit suicide and 

then.. ringing us from places… leaving before we arrive.” (Reference 3). There has 

been a recent drive by police agencies to make NHS trusts much more 

accountable for mental health, aided by recent changes in legislation to the Mental 

Health Act by the Police and Crime Act 2017, that removed police stations as 

places of safety for mentally unwell children (among other measures). The clash 

between police as crime fighters and as social workers and health workers could 

not be starker. It goes to the heart of operational police culture. Whether Skogan 

(2006), Waddington, (1999) and Reiner, (2010) or Loftus (2010) – all identify that 

the sense of police ‘mission’, machoism, rejection of so-called ‘soft policing’ and 

an unhealthy injection of cynicism lead to an undesirable outcome for those 

receiving a ‘non-crime’ police service. 

 

Not only are police officers uncomfortable with the realm of managing the 

return of missing people, but those missing are just as uncomfortable with the 

police. For instance, Holmes (2017) used secondary data from “Geographies of 

Missing People” to assert that the response to returning missing adults was 

inadequate, meaning that potentially vulnerable adults are left without the support 

they need to stay mentally well.   It is therefore recommended that where someone 

goes missing who is engaged already with mental health services, that a suitably 

qualified mental health practitioner be the lead officer responsible for the 

management of the persons return, including the RHI.  

 

5.9 Engagement in the RHI 

 

Officers were asked what engagement levels in the RHI were like, with two-

thirds reporting that missing people were unengaged or very unengaged in the 
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interview process. Graduates were the most sceptical about engagement levels. 

This was an interesting finding because no other research has examined the 

academic qualification level of police officers related to their engagement with 

missing people, and so further research beyond Tong et al (2018) is 

recommended.  This is also interesting because it coincides with all new police 

recruits needing to go through a degree programme. Ramifications for police 

officers continued involvement with missing people are clear, beyond 

investigations needing police powers and ensuring they are “safe and well”. They 

are not best placed to conduct return home interviews, especially with children. 

Time and time again, respondents in the study reported that missing people 

disliked the officers’ authority or simply wanted to engage in risky behaviour: 

“Children do not want to talk to the Police, the regular teenage mispers feel that 

there is nothing wrong with them going missing, do not see the dangers and often 

see the Police as the enemy” (Reference 117).  

 

These findings are fully supported by other studies, such as Geographies of 

Missing People (Stevenson et al, 2013). They found that trauma is not only 

associated with being reported as missing, but also relates to communications with 

police. Effective communication is key to how missing people engage with the 

police and whether missing people experience further trauma. Stevenson et al 

argue that more needs to be done to highlight missing experience as a civil right 

(where appropriate) and officers need to know that they can represent a ‘lack of 

rights’ within the missing experience (p.89). This is particularly important because 

the same researchers also reported that missing people experienced 

apprehension, anger and confusion about being labelled as a missing person 

(p.93).  

 

5.10 Barriers 

 

Respondents were asked about other barriers to the RHI. Distrust of the 

police as well as the police uniform were both identified as barriers. This is an 

important area of perception that goes to the heart of procedural justice as well as 

the apparatus of the state that the police represent. It is common sense that a 

uniform will create a barrier between personal interactions. Going back to the 

inception of Peel’s Metropolitan Police in 1829, there was a conscious decision to 
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veer away from the militaristic uniform of the day, not least due to the fearful dress 

of the French secret police. Instead, Peel preferred tall hats and tunic stripped of 

the military regalia. Today we see some arguably para-militaristic uniforms, made 

more ‘unfriendly’ by the wide use of body armour as standard issue, the move 

from white shirts to black shirts, and the increased reporting of armed police of UK 

streets, not least with Taser stun guns. This together with some police malpractice 

and police culture, can create a sense of unfairness and distrust among missing 

people. 

 

Skogan (2006), highlights that the police may get no credit for delivering a 

professional service, while bad experiences can deeply influence the publics’ 

views of police performance and even legitimacy. More specifically, in setting out 

their review of American literature, Skogan puts forward Brown and Benedict 

(2002) who concluded that confidence in the police is higher for higher status 

whites, and lower for higher status BME populations, as well as Skogan’s own 

findings that young people are more likely to get into trouble of all kinds with the 

police, including being stopped and arrested. In short, race, socio-economic status 

and age all combine to present trust issues for police officers dealing with missing 

people.  This is relevant to the present study because respondents reported that 

they came across such barriers when dealing with the RHI. 

 

More specifically to the British experience, Skogan (2006) also highlighted a 

survey of London by Fitzgerald et al (2002) that found a bare majority of 

respondents were satisfied with how they were treated when stopped by the police, 

compared to two-thirds of those who had contacted the police about a crime-

related matter.  One consistent finding highlighted by Skogan is that victims are 

less ‘outcome’-oriented than they are ‘process’-oriented—that is, they are less 

concerned about someone being caught than they are in how promptly and 

responsibly the authorities treat them. Police are judged by what physicians might 

call their ‘bedside manner’. Factors like how willing they are to listen to people's 

stories and show concern for their plight are very important, as are their politeness, 

helpfulness and fairness. Police willingness to give advice and to notify victims of 

progress in their case has a great effect on victim satisfaction. This lack of 

communication between police and victims was strongly related to general 

measures of victim dissatisfaction. Research on police-initiated contacts finds that 
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fair and courteous treatment, giving people reasons for stopping them, and 

explaining their rights, all contribute to satisfaction with encounters (Skogan, 2006). 

The messages are clear – if police officers are negative, entrenched and fatigued 

by managing the return of repeatedly missing people, especially children, then 

they should not be responsible for conducting the RHI with missing people. 

 

Second, officers expressed unsupportive parents or guardians as the next 

most common barrier to the RHI: “Parents not wanting to accept their children 

back, social services not having any foster places for emergency foster care when 

this might be the case.” (Reference 1). Certainly, there will be several factors at 

play. Parents can become defensive of their children and since the act of going 

missing isn’t a criminal offence, they may fear that their child is somehow entering 

the criminal justice system. They may presume that the child will gain a negative 

police record affecting their future aspirations, or just be as simple as 

embarrassment – especially at having a marked police car outside the family 

house. Parents may also become defensive of their own parenting and feel that in 

same way they are being ‘blamed’ or ‘judged’ by the police officer, not helped by 

them usually being in uniform.  

 

There will also be the emergency service factor where police officers will be 

busy and have constant demands for service coming via their personal radios. 

Most will be aware of calls stacking up in police control rooms, as well as their 

other duties such as exhibit handling, progression of their crime workload and 

other administrative demands. Together with the nature of shift work that limits the 

availability of frontline police officers, all these issues present difficulties for police 

interacting with parents to conduct a RHI with their child. Hill et al (2016) found a 

more productive and positive approach was to utilise third sector workers who 

were not in uniform, didn’t represent ‘wrong-doing’, and had time to book 

appointments that were convenient. The return interviews were usually completed 

at the family home, unless the young person chose to be seen at school or at the 

NSPCC service. The worker would usually meet with the young person on their 

own, but also spend time with the young person and parents together. Given that 

reasons for going missing can involve a child clashing with parents, involving all 

parties can only be a positive step. 
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When asked how barriers might be overcome respondents’ answers were 

themed as largely negative, in that there was no way that barriers could be 

mitigated and broken down and in not making any useful suggestions: “None we 

feel no one listens to us. We only do as we are told.” (Reference 25). This was 

typical throughout respondent’s free text comments, supporting the objectives of 

this study to 1. Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews 

(RHI) of adults. 2. Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. 

Examine whether the RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners.  

Time and again negativity clouded the responses. Rumbaut and Bittner (1979) and 

Reiner (2010), asserted police as ‘crime fighters’ is potentially problematic and 

contested and does not accurately reflect what the police do in practice. Officers 

joined to fight crime but see tasks such as missing people as ‘soft policing’, and 

not why they joined. Findings of this study support Alys et al (2015) who found 

Police culture still suffered from stereotyping, bias and negativity (p.147). 

 

There is a sense of lots of legislation, force policy, protocol and political 

posturing so that officers feel like pawns in a larger game. They ‘have’ to carry out 

certain tasks and functions and want to avoid what Reiner (2010) coined as two 

forms of trouble – ‘in the job’ trouble and ‘on the job’ trouble. The first relates to 

falling foul of an assault or finding lots of property or drugs that will need to be 

handled, catalogued and exhibited. The second term relates to the fallout – 

scrutiny from supervisors or from magistrates or misconduct investigators. In short, 

missing people represent both. Officers can end up with multiple enquiries or face 

reams of paperwork if they find a missing child they have to take into police 

protective custody – ‘in the job’ trouble, and they can find themselves subject to 

misconduct proceedings should someone they are looking from come to harm – 

‘on the job’ trouble. 

 

The second theme for how officers might overcome barriers to the RHI 

process centred on winning trust and building rapport with the missing person, with 

different strategies. Often, this was termed as “Listening and not speaking. Non-

judgemental conversations. Not lecturing but encouraging understanding on all 

sides” (Reference 41). There were many positive suggestions that went beyond 

good communication skills and involved follow-up actions and having a consistent 

approach. Officers felt that if they could chart a missing person’s progress or be 



 

 

130 

the same face that the missing person dealt with, barriers would be broken down. 

Herein lies the rub – busy frontline uniformed response officers do not have the 

luxury of providing follow-up support due to the busy, emergency nature of their 

work as well as shift systems that necessitate late and night shifts, as well as rest 

day periods, court and training commitments. Moreover, as austerity continues to 

bite, there are less police officers to do more work. Given that the missing person 

may choose to go missing without pattern or reason, providing this consistent 

support will be a challenging task, even with dedicated, third party organisations. 

This addresses the objectives of this study. 

 

A third theme revolved around adopting a multiagency approach to break 

down barriers to the RHI.  Since the Crime and Disorder Act of 1998, the police 

have been ‘obliged’ to work with their partners, such as education and health, in 

order to reduce crime. Legislation requires a joined-up approach, and this has 

spilled over into managing dangerous sexual and violent offenders with for 

example the probation and prison services, as well as with managing high risk 

domestic violence cases under multi-agency panels that involve a range of 

partners. Moreover, these partnerships work best when they are tailored to the 

situation. For example, there is little point in having an educational support worker 

at a domestic violence review meeting where the partners or ex-partners have no 

children.  It is critical to ensure that if partners are working together, they are 

targeted and relevant. As one respondent wrote: “Offering intervention from 

support workers, engaging with schools, using community officers and youth 

teams”. (Reference 37). Even more critical though is the aftermath. To support the 

return home of missing people, and further safeguard them and mitigate further 

disappearance, partners need to carry out meaningful actions that are monitored. 

If no one is held to account, nothing will be achieved – or at least timeliness will 

suffer. 

 

It is recommended that Multi Agency Missing Persons Panels are convened 

in every force area in England and Wales to discuss High Risk cases, especially 

involving those going missing repeatedly (three times or more). They should be 

separated to deal with adults or children and be chaired by Adult Social Services 

or Child Social Services, as appropriate. A range of panel members could be 

present, but the core one’s of Social Services, Health and Police should also 
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attend. Housing and Education representation etc should be present as 

appropriate. The return home interview should be at the heart of the discussion, 

picking up on why the missing person went, where they were and who with, and 

what prompted their return.  Here, the format will be important. As Stevenson et al 

(2013) point out in Geographies, the ‘story’ from the missing person must 

dominate the structure of the interview, and the interviewer should work with this, 

‘returning’ to component parts of the narrative to focus in on the ‘journey’ 

(whatever form that took) to ask the core questions identified under each topic. In-

depth interviews should always be supplemented by ‘how’ and ‘why’ follow-up 

questions to enable in-depth responses. Leading questions, (e.g. ‘naming 

emotions’ that could have been felt) should be avoided. Questions should be 

broad and open, inviting semi-structured narrative responses (p.114).  A culture 

should be encouraged that places the missing person’s needs at the centre, rather 

than the police as the traditional ‘investigative’ professionals. Dragging missing 

people into the criminal justice system should become as alien as public support 

for drink-driving.  

 

5.11 Positive experiences 

 

Respondents were asked about their positive experiences from the RHI, to 

discover what they enjoyed or what had brought satisfaction. The most popular 

theme was unfortunately framed negatively, in that there had been no positive 

outcomes! This was typical of the officers’ responses and has been a thread 

throughout the study. For example: “Non (sic) - majority are a complete waste of 

police resources, in 11 years I have only ever been to less than 10 genuine 

missing persons.” (Reference 17). In the literature, Shalev Greene and Smith 

(2015), found similar negativity. This relates to the objectives of this study to 1. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the 

RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners.  It is prudent to 

acknowledge experiences such as this officer’s, as they do bring experience to the 

table. Critical for senior managers to ask is with limited resources, safeguarding 

risks and competing demands, police officers should not be engaged in managing 

the return of repeatedly missing people.  
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 On a more positive note, officers reported that they had won disclosure and 

engagement from the missing person: “If you catch someone in the right mood, 

you can often find out a lot of information about where they have been, who they 

have been with and why they went missing in the first place. This information is 

very helpful for future disappearances” (Reference 3). This does highlight that 

some benefit does come from police involvement in the RHI process. They do 

bring communication skill, life experience, investigative prowess and calm 

professionalism where often situations are complex, emotional and demanding. 

Not everyone is cut out to be a police officer, or for that matter a social worker or 

teacher – so it is good to recognise the many strengths that the police service 

brings to the table in safeguarding vulnerable people. Certainly, Tarling and 

Burrows found that in any case there were only two missing person cases out of 

1,000 where the police might have been able to influence the outcome (p.23). 

 

The third most popular positive experience centred upon reuniting the 

missing person with a carer or loved one. This must be especially rewarding when 

officers have been searching for many hours, or where managers have been 

reviewing the case several times with anxiety: “Locating a vulnerable elderly 

person is very rewarding, getting the home safe and well and reunited with their 

families or care home.” (Reference 6). This also acknowledges that police officers 

are human and will go through a range of emotions themselves. It is 

recommended that officers with positive experiences could complete video ‘talking 

heads’, to be used in police training packages, to reinforce the benefits of a good 

investigation and managed return process. Further research is recommended into 

any connection between police professionals and their own lived experiences of 

either being a missing person themselves, or one of those ‘left behind’. 

 

5.12 RHI Outcomes 

 

Respondents were asked about the value of the RHI after it had been 

conducted.  They were asked whether after a RHI, information about missing 

persons from third parties been shared with them, for example by Social Services.  

The majority reported that this rarely or never happened.  This is a critical issue 

and goes completely against recommendation after recommendation following 

significant high-profile cases. Examples of these events include the Bichard 
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enquiry after the death of Jessica and Holly Chapman, the Baby Peter inquiry, the 

Victoria Climbie enquiry and the Rotherham enquiry. In Rotherham specifically, 

Casey (2015) found that a culture of bullying and cover-ups facilitated poor or non-

existent information-sharing practices that allowed abuse of children from the late 

1980s until the 2010’s. Without information-sharing from partners, multi-agency 

safeguarding hubs will be unable to carry out their functions.  Harris and Shalev 

(2016) found that information was rarely shared and there was little confidence 

that accurate information was being recorded. It is recommended that Senior 

police managers cause dip-sampling to take place of high-risk missing person 

cases, to investigate whether information from the RHI (where carried out by non-

police bodies) is in fact being shared. Equally, social services managers should 

carry out similar enquiries to establish whether information from the RHI is being 

shared by the police, where they have conducted the RHI.  Training should be 

reviewed to ensure that the importance of information-sharing is highlighted. 

 

 In a related issue, where information is being shared, it is difficult to 

ascertain the quality of this information. Further research is needed to discover 

whether information that is gleaned from the RHI, and then subsequently shared, 

has value to future missing episodes. Anecdotally, professionals report that they 

attend a certain address as it was listed on a previous missing persons’ report, 

and this has led to the discovery of the missing person. It is paramount to identify 

the value of information, although of course academic research does provide 

scientific data on where various categories of missing person might travel, and 

how far (Shalev Green & Alys, 2017). This information will only be as valuable as 

the source it was gained from and the manner obtained. 

 

Half the respondents also reported that the RHI rarely or never helped them 

understand the reason why the interviewee went missing. Understanding why 

someone has gone missing is crucial to preventing repeat episodes and 

addressing the relevant safeguarding concern. For example, if a child has gone 

missing because they have been housed by social services hundreds of miles 

from their hometown, this can be a factor (Payne, 1995). Equally, if someone is 

suffering from dementia and goes missing, to what extent has their condition been 

assessed and what support measures may need to be put in place to mitigate the 

risk? White and Montgomery, (2015) were able to study dementia, walking 
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outdoors and getting lost, exploring the incidence, risk factors and consequences 

from police missing person reports.  The respondents of the current thesis report 

though that they are not receiving feedback on their cases, and so this can mean 

an erosion of engagement and feelings of negativity in the officer.  Clearly, since 

officers are overwhelmingly reporting poor engagement from missing people in the 

RHI, they therefore are reporting a lack of understanding of the missing episode. 

This is almost a ‘catch 22’ situation, and further addresses the objectives of this 

study. 

 

It is recommended that all missing person reports, when closed by a 

supervisor, have a coding of up to three ‘reasons’ that, in the opinion of those 

involved, seeks to at the very least suggest a reason for the missing episode. 

Whether this is due to dysfunctional escape behaviour theory (Bonny, Almond & 

Woolnough, 2016), or a child who is pushing boundaries by staying out beyond a 

curfew (Rush, 2015).  But one needs to take a step further, because the complaint 

from officers in this study is that the reasons are then not being made transparent 

to them. So, for example, if an officer has dealt with a missing person case for 

most of their shift, and then comes on duty the next shift to find they have returned, 

a mechanism needs to be in place so they can establish what the reasons for the 

episode were. The key role of the RHI is to establish the reason for the missing 

episode – if it cannot achieve this than the exercise is fairly futile.  Indeed, 

Stevenson et al (2013, p.82) found ambivalence and displeasure by missing adults 

in relation to police involvement with them, as well as surprise at police 

involvement at all. 

 

5.13 Improving the RHI 

 

Finally, respondents were asked to provide free text comment on how they 

thought the RHI process could be improved. The most popular views centred on 

having a multi-agency approach, working with partners to exchange information 

and sharing the resource burden: “At this time it appears to be police led. A small 

multi-agency group could perform better and produce more valuable information 

and longer term resolutions - NHS for mental health care adjustments, social 

services for living style assistance and then police to utilise their warranted powers 

where appropriate.” (Reference 22). This was a welcome situation as it shows that 
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the police are well aware of their own limitations and understand that a holistic 

approach is valuable.  Newiss (1999, p.7) concluded that the procedures to 

identify risky missing persons and direct appropriate resources was inadequate, 

noting an over reliance ‘on experience and professional judgment’.  Police bodies 

should move away from this reliance on ‘gut feeling’ and work with partners to 

reduce risk.  Health bodies can provide information relating to a persons’ ability to 

care for themselves; educational officers can provide truancy and school exclusion 

information; social services are aware of problem families with complex needs and 

safeguarding concerns. 

 

All agencies need to work together to manage risk, protect vulnerable 

missing people, and reduce repeat episodes. One way this can be achieved is if 

there was a statutory responsibility on partners to work together to reduce 

missingness – with targets and accountability. This could be linked to financial 

incentives so that state bodies qualify for additional funding if they meet targets in 

their local area to better safeguard missing people. Instances of repeat missing, 

length of time missing for and statistics on the top ten worse locations (Hayden 

and Shalev Greene, 2016), could all feed these targets. 

 

The next most popular view was that families and carers should take 

greater responsibility for the missing episode, frequently expressed at frustration at 

family group homes: “The care homes and social services need to do more, rather 

than just call the Police and say they are missing” (Reference 13). Officers 

recommended that guardians and carers should complete ‘basic’ enquiries, and in 

practice there is nothing to prevent this. Private investigators and investigative 

journalists do not require police powers when trying to find information or locate 

people. There is an argument that the police are not necessarily needed to make 

telephone enquiries, visit public addresses or check with friends and family. The 

issue becomes one of resources. The police are an ‘available’ and ‘deployable’ 

resource with a mandate to protect life – but research shows only 0.49 per cent of 

missing people in come to fatal harm (Alys, Massey & Tong, 2013).  It is 

recommended that the police take a similar approach that other areas of state 

businesses take. For example, with mental health there has been a move away 

from police stations being places of safety when people are detained, and 

ambulances are now recommended for transporting mentally unwell people to 
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hospitals, rather than using police cars.  Mental health professionals are now 

situated within police custody units and control rooms. The private sector has 

become responsible for low risk probation cases, as well as security in some 

private prisons.  Within health, there has been an increase in the use of 

mindfulness techniques and other non-drug treatments such as gym classes. 

 

Lastly, respondents felt that there should be a dedicated missing persons 

unit, or a single point of contact for missing people: “Each Force should have a 

Dedicated Missing Person team made up of Police staff with external assistance 

from the NHS and Social Services.” (Reference 9). There is evidence that this can 

work. In Scotland, an experiment meant some areas did not receive a police 

response for low risk missing people. Instead, non-sworn workers dealt with these 

low risk cases. The research found that this freed up officer’s time to concentrate 

on higher risk cases, and improved officer’s attitudes to missing people. Staying 

with the Scottish experience, a recent initiative employed dedicated missing 

person units and a non-uniformed dedicated return interview officer in Aberdeen. 

Based in a Community Safety Hub, the trained officer reviews missing person 

cases involving young people and identifies where a return interview is needed. 

The officer works arranges meetings in a location where the interviewee can be 

comfortable and best supported. She proactively provides support and builds 

relationships where possible, not only with the young person concerned, but 

directly with local care homes. As a result, she has successfully broken down the 

barriers between young people and the police. 

 

5.14 Limitations of the study and further research 

 

The study has much strength, and these have been identified in the 

preceding chapters, such as the breadth of responses from across English and 

Welsh forces, the results that were found, as well as unique angle of police culture 

that was explored. However, there were several limitations. First, the questions 

asked in the survey are only as good as the question-setter. Questions can always 

be worded a little better.  There were perhaps areas that could have been 

explored further but were not. For example, in relation to specific types of mental 

health dealt with. There has to be a realistic balance though in how many 

questions a survey sitter will answer, alongside demands on busy police officers’ 
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time.  The thesis is in support of a professional doctorate, and as such is more 

limited in scope, time and word count than a doctorate in philosophy. 

 

Moreover, one cannot ignore the author’s position as ‘insider’, given that at 

the time the research was conducted and the bulk of the results analysed, they 

were a serving police leader in one of the forces explored, and went on to a civilian 

role that nevertheless maintained close contact with police bodies.  This subjective 

aspect will of course affect two things – first the questions set and the ethical 

issues of a police leader asking them of police constables, and second, the way 

they are interpreted and analysed. Of course, this particularly relates to the free 

text questions that were subsequently themed into areas that the author thought 

was important or prudent.  Bias is inevitable and was not overcome by ‘double-

coding’ of themes due to time constraints and resource issues. Instead, the author 

sought to place themselves to one side and approach the coding in a pragmatic, 

common-sense way that showed a natural and logical route to the identified 

themes. 

 

Further limitations of the study relate to the participants themselves.  A 

force declined to take part in the survey due to the personal opinion of a middle 

manager who was defensive and cautious at a time they were overseeing change 

in the management of missing people in their area. This was not over-ruled at a 

more senior level because the author felt, on balance and after taking advice, that 

it was only one smaller force and that the survey was voluntary in any event.  The 

majority of forces (36 out of 43) did take part in the survey. Further, when 

responding to questions in writing, police officers as respondents are likely to be 

‘careful’ about what they state and may be suspicious of its anonymity. This did 

not prevent quite frank and sometimes rude comments being written, but must be 

a consideration, nevertheless. Finally relating to respondents, although the author 

is able to evidence a good range of diversity and a reflection of the national 

makeup of police officers, there were non-response issues as the survey 

progressed. This ‘survey fatigue’ meant that in some instances, toward the final 

questions of the survey, at least half the respondents had dropped off.  

 

The study is of its time. Since the survey was conducted in early 2016, 

there has been a passage of time in a fast-moving world of policing. Missing 
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persons as a subject area is moving with these times, and so views of the officers 

may now be out of date with current practice and protocol and a significant piece 

of missing person research generally referred to as Geographies is beginning to 

receive wider acknowledgement and implementation. Many police officers 

reported that in 2016 they were still conducting the RHI for children. Whilst the 

author is certain this is still the case, since 2015 this responsibility should be that 

of the local authority, using third sector providers and charities. 

 

This leads into recommendations for further study. It would be 

advantageous to compare the experiences of police officers of their partners, 

particularly social services, with those agencies.  Therefore, whilst this thesis is 

presenting one side of the story, voices of police officers, it is recommended that 

further research is conducted on the voices of third sector providers managing the 

RHI, on a similar scale to police officers across England and Wales in this study. 
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Conclusion 

 

This thesis has drawn together the results of the primary research with the 

review of missing persons’ literature, to investigate the objectives of this study to 1. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to return home interviews (RHI) of adults. 2. 

Explore the attitudes of police officers to RHI of children. 3. Examine whether the 

RHI should be the responsibility of third sector partners. Further, it critically 

explored what the research means and how it reflects upon existing literature, 

making pragmatic recommendations for future practice.   

 

It has been argued that issues identified in the literature review are 

supported by the results of the thesis research. Frequency of missing episodes 

places a burden on police services (and others) at a time of austerity, particularly 

regarding children. Training in conducting RHI’s is patchy for police officers, and 

suspect interviewing is not best suited to the task.  Achieving Best Evidence video 

interviewing may be suitable in some circumstances. Prioritisation of missing 

people tends to focus on police culture preoccupation with ‘mission’ and ‘us and 

them’, sometimes marginalising adults or conversely, assuming most children are 

‘streetwise’. 

 

The responsibility for the RHI for children should legally fall to local 

authorities, yet police officers consistently reported it fell to them. They reported 

that the RHI should be a more holistic, wider responsibility. Where additional 

vulnerabilities for missing people arose, police officers demonstrated some 

sensible risk assessments, especially relating to child sexual exploitation, but 

tended to underplay other risk – which also accorded with the lack of academic 

focus on missing adults (aside for dementia studies). 

 

Experiences reported by officers in the actual process of dealing with 

missing people and the RHI suggested that transportation for missing people, the 

RHI itself, and then the shorter ‘Safe and Well’ check, dominated their duties. 

Respondents often expressed frustration at social services and were very 

sceptical about engagement levels from missing people in the process. Distrust of 

police and the police uniform featured heavily. Barriers to the process and the 

negativity expressed by officers, accorded with existing literature. Officers felt that 
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RHI outcomes were not fruitful and more joined-up approach to missing people 

was needed, which is something that dominates recent literature. 

 

Mental health featured strongly throughout the research, and these complex 

issues also dominate literature. As well as complementing existing literature, the 

research results add to the academic field. This is in the wider terms of the breadth 

of the study, as it involved nearly 2,000 police officers across the English and 

Welsh forces, as well as more specifically in the significance it found among 

officers’ opinions dependant on their education, gender, RHI experience and 

training levels. 

 

 

Summary of Recommendations 
 

The following recommendations are a summary from the discussion chapter 

and are backed by academic evidence, as well as evidence gained from this study. 

Overall, it is recommended that the RHI is removed from a criminal justice setting. 

 
1. Senior managers should ensure robust processes are in place when people 

go repeatedly missing, with written protocols stating who is responsible for 

which actions. Child Services should take the lead for children, and Adult 

Services should take the lead for adults. If already engaged with a youth 

worker or mental health professional, they must be included. Further 

research is needed on the value of information gained from the RHI.  

2. Police managers should ensure written protocols are in place with local 

authorities and NHS partners to ensure mental health is not neglected. 

Police officers are undervaluing mental health in children, and not 

prioritising missing men, so further research here is recommended. Targets, 

with financial incentives, could focus energy and encourage partnerships. 

3. Police managers should review training to ensure it meets the needs of the 

RHI, possibly developing principles within the video interviewing of 

vulnerable victims (ABE). Elements of PEACE suspect interviews, such as 

free recall, summarising topics and asking open questions are relevant, but 

it is not appropriate overall as missing people are not suspects and should 

not be “labelled”. Officers with good engagement experiences could be 
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filmed for ‘talking head’ training videos.  Managers should also ensure that 

there is no gender bias in who is trained. 

4. Managers should consider specialist, multi-agency dedicated missing 

person teams, with staffing tenure to ensure fatigue is addressed. This 

would tackle the prevalence of missing people and save money in the 

longer term. The removal of sworn police constables from this role is a 

serious consideration. Teachers may have a good rapport with children. 

5. Further research by academics, in partnership with practitioners, should 

examine why there are differences in attitude by officers, dependant on 

gender, training levels, RHI experience and their education levels. RHI’s 

should be dip-sampled by managers, to ensure quality. 

6. Institutions (such as mental health hospitals and family group homes) 

should employ a bank of staff who are able to safeguard missing people in 

their care, carry out preventative work, and carry out basic enquiries when 

someone goes missing. Funding should be by the care provider. It should 

be recognised many enquiries by the police do not require police powers. 

7. A national RHI form would allow consistency across England & Wales, a 

better ability to identify trends, and more oversight of what works in relation 

to best practice. Closed questions should collect essential information, open 

questions could allow some free text, and there could be a ‘confidential’ 

section that would be partner specific. 

8. A national information-sharing protocol should be established. This would 

be similar to other data sharing protocols such as for multi-agency meetings 

(i.e. high-risk domestic violence cases), where repeatedly missing children 

and vulnerable adults should be prioritised. 

9. Individual police forces should carry out a dynamic and ongoing review of 

their top ten institutions to establish which are causing most safeguarding 

concerns. This should be at least bi-monthly, involving appropriate partners. 

10. Missing people going missing repeatedly in a very short time frame may not 

be identified in time with bi-monthly meetings. Therefore, they should attract 

a tag on police communication room computer systems, so they can be 

raised to a supervisor at Inspector level. A ‘gold standard’, similar to that 

applied to victims of anti-social behaviour, could then be put into place. This 

might include follow up visits and urgent ‘child in need’ protocols. 
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Appendix A: Survey Questions 
 
Q1: What is your gender? [Male/Female] 

 

Q2: What is your age? [Open] 

 

Q3: Which police force do you work for? [Open] 

 

Q4: What is your total length of service? (include all Forces worked as Constable, 

but deduct breaks in service) [Open] 

 

Q5: What is the highest level of education you have completed? [4 bands offered] 

 

Q6: Approximately how many Missing CHILD (under 18) returns have you 

been tasked with, in the last 12 months? [4 bands offered] 

 

Q7: Approximately how many of these CHILD returns were reported missing 

repeatedly? (3 times or more) [Less than half/ About half/ More than half] 

 

Q8: Approximately how many Missing ADULT returns have you been tasked with, 

in the last 12 months? [4 bands offered] 

 

Q9: Approximately how many of these ADULT returns were reported missing 

repeatedly? (3 times or more) [Less than half/ About half/ More than half] 

 

Q10: Within your police force, who conducts a more in-depth return interview with 

a Missing CHILD? (select all that apply) [8 options offered] 

 

Q11: Within your police force, who conducts a more in-depth return interview with 

a Missing ADULT? (select all that apply) [7 options offered] 

 

Q12: What type of case should be prioritised, out of all missing persons you were 

tasked with in the last 12 months, to definitely have a more in-depth return 

interview? (eg. boy under 18, girl under 18, man, woman, person with learning 

difficulties, older adult, person with mental illness) [Open] 

 

Q13: What type of case should be LEAST prioritised, out of all missing persons 

you were tasked with in the last 12 months, to definitely have a more in-depth 

return interview? (eg. boy under 18, girl under 18, man, woman, person with 

learning difficulties, older adult, person with mental illness) [Open] 

 

Q14: Typically, what has been your involvement in the return process in the last 12 

months? (e.g. Transport 'home', Safe & Well Check, Return Interview). 

Q15: In your view, who is most appropriate person to conduct a more in-

depth return interview for a missing ADULT? (select one) [7 options offered] 
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Q16: What are your key reasons for this interviewer choice for ADULTS? [Open] 

 

Q17: Would your answer for choice of interviewer be different for a 

missing ADULT with an additional vulnerability (e.g. physical or mental disability 

etc)? [Yes/ No] 

 

Q18: Therefore, in your view, who is the most appropriate person to conduct a 

more in-depth return interview for a missing ADULT with an additional 

vulnerability (e.g. physical or mental disability etc)? (select one) [7 options offered] 

 

Q19: In your view, who is most appropriate person to conduct a more in-

depth return interview for a missing CHILD (under 18)? (select one) [8 options 

offered] 

 

Q20: What are your key reasons for this interviewer choice for a CHILD? [Open] 

 

Q21: Would your answer for choice of interviewer be different for a 

missing CHILD with an additional vulnerability (e.g. physical or mental disability 

etc)? [Yes/ No] 

 

Q22: Therefore, in your view, who is the most appropriate person to conduct a 

more in-depth return interview for a missing CHILD with an additional 

vulnerability (e.g. physical or mental disability etc)? (select one) [8 options offered] 

 

Q23: Who has been the most common type of missing person you were tasked 

with in the return process, in the last 12 months? [Open] 

 

Q24: Thinking about the most common type of missing person in the last 12 

months, how engaged were they with you in the return process? [5 option Likert 

from Very Engaged, to Very Unengaged] 

 

Q25: What difficulties or barriers have you faced during the Return process, in the 

last 12 months? [Open] 

 

Q26: What successful strategies have you used to overcome barriers in 

managing returns with Missing People, in the last 12 months? [Open] 

 

Q27: What positive experiences have you had from the return process with 

Missing People, in the last 12 months? [Open] 

 

Q28: In the last 12 months, has information about missing persons from third 

parties been shared with you? (e.g. Social Services, charities, schools etc.) [5 

option Likert from Always, to Most of Time] 
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Q29: Did you find that information from the return process in the last 12 months, 

has helped you understand the CAUSES of the missing episode? [5 option Likert 

from Always, to Most of Time] 

 

Q30: In your opinion, did you find information from the return process in the last 12 

months, prevented future missing episodes? [5 option Likert from Always, to Most 

of Time] 

 

Q31: How do you think the management of the return of Missing People could be 

improved, to get better value? [Open] 

 

Q32: Have you been trained to be tasked to a returning Missing Person? [Yes/ No/ 

Not sure] 

 

Q33: What would you like to see included in training to help you with the return 

process? [Open] 

 

Q34: What interview training, if any, have you had in your career (i.e. Tier 1, Tier 2, 

ABE etc.)? [Open] 
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Appendix B: Free text results Thematic Maps 
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Appendix C: Ethical Approval 
 
 

 

October 10th, 2015 

Dear Michael,  

Thank you for submitting your documents for ethical review. The Ethics Committee 

was content to grant a favourable ethical opinion of the above research on the 

basis described in the application form, protocol and supporting documentation, 

revised in the light of any conditions set, subject to the general conditions set out 

in the attached document.  

You must also attend to the following minor conditions:  

- -  

There is no need to submit any further evidence to the Ethics Committee; the 

favourable opinion has been granted with the assumption of compliance  

It is the supervisor's responsibility to oversee that these conditions are fulfilled.  

The favourable opinion of the EC does not grant permission or approval to 

undertake the research. Management permission or approval must be obtained 
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the study.  
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Safe and Well? Police Return Interviews in 
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Wales 
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