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Missing Child Policy 

 
 

Introduction 

 

It is vital that the best possible and proportionate response is deployed to those most at risk from harm, enabling 

the police to focus on more serious incidents and proactive safeguarding. This means that procedures need to be 

in place to ensure that the correct cases are identified so that resources go where they are most needed time.  

 

Causes of Running Away 

 

There are no exact figures for the number of children who go missing or run away, but estimates suggest that the 

figure is in the region of 100,000 per year
2
. ‘Push’ and ‘pull’ factors may be evident with some children; some 

children sometimes ran to a situation that presented risks to them while some ran away from something or 

someone. Children may run away from a problem, such as abuse or neglect at home, or to somewhere they want 

to be. They may have been coerced to run away by someone else.  

 

There are particular concerns about the links between children running away and the risks of sexual exploitation. 

Missing children may also be vulnerable to other forms of exploitation, to violent crime, gang exploitation, or to 

drug and alcohol misuse. Other reasons that cause a child in residential care to run away may include: 

 

 Problems within the placement – such as from arguments with or conflict with peers or disagreements 

with carers. 

 Bullying, racial harassment, homophobia, either within the home or in the local community. 

 Mental health problems. 

 Teenage pregnancy. 

 Wanting to be near friends or family – especially when a young person is in care and there are problems 

in contact arrangements with family and friends 

 Grooming for sexual exploitation – evidence suggests that 90% of children subject to sexual exploitation 

go missing at some point.  

 Forced Marriage- some young people run away because they are at risk of or in a forced marriage.  

 Child Trafficking- young people may go missing when they are being trafficked.  

 

It is important to be concerned for the safety and wellbeing of a child or young person who goes missing from 

care in terms not only of what might happen to them whilst missing, but also because of their reasons for doing 

so. 

 

Risk Assessment and Prevention  

 

Every child at Liberty Lodge School will be assessed prior to their admission; this must include details of any 

previous instances of going missing, the causes, outcomes, likelihood of re-occurrence etc. A child may be 

admitted to the home even though there is a perceived risk of running away, providing the home and the placing 

authority have agreed strategies to reduce the risk, a protocol for dealing with an incident, and follow up actions 
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such as return interviews. Placing the child in an appropriate placement should help to minimise the risk of the 

child running away. 

 

Preventative strategies may vary from child to child but may include: 

 

 Consultation with the child on why they would want to run away. Emphasis to be placed on the child 

understanding their opinions will be listened to and taken seriously. 

 De-escalation strategies discussed with the child should any ‘run away’ triggers occur. 

 Consultation with significant others such as family and friends. Particularly those to whom a child may 

want to run away to. 

 Staff awareness - children placed at some distance away from their local authority are particularly 

vulnerable as evidence suggests that distance from home, family and friends is a key factor for looked 

after children running away.  

 Notification of the placement must be made to the host authority (Suffolk) and other specified services. 

 Any issues relating to the vulnerability of the child to sexual exploitation, trafficking or criminal or gang 

involvement should be identified and shared as appropriate. 

 A detailed Placement Plan and Risk Assessment that takes the child’s needs into account is put into place 

without delay 

 Where a child already has an established pattern of running away, the Placement Plan should include a 

strategy to keep them safe and minimise the likelihood of the child running away in the future. 

 Information sharing with all concerned parties. 

 Agreed levels of supervision and free time in the community 

 Agreed levels of access to money  

 Every child to have a praise & reward scheme, this may include an element of ‘staying safe’.  
 Staff group to be fully briefed and trained on the risks and strategies to prevent occurrences from 

occurring.  

 Visits from Safer Neighbour Team Police Officer to highlight local issues and re-enforce personal safety 

 Workshops to include staff and where possible children to explore the dangers of sexual exploitation 

 Discussion with Social Worker and parents regarding the child’s access to mobile phone, social net 

working sites. 

 Allocation of a key worker for the child to work with. Regular review of risk with the child.  

 Child to have access to the manager. 

 The child to have all relevant numbers for Social Worker, IRO, Childline, Ofsted, Advocate (if appropriate) 

 Every child to be given the option to personalise their bedrooms to develop a sense of belonging in the 

home 

 Every child to have a structured routine with agreed activities. 

 The competence and support needs of children’s home staff in responding to missing from care issues to 

be considered as part of their appraisal and supervision.  

 

 

 

When a Child goes Missing 

 

All young people will have an individual missing person protocol that will be agreed at the beginning 

of placement and updated when required. This will be the document that staff will use when a young 

person’s whereabouts is unknown.  

 

The Local Authority (Suffolk) and therefore Liberty Lodge School has the same duty of care towards all children 

who are Looked After (Looked After Child: a child who is looked after by a local authority by reason of a care 

order, or being accommodated under section 20 of the Children Act 1989). 

 

Liberty Lodge School staff need to remain vigilant regarding the whereabouts of all children, regardless of their 

level of development or age, whether they are on unsupervised time in the community or under the direct 
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supervision of staff. Staff should acquaint themselves with the Risk Assessments of each child and have an 

awareness of the risks associated with running away.  

 

Some children go missing for short periods i.e. stay out longer than agreed. Some may be accidentally or 

deliberately late home to their placement and their whereabouts are known and their safety or wellbeing is not 

necessarily jeopardised.  

 

Staff need to consider each child individually and refer to their risk assessments and any protocols that are in 

place for the child. If a child has accidently stayed out longer or has chosen to stay out longer than agreed, if a 

child has refused to return to the home or left the home without the agreement of staff, but it is believed they 

are still in the local area the homes staff have the responsibility to take all reasonable steps to locate the child. 

This may include contacting them via their mobile phone and visiting likely areas or addresses, in the same way as 

a responsible parent would. Staff need to ensure that the number of staff allocated for these tasks do not place 

other children at risk. 

 

If all options have been explored and the child has not been located staff should consider contacting the police. At 

this point staff should speak to the on - call manager and inform them of the situation and their intention to 

contact the police, the matter can then quickly be reviewed to ensure clarity of the situation and the need for 

police involvement.  

 

There may be situations when the police need to be contacted immediately (without speaking to the on – call 

manager). This may include evidence that a child has already left the local area and their whereabouts and 

intended destination is not known or is a cause for their safety. If the staff have a belief or evidence that the child 

may be/is the subject of a crime or is at risk of harm to themselves and /or others. If the child’s whereabouts 

cannot be established and where it is out of character for them to go missing. If a child is known to have been 

abducted or forcibly removed from their placement this is a ‘crime in action’ and should be reported to the police 

immediately. 

 

Before contacting the police, staff should consider factors such as: 

 

 The age and vulnerability of the child 

 The setting in which they go missing i.e remote rural area, town centre 

 The time of day and weather conditions i.e approaching nightfall 

 Other significant risk factors i.e potential for self-harm, need for medication 

 Who the child may be associating with 

 The child’s previous history of running away 

 Any current issues that give added cause for concern i.e conflict with peers in the home 

 

When staff contact the police they should use 999. They need to have the child’s details at hand as well as all the 

related details of the incident, this may include: 

 

 

 Physical appearance & clothes worn,  

 Medical needs 

 Likely areas or addresses to be checked 

 The child’s access to money or transport 

 The child’s mobile phone number 

 Actions taken by staff so far, further actions to be taken by staff 

 The Risk Assessment for the child 

 Any significant behaviours related to possible harm i.e. self – harm, suicide, drugs, sexual exploitation, 

criminal behaviour   

 

Where there is ever a doubt over the safety of an individual, they will be classified as ‘missing’ and treated in the 

appropriate manner.  
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Once a child has been allocated a status Liberty Lodge staff must inform other relevant parties such as the placing 

authority (EDT when out of hours) and parents if appropriate without undue delay. They must ensure all details of 

the incident are recorded accurately and in sufficient detail. This should be done on an Incident Report Form. 

 

Sometimes a child may be away from the home without authorisation. While they are not missing, they may still 

be placing themselves at risk because of where they are. For example, they may choose to stay at the house of 

friends where staff have concerns about risks of sexual exploitation.  

 

Media Strategy 

 

The police have responsibility for any missing person enquiry and will decide whether media involvement will 

assist or hamper the enquiry. 

 

A decision to use the media will only be made after consultation between the police and Social Services. The 

parents should also be involved where appropriate. Liberty Lodge staff do not have the authority to allow media 

input into an enquiry and must direct all enquiries of this nature to the police. 

 

Should any part of the media contact Liberty Lodge regarding a missing child enquiry the staff member is to 

inform them that all enquiries should be directed to the home’s manager. The homes manager will direct all 

media enquiries to the relevant person within the police. 

 

Out of area placements  

 

Statistically, the majority of residents at Liberty Lodge are accommodated there by local authorities other than 

Suffolk County Council. When a child is placed out of their local authority area, the responsible authority and 

Liberty Lodge will make sure that the child has access to the services they need. Notification of the placement 

must be made to the host authority (Suffolk) and other specified services. 

  

If a child who is placed out of area runs away, the local Runaway and Missing from Home and Care (RMFHC) 

protocol must be followed. 

 

 

 

Planning For the Return 

 

The attitude of professionals, such as Liberty Lodge staff, police officers and social workers, towards a child who 

has been missing can have a big impact on how they will engage with subsequent investigations and protection 

planning. However, “streetwise” they may appear, they are children and may be extremely vulnerable to multiple 

risks. A supportive approach, actively listening and responding to a child’s needs, will have a greater chance of 

preventing the child from going missing again and safeguarding them against other risks. Running away should 

never be viewed as a behaviour that needs to be punished. 

 

If the child is located but the professionals involved are unable to establish meaningful contact with the child, 

perhaps because the child is under duress or being harboured, then Children’s Social Care will consider whether 

an application for a recovery order is required. The Liberty Lodge Registered Manager is responsible for liaising 

with the child’s Social Worker and police to co-ordinate the return of the child to Liberty Lodge. Children’s Social 

Care will consider whether the child should be returned to their placement. Liberty Lodge staff will continue to 

offer warm and consistent care when the child returns. An early LAC Review may be convened to address issues 

for the child and placement. 

 

Once a missing child has been located by the police the child may need to be transported back to Liberty Lodge, 

the child may need to be collected from a private address i.e family address or from a police station. Unless there 

are extenuating circumstances Liberty Lodge will be responsible for collecting the child and their transportation 
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back to the home. The Liberty Lodge Manager will discuss this with the police and the Social Worker as there may 

be risks of further ‘absconding’ as soon as the opportunity arises. If this is a possibility alternative arrangement 

may need to be put in place. 

 

Once the child has returned to Liberty Lodge their immediate needs must be met (food, drink, warm dry clothing 

etc), if regular medication has been missed guidance should be sought as to what remedial steps to take. The 

child must be offered the opportunity to speak to an independent person (this may be a police officer if they are 

involved or a Social Worker or an advocate if they are available. 

 

Safe and well checks  

 

Safe and well checks are carried out by the police as soon as possible after a child reported as ‘missing’ has been 

found, they are not conducted for children who have been given ‘absent’ status. Their purpose is to check for any 

indications that the child has suffered harm, where and with whom they have been, and to give them an 

opportunity to disclose any offending by or against them. When staff are in contact with the police regarding a 

missing child being located or returning to the home they should also enquire when they police are able to carry 

out a safe and well check. The child has a right to be supported by an adult of their choice when this check is 

being carried out. Only on the authority of a Superintendent will these checks not be carried out 

 

Where a child goes missing frequently, it may not be practicable for the police to see them every time they 

return. In these cases, a reasonable decision will be sought in agreement between the police, the child’s Social 

Worker and Liberty Lodge. Regard must be given to the frequency of such checks bearing in mind the established 

link between frequent missing episodes and serious harm, which could include gang involvement, forced 

marriage, bullying or sexual exploitation. The reason for a decision not to conduct a safe and well check should be 

recorded and form part of the incident’s paperwork.  

 

Return Interviews 

 

When a child is found, they must be offered an independent ‘return interview’. The interview should be carried 

out within 72 hours of the child returning to their home or care setting. This should be an in-depth interview and 

is normally best carried out by an independent person (ie, someone not involved in caring for the child) who is  

trained to carry out these interviews and is able to follow-up any actions that emerge. Children sometimes need 

to build up trust with a person before they will discuss in depth the reasons why they ran away. A suitable person 

may be discussed and nominated to do this with the child’s Social Worker at the planning stage of a child’s 

placement. This may be a person from the local authority (Suffolk) or a representative of the placing authority i.e 

Advocate. 

 

Liberty Lodge will discuss the issue with the child, but need to be mindful of the danger of ‘saturating’ the child 

with questioning and asking for explanations and answers. Staff need to be sensitive and assess whether a child is 

in the right frame of mind to discuss the issue, particularly if they have already been spoken to by other agencies. 

 

Risk Management Meetings 

 
The care provider must convene a multi-agency risk management meeting when young people run away 

persistently or engage in risky behaviour such as leaving the placement to meet with unfamiliar or inappropriate 

adults. These meetings will be particularly important when groups of young people run away together. The 

purpose of this is to develop a strategy with all relevant agencies for managing the risks which should be recorded 

in the care plan. 

 

 

Children Who Repeatedly Go Missing From Care 

 

Repeatedly going missing should not be viewed as a normal pattern of behaviour. As an example, this type of 

behaviour may indicate sexual exploitation.  
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For those young people who repeatedly go missing and place themselves at risk of serious harm consideration 

must be given to conducting enquiries under s47 Children Act 1989 with a Missing Child Strategy Discussion, or in 

some cases where the young person is placing themselves at a high level of risk, a multi-agency risk management 

meeting. As a minimum, discussions should be held with the child, their families or both to offer further support 

and guidance. 

Chronologies will be kept up to date for children who repeatedly go missing to assist in identifying patterns of 

absence or concerns about care arrangements. Liberty Lodge will explore local organisations that may also offer 

repeat runaways with the opportunity to talk  about the reasons for running away. 

 

Looked after children who may have been trafficked from abroad  

 

Some looked after children are unaccompanied asylum seeking children or other migrant children. Some of this 

group may have been trafficked into the UK and may remain under the influence of their traffickers even while 

they are looked after. Trafficked children are at high risk of going missing, with most going missing within one 

week of becoming looked after and many within 48 hours. Unaccompanied migrant or asylum seeking children 

who go missing immediately after becoming looked after should be treated as potential victims of trafficking.  

 

The assessment of need to inform the care plan will be particularly critical in these circumstances and should be 

done immediately as the window for intervention is very narrow. Liberty Lodge may admit a child who has 

potentially been trafficked but must have the relevant information in order for the home to be able to safeguard 

the child and meet their needs. The information and assessment must include:  

 

 relevant details about the child’s background before they came to the UK;  

 an understanding of the reasons why the child came to the UK; and  

 an analysis of the child’s vulnerability to remaining under the influence of traffickers.  

 

In conducting this assessment, it will be necessary for the local authority to work in close co-operation with the 

UK Human Trafficking Centre (UKHTC) and immigration staff familiar with patterns of trafficking into the UK. 

Immigration staff who specialise in trafficking issues should be able to advise on whether information about the 

individual child suggests that they fit the profile of a potentially trafficked child.  

 

Provision may need to be made for the child to be in a safe place before any assessment takes place and for the 

possibility that they may not be able to disclose full information about their circumstances immediately. In these 

circumstances the Liberty Lodge manager must liaise closely with all other agencies to ensure its role is fully 

understood and that sufficient information has been received in order to best safeguard the child. Protocols need 

to be established with the police, the local authority (Suffolk), the placing authority and UK Human Trafficking 

Centre (UKHTC) and immigration staff to ensure the home can fulfil its role. It is particularly important that staff 

do not divulge the identity or location to any enquirers until their identity and relationship with the child has been 

established, if necessary with the help of police and immigration services. 

  

It is essential that the local authority continues to share information with the home as well as the police and 

immigration staff, concerning potential crimes against the child, the risk to other children, or other relevant 

immigration matters.  

 

                      PLEASE SIGN TO CONFIRM YOU HAVE READ AND UNDERSTOOD THE POLICY   

 

 

NAME DATE SIGN 
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