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WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT 
FROM THE POLICE IF YOU GO 
MISSING OR IF YOU REPORT 
A LOVED ONE MISSING

If you are reported missing, 
or if you report a loved one 
missing, you will likely be in 
contact with the police. This 

document has been published by Missing People, 
an independent charity, to ensure that members 
of the public understand what to expect from 
the police response. 

Every missing incident is different and actions 
the police will take will depend on the individual 
circumstances and the level of risk that the 
missing person is facing. The police will only be 
able to act within their powers and will consider 

the interests and rights of the missing person 
and the family. The following principles only 
apply if the police have agreed to open a 
missing person investigation.

Support
If you want to speak about these principles, or 
if you are thinking about running away or 
leaving home, are already away from home, 
or are worried about a loved one who is away, 
you can call, text or email Missing People’s 
free, confidential helpline on 116 000 
or 116000@missingpeople.org.uk.  
We are here 9am-11pm, 365 days a year.

PRINCIPLES FOR THE RESPONSE TO MISSING PEOPLE
1. The police will always aim to make 

missing people safer through their 
actions. They will be flexible in their 
approach, focussing on what is in the best 
interests of the missing person. 

2. When a person is reported missing, 
the police should always consider the 
unique circumstances and risks for that 
individual in that incident. This will include 
considering whether the circumstances are out 
of character, or if previous missing incidents 
mean the person is at higher risk of harm

 The police should use professional curiosity and 
endeavour to gather all relevant information 
that is reasonably available from the reporting 
person, relatives, friends and professionals to 
inform the risk assessment and investigation.

3. The police will not discriminate against 
any missing person. They will always check 
their thinking to prevent any assumptions or 
bias from affecting decisions, including about 
whether to accept the missing report, the risk 
level, or investigative actions needed. 

4. The police should try to take a 
compassionate approach, seeking to 
understand what is happening for the 
missing person, including consideration of the 
full circumstances around the missing incident, 
and whether they may have been a victim of 
exploitation or abuse. 

5. When speaking to a missing person on 
their return, the police will endeavour 
to listen in a non-judgemental way 
to the returned person and provide 
space for the returned person 
to share information about why 
they went and what happened to them 
while away. They will give information in a 
way that is easy to understand and provide any 
necessary help to the missing person to ensure 
they can be understood.

6. The police will consider every missing 
person’s right to privacy balanced 
with their safeguarding needs in the 
investigation, including when deciding 
whether to launch a public appeal to find 
them, or whether to use non-public appeals. 
In the case of missing adults once they have 
been found, the police will respect their 
wishes in regards to sharing information about 
their location and what happened during the 
missing incident with the reporting person.

7. The police should consider referring or 
signposting to relevant local support 
services, and consider requesting the charity 
Missing People reach out to each missing person 
via TextSafe® to offer the charity’s confidential 
safeguarding and support services.



PRINCIPLES FOR THE RESPONSE TO FAMILIES OF 
MISSING PEOPLE
1. The police should enable the reporting 

person and other family and friends 
to fully share their concerns about 
the missing person. They will record 
those concerns and explain how they will 
inform the police response and investigation. 

 The police will be transparent with families 
about their understanding of the risk and 
missing person’s vulnerability, and what 
enquiries they intend to conduct to find their 
missing person, unless it would harm the 
investigation to do so.

 If the police decide that the incident does not 
warrant a missing person investigation they will 
be transparent in explaining this to the reporting 
person.

2. The police will aim to provide families 
of missing people with contact details 
for an officer or team responsible for 
conducting enquiries at each point of 
the missing investigation. The police should 
aim to provide families with a reference number 
to prevent them being required to repeat 
information unnecessarily.

3. The police should give families of 
missing people regular updates on the 
investigation, even when there have been 
no significant developments. 

 The regularity of updates and contact 
preferences should be discussed and 
reviewed with the family. The police will 
be conscious of how scared or worried 
families of missing people may be, and 
will be thoughtful and respectful in their 
interactions.

4. The police will not discriminate against 
anyone reporting someone as missing. 
They will always check their thinking to prevent 
any assumptions or bias impacting how they 
treat the family, or informing any action they 
take to investigate the report. 

 They will give information in a way that is easy 
to understand and provide any necessary help 
to the family to ensure they can be understood.

5. The police should acknowledge the 
family’s right to privacy and wherever 
possible seek agreement to any publicity or 
information shared in the public domain about 
the family or the missing person.

6. The police should consider referring 
families of missing people to support 
services, including any relevant local services, 
and to Missing People’s family support, missing 
or exploitation services when they would 
benefit from additional help.

WHAT YOU CAN EXPECT FROM THE POLICE 
IF YOU GO MISSING OR IF YOU REPORT A 
LOVED ONE MISSING

If you want to speak to someone about these principles 

or about the response you have received, please call, 

text or email Missing People’s free, confidential helpline 

on 116 000 or 116000@missingpeople.org.uk

The police will only be able to act within their powers and will consider the 

interests and rights of the missing person and their family. The principles only 

apply if the police accept that the circumstances meets the definition of a 

missing person incident and have agreed to open a missing person investigation


