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Introduction

Black children and adults are disproportionately likely to go missing: while approximately 4% 'of the
UK population are Black, an estimated 14% of all missing incidents are for Black people.

Research has shown that Black people face significant disparities when they go missing:

Black children and adults
stay missing for longer

Black children and adults
are less likely to be iden-
tified as vulnerable due to
their mental health

Black children and adults
are less likely to be found
by the police

Some Black missing people
and their families have
reported experiences of
discriminationin the
professional response

Black children are less
likely to be identified as at
risk of sexual or criminal
exploitation when they go
missing

Appeals for Black missing
children and adults receive
less media attention than
those for White people

WHY?

The reasons for these disparities
are complex and varied: research?
into the lived experiences of Black
missing children and their families
found that they will be informed by
bias in all public services,
including the police and in wider
society; by cultural differences
and specific risks facing some
communities; and by poor trustin
policing within communities who
have experienced long-term dis-
crimination.

Itis vital that every effort is made
to reduce the disparities that
Black missing people face, and to
proactively challenge any
discrimination they and their
families experience. Whateverrole
you are in within policing, you can

make a real difference: rebuilding
trust and ensuring genuine
equality for everyone affected by
missing. But there is much work
to be done. The wide-reaching
impacts of discrimination, and the
long-term experiences of seeing
disparities in the response and
care shown for Black missing
children and adults will have an
enduring effect on people’'s trust
inthe system and response, and
consequently on their sense of
safety.

Over recent years we have seen
real engagement from police
forces and senior leaders in

driving improvements in the
response for Black missing
people, which we are grateful for.

That momentum must not be lost,
and this toolkit should be used to
begin or continue real
interrogation of whatis happening
inyour local area, and to start
creating change.

This toolkit includes resources
to help the police to identify and
challenge bias in their force's
response to missing Black
children, adults and their families,
ensuring that people get the
support they deserve and need.

We hope the tools will prove useful
to forces in working towards a
more equitable response.

1 These statistics are taken from the Ethnicity of Missing People research. While there is more up to date data available from the NCA 2023-24 UKMPU Statistical Report,

the variations in how different police forces have provided the data mean it cannot be used in this context.
2 https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Final_Experiences-of-Black-missing-children-Voices-report.pdf



https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Missing_Ethnicity-report.pdf
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Final_Experiences-of-Black-missing-children-Voices-report.pdf

Families agreed that the call-takers and police officers who spoke to
them were dismissive and didn't listen to what was being said. One of
the family members told the group about when she had approached
an officer, showed a picture of her missing relative and was told they
were looking for another girl (white) who was also high risk. The police
officer was very dismissive when asked why they couldn’t look for two
people at the same time and told the lady to call the police. The lady
made the call to the police in front of the officer.

Families expressed a sense of feeling ‘at odds’ with the officers who

were investigating their missing person reports.

Excerpt from the National Police Race Action Plan’s ‘Themes arising from consultation with Black families'

“One good officer can
change someone’s
entire perception of
the police”

Previously missing young person
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The case of Richard
Okorgheye

Richard went missing in March
2021. Despite his disappearance
being out of character, and him
having sickle cell anaemia which
required medication and regular
hospital visits, he was not initially
recorded as missing, and was later
considered low risk.

Tragically, Richard’'s body was
found two weeks later.

His mother, Evidence Joel, has
long campaigned for improve-
ments in the response for other
Black missing people. She felt the
risks to Richard were overlooked,
that her concerns were not taken

DEVELOPING THE
TOOLKIT

These tools were created with
seven Lived Experience Advisors:
young people who had previously
been reported missing, and fami-
lieswho have reported aloved one
missing; in partnership with the
charity Missing People and Listen
Up. As well as being informed by
lived experience, these tools are
based on research, including the
Ethnicity of Missing

People report, the Experiences of
Black Missing Children report, and
areportinto Experiences

of racial discrimination against
missing people and their families.

The Advisors generously gave
their time and expertise to try and
advocate for change. Early in the
project we explored their hopes
andfearsfor the project. The fears
overwhelmingly related to con-
cerns that ‘'nothing would change'.
We urge any professionals using

seriously, and that assumptions
were made about him and his
disappearance, which meant the
police failed to respond appropri-
ately.

“They need to stop labelling Black
children as criminals. A police
officer said to me Richardis noton
our system. | said Richard would
never have been on your system
because he was not a criminal. He
was a good boy... It was not in his
character to leave and not come
back home.”

this toolkit to remember those
concerns, and to strive to make
real change, and not allow this to
fall down the priority list.

And I relied on the police
officers to at least assist
me. To comfort me. Yet |
was dismissed and it was
unacceptable.”

Evidence Joel

“Prepared that it might
not make a difference”

“We can create a toolkit
but expecting those to
want to use itis another
challenge”

“Wider concerns about
whether people are

really willing to change”



https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Missing_Ethnicity-report.pdf?_gl=1*gnfm2x*_up*MQ..*_ga*NjMxMDk5NTA2LjE3NDM1ODE0NjI.*_ga_R04F2M84F3*MTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4xLjEuMTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4wLjAuMA..
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Missing_Ethnicity-report.pdf?_gl=1*gnfm2x*_up*MQ..*_ga*NjMxMDk5NTA2LjE3NDM1ODE0NjI.*_ga_R04F2M84F3*MTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4xLjEuMTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4wLjAuMA..
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Final_Experiences-of-Black-missing-children-Voices-report.pdf?_gl=1*1811fz3*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTY3NzE2MDY0OS4xNzQzNTgxNDYy*_ga_R04F2M84F3*MTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4xLjEuMTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4wLjAuMA..
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Final_Experiences-of-Black-missing-children-Voices-report.pdf?_gl=1*1811fz3*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTY3NzE2MDY0OS4xNzQzNTgxNDYy*_ga_R04F2M84F3*MTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4xLjEuMTc0MzU4MTQ2MC4wLjAuMA..
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/37077_EMEA-Brochure_Pro-Bono-Missing-People-V3.pdf
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/37077_EMEA-Brochure_Pro-Bono-Missing-People-V3.pdf
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/37077_EMEA-Brochure_Pro-Bono-Missing-People-V3.pdf

You can use this toolkit to facilitate genuine change in lots of different ways including:

Challenge your own thinking * Hold yourself and » Commit to being open to

when you notice bias. Do this colleagues accountable. If feedback and criticism.

consistently to change any you hear or become aware

embedded thought patterns. of problematic language and * Interrogate your own
inappropriate responses, force's data—understand the

Share this toolkit with scrutinise and challenge. disparities in your area and

colleagues in your force.Be a commit to understanding the

champion for change. e Reflect onhow you, and reasons for them and work
those around you, respond in towards reducing them.

Engage with people with discussions about race and

lived experience of missing: ethnicity. Notice when

ensure policy and practice feelings arise, such as

are driven by the people who defensiveness or

are affected. indiference, and consider

how these may influence your
resonse when conversations
about race and ethnicity
make you defensive.

“l feel ideas are always
good in the short-term
but when things die
out and there’'s better
ways to use resources,
the statistics of [Black
people] being missing
will no longer be a
priority”

Lived Experience Advisor

A MISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT 4
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USING THE TOOLKIT

We recommend conducting a comprehensive project using most or all of the tools. However, each can be
used individually as well. We have intentionally set them out in order to allow forces to firstly review what's
happeningintheirlocal area; then get officers to start reflecting on their response; and finally, to start encour-
aging changes in practice and further reflection.

The toolkit is in no way exhaustive. These issues are complex, and we have only just begun to explore how
bias and discrimination in the response to missing persons can be reduced. This toolkit should be used as
a small part of wider work within every force to become anti-racist, and to better help Black communities.
We will continue to add more to the toolkit as we learn more, and as we see more examples of good practice.

There are a number of criteria that will help set up your force for success in using this toolkit, and will help to
ensure you can deliver real change:

¢ Senior buy-in
Understanding disparities in your local area, and driving real change,
requires buy in from senior staff. While the majority of the work will
likely be delivered by operational staff, it isimportant that senior lead-
ership invest time, commitment, and have ongoing oversight of the
project.

* Monitoring, audits and

review The first step in using this toolkit is to conduct an indepth analysis
of the response to missing Black children and adults in your area.
However, this should not just be a one-off: we recommend reoccur-
ring use of this tool, with ongoing reviews of key metrics (like length of
time missing, risk assessment levels, etc) and regular spot-checking
of records to identify any issues around inequitable responses or
indicators of bias.

* Accountability
As well as senior leadership oversight, it's important to ensure there
is accountability on any commitments to change and improvement.
Engaging your Independent Advisory Group, or an independent
organisation on any plans and building in moments for them to moni-
tor progress will drive more effective change.

Public trust will only be built if police start to be more transparent and
acknowledge that they have heard what communities and individuals
have said about poor responses to missing.

Publish your plans for change.

Publish data on any disparities or issues that are identified in your
area, and make a commitment to changing them with regular updates.



It will perpetuate mistrust in Black communities and for the rest of
the general public if regular updates and changes are not evidenced.
Where there are or will be limitations on what can be done, which is to
be expected, be honest about this with clear reasoning onthe issues or
reasons for delay. Transparency is key in building trust, and in account-
ability, and honesty allows for grace to be granted.

There is no perfect way to approach this work. It is difficult, and the
actions needed will vary depending on your force area and different
team'sroles and responsibilities. The work needed also cannot be deliv-
ered by one person alone. However, this should not prevent anyone from
trying to utilise tools that are relevant for them. Some of the tools are
specifically there to serve you and others in your day-to-day approach.
Itis mostimportant to start; to do what you can as anindividual with the
power that you have; to be a change-maker and inspiration to other
forces and your peers.

AMISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT 6



» MISSING PEOPLE

is the only UK charity providing a lifeline
to those affected by a disappearance or
thinking of going missing. For support
talktous on 116 000.

https://www.missingpeople.org.uk

© 2026 Missing People & Listen Up

» LISTEN UP

is a national research and training organisa-
tion established to amplify the experiences
of Black and racialised children in child pro-
tectionresearch, policy and practice. Listen
Up is the leading organisation increasing
awareness about adultification bias and its
implications for child protection.

https://listenupresearch.org/
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UNDERSTANDING THE STATS

UNDERSTANDING

YOUR FORCE
STATISTICS

Identifying disparities in
missing episodes based on
ethnicity

Statistics show that Black children
and adults are disproportionately
represented in missing reports to
the police: Black people make up
4% of the population in England
and Wales, but 14% of missing
incidents.’

Research published by Missing
People and Listen Up shows that
Black children and adults are also
more likely to be missing forlonger
than White people; less likely to be
found by the police; and less likely
to be identified as at risk due to
mental health issues, or sexual
and criminal exploitation.?

This suggests there is bias or
discrimination in the response
when Black people go missing,
and that they may be at higher
risk, but getting less support.

The Police Race Action Plan® sets
out a vision ‘for a police service
that is anti-racist and trusted by
Black people'. It acknowledges
longstanding challenges in the
police's relationships with Black
communities, and as conse-
quence, the poorer levels of trust
and confidence amongst those
communities. The Plan, for the
first time at a national level, also
set out the specific need to con-
sider the impact of ethnicity on
risks of going missing, and on
the response that people receive
when they do. A key aim included
inthe planisto "improve the police
response and effectiveness in
supporting missing persons from
Black communities.”

While we have national data on
these issues, it is vital that you
understand the local picture
in your force area. Recognising
what is happening locally can be
the first step in reducing any dis-
parities, and ensuring that miss-
ing children and adults, as well as
their family, get the support they
need.

1 Missing People, The Ethnicity of Missing People, March 2023, https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/forprofessionals/policy-and-research/information-and-research/

research-about-missing/ethnicitymissing- people

2 Missing People, The Ethnicity of Missing People, March 2023, https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/forprofessionals/policy-and-research/information-and-research/

research-about-missing/ethnicitymissing- people

3 National Police Chiefs' Council, College of Policing, Police Race Action Plan: Improving policing for Black People, https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/Police-Race-

Action-Plan.pdf



https://www.nationalcrimeagency.gov.uk/find-support/downloads?highlight=WyJkYXRhIiwicmVwb3J0Il0=
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Missing_Ethnicity-report.pdf
https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/Police-Race-Action-Plan.pdf
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/forprofessionals/policy-and-research/information-and-research/resea
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/forprofessionals/policy-and-research/information-and-research/resea
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/forprofessionals/policy-and-research/information-and-research/research-about-missing/ethnicitymissing- people
https://www.missingpeople.org.uk/forprofessionals/policy-and-research/information-and-research/research-about-missing/ethnicitymissing- people
https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/Police-Race-Action-Plan.pdf
https://assets.college.police.uk/s3fs-public/Police-Race-Action-Plan.pdf

Your police force area

It is crucial to understand what
is happening in your local police
force area.

The following guidance sets out
two steps to begin this analysis:

1. A statistical review of your miss-
ing data

2. A deep dive case review

While statistics in and of them-
selves will not show all bias or
discrimination, they are a help-
ful indicator of disparities in the
response to missing people.

They can show disproportion-
ality in your missing population
when considered against broader
population data. They can also
show disparities in factors such
as length of time missing, how
people are found, riskassessment
level and risk factor disclosure or
identification. They can also high-
light issues that may be dispro-
portionately affecting different
communities.

A deep dive case review canaidin
understanding potential bias and
discrimination. It can enable com-
parisons to be made in response
to missing people from different
communities, by comparing the
response in cases which were
factually very similar. A review of
the identification of risk factors
and the language usedin the write
up of missing incidents can aid in
identifying any bias or discrimi-
nation, including through the use
of discriminatory or problematic
language.

Reviewing how risk factors are
identified and how missing inci-
dents are written up can help
identify bias, including the use
of problematic, discriminatory or
inappropriate language.

Understanding your local statis-
tics can be a first step in reflect-
ing on practice and encouraging
officers to consider their decision
making in the context of race, and
whether bias may be informing
some of their decisions. It can
aid in evidencing whether some
issues are disproportionately
affecting different communities,
and should therefore trigger addi-
tional or specialist work to reduce
risk or improve engagement.

A MISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT
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HOW TO USE THIS
TOOL

Internal understanding and sup-
portisavitalfirststepintryingto
change culture around bias and
discrimination. Once the review
has been completed it should be
shared internally with arecogni-
tion that understanding can be
the first step in change. The find-
ings should be shared with front
line staff, alongside reflective
questions (included at the end of
this tool) to encourage them to
think about why the data shows
what it does and what they can
do to change. ltisimportant that
defensiveness is discouraged
and the findings are engaged
with in an open and supportive
way.

This tool is a multi-step process:

1 The statistical analysis
should be carried out
internally, or if possible, by
an independent external
service*,

2

Using the findings of

the statistical analysis

as aguide, adeep dive
case review should be
undertaken internally,

or if possible, by your
independent advisory
group, or by anindependent
external service.

3 If the analyses are
undertaken internally, the
findings should be shared
with senior leadership and
your force's Independent
Advisory Group (IAG).

Be as transparent as
possible: be bold and
share publicly with a
commitment to change if
disparities are evidenced.

5 Create an action plan
setting out how the force
will explore the reasons
behind any disparities, and
how they will work towards
eradicating them. This
could include things like
training, auditing processes
for decision-making,
increased supervision,
engagement with the
community, and a range of
other tailored actions.

4 Missing People can be commissioned to carry out a confidential, independent review.

Monitor the action plan,
with a clear timeline based
on the specific findings, and
report back to ensure that
accountability isin place.



STAGE
ONE

Conducting a review of your
force's statistics

Data to export
We would suggest exporting:

» All missing incidents for at
least a 12-month period

» The data should be exported
atanincidentlevel, including an

incident identifier and an
individual identifier

Note: The process for this review will depend on your specific
database, how the datais captured and how it is able to be
exported and analysed. While these instructions will serve as a
guide, you will need to adapt the details to reflect the specifics of

your data.

Ethnicity

Harm outcomes

Age at missing

Length of time missing Missing from Gender

* Date last seen Type of location

* Date returned

Risk assessment level Vulnerability markers Found by

¢ |nitial risk assessment
level

* Risk assessment level at
point of case closure

* General vulnerability marker
* Mental health

* Child sexual exploitation

* Child criminal exploitation

* Trafficking

* Other (depending on your
system)

(police, family, returned of own
accord, etc.)

AMISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT
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Comparing data by ethnicity

How you do this will depend on:

1. The population in your area
2. How you record ethnicity in
your force, i.e. the ethnicity
categories that your force uses

Itis good practice to break down
the data into ethnicity
categories as specifically as
possible —experiences of
marginalised ethnic communities
are not homogenous, and we
should try to understand
different patterns and
experiences within each unique
community. However, it is
possible given the data involved
that you may have to combine
ethnicity categories in order to
make any analysis meaningful.

It may be that the data you have
only enables analysing two
broad groups, e.g. ‘people from
ethnic minority communities'
and 'white’, or you may be able
to break down the data inamore
detailed way. That will entirely
depend on your own local
population and your missing
data.

If the numbers of missing
individuals or incidents are really
low (for example less than 20), it
is unlikely that you caninclude
themin the analysis in any
meaningful way. The findings
might not hold any 'statistical
significance’, meaning they could
be due to chance rather than
showing any consistent pattern.
Itis possible to calculate
statistical significance —this
would be best practice if you
have the expertise within force to
do so. However, we would

otherwise recommend
combining groups to ensure the
opportunity for useful analysis,
and to protect individual's ano-
nymity as small numbers might
mean people are identifiable.

Analysis: What should you be
looking for?

We suggest you use the datato
explore:

» Overall missing population:

* Are some communities
over-represented in your missing
population compared to your
general population?

Notes: You can conduct this
analysis on a person level and an
incident level.

To understand proportionality
you will need to look at the
percentages of missing people
and missing incidents
compared to the
demographics of your local
population. You can find
information about the
demographic breakdown of the
general population in your area
through Census data®.

» Repeat missing:

* Are some communities more
likely to go missing repeatedly
than others?

» Length of time missing:

* Are some communities more
likely to be missing for longer
than others?

» How people are found /
return:

* Are some communities more
or less likely to be found by the
police / found by another
professional / return of their own
accord/ found by their family or
friends?

» Risk assessment level:

* Are some communities more or
less likely to be assessed as high
or low risk?

» Vulnerability markers:

* Are some communities more or
less likely to have different
vulnerability markers, for
example mental health, CSE or
CCE?

Note: While the person con-
ducting this analysis will need
to have some data/analytic skill,
itis entirely possible to do this
analysis using Excel, you do

not need more sophisticated
software.

This stage can be done entirely
anonymously as no identifiable
information needs to be used.

5 https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/national-and-regional-populations/regional-ethnic-diversity/latest/



https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/uk-population-by-ethnicity/national-and-regional-

Here you can access a template
Excel spreadsheet setting out how
the data can be used for analysis.
This Excel file includes example
datawhichis entirely fake. Itisalso
includes examples of ‘pivot tables'
a tool that can be useful in anal-
ysis large amounts of data. This
template serves as an example of
how you might analyse the data.
It should not be used to directly
copy data into for analysis.

Understanding the data in more
depth: intersectional
experiences

You can consider the above at a
population level, but we would
suggest also breaking down by:

* Gender
* Age: under 18s as compared to
18 and over

The extent to which you can do
this will depend on the data you
have and the population of
missing in your local area. It may
be the case that the populationis
too small to conduct meaningful
analysis when broken down into
these categories.

Intersectionality

People's experiences are
intersectional, they can be
informed by their race or ethnicity
butalso by their gender or gender
identity, having a disability/
neurodiversity, their sexuality,
their age, their socio-economic
status, and arange of other
factors. They can also experience
bias or discrimination because of
all of these factors.
Understanding whether there are
any disparities in the response or
outcomes in your force that are

A NOTE ON SUBJECTIVE DATA:

While some data fields will not be affected by subjectivity (e.g. length
of time missing), some datais highly susceptible to subjectivity. This
includes risk assessment levels and vulnerability marker
identification and recording. Some data may suggest that
individuals are less atrisk, whenin fact there might be a problem with
risk identification or assessment.

For example, if you find that Black missing people are less likely to
have vulnerability markers for mental health, this does not
necessarily mean that they are less likely to be experiencing mental
health issues, and instead may show distrust amongst reporting
persons in disclosing mental health issues when reporting their
person as missing; issues in communication or understanding at
the point of reporting —with warning signs going unrecognised due
to cultural differences; or may show bias in the police identifying
mental ill-health or vulnerability in Black people. Any notable
differences should be analysed, and the risk of subjectivity
considered alongside what previous research and evidence shows
about the experiences of people from marginalised communities.

influenced by these additional
factors could be helpful in
identifying issues. Depending on
the data available in your force, it
may be valuable to further
breakdown the data in line with
other protected characteristics
to identify whether intersectional
identities result in people facing
additional disparities.

Self-reflection questions

Once you have completed
your statistical

analysis, you should share
the findings with senior
and frontline officers who
play arolein

missing person investiga-
tions across your force. If
any disparities are identi-
fied, you should ask them
to consider the findings
alongside the following
self-reflective questions:

* Why do you think these
differences are
happening?

* What do you think you
are doing in your practice
or response to missing
incidents that could be
driving these disparities?

AMISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT
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STAGE TWO

Conducting a case record review

An in-depth review can assist in identifying bias or discrimination in the response to Black missing people
or their families.

How information is recorded at the point of reporting, following interactions with families or informants, in
the risk assessments, and throughout the investigation, can be informed by assumptions or biases about
the missing person or their loved ones. By reviewing records you can identify whether there is evidence of
negative attitudes, stereotypes, or persistent assumptions being made about missing Black children, adults
or families. Identifying and challenging negative language, or a lack of information, can help to shine a
spotlight on biased decision-making, and can help to identify officers who need additional training,
supervision, or ultimately disciplinary action.

* Random samplin
piing You should do this if you want a broader sense of cases in your force.

This involves randomly selecting a number of cases and doing a deep
dive review of the ones that are selected.

Depending on your missing population however, it may be that using a
random sample will not result in cases that enable you to identify any
discrimination or bias, as itis likely that only a small number of cases
relevant to Black missing people will be sampled.

* Purposive sampling This does not rely on random selection, instead you use your knowledge
and judgement to identify the cases you want to review.

In this case, it may be that you decide to review specifically cases that
are related to Black people going missing, alongside a selection of cases
related to White people going missing.

Within purposive sampling, you can then randomly sample within that
population, e.g. if you have 100 cases that are related to Black people
going missing, you may decide to randomly sample 20 of those cases
and compare them to 20 randomly selected cases regarding White
people.



* Comparing like-for-like cases =~ We would suggest that part of your review should include comparing
like-for-like cases to identify whether there are differences in actions
taken, language used, and risk assessment where the circumstances are
similar and the only difference is the ethnicity of the missing person. For
example cases where the gender, age, and circumstances of missing are
similar. However, it is important that you are not biased in the selection
of these cases, for example choosing particularly high-profile cases that
you know will have more activity than others, or selecting cases with the
aim of specific outcomes that may not be more broadly representative.

The number of cases you review will depend on the size of your force and the numbers of missing records
you hold. We would recommend including as large a sample as possible to ensure findings are
meaningful.

Data to review

You should use the findings of the statistical analysis to determine areas of focus for the deep
dive. For example, if the statistical analysis showed disparities in risk assessment levels you
should ensure that the deep dive includes a review of risk assessment decision making.
However, we recommend as minimum that all forces review:

* Risk level assignment and rationale

* Resource level assigned to the case

* Any variations in timeliness or urgency of actions

* Risk marker / flag assignment

* General data quality

* Language used about the missing person and the reporting person

The review should look at whether the above factors are consistent across cases of missing

people of different ethnicities. You should aim to identify any patterns in the response to Black
missing people, and any disparities across all factors when compared to White missing people.

Promising practice: proactively exploring the issue

Following publication of the Ethnicity of Missing People report, senior leadership in one police force
decided to be proactive in identifying what was happening in their area. They approached Missing People

to help conduct a review of their missing person statistics, and carried out a deep-dive comparative review
of missing incidents for both Black and White missing people. While the findings were challenging, the
force engaged in constructive discussion about what this meant, and what they needed to do. Learning
from that review process has helped to shape this guidance.

AMISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT 8
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Review of language

As well as reviewing data on ele-
ments such as risk assessment
levels and risk markers, a key ele-
ment of the review should be on
reviewing the language used in
case records in order to identify
any potential bias, discrimination
or problematic language.

Open text fields in the records
should be reviewed to identify
any concerning language. Black
people with lived experience of
having been reported missing,
or reporting a loved one missing,
have collated the following
examples of language that can
either be racist, or might be
disproportionately used in case
records about Black missing
people or their families, and may
indicate bias or discrimination.
This listis not exhaustive, but aims
to inform the reviewer's thought
process around negative
attitudestolook out for,and to act
as a starting point for language to
consider in the case review.
While some terms are obviously
racist, or show clear bias, it can
often be difficult to identify

subtler indications of discrimina-
tion. Black people themselves will
be best placed to recognise
indicators of bias, so if possible
this review should be conducted
by Black members of your IAG, or
acommissioned service who hold
lived expertise.

The reviewer should not just be
looking for ‘'negative’ or racist
language, but also for tone and
any indication of the level of care,
professional curiosity, or
compassion shown throughout
any records.



The following terms may be used for missing people and their families from all ethnic backgrounds.
However, it is important to review whether they are disproportionately (more regularly) used for Black
missing people and their families.

TERM EXPLANATION

Gang-involved While some missing people may be involved with gangs, if this term
is used more regularly for Black missing people it often indicates
stereotyping. Additionally, using the term ‘gang’ when referring to
any group of young people without any evidence of organised crime
indicates bias and can have animpact on safeguarding decisions. Itis
better whenever possible to use simple descriptors of the
circumstances, for example, spending time with ‘peers’, ‘friends’ or
‘other young people’; was part of a 'large group of people’, etc. Or if
you are referring to unsafe people, be explicit, for example: 'spending
time with adults who are suspected to be involved with drug-supply’,
there are concerns that ‘adults or peers may be grooming them with
the aim of criminal exploitation’.

Promiscuous/ Particularly when used for children, this term is victim-blaming and

Highly sexualised judgemental. It can result in a failure to acknowledge the nature of
child sexual exploitation. In developing this toolkit we saw evidence of
these terms used for children as young as 13. The term should not be
used for adults either. It may be disproportionately used in relation to
Black women and girls due to over-sexualisation and adultification®. If
someone is being exploited then name this so the risk and
vulnerability is clear.

Drug dealer If this term is used without confirmed evidence, or when the person is
known to be a victim of criminal exploitation, it can be an
indicator and driver of stereotypes and can lead to reduced
safeguarding responses.

Stand-offish / These terms may be used more often for Black people, where others

disengaged / might be described in kinder or more understanding terms like ‘quiet’,

unresponsive ‘reserved’ or ‘withdrawn'. This can be due to failures to identify or see
vulnerability.

6 https:/listenupresearch.org/adultification/
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Frequent flyer/
Repeat misper/
serial offender (in
relation to missing
incidents)

These terms are unhelpful as they can minimise the risks of each
missing incident, can reduce professional curiosity, and can result
in a sense of inevitability about ongoing missing incidents, rather
than efforts to address the underlying drivers. These terms may be
used about all missing people, but may be used about Black missing
people disproportionately regularly.

Gets themselves into trouble /
causing trouble / seeking out
trouble

These terms can be victim-blaming, and can be a result of
adultification. They may also be linked to a risk of criminalisation.

Referring to a child persistently
as ayoung person, or just as the
‘female’ or ‘'male’

While this may be done with no negative intent, or purely as a
descriptor, if used disproportionately for Black children it may
suggest adultification. An example of this was identified through this
project where case records were found to include things like “Female
left the building to meet a man for sex”, when the missing child was a
13 year old girl —referring to them as 'Female’ risks failing to
acknowledge their vulnerability and the exploitation that they are
experiencing.

Victim-blaming language,
particularly in relation to
exploitation

Examples of this identified through this project included: “[Child] has
gone to great lengths to organise [meeting up with adult men] despite
having internet usage monitored” “[Child] has a habit of meeting older
inmeninthe past”—used about a 13 year old. “[Child] made
arrangements [to meet older men] weeks in advance of the day she
went missing” All of these examples suggest the victim was the
instigator, or had some power in the activity surrounding their
exploitation. They do not lay blame with the perpetrator.



The importance of language

The language that professionals
use about a member of the public
can give insight into their attitude
towards that person, and can
potentially reveal bias. Itis
therefore important to review
language as one element of
driving accountability and
challenging discriminatory
responses. However, it is also
important to acknowledge that
problematic language doesn't
justreveal underlying bias, but can
have very real, immediate
consequences for safeguarding.

Victim-blaming language,
language that minimises harm, or
language that adultifies

children, can inform safeguarding
decisions. Other professionals
will likely read what has already
been written, and may in turn be
informed by that original bias.
Children and adults can live with
the results of those assumptions
or labels for many years. It is vital
thatwe emphasise theimportance
of language to all professionals
working with missing people and
that there are opportunities for
challenge and immediate redress
when problematic records are
identified.

A MISSING PEOPLE AND LISTEN UP TOOLKIT
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Communication: tone and
context

Police officers will sometimes
need to communicate a difficult
message, for example, that they
can't do something that a missing
person or their family are asking
for; or can't stop a missing person
from doing something their family
think is unsafe. When this is the
case, communicationis extremely
important to ensure that people
do not feel let down, ignored, or
discriminated against. Firstly, the
police should be transparent and
clear on why they're deciding to
make that decision, or to not take
that action. Secondly, they must
communicate this sensitively in a
compassionate and kind way.

The police should avoid using
judgemental language when
responding to missing incidents.

Going missingis nota crime, many
people who go missing are
experiencing serious harm, and
families who report a loved one
missing will be scared, and
desperate for help. Blaming or
judging people is unlikely to ever
be helpfulin these circumstances.
Police should instead use
objective language when

Self-reflection questions

discussing sensitive topics to help
avoid victimisation, bias or blame.

Although effective assessment of
someone's communication can
only really be conductedin
real-time, it may be possible to
review how officers have
communicated by the case
records detailing an interaction.
Any indicators of good or poor
communication, including how
decisions are explained or
justified, should be included in
your case record review.

When conducting the review you should consider:

* Would you want this written about your loved one if they were missing?

* Do these records show any differences in decision-making that could be linked to

race
or ethnicity?

* What would you expect to hear from the police if you were in this situation?

UNDERSTANDING THE STATS
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Slides: Identifying vulnerability and challenging bias

Training video: How police responses to Black missing people can differ

Training video: Adultification

Training videos: Young people's voices
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FEEDBACK AND

COMPLAINTS

Services cannot improve if they don't know how they are succeeding and

failing.

Nationally there have been very
few initiatives to explore public
opinions on police responses to
missing people. There are few
opportunities for people to share
their experience, provide
feedback, or consult on policy or
new guidance. Itis rare that
Independent Advisory Groups
consider missing person
investigations, and there are few
examples of public consultations
relating to missing.

All police forces will have a clear
process for people who have had
been in contact with the police,
including people who have been
reported missing or reported a
loved one missing, to make a
complaint. However, there are
relatively few complaints made to
the police about their response to
missing incidents. While this may
seem like a positive,

suggesting few people are
dissatisfied, research into the
experiences of Black missing
people and their families, as well
as social media discourse,
actually suggests that issues just
aren't being reported.

It is possible that Black people
may be even less likely to make a
complaint, or provide feedback,
than others, due to a history of
poor trust in policing.

To improve responses to Black
missing people in your force area,
it is vital to consider how you can
better seek feedback, identify
issues, and create an open

dialogue with the community to
build trust.

While the necessary steps to do
this will depend on your individual
force and the existing setup

for community engagement, the
following prompts may help to
begin planning.

Feedback checklist

» Ensure all officers involved in
the response to missing people:
* Understand the importance of
feedback and complaints.

* Know not to be defensive in the
face of criticism or complaints.

* Actively signpost people to the
complaints process when appro-
priate.

* Can signpost people to support
services, community groups or
charities that can help people to
make a complaint (using the sup-
port services directory included
in this toolkit).

» Engage an Independent
Advisory Group to review the
response to missing Black
people and their families
(using the guidance on con-
ducting a review included in this
toolkit).

» Ensure staff are familiar with
the IOPC guidance on com-
plaints about discrimination:
Discrimination toolkit: Resources
and links | Independent Olice for
Police Conduct (IOPC).

» Seek feedback through
surveys to previously missing
people and their families. This
could follow the model of 'victim
surveys'. Ensure that demo-
graphic information is included
and analyse the responses with
consideration of race and ethnic-
ity in mind.

» Commission community con-
sultation in your police force
area through anindependent
agency (for example Listen Up,
Missing People or local com-
munity or third sector organisa-
tions).



https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/publications/discrimination-toolkit-resources-and-links
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/publications/discrimination-toolkit-resources-and-links
https://www.policeconduct.gov.uk/publications/discrimination-toolkit-resources-and-links
https://listenupresearch.org/
http://www.missingpeople.org.uk/
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THINKING ABOUT OUR STORIES

To help bring this toolkit to

life we have included a nar-
rative from the perspectives
of different family members
when someone goes missing.
To protect anonymity this is not
one single person's story, but
instead a composite of experi-
ences shared with us through
research into the experiences
of Black missing children and
adults, and through the devel-
opment of this toolkit.

Mother of missing child

My son has gone missing a
number of times, sometimes up
to aweek atatime. He's always
been such a good boy, he never
stayed out late or didn't come
home unless he'd told us he was
seeing afriend. It started when
he went to secondary school
-since he wasinyear 7, an
11-year-old little boy in his brand
new uniform and his hair spick
and span, he'd been asked to
hold drugs for some of the older
boys. And that was the start of it.
Since thenit's led to periods of
time when we don't know where
heis.

When | first reported these
missing periods to police, | didn't
feel believed or listened to. After
| explained the circumstances,
they said it was his choice and
that he couldn't be treated as
missing despite the fact that this
was so out of character. My son
can be really naive and easily led,
we've been trying to get school
to help us assess whether he has
learning difficulties and to me

it was so clear he was being
exploited by people older than
him. And yet, the police didn't
take these risks seriously, and
weren't communicating with us
or prioritising his case. At one
point they didn't even tell me his

case was closed and it took me
calling 999 to find someone to
ask why they weren't talking to
us.

It's like they just didn't care. | think
I'm just seen as a Black parent
kicking off. They don't care about
me. | often wonder if | would be
treated this way if | was White
and | hate saying those things
because it makes me feel like I'm
just this negative parent talking
about Black and White. But at
the end of the day;, if | can't trust
the police to find my son, who
can | trust? We feel like we're just
going round and round in circles.
One of the most confusing
interactions that we've had with
the social care teams is being
told that he needs a positive
Black male role model. My
husband has been an

amazing father, we're together

- we justlook at each otherin
those moments and think, 'How
can they say this?’



Father of missing child

As soon as the police arrived,
before they conducted their
search of our house, they sep-
arated myself and my wife and
interviewed me like a criminal, as
if I had something to do with my
child going missing. And they
weren't even doing anything,
like checking CCTYV, following up
leads, or checking on places of
interest. It made me wonder if the
fact we are Black has made them
assume there's something wrong
athome.

| don't want the police's opin-
ion of me to affect the decision
they make for my child. | would
do things like tone down my con-
versation even though | want to
scream. | have to hold my tongue
because from my experience the
police can make a snap decision
based on how you talk to them
and | don't want them to assume
I'm going to be ‘difficult’.

There were failings from social
workers too. There was supposed
to be someone following up after
each missing episode, but they
never did. We were begging for
help. | don't think anyone came
until the third time he went miss-
ing. | constantly ask myself if it's
our fault he goes missing. We
were being quite strict and | know
my son saw his friends had a dif-
ferent setup at home, less rules,
more freedom. | think he com-
pares himself with his friends. We
were just trying to keep him safe,
and the more we tried to keep him
safe the more he ran away.

Older sister of a missing sibling

When we moved from the city and
areally mixed areato where we live
now in a little village, it was really
hard. We've both been bullied
because of the colour of our skin.
Older kids assumed my brother
would be up for trouble, that's
when he started being targeted
and going missing.

It's sad to see how the media
doesn'ttreat Black missing people
the same as White missing people.
It was always us and my brother's
friends posting on social media
asking for people to look for him,
but even the local media didn't
report it as a story even when he
was missing for a week. The photo
the police used was also really bad
quality even though my parents
gave them photos of him looking
nice in his school uniform. It makes
us all feel bad about

ourselves - it's like Black people
aren't seen as worthy or valuable
as White people - if he was White,
he wouldn't be disregarded like
this.

A lot of times, | wouldn't tell the
police | hadn't seen him at school.
I knew the strain it had on my
parents to continuously report it
to the police and receive bad care
in return. If it wasn't anything too
serious, | would often go and try
and find him on my own to make
sure he was safe.

We don't talk a lot about mental
health in our community, but after
these experiences itis
impossible not to.

| believe all our mental health has
suffered - mine, my mum and
dad’'s, and my brother's. It has
destroyed our family. It doesn't
feellike there's anywhere to go for
help though.
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SERVICE DIRECTORY

NATIONAL AND LOCAL
SUPPORT SERVICES

People go missing because of a
broadrange of reasons, and many
will need support to address the
issues that caused them to go
missing, or to deal with any harm
they experienced while away.

Similarly, families of missing
people will often be extremely
distressed by what is happening,
especially while their loved one is
missing, or if there are repeated
missing episodes.

While the police play a vital role
in the investigation and finding
the missing person, and should
act with kindness and empathy in
their interactions with the missing
person and their family, they are
often not best placed to provide
specialist support.

Police are often the main or only
point of contact for people in
these times of crisis, soitis crucial
that they are prepared to signpost
and refer people to appropriate
services, depending on their
circumstances, to ensure people
get the help they need.

When working with

communities in which there is
poorer trust in the police due to
historic and systemic failures, it
is even more important that the
police connect people with
services that can help them, and
if necessary, can help to advocate
for them.

Where possible, it may be helpful
to ensure people have access to

culturally relevant services, that
are specifically focussed on
meeting the needs of Black or
particular ethnic groups. These
services may be better placed to
understand the context
surrounding the missing person
and their family, or may be better
able to meet their needs generally.

Below we have included details of
some of the national
organisations that exist to
support people on some of the
issues commonly linked to going
missing. Where possible we have
included organisations that are
specifically focussed on
supporting Black communities.

Officers who are interacting with
missing people and their families
should be aware of these national
organisations, and confident in
signposting or referring people
to them. However, this list is not
enoughinitself. Local, grassroots
and community organisations
can play a vital role in supporting
people in your area, and may be
better placed to understandlocal,
cultural context. It is vital that you
review the available services in
your area, with a particular focus
on those that are Black-led or
focussed on meeting the needs
of specific ethnic communities.

There is a template table below
which can be used to record
details of those organisations.
This should then be shared with
frontline officers. It may be helpful
to speakto yourlocal children and

adult's services to help fill out this
list. Your local services directory
should be reviewed and updated
regularly to ensure it remains up
to date.

Note: We would recommend
contacting any of the
organisations that you include
in your local directory to
inform them that they are being
included in the directory, and to
build relationships that can help
to inform your work to improve
responses for Black missing
people.



Organisation Service type / issue Area/ communities Link

they serve
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Organisation

Service type/issue

Area / communities
they serve

SERVICE DIRECTORY

Link

Missing People Emotional and practical sup- | All www.missingpeople.org.uk
port for anyone who is think-
ing about running away; who
has been reported missing;
and for families of a missing
person
ChildLine Helpline for children All http://www.childline.org.uk/
about/about-childline
Mind Mental health: helplines All http://www.mind.org.uk/infor-
for advice and support mation-support/helplines/
Mental health Adirectory for mental health | All https://hubofhope.co.uk/
support: support services by postcode
various search. Services include crisis
cafes, sanctuaries and safe
havens
Samaritans Mental health and suicide All http://www.samaritans.org/
support
Become Care Advice Service Childrenin care and care http://www.becomecharity.
leavers org.uk/get-support/care-ad-
vice-service/
Help at Hand Children’s Commissioner Children in care / living away http://www.childrenscommis-

Helpline —support, advice and
information

from home / children who
have a social worker or are a
care leaver under 25

sioner.gov.uk/help-at-hand

Black Minds Matter

Connecting Black individuals
and families with free 121
talking therapy delivered by
qualified and accredited Black
therapists

People who are Black African,
Black Carribean or Mixed
Heritage with one parent
being Black African or Black
Carribean (U-18s would

need to have an adult family
member willing to join therapy
with them)

http://www.blackmindsmatte-
ruk.com/




Organisation

BLAM UK -
School
Exclusion
Appeal Service

Service type /issue

Provide advice and
representation at school
exclusion panels and
meetings

Area / communities
they serve

Black British students

Link

http://www.blamuk.org/
school-exclusion-appeal-ser-
vices

Sistah Space Domestic and sexual African and Caribbean Herit- | http://www.sistahspace.org/
abuse support age women how-we-can-help
HERSANA Support services for Black women, girls http://www.hersana.org/

victims/survivors of
gender-based violence

transwomen, and nonbinary
people. Must be

aged 13 or over. Only
available in England and
Wales.

for-professionals/servic-
es-we-offer

Karma Nirvana

Support for victims of honour
based abuse

All

https://hubofhope.co.uk/

Southall Black Sisters

Domestic abuse support,
forced marriage support

Black and minoritised women
of allages

http://www.samaritans.org/

SafeCall - Missing
People

Criminal exploitation services

Children, young people
and families affected by
county lines/child
criminal exploitation

http://www.missingpeople.
org.uk/get-help/help-ser-
vices/exploitation-and-coun-
ty-lines

Ivison Trust

Support for parents of chil-
dren who have been victims of
exploitation

Parents or carers of
children who have
experienced sexual and
criminal exploitation

http://www.ivisontrust.org.uk/
for-parents/

Dementia UK - Black,
African and Carib-
bean Communities
Admiral Nurse clinics

Dementia support and advice

People from Black,
African and Caribbean
communities who are
living with dementia or
caring for someone with
dementia

https://www.dementiauk.org/
information-and-support/
how-we-can-support-you/
admiral-nurse-clinics/
black-african-and-carib-
bean-communities-admi-
ral-nurse-clinics/
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UNDERSTANDINEERCENENCES

Reflections from research and

lived experience

Black children and adults will go missing for the same, numerous reasons that all people go missing. But there
may be some issues that impact them more, or in different ways, than for others.

The following quotes and experiences have been collated from research and from the lived experience of
young people and families who helped to develop this toolkit. The aim is to give some insight into what might be
happening for Black missing children and their families, although we of course will not have captured the very
varied nature of people’s individual experiences.

Expolitation

“Since he was in year 7. A little,
young 11-year-old boy in his
brand-new uniform was so
excited to be at secondary school
you know, looking spick and span
and his hair all nice. And his first
few weeks, he was asked to hold
drugs for older boys in the school.”
- Parent

“A reason why young kids might go
missing might be because illegal
lifestyles and that get
glamourised... like selling drugs.
That kind of thing.”

- Young person”

Problems at home
Research shows that
difficulties at home is one of the
main reasons why all

children go missing.

i. Family conflict and pressure
Living in strict households and
limited freedom was a reoccurring
theme participants spoke about
in relation to reasons for going
missing

"Issues at home, needing a break -
cause sometimes small things can
mount up, and you know, children
don't have another way to get a
break if it all gets a bit much.”

- Young person

"Black African parents are quite
strict, and so people will rebel!”
- Young person

‘Il was being groomed and sexually
exploited thus, | was with the
perpetrators”

- Young person

“It kind of feels like I've got my
life with my child, which I'm
desperately trying to keep going.
And then there’s this outside
street life that he's got going on
that | literally have no idea

about, that he tries to protect me
from and tries to keep me out of.

“"May have stricter parents, they
might tell you that you can’t do
something so you might go
missing so you can do this.”

- Young person

Some young people spoke
specifically about the pressure of
academic expectations:

“I think in terms of if someone’s
chosen to run away, a lot of Black
families can have the
kind of thing of academic pressure
on their children. And that can
make a child feel like
their worth is equated to their
academic success. So that could
drive them to leave the
home.”

- Young person

Whilst Black young people
felt home was at times a strict
environment, one parent shared

But | know that there is a
life going on outside of my home
that he is involved in.”

- Parent

that they were trying to protect
their child by putting curfews in
place but were instead perceived
as being too strict, which in turn
pushed their child further away.

“We were being quite strict. And
the children that our son got
involved with had a different sort
of setup at home and their parents
weren't strict and so he was
constantly, | think comparing in his
head what his friends, you know,
like what their kind of like curfews
were or whatever with what we
were trying to do. And we were just
trying to keep him safe. And the
more we tried to keep him safe the
more he ran away.”

- Parent
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ii. Feeling unsafe

Some young people also shared
that feeling unsafe athome canbe a
reason why Black young people go
missing:

“They don't feel safe at home.”
- Young person

“Scared of family members.”
- Young person

“They might be frightened of the
consequences.”
- Young person

"Also fear of punishment if they've
made any kinds of mistakes
because it can be seen as quite
normal to smack your child if you're
a part of like a Black family. And
that can make people want to leave
their home because they're afraid
of telling their family when they've
made some kind of mistake. And
yeah, so | guess also out of fear of
Jjudgment or like
extreme punishment.”

- Young person

One professional shared that
they felt this may also be linked to
domestic abuse:

"Higher prevalence of domestic
abuse within the household”
- Professional

iii. Financial concerns

The pressure to earn money and
support the family purse was an
issue shared by participants as

a potential factor pushing young
people towards exploitative
situations, which in turn can cause
them to go missing. A form of
internalised adultification featured
in these responses, where young
people felt a sense of responsibility
to takeon adult concerns and to
create a better life for their family.

“Sometimes Black homes have
more poverty, they do not always
have a two-parent household, and
so this might lead the person to
leave and make money.”

- Young person

“Wanting a better life for their
family so are vulnerable”
- Young person

“I think especially with cost of
living there could be low income.
That could make a child maybe
feel more like a burden, they might
leave the house to maybe feel like
they're helping family, and maybe
have less pressure of an extra
person to be taking care of.”

- Young person

One parent spoke of how their
child seemed to feel they needed
to take on financial responsibility
and support the family, despite

it not being necessary. The
parent was clear that this was not
something they wanted their child
to worry about or feel the need

to take on, but found it hard to
challenge the perception they had
built up.

"He started asking me, this was
later down the line, things like, how
much does the mortgage cost and
how much are these? You know,
different bills and stuff. And I'm
thinking you don't have to worry
about any of that because | can do
all that I can. I know it's
challenging at the moment
because I'm now on my own doing
itall, but I can actually do it
all. And that's nothing for you to
worry about...”

- Parent

A sense of belonging or

social isolation

A lack of diversity in
neighbourhoods and feeling
isolated from wider society were
issues Black young people and
parents felt could negatively
impact a sense of belonging and
inclusion.

“I think maybe because a lot of Black
people that like live in the country,
it's probably like the first generation
that have lived here... If there’s a
problem at home for a young Black
person, they don't really have
anywhere else to go. It could just be
like they're family is the first to move
to this country. Or say they do have
family here, it might be someone’s
down south, up north and they don't
really have anywhere else to go, but
Jjust to go missing.”

- Young person

Systemic issues in school

and other education settings
While experiencing unhappiness at
school is known to be something
that can trigger missing episodes
for all children, it was evident in this
research that Black young people
can experience particular and
specific challenges in education
and within the education system
that can exacerbate the risk of them

going missing.

“We were living in a very
multicultural area in [area A] and we
moved out into a small village and
where my son went to school was
in [area B] and it was very White.
And that wasn't good in terms of
his cultural identity. | think that my
son had, and my daughter as well,
who's 14, have had kind of like racial
bullying and stuff. And at, right at the
point when my son started to get
into trouble and the exploitation we
think started.”

- Parent

“I don't think that Black children are
given the space to be themselves in
this society, in this culture.”

- Parent

“The outcomes for Black children
in school, the figures are so
disproportionately skewed,
and | feel that, you know, if you're
feeling let down by an education
system. Then the attraction of, you
know, being somebody and being
involved in something is very, very
appealing and when you feel that life
is not going well for you.”

- Parent
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“They could not manage him either.
He was removed off site and taught
off site, so that was it for me. That
was the gateway to the gangs
because he's meeting older kids
at the PRU [Pupil Referral Unit] he's
catching on to tips and tricks. He’'s...
starting to form behaviours of the
people that are around him."

- Parent

“Increased likelihood of school
exclusion, constantly being
underestimated means you're never
pushed or challenged so you get
bored of everything around you.”

- Professional

Mental health

Mental health is amongst the most
common reasons why anyone can
go missing, but some young people
specifically identified this risk for
Black children, including challenges
in accessing treatment.

“Poor mental health”
- Young person

“Poor mental or physical health”
- Young person

“Lack of acknowledgement of
mental health issues as well... | think
that's another thing that mental
health isn't always considered to
be something to take care of. Or
it would only be approached in a
religious aspect of like the child
should pray, rather than, like thinking
about therapy and other kinds of
support as well.”

- Young person

Seeking independence

“Wanting to go for a walk alone
butin a children’s homes with no

‘independent time',
- Young person

“Went out on NYE, | had a curfew but
it was NYE so | stayed out until the
afternoon of New Year's Day, with
friends.”

- Young person

“Went into care but wanted to go
home, so was going home. Or |
kept leaving foster placements
in the hope they would end the
placement”

- Young person

“I think back to when my daughter
was very young and realise from

a very early age that she was

very very adventurous and even
at three years old was extremely
confident. Confident to be on her
own and not fully understanding
the dangers/harm that the world
may/could expose her too.
Ad(ditionally as she was growing
up she felt quite misunderstood
and with my own personal trauma
| was very overprotective trying to
prevent her from some of my past
experiences. This combination
made her feel untrusted and
eventually led her to rebel

along with her personal fearless
behaviour. This combination
caused her to venture out and
explore without fully understanding
the consequences of her actions.”

- Parent
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A PERSONAL STORY

The following testimonial has been provided by one of the Lived Experience Advisors who helped to develop this toolkit.
She has chosen the pseudonym AK for herself, and SK for her daughter. It is a raw, emotional testament intended to
show policymakers and police officers that behind every "missing person” report is a human story of systemic failure,
undiagnosed trauma, and a desperate need for cultural empathy.

When using this testimonial, please ensure that AK/SK remain anonymous.

In answering the questions, the focus is on my daughter’s experience as the missing person and other parts provide
insights into the circumstances that she was running away from.

In my conversations with my daughter, | have apologised to her for not knowing what she was going through on a deeper
level. ldid not understand it and had no knowledge of how mental health in children could presentitself. When we talked
about this experience in our lives, | reassured her that sharing our story was for the purpose of helping other Black
families and policy makers understand what some of the difficulties may look like for a missing Black child.

children and adults will have an enduring effect on people’s trust in the system and response, and

consequently on their sense of safety.

1. The Daughter's Reality: Searching for Sanctuary on a Night Bus

While the system saw a "disruptive” teenager, SK was a child drowning in a sea of shared trauma. At just 13 years old,
she found more “family” on the top deck of the N109 night bus at 4:00 AM than she did in the cold institutions designed
to protect her.

* A "Therapeutic” Brotherhood of Pain: SK was part of a group of 15 children who rode buses to escape "home
problems"”. They didn't just hang out; they drank and cried together, bonded by the “valid reasons” they were out-
side—sexual abuse, physical violence, and neglect.

¢ The Burden of the “"Go-To" Person: Even while her own mental health crumbled, SK became the informal social
worker for her peers. She was the one who “clocked"” that a friend was wetting the bed because his father was raping
him; she was the one who protected her younger siblings from "Annie’'s” house because she knew Annie's father
was a predator.

* The Care System's Empty Promises: For SK, entering care felt like being “trapped” and “belittled". The staff “logged
activities” against her name for a pay check rather than offering a hand to hold. She attempted suicide while in care,

was raped with no therapy and no aftercare.

Mum asked SK to describe her lowest moments and whether she felt like there was help available when she was going
missing at home and in care. SK described this as follows:

“It felt like | could not talk to my mum.
Iwas not aware about the abuse mum
was going through. | blamed her for
everything. | did not understand
what she was going through. My view
of mums was different then. | now
understand. But needed to get out of
that trauma first.”

“White kids get diagnosed quicker
when it comes to mental health. In

care they said | might be bipolar.
Another point they were getting me
diagnosed for opposition defiance
disorder. A man came to see me and
questioning me, he asked me to pass
him a cup a water. | said no. He said
that proves my point.”

“I think Social Services preys on
immigrant families and most times
don't even bring in translator to
explain why they are tearing families
apart”

“They would treat black kids like
adults. For example, there is no cul-
turally appropriate placement, and
we are fed chicken nuggets daily.
Because black kids know how to clean
their rooms, cook and look after their
bodies —we are treated like adults.”

“A friend started doing drugs to keep
warm on street. He was in care and
kept coming backto Croydon. He got
arrested. Came back. Wearing same
clothes for months. He would sleep.
He then started to rob people to sur-
vive. Can you imagine robbing for a
Jjacket?” Yet he was in care.

“Mum, what did | gain from being in
care? My life became worse, and |
don’t even have a basic education.”
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2. The Mother's Battle: A "Perfect Storm" of Invisible Chains

AK's perspective reveals the agonizing gap between a mother's love and the systemic barriers that paralyzed her. She
admits with heartbreak that she didn'tinitially understand how mental health presents in children, often mistaking SK's
cries for help as “stubbornness” and ended up with poor decisions made in desperation. With no place to go for help.

Trapped by Poverty and Abuse: In 2016, AK's family was moved to an "“inhabitable” home in Peckham infested with
mice that ate their meagre food supply. For 18 months, she fought the council over gas leaks and a leaking roof while
trying to feed eight people on a microscopic budget.

The Shackle of Domestic Silence: AK was living in a "battleground” where her husband used financial abuse—hiding
bills and forging signatures—to keep her compliant. She was “walking on eggshells” to keep the peace, unaware that
SK was witnessing the trauma and blaming her for it.

Systemic Slander: When AK finally fled for her life in 2020, the system turned its scrutiny on her parenting. She recalls
the sting of the police factually lying to Social Services, claiming they had arrested her and her child—a “slander” that
shattered her trustin authority.

3. The Gap: Adultification and the "Missing"” Priority

The most harrowing revelation in this story is the stark difference in how Black children are treated compared to their
white peers.

Labels Instead of Love: While white children are often diagnosed with mental health conditions, Black children like SK
are labelled with "Opposition Defiance Disorder” (ODD).

The Erasure of Vulnerability: Because Black children often know how to cook, clean, and look after their bodies, the
system "adultifies” them. They are treated as mini adults who can handle the street, rather than children in need of a
parent and a decent place to callhome.

The Police Bias: SK recalls being stopped by police while missing in Croydon; because her home was in East London
and “too far" to drive, they simply let her go. Her white friend, in the same situation, was driven safely home. To the police,
a missing Black child is often seen as a participant in “criminal activities"” like county lines rather than a victim.

A Call for Radical Reform

Many families do not have the strength or wisdom to navigate the challenges within their communities. AK and SK have
worked tirelessly to heal their lives, but the scars remain. SK is now a young girl living with depression, severe anxiety
and the weight of a stolen education. Their message to policymakers is clear:

1. Stop Adultifying Black Children: Recognize neurodiversity and trauma over "bad behavior”.

2. Fund Families, Not Placements: The massive funding used to cycle children through cold placements should be
used to support families in staying together safely. Black parents love their children.

3. Humanize the Process: Bring in translators forimmigrant families and ensure police prioritize missing Black youth
with the same urgency as their white peers.
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There is a real lack of research
around the links between
neurodiversity and going missing,
but experience from frontline
practitioners, including Missing
People's support services,
suggests that being neurodiverse
can significantly increase the risk
of someone going missing. Both
autism and ADHD in particular are
regularly mentioned in connection
with both children and adults going
missing. People who have been
missing themselves, and families of
missing people, often speak about
how both conditions, and a lack of
effective support around them, have
contributed to why someone has
gone missing, and have an effect on
what they do and the risks they face
while they are away.

Black neurodiverse people may
face additional barriers, challenges
or discrimination due to the
intersection of multiple marginalised
elements of their identity. This may
in turn compound risks associated
with missing.

Research from 2021 found that
Black boys in the UK are diagnosed
with Autism at similar rates to their
White peers, but receive far less
educational support. These issues
were even more pronounced for
Black girls, who were less likely than
boys to get a diagnosis, and less
likely to get support.

There can also be challenges
within families and communities
in understanding and accepting
neurodiversity. Research
commissioned by Impact on Urban
Health heard experiences from
both parents and professionals
who saw the impact of stigma
and misunderstanding about
neurodiversity in Black and mixed
heritage children and families:
Impact on Urban Health.

It is important for professionals
working with missing people to
consider intersectionality, and
how this might escalate the risks
for some children and adults.

For example, both being Black,
and having special educational
needs, raise the likelihood of being
excluded from school: being both
just increases the risk further®. In
turn, school exclusion increases
the risk of going missing, and may
also be linked to experiencing
more serious harm while missing?.
These elements of a person'’s
identity cannot be considered in
isolation, and we should consider
risk assessments and offers of
support within the knowledge of
systemic barriers and bias that
each missing person might be
facing.

This blog from Tumi Sotire,

a leading advocate on
intersectionality within
neurodiversity, explores the
intersection of neurodiversity,
ethnicity and socioeconomic
status. Importantly he shares
that “Racial discrimination
compounds the challenges faced
by neurodivergent individuals, who
may be hesitant to disclose their
neurodivergence due to fear of
additional discrimination or bias.”
And highlights the importance

of professionals thinking about
these issues: “By considering

the intersection of race, class,
and neurodivergence, we can
work toward a more equitable
society—one that ensures no one
is left behind, regardless of their
background or identity.”

While we absolutely do not
expect the police to address

the underlying systemic issues
discussed here, we just ask that
you consider intersectionality in
your practice, and think about the
ways that someone's identity and
experiences might compound to
increase risk.

1 The double-discrimination black autistic children face in education | Ambitious about Autism

2.N8 Policing Research Partnership | "Too risk

et not risky enough” - New research on seriously harmed missing children
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Words from a previously missing young person about misconceptions in the identification of
neurodiversity, and the importance of being flexible to people's individual needs:

When police officers are responding to missing Black children and adults, they may notice behaviours that

are often misunderstood. Avoiding eye contact, shutting down, or refusing to speak can be seen as being
uncooperative, when this may actually reflect autistic shutdown, anxiety, or a trauma response. Agitation, pacing,
shouting, or behaviour described as “rudeness” may be panic, sensory overload, a meltdown or PTSD all of which
increase the risk of escalation and the person going missing again if handled harshly.

Inconsistent stories, confusion, or forgetfulness are often read as dishonesty, but may be linked to dissociation,
trauma, learning disability, psychosis, or exhaustion. Over-friendly behaviour, excessive trusting of strangers or
people-pleasing may reflect ADHD impulsivity or trauma responses and can significantly increase vulnerability
to exploitation while missing. Slow processing or not responding to name may relate to auditory processing
differences or shutdown but is often misinterpreted as defiance. Repetitive movements (such as hair twisting
or skin picking) may be stimming. Flat affect or appearing “unbothered” can reflect shock, depression, or
dissociation which can lead to risk being underestimated.

Historically, research into autism and ADHD has focused primarily on white, heterosexual, cisgender boys and
men. As a result, diagnostic criteria were built around white male presentation. This means Black children and
adults are less likely to be recognised as neurodivergent and their behaviours are more likely to be misinterpreted
as defiance, attitude, aggression or criminality rather than distress.

In missing incidents, this matters because neurodivergence and mental ill-health often influence why someone
goes missing, how they behave while missing and how they respond to police contact when located or returned
home.

Autistic people who are not white, heterosexual cis males are more likely to have intense interests that are socially
acceptable, trend-based, or shorter lived. Communication style can be confusing to others they may appear shy
at times and overly direct at others. Masking is common and often unconscious. The ongoing stress of masking
can lead to anxiety and overwhelm. Many autistic people manage this throughout the school or workday, only to
experience meltdowns or shutdowns once they are back in a safe space. This is particularly relevant in missing
cases, as distress may not appear until after the person has been located or returned home.

It is important to be clear that noticing traits does not mean diagnosing. Officers should not label individuals or
families unless the conversation is already moving in that direction. The purpose of this tool is to inform approach,
reduce harm and improve safeguarding outcomes not to assign diagnoses.

Research consistently shows that minority children are less likely than white children to receive an ADHD
diagnosis, while Black are more likely to be diagnosed with Conduct Disorder or Oppositional Defiant Disorder.
This suggests that neurodevelopmental differences may be mislabelled as behavioural problems.

Since ADHD was first studied in the late 1700s, it has mainly focused on white, hyperactive, school-aged boys.
Although research on girls and women is growing, the myth that ADHD is a condition of boyhood has limited
diagnosis and support for generations particularly for Black girls and women who are more likely to mask.

This matters in missing cases because ADHD traits such as impulsivity, emotional dysregulation, and difficulty
assessing risk can increase vulnerability while missing. When behaviour is interpreted as “bad” rather than
neurodevelopmental, policing responses are more likely than safeguarding responses.

A simple but effective communication adjustment can be used at any stage of a missing case.
Officers can ask calmly and directly:
“Is there anything that makes this harder for you right now? Noise? Lights? People?”
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