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Retrospective Analysis of Cases Reported to Devon & Cornwall Police 

Research Questions 

Given the information available to Devon and Cornwall Police when they receive a missing 

person report, which cases come to harm and what variables could be used to predict these 

outcomes? 

a. How many missing person cases have been reported to Devon and Cornwall Police from 

1st April 2008 through 31st March 2019?  What proportion of these cases have come to 

harm? 

b. Across all potential predictor variables which can be reasonably gathered at the time of 

the initial report, what is their bivariate association with the missing person coming to 

harm? 
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c. When the cases are divided into sub-groups based on the gender and age of the missing 

person, does the importance of the different predictors change from group to group? 

d. When missing persons are graded into high, medium, and low risk categories by the 

person recording the report, how accurate are these gradings, and what is the rate of false 

positives and false negatives? 

Data 

Unit of Analysis: A report of one person missing made on one day by one or more parties.  

Sample size and time period: The sample consists of 92,681 individual reports, covering 11 

years from 2008-2019. 

Independent, dependent, and descriptive variables: The outcome to be predicted is whether 

the missing person comes to harm.  This outcome combines many different forms of harm 

into a single outcome variable. 

The predictors are non-historical risk factors (i.e., from the presenting incidents themselves) 

that are recorded in by Devon and Cornwall police. The full list of these factors is: 

1. Age at time of missing report 

2. Gender 

3. In Care (at time of report) 

4. Disability 

5. Dyslexic 

6. Learning Disability 

7. Hearing Impairment 
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8. Visual Impairment 

9. Reduced Mobility 

10. Mental Illness (of any kind) 

11. Child Sexual Exploitation Risk 

12. Suicidal 

13. Vulnerable Adult 

14. Previously Reported as Missing 

Research Design 

This study is a retrospective analysis of missing person records. Predictive associations 

between binary predictors, gained from risk factors known to Devon and Cornwall police at 

the time of report, and harmful outcomes in missing person cases are measured using odds 

ratios. The sample is then divided into gender (male or female) and age categories (juveniles, 

adults aged between 18 and 64, and those over 65), to enable separate analyses of predictive 

association. This allows the study to determine the differing importance of the predictors 

across age and gender categories. 

Analytic Methods 

Odds ratios are used to estimate the importance of the different predictor variables in 

forecasting whether missing persons come to harm. Confusion matrices are used to assess 

the accuracy of the current risk assessment process used by police services in England and 

Wales, as applied in Devon and Cornwall. 
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Findings 

1. Of 92,681 missing person records made in Devon and Cornwall between 2008 and 2019: 

a) 54% related to males, and 46% females 

b) 59% were juveniles, 35% adults (aged 18-64) and 6% were aged over 65 

c) 3.8% (n = 3,481) of all missing persons in the study came to harm 

d) 1.7% of juveniles came to harm, 6.8% of adults and over 65’s came to harm 

e) A higher percentage of juvenile female missing persons came to harm than juvenile 

male missing persons (2.1% vs 1.2%) 

f) A higher percentage of adult female missing persons came to harm than adult male 

missing persons (7.4% versus 6.4%) 

g) A higher percentage of male missing persons aged over 65 came to harm than 

female missing persons aged over 65 (7.3% versus 6%) 

2. Regarding those missing persons that came to harm: 

a) 3% of all low risk missing persons came to harm, 5% of all medium risk missing 

persons came to harm, and 14% of all high risk missing persons came to harm 

b) 84% of juveniles that came to harm had originally been assessed as medium risk 

c) 43% of adults that came to harm had originally been assessed as medium risk 

d) 31% of those aged 65 or over that came to harm had originally been assessed as 

medium risk 

3. The predictive value of risk factors is conditional on age and gender  



6 
 

4. The current risk assessment process is less accurate at forecasting outcomes than simply 

assuming no missing persons will ever come to harm. 

Policy Implications 

This study cast further doubt on the efficacy and effectiveness of the current, subjective risk 

assessment process for missing persons. The analysis completed concludes that the accuracy 

of the current process is so deficient that police services would produce more accurate 

outcome predictions by simply assuming that no missing person will ever come to harm. This 

study also illustrates the importance of evidence-based policing, by determining that the 

predictive value of risk factors is conditional on the age and gender of a missing person. As a 

result, this study concludes with the recommendation that the College of Policing should 

endorse the development and implementation of an evidence-based risk assessment for 

missing persons that takes into account the age and gender of the missing person, and the 

impact this has on which factors predict harm.  

This research is capable of informing change in the risk assessment process for missing 

persons, guiding triage and deployment decisions by police services across England and 

Wales, and preventing serious harm by helping to predict which missing person cases have 

the greatest risk of resulting in a harmful outcome. 
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Introduction 

 In England and Wales, a person is reported as missing every two minutes (Fyfe et al., 

2013). Missing person (misper) events can be costly for police services, in terms of time and 

resource (Shalev-Greene and Pakes, 2012), may cause emotional strain for those close to the 

misper, and can result in harmful outcomes. Using the largest sample size in known misper 

related research, this study is a retrospective analysis of over 92,000 misper cases in Devon 

and Cornwall, and sets out to identify which mispers come to harm, and determine whether 

or not they can be identified beforehand.  

 This study will use 92,681 misper records contained within the COMPACT (Community 

Policing and Case Tracking) records management system, used by Devon and Cornwall Police, 

and explore the predictive relationship between known risk factors and harmful outcomes for 

mispers. 

 The existing, but somewhat limited, literature on the subject of mispers is reviewed, 

with particular attention paid to the accuracy and efficacy of the current misper risk 

assessment process used by police forces across England and Wales, at the direction of the 

College of Policing. Literature regarding the cost of misper investigations is considered, along 

with the importance of evidence-based prediction tools for police services, and the role of 

experiential decision making.  

Background 

 The police service in England and Wales has continually experienced a reduction in 

budgets and resources in recent years, whilst struggling to meet a rise in complex and high 

harm demand. Increased awareness and reporting of domestic abuse, sexual exploitation, 
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internet-enabled crime, and modern slavery, have led forces to develop their experience and 

expertise of evidence based policing (Sherman 2013) and seek practical solutions to demand 

management, such as algorithmic crime triage (Sherman 2018). The use of risk assessment 

and grading in order to prioritise incidents has long been employed by police.  However, the 

accuracy of risk assessments is key, particularly in regards to reliability in predicting harmful 

outcomes, and the use of precious police resources.  

 This research will focus on Devon and Cornwall Police, the most South Westerly force 

in England. Covering nearly 4,000 square miles, the Devon and Cornwall force area includes 

the cities of Exeter and Plymouth, the expanses of Dartmoor and Exmoor, and more coastline 

than any other force in England and Wales. A thriving tourist industry sees the population of 

Devon and Cornwall swell from approximately 1.65 million to between 10 and 12 million each 

summer. All of this is policed by a little over 3,000 officers. 

 As the stated mission of Devon and Cornwall Police is to “detect and prevent harm” 

(Devon and Cornwall Police, 2019), it is vital that the force has the processes and working 

practices in place that enable this to be done effectively.  

The Research 

The key research question in this prospective analysis is: “Given the information 

available to Devon and Cornwall Police when they receive a missing person report, which 

cases come to harm and what variables could be used to predict these outcomes?”  Through 

statistical analysis of 92,681 Devon and Cornwall misper records, and the use of odds ratio 

(OR) calculations and confusion matrices, the following sub-questions will also be answered: 

 



16 
 

a. How many missing person cases have been reported to Devon and Cornwall Police from 1st 

April 2008 through 31st March 2019?  What proportion of these cases have come to harm? 

 

b. Across all potential predictor variables which can be reasonably gathered at the time of the 

initial report, what is their bivariate association with the missing person coming to harm? 

 

c. When the cases are divided into sub-groups based on the gender and age of the missing 

person, does the importance of the different predictors change from group to group? 

 

d. When missing persons are graded into High, Medium, and Low risk categories by the person 

recording the report, how accurate are these gradings and what is the rate of false positives 

and false negatives? 

 

 The methods used to answer these questions will be thoroughly documented and the 

findings presented. This will be followed by discussion that includes recommendations, and a 

conclusion.    
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Literature Review  

Despite the importance of missing persons (misper) investigations, in terms of the 

impact on individuals and families of those affected, and the volume of demand these 

incidents create for the police service, there is not a wealth of literature on the subject. This 

literature review will discuss existing research in four broad categories: 1) the demand, 2) the 

challenges surrounding risk assessment, 3) expertise and clinical decision making, and 4) The 

vulnerabilities of those who come to harm.  

The Demand 

A person is recorded as missing every two minutes in England and Wales, with over 

300,000 missing person reports created by police each year (Fyfe et al., 2015). In fact, the 

most recent figures released by The National Crime Agency (NCA) show that in the 2016/17 

financial year 327,735 missing or absent person incidents were created (National Crime 

Agency, 2019). In the first piece of research to look at the cost of missing person (misper) 

investigations in England and Wales, 407 officers and civilians from West Mercia Police were 

surveyed and asked to estimate the time required to undertake the various tasks of a misper 

investigation (Shalev-Greene and Pakes, 2012). Additionally, 33 officers from Warwickshire 

and West Mercia examined a real life case and again judged the time it takes to complete the 

investigation. The authors used these time estimations, along with the cost of software 

licenses and general overheads, to produce an estimated cost for a medium risk misper 

investigation of £1,325. The real-life case findings produced a cost estimate of £2,415. When 

compared to the Home Office’s estimated costs of police activity, the real-life case estimate 

of £2,415 is more than double the police costs of investigating a Robbery (£1,010 per crime) 

and Assault where an injury is sustained (£1,130 per crime) and four times more than a 
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Dwelling Burglary investigation (£530 per crime) (Home Office, 2018). Based on this research, 

the annual cost of misper investigations equates to 19,188 full time police constables, or 14% 

of the full time police officers in the UK at the time of writing. 

The Challenges surrounding Risk Assessment 

Authorised Professional Practice (APP) produced by the College of Police in England 

and Wales states that, “Going missing should be treated as an indicator that the individual 

may be at risk of harm” (College of Policing, 2019). The APP also outlines four grades of risk 

for missing people, based on the likelihood of them actually coming to harm. These are High 

(The risk of serious harm to the subject or the public is assessed as very likely), Medium (The 

risk of harm to the subject or the public is assessed as likely but not serious), Low (The risk of 

harm to the subject or the public is assessed as possible but minimal) and Absent (There is no 

apparent risk of harm to either the subject or the public). However, whilst definitions of the 

overall risk grading are provided by the College of Policing, the APP does not define how 

circumstances are determined as likely. The grading assigned to a misper report informs the 

level of priority for officer attendance, the amount of resource that will be allocated and the 

level of scrutiny that, according to the APP, should be applied to the investigation. For 

example, the APP states that if a misper is assessed as High Risk then “a member of the senior 

management team must be involved in the examination of initial lines of enquiry and approval 

of appropriate staffing levels”. With the College of Policing (2019) being prescriptive with 

resourcing expectations, and investigations relating to mispers costing, on average, more 

than those for Robbery, Burglary and Assault (Home Office, 2018), it is crucial that the original 

risk assessment is accurate.  



19 
 

Through the APP, the College of Policing (2019) state that risk assessment decisions 

should be informed by professional judgment and always be subjective. However, police 

services must have the ability to assess the risk of harm using empirical evidence, as well as 

the experience and judgement of their officers (Newiss, 2005). The need to use empirical 

evidence to inform decision making in policing is incredibly challenging. Currently, there are 

no evidenced-based tools that predict the likelihood of a misper coming to harm in the way 

that forces such as Kent Police use to triage crime (Sherman, 2018). Instead, the College of 

Policing provide a list of recommended questions within the APP for officers to ask the person 

reporting the misper that, by their own admission, have not been subject to any evaluation.  

The “Safeguarding Missing Adults who have Mental Health Issues” report, released by the All 

Party Parliamentary Group for Runaway and Missing Children and Adults (Coffey, 2018), 

specifically highlights this question set, describing how the lack of empirical research or 

validation casts doubt on its efficacy and efficiency. The report outlines the importance of 

accurate risk assessments, and warns of the tragic consequences that may follow when such 

assessments are not completed.  The recommendations from this inquiry include the need 

for vulnerability identification training for police call takers, as well as a risk assessment that 

has been subjected to empirical testing.   

Accurately predicting the likelihood of a misper experiencing harm is difficult (Tarling 

and Burrows, 2004). In order to identify the characteristics of individuals that go missing, 

Tarling and Burrows (2004) reviewed 1008 cases chosen at random from across five London 

boroughs in 1999. The sample group contained people of all ages, 47% being 17 or under, and 

a gender split of 55% Male and 45% Female. Only 39 of this cohort were not found safe and 

well; 15 found dead, 14 suffered serious injury or illness and 10 were not traced. As well as 

concluding that developing a statistical risk prediction instrument from this research would 



20 
 

be problematic, they also highlighted that the data presented showed no distinctive pattern 

of characteristics in those that returned safe and well compared to those that did not. 

More recently, research in Scotland has shown that there is a close relationship 

between certain behaviours and types of misper (Bonny et al., 2016). Working on the 

hypothesis that three psychologically distinct core background themes, or types of misper 

existed (dysfunctional, escape and unintentional), the authors analysed 2652 reports 

completed with missing people upon their return. These reports were completed between 

2009 and 2011 in the Grampian area of Police Scotland, and consisted of 54 questions which 

police officers asked the misper in order to understand the circumstances around the missing 

episode. As a number of reports related to repeat mispers, only the most recent report for 

each misper was used, reducing the sample size from 2652 down to 362, with an age range 

of 18 to 90, and a gender split of 67% men and 33% women. Bonny et al. (2016) identified 

and coded 36 different behaviours, such as attempted suicide, used public transport, avoided 

police, and felt in danger. Small space analysis was then conducted to identify which of these 

behaviours related to each of the three core background themes and their proximity to each 

other. As a result, the authors were able to show how strongly certain behaviours related to 

each background theme, and the lack of relationship with others. For example, dysfunctional 

mispers have a strong relationship with the behavioural characteristic of sustaining injuries 

but no relationship with avoiding police. Visiting locations associated with happy childhood 

memories is a behaviour characteristic strongly associated with escape mispers, but not at all 

with unintentional mispers, the only type of misper which displays the characteristic of 

attending a police station. Despite this being a small sample size, Bonny et al. (2016) have 

indicated that there is a distinct relationship between behavioural characteristics and types 
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of misper, and provide a challenge to Tarling and Burrows (2004) and their conclusions 

relating to predictability of harm.  

Expertise and Clinical Decision Making 

The experience and judgement of officers is clearly relevant and valued in the 

assessment of misper risk, but it is naïve to believe that these skills alone are sufficient to 

provide consistent and accurate predictions of the likelihood that a misper will come to harm.  

In a survey of 215 Sergeants in one of the largest forces in England and Wales (Smith 

and Shalev-Greene, 2014), 47% felt inadequately trained for appropriately assessing the risk 

of mispers and potential for them experiencing harm. In addition, 51% had never read the 

national guidance on missing person investigations. The study, which does not reveal the 

location or demographic makeup of the subject force, set out to critically assess the attitudes 

of police sergeants who were involved in the risk assessment process. An online survey was 

electronically sent to every uniformed sergeant in the subject force, with the 215 sergeants 

that responded becoming the self-selecting group for analysis. All sergeants that responded 

had more than 5 years’ service in had been sergeants for at least two years.  The 27 questions 

that formed the survey consisted of a mix of open and closed questions aimed to elicit both 

qualitative and quantitative data. The responses from this survey highlighted that whilst the 

majority of these respondents were confident in their ability to appropriately assess risk, half 

of the sergeants did not feel adequately trained or supported in regards to risk assessments.  

 Whilst a bigger cohort would have increased the reliability of the results, and Smith 

and Shalev-Greene (2014) assert that the findings are not transferable, they are indicative of 

a workforce that does not have a detailed understanding of the risk they are assessing. This 

is a cause for concern, in an environment where police activity receives regular attention in 
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local, national and social media, and officers’ decision making and standards of investigation 

are subject to increased scrutiny. Assessing a missing persons risk can be a complex task, and 

the volume of reports received by police is vast.   

An Examination of police decision making in contexts of sexual violence and missing 

people investigations has highlighted that as the complexity of decision making increases, so 

do the opportunities for officer error (Alys et al., 2013). The authors conducted a detailed 

review of existing misper literature and highlighted a reliance on heuristics and experience in 

policing, whilst officers are still only receiving basic training, and continue to develop negative 

attitudes and biases that impact on the standard of investigation. Concerns regarding officers’ 

attitudes in this field have been highlighted previously (Newiss, 1999). A detailed examination 

of the misper policies in seven forces across England and Wales by Newiss (1999), and 

interviews with some of their operational officers, showed that the high volume of misper 

reports, coupled with the small percentage where the individual actually comes to harm, 

provides a very real danger of a feeling of indifference. 

The danger of officer indifference is even more likely in cases where young people 

regularly abscond from care for short periods of time before returning of their own volition 

(Hayden and Goodship, 2013). Research conducted between 2009 and 2011 in an unnamed 

but reportedly large force in the south of England, supports the conclusion of Newiss (1999). 

Hayden and Goodship (2013) conducted in-depth analysis of 563 missing children reports, 

cross referenced with social care data on those that had been missing more than once. 27 

interviews with police and social care staff involved in missing children cases, and steering 

groups in both organisations provides qualitative and quantitative results. These highlighted 

that the lack of understanding of risk, and negative attitudes of some officers created 
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opportunities for things to go wrong. They concluded that this culture and the sheer volume 

of missing children reports makes meaningful risk assessment for all cases impossible. This 

provides further challenge to the College of Policing stance that decisions on risk assessment 

should be based solely on officer experience and judgement and supports the view of  Alys et 

al. (2013), who recommend further exploration of police decision making in regards to 

mispers to enable the modelling of a more effective decision making process.  

Kahneman proposes that there are two systems of thinking (Kahneman 2012) and this 

is clearly relevant in the context of decision making. System 1 thinking, which is fast and 

unconscious, is the element used by experienced decision makers in dynamic, operational 

contexts where time pressures and high stakes are a factor. It is in these scenarios that 

deliberate, analytical System 2 thinking isn’t utilised as operational decision makers do not 

have time to think slowly or consider, and test, a range of options, particularly in an 

emergency. Whilst making a judgement on the risk level in relation to a misper should be 

made expeditiously, and in line with system 1 thinking, it relies on the experience and 

judgement of the decision maker being sound and well-informed.  

In order to understand system 1 thinking in operational situations, and attempt to 

define a model the Army Research Institute for Behavioural and Social Sciences in the USA 

began funding research in the mid-1980’s (Klein, 2008). The concept of Naturalistic Decision 

Making (NDM) was developed during this period and describes how operational decision 

makers, such as Army Commanders, arrive at decisions through expertise and relying on ‘what 

worked’ previously rather than systematically analysing a range of options and outcomes. In 

short, NDM as a strategy defines how decisions are made by people in real-world contexts 

(Lipshitz et al., 2001). Lipshitz et al (2001) define three key characteristics of Naturalistic 
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Decision Making: the importance of time pressure and high stakes, the role of the decision 

maker’s expertise, and the idea that the way the situation is assessed is more important that 

the process of selecting between available options or activity.  This style of decision making 

relies almost entirely on experience and intuition, developed over time and aligns to 

Kahneman’s (2012) system 1 thinking.  

Klein (2008) defined the Recognition-Primed Decision (RPD) model as a form of NDM 

following a series of in-depth interviews with Fire Service Commanders, which supported his 

hypothesis that experienced decision makers use mental pattern matching techniques to 

decide the most appropriate action to take. As a form of NDM that Klein (2008) proposes is 

closer to system 2 thinking, RPD features an element of analysis through mental pattern 

matching; arriving at decisions by remembering which actions produce the desired outcomes 

in each situation.   

However, RPD still relies on expertise to enable such mental analysis and pattern 

matching. The Air Operations Division of the Aeronautical and Maritime Research Laboratory 

in Australia reviewed NDM in the context of decision making of pilots (Simpson, 2001). With 

over 50% of aviation accidents featuring an element of error in judgment, the role of expertise 

and accurate decision making is clear. Simpson (2001) asserts that only experienced pilots are 

able to utilise RPD, as novice pilots have not developed the same depth of knowledge to allow 

successful decision making, and concludes with the recommendation that a decision making 

aid could enable less experienced pilots to safely settle on a course of action in real-time 

situations. 

Whilst the literature that discusses NDM and RPD does not present any comparison 

studies that demonstrate the true effectiveness of this model of decision making, they are 
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clear in their view that experienced decision makers make the best decisions. Similarly, 

conclusions from one study suggested that the “craft” of policing, and officers’ expertise, will 

always be required due to the complexity of misper investigations (Fyfe et al., 2015). 12 case 

reconstructions and interviews with 21 officers working with missing person cases from the 

Metropolitan Police Service and Police Scotland were completed in order to understand the 

recording, risk-assessment, decision making, deployment of resources, and investigative 

processes relating to mispers. Fyfe et al. (2015) discuss the complexity of misper 

investigations and, as with Klein (2008), Lipschitz et al. (2001) and Simpson (2001), draws on 

the importance of officers’ experience as being a key factor in decision making. 

The fundamental flaw in taking a position that relies on officers’ experience and craft 

is, as Smith and Shalev-Greene (2014) highlighted, around half of officers making decisions on 

misper investigations and risk assessments do not class themselves as experts, or even 

appropriately trained. In addition, there are doubts surrounding the validity of the College of 

Policing question set that is currently provided to aid decision making. Officers that do not 

always have the required experience or skill, are making subjective decisions on misper risk 

assessments with the aid of a flawed decision supporting tool. 

The vulnerabilities of those who come to harm 

The National Crime Agency in England and Wales produce an annual report on the 

demand and statistical nature of misper investigations in each force area. The most recent of 

these covers the period between 1st of April 2016 and the 31st of March 2017 (National Crime 

Agency, 2019). One of the areas reported on is the number of mispers that came to harm, 

and the type of harm they experienced. These outcomes are grouped under the same 

headings contained in the Compact system used by Devon and Cornwall Police: Physical 
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Injury, Self-Harm, Accidental Harm, Sexual Offence Victim, Emotional Harm, and Found 

Deceased. It should be noted however that only 25 of the 43 forces in England and Wales 

returned data concerning misper harm. So, whilst these figures are worthy of attention, they 

can only be considered as indicative of the national picture on misper harm.  

 The total number of missing incidents in the 25 forces that returned information on 

harm outcomes was 102,404. Of these, 96,698 (94.4%) were reported as having come to no 

harm at all and just 341 of these incidents resulted in fatalities (0.3%). The report does not 

specify whether these fatalities were homicides or suicides. Interestingly, there were more 

adults (2,986) than children (2,720) in the 5,706 mispers that were either not located or 

reported as coming to harm. With almost double the number of children going missing in this 

period than adults, 68,090 compared to 34,314, the report shows that adults are more likely 

to come to harm than children (8.7% of adult incidents ended with reported harm, compared 

to 4% of children). The categories of Physical injury and Self-Harm were the most commonly 

reported outcomes; substantially more so for adults where these outcomes accounted for 

68% of all harm outcomes (2,037 of 2,986 incidents), compared to 34% (921 of 2,720 

incidents) for children. Sadly, children are more likely than adults to be victims of Sexual 

Assault than adults, with children accounting for 64% (199 of 310) of the outcomes in this 

category. 

With only 25 of the 43 police forces in England and Wales recording levels of harm in 

this detail, it is unsurprising that there is a lack of research into which missing people come to 

harm which falls short of being fatal. What literature that does exist concerning harm and 

mispers focuses on fatal outcomes, particularly suicide.  
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Recent research in Devon and Cornwall shows that men are more likely to commit 

suicide when missing than women (Yong and Tzani-Pepelasis, 2019). All adult missing person 

records between 1st April 2014 and 31st March 2018 were analysed and identified 93 mispers 

that had been found deceased and their death had been confirmed as suicide. 71 of these 

individuals were male and 22 female. These findings support an earlier study in New South 

Wales, Australia that also reported men being more likely to commit suicide that women (Foy, 

2006). Whilst Foy (2006) does not report on how the sample was selected, 357 cases from 

New South Wales were analysed and 26 character or circumstance variables were identified. 

These were; demographic factors, social background factors, circumstance characteristics, 

personality and behavioural factors, mental health factors, event details. The analysis 

identified the factors that were more common for mispers that commit suicide, those that 

runaway and those that fall victim to foul play, and presented this against each gender. This 

showed that 40 of the 173 male mispers committed suicide, compared to 10 of the 184 

females. A more detailed study from Dorset Police conducted a statistical analysis of 900 high 

risk misper cases reported in the county between June 2009 and May 2015 (Haynes, 2015). 

Of the 58 fatal outcomes identified by Haynes (2015), 35 of them were attributed to suicide 

(60.3%). 23 of these were adult males (66%) and 12 were adult females (34%). No juvenile 

cases in this study resulted in a fatal outcome.  

As well as a gender imbalance with mispers that commit suicide, there may also be a 

difference in the mind set and behaviour of suicidal individuals between those that are 

reported as mispers, and those that are not (Sveticic et al., 2012). This study analysed all 

deaths recorded as suicide in Queensland, Australia between 1994 and 2007. 7,739 suicides 

were identified in total before Sveticic et al. (2012) compared the 194 suicides where the 

individual had been reported as a misper with the 7,545 other suicides to identify 
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characteristics specific to each group. The authors concluded that mispers that commit 

suicide have several distinct characteristics compared to other suicides. This included being 

more likely to have been institutionalised (5.2% of mispers compared to 2% of other suicides) 

and are more likely to communicate their suicidal intentions (44.8% of mispers compared to 

39.9% of other suicides).  

With the National Crime Agency (2019) reporting low numbers of misper incidents 

ending in fatalities (341 of 5,706 between 1st of April 2016 and the 31st of March 2017) 

identifying the factors and characteristics present in other harm outcomes for mispers is 

critical. Sadly, there is a dearth of research in this area. A detailed analysis of nearly 6,000 

misper cases has identified the characteristics of those mispers that experienced crime harm 

whilst missing (Vo, 2015). 5,984 missing cases reported in the Thames Valley Police area 

between August 1st 2014 and January 31st 2015 were cross referenced against the force’s 

crime records system, NICHE, to provide a harm score for each of the 3,706 individuals’ 

subject of the misper reports. Vo (2015) used the Cambridge Harm Index (CHI), which uses 

national sentencing guidelines to weight reported crime by the harm that it causes (Sherman 

et al., 2016), as the means of scoring the crime harm experienced by each misper. Whilst the 

scope of this study is wider than suicide, it focuses solely on crime harm, which was only 

experienced by 1.1% of the sample size. It did however concur with the NCA (2019) that 

children are more likely than adults to be involved in sexual offences, where 8% of crime 

related occurrences involving children were sexual offences compared to just 3% for adults. 

Looking at individuals of all ages, Vo (2015) also reported that absconders from local authority 

care were more likely to experience crime harm than those that weren’t, with an average CHI 

score of 2.6 compared to 0.9. Finally, Vo (2015) identified a positive significant relationship 
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between the number of times that an individual is reported as a misper and their average CHI 

score.  

A common concern relating to older mispers is the vulnerability associated with 

Dementia. Haynes (2015) discovered that only 4 of the 133 adults in the Dorset study with a 

dementia diagnosis died whilst missing. This low number of dementia related fatalities is 

consistent with a study that focussed solely on mispers with dementia (Rowe et al., 2015). 

The International Consortium on Wandering and Missing Incidents, a multi-discipline 

association of relevant experts, conducted an extensive review of literature and experiences 

of Dementia professionals with the aim of creating a conceptual model for incidents of 

missing involving people with dementia. The resulting report does not contain a great amount 

detail in terms of sample sizes or analytic techniques, but does highlight that in four studies 

of dementia related mispers, none recorded incidents that related in death. 

Conclusion 

The College of Policing support the use of officer expertise when making decisions on 

risk grading and the subsequent activity and deployment of finite police resources. 

Experiential decision making is clearly valued by the police service and also by fire services, 

armed forces and the aviation industry, where NDM and RPD are supported as decision 

making frameworks. However, this literature review has shown that police officers do not 

have a detailed understanding of the risk they are assessing and making experiential decisions 

on, and the investigative tool that supports them is flawed.  

The literature reviewed here paints a picture of increasing misper related demand, 

and a difference in the type of harm mispers are at risk from, depending on their age, gender 

and circumstance. Whilst there is research that describes the various characteristics and 
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vulnerability factors of mispers, there is a lack of understanding regarding the role of these in 

harm prediction, or if the predictive value of risk factors is conditional on age and gender. 

 

Methods 

 This chapter describes the methods used to answer the research questions outlined 

in the introduction. A description of the data used, and an explanation regarding the available 

data that was not subject of this study, will be followed by an explanation of its analysis. The 

chapter will open with an outline of key definitions and conclude with a discussion regarding 

validity. 

Definitions 

Throughout this chapter, reference will continually be made to whether or not a 

missing person (misper) came to harm and the risk grading assigned to them at point of 

report. The definitions of these terms, as well as the definition of ‘missing’ in the context of 

policing, are described below. 

 

Missing - For police services in England and Wales, the College of Policing states, ‘Anyone 

whose whereabouts cannot be established will be considered as missing until located, and 

their well-being or otherwise confirmed’ (College of Policing, 2019). This definition is 

contained within the Authorised Professional Practice (APP) which also states that, ‘Going 

missing should be treated as an indicator that the individual may be at risk of harm’.  

 

Risk Categories – The College of Policing also provides grades of missing people based on the 

likelihood of them actually coming to harm. These are High (The risk of serious harm to the 
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subject or the public is assessed as very likely), Medium (The risk of harm to the subject or 

the public is assessed as likely but not serious), Low (The risk of harm to the subject or the 

public is assessed as possible but minimal) and Absent (There is no apparent risk of harm to 

either the subject or the public). Although these are the official nationwide definitions, the 

COMPACT system used by Devon and Cornwall police categorises those considered as 

‘Absent’ under a larger ‘No Apparent Risk’ category. For the purposes of this study, mispers 

recorded as ‘Absent’ or ‘No Apparent Risk’ have been included in the ‘Low Risk’ group.  

 

Harm – COMPACT allows police to record a number of harm types, not just death or serious 

injury. If a misper is recorded as having come to harm, the options available to specify this 

harm are death, suicide, self-harm, mental harm, sexual assault, and injury.   

 

Data Source 

All persons reported as missing in Devon and Cornwall are recorded on COMPACT 

(Community Policing and Case Tracking), the missing persons case and records management 

system used by the force since April 2008. Each report of a misper is recorded under a 

reference number, known as a RID (Report Identification). The call taker, or police officer, in 

the police control room will then complete the information report while the reporting person 

is on the line, filling a number of standard fields that either require free-text responses (such 

as circumstances surrounding missing report) or defined yes or no options from drop-down 

menus. COMPACT assigns each person reported as missing a personal identification number, 

known as a PID, a reference number unique to COMPACT. If an individual is subsequently 

reported as missing again, the report will have a unique RID but the PID will be reused. This 
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allows the COMPACT system, and those later reviewing it, to view all reports relating to 

specific individuals in one place.  

 Since the 1st of April 2008, 94,689 missing reports have been created by Devon and 

Cornwall Police. The records were extracted from COMPACT and placed into a spreadsheet, 

displaying each RID as a line within the table. As a result, the unit of analysis here is an 

individual misper report, as identified by its RID. In order to answer each of the research 

questions, the initial risk grading (High, Medium, or Low), date of birth, whether or not the 

misper suffered harm whilst missing (regardless of what type of harm that was), whether or 

not the report concluded with the misper being found, and the presence or absence of the 

individual characteristics shown in Table 1 were recorded against each RID. 

 

Table 1: Individual characteristics recorded against each RID 

Gender In Care at time of report Disability 

Dyslexia Learning Disability Hearing Impairment 

Visual Impairment Reduced Mobility Mental Illness 

Child Sexual Exploitation Risk History of Domestic Abuse Honour Based Abuse History 

Forced Marriage Risk Suicidal Vulnerable Adult 

Previously Reported   

 

 These characteristics and risk markers are contained in the COMPACT report 

completed by the officer or call taker recording the misper incident. With the exception of 

Gender (where the options available to the completing officer are Male, Female, Transgender 

or Unknown), all of these are completed with ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ at the point of recording the misper 

report. If subsequent information comes to light that would change the way the 
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characteristics were recorded, such as the discovery that the misper was indeed Dyslexic, this 

would only be recorded on subsequent reports or in the free-text of the original report, not 

by updating the original record.. To enable effective analysis of these records, a process of 

data cleansing took place, leading to the removal of the following: 

 

No Found Report – 1,607 records (1.7% of the total) were removed due to their being no 

report attached regarding whether the misper was eventually found, and what their status 

was when they were located. The absence of a found report makes it impossible to determine 

whether or not the misper came to harm.  

 

Forced Marriage Risk – All of the 94,689 records were displayed as having ‘No’ as the selected 

option against the Forced Marriage Risk characteristic. As a result, Forced Marriage Risk was 

removed from the list of harm predictors. 

 

History of Domestic Abuse - All of the 94,689 records were displayed as having ‘No’ as the 

selected option against the History of Domestic Abuse characteristic. As a result, Forced 

Marriage Risk was removed from the list of harm predictors.  If COMPACT had allowed better 

person-level linking to other systems, perhaps this factor could have been derived from 

external sources.  Establishing those linkages involved enormous complexity, however, and 

was beyond the scope of this thesis. 

 

Risk Gradings – 151 records (0.15% of the total) had ‘Not Specified’ or ‘Not Evaluated’ 

recorded as the initial risk grading on the report. As these records were not able to be placed 

in one of the defined risk categories described above, they were removed from the study. 



34 
 

Another 2,909 records (3% of the total) were recorded under the risk grading of ‘No Apparent 

Risk’. For the purposes of this study, these records were included with those recorded as low 

risk. 

 

Gender – 250 records (0.26% of the total) had either ‘Gender Unknown’ or ‘Transgender’ 

recorded under Gender. In order to answer the research question relating to the value of 

characteristics in determining the probability of a misper coming to harm, the gender of the 

misper needs to be defined. This is not possible when the gender is recorded as ‘unknown’. 

COMPACT records all transgendered people together and does not separate transgendered 

males and transgendered females, which also prevents clear categorisation for the purpose 

of analysis. As a result, these 250 records were removed.  

 In total, just 2,008 records (2% of the total) were excluded from this study. This left 

92,681 records to be analysed. 

 

Analysis 

In order to fully answer the research question outlined in the introduction chapter, 

four sub questions have been set. This section will explain the analytical methods used to 

answer each of these in turn. 

 

a. How many missing persons cases have been reported to Devon and Cornwall Police from 

1st April 2008 through 31st March 2019?  What proportion of these cases have come to 

harm? 
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As highlighted in this chapter, there were 94,689 misper reports created in Devon and 

Cornwall between these dates. However, with the removal of the 2,008 records described 

above, this study will focus on 92,681. This substantial number of records were placed in an 

spreadsheet with a series of factors and characteristics coded against each record. One of 

these characteristics was titled ‘Came to Harm’, and contained the options ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ 

against each of the 92,681 records. Simply filtering this column to display only those records 

with ‘Yes’ present returned 3,481 records. Meaning that, during the period subject of this 

study, 3,481 of the 92,681 cases (3.8%) resulted in the misper coming to harm.  Because 

“coming to harm” serves as the primary outcome for the other sub-questions, and because 

forecasting rare events is generally more difficult than predicting more common ones (Berk 

et al., 2009), the rarity of this event will strongly shape the accuracy of the predictive analyses 

which follow. 

 

b. Across all potential predictor variables which can be reasonably gathered at the time of 

the initial report, what is their bivariate association with the missing person coming to 

harm? 

In order to answer this question, the individual characteristics shown in Table 1 are 

used as the predictor variables. The purpose of this part of the study is to analyse the data 

available in order to determine if the presence of each single characteristic increases the 

likelihood of the misper coming to harm. Put simply, how many mispers that were recorded 

as having, for example, a disability, came to harm and how many didn’t?  

The overall number (n) of mispers in each group is simple to determine using filters 

within the data, as with ‘Came to Harm’. However, a statistical calculation is required in order 

to fully answer the research question. One of the most common methods, and simplest to 



36 
 

present to an operational audience, is the odds ratios. Odds ratios (OR) show how the 

presence or absence of property A (predictor variable or characteristic) is associated with the 

presence or absence of property B (whether or not the misper came to harm). They can also 

be used to compare the magnitude of various factors for a particular outcome (Szumilas, 

2010). This approach was successfully used in Western Australia to highlight the future 

likelihood and risk of serious traffic collisions attached to drivers that had a range previous 

driving behaviours or infringements (Barnes, 2019). As a result of this study, the agency’s 

researchers created a poster that illustrated the ORs for all of the behaviours and 

characteristics analysed in bar chart form, enabling police officers and others to easily see 

how they impacted on the likelihood of drivers being involved in a future, serious collision.  

 

The OR is calculated by using a two-by-two frequency table:  

 Came to Harm Didn’t Come to Harm 

Presence of Factor a b 

Absence of Factor c d 

 

using a fairly simple formula: 

OR = (a x d) / (b x c) 

 

An OR of 1.00 means that the presence of a factor has no connection to the likelihood 

of the specified outcome, which for this study is ‘Came to Harm’. If the OR is more than 1.00, 

the presence of a factor increases the likelihood of the outcome. For example, if the OR is 

1.57, the odds of a misper coming to harm are 1.57 higher (or 57% more likely) if the factor 
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being considered in the calculation is present, than if it is absent. Conversely, if the OR is lower 

than 1.00 the presence of the specific factor is associated with a reduced likelihood of harm.  

The OR was calculated to determine the relationship between each of the 

characteristics in Table 1 and the misper case resulting in harm. ORs were calculated using all 

92,681 records as the sample size, and the results are discussed in a subsequent chapter. The 

p-value was calculated in order to determine the statistical significance of each OR. This was 

particularly important as some of the predictors occurred in only a small portion of the 

sample, which invites questions regarding validity. The presence of a p-value smaller than 

0.05 provides confidence that the increased OR was as a result of the risk factor being a 

genuine predictor of harm. 

 

c. When the cases are divided into sub-groups based on the gender and age of the missing 

person, does the importance of the different predictors change from group to group? 

The primary round of OR calculations used the whole record set as the sample. In 

order to answer research sub-question c, the 92,681 records needed to be subdivided into 

age and gender categories. In order to separate children from adults, the legal definition for 

Juveniles, of 17 years and under, was applied. 54,603 records (59% of the 92,681) were 

identified as being aged 17 years old or under at the time of the misper report. So that the 

above sub-question could be considered in relation to advanced years, the United Kingdom 

state pension age of 65 years was applied to the remaining records. This identified 5,370 (6% 

of the 92,681) records that related to mispers aged 65 years or older at the time of missing 

report. This left 32,708 (35% of the 92,681) records relating to adults aged between 18 and 

64 years old at the time of report. These three age groups were then further split by binary 

gender (male or female) as per Table 2. 
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Table 2: Sample size for records split into Age and Gender 

 Juvenile Adult Over 65 Total 

(n) % of 

total 

(n) % of 

total 

(n) % of 

total 

(n) % of 

total 

Male 26,978 29% 20,094 22% 3,195 3% 50,267 54% 

Female 27,625 30% 12,614 14% 2,175 2% 42,414 46% 

 

The calculated OR determined the relationship between each of the predictor 

characteristics in Table 1 and the misper case resulting in harm, for each of the age and gender 

categories above. This resulted in six separate OR sets; Juvenile Male, Juvenile Female, Adult 

Male, Adult Female, Over 65 Male, and Over 65 Female. The results, and comparisons, are 

discussed in a subsequent chapter 

 

d. When missing persons are graded into High, Medium, and Low risk categories by the 

person recording the report, how accurate are these grades and what is the rate of false 

positives and false negatives?  

In order to define the accuracy of the current risk assessment process, it is important 

to assess the frequency with which the outcome is correctly predicted. The definitions used 

by the police service in England and Wales all include the potential for the misper to come to 

harm, the difference is in the seriousness and likelihood of that harm. Mispers are graded as 

High Risk if serious harm is very likely, Medium Risk if harm is likely but not serious, and Low 

if harm is possible but minimal. These definitions are so wide that assessing accuracy, when 

the seriousness of harm experienced by each misper is not known, is problematic. However, 

by analysing how many of the 92,681 mispers were placed in each risk grade, and how many 
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of those did or did not come to harm, this study has gone some way to describing the accuracy 

of the current process.  

13,260 (14.3%) of the mispers in this study were graded as High Risk at the point of 

being reported to Devon and Cornwall Police. 70,046 (75.6%) were graded as Medium Risk, 

and 9,375 (10.1%) as Low Risk or Absent. 3,481 (3.8% of 92,681) mispers came to harm, with 

1,436 (41.3%) of these being graded as High Risk, 1,836 (52.7%) as Medium Risk, and 209 (6%) 

as Low Risk.  

As this study has explored the predictive value of vulnerability factors and 

characteristics in the context of age and gender, the question of accuracy was also explored 

against each age category.  

 Of the 54,603 Juvenile mispers recorded by Devon and Cornwall Police in this study, 

2,372 (4.3%) were graded as High Risk, 49,337 (90.4%) as Medium Risk, and 2,894 (5.3%) Low 

Risk or Absent. 907 (1.7% of 54,603) Juvenile mispers came to harm, with 114 (12.6%) of those 

being graded as High Risk, 766 (84.4%) as Medium Risk and 27 (3%) as Low Risk or Absent.  

Of the 30,498 Adult mispers included in this study, 7,907 (24.2%) were graded as High 

Risk, 18,687 (57.1%) as Medium Risk, and 6,114 (18.7%) Low Risk or Absent. 2,210 Adult 

mispers came to harm (6.8% of the 30,498), with 1,082 (49%) of those being graded as High 

Risk, 958 (43.3%) as Medium Risk and 170 (7.7%) as Low Risk or Absent. 

Of the 5,370 mispers in this study that were aged 65 or over, 2,981 (55.5%) were 

graded as High Risk, 2,022 (37.7%) as Medium Risk, and 367 (6.8%) as Low Risk or Absent. 364 

(6.8% of 5,370) came to harm, with 240 (66%) of those being graded as High Risk, 112 (30.8%) 

as Medium Risk and 12 (3.2%) as Low Risk or Absent. 
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 Having identified the proportion of mispers in each risk category, the final part of the 

research question was to determine the accuracy of the current process, and false positive to 

false negative ratio (FP:FN). In the context of this study, false positives are those mispers that 

were forecasted to come to harm, but did not, and false negatives are those that were 

forecasted to not come to harm, but did. The accuracy (ACC) is calculated through a confusion 

matrix: 

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals 

Forecasted as coming to harm A B C 

Forecasted as not coming to harm D E F 

Totals G H I 

 

using a simple formula: 

Accuracy = (A + E) / I 

 

 The accuracy, or the percentage that the current process successfully predicts harmful 

and no-harm outcomes for mispers, along with the false positive to false negative ratio 

(FP:FN) is reported in the results chapter of this study.  

 

Validity 

Ruane describes external validity as being the ‘last trust issue that falls within the validity 

domain’ (Ruane, 2005). The ability to provide reassurance regarding the external validity of 

the data used in a study, and its generalizability is key to conclusions and results being 

accepted into practice.  
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92, 681 is, by a very large margin, the biggest sample size used in any known misper-

related study. Even when these records are subdivided into gender and age cohorts, the 

sample sizes are still substantial. As a force area, Devon and Cornwall covers nearly 4,000 

square miles, including the cities of Plymouth and Exeter, the expanses of Exmoor and 

Dartmoor, along with more coastline than any other force in England and Wales. The usual 

population of Devon and Cornwall is approximately 1.65 million (approximately 2.5% of the 

population of England and Wales), but a thriving tourist industry sees this swell to between 

10 and 12 million each summer.  

The National Crime Agency (NCA) shows Devon and Cornwall accounting for 2.4% 

(7,982 of 327, 735) of the misper incidents in England and Wales between 01/04/2017 and 

31/03/2018 (National Crime Agency, 2019). Ten more forces recorded more missing adults 

during the aforementioned period, and only 5 more forces (The Metropolitan Police Service, 

Greater Manchester, West Yorkshire, Thames Valley, and Avon and Somerset) recorded more 

missing children. Devon and Cornwall Police recorded more missing people between 

01/04/2017 and 31/03/2018 than any of the forces considered by HMICFRS as most similar 

(HMICFRS, 2019). Whilst each force area, and local communities contained therein, will have 

its own individual characteristics, the level of demand, and diversity in geography and socio-

economic population in Devon and Cornwall, adds strength to the external validity of this 

study.  
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Findings 
 

This chapter will present the results of this study in relation to each of the research 

questions.  

 

a. How many missing person cases have been reported to Devon and Cornwall Police from 

1st April 2008 through 31st March 2019?  What proportion of these cases have come to 

harm? 

As previously outlined in the methods chapter of this study, 94,689 misper records 

were created in Devon and Cornwall over the past 11 years. The results of this study relate to 

the 92,681 records available for use following data cleansing. Of those records remaining, 

50,267 (54%) related to males, and 42,414 (46%) to females. 54,603 (59%) of the total sample 

size of 92,681 were juveniles, adults aged between 18 and 64 years accounted for 32,708 

(35%), and 5,370 were adults aged Over 65 years.  

Due to the sheer volume of records analysed, and the format in which the data was 

available, it is not possible to identify what type of harm the mispers came to, and so those 

contained in this category include all types of harm. 3,481 (3.8%) of the 92,681 mispers in this 

study came to harm. As shown in Table 3, of the 3,481 that came to harm, 907 (26%) were 

juveniles, 2210 (63%) were adults, and 364 (11%) were aged over 65. 53% of those that came 

to harm were male (n = 1,831) and 47% (n = 1,650) were female.  
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Table 3: Number of mispers and proportion that Came to Harm by Age and Gender 

 Count Came to Harm 

Category n  % of Total  n  % of category % of Total  

All Juveniles 54,603 59% 907 1.7% 26% 

Juvenile Female 27,625 30% 586 2.1% 17% 

Juvenile Male 26,978 29% 321 1.2% 9% 

All Adults 32,708 35% 2,210 6.8% 63% 

Adult Female 12,614 14% 933 7.4% 27% 

Adult Male 20,094 21% 1,277 6.4% 36% 

All Over 65 5,370 6% 364 6.8% 11% 

Over 65 Female 2,175 2.5% 131 6.0% 4% 

Over 65 Male  3,195 3.5% 233 7.3% 7% 

 

 With 7.4% of adult females aged between 18 and 64 coming to harm, this group 

experiences proportionately more harm than any other cohort in this study.  6.4% of adult 

males come to harm. Juvenile females also come to more harm than their male counterparts, 

with 2.1% of females aged 17 or under coming to harm, compared with 1.2% of males in the 

same age category. However, this trend reverses with mispers aged over 65, where more 

males came to harm than females (7.3% compared to 6.0%).  

 

b. Across all potential predictor variables which can be reasonably gathered at the time of 

the initial report, what is their bivariate association with the missing person coming to 

harm? 
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Odds Ratios (OR) were calculated for the entire sample size, using the characteristics 

and risk factors contained within COMPACT as predictor variables. The p-value was calculated 

in order to determine whether each OR was significantly different from a value of 1.00, which 

is the value that would reflect that the predictor had a nil association with the “coming to 

harm” outcome. The presence of a p-value smaller than 0.05 provides confidence that the 

increased OR was not by chance, and more likely to be as a result of the risk factor being a 

genuine predictor of harm. Table 4 shows the OR for the risk factors as predictors for all 

mispers in the study.  

 

Table 4: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for all mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The detail of these results should be carefully considered before any conclusions can 

be drawn. The OR for Visual Impairment is 3.06, meaning that those mispers with a visual 

impairment are just a bit more than 3 times more likely to come to harm than those without. 

This result is also statistically significant (p = 0.002). However, in a sample size of 92,681, only 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Visual Impaired 94 10 3.06 0.002* 

Reduced Mobility 413 40 2.77 <0.001* 

Suicidal 529 47 2.52 <0.001* 

Mental Illness 7,740 535 2.07 <0.001* 

No repeat 2,6237 1,401 1.75 <0.001* 

Not in Care 8,2070 3,234 1.72 <0.001* 

Disability 10,288 597 1.70 <0.001* 

Vulnerable Adult 129 6 1.25 0.49 

Female 42,414 1,650 1.07 0.05 

Dyslexic 136 4 0.78 0.82 

Hearing Impaired 179 5 0.74 0.69 

Learning Disability 2,410 64 0.69 0.003* 

CSE Risk 4,829 119 0.63 <0.001* 

In care 10,611 247 0.58 <0.001* 

Repeat 66,444 2,080 0.57 <0.001* 
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94 mispers were recorded as having a visual impairment, and only 10 of those came to harm. 

As well as displaying the OR and significance of each predictor, Table 4 clearly displays the 

number (n) of mispers that were recorded as having said predictor present, and how many of 

those came to harm.  In general, conclusions based on the smaller numbers of cases should 

be considered less reliable. 

The results show that some of the characteristics used as predictors act as protective 

factors, meaning the presence of such a characteristic actually reduces the likelihood of a 

misper coming to harm. For example, these results show that being a repeat misper makes 

you less likely to come to harm than someone that is not a repeat misper. The OR of 0.57 is 

significant (p = <0.001). In considering the whole sample size of 92,681, the protective factors 

are Dyslexia, Hearing Impairment, Learning Disability, CSE Risk, Missing from Care and Repeat. 

The OR for Learning Disability (p = 0.003), CSE Risk, Missing from Care and Repeat (p = 0.001) 

are all significantly different from the “nil effect” value of 1.00. Figure 1 presents each of these 

odds ratios in visual form.   

 

 

Figure 1: Logarithmic Scale displaying comparison of Odds Ratios for all mispers 

3.06

2.77

2.52

2.07

1.75

1.72

1.7

1.25

1.07

0.78

0.74

0.69

0.63

0.58

0.57

0.5 1.0 2.0 4.0

Visually Impaired

Reduced Mobility

Suicidal

Mental Illness

No repeat

Not In Care

Disability

Vulnerable Adult

Female

Dyslexic

Hearing Impaired

Learning Disability

CSE Risk

In Care

Repeat

Odds Ratio (logarithmic scale)

P
re

d
ic

to
r



46 
 

 

By displaying the OR on a logarithmic scale, the characteristics that act as predictors 

of a misper coming to harm are easily identified. Of those with OR greater than 1.00, only 

female and vulnerable adult are not statistically significant. However, as previously 

highlighted with visually impaired, the sample of mispers which presented with the 

characteristics of both reduced mobility (n = 40) and suicidal (n = 47) were relatively low. 

Mental illness (OR = 2.07), no repeat (OR = 1.75), not in care (OR = 1.72) and the presence of 

disability (OR = 1.70) are all statistically significant predictors of a misper coming to harm, 

based on large sample sizes.  

 

c. When the cases are divided into sub-groups based on the gender and age of the missing 

person, does the importance of the different predictors change from group to group? 

The results show that the different risk factors, or characteristics, each act as 

predictors with varying importance. Analysis of the data has also shown that the proportion 

of mispers who come to harm varies across age and gender categories. With this in mind, it is 

logical to explore whether or not the importance of each predictor changes between each 

group, based on age and gender.  

 

Juveniles 

Juveniles represent 59% of the records in this study. As with the entire sample size of 

92,681, Odds Ratios (OR) were calculated for the 54,603 juveniles included in the study, using 

the COMPACT risk factors as predictor variables. The 95% confidence interval was also 

calculated in order to determine the statistical significance of each OR. The results are 

displayed in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Juvenile mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The same attention should be drawn to these results as with the whole sample size, 

and the number of mispers with the presence of each predictor that came to harm needs to 

be considered. The statistical significance of each OR assists with this. For example, the OR of 

2.58 for reduced mobility shows that this group of mispers are more than 2.5 times more 

likely to come to harm than others. However, this value is not significantly different from 1.00. 

Only 24 juvenile mispers were recorded as having reduced mobility, and that is not enough 

cases to produce reliable findings. The same is true for those mispers with dyslexia (OR = 1.76, 

p = 0.24) where only 104 cases involved someone with dyslexia, and just 3 of those records 

resulted in harm. In this cohort, hearing impaired is the only protective factor identified (OR 

= 0.78) but only 1 of the 77 juvenile mispers with a hearing impairment came to harm, and 

the result is not significant (p = 1.000).  

Calculation of the OR for the entire study sample identified a number of protective 

factors, four of which were significant. These were learning disability, CSE risk, in care and 

repeat missing person. By isolating juvenile mispers, and re-calculating the OR, the protective 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  469 29 4.00 <0.001* 

Reduced Mobility 24 1 2.58 0.33 

Mental Illness 2,155 74 2.20 <0.001* 

Female 27,625 586 1.80 <0.001* 

Disability 3,598 100 1.78 <0.001* 

Learning Disability 1,411 40 1.76 0.001* 

Dyslexic 104 3 1.76 0.24 

CSE Risk 4,826 119 1.57 <0.001* 

In Care 10,384 236 1.51 <0.001* 

Repeat  46,160 800 1.37 0.002* 

Hearing Impaired 77 1 0.78 1.000 
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nature of these predictors is lost. For juveniles, all four of these risk factors are significant 

predictors of harm. Figure 2 presents each of these odds ratios in visual form. 

 

 

          Figure 2: Logarithmic Scale displaying comparison of Odds Ratios for Juvenile mispers 

 

Suicidal remains as a significant predictor of harm (OR = 4, p = <0.001), as does mental 

illness (OR = 2.2, p = <0.001) and disability (OR = 1.78, p = <0.001). Being female is a predictor 

of harm in the whole sample size (OR = 1.07, n.s.) but for juveniles, this value is now significant 

(p = <0.001) and the OR increases to 1.80.  

Separating the juvenile females from the juvenile males provides further insight into 

the predictive nature of risk factors, as shown in Table 6 and Table 7. 
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Table 6: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Juvenile Female mispers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 7: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Juvenile Male mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 For juvenile males, only in care (OR = 1.46, p = 0.004) remains as a significant predictor 

of harm. For both females and males, the number of mispers recorded as dyslexic that came 

to harm is in single figures. The trend of single figure smallest n continues with other risk 

factors. The number of juvenile males that came to harm having been recorded as suicidal is 

only 3, and there are only 9 juvenile males that came to harm with recorded mental illness, 

which also becomes a protective factor (OR = 0.76), albeit without reaching statistical 

significance. The single juvenile misper in the study recorded as hearing impaired that came 

to harm is male, and the sole juvenile misper that came to harm with reduced mobility is 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  368 26 3.62 <0.001* 

Learning Disability 374 22 2.96 <0.001* 

Mental Illness 1170 65 2.93 <0.001* 

Disability 70 70 2.38 <0.001* 

Dyslexic 41 2 2.37 0.22 

Reduced Mobility 22 1 2.2 0.37 

CSE Risk 3035 94 1.57 <0.001* 

In Care 5162 153 1.55 <0.001* 

Repeat  23676 526 1.47 0.004* 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  101 3 2.56 0.12 

Learning Disability 1037 18 1.49 0.11 

In Care 5222 83 1.46 0.004* 

Dyslexic 63 1 1.34 0.53 

Hearing Impaired 67 1 1.26 0.55 

Disability 30 30 1.24 0.24 

CSE Risk 1791 25 1.19 0.37 

Repeat  22484 274 1.17 0.37 

Mental Illness 985 9 0.76 0.55 
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female. As a result, the presence of a zero in the formula means the OR cannot be computed. 

As shown in figure 3, all other ORs are lower for juvenile male mispers than they are for 

juvenile females.  

Figure 3: Comparison of OR for Juvenile Males and Juvenile Females 

 

Adults 

 Whilst adult mispers aged between 18 and 64 account for 35% of the overall study 

sample, they also account for 63% of the harm outcomes. As shown in Table 8, the OR for 

each predictor was calculated for the 32,708 Adults included, along with the p-value to allow 

significance to be determined.  
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Table 8: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Adult mispers  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

A number of the predictors are only present in small size groups of adult mispers. With 

the exception of learning disability (predictor n = 985) and repeat (predictor n = 1,196), all of 

the predictors identified as protective factors are only present in low numbers, with those 

coming to harm in single figures. Suicidal (OR = 5.42, p = <0.001), mental illness (OR = 1.38, p 

= <0.001), female (OR = 1.18, p = <0.001) and disability (OR = 1.14, p = <0.001) are all 

significant predictors of harm, as they are with juveniles. First time mispers, or those shown 

as no repeat, are 11% more likely to come to harm than Repeat mispers in this category. 

Figure 4 displays these OR on a logarithmic scale. 

 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  57 16 5.42 <0.001* 

Reduced Mobility 197 21 1.65 0.04* 

Mental Illness 4,561 396 1.38 <0.001* 

Female 12,614 933 1.18 <0.001* 

Disability 5,497 411 1.14 0.02* 

No Repeat 14,243 1,014 1.11 0.02* 

Vulnerable Adult 42 3 1.06 0.76 

Visually Impaired 42 3 1.06 0.76 

Repeat  18,465 1,196 0.90 0.02* 

In Care 203 9 0.64 0.21 

Hearing Impaired 51 2 0.56 0.58 

Dyslexic 32 1 0.44 0.72 

Learning Disability 985 24 0.34 <0.001* 
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 Figure 4: Logarithmic Scale displaying comparison of Odds Ratios for Adult mispers 

 

As with juveniles, the adult category was split by gender in order to further examine 

the importance of risk factors in regards to predicting harm. The resulting OR, and p-values, 

are shown in Table 9 and Table 10. 

 

Table 9: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Adult Female mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  23 5 3.49 0.02* 

Mental Illness 1786 178 1.48 <0.001* 

Disability 2051 182 1.27 0.006* 

Repeat  7594 602 1.22 0.005* 

Reduced Mobility 50 4 1.09 0.79 

Vulnerable Adult 42 3 0.96 1 

No Repeat 5020 331 0.82 0.005* 

Learning Disability 289 8 0.35 0.001* 

In Care 74 2 0.35 0.18 
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Table 10: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Adult Male mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suicidal remains as the biggest predictor of harm, and is significant for both females 

(OR = 3.42, p = 0.02) and, to a larger extent, males (OR = 7.1, p = <0.001). However, the low 

values in the predictor n column need to be heeded as these cases are only 34 for Males, and 

23 for Females.  

 Only 5 of the predictors are positive indicators of harm for adult females. Four of these 

– suicidal, reduced mobility, mental illness and disability – are also predictors of harm for 

adult males, albeit with differing OR. Learning disability, which is a predictor of harm in 

juveniles, converts into a protective factor for adults of both genders. Visually impaired shows 

as a predictor of harm for adult males, but not adult females. This may be because all 3 of the 

visually impaired adults in this study that came to harm were Male. Figure 5 illustrates the 

difference in OR, and predictive value of risk factors, for males and females.  

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  34 11 7.1 <0.001* 

Reduced Mobility 147 17 1.94 0.02* 

Visually Impaired 27 3 1.84 0.24 

No Repeat 9223 683 1.38 <0.001* 

Mental Illness 2775 218 1.31 <0.001* 

Disability 3446 229 1.06 0.44 

Hearing Impaired 37 2 0.84 1 

In Care 129 7 0.84 0.86 

Repeat  10871 594 0.72 <0.001* 

Dyslexic 26 1 0.59 1 

Learning Disability 696 16 0.34 <0.001* 
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Figure 5: Comparison of OR for Adult Males and Adult Females 

  

For the first time, the results have shown a risk factor that acts a significant predictor 

of harm, or significant protective factor, depending on the gender of the misper. Adult males 

who have not been reported missing previously are more likely to come to harm than their 

female counterparts (OR = 1.38, compared to OR = 0.82). Conversely, repeat female mispers 

are more likely to come to harm than repeat male mispers (OR = 1.22 compared to OR = 0.72). 

For males, being a repeat misper is a protective factor. For females, on the other hand, being 

a first time misper is a protective factor.  

 

Over 65’s 

This is the smallest sub-group of this study, with only 5,370 (6%) of all misper records 

relating to those aged 65 or over. Although the size of this sub-group may seem small 

compared to the other cohorts in this research, a sample of nearly 5,400 older adult missing 

person cases is still quite large.  By itself, it would serve as one of the largest sample sizes used 
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in the missing persons literature.  This cohort also accounts for the least amount of harm; 11% 

(n = 364) of the 3,481 identified in this study as having come to harm. As a consequence, the 

smallest n for many of the risk factors present is low.  The lack of Odds Ratios identified as 

significant after calculating the p-value is clearly shown in Table 11.  

 

Table 11: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Over 65 mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 The effect that small samples have on the results is further evidenced with the OR for 

suicidal being 27.65. This result suggests that being over 65 years old and suicidal makes a 

misper over 2600% more likely to come to harm. No repeat (OR = 1.77, p = <0.001) is the most 

significant predictor of harm for Over 65’s, and is the most common characteristic in those 

that came to harm (smallest n = 280). The comparison of OR for all mispers aged over 65 is 

shown in Figure 6. 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  3 1 27.65 0.01* 

Visually Impaired 49 7 2.32 0.045* 

No Repeat 3551 280 1.77 <0.001* 

Reduced Mobility 192 18 1.44 0.14 

In Care 24 2 1.25 0.68 

Male 3195 233 1.23 0.08 

Disability 1193 86 1.09 0.51 

Mental Illness 1024 65 0.92 0.58 

Female 2175 131 0.81 0.08 

Repeat  1819 84 0.57 <0.001* 

Hearing Impaired 51 2 0.56 0.58 
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Figure 6: Logarithmic Scale displaying comparison of Odds Ratios for Over 65 mispers 

 

 Contrary to results for mispers in the other two age categories, mental illness (OR = 

0.92) is a protective factor, and being male (OR = 1.23) is a predictor of harm, albeit not 

significant. Table 12 and Table 13 show the OR and p-values for female and male mispers in 

this age category. 

 

Table 12: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Over 65 Female mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

Suicidal  3 1 31.67 0.01* 

Reduced Mobility 70 11 3.08 0.003* 

Visually Impaired 14 2 2.63 0.21 

No Repeat 1552 102 1.44 0.09 

Hearing Impaired 13 1 1.3 0.56 

Disability 462 30 1.11 0.66 

In Care 1 1 0.87 1 

Mental Illness 422 21 0.86 0.62 

Repeat  623 29 0.69 0.09 
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Table 13: Odds Ratios with Statistical Significance for Over 65 Male mispers  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By dividing the Over 65 category by gender, the size of each sub-group leaves low 

numbers in almost all predictor groups. Suicidal disappears from the male, over 65 list as the 

three suicidal mispers aged over 65 that came to harm were all female. In care is a protective 

factor for females (OR = 0.87), but a predictor of risk for males (OR = 3.19). However, in both 

of these gender groups, the smallest n is 1. For males, the only significant predictor of risk is 

no repeat (OR = 2.03, p = <0.001), but this is necessarily balanced by repeat being the only 

significant protective factor (OR = 0.49, p = <0.001). 

These results consistently demonstrate that the predictive value of risk factors is 

dependent on the age and gender of the misper.  

 

d. When missing persons are graded into High, Medium, and Low risk categories by the 

person recording the report, how accurate are these grades and what is the rate of false 

positives and false negatives?  

Predictor 
Predictor 

N 
Smallest 

N 
Odds 
Ratio 

OR Sig. 
(p-value) 

In Care 5 1 3.19 0.32 

Visually Impaired 35 5 2.14 0.11 

No Repeat 1999 178 2.03 <0.001* 

Disability 731 56 1.07 0.69 

Mental Illness 602 44 1 1 

Reduced Mobility 122 7 0.77 0.6 

Repeat  1196 55 0.49 <0.001* 

Hearing Impaired 38 1 0.34 0.52 
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Table 3 shown earlier displays the distribution of mispers by age and gender category. 

Starting with Table 14, the following tables focus on the initial risk grading of High, Medium 

or Low Risk. 

 

 Table 14: Proportion and percentage of all mispers in each risk category 

 

 

 

 

 

As shown in Table 14, the highest proportion of mispers included in this study were 

graded as medium risk, accounting for 75.6% (n = 68,210) of all ratings. In contrast, just 13,260 

(14.3%) were graded as High Risk, and 9,375 (10.1%) as Low Risk. Table 15 shows the 

distribution of harm across all mispers in the three risk categories. 

 

Table 15: Distribution of harm across all mispers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.8% of all mispers in this study came to harm. Unsurprisingly, the risk category with 

the greatest proportion of mispers that came to harm was High Risk, where 10.8% (n = 1,436) 

of the 13,260 misper records graded as high risk resulted in harm. However, taking all mispers 

Risk Grading n % of Overall Total 

High Risk 13,260 14.3% 

Medium Risk 70,046 75.6% 

Low Risk 9,375 10.1% 

Totals 92,681 100.0% 

Risk Grading 
Came to Harm 

(n) 

% of Category 
that Came to 

Harm  

 
% of Harm 

Total 
 

% of Overall 
Total 

High Risk 1,436 10.8% 41.3% 1.6% 

Medium Risk 1,836 2.6% 52.7% 2.0% 

Low Risk 209 2.2% 6.0% 0.2% 

Totals 3,481  100% 3.8% 
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into account, a highest raw count of harmful outcomes comes from those mispers initially 

recorded as Medium Risk, with Medium Risk mispers accounting for 52.7% of the total harm, 

compared to 41.3% from High Risk. As shown in Table 16, a clearer picture emerges of the 

distribution of harm, risk grading, when you break these risk categories down by age group. 

 

Table 16: Breakdown of Risk grading, and distribution of harm, by age category 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The majority of Juvenile mispers are graded as medium risk (90.4%), which is far higher 

than what was seen in the other two age groups.  As a result, 84.4% (n = 766) of the mispers 

in this age group that came to harm, were initially assessed as Medium Risk. Only 12.6% (n = 

114) of Juvenile mispers that came to harm were recorded as High Risk. 

Although with not as extreme a proportion as their younger counterparts, more adult 

mispers are graded as medium risk (57.1%) than high and low risk combined. However, for 

adults, it is high risk mispers that experience the greatest volume of harm (49.0%). Mispers 

Category n 
% of Age 

Group 
Came to 
Harm (n) 

% of Came 
to Harm 

Total 

JUVENILES 

High Risk 2,372 4.3% 114 12.6% 

Medium Risk 49,337 90.4% 766 84.4% 

Low Risk 2,894 5.3% 27 3.0% 

TOTALS 54,603 100% 907 100% 

ADULTS 

High Risk 7,907 24.2% 1,082 49.0% 

Medium Risk 18,687 57.1% 958 43.3% 

Low Risk 6,114 18.7% 170 7.7% 

TOTALS 32,708 100% 2,210 100% 

OVER 65 

High Risk 2,981 55.5% 240 65.9% 

Medium Risk 2,022 37.7% 112 30.8% 

Low Risk 367 6.8% 12 3.3% 

TOTALS 5,370 100% 364 100% 
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aged over 65 are the only age group with more records assessed as high risk than any other 

category (55.5%), and it is also this category that experiences the most harm (65.9%).  

   

Accuracy relating to Juveniles 

Table 17 shows that 98.3% of juvenile mispers do not come to harm. So, without the 

need for predictive modelling of any kind, police services could be 98.3% accurate at 

predicting no harm, simply by assuming no misper at all will ever come to harm, and grading 

them all as Low Risk.  

 

Table 17: Confusion matrix for Juvenile mispers (High Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals Percent 

Forecasted HR 114 (A) 2,258 (B) 2,372 (C)  4.3% 

Forecasted MR/LR 793 (D) 51,438 (E) 52,231 (F) 95.7% 

Totals 907 (G) 53,696 (H) 54,603 (I) 100.0% 

Percent 1.7% 98.3% 100.0%  

 

Table 18 displays the levels of accuracy regarding juvenile mispers, along with the 

calculations used to determine them, for the current process. 

Table 18: Accuracy levels for Juvenile mispers (High Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

Overall accuracy = (A + E) / I 94.4%

Of those forecasted High, percent accurate = A / C 4.8%

Of those forecasted Medium/Low, percent accurate = E / F 98.5%

Of those actually harmed, percent accurate = A / G 12.6%

Of those actually unharmed, percent accuracte = E / H 95.8%

Percent false positive = B / I 4.1%

Percent false negative = D / I 1.5%

FP:FN ratio = B / D 2.847
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 This shows that, when counting High Risk mispers as forecasted to come to harm, and 

Medium and Low Risk mispers as forecasted to not come to harm, the current process is 

94.4% accurate. The current risk assessment process is less accurate than not conducting any 

risk assessment at all, and assuming no mispers will come to harm. The FP:FN ratio shows that 

there are 2.847 High Risk juvenile mispers that don’t come to harm, for every Medium or Low 

Risk juvenile misper that does come to harm. 

 Through the current process, mispers are graded as High Risk if they are “very likely” 

to come to harm, and Medium Risk if they are “likely” to come to harm that is “not serious” 

(College of Policing, 2019). With that in mind, the confusion matrix (shown as Table 19) was 

recalculated with those mispers graded as Medium Risk included as forecasted to come to 

harm?  

Table 19: Confusion matrix for Juvenile mispers (High and Medium Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

However, as shown in Table 20, the current process is only 6.9% accurate when High 

and Medium Risk juvenile mispers are considered as forecasted to come to harm. The FP:FN 

ratio further undermines the accuracy of the current model; with 1,882.556 High and Medium 

Risk juvenile mispers that don’t come to harm, for every Low Risk juvenile misper that does 

come to harm.   

 

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals Percent 

Forecasted HR/MR 880 (A) 50,829 (B) 51,709 (C)  94.7% 

Forecasted LR 27 (D) 2,867 (E) 2,894 (F) 5.3% 

Totals 907 (G) 53,696 (H) 54,603 (I) 100.0% 

Percent 1.7% 98.3% 100.0%  
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Table 20: Accuracy levels for Juvenile mispers (High and Medium Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

 

Accuracy relating to Adults 

When adult mispers graded as High Risk are considered as forecasted to come to 

harm, and Medium and Low risk adult mispers are considered as forecasted to not come to 

harm, the current process is also less accurate than simply predicting that no adult misper will 

come to harm. Table 21 shows that 93.2% of adult mispers do not come to harm.  

 

Table 21: Confusion matrix for Adult mispers (High Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

 Table 22 shows the overall accuracy for adults is only 75.7%. This is nearly 20% less 

accurate than it is for juveniles (overall accuracy = 94.4%).  

 

 

Overall accuracy = (A + E) / I 6.9%

Of those forecasted High/Medium, percent accurate = A / C 1.7%

Of those forecasted Low, percent accurate = E / F 99.1%

Of those actually harmed, percent accurate = A / G 97.0%

Of those actually unharmed, percent accuracte = E / H 5.3%

Percent false positive = B / I 93.09%

Percent false negative = D / I 0.05%

FP:FN ratio = B / D 1,882.556

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals Percent 

Forecasted HR 1,082 (A) 6,825 (B) 7,907 (C)  24.2% 

Forecasted MR/LR 1,128 (D) 23,673 (E) 24,801 (F) 75.8% 

Totals 2,210 (G) 30,498 (H) 32,708 (I) 100.0% 

Percent 6.8% 93.2% 100.0%  
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Table 22: Accuracy levels for Adult mispers (High Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

 

 When Medium Risk adult mispers are included in the count of those forecasted to 

come to harm, as per Table 23, the accuracy of the current process decreases. As shown in 

Table 24, the overall accuracy for adult mispers falls by over 50%, to 24.4%. Counting in this 

way also impacts on the FP:FN ratio, with 144.435 High and Medium Risk adult mispers that 

don’t come to harm, for every Low Risk adult misper that does. 

 

Table 23: Confusion matrix for Adult mispers (High and Medium Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals Percent 

Forecasted HR/MR 2,040 (A) 24,554 (B) 26,594 (C)  81.3% 

Forecasted LR 170 (D) 5,994 (E) 6,114 (F) 18.7% 

Totals 2,210 (G) 30,498 (H) 32,708 (I) 100.0% 

Percent 6.8% 93.2% 100.0%  

 

 

 

 

 

Overall accuracy = (A + E) / I 75.7%

Of those forecasted High, percent accurate = A / C 13.7%

Of those forecasted Medium/Low, percent accurate = E / F 95.5%

Of those actually harmed, percent accurate = A / G 49.0%

Of those actually unharmed, percent accuracte = E / H 77.6%

Percent false positive = B / I 20.9%

Percent false negative = D / I 3.4%

FP:FN ratio = B / D 6.051
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Table 24: Accuracy levels for Adult mispers (High and Medium Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

 

Accuracy relating to Over 65’s  

Unsurprisingly, the current process is also woefully inaccurate for over 65’s when 

compared to simply predicting no mispers will come to harm. Table 25 shows that, as with 

mispers in the adult category, 93.2% of mispers aged over 65 do not come to harm. 

 

Table 25: Confusion matrix for Over 65 mispers (High Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals Percent 

Forecasted HR 240 (A) 2,741 (B) 2,981 (C)  55.5% 

Forecasted MR/LR 124 (D) 2,265 (E) 2,389 (F) 44.5% 

Totals 364 (G) 5,006 (H) 5,370 (I) 100.0% 

Percent 6.8% 93.2% 100.0%  

 

However, as shown in Table 26, the overall accuracy for the over 65 category is 46.6%. 

When mispers graded as High Risk are considered as forecasted to come to harm, and 

Medium and Low Risk mispers are considered as forecasted to not come to harm, the current 

process is less accurate for over 65’s, than it is for juveniles (94.4%), or adults (75.7%). 

Overall accuracy = (A + E) / I 24.4%

Of those forecasted High/Medium, percent accurate = A / C 7.7%

Of those forecasted Low, percent accurate = E / F 97.2%

Of those actually harmed, percent accurate = A / G 92.3%

Of those actually unharmed, percent accuracte = E / H 19.5%

Percent false positive = B / I 75.07%

Percent false negative = D / I 0.52%

FP:FN ratio = B / D 144.435
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Table 26: Accuracy levels for Over 65 mispers (High Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

 

 In keeping with the other age categories, the accuracy of the current process 

decreases when Medium Risk mispers are included in the count of those forecasted to come 

to harm, as per Table 27. 

 

Table 27: Confusion matrix for Over 65 mispers (High and Medium Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 Came to Harm No Harm Totals Percent 

Forecasted HR/MR 352 (A) 4,651 (B) 5,003 (C)  93.2% 

Forecasted LR 12 (D) 355 (E) 367 (F) 6.8% 

Totals 364 (G) 4,996 (H) 32,708 (I) 100.0% 

Percent 6.8% 93.2% 100.0%  

 

 As shown in Table 28, the overall accuracy for over 65’s drops to 13.2%, which is 80% 

less accurate than simply assuming that no misper over the age of 65 will come to harm. The 

FP:FN ratio also increases from 22.105, to 387.583 

 

Overall accuracy = (A + E) / I 46.6%

Of those forecasted High, percent accurate = A / C 8.1%

Of those forecasted Medium/Low, percent accurate = E / F 94.8%

Of those actually harmed, percent accurate = A / G 65.9%

Of those actually unharmed, percent accuracte = E / H 45.2%

Percent false positive = B / I 51.0%

Percent false negative = D / I 2.3%

FP:FN ratio = B / D 22.105
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Table 28: Accuracy levels for Over 65 mispers (High and Medium Risk as forecasted coming to harm) 

 

 

The accuracy of the current risk assessment process, and its ability to forecast harm, varies 

depending on the age of the misper. At worst, the current process is only 6.9% accurate for 

juvenile mispers, when High and Medium Risk mispers are considered as being forecasted to 

come to harm. This is startling when one considers that simply assuming no juvenile misper 

will ever come to harm is 98.3% accurate. 

 

Summary of Findings 

The key findings of this study are listed in Table 29 below. 

Table 29: Summary of key findings 

 Summary 

1 Of 92,681 misper records , 54% related to males, and 46% females 

2 Of 92,681 misper records in Devon and Cornwall, 59% were juveniles, 35% adults 

(aged 18-64) and 6% were over 65 

3 3.8% (n= 3,481) of all mispers in the study came to harm 

4 Of the 3,481 that came to harm, 26% were juveniles, 63% were adults, and 11% were 

aged over 65 

5 Of those that came to harm, 53% were male and 47% were female 

Overall accuracy = (A + E) / I 13.2%

Of those forecasted High/Medium, percent accurate = A / C 7.0%

Of those forecasted Low, percent accurate = E / F 96.7%

Of those actually harmed, percent accurate = A / G 96.7%

Of those actually unharmed, percent accuracte = E / H 7.1%

Percent false positive = B / I 86.61%

Percent false negative = D / I 0.22%

FP:FN ratio = B / D 387.583
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6 1.7% of juvenile mispers came to harm, 6.8% of adult mispers and those over 65 

came to harm 

7 A higher percentage of juvenile female mispers came to harm than juvenile male 

mispers (2.1% versus 1.2%) 

8 A higher percentage of adult female mispers came to harm than adult male mispers 

(7.4% versus 6.4%) 

9 A higher percentage of over 65 male mispers came to harm than over 65 female 

mispers (7.3% versus 6%) 

10 The predictive value of risk factors is conditional on age and gender 

11 3% of all low risk mispers in this study came to harm 

12 5% of all medium risk mispers in this study came to harm 

13 14% of all high risk mispers in this study came to harm  

14 53% of all mispers that came to harm were originally assessed as medium risk 

15 31% of over 65’s that came to harm were originally assessed as medium risk 

16 43% of adults that came to harm were originally assessed as medium risk 

17 84% of juveniles that came to harm were originally assessed as medium risk 

18 The current risk assessment process is less accurate at forecasting outcomes, than 

simply assuming no mispers will ever come to harm 

 

 

Discussion 

 With a total sample of 92,618 cases, this is by far the largest known study concerning 

mispers and their associated risks. The results allow conclusions to be drawn on the accuracy 

of the current risk assessment process, the value currently placed on professional judgment 

and subjective decision making, and the level of resources used by police services conducting 

misper investigations. Further discussion on the results of this study now follows. This chapter 

will then conclude by outlining the limitations of this study, and a number of 

recommendations.  
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Harm 

 This study focussed on 92,618 misper records that were recorded in Devon and 

Cornwall during the 11 years since the COMPACT records management system was 

introduced to the force. What is interesting is the proportion of mispers in each gender and 

age category. Overall, 54% of the mispers were males and 46% were females. For juveniles 

(51% females and 49% males), the gender split is fairly even, but for adults (61% males and 

39% females), and those over 65 years old (59% males and 41% females) the percentage of 

males that go missing is far greater. The division of misper numbers across age groups is even 

more striking, with 59% being juveniles, 35% being adults, and only 6% being over 65.  

 These results tell us who goes missing, but by dividing mispers into age and gender 

categories, a greater understanding of who comes to harm while missing can be gained. The 

results of this study clearly show that whilst juveniles are the age category contributing the 

highest volume of mispers, the percentage of these that come to harm is lower than the 

proportion harmed when considering all mispers (1.7% compared to 3.8%). With 6.8% of 

adults and over 65s coming to harm, it is clear that age should be a consideration for police 

during the risk assessment process.  

 The percentage of all mispers harmed is fairly evenly split between males and females, 

but this is not the case in each age category, and so gender becomes even more important 

when combined with age. With 2.1% of Female mispers aged 17 or under coming to harm, 

compared with 1.2% of male mispers in the same age category, there is an imbalance of harm 

levels, despite the proportion of males and females that go missing being only 2% different. 

This imbalance is even more pronounced for adults, where 61% of those that go missing are 

male, and 6.4% of those come to harm. However, 7.4% of adult female mispers come to harm, 
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making them the category of misper with the greatest proportion that experience harm. The 

reverse is true with over 65s, where, as well as accounting for 59% of the misper count, males 

experience the highest proportion of harm (7.3% compared to 6%).  

The College of Policing (2019) provided the question set currently used by police to 

aid the subjective risk assessment of mispers, which has been criticised for not being 

evidence-based (Coffey, 2018). It is also not adaptable depending on the age and gender of 

the misper. The results of this study show, quite clearly, an inequality in the spread of harm 

across mispers categorised by age and gender.   

Prediction 

 A review of the literature regarding mispers has highlighted a widely shared view that 

accurately predicting misper harm is difficult (Tarling and Burrows, 2004). This view is based 

on the low rate of misper fatalities or serious harm, meaning a low base rate for the 

construction of potential prediction models. However, none of the studies reviewed used a 

sample size as large as this, or expanded the definition of harm beyond fatalities and serious 

harm. Bonny et al. (2016) have shown that there is a relationship between harm and 

characteristics of mispers, and this study adds further strength to that conclusion.  

 By completing odds ratio (OR) calculations against each of the COMPACT risk factors, 

a hierarchy of risk has been established by this study. When considering mispers of all ages 

and genders there are seven, statistically significant, predictors of harm. These are, in order: 

visual impairment, reduced mobility, suicidal, mental Illness, no repeat (i.e., first time 

mispers), not in care and disability. Several protective factors were also established, namely, 

dyslexia, hearing impairment, learning disability, CSE risk, in care and repeat. 

  However, there are two areas worthy of further discussion. Firstly, despite the healthy 

sample size used in this study, some of the predictors were only present in very small numbers 
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of misper cases, and even less of those came to harm. As a result, visual impairment needs to 

be treated with some caution when considered as the primary predictor of harm. The same 

is true when considering dyslexia and hearing impairment as protective factors.  A more 

sophisticated approach to predictive modelling would provide even greater clarity with 

regards to these low number characteristics and their predictive value. The random forest 

approach to forecasting (Barnes, 2018; Barnes and Hyatt, 2012; Berk et al., 2009) computes 

likelihood through a series of random decision trees, and provides greater accuracy than OR 

calculations regardless of the sample size. 

 The second point of interest is the presence of certain predictors in the list of 

protective factors. CSE risk, repeat and in care are, arguably, considered by police officers to 

indicate risk in a misper and increase the likelihood of harm. It is surprising, therefore, to see 

that these results show mispers with these characteristics are less likely to come to harm. 

However, these are the results when considering all mispers in one set of OR calculations.  

These findings, as the previous chapter showed, can shift when specific sub-groups of mispers 

are examined separately. 

 The key finding in this study is that the predictive value of risk factors is conditional on 

age and gender. 

It was as a result of calculating separate OR for each age and gender category, insight 

was gained into the predictive value of risk factors. There are a number of risk factors that 

indicate an increased likelihood of the misper coming to harm regardless of their age and 

gender. Unsurprisingly, suicidal is the strongest predictor of harm for mispers of all ages, and 

is significant for all three categories. The over 65 category, however, contains a much smaller 

number of mispers than the other two categories and, as a result, a low number of mispers 

with each risk factor present came to harm. This has distorted the OR for suicidal, and 
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prevented other results from being significant. Over 65s are the only category where being 

Male can be considered to increase the likelihood of harm, and where mental illness is seen 

as a protective characteristic. This study has not sought to determine why these patterns 

exist, nor explain what they might mean. Nevertheless, one untested, hypothesis is that 

adults over the age of 65 with mental illness receive a level of care and protection that limits 

their opportunity to go missing and come to harm. 

For juveniles and adults, suicidal, mental illness, female and disability are all significant 

predictors of a misper coming to harm. But it is those characteristics considered as protective 

factors, in the results for all mispers, which create interest when the sample is divided into 

age and gender groups. 

For juveniles, being a repeat misper, missing from care, and CSE risk are all significant 

predictors of harm. When broken down into gender groups, all three of these factors remain 

significant predictors of harm for females. Whilst all three remain predictors of harm for male 

juveniles, only in care is considered significant. The other two factors (repeat and CSE) could 

be rightly seen as having no relationship at all with coming to harm.  Hayden and Goodship 

(2013) suggested that the volume of mispers can lead to a feeling of indifference in police 

officers when they are assessing risk, particularly in cases involving young people missing from 

care. This study shows that if Hayden and Goodship are correct, the police service is 

dangerously underestimating the potential, and volume of harm, that comes to juveniles 

repeatedly missing from care. 

For adults aged between 18 and 64, most of the predictors of harm are common to 

both male and female mispers, albeit with a variance in the hierarchy of risk. However, there 

is one key difference. Repeat appears as a significant predictor of harm for adult female 

mispers, while no repeat serves as a significant predictor of harm for male adults. On this 
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basis, being a repeat misper makes you more likely to come to harm if you are an adult female, 

but less likely to come to harm if you are an adult male. Being a first time misper makes you 

more likely to come to harm if you are an adult male, but less likely to come to harm if you 

are an adult female. These results add further credence to the notion that the current risk 

assessment process, which considers all mispers through the same question set, is flawed by 

not specifically taking into account the age and gender of the misper being assessed.  

Accuracy 

 By grading the likely risk of a misper coming to harm as high, medium or low, police 

are prioritising which mispers they will investigate.  It is therefore vital that this process is 

accurate for two important reasons. The first concerns public safety and the wellbeing of the 

misper. The College of Policing (2019) define low risk as when risk of harm to the subject or 

the public is assessed as possible but minimal. Police officers who are investigating mispers 

assessed as low risk will also have a number of other tasks to complete during their tour of 

duty. Informing the officer that any harm that is likely to come to misper or the wider public 

is minimal will naturally lower that officer’s concern. As a result, the level of priority for the 

investigation will be reduced. This is all well and good if the assessment has been made 

accurately, but what if the subjective view of the officer making the assessment, or their lack 

of experience, has led to an underappreciation of the risk and likelihood of the misper coming 

to harm? Enquiries and police activity that would, and should, have been prioritised are 

delayed and the potential for a misper coming to harm increases.  

 The second reason for the assessment to be accurate concerns the use of police 

resources, and public money. With each medium risk misper investigation costing more than 

four times that of a Dwelling Burglary (Shalev-Greene and Pakes, 2012), and police services 

needing to heavily resource high risk investigations to increase the chance of the misper being 
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expeditiously located, accurate prioritisation is essential. Police resources and finances are 

under enormous strain; police services, and the public, cannot afford over resourcing of 

misper investigations that have not been accurately assessed.   

 The results of this study have confirmed the assertion of the All Party Parliamentary 

Group for Runaway and Missing Children and Adults (Coffey, 2018) that the current process 

lacks efficacy and is not accurate. The subjective nature of the current process relies heavily 

on the experience and knowledge of the officers making the risk assessment, but Smith and 

Shalev-Greene (2014) have found that nearly half of the officers in one English force making 

these decisions do not feel adequately trained to do so.  The current approach of utilising 

officer experience to assess risk, and forecast whether or not a misper is going to come to 

harm, is far less accurate than simply grading all mispers as low risk, and predicting they will 

not come to harm. This inaccuracy is further illustrated by large FP:FN ratios, the largest of 

which, for juvenile mispers, is nearly 2,000.    

 Whilst only 6% of mispers that came to harm were originally graded as low risk, which 

may be considered an unfortunate, yet tolerable proportion, this still means that 209 people, 

or 19 per year, come to harm whilst missing after being assessed by police as a lower priority. 

Whilst, due to the way in which the original data was recorded, this study has considered all 

harm together, and not analysed the severity of each instance of harm experienced by 

mispers, it is still a concern that low risk mispers, in any number, are coming to harm at all. 

The current process is not accurate enough at forecasting outcomes; resulting in people 

coming to harm when they had been graded as low risk, and precious police resources 

continually being used to locate mispers who, statistically, are not going to come to harm. 

 Finally, medium risk mispers are perhaps the most problematic when considering 

accuracy. Across all mispers in this study, more than three quarters (75.6%) have been graded 
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as Medium Risk. The police prioritise misper investigations based on risk as they simply not 

have the resources, or capacity, to investigate every report to the same, thorough, level. Note 

that even if medium risk cases demanded some kind of appreciable response, it would likely 

be impossible to deliver this level of reaction three-quarters of the time.  With high risk 

mispers rightly being considered a priority, and low risk no priority at all, where does that 

leave those assessed as medium risk? The reality is that with such a high volume of medium 

risk, there is undoubtedly going to be an inconsistency in the quality of investigation 

depending on what else is happening at the time. With this category including so many 

mispers (70,046 in this study), it is not unreasonable to consider that there will be mispers 

who are close to being high risk, and those close to being low risk, all categorised as the same. 

The proportion of medium risk mispers that come to harm increases for younger mispers 

(30.8% for over 65s, compared to 84.4% for juveniles). So, not only does the current 

assessment not grade mispers accurately, or have specific-enough grade bands, the practice 

of assessing mispers of all ages and gender in the same way is flawed.  

Limitations and Recommendations  

This study has cast further doubt on the ability of the current process to accurately 

assess the risk surrounding mispers. Further research, and replication in other police services, 

is required, and the following should be considered.  

 Due to the nature of the data used in this study, there is no way of knowing how many 

high risk mispers would have come to harm had they not been located by police. As a result, 

there is an unknown percentage of no harm mispers that are considered as false positives, 

but may well have been true positives (i.e., high risk mispers that did come to harm) had it 

not been for police action. However, it is hard to imagine that this is the case for every high 

and medium risk misper that did not come to harm.  
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Breaking the sample size into sub-groups has provided some key findings in this study, 

but it has also led to limitations in other areas. Despite starting with such a large number of 

records, some of the groups, particularly the over 65 cohort and those with the presence of 

predictors such as visual impairments or dyslexia, become too small for credible OR 

calculations. A more sophisticated approach, such as random forest forecasting, should be 

adopted for continuance of predictive modelling with mispers in order to enhance the validity 

of any results concerning small sample groups.  

As highlighted, this study has not been able to specify the type, or seriousness, of harm 

experienced by each misper. A more detailed analysis of the records could have provided this, 

however this was not possible with the time available, or the way in which the data were 

presented to the author. By having a clearer understanding of the type of harm experienced, 

a more detailed assessment of the accuracy of the current assessment process would have 

been possible.  

There are two potential predictors of harm, or at least factors worthy of future 

consideration, that have not been covered in this study due to the format of the data 

available.  Firstly, the ethnicity of the misper is recorded within COMPACT but not, 

understandably, as a binary option. Ethnicity was not coded into a binary option during this 

research, and so this study is not able to determine whether or not the ethnicity of the misper 

has any relationship to whether or not they come to harm.  

The second area is previous history of domestic abuse (DA). None of the records in 

this study had this characteristic showing as present. This means that either none of the 

92,618 misper reports over the last 11 years in Devon and Cornwall related to individuals with 

previous history of DA, or this risk factor is not considered or recorded by the officer taking 

the report. Any future attempts to produce a more accurate risk assessment for mispers 
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should consider ethnicity and previous DA history, and seek to determine whether or not 

these factors increase the likelihood of a harmful outcome.   

This study has shown that the current process for assessing the risk of harm to a 

misper does not do so accurately, and that predicting harmful outcomes is possible. The 

primary recommendation from this research is that a move away from the subjective, one 

size fits all, method currently endorsed by the College of Policing, to a new evidence-based 

process for assessing misper risk should be made. Table 30 lists the recommendations arising 

from this study, which include the need for any new model to take in to account the age and 

gender of the misper, to allow a more bespoke consideration of risk factors. The new model 

should also consist of more than three risk grades; breaking down the current Medium Risk 

category that contains over 75% of reports, in to more specific gradings and enabling police 

services to respond more appropriately. Recommendations are summarised in Table 30. 

 

Table 30: Summary of Recommendations 

No. Recommendation 

1 The College of Policing should endorse the development and implementation of 

an evidence-based risk assessment for mispers that takes into account the age and 

gender of the misper, and the impact this has on which factors predict harm.  

2 Further predictive modelling should be completed, using a more sophisticated 

approach such as Random Forest  

3 Further research, and replication in other police services, should specify the type, 

or seriousness of harm, that a misper has come to  

4 Further research, and replication in other police services, should consider whether 

or not Ethnicity and DA History are predictors of harmful outcomes  

5 Any new risk assessment should feature more than three grades of risk, and 

provide more clarity to police services regarding the likelihood of the misper 

coming to harm 
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Conclusion 
 

For some time now, the police service in England and Wales has suffered continued 

reduction in budgets and resources, whilst experiencing a rise in complex and high harm 

demand such as domestic abuse, sexual exploitation, internet enabled crime, and modern 

slavery. One of the largest areas of demand is the investigation of missing persons (mispers), 

with 327,735 missing or absent person incidents created in the 2016/2017 financial year 

(National Crime Agency, 2019) alone. To put this number in perspective, it amounts to 2.7 

incidents for every police officer across the country.  Not only is this a high-volume area of 

demand for police services, it can also be high risk, as a portion of those who go missing come 

to some kind of harm. In the Devon and Cornwall Police area, the force subject of this study, 

3.8% of mispers come to harm.  

 With safeguarding and prevention of harm increasingly being an area of focus for the 

police service, as well as the need to use precious resources in a more targeted and efficient 

way, the need to accurately assess the risk of a misper coming to harm is vital. Currently, the 

assessment of whether or not a misper is likely to come to harm is, with the College of 

Policing’s endorsement, subjective and anchored to individual officers’ experience, rather 

than based on evidence and empirical testing (Coffey, 2018). In an era where forces such as 

Kent Police have introduced evidence-based crime triage tools (Sherman, 2018), the police 

service should certainly be replicating this approach for an area of demand that impacts so 

heavily on their time and finances (Shalev-Greene and Pakes, 2012), as well as the emotional 

and physical wellbeing of mispers and those that care about them.  

 Considering the importance of misper investigations, and the wide range of people 

and institutions that they affect, there is surprisingly not a great deal of research regarding 

the matter. The literature reviewed here outlined the complexity of this subject, questioned 
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the effectiveness of the current risk assessment process, and highlighted the early perception 

that predicting which mispers are going to come to harm is problematic (Tarling and Burrows, 

2004). The concept of Naturalistic Decision Making (NDM) was also explored, as it is the 

experiential knowledge base used in the NDM model, favoured by Military Commanders and 

Fire and Rescue Chiefs, which the College of Policing determine to be most appropriate for 

misper risk assessments. 

 This study analysed 92,618 misper records that were recorded by Devon and Cornwall 

Police over 11 years. At the time of report, 10.1% of these were assessed as low risk, 14.3% 

as high risk, and a whopping 75.6% as medium risk. Odds Ratio calculations were conducted 

in order to ascertain the bivariate association between recorded risk factors and the misper 

coming to harm. The p-value was also calculated in order to determine the statistical 

significance of each OR. This was particularly important, as some of the categories presented 

small sample size, which could invite questions regarding significance. The intention of the 

study was to determine the predictive association of each risk factor and inform an evidence-

based risk assessment tool for mispers.  

 When all 92,618 records were analysed as a single sample group, the results indicated 

that visual impairment, reduced mobility, suicidal, mental illness, no repeat (first time 

misper), not in care and disability, could all be considered as significant predictors of harm. 

Conversely, dyslexia, hearing impairment, learning disability, CSE risk, in care and repeat, 

were all identified as protective factors. The inclusion of in care and repeat as protective 

factors could be seen as surprising, so odds ratios were recalculated after dividing the original 

sample into age and gender sub-categories. 

As a result of doing this, the study has determined that the predictive value of risk 

factors is conditional on age and gender. For example, being a repeat misper, and missing 
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from care, are both statistically significant predictors of harm for juvenile mispers, despite 

being shown to be protective factors when the whole sample size is considered. Repeat 

appears as a statistically significant predictor of harm for adult female mispers, while no 

repeat serves as a statistically significant predictor of harm for male adults. This is a key 

finding when one considers that the current risk assessment process does not take into 

account the impact that each risk factor has on mispers of differing ages and genders.  

 This study has also identified a difference in the distribution of harm experienced by 

mispers, across age and gender categories. Despite accounting for 59% of the misper records 

in this study, only 1.7% of juvenile mispers, came to harm. Mispers aged 17 or under 

accounted for 26% of the 3,481 records with harmful outcomes. By contrast, 63% of those 

that came to harm were adults, aged between 18 and 64. The sub-group with the highest 

proportion of harmful outcomes was adult females, with 7.4% of this sub-group coming to 

harm. 

 As well as forecasting opportunities, this study also assessed the accuracy of the 

current process, by considering false positives (mispers graded as high or medium risk that 

didn’t come to harm) and false negatives (mispers graded as low risk that did come to harm). 

Again, the age of the misper is relevant. 31% of mispers aged over 65 that came to harm were 

originally assessed as medium risk. However, for juveniles, 84% of those that came to harm 

were originally assessed as medium risk. The accuracy of the current process for predicting 

outcomes, identifying harm, and therefore deploying the appropriate level of police resource, 

varies between age categories. At worst, the current process is only 6.9% accurate for juvenile 

mispers. This is startling when one considers that simply assuming no juvenile misper will ever 

come to harm is 98.3% accurate. 
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 There are some limitations to this study, but, in analysing the largest sample size in 

known misper-related research, it has presented evidence to show that the three, current risk 

grades are too wide in definition. 75.6% records being assessed as medium leads to a lack of 

clarity regarding prioritisation, and high FP:FN ratios. In the case of juvenile mispers, this ratio 

is almost 2,000. The results of this study also highlights, for the first time, the importance of 

assessing the likelihood of risk to a misper differently, depending on their age and gender. 

Finally, this study has shown that the current risk assessment process used by police services 

in England and Wales is less accurate at predicting outcomes, than adopting an approach 

where officers simply hope that no misper will ever come to harm.  

 If police services are serious about keeping people safe, and using resources efficiently 

to provide the best service to public, then an evidence-based risk assessment tool, formed 

using the predictive value of known risk factors, should be developed.  Is it possible to identify 

beforehand which mispers are, and are not, going to come to harm? The results of this study 

suggest that it is. 
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