
 
 

 
What happens when a child is missing from school? 

 
In the event that a school contacts Lancashire Police to report a child as having left the premises 
during the teaching day, the initial call handler will ask questions to enable them to make a decision 
as to whether the child is missing or absent. 
 
The definitions that the Constabulary have adopted are: 
 
Absent – A person not at a place they are expected or required to be and there is no apparent risk. 

Missing Person – Anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established and where the circumstances 

are out of character or the context suggests the person may be a subject of crime or at risk of harm 

to themselves or others. 

The questions will focus on known or identifiable risk factors, such as previous incidents of being 
absent or missing, their age, associates, known vulnerabilities such as CSE/grooming, criminal 
behaviour, physical or mental illness and so forth. Police data will be checked in relation to the child, 
such as previous reported incidents of missing or absent, and PVPs. However at this point in the 
process it is critical that the school provide as much information as possible, including the school’s 
record of vulnerabilities and previous incidents. 
 
If the risk assessment indicates the person is subject to: criminality, sexual  exploitation, domestic 
abuse, bullying, or harassment then they should be treated as a missing person. 
 
If there are any significant health issues, then they should be classified as a Missing person.  Some 
examples of significant health issues are below: 
• A serious risk to life,  
• A serious risk of collapse, or  
• A serious risk of permanent disability that the person is not aware of.  
If they are likely to attempt to take their own life or pose the risk of harm to another, they will be 
classified as a Missing Person 
 
The absent person category may be used when they are absent from a place where they are 

supposed to be, their behaviour is not out of character and there is no apparent risk. Should the 

person reported as absent return, it is the responsibility of the person/agency reporting to manage 

and police deployment will not be made. 

Where the call handler makes an initial risk assessment that the child is absent rather than missing, 

they will send the incident log to a Sergeant in the Demand Management Unit to review and confirm 

that decision. If agreed, the Sergeant will set a time limit, to a maximum of 15 hours, for the case to 

be reviewed and either escalated to Missing, or closed due to return or other outcome. If the 

Sergeant feels the case fulfils the Missing Person category, the incident will be passed to the Patrol 

Sgt and Inspector to deploy resources on either a standard, medium or high risk basis. 

All missing person cases involving a child under 16 will automatically be graded as medium risk, this 

may not equate to an immediate deployment of police resources. Young children (eg primary school 



 
 
age or younger) will invariably be treated as high risk and an emergency incident requiring 

immediate police deployment. 


