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Executive Summary 

 

This report provides an analysis into the response of Kent County Council and its 

partner agencies when children who are Looked After are missingfrom care. 

 

Introduction  

 

 

Introduction 

 

1.1 A report was commissioned by the Corporate Parenting Panel to review the 

response of Kent County Council and its partner agencies when children, who are 

looked after, have been missing from care.  Analysis was undertaken in January 

2020 of data for the 12 months period from 1st January 2019 to 31st December 

2019, in addition to the results of relevant audits, working groups and policy 

changes. 

 

1.2 Most children in care do not have any missing episodes. The proportion of looked 

after children and young people who are frequently missing is small and there is a 

comprehensive multi-agency risk management response for these children.  In Kent 

a missing episode is recorded for each occurrence of a child/young person going 

missing where it was reported to Kent Police, regardless of the length of time that 

the child/young person was missing or absent from their placement.  

 

1.3 This report investigates whether there are any specific areas requiring further 

focus for children in care who have been missing. The main aims are: 

 

Summary: This report provides an analysis into the response of Kent 

County Council and its partner agencies when children, who 

are looked after, have been missing from care.  It describes 

the enhanced services that are offered to assist in the 

management of risk and the support provided to try and 

reduce the number of missing episodes for children and young 

people in our care. 

 

Recommendation: The Corporate Parenting Panel is asked to NOTE Kent’s current 
position for Children in Care who have missing episodes and the 
work being undertaken to better understand the circumstances 
that lead to missing episodes, alongside the steps being taken to 
mitigate risks. 



 

 
   

 To review whether current performance is consistent with, or improving on, 

historical performance; 

 To investigate the risks factors associated with children who have missing 

episodes; and 

 To inform Corporate Parenting Panel of the current practice challenges 

1.4  Additionally, this report briefly outlines aspects of the new adolescent risk 

management framework which enhance the multi-agency response to missing 

children.  

 

2 Data Analysis of Missing Episodes 

 

2.1 It is unusual for a Kent child in care to have a missing episode. In 2019, 87% of all 
KCC’s children in care did not have any missing episodes.  

 

2.2 Over the last 12 months, to the end of December 2019, the total number of 

children who are looked after has increased by 250 (16%), from 1,604 to 1,854.  

This is mostly due to an increase of 173 (65%) unaccompanied asylum-seeking 

children (UASC) from 267 to 440. The number of citizen looked after children 

(LAC) has increased by 77 (6%), from 1,337 to 1,414.  

 

2.3 When comparing 2019 to 2018, the number of KCC’s children in care who had 

been missing at least once during the year has reduced from 355 to 338 (-5%) 

despite an increase in the number of looked after children.  The total number of 

episodes also reduced from 2,602 to 2,288 (-12%). 

 

2.4  In 2019 the number of citizen LAC who were missing at least once during the 

year decreased by 27 (-9%) compared to 2018.  The number of UASC LAC who 

had missing episodes increased by 10 (+16%), despite the 65% increase in the 

number of UASC LAC. 



 

 
   

 

 
2.5 Children in care who were missing at some point during the year typically were 

so in isolated incidents rather than demonstrating a consistent pattern of missing, 

the latter which is more likely to be associated with exploitation risks. Of the 338 

looked after children who had been missing during the year, 50% had either one 

or two missing episodes in the year.  

 

2.6 In 2019, 87% of looked after children didn’t have any missing episodes.  For 

those who did, the average (mean) number of episodes per young person has 

decreased slightly from 7.3 to 6.8 when compared with the previous year 

average.  This reflects a small number of young people who have been missing 

numerous times. The typical (median) number of episodes in the year was two.   

 

2.7 Over half of all looked after children missing episodes were accounted for by 43 

young people who represent 1.7% of the looked after children cohort open during 

the year. This is comparable with previous years’ data.   

 

3 Return Interviews 

 

3.1  In line with national guidance, it is KCC’s policy that children are offered a return 

interview within 3 working days of their return from missing. This is not always 

achievable, for example, when a child is missing again within 3 working days of 

their return. Of those episodes where there was not a subsequent episode within 

3 working days, data evidences return interviews being offered in 97% of 

episodes. 

  



 

 
   

3.2  In 2019, 88% of the return interviews completed for citizen looked after children 

occurred within the 3 working day timescale, compared to 80% in 2018.  The 

majority of the remainder are completed within a week – 98% are completed 

either on time or within a week of being due. 

 

3.3  Young people do, however, have the choice of a return interview and can decline 

this. The proportion of citizen looked after children agreeing to a return interview 

has increased to 80% compared to 78% last year.  

 

4 Reasons Why Citizen Looked After Children have Missing Episodes 

 

4.1  In 2019, 63% of missing episodes for looked after children record the primary 

reason as ‘seeking contact with family/friends/boyfriend/girlfriend’: down from 

67% in 2018.  This reason is over 5 times as common as the next most 

significant primary reason.  Children’s Social Workers are working hard to ensure 

that arrangements are in place for children and young people to remain 

connected to their families wherever possible.   

 

 
 

5  Impact of Other Local Authority Activity 

 

5.1  At the end of December 2019, Kent had 1,854 open looked after children 

including both citizen and UASC children. Other local authorities (OLAs) had 

1,350 children placed in Kent. 

 



 

 
   

5.2  Kent liaises with other Local Authorities whose children have been missing to 

advise of safeguarding risks and ensure that the Care Planning Regulations1 

have been adhered to.  

 

5.3 Other Local Authority children have been excluded from further analysis as, once 

Kent has advised a child’s home local authority of any missing episodes, these 

should then be managed by the home local authority.  Kent does not have 

responsibility for conducting the return from missing interviews for these children, 

as Kent do not hold Corporate Parenting responsibility for them.  

 

6 The National Perspective & Contextual Safeguarding  

 

6.1   There continues to be a national focus on children who have missing episodes. 

There were three joint targeted area inspections (JTAIs), carried out by Ofsted in 

the spring of 2018 that examined ‘the multi-agency response to child exploitation 

and children missing from home, care or education’. The results were released in 

November 2018 as an addendum to the 2016 report: ‘Time to listen – a joined up 

response to child sexual exploitation and missing children’. 

 

6.2  The report recognises that much has been done by agencies to address child 

sexual exploitation, but it calls for agencies not to underestimate the scale or 

level of risk posed by criminal exploitation of children, and county lines.  

Joint targeted area inspections guidance was updated in May 2019 to reference 

both sexual and criminal exploitation of children. Further guidance is being 

developed for the 2020 deep dive on “older children in need of help and 

protection, and contextual safeguarding, including exploitation”.  

 

6,3    Contextual Safeguarding relies on multi-agency intelligence sharing and 

cooperation. This is facilitated by the Government’s strategy for Serious Violence in 

which primary legislation will create a new duty on organisations to collaborate, 

where possible through existing partnership structures, to prevent and reduce 

serious violence. 

 

6.4 The Government also intends to amend the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 to ensure    

that serious violence is an explicit priority for Community Safety Partnerships 

(CSPs), in recognition of the important role of CSPs in this context. The intention is 

to also enable CSPs to escalate contextual issues as necessary. 

 

7 The Kent Perspective:  
Kent Integrated Adolescent Services & Risk Management 

 

                                                      
1
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/441643/Children_Act_Guidance
_2015.pdf 



 

 
   

7.1  In 2019 KCC launched an integrated adolescent service which includes Adolescent 
Social Work, Adolescent Early Help, Youth Justice, Inclusion & Attendance, 
Children’s Centres and Youth Work.  

 
7.2 The service leads on our framework for understanding, identifying and addressing 

extra-familial risk. The model has been informed by the 2018 pilot which saw a 
reductio
n in 
missing 
episode
s for 
adolesc
ents. 
 
7.3
 T
he new 
approac
h to 
strategic
ally and 

operationally manage adolescent risk has been implemented incrementally from 
December 2019. It drives multi-agency information sharing as well as devising 
tactical and contextual responses for individuals and groups.     
 

7.4 The model fits with the Police development of Violence Reduction Units, as well as 
the outcomes from the government consultation with Community Safety in respect 
to serious violence. The approach is in partnership with Kent & Medway Police, 
Health and Medway Council. 
 

7.5   A significant aspect of the approach is the development of an expert adolescent 
workforce to build relationships with adolescents and to work in a strengths-based, 
future-thinking and trauma-informed way. The additionality that integrated 
adolescent services can bring to Looked after Children, including supporting 
placement stability, is being developed.  
 

7.6  Core skills training is being rolled out to all front-line staff to drive an understanding 
of trauma, contextual safeguarding and exploitation.  This should drive better quality 
relationships between staff and young people; deeper understanding of why 
children experience episodes of missing, and what we can do to prevent and 
manage these risks.  

 

 

 

DfE guidance on ‘Contextual Safeguarding’ 

“As well as threats to the welfare of children from within their families, 
children may be vulnerable to abuse or exploitation from outside their 
families.  
 
These extra-familial threats might arise at school, from within peer groups, 
or more widely from within the local community.  
 
These threats can take a variety of different forms from online safety, 
exploitation, sexual, by criminal gangs and organised crime groups to the 
influences of extremism leading to radicalisation and trafficking.”  



 

 
   

8  KCC’s Practice Response to Missing Children 

8.1 Kent’s performance for the outcomes and stability of our looked after children 

compares positively with other local authorities. Nevertheless, our focus on and 

scrutiny of missing episodes and the risks associated with these is maintained 

and embedded in our operational practices. 

8.2 KCC and partners have a robust multi-agency response to children and young 

people who have missing episodes. At the point of a missing notification being 

received by the Front Door, our databases are cross-referenced (including Youth 

Justice, Children Missing Education and ‘Risk of Child Sexual Exploitation’ flags). 

This highlights any known associated risks for that young person to inform the 

appropriate level of response.   

8.3 Combining this approach with the work that we have done with care 

providers to improve reporting of missing episodes means that KCC has 

one of the most comprehensive missing datasets in the country.  

 

8.4 Kent consistently offers return interviews to children who have been missing. 

This helps to develop our understanding of why a child has been missing so that 

interventions can be tailored to their individual needs; to ensure we listen to the 

voice of the child and to learn from their feedback. 

 

8.5 All young people who have multiple missing episodes are regularly reviewed by 

managers. Many of these young people have family group conferences to 

identify ways to reduce their episodes and to enhance their safety if they do. 

KCC engages our partners to help this specific group of vulnerable young 

people. Their details are shared with designated safeguarding nurses, to prompt 

a conversation at the young person’s health assessment to offer additional 

support that could help and reduce risk. 

 

8.6 ‘Missing Family Group Conferences (FGCs)’ are being used for young people 

who are frequently missing. The use of Missing FGCs has been established 

since April 2017. These meetings gather all appropriate people around the child 

to help understand the reasons why the young person is having episodes of 

missing. The group will negotiate a safety plan for the young person to prevent 

them from missing or, if that fails, maximise their safety when they do.  27 young 

people have engaged with this process so far.  

 

8.7 Ofsted’s published report from their 2017 inspection of Kent children’s services 

commented that: “Arrangements for tracking missing unaccompanied asylum-

seeking children are rigorous. A panel provides management oversight of those 

children who are missing, or at high risk of harm, to ensure that risks are 

understood and minimised when possible.” Since June 2017, this process has 



 

 
   

been made even more rigorous and extended to include citizen children in care 

with missing episodes.  

 

8.8 Children in care are some of our most vulnerable young people due to their 

experiences of abuse, neglect and trauma which means that, if they go missing, 

they can be disproportionately susceptible to further physical and sexual abuse, 

child trafficking or exploitation. 

 

8.9 An alert is sent to the Directors for Integrated Children’s Services if a child is 

missing for more than 48 hours or where an Assistant Director is concerned for 

any other reason. There is an effective multi-agency coordinated response and 

the interfaces are now well established between services and Operation Willow 

continues to be the central point to share soft intelligence around child 

exploitation. 

 

8.10 In order to identify these risks, which are often concealed, it is vital that return 

interviews are meaningful. Good practice is constantly being reinforced to 

frontline staff through supervision; practice development and joint delivery of 

return interview workshops with Kent police. 

 

8.11 Children in Care are offered an independent return interview through the Young 

Lives Foundation if they would prefer this to speaking with their allocated Social 

Worker.  

 

8.12 The Lifelong Links project helps children in care to have contact with appropriate 

members of their family to build positive long-term relationships. This will help 

reduce the desire of these young people to leave their placements while seeking 

contact with their family. 

 

8.13 The Kent Fostering Sense of Belonging project aims to improve placement 

stability through working with foster carers and young people at times of crisis. 

Building on the Early Help pilot from 2018/19, Adolescent services are 

proactively offering bespoke constructive leisure opportunities to Children in 

Care, which support them to build relationships with adolescent services which 

can offer long term universal support.    

9   Conclusion 

    What are We Worried About? 
 

9.1  There is a small number of young people who account for most of all missing 

episodes for children in care. The ‘missing plans’ to support these young people 

have been improved and are now being reviewed more frequently. 

 



 

 
   

9.2  Young people who are frequently missing are more likely to be exposed to risks 

such as exploitation. Awareness of these issues is continually reiterated with the 

frontline, to promote them exercising professional curiosity and asking the right 

questions. “Adolescent training” which promotes an understanding of trauma, 

contextual safeguarding and exploitation is being rolled out to all front-line staff to 

drive this skill and knowledge development.   

What’s Working Well? 

 

9.3  Kent has a robust process and comprehensive practice response for children 

who experience episodes of missing. There are well established interfaces 

between social workers and relevant partner agencies including police and health 

colleagues. Data is used effectively to cross-reference multiple systems when a 

missing notification comes in, so that the social worker is aware of any other 

relevant factors.  

 

9.4  There is improved evidence of collaborative working across agencies.  In a multi-

agency audit published by the Kent Safeguarding Children Board it was 

highlighted that engagement with young people was effective where 

professionals planned their work together; were persistent and skilled in 

engaging with young people; understood their specific needs and strengths as 

well as the impact of abuse and trauma. 

 

9.5  Children are being consistently offered return interviews. There is evidence that 

professionals are being tenacious and persevering in developing meaningful 

relationships with young people.  

 

9.6  The proportion of children declining return interviews has reduced over the last 

year. Of the interviews that occur, 88% are completed within 3 working days, with 

98% completed with citizen LAC within a week of the 3 day target. 

 

9.7 ‘Missing Family Group Conferences’ are successful in helping young people who 

are frequently missing and create a whole-family solution.  

 

9.8  The response to missing children has been a continual focus for Integrated 

Children’s Services and the practice, processes and structures within the service 

and its partners are being continuously improved to ensure Kent’s children are 

being kept safe. 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation:  The Corporate Parenting Panel is asked to NOTE Kent’s 

current position for Children in Care who have missing episodes and the work 

being undertaken to better understand the circumstances that lead to missing 

episodes, alongside the steps being taken to mitigate risks.  



 

 
   

Background Documents: None 

10.0 Lead Officer 
 Dan Bride  
 Assistant Director – North & West Kent, Adolescents and Youth Justice    
 03000 411732 
 Dan.bride@kent.gov.uk  
 
 Relevant Director 
 Sarah Hammond 
 Director of Integrated Children’s Services (Social Work lead) 
 03000 416766 
 Sarah.hammond@kent.gov.uk 
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