
Response to patients who are AWOL or who have walked out of a MH inpatient unit

Abscond from escorted leaveAbscond from ward Failure to return from leave

If abscond was unwitnessed:
• Search ward and hospital grounds
• Telephone the patient
• Contact any involved friends/relatives/

carers
• Review any available CCTV
If abscond attempted/witnessed
• Staff to encourage the patient to return 

to the ward. 
• Restraint is permitted for patients who 

are detained (where it is safe to do so)

• Verbally encourage the patient to return
• Note what they are wearing and what 

they say about where they are heading 
and why

• Follow at a safe distance and contact the 
ward or the police as necessary (as per 
leave management plan).

Try to locate or make contact with:
• The patient – ask them to return, what their plans are, do they need help returning?
• Friends/Family/Carers – have they had contact, do they know where the person may go, could they ask them to return, bring them back, be with them

Consider if it is safe for ward staff or Community staff to visit the location (where known)to encourage them to return

Patient located

Detained 
under MHA?

Willing to 
return?

Ward staff to apply for warrant 
under s135(2) and liaise with 

Police to arrange return

Ward staff to liaise with CMHT. 
Can the patient be safely 

discharged with CMHT follow 
up or do arrangements for 

community MHA assessment 
need to be made?

YES

NO

Ward staff to agree 
arrangements for return, 
transport/escort may be 

provided by ward.

MDT to review within 12 hours:
• Mental state and recent risk assessments – is there any reason to change their risk level?
• Any previous absconding behaviour – how was this resolved
• Repeat review at least once in every 72hr period

Responsible Team:
• To attempt contact with patient and friends/family carers at least daily
• Action plans to be regularly reviewed until the patient is located.

NO

YES

YES

If there are no 
concerns consider 
discharge from the 

ward in their absence

NO

The Trust is the organisation with primary responsibility for locating and returning patients who are AWOL or have walked out of an 
inpatient unit.

 If the patient is a restricted part III patient contact the police on 999 as soon as you are aware that they are AWOL 

Where a decision is made to contact the Police to request assistance with locating a patient the following information must be provided:
• What is the specific concern in this instance?
• What has been done so far to trace this individual?
• Is this significantly out of character?
• Has this happened before - if so what was the outcome?
• Are there any specific medical needs?
• Are they likely to be subjected to crime?
• Are they likely to be the victim of abuse?
• Are they currently at risk of Sexual Exploitation?
• Are they likely to attempt suicide?
• Do they pose a danger to other people?
• Information about any person who may have contact with the patient.

 


