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MISSING OUT IS THE MOST EXTENSIVE PIECE OF RESEARCH YET UNDERTAKEN INTO YOUNG PEOPLE UNDER 16
WHO RUN AWAY OR ARE FORCED TO LEAVE HOME IN SCOTLAND.  IT IS THE FIRST RESEARCH THAT GIVES AN
OVERALL PICTURE OF THE SCALE AND EXTENT OF THE PROBLEM AND SUGGESTS STRATEGIES FOR RESPONDING
TO THE NEEDS OF THIS VERY VULNERABLE GROUP OF YOUNG PEOPLE.  THE RESEARCH HAS BEEN
COMMISSIONED BY ABERLOUR CHILD CARE TRUST, EXTERN AND THE CHILDREN’S SOCIETY AND WAS CARRIED
OUT IN PARTNERSHIP WITH THE UNIVERSITY OF YORK.
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METHODOLOGY AND DEFINITIONS

Missing Out is based on research carried out in 1999/2000
with over 3000 children and young people and more than
40 agencies that are involved with runaways in six
contrasting areas of Scotland – Glasgow, Aberdeen,
Dunfermline, Inverclyde, Borders and Moray. A survey of 
a representative sample of school pupils was conducted 
to establish the prevalence of running away amongst those
under 16 and the characteristics, experiences and needs of
young people who run away. In depth interviews were also
conducted with 37 young people and with 42 agency
professionals in three of these areas. Missing Out is part of 
a wider study of young people who run away or are forced 
to leave home throughout the UK. 

By ‘runaways’ we mean children and young people under 16
who run away from or are forced to leave the family home or
substitute care. Statistics in this summary relate to those
young people who have spent at least one night away.

HOW MANY RUN AWAY?

One in nine children (11%) in Scotland run away or are
forced to leave home before the age of 16 due to difficulties
in their lives. It is very rare for young people to run away for
excitement. The main reasons young people gave included
family conflict and instability, violence, emotional abuse 
and neglect. Missing Out estimates that:

• 6000 – 7000 CHILDREN UNDER 16 RUN AWAY EVERY
YEAR IN SCOTLAND FOR THE FIRST TIME.

• 9000 CHILDREN RUN AWAY EACH YEAR, INCLUDING
THOSE WHO HAVE RUN AWAY MORE THAN ONCE.

• EACH YEAR THERE ARE LIKELY TO BE 11000 – 12000
INCIDENTS OF RUNNING AWAY ACROSS SCOTLAND.

• ALTHOUGH MOST YOUNG PEOPLE REPORTED HAVING
RUN AWAY, ONE IN SEVEN HAD BEEN FORCED TO LEAVE
BEFORE THE AGE OF 16.

• THREE QUARTERS OF THE YOUNG PEOPLE HAD RUN
AWAY ONCE OR TWICE BUT A QUARTER HAD RUN
AWAY THREE TIMES OR MORE.

• OVER HALF OF THOSE WHO HAD RUN AWAY MORE
THAN THREE TIMES HAD FIRST RUN AWAY BEFORE 
THE AGE OF 11.

WHO RUNS AWAY?

The UK wide study found very little difference in rates of
running away across all four countries of the UK. There was
no evidence of a significant difference in running away rates
between urban, town and rural areas in Scotland. Running
away is therefore a national phenomenon.

Although the rate of running away was slightly higher in
poorer families in Scotland, especially in poorer step-family

households, the link between poverty and running away is 
at best indirect. Where disharmony in families is quite severe,
young people are as likely to run from more affluent families
as they are from less affluent families.

• RUNNING AWAY IS MOSTLY A TEENAGE PHENOMENON
BUT AROUND ONE IN FIVE FIRST RUN AWAY BEFORE
THE AGE OF 11.

• FEMALES ARE MORE LIKELY TO RUN AWAY THAN MALES.
HOWEVER, MALES ARE MORE LIKELY TO START
RUNNING AWAY AT AN EARLIER AGE.

• RUNNING AWAY RATES FOR YOUNG PEOPLE FROM
DIFFERENT ETHNIC GROUPS ARE BROADLY SIMILAR.

• YOUNG PEOPLE IN SUBSTITUTE CARE ARE OVER-
REPRESENTED AMONGST RUNAWAYS IN SCOTLAND.
TWO FIFTHS (40%) OF THOSE WHO HAD BEEN IN CARE
AT SOME POINT IN THEIR LIVES HAD RUN AWAY
COMPARED TO 9% OF THOSE WHO HAD NEVER BEEN
ACCOMMODATED. HOWEVER, RUNNING AWAY WAS 
NOT ALWAYS DIRECTLY LINKED TO YOUNG PEOPLE’S
EXPERIENCES OF BEING LOOKED AFTER NOR TO THE
QUALITY OF CARE THEY RECEIVED. 

THE RISKS OF RUNNING

The large majority of young people either stayed in their
local area or went to a nearby town on the last occasion 
they ran away. Only a few travelled further afield to cities 
like Glasgow or Edinburgh or, even more rarely, to cities in
England. On the whole, then, there is little evidence of young
people running away to the ‘bright lights’. In addition, most
young people said that running away gave them time to
think and relief from pressure, and a majority also felt that 
it had helped them to sort out their problems.

However, around one in six of the young people who had 
run away overnight reported having either been physically 
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or sexually assaulted whilst away from home. Young people
who slept rough or with someone they had just met were
particularly at risk.

More than a quarter of the young people had slept rough 
on at least one occasion whilst away from home. Many of
these young people would not have been visible, sleeping 
in parks, back gardens, outhouses, closes and so on. Males
were more likely to sleep rough than females. On the other
hand, the most common place to stay while away was with
friends (over a third of runaways) and a further quarter
stayed with relatives.

Most young people had only been away for one or two
nights on the most recent occasion that they had run away,
but around one in eleven young people (9%) had been away
for a week or more. Most of those who were away for more
than one night received help from friends or relatives. 
A smaller number survived through their own means – for
example taking money or food with them when they ran
away. However around one in seven young people, especially
those who slept rough or were away for a longer period, 
had to resort to other means to survive, including begging
and stealing. 

Over two fifths (43%) of the young people who had run
away overnight reported that their most recent absence
contained at least one of the following risks – rough
sleeping or staying with a stranger, the use of risky survival
strategies or physical/sexual assault. 

“I left in the evening, I didn’t know what to do. I stayed in 
a park on a bench, I just sat up all night, scared, seeing
drunks and drug addicts all around me. It was a situation 

I didn’t want to repeat but I did.”

“I got into some pretty dodgy situations with pimps coming
up, and other very dodgy people, only after one thing. We
tried to get money out of them, and we’d think like they
were really nice and we’d try and get some money for food
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“I ran away
because I
thought no one
cared about me
and I felt like
no one was
listening” and stuff and then you’d suss out what they were after an’

that, and you’d be like trying to get away.”

“Now I look back on it and I think to myself, why did I do
that? I could have been raped, I could have been murdered.
Why didn’t I just jump on a train to get home?”

RUNNING AWAY FROM HOME

Young people are more likely to run away from problems
they are experiencing in step families and lone parent
families than is the case for those living with both birth
parents. Running away is also closely linked to relationship
issues within families. Where young people are unhappy with
these relationships they are likely to run away from any type
of family. While there is nothing intrinsic about living in any
particular family form that would lead young people to feel
more unhappy, where they do, they are more likely to run
away from step and lone parent families.

• AMONGST THOSE WHO HAD RUN AWAY OVERNIGHT,
ALMOST FOUR OUT OF FIVE YOUNG PEOPLE (78%) RAN
AWAY FROM PROBLEMS AT HOME.

• MOST COMMONLY YOUNG PEOPLE REFERRED TO
ARGUMENTS AND CONFLICT, OFTEN QUITE PERSISTENT,
WITH PARENTS OR STEP PARENTS AS UNDERPINNING
THEIR DECISION TO RUN AWAY. CONFLICT WAS A
MAJOR FACTOR FOR 39% OF THE YOUNG PEOPLE.

• HOWEVER, EMOTIONAL AND PHYSICAL ABUSE AND
FEELINGS OF NEGLECT AND REJECTION WERE MAJOR
REASONS FOR ALMOST ONE IN FIVE (19%) OF THOSE
WHO RAN AWAY.

• THE NEED TO ESCAPE OR GAIN RESPITE FROM CONFLICT
BETWEEN PARENTS (INVOLVING CONFLICT AROUND
SEPARATION OR DIVORCE OR DOMESTIC VIOLENCE) OR
TO ESCAPE THEIR PARENTS OWN PERSONAL PROBLEMS

(SUCH AS DRUG/ALCOHOL DEPENDENCE OR MENTAL
HEALTH PROBLEMS) WAS THE MAIN REASON
IDENTIFIED BY A SIGNIFICANT MINORITY OF THE
YOUNG PEOPLE (11%).

• PERSONAL REASONS INCLUDED DEPRESSION (5%),
COPING WITH BEREAVEMENT (2%), PEER INFLUENCES
(5%), TROUBLE WITH THE POLICE (1%) OR THEIR OWN
ALCOHOL OR DRUGS USE (4%).

“I ran away because I got blamed for everything and I felt
like they wanted me to go. I thought if I left it would make
my family’s life better.”

“I ran away because my parents were splitting up and all the
anger and blame was pointed at me.”

“My mum and dad had just split up and they were always
fighting and I couldn’t take it anymore.”

PROBLEMS AT SCHOOL

One in four of the young people (25%) reported that
problems at school had been an ingredient in their decision
to run away. Despite this, it was rare for school difficulties
alone to be the deciding factor for young people. Most were
also experiencing problems at home and only 6% mentioned
specific school issues as a main reason for running. These
included being bullied, truancy and fear of parental reaction
to trouble they had got into at school. However, even if only
a small minority of young people run away because of
problems at school, running away is closely associated with
difficulties at school.

• 30% OF RUNAWAYS HAD BEEN EXCLUDED FROM
SCHOOL COMPARED TO 10% OF THOSE WHO HAD
NEVER RUN AWAY.

• 13% OF RUNAWAYS HAD OFTEN TRUANTED COMPARED
TO 2% OF OTHER YOUNG PEOPLE.

• 33% OF RUNAWAYS WERE UNHAPPY AT SCHOOL
COMPARED TO 16% OF THOSE WHO HAD NEVER RUN.

RUNNING AWAY AND PERSONAL PROBLEMS

The research also illustrates the links between running away
and the incidence of other self-reported issues and problems
in young people’s lives. Even those young people who had
only run away during the day felt more negatively about
their lives and family relationships than those who had never
run away. Negative feelings increased amongst those who
had run away more often.

• YOUNG PEOPLE WHO RAN AWAY WERE MUCH MORE
LIKELY TO REPORT FEELINGS OF DEPRESSION,
LONELINESS, WORRY ABOUT THE FUTURE, AND LOW
SELF-ESTEEM THAN WERE NON-RUNAWAYS.

• 29% OF RUNAWAYS REPORTED HAVING PROBLEMS
WITH DRUGS COMPARED TO 7% OF NON-RUNAWAYS.
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professional and peer counselling and opportunities to
discuss running away and the problems that underpin it.

Every young person that runs away should be offered an
independent interview to ascertain their reasons for running
and to identify any further support they may need.

Family mediation services should be available to help
resolve family difficulties at an early point and to ensure
that young people are not simply returned to an unchanged
set of circumstances.

There is an urgent need to develop refuge provision in
Scotland for under 16s away from home to prevent their
exposure to the streets. Although the Children (Scotland) Act
1995 makes provision for independent refuges and for local
authorities to provide designated ‘refuge’ foster carers,
developments in response to these powers have been very
limited. Evaluation of the cost effectiveness of different
models of provision is likely to be necessary.

Services for young people from minority ethnic communities
should be better targeted and delivered with greater
sensitivity. Although young people from these communities
run away for similar reasons, they may be less visible and less
likely to access mainstream city centre based services.

Improvements are required in the quality of residential and
foster care and clear strategies are needed to reduce running
away amongst those looked after. Further improvement to
throughcare and aftercare services would also be helpful.

More supported accommodation options are needed for
those aged 16/17 without a home base. A review of existing
homelessness legislation is required to ensure that all
homeless young people aged 16/17 are considered
vulnerable and in priority need by reason of their age. 
Access to benefits for this vulnerable group also requires
review to limit the need for risky survival strategies. 

• A NEED FOR RESPITE ACCOMMODATION WAS
IDENTIFIED TO PREVENT THOSE UNDER 16 WHO DO
RUN AWAY FROM EXPOSURE TO THE STREETS. MANY
YOUNG PEOPLE FELT THAT THIS KIND OF ‘REFUGE’
OUGHT TO BE SMALL, HOMELY, WELL SUPPORTED 
AND OFFER YOUNG PEOPLE THE SPACE TO PLAN A
SUPPORTED NEXT STEP. 

• MORE AND BETTER SUPPORTED EMERGENCY
ACCOMMODATION OPTIONS ARE NEEDED FOR THOSE
AGED 16/17 AND LACKING A STABLE HOME BASE.

RECOMMENDATIONS

A co-ordinated strategy to meet the needs of young people
who run away from home and substitute care is required.
Joint strategies involving the police, local authorities and 
the voluntary sector will be needed at a local level to
develop a range of dedicated services. Reporters could 
also have an important role to play in the operation of local
multi-agency agreements designed to monitor running away
and co-ordinate service responses.

Further policy and practice guidance from central
Government would help to stimulate these developments
and promote a national framework for services.

All incidents of running away from home and substitute 
care need to be carefully recorded and collated. Such a
strategic overview is necessary to plan and resource
appropriate services. 

Young people need better information about the local
services that exist to help them both before and after 
they have run away.

Preventive initiatives in schools and other youth settings to
help young people with difficulties at home or school may
have a beneficial effect on running away. These may include

• 28% OF RUNAWAYS REPORTED HAVING PROBLEMS
WITH ALCOHOL COMPARED TO 6% OF NON-RUNAWAYS.

• 21% OF RUNAWAYS REPORTED HAVING BEEN IN
TROUBLE WITH THE POLICE COMPARED TO 8% OF 
NON-RUNAWAYS.

WHAT WOULD HAVE HELPED?

Depth interviews were undertaken with 37 young people.
During these interviews, which explored young people’s lives
and experiences of being away from home, the young people
were asked what might have prevented them running away
in the first place and what might have helped them once
they had. 

• IN GENERAL, YOUNG PEOPLE IDENTIFIED A LACK OF
INFORMATION ABOUT THE LOCAL SERVICES THAT
MIGHT BE AVAILABLE TO HELP THEM. PUBLICITY OUGHT
TO BE WIDELY AVAILABLE IN SCHOOLS, YOUTH CENTRES
AND OTHER VENUES WHERE YOUNG PEOPLE GATHER.

• OPPORTUNITIES FOR ADVICE, COUNSELLING AND
FAMILY MEDIATION PRIOR TO OR AT THE TIME OF
RUNNING AWAY WERE VALUED BY YOUNG PEOPLE
WHEN, AND IF, THEY WERE AVAILABLE. THE KINDS 
OF HELP YOUNG PEOPLE WOULD HAVE APPRECIATED
REFLECT THE KINDS OF ISSUES THAT UNDERPIN
RUNNING AWAY. THESE INCLUDE: HELP DURING
PARENTAL SEPARATION, DIVORCE AND FAMILY RE-
CONSTITUTION; SUPPORT FOR PARENTS WITH DRUG
AND ALCOHOL PROBLEMS; HELP TO LIMIT THEIR
MISTREATMENT BY PARENTS AND TO RESOLVE
PERSISTENT FAMILY CONFLICTS.

• SCHOOL BASED PREVENTIVE SERVICES WOULD ALSO
HAVE HELPED. SUGGESTIONS INCLUDED DISCUSSIONS
ABOUT PROBLEMS IN FAMILY LIFE, PEER AND
PROFESSIONAL COUNSELLING INITIATIVES AND
INFORMATION ABOUT HELPFUL SERVICES.

“I had a fight with my
mum. She thumped
me and kicked me
and in a temper she
told me to leave.”

CASE STUDIES

Helen
Helen lived with her mother and, at the age of 10, was
sexually abused by a man staying at the house. She was
taken into care and placed with foster carers. She was very
unhappy there and was beaten whenever she misbehaved.
Helen started to run away and, as she moved through 
a succession of placements, her life became increasingly
unstable. She was unable to settle and felt confused, angry
and unable to trust the adults around her. While missing she
often slept rough, experimented with drugs and stole from
shops to survive. As she says:

“I didn’t know where I was going…I was running around the
streets, sleeping underneath bridges, sleeping on the beach,
going through the city centre.”

Helen feels that, at the time, no one took enough time to
listen to her or to help her resolve the inner conflicts she was
feeling. Eventually, a move to a new foster placement when
she was 15 enabled her to find some stability for the first
time. She finds her carers supportive and is preparing for 
a move to independent living, but still has real difficulty
coming to terms with her past experiences.

Andy
Andy lived with his mother, step father, brothers and sisters.
His parents had problems with alcohol use and most of his
life he remembers them constantly arguing. As the oldest
child, he felt unfairly treated and was expected to care for
the younger children. At the age of 13 he ran away for the
only time to gain some respite and went to stay with a friend
and his parents. He was there for three weeks and was
supported by them. Although his parents eventually
discovered where he was staying they never contacted him.
When he eventually returned, not much had changed and he
continued to feel exploited. At 16, his father threw him out
and, not knowing where to go, he slept rough for a couple of
nights until picked up by the police. They directed him to the
hostel where he now lives and he appreciated their help:

“The police eventually picked me up and took me to the
station and gave me some food. They were good to me. 
They told me about homeless units and gave me some
leaflets about them.”
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