
Mortality & Risk in
ASD
Wandering/Elopem
ent: 2011-2016

Lori McIlwain
National AutismAssociation



From 2011 to 2016, NAA collected  
over 800 ASD  missing person cases,and

“found missing” cases that occurred within the U.S.  



Cases were reviewed to identify: 

 Diagnosis
 U.S. location
 Age, gender, race
 Time of year and day
 Search response & interaction
 Outcome



All Outcomes, 2011 to 2016

AllOutcomes 808
Lethal 139
Medical Attention 105
CloseCall 309
Still Missing 5*
Minimal Risk/Unclear 250



Lethal Outcomes, 2011 to 2016

LethalOutcomes 139
Drowning 98
Struck by vehicle 25
Struck by train 6
Hyper/Hypothermia 4
Fall 2
Trauma,other 4



Outcomes by Risk  & Injury, 2011 to2016



All Outcomes by Age Group, 2011 to 2016



Average Age by Year, 2011 to 2016

Mean Age,Lethal
Drowning: 9 Struck by Vehicle: 14



Lethal Outcomes by Ethnicity, 2011 to 2016



All Outcomes by Year, 2011 to 2016

About half of  
lethal outcomes  
happened in the  
last two years.



All Outcomes by Month, 2011 to 2016



Outcomes by Vulnerable Times/Triggers, 2011 to 2016



Outcomes by Search Time, 2011 to 2016



Top Places Left From

1. Home
2. School/SchoolBus
3. Relative’s Home * 
4. FieldTrip/Camp 
5. GroupHome
6. Store/Restaurant
7. BetweenSettings
8. Hotel/Vacation Home * 
9. Train or Bus Station
10. Church

Top Places Found

1. Water *
2. Streets/Roads  
3. Woods or Brush
4. Stranger’sResidence
5. Store/Restaurant  
6. Train or Bus Station
7. Abandoned vehicle/home
8. TrainTracks *
9. Farm or Field
10. Park

*Highest LethalRisk



What Increased Lethal/Injury Risk

 Residential settings, esp. those 
unfamiliar, near water

 Times of transition, commotion
 Heightened response to stress
 Caregiver/staff distracted
 Holidays/family gatherings
 Longer Search Time
 Police unaware, unprepared



What Decreased Lethal/Injury Risk

 Community-based settings, 
hospitals/schools

 Quicker Response Time
 Response Tools (Alerts, Tracking, 

Reverse 911)
 Good Samaritans
 Identification
 Police familiar with autism, 

familiar with individual



Currently…

 About 20 ASD missing 
person cases per month

 3 to 4 deaths per month

AU T I S M  I S  A



July 3  
Naples, FL



July 5  
Pawtucket,RI



July 6  
Simi Valley, CA



Thursday

July 7  
Brownsburg, IN



July 8  
Brownsburg, IN



July 9  
Seminole, FL



July 10  
Pawtucket,RI



July 11  
Albany,GA



July 11  
Albany,OR



July 12  
Albany,GA



The Good News:

 More awareness, more 
rescues

 More understanding to 
search water first

AU T I S M  I S  A



But:

 Increase in cases and 
deaths in the last two years

 Awareness, training & 
resources not widespread

 Disproportionate risk 
among African American 
individuals with ASD

AU T I S M  I S  A



“Police Detective Lt. Robert Pistone said officers searched  
the boy's home multiple times, because in some cases of  
missing children, those children are ofen found hiding their  
own homes.”



“The program consists of  
training videos, direct 8-
hour training sessions,  
two-day train-the-trainer  
sessions, 15 resources,  
and a state-by-state guide  
to state-specificresources.

To date, the direct  
training has reached over  
1,600 participants and 
the  program has 
disseminated  over 50,000 
resources to  thefield.”





Award Title:IProject Lifesaver Replication I nit iat ive I
Award Description:

This program is funded under both the Edward Byrne Memorial Competitive Grant Program (Byrne Com pet it ive  Program)
and the Edward Byrne Memorial Justice Assistance Grant (JAG) Program. Au t horized by the Consolidated Appropr iations  Act, 
2009 (Pub. L. 111-8), the Byrne Competitive Program helps local com munit ies improve the capacity of state and local  justice 
systems and provides for national support efforts including training and t echnica l assistance programs strategica lly  targeted 
to address local needs. The JAG Program (42 U.S.C. 3751(a)) is the primary provider of federal criminal justice  funding to state 
and local  jur isdicti ons,  and JAG  funds support all components  of the criminal just ice system. The JAG
Program authorization also states that 'the Attorney General may reserve not more than 5 percent, to be granted to 1 or  more 
States or units of local government, for 1 or more of the purposes specified in section 3751 of this title, pursuant to  his 
determinat io n that the same is necessary'(l) to combat, address, or otherwise respond to precipitous or extraord inary  
increases in crime, or in a type or types of crime ' (42 U.S.C. 3756). This program is also funded in part by the Missing  
Alzheimer's Disease Patient Assistance Program (Consolidated Ap propr iations Act, 2009 PUB. L. 111-8), which provides  funds 
to defray the cost of planning, designing, establishing, and operat ing locally based, proactive programs to protect  and locate 
missina  oatients wit h Alzheimer's disease  and relat ed dementias and other missina  elderlv individuals. The
Nat iona l Initiatives: Enhancing Law Enforcement Program, administered by the Office of Justice Programs' (OJP) Bureau of  Just 
ice Assistance (BJA), helps improve crim inal j ust ice systems and provides nat iona l programs and nat iona l efforts such  as tra 
ining and technical assistance to strategically address the needs of state and local justice systems and communities  Toe 
Project Lifesaver Inc. will develop or enhance a national outreach program to increase awareness among law  enforcement 
agencies and the public in addressing the needs of missing persons with Alzheimer 's disease. Law  enforcement agencies 
expend countless hours annua lly search ing for missing persons with Alzheimer's disease, and if not  found quickly, they are at  
high risk of serious injury or even  death. In  addit ion,  law  enforcement  officers may not be
trained or equipped to handle the special needs of those with Alzheimer's, once they are found. The Project Lifesaver Inc.  will 
partner wit h nat ional level law enforcement and Alzheimer's disease associati ons to address this issue. They will  provide a 
web site that serves as a nati onal clearinghouse of information and resources for those involved with missing  persons. The 
Project Lifesaver Inc. will develop and sustain a national registry for persons living with Alzheimer 's disease  or other form of 
dementia, develop and implement a process for aiding in the location of lost persons with Alzheim er's  disease, provide training 
and substantive informat iona l material to law enforcement agenc ies through a nat ional or  regional  in it iat i ve. They  will also 
support the development  of a model policy that can be im plemented nationw ide by law
enforcement  agencies. CA/NCF



Brandon, age 20 – Found Safe in Water

• January 2017 - Burbank,CA
• Exited his home in theearly morning 

hours
• Was wearing a Radio Frequency (RF)

tracking unit
• Located by police via trackingunit in 

the Burbankwash



NNR, age 19  – Found safe in Water

• February 2017 – SantaMaria, 
California

• Wandered from grouphome
• Located by police via Radio 

Frequency (RF)   tracking unit in

reservoir
• Because of tracking unit, Sheriff’s

volunteer knew the teen and was
able to talk him into coming out of

the water



CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY
ATTRACTED TO WATER.

 Would have reauthorized 
Missing Alzheimer’s 
Disease Patient Alert 
Program

 Passed Senate; revised 
version passed House

 Revised House version 
failed to pass in Senate



What Would Help

 Pediatric Community warning 
caregivers

 Widespread training/federal 
initiatives, DOJ participation

 Outreach, awareness, resources to 
ASD African American community

 Exit-seeking, stress response can 
evolve or crossover into other 
emerging issues - self-harm, 
suicidality – study & discussion 
needed 





“When you think of Christian you find yourself guilty of being  
selfish. In our family, Christian was the guy you wanted to  
have around to help make yourself feel better. He was silly,  
spontaneous, thoughtful, loving and his smile swept through  a 
room like wildfire. Having been diagnosed in his teen years  
with early onset schizophrenia and Asperger’s syndrome,  
those amazing qualities were only visible to those closest to  
him as Christian struggled connecting with a world that was  
eager not to take the time to understand him…



Christian clung to the safety and familiarity of his family but  
yearned to receive more from this world in which he could  
never completely find his footing. The difficulties he found in  
navigating everyday social aspects of human interaction
often  left him exhausted, frustrated, and on the worst of days, 
in  tears. He sought love and purpose of being; but in the end,  
this world proved too gruesome to withstand. Christian took  
his last breath in the coldness of dark and alone, which is  
perfectly attuned with how he viewed his place in this world.“



LORIMcILWAIN
Co-founder & Chair  

P: 877.622.2884
lori@na.onalau.sm.org
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