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Missing Persons Investigation: The First 24 Hours 

A Short Tutorial & Checklist 

The Core Question: Voluntary or Involuntary? 

Before anything else — before canvassing, before forensics, before pulling phone records — every missing person 

case starts with one branching question: did this person leave on their own, or were they taken (or otherwise 

prevented from returning)? Every early decision (how many resources to commit, whether to treat the home as a 

crime scene, whether to involve the FBI) flows from a working answer to this question, even a tentative one. 

Investigators should form and continually revise a hypothesis on this within the first few hours, not wait for certainty. 

Indicators Suggesting Voluntary Departure 

• History of prior similar departures (runaway history, previous unexplained absences) 

• Recent conflict — an argument, a breakup, a pending arrest, financial trouble, or a mental health crisis 

• Missing personal items that suggest planning: clothing, luggage, medication, chargers, important documents 

(passport, birth certificate) 

• Missing or drained bank accounts, or recent unusual financial activity (cash withdrawals, new accounts opened) 

• Vehicle is also missing, and there's no evidence the vehicle was taken by force 

• Digital trail showing planning: searches for bus/plane tickets, hotel bookings, one-way travel, messages to a 

third party about "needing space" or "starting over" 

• No signs of struggle or forced entry at the last known location 

• Communication after disappearance — even brief or evasive — that appears voluntary in tone 

• Age and capacity: a competent adult with a documented pattern of independence lowers (but never eliminates) 

the presumption of foul play 

Indicators Suggesting Involuntary Disappearance / Foul Play 

• Signs of forced entry, struggle, or property damage at the scene 

• Blood, torn clothing, or other physical evidence of violence 

• Personal items left behind that the person would never voluntarily leave: medication (especially for a life-

dependent condition), wallet, phone, keys, glasses, vehicle 

• Abrupt discontinuation of routine, digital, or biometric activity: a phone that goes dark mid-conversation, a 

smartwatch or pacemaker app that suddenly disconnects, a vehicle that never left the garage 

• No history of prior unexplained absences and no apparent motive to leave 

• Evidence of third-party presence: an unknown vehicle on camera, an unfamiliar person on surveillance footage, 

unexplained footprints or tire tracks 

• A ransom note, threatening communication, or contact demanding payment 

• Witness reports of suspicious individuals or vehicles near the location in the preceding days 

• The person had upcoming plans, appointments, or commitments they were reliably known to keep, and gave no 

indication of an intent to miss them 

• Known risk factors: a recent restraining order, a stalker, a contentious custody dispute, domestic violence 

history, or known enemies 

A practical note: these two lists are not mutually exclusive, and real cases often produce mixed signals (as in the 

Guthrie case — a masked, armed figure on camera points to foul play, but investigators still had to formally rule out 

voluntary explanations before fully committing resources). The job in the first 24 hours isn't to reach certainty — it's 

to weigh the balance of indicators honestly enough to decide how aggressively to mobilize. 
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First 24 Hours: The Checklist 

1. Immediate Scene & Safety Actions 

☐  Secure the last known location as a potential crime scene until ruled out — do not allow family to "clean up" 

or move items 

☐  Photograph and document the scene exactly as found, before anyone touches anything 

☐  Check for signs of forced entry, struggle, blood, or disturbed property 

☐  Identify and preserve any items the person would not have voluntarily left behind (medication, phone, wallet, 

keys, glasses, vehicle) 

☐  Determine any medical urgency — does the person require daily medication, mobility aids, or medical 

monitoring that makes time-of-recovery life-critical? 

2. Establish the Timeline 

☐  Identify the last confirmed sighting: who, where, when, and by whom 

☐  Build a minute-by-minute timeline backward from the report of disappearance to the last confirmed contact 

☐  Pull any available digital timestamps: doorbell cameras, security systems, smart home devices, medical 

monitoring apps, phone activity 

☐  Identify the gap — the window of time in which the disappearance most likely occurred — and focus resources 

there first 

3. Interview the Inner Circle 

☐  Interview the last person to see them, separately from other family/witnesses 

☐  Interview immediate family, roommates, or partners — individually, not as a group 

☐  Ask directly about recent conflicts, financial stress, relationship problems, mental health concerns, or reasons 

the person might leave voluntarily 

☐  Ask about enemies, disputes, restraining orders, custody battles, or anyone who may have wished them harm 

☐  Note inconsistencies between accounts — but remember distressed witnesses often misremember detail; 

distinguish innocent inconsistency from evasiveness 

☐  Do not rule out family members as suspects solely because they reported the disappearance — statistically, 

people close to the victim are disproportionately involved in foul-play cases 

4. Digital & Financial Footprint 

☐  Request preservation (and, with appropriate legal process, content) of phone records, cell tower/location data, 

and app activity 

☐  Check bank and credit card activity for withdrawals, purchases, or account activity after the last known sighting 

☐  Check for recent searches related to travel, one-way tickets, hotels, or "how to disappear"-type queries 

☐  Check social media for recent posts, messages, or contacts that might indicate voluntary departure or, 

conversely, a threatening contact 
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5. Physical Search & Canvass 

☐  Conduct a physical search of the immediate property (yard, outbuildings, vehicles, septic/utility areas) before 

expanding the perimeter 

☐  Canvass neighbors for security camera footage, doorbell footage, and witness observations in the preceding 

24–72 hours 

☐  Check traffic and public camera footage near the location for the relevant time window 

☐  Notify surrounding hospitals, jails, and shelters in case the person is present but unidentified 

6. Classification & Escalation Decisions 

☐  Formally classify the case as voluntary, involuntary, or undetermined — and document the reasoning, since 

this classification drives resourcing 

☐  Determine whether Amber Alert, Silver Alert, or Endangered Missing Person Advisory criteria are met (age, 

disability, medical dependency, evidence of abduction) 

☐  Determine whether federal jurisdiction may apply (evidence of interstate transport, a ransom demand crossing 

state lines) — and if so, make initial contact with the FBI field office rather than waiting 

☐  Assign public information strategy: what, if anything, to release to media and when — balancing tip generation 

against tipping off a suspect 

☐  Set a reassessment checkpoint (e.g., 24-hour and 72-hour case reviews) to revisit the voluntary/involuntary 

classification as new evidence arrives 

The One Rule That Ties It Together 

Every checklist item above exists to answer the same underlying question faster and more reliably: would this specific 

person, under these specific circumstances, have left this specific item, this specific way, without a word? The more 

confidently investigators can answer that question — using the scene, the timeline, the interviews, and the digital trail 

— the more precisely the case can be classified, and the faster the right resources (a search team vs. a homicide unit 

vs. a fugitive unit) get deployed. 


