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Background 

 
 Wandering / Elopement 

 A dependent person exposing him or herself to potential danger 
by leaving a supervised, safe space or the care of a responsible 
person (Anderson et al., in press) 

 Risk of stress, injury,  and death 
 
 
 

 



Background 

 Most information on wandering focuses on older adults 
with dementia 
 
 
 

 



Background 

 People with autism 2-3 increased mortality rate than 
general population (review by Woolfenden, 2012) 

 Associated with epilepsy or other medical conditions and accidents 

 Anecdotal reports of wandering as a contributor to injuries 
and deaths 

 Very little known about the occurrence of wandering 
among people with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) or 
other developmental disabilities 
 2 small studies estimate between 16-34% of people with autism 

and/or intellectual disability have problems with wandering 
 Recent parent survey of children with ASD in US (Interactive Autism 

Network, IAN) 
• 49% of parents report child with ASD wandering after the age of 4 

o Of these, 26% were missing long enough to cause concern 

 



Object ive and Methods 

 Obtain estimates of the occurrence and characteristics of 
wandering among children with ASD, intellectual disability, 
and developmental delay 

 2011 Survey of Pathways to Diagnosis and Services  
 Telephone and survey follow-up from 2009-2010 National Survey 

of Children with Special Healthcare Needs (NS-CSHCN) 
 Caregivers of children ages 6-17 years – current condition 

 

 
Groups of Children for this analysis N =  3,518 
ASD without Intellectual Disability (ID) 1,117 

ASD with ID    303 
ID (without ASD)    657 
Developmental Delay (DD) Only 1,441 



Methods 
Some children with learning and developmental conditions are likely to 
wander off and become so lost that it is necessary to search for them. I am 
going to read a list of places.  Please tell me if [SC] wandered off or became 
lost from any of these places within the past year, even if occurred just once. 
 
1. Within the past year, has [S.C.] wandered off or became lost from  

a. your home? 
b. someone else's home such as a relative, friend, neighbor, or babysitter? 
c. school, day care, or summer camp? 
d. a store, restaurant, playground, campsite, or any other public place? 

2. Have you added fences, gates, locks, alarms, or other barriers to 
your home in an effort  to prevent [S.C.] from wandering off or 
becoming lost?) 

3. Within the past year, has [S.C.] worn a tracking device to help you 
find [him/her] if [he/she] wandered off?)  
 



Demographic Group Differences 

ASD no ID ASD w/ ID ID DD p-
value 

Percent 

Age 6-11 (vs. 12-17)      56      49      42      50 .03 
Male 83 81 51 67 <.01 
Non-Hispanic White 69 56 58 60 .02 
M aternal age (≤24 yrs) 26 21 32 37 .01 
Ed > High School 79 69 68 61 <.01 
2 Parent  72 66 56 59 .01 
Children in home (≥3) 33 43 39 36 .15 
Fam Inc (>200% FPL) 65 58 51 45 <.01 
Own housing 67 72 59 55 .01 
Metro Stat Area (yes) 80 85 78 82 .25 
Health Ins (Private) 54 37 33 39 <.01 



Percent Report of Wandering in Past Year 
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Mult ivariate analysis of wandering report 

CSHCN who Wandered to those who did not Wander 
 

Current Condition  OR 95% CI 

ASD without ID 1.7 (1.21-2.42)  

ASD with ID 2.2 (1.32-3.62)  

ID  1.1 (0.63-2.04) 

DD  1.0 . 

Note: Odds Ratios adjusted for age, sex, race/ethnicity, total kids in the household, and household income as percent of 
Federal Poverty Level. 



Preliminary Mult ivariate Analysis:  
Demographics of Reported Wanders vs. Non-Wanders  

ASD no ID ASD w/ ID ID DD 
OR (95% CI not shown) 

Age 12-17 (vs 6-11) 0.4 0.7 0.3 0.5 
Male 1.1 2.3 1.2 0.6 
Non-Hispanic White 1.1 1.7 0.9 0.8 
M aternal age (≤24 yrs) 1.0 7.2 0.3 1.2 
Maternal age (25-34 ys) 0.8 6.0 0.4 1.5 
Ed  ≤ High School 1.8 2.3 0.3 1.0 
Other (vs 2 Parent)  1.2 0.8 1.7 1.1 
Children in home (2 vs 1) 1.6 0.8 0.8 2.5 
Children in home (≥3) 1.8 2.5 0.8 2.3 
Fam Inc (≤200% FPL) 0.8 0.2 1.1 1.3 
Rent housing (vs own) 1.2 0.5 1.7 1.1 
Non Metro Stat Area   0.8 0.8 1.4 0.9 
Health Ins (Public vs priv) 1.1 7.6 1.0 2.9 



Self-Help Skills - % Not able to do one or more :  
Go to the bathroom; Feed self; Dress self 
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Social Communicat ion Skills - % Not able to do one or 
more: Ask for things he/she wants; Provide name, 
address, and phone number; Spend time with friends  
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Preliminary Mult ivariate Analysis*:  
Funct ion Indicators of Reported Wanders vs. Non-Wanders  

ASD no ID ASD w/ ID ID DD 
OR  

(95% CI) 

Self-care Skills (No to 1 or 
more) 

1.7 
(1.0-3.0) 

0.8          
(0.3-2.0) 

1.0 
 (0.4-2.2) 

0.9 
 (0.4-1.8) 

Social Communicat ion  
Skills (no to 1 or more) 
 

1.6 
(0.9-2.9) 
 

1.5  
(0.4-5.6) 
 

3.7  
(1.4-10.0 

4.7  
(2.7-8.2) 
 

Brief Strengths and 
Difficult ies 
Quest ionnaire** High 
Score vs Mod/Low 
 

1.0  
(0.6-1.7) 

1.1  
(0.4-3.0) 
 

3.7  
(1.4-10.1) 
 

0.6  
(0.3-1.2) 
 

*Adjusted for demographic factors 
** Brief SDQ based on 5 questions: well behaved, often worries; often 
unhappy, depressed or tearful; gets along better with adults than peers; 
has good attention span, finishes homework/chores 



Percent report  of prevent ion measures and 
use of tracking devices 
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Prevention and Tracking 

CSHCN who Wandered to those who did not Wander 
 

Current Condition  OR 95% CI 
Prevention measures in home in 
past year? 5.4 (3.85-7.69)  

Child wore tracking device  4.4 (2.22-8.88)  

Note: Odds Ratios adjusted for age, sex, race/ethnicity, total kids in the household, and household income as percent of 
Federal Poverty Level. 



Conclusions and Next Steps 

 Survey of Pathways to Diagnosis and Services used to 
inform an important safety issue in the autism community 

 Wandering reported to be a concern for 22-38% of the 
children in this survey 
 A particular challenge for children with ASD (with and without 

intellectual disability) 
 Younger age (6-11) most consisent demographic variable 

associated with wandering across groups 
 Limitations in social and communication skills also assocated with 

wandering 
 Next steps 

 Complete analyses and examine clinical characteristics 
 Data to inform prevention efforts 
 Future needs: Baseline population data on wandering by ages 

(toddler) 
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