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AUTISM SAFETY: 
Essential steps to prevent 
& respond to wandering 

Wendy Fournier 
Lori McIlwain 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 
AUTISM BASICS 
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üAutism is a developmental 

disability that can cause 

significant social, 

communication & behavioral 

challenges. 

üAutism occurs in all racial, 

ethnic, and socioeconomic 

groups. 

üAutism affects 1 in 68 

 

WHAT IS  
AUTISM? 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

A diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) now includes 
several conditions that used to be diagnosed separately:  
 
üAutistic disorder 
üPervasive developmental disorder - not otherwise specified 

(pdd-nos) 
üAsperger syndrome 

AUTISM DIAGNOSIS 
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ASD OCCURS IN ALL RACIAL, ETHNIC, AND SOCIOECONOMIC GROUPS,  

AUTISM IS  5X  MORE 
COMMON AMONG BOYS 

THERE IS OFTEN NOTHING ABOUT 
HOW PEOPLE WITH AUTISM 

LOOK THAT SETS THEM APART 
FROM OTHER PEOPLE.  
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autism 

 

Å not speak 

Å avoid eye contact  

Å want to be alone 

Å want to wear no clothing 

Å appear deaf 

Å wear a diaper 

Å repeat or echo words (echolalia) 

Å repeat actions over and over again 

Å dislike change 

!ƴŘΧ 

AUTISM HAS MANY SYMPTOMS THAT VARY FROM PERSON TO 
PERSON, BUT THERE ARE CONSISTENT HALLMARKS. 

SOMEONE WITH AUTISM MIGHT: 

ΧI!±9 ¦b¦{¦![ w9!/¢Lhb{ ¢h ¢I9 ²!¸ 
      THINGS SMELL, TASTE, LOOK, FEEL, OR SOUND. 
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L¢Ω{ 9{¢La!¢95 ¢I!¢  
25% to 40% CANNOT SPEAK. 

autism 

 
Å hyper/hypo sensitivity to pain. 

Å no fear of danger or 
understanding of consequences.  

Å extreme phobias  

Å may take figurative language in 
a literal way. for example, sit 
down in the chair would be 
better understood over take a 
seat.  

OTHER COMMON TRAITS OF NOTE: 
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autism 

Å Fecal smearing 

Å Head-banging, self injury 

Å Unusual fascinations 

Å Narrow food preferences 

Å Pica 

Å No interest in toys 

Å Co-existing conditions: epilepsy, 
insomnia, allergies, GI issues, asthma 

ADDITIONAL TRAITS OF NOTE: 

¢I9 ±!{¢ a!WhwL¢¸ hC ¢Ih{9 ²L¢I !¦¢L{a ά{¢LaΣέ 
WHICH COMES FROM THE TERM SELF-STIMULATING 

Examples: rocking; spinning; flapping hands; flicking fingers; verbal repetition 

άaȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ stims ƻƴ ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅ ǎƛƎƴǎΦέ 

ά{ƘŜΩǎ stimming ƻƴ ŜƴŘ ŎǊŜŘƛǘǎΦέ 

ά{ƘŜΩǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇȅ stims ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΦέ 

άIŜΩǎ ŀƴƎǊȅ stimming ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΦέ 

 

autism 
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AUTISM IS  A 
SPECTRUM 
DISORDER. 
 
NO TWO PEOPLE 
WITH AUTISM 
ARE AL IKE. 

Å have unusual reactions to the way 

      things smell, taste, look, feel, or sound 

COMES FROM THE PHRASE  
ά{9[C-{¢La¦[!¢LbDέ 
Å rocking back and forth 
Å flapping hands 
Å flick fingers 
Å hyperlaugh, 
Å verbal repetition 
 

άaȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ stims ƻƴ ǊƻŀŘǿŀȅ ǎƛƎƴǎΦέ 

ά{ƘŜΩǎ stimming ƻƴ ŜƴŘ ŎǊŜŘƛǘǎΦέ 

ά{ƘŜΩǎ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇȅ stims ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΦέ 

άIŜΩǎ ŀƴƎǊȅ stimming ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΦέ 

 

WHAT IS STIM, 
OR STIMMING? 

Imagine working off very little sleep. 
¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ŘǊŀƴƪ ǎƛȄ Ǉƻǘǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŜƳǇǘȅ ǎǘƻƳŀŎƘΦ  
¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŦƭƛŎƪŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƭƻǊŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƭƛƎƘǘǎΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƘǳƴƎǊȅΦ LǘŎƘȅΦ ¦ƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǎƛǘ ǎǘƛƭƭΦ 
All you hear are nails on the chalkboard, and the world around you asking questions in 
a different language.  
 
¸ƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ǳǇΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǿƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘΦ 
 

This is everyday from many with autism. 
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CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. AUTISM & WANDERING 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

WANDERING DEFINED 
Wandering is the tendency for an individual to try to leave the safety of a 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ƻǊ ŀ ǎŀŦŜ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƛƴ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ 
harm or injury. This might include running off from adults at school or in 
the com- munity, leaving the classroom without permission, or leaving the 
house when the family is not looking.  
 
This behavior is considered common and short-lived in toddlers, but it 
may persist in children and adults with autism spectrum disorders (ASDs). 
Children with ASDs have challenges with social and communication skills 
and safety awareness. This makes wandering a potentially dangerous 
behavior. 
 
Wandering may also be referred to as elopement, bolting, fleeing, 

running. 
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CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

ü ASD wandering is usually a form of 
communication τ ŀƴ άL ƴŜŜŘΣέ άL ǿŀƴǘΣέ ƻǊ 
άL ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘΦέ  
 

ü Individuals with ASD will wander or bolt to 
get to something of interest, or away from 
something bothersome.  

 

INSIGHTS 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

DATA 
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NATIONAL AUTISM ASSOCIATION | AUTISM & SAFETY 

wandering | data 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

THE DATA 

Å 49% of children with autism engage in wandering behaviors  
Å 35% attempt to wander at least once per week  
Å More than one third of children with autism who wander are never or rarely 

able to communicate their name, address, or phone number  
Å 29% of wandering happens from a classroom or school 
Å 53% of those who exhibited elopement behavior, went missing long enough to 

cause concern 
Å 42% of cases involving a child 9 and younger have ended in death  
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Half of families report they have never received professional 
advice or guidance on wandering prevention. 

40% of parents report suffering 
sleep disruption due to fear of their 

child wandering. 
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CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

91 % of wandering-related  
deaths are caused by drowning. (NAA) 

 
Other risks include traffic/train 
Injuries & fatalities, exposure, 

Encounters with strangers 
Secondary risks: restraint 
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CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

Since 2011, there have been 
Close to 500 autism-related missing person 
cases serious enough to be reported by the 

media (NAA). 

TRENDS 
We are documenting more cases that we 
would classify as ñboltingò ï when an 
individual suddenly becomes frustrated 
or overwhelmed and quickly leaves his 
or her environment.  We believe there 
are multiple triggers that can cause a 
fight or flight response including: 
 
Å Fears/Phobias 
Å Auditory Sensitivities 
Å Sensory Issues 
Å Frustration 
Å Confusion 
Å Communication Challenges 

 
Research is needed! 
 
 
 
 

MORE REPORTS OF 
ñBOLTINGò 

But in 2014, we began seeing 
A couple of noticeable trends. 
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wandering 
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wandering 

ÅMore deaths in 
teens & adults 

ÅMore minority 
cases 

ÅMore repeat 
cases 
 

TRENDS IN TEENS & ADULTS 

WE ARE ALSO DOCUMENTING 
MORE CASES OF BOLTING. 
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BOLTING 
When an individual suddenly becomes 
frustrated or overwhelmed and 
quickly leaves his /her environment.   
 
 
 

 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. CAUSES 
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We believe there are multiple triggers that can cause a bolting, or 
fight/flight response, including: 
 
Å Fears/phobias 
Å Auditory sensitivities 
Å Sensory issues 
Å Frustration 
Å Confusion 
Å Communication challenges 
 
This falls in line with data. Parents reported their child: 

 
Å  Tries to reach a place he or she enjoys (36%) 
Å  Tries to escape an anxious situation (34%)  
Å  Tries to escape uncomfortable sensory stimuli (30%) 
Å  Pursues his or her special topic (30%) 
 

 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. 

CASE STUDIES 
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Case Study: Prolonged Exposure 
 

ÅLogan Mitcheltree - Age 9 
ÅSouth Williamsport, PA 
ÅDecember 2004 
ÅSlipped out of home unnoticed 
ÅFound deceased in the woods 
after a 3-day search 
ÅTracking device likely would have  
prevented lethal outcome 
 
 

 
 

 

Case Study: Drowning, Creek 
 

ÅBenjy Heil ς Age 7 
ÅWisconsin Rapids, WI 
ÅJune 2007 
ÅSlipped out of his home 
Å6-day search ended when Benjyôs 
body was found in a nearby creek 
ÅBenjy had been seen by a 
neighbor. 
ÅAMBER Alert could not be issued 
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Case Study: Prolonged Exposure 
 

ÅJames Delorey ς Age 7 
ÅSouth Bar, Nova Scotia 
ÅDecember 2009 
ÅSlipped out of home with his dog 
ÅFound unconscious after 2-day search 
ÅDied that evening in hospital 
ÅNova Scotia now has  
Project Lifesaver Tracking 
 

 
 

Project Lifesaver Recent Rescues  Log 

wandering & autism | NOTABLE CASES 
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Case Study: Under Foster Care/Holiday  

 
Å Omarion Humphrey ς Age 9 
Å Davison Township, MI 
Å July 4th holiday, Lake Callis Recreation 

Complex 
Å In the care of foster provider 
ÅWandered off multiple times, foster provider 

warned 
ÅWandered final time 
Å Seven-day search: ground, air and water 

using the latest technology 
Å Body recovered in Lake Callis 
Å They were confident he was not in the lake 

 

 

Case Study: Visiting relatives 
 

ÅJayden Morrison, age 4, SC 
ÅSidney Heidrick, age 4, OH 
ÅDrowning deaths/extensive searches 
 
ÅBoth wandered away from 
ƎǊŀƴŘǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ ƘƻƳŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ 
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Case Study: Struck by train, 2015 

 
ÅTimothy Wallace ς Age 9, TN 
ÅWandered from home at night 

 
ÅKaden Lanphear - Age 8, CA 
ÅWandered from home in morning 
 
(Not pictured) 
ÅAndrew Paul Carter ς Age 9, AL 
ÅWandered from home in morning 
 

 
Case Study: School-related Fatality 

 
ÅAvonte Oquendo ς Age 14, NY 
ÅLeft his Queens School in 2013 
ÅMassive search throughout NYC 
ÅSearch focus:  subway system 
ÅRemains found three months later in 

the East River 
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Case Study: Non-Lethal Outcome 
 
ÅRobbie Wood ς Age 8 
ÅHanover County, VA 
ÅOctober  2011 
ÅFound  alive nearly  six  days after   
he  wandered  away  from his  family  
in  a  wooded   park.   
ÅFound  in  a  fetal  position in quarry 
ÅSuffered minor injuries 
ÅProject Lifesaver was available, but  
child was not enrolled. 
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Case Study: Non-Lethal Outcome 
 

ÅJoshua Robb ς Age 8 
ÅSan Bernardino County, CA 
ÅSeptember  2011 
ÅSqueezed  through  the  metal  bars  of   hi
s  school playground  and  ran 
into  a  nearby  forest.   
ÅMissing overnight during lightning storms. 
ÅDehydration  was  noted.   
ÅThe  boy s  favorite  music  was  played  t
o  draw  him  to  safety. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Case Study: Stranger and Police Encounter  

 
Å Connor ς Age 15 
Å Cary, NC 
Å Multiple goal-directed and bolting incidents  

from three different schools 
ÅWill flee following certain triggers 
Å Two identical school incidents involving  

unescorted transitions from speech therapy 
to classroom (fire code prohibits locked 
doors) 

Å Picked up by a man in a car after wandering 
from school playground 

Å School did not contact police 
Å Police had to search for where he belonged, 

did not recognize his autism, or note autism 
in police report 

Å ID would have spared the additional trauma 
 



7/28/2015 

24 

CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE HIGHLY 
ATTRACTED TO WATER. PREVENTION 
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prevention tools 

   

HOME 

SECURITY üDeadbolt locks 
üIƻƻƪ ŀƴŘ ŜȅŜ ƭƻŎƪǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǊŜŀŎƘ 
üHome security alarm system 
üDoor chimes/alarms 
üFencing 
üSafeguard pools ς self-latching gates, motion sensors 
üBaby monitor 
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prevention tools 

ESSENTIAL ITEMS 
 

ESSENTIAL ITEMS 
 

prevention tools 
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SWIMMING LESSONS ARE CRITICAL. 
YMCA LIST AT NATIONALAUTISM.ORG. 

   

SAFETY 

STRATEGIES üWhat type of wandering best describes your child? 
üWhat triggers may cause your child to flee? 
üWork on calming/de-escalation methods to help your 

child cope with triggers and provide alternatives to 
running/fleeing 

üAddress known triggers with other caregivers and 
advocate for de-escalation techniques to be implemented 
in all settings 

ü¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ς water, trains, park, favorite 
food, etc.   

üAllow safe exploration of obsessions in supervised, safe 
environment 
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ü¦ǎŜ ŀ ά¢ŀƎΣ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ Lǘέ {ȅǎǘŜƳΥ aŀƴȅ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŎŎǳǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ 

family gathering, camping trip, school function or transition. 
9ƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ άǘŀƎέ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜ 
adult who is primary supervisor during a period of time. Use 
physical tag prompt, eye contact and verbal acknowledgment. 
Make sure tagged caregiver understands responsibilities and 
expectations. 
  

ü¦ǎŜ ŀ ά.ƻƻƪŜƴŘǎέ !ǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΥ LŦ ƘƛƪƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǿŀƭƪƛƴƎ ƻǳǘŘƻƻǊǎΣ ƳŀƪŜ 
sure two responsible adults act as bookends ς one adult on each 
side of the child, or one in front and one behind.  
 

ü Use a Double Shoulder or Arm Lock: Maintain physical contact 
when walking through parking lots or other busy public places. 

 
 

SAFETY 

STRATEGIES 

wandering 

Free family wandering 
emergency plan at awaare.Org 

 


