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Marcus Autism Center

What is elopement?

Marcus Autism Center

Elopement Prevalence in ASD

6

35% with 
ASD+ID/DD eloped 

in the past year 
(Kiely et al., 2016)

35% with 
ASD+ID/DD eloped 

in the past year 
(Kiely et al., 2016)

49% with ASD have 
eloped after the 

age of 4 (Anderson 
et al., 2012)

49% with ASD have 
eloped after the 

age of 4 (Anderson 
et al., 2012)
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McLaughlin et al., (2018)

N=1,454

Impact of Elopement

Marcus Autism Center

Today’s Plan

Impact of elopement

Current state of the research

Preventing and reducing risk

Assessment and treatment considerations
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Function Based Elopement Treatments

9

Identify the 
function 

(Why is the 
child 

eloping?)

Teach 
alternative 
appropriate 

behavior 

Change 
environment 
to promote 
appropriate 

behavior

Generalize 
and 

maintain

Marcus Autism Center

Function-Based Treatments Work
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> 90%

Reduction in
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>80%
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Elopement

>70%

reduction in
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Call et al (2017)

11 Clients
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Limitations in the Literature

Solution: Manualized 

Intervention
Limitation

Create structured decision treesIndividualization

Enough detail to be followed with 

BCBA-level training

Trained individuals

Implemented in the home and 

community

Specialized settings

Randomized clinical trial with a 

control group

Dissemination

Manual

Therapist 
Script

Templated 
protocols

Graphing 
templates

Trouble 
shooting 

tips

Decision 
trees

Caregiver 
workbook

Caregiver Mediated 2-

hour weekly 

appointments with a 

BCBA
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Marcus Autism Center 13

Appointment 1 Program Overview, Psychoeducation

Latency-Based FA

Design Treatment with Caregiver5

8

9

4

3

2

6

7
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Design FA & Home Elopement Safety Plan
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Evaluate ABC 

Data

Review Behavior Recs

Practice Treatment

Thin schedules of reinforcement

Generalize to new settings and caregivers

Add treatment components as needed
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Function-Based Elopement Treatment

Caregiver 

practices 

treatment 

between 

appointments 

& collects data

14

Single-Subject 
Demonstrations

Feasibility 
Clinical Trial
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RCT, N=24   
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� 91% of appointments completed

� 6.7 (out of 7) acceptability of 

program

� 92% Therapist integrity
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Single-Subject 
Demonstrations

Feasibility 
Clinical Trial

Efficacy 
Clinical Trial

76 Participants randomized to FBET or Active Control; Several 

measures of behavior before (baseline) and after (endpoint)

Marcus Autism Center

Today’s Plan

Impact of elopement

Current state of the research

Preventing and reducing risk

Assessment and treatment considerations

Safety 

Outcomes

Elopement

Outcomes
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Prevention Strategies

Physical 
Prevention

Reducing Danger

Response 
Readiness

Marcus Autism Center

Physical Prevention

� Goal is to prevent or slow down elopement

� Home techniques

– Locks 

– Alarms

19

20



4/14/2025

11

Examples – not 

tested or endorsed

Marcus Autism Center

Physical Prevention

� Outside of the home

– Increased supervision – recruit the 

help of others

� GPS trackers

– Allows you to monitor your child’s 

location

– Alarms if your child goes outside a 

certain perimeter

21
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Child Getting Lost

� Reporting name, phone number, and address when 

asked

– Vocal responding

– Pointing to the information attached to the child

Marcus Autism Center

Physical Risks

� Drowning: swim lessons

– Autism Speaks: Swim and Water Safety Providers

� Traffic incidents: safely crossing roads

23
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Teaching

Marcus Autism Center

Importance of Response Readiness

� Having a child go missing 

will be incredibly stressful

� Scary to think about, but 

scarier if it happens and 

you have not thought 

about it
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Photo

Respond to 
name? 

Response to a 
stranger? 

Likes/interests

Things to 
avoid

Who should 
be contacted?

Marcus Autism Center

Elopement Emergency Plan

� Where should the search be prioritized? 

� Who will help look? 

– Places the child is likely to go

– Places with the highest risk if the child is there

– What are things that your child likes to do?

– What places are easiest for the child to get to?
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Resources

� Prevention 

strategies: Big Red 

Safety Toolkit

http://nationalautisma

ssociation.org/docs/Bi

gRedSafetyToolkit.pdf0

Safety Checklist
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Weekly Check-ins On Safety List

One Time Check-In on Safety List
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Today’s Plan

Impact of elopement

Current state of the research

Preventing and reducing risk

Assessment and treatment considerations

Safety 

Outcomes

Elopement

Outcomes

Marcus Autism Center

Latency-based Functional Analysis

� Attention

– Start of session: “I’m busy, I need you to play by yourself”

– Target behavior = attention 

– No preferred items or instructions/aversive situation

� Tangible

– Start of session: “It is time to leave the park”

– Target behavior = return to the park

– No attention or instructions/aversive situation

� Escape

– Start of session: “It is time to do your homework”

– Target behavior = remove homework

– No attention or access to preferred items

32
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Latency-based Functional Analysis

� Attention
– Start of session: “I’m busy, I need you to play 

by yourself”

– Target behavior = attention 

– No preferred items or instructions/aversive 
situation

� Tangible
– Start of session: “It is time to leave the park”

– Target behavior = return to the park

– No attention or instructions/aversive 
situation

� Escape
– Start of session: “It is time to do your 

homework”

– Target behavior = remove homework

– No attention or access to preferred items

33

May need to 

physically stop the 

child for safety

Bringing the child 

back to the starting 

point after 

elopement

Marcus Autism Center

Elopement Complications

� Attention
– Start of session: “I’m busy, I need you to play 

by yourself”

– Target behavior = attention 

– No preferred items or instructions/aversive 
situation

� Tangible
– Start of session: “It is time to leave the park”

– Target behavior = return to the park

– No attention or instructions/aversive 
situation

� Escape
– Start of session: “It is time to do your 

homework”

– Target behavior = remove homework

– No attention or access to preferred items

34

The situation the child 

is “escaping” might be 

inseparable from the 

setting where 

elopement occurs

If you attempt to stop 

the child from 

physically leaving the 

setting, you are then 

providing attention

33
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Elopement Complications

� Attention
– Start of session: “I’m busy, I need you to play 

by yourself”

– Target behavior = attention 

– No preferred items or instructions/aversive 
situation

� Tangible
– Start of session: “It is time to leave the park”

– Target behavior = return to the park

– No attention or instructions/aversive 
situation

� Escape
– Start of session: “It is time to do your 

homework”

– Target behavior = remove homework

– No attention or access to preferred items

35

Tangible item may not 

be easily controlled by 

an adult

Examples: Elopement 

to a playground or to 

look at an elevator

Marcus Autism Center

Solution: Matching test and controls

36

Elopement 

=______

Start of SessionSettingCondition

AttentionDivert AttentionFront yardAttention Test

--Constant AttentionFront yardAttention Control

35
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FA: Matching test and controls

37

Elopement 

=______

Start of SessionSettingCondition

AttentionDivert AttentionFront yardAttention Test

--Constant AttentionFront yardAttention Control

Access to 

playground

“Time to play in 

this picnic table 

area”

Picnic areaTangible Test

--“Time to play in 

playground area”

Playing on 

playground

Tangible Control

Marcus Autism Center

FA: Matching test and controls

38

Elopement 

=______

Start of SessionSettingCondition

AttentionDivert AttentionFront yardAttention Test

--Constant AttentionFront yardAttention Control

Access to 

playground

“Time to play in 

this picnic table 

area”

Picnic areaTangible Test

--“Time to play in 

playground area”

Playing on 

playground

Tangible Control

Access to sitting 

outside

“We need to sit to 

wait for our food”

Inside a restaurantEscape Test

--“We need to sit 

outside to wait”

Bench outside a 

restaurant

Escape Control
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Clear Rules and Reminders

39

� Review setting rules before leaving home

– “What do we do when we get to the road?”

� Set clear boundaries 

Marcus Autism Center

Social Stories

40
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Sensory Sensitivities

Can we minimize the aversiveness of the 

situation?

Can we avoid the situation altogether? 

– If not can we do things in smaller doses

Consider relationship with fears/anxiety

41

Marcus Autism Center

Strength-Based Approach

� Explanations in modalities that capitalize on 

strengths

� Considering special interests as “distractions” or 

rewards

� Always involve the child in treatment planning

42
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Treatment Plan Components

43

Labeled Praise
Child gets something so long 

as they are not eloping

(synchronous schedule of 

reinforcement)

Large reinforcer 

(functional reinforcer) for 

no elopement (DRO) Start small with a lot of 

repetition

Minimize reinforcement 

for elopement

Marcus Autism Center

Example: Elopement in Store Maintained 

by Access to the Toy Aisle

44

Labeled Praise 

for walking 

near cart

Child gets to carry toy from 

home so long as they are 

not eloping

If no elopement for store trip 

child gets: 

Favorite toy in car

To look at the toy aisle

Token to exchange for buying 

a toy 

Start with a 2 min store 

trip several times a 

week

Try to block or remove 

from toy aisle after 

elopement (if safe)

43
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Example: Elopement when leaving school 

to get to playground

45

Labeled Praise 

for walking 

towards car

Child gets a small snack at 

several points in route to 

the car

If no elopement when getting 

to car child gets: 

To play on the playground 

when they get home

Another preferred activity in 

the car

Start with walking out 

of car 2 steps, then 

back to car.

Try to block or remove 

from playground after 

elopement (if safe)

Marcus Autism Center

Example: Elopement from area that is 

attention maintained

46

Labeled Praise 

for staying in 

area

Child gets a preferred 

activity (e.g., item, music) 

when in area

If no elopement for X min, 

child gets: 

A lot of attention! Start with a few min; 

repeat several times 

during the day

Bring back to area with 

minimal attention 

following elopement

45
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Results

47

Elopement Questionnaire Caregiver Collected Data
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CGI-Improvement Scale
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FBET 

Treatment 

Outcomes

Questions & 

Case Exampes
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