
WANDERING PREVENTION & 
SAFETY FOR CHILDREN WITH 
AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER 

 
Facts 

Wandering, also called eloping, refers to attempts to leave a 
designated area without permission, supervision or caregiver knowledge.  
This can include leaving the safe proximity of an adult or caregiver, 
leaving a room, building or yard.  Here are some alarming statistics on 
wandering and safety for children with ASD: 

• In a survey conducted by the National Autism Association, as 
many as 92% of families indicated that their child with ASD was 
at risk of wandering. 

• Individuals who elope are put in more restrictive settings (Garner, 
1991). 

• Wandering was the challenging behavior that most often becomes 
a “marked problem” in individuals with autism (Murphy, 2005). 

• The number one leading cause of death in children with autism 
is drowning (Pickett, 2005). 

• It takes as little as 2 inches of water and less than 20 seconds 
for a child to drown.   

 
Safety Risks 
 Several risk factors or concerns arise when people with ASD wander.  
These concerns include, but are not limited to: 

• Drowning 
• Traffic 
• Abduction 
• Environmental conditions (e.g. exposure) 
• Others (e.g. poisoning, falls, infections). 

   No matter how young or old the individual with ASD is they can get out 
of your sight within minutes.  The average walking speed is about 3 miles 
per hour, meaning that within only 10 minutes that individual could be 
half a mile away of their starting point and within 20 minutes they can be 
one mile away.   
  
Why Wander or Elope? 
   There can be several reasons why individuals with ASD wander.  These 
include, but are not limited to: 

• Physical attention (e.g. retrieval); verbal attention (e.g. 
reprimanding); to be chased or to gain more attention afterwards. 

• To obtain something desired, including activities (e.g. swimming), 
items (e.g. toys, food), or visual investigation (e.g. train, car, 
water).   

• Escape or avoid something they don’t want to do such as work, 
routines (e.g. bath time, dinner) or over stimulating environments 
(e.g. noisy store). 

• They enjoy walking and “sight seeing”.  Many like to walk, run or 
just be outside.   

     
 
   

 
 
 

Contact Information 
State Toll Free: 1-800-9-AUTISM 

Website: 
www.coe.fau.edu/card/ 

 

Boca Raton Campus 
 

777 Glades Road 
Boca Raton, FL. 33431 

 

Main Line: 561/ 297-2023 
Toll Free: 1-888-632-6395 

Fax: 561/297-2507 
 

Port St Lucie Campus 
 

500 NW California Blvd. 
Port St Lucie, FL. 34986 

 

Main Line: 561/ 297-2023 
Toll Free: 1-888-632-6395 

Fax: 772/ 873-3369 
 

 
 
 

 



 
 

Some people with ASD may wander due to one of these reasons, a combination of these or for some other reason 
not mentioned here.  Identifying the individual’s purpose for wandering is critical for resolving the issue.       
Prevention is the key for intervention. No matter what the risk factors or the reasons for wandering, parents and 
caregivers (including teachers and therapists) need to be best prepared to prevent the wandering behavior through 
varying layers of support. 
 
Layers of Support 
  Support for wandering prevention and safety for children with ASD include many layers of intervention, so that if 
some of the layers fail for whatever reasons, you have others to compensate for your child’s safety.  The layers 
should be used in conjunction with one another and families and other caregivers should take each of these into 
consideration when designing a safety plan.   

1. Close supervision from caregivers is essential and always needed, although breakdown in supervision is 
possible. Caregivers have many responsibilities during the course of a day. In fact, many accidents 
happen when caregivers “looked away for just a second”.  

2. Swimming lessons are a priority for children who wander.  Close supervision here is the best prevention 
for water risks.   

3. Make environmental modifications.   
a. Door locks (e.g. hook eye, sliding bolt, chain locks), doorknob covers, window locks, gate locks, 

pool covers, etc. 
b. Door alarms, window alarms, proximity alarms, immersion alarms, etc. 

4. Community Education 
a. Inform local authorities including, police, fire rescue, paramedics and other local agencies. 
b. Talk to your neighbors, teachers, staff and other pertinent individuals about your child.  Provide 

them all with your contact information and a picture, or an in person introduction to your child.   
c. Register your child with 911, and alert them to the wandering problem.   

5. Identification 
a. Medic alert bracelet.   
b. Safe Return program. 
c. Identification cards. 
d. Tags on clothing, shoes or other preferred items.  

6. Locating technologies (This does not replace or supersede any other layer of support listed here.) 
a. Project Lifesaver, in Palm Beach County.  Personalized wristband that emits tracking signals and 

relies on radio signals for rescue teams.   
b. GPS locator systems.   

7. Skill Development 
a. Independent play skills such as, TV, movies, music, computer, art, etc. 
b. Communication skills such as appropriately requesting items or activities.  This can include 

sign language and picture systems, with phrases such as “I want to go outside”.  
c. Communications skills such as appropriately requesting attention, such as “Play with me”, 

“Chase me” or “Excuse me”.  
d. Communications skills such as appropriately requesting escape or break from work, routines, or 

environments such as, “I need a break”, “All done” or  “I want to get out of here”.    
e. Receptive language skills, such as responding to “Stop, come here” or “Walk with me”.  
f. Crossing the street safely. 
g. Abduction prevention. 

 
CALL 911 IF A CHILD IS MISSING OR IF THERE IS ANY OTHER EMERGENCY. 

 
Local Resources for Help 
 

In order to arrange swim lessons with special needs instructors, to obtain county swim lesson 
vouchers or for any other questions regarding Wandering Prevention & Intervention, please call 

the FAU Center for Autism and Related Disabilities at 561/297-2055. 


