
The use of GPS 

Electronic 

Monitoring 

(GPS:EM) in 

inpatient 

forensic mental 

health settings

Dave Hearn



• Medium Secure Units (MSUs) provide 

mental health care for people who 

pose a “serious risk of harm” to others

• Part of a range of Forensic Mental 

Health care facilities including:

• High secure (“grave and 

immediate” risk)

• Low secure (for those not 

requiring MSU)

• Open rehab units

• The public have a limited 

understanding of what we do and how 

we work

• Length of stay determined by risk 

assessment and not by tariff

Medium Secure Units
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• Within Forensic 

services our focus is 

on the recovery of our 

patients

• This is fundamentally 

linked with 

progression of leave

• Leave is an incentive, 

reward, treatment and 

a measure of 

progress all rolled into 

one

• It is also our job to 

protect the public

Leave and Recovery
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• In 2009 there were around 12,285 episodes of leave across our 

Medium and Low secure Forensic units ( a total of 137 beds – 113 

MSU, 24 LSU at that time)

• There were a total of 17 leave incidents

• This equates to:

• 0.1383% of all leaves

• Or an incident ratio of 1 in 722 leave episodes

• Is this good or bad?

• Are things going wrong because we aren’t managing leave 

effectively with our patients?

But sometimes things go wrong
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Literature Review
A series of papers by Prof Len 

Bowers et al provide the essential 

reading on absconding

Socio-Environmental Factors
• The Abscond literature (Bowers et al, 1999) also 

points to the importance of socio-environmental 
factors in the decision to abscond such as:

–Anger (following unwelcome news)

–Feeling trapped

–Quality of food

–Boredom

–Fear of other patients

–Worrying about relatives or property
• The proximal cause of absconding is the decision 

to abscond

Characteristics of Absconders
Bowers et al (1998)

•Younger patients
•Male
•Compulsorily detained
•Diagnosis of 
Schizophrenia
•Diagnosis of 
Personality Disorder
•Unmarried
•History of Absconding

•Anti-treatment
•Presence of 
alcohol abuse
•Forensic history
•Disadvantaged 
groups
•NFA
•Poor work record
•History of sexual 
abuse

Anti-Absconding Workbook
• Bowers et al (2005) found a 25% reduction in 

absconding on implementation of a package 
designed for this purpose

• This package had 6 components:

– Rule clarity through using a sign in/out book

– Identification of those at high risk of absconding

– Targeted nursing for those at high risk

– Careful breaking of bad news

– Post incident de-briefing

– MDT review after 2 absconds
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The Tracking Pilot



• Small device

• Fits on Ankle

• Lightweight and 

Discrete

• Uses Active GPS, 

polling every 30 

seconds to give an 

accurate fix on location

• Also provides anti-

tampering alarm

• Can be programmed 

with Geo-Fences

Buddi: The Device…
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Reduction in Leave Incidents





Ending the Cycle of Absconding

Abscond

Work to get leave

Get Leave

Lose leave

?Absconding 

as a self-

harming 

behaviour?



• No incidents in the High Risk group

• Reduced the number of incidents overall

• Reduced the number of absconds in proportion to failure to return

• Quicker retrieval of AWOL patients

• Good results with repeat absconders

Some Risk Reduction Findings…
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Reversal in proportion of escorted to 

unescorted leave…



• Significant increase in the number of leave episodes

• Patients are accessing more leave, with increased levels of 

liberty, quicker and more safely with the Buddi

• Potential to safely reduce length of stay in the long term

Recovery Benefits of Tracking
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Costs…
A cost comparison study of using Global Positioning System Technology 
(Electronic Monitoring) in a medium secure forensic psychiatric service.
Murphy, Potter, Tully, Hearn, Fahy & McCrone (in press)



• Absconding is largely caused by the made-in-the-

moment decision to abscond 

• This is highly influenced by socio-environmental 

factors

• These decisions that have long reaching implications 

on length of stay, liberty etc

• The Buddi makes the patient (vulnerable to making 

impulsive decisions) think twice

• Use of the Buddi then protects the patient against 

impulsivity until such time as leave becomes important 

enough to act as a protective factor – then the Buddi

can be withdrawn

GPS/EM: Why does it work?
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Rational Choice Theory



Routine Activity Theory



Conclusions…

• Clearly there are gaps in our 

research, particularly around 

Patient Experience/Views

• However, our research has 

found that the use of GPS 

tracking in Forensic Mental 

Health settings:

• Improves Safety

• Improves access to leave

• Is Cost Neutral



Any Questions?

Thank you for listening…


