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GUIDANCE NOTE 1 
MISSING PERSONS NATIONAL MECHANISMS: CONTEXTUALIZED APPROACH 
AND MANDATE
This guidance note describes how contextual realities will influence the establishment, scope 
and functioning of national mechanisms1 dealing with missing persons. It explains the impor-
tance of a clear mandate and sets out key elements of such mechanisms, including their 
objectives, organizational set-up and relationship with other authorities and powers, legal 
status, and representation and participation of relevant constituencies. 

GUIDANCE NOTE 2  
PRINCIPLES OF AND ENABLERS FOR A SUCCESSFUL MECHANISM
This guidance note examines key principles and enablers that allow for the development of a 
successful mechanism.

GUIDANCE NOTE 3  
THE NEEDS OF THE FAMILIES OF MISSING PERSONS
This guidance note examines how a mechanism can support the families of the missing.  
It underscores the importance of carrying out a needs assessment to ascertain the families’  
specific difficulties, needs and expectations, and provides a brief overview of the different 
needs that families of missing persons may have. 

GUIDANCE NOTE 4  
ASSESSING THE POLITICAL CONTEXT, BUILDING  
AND ENSURING POLITICAL WILL
This guidance note examines the concept of political will and explains why it is necessary for 
the establishment of a national mechanism, the proper functioning of the mechanism and 
implementation of its objectives. It aims to identify indicators of political will, highlight some 
of the key internal and external factors that can influence decision-makers, and provide some 
guidance on how to build political will while mitigating the risk of politicization.

GUIDANCE NOTE 5  
PROVIDING A COMPREHENSIVE RESPONSE: EXISTING AUTHORITIES  
AND ORGANIZATIONS DEALING WITH THE MISSING
This guidance note provides an overview of the different actors that might be involved, 
directly or indirectly, in clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and meeting 
the needs of families of missing persons. It also highlights some of the practical challenges 
that could affect the response and emphasizes the importance of assessing existing capacities 
prior to designing the mechanism’s activities and response. 

1 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions 
and other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized 
answers on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing 
persons. Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those 
linked to accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in 
this set of guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for missing persons.



GUIDANCE NOTE 6  
DOMESTIC LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORKS DEALING WITH THE MISSING
This guidance note provides recommendations to ensure that domestic legal and policy 
frameworks dealing with the missing address the plight of the missing and their families 
effectively and in line with relevant international, regional and domestic obligations. This 
includes but is not limited to: the prevention of people going missing; the search for and iden-
tification of missing persons; the recovery and proper treatment of the dead; and the needs 
of families of missing persons. 

GUIDANCE NOTE 7  
INVOLVEMENT OF THE FAMILIES AND FAMILY ASSOCIATIONS
This guidance note underscores the importance of family involvement in the mechanism and 
provides an overview of the possible roles families can play. It examines the formation and 
activities of family associations and outlines the opportunities that could be explored, as well 
as some of the challenges that may need to be addressed.   

GUIDANCE NOTE 8  
DATA AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT REGARDING MISSING PERSONS
This guidance note provides an overview of common objectives that underpin the creation of 
a data and information management system within the mechanism and sets out key aspects 
of data and information processing in accordance with the principle of “do no harm” and 
applicable data protection rules and standards.
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INTRODUCTION

2 UNSC Resolution 2474, 11 June 2019.

Hundreds of thousands of people are missing around the world as a result of armed conflict, other 
situations of violence, disasters and in the context of migration. This includes victims of criminal 
acts, such as enforced disappearance. In many cases, efforts to address such caseloads fall outside 
the mandates, or exceed the capacity, of existing national institutions. It is in this context that 
consideration should be given to setting up a dedicated national mechanism on the missing, with 
the aim of clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and providing support to their 
families.

Not knowing the fate and whereabouts of a loved one has been recognized as one of the deepest 
wounds inflicted by armed conflict. Left unaddressed, the issue can affect not only families but 
also communities and entire societies, and could represent an obstacle to peace and reconcilia-
tion. Families need to know what has become of their loved ones – whether they are alive or dead. 
The right to know is recognized under both international humanitarian law (IHL) and interna-
tional human rights law (IHRL). Addressing it requires the involvement of multiple actors and 
stakeholders. 

In recent decades, a variety of national and international mechanisms have been established that 
aim to provide a more effective response to the issue of missing persons. While these mechanisms 
have taken different forms and achieved different results, a number of them has been effective 
in resolving cases and providing protection and support for missing persons and their families.

For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, com-
missions and other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide 
individualized answers on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to 
families of missing persons. Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other 
objectives, including those linked to accountability or transitional justice. However, these objec-
tives will not be further explored in this set of guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to 
the search for missing persons.

In June 2019, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) underscored the importance of mech-
anisms in Resolution 2474, in which it stressed the need “to take all appropriate measures, to 
actively search for persons reported missing” and “to strengthen(ing) the role and capacity of 
the existing national, regional and international mechanisms”.2 It called on member states to 
exchange experiences and best practices, which can contribute to comprehensive responses to the 
issue of missing persons in armed conflict. 

However, despite the above-mentioned experiences, to date, few standards or guidance docu-
ments exist to advise states and other actors on how to establish or strengthen such mechanisms. 

Against this background, practitioners, experts and representatives of families from around the 
world gathered in Nicosia, Cyprus in October 2019 to share insights and lessons learned from their 
work with such mechanisms in the context of armed conflict and other situations of violence. The 
expert meeting was a valuable opportunity for exchange and learning, and enabled participants 
to identify common principles and features considered to be fundamental for the effective func-
tioning of mechanisms for missing persons. While participants acknowledged that there is no 
one-size-fits-all solution, they agreed on the need for practical guidance and tools to support the 
establishment and functioning of such mechanisms and committed to engaging in a process to 
develop them. Although these guidance notes focus primarily on so-called national mechanisms, 

INTRODUCTION 9

https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4476-missing-persons-cyprus-report
https://www.icrc.org/en/publication/4476-missing-persons-cyprus-report


the guidance contained in several of the notes is equally relevant for other mechanisms, such as 
coordination mechanisms set up between former parties to armed conflict. 

The development of the guidance notes has benefited from extensive discussions with repre-
sentatives of mechanisms and practitioners from various disciplines, and builds on decades of 
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) experience in advising on, and working with, 
mechanisms. It is hoped that these notes will help states and other actors address the issue of 
missing persons more effectively.3

 

3 The following guidance notes will be available at a later stage:
 Guidance Note 9 The Search: Principles and Comprehensive Approach
 Guidance Note 10 The Search: Identification Process
 Guidance Note 11 Coordination between the Search and Criminal Investigations.
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The mechanism should have a clear mandate that allows it to 
clarify the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and respond 
to	the	needs	of	their	families	in	a	comprehensive,	efficient	and	
sustainable manner. 

This guidance note describes how contextual realities will  
influence	the	establishment,	scope	and	functioning	of	national	
mechanisms dealing with missing persons. It explains the 
importance of a clear mandate and sets out key elements of such 
mechanisms, including their objectives, organizational set-up 
and relationship with other authorities and powers, legal status, 
and representation and participation of relevant constituencies.

WHO IS A MISSING PERSON?
The circumstances in which individuals go missing vary greatly. For instance, armed conflicts can 
cause mass displacements, which result in people going missing because they may lack adequate 
means of communication or they may become separated en route. Migrants may go missing when 
they are unable or choose not to establish contact with their families, including when they are 
detained. Members of state armed forces or non-state armed groups can go missing in action. 
Deceased individuals whose bodies are abandoned, buried in haste or mismanaged, making iden-
tification difficult or impossible, may also be reported missing. So may people who are captured, 
arrested or abducted and held incommunicado or in a secret location. 

There is no legal definition of a missing person under international law. For the purpose of this 
guidance, “missing persons” is understood to mean individuals of whom their families have no 
news and/or who, on the basis of reliable information, have been reported missing as a result of 
an armed conflict or other situation of violence, or any other situation that may require the inter-
vention of a competent state authority.4 This notion includes victims of enforced disappearances.

This definition of a missing person is not limited in time and contains no presumption of death. 
Hence, people are considered to be missing from the moment they are reported missing by their 
families, i.e. there is no waiting period before someone can be considered missing. Persons are 
no longer considered missing after their families have received sufficient, reliable and credible 
information on their fate and whereabouts. 
 
NATIONAL MECHANISMS FOR MISSING PERSONS
For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all institutions, commissions or 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities, with the humanitarian objective 
to provide individualized answers on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and provide 
support to families of missing persons. Mechanisms may also pursue other objectives, including 
those linked to accountability or transitional justice.5 In all cases, efforts should be taken to ensure 
complementarity between the different objectives. 

Mechanisms can be set up in situations of ongoing armed conflict and other situations of violence, 
in post-conflict contexts and even to address decades-old legacies. 

National mechanisms tasked with searching for missing persons have been established in, inter 

alia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Colombia, Croatia, El Salvador, Kosovo*, Lebanon, Mexico, Peru, 

4 This definition is based on that in Missing	Persons:	A	Handbook	for	Parliamentarians, ICRC, Geneva, 2009.
5 However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of guidance notes, other than insofar as 

they relate to the search for the missing.
* Kosovo unilaterally declared its independence from Serbia on 17 February 2008. Its status remains disputed.

1.

2.
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Serbia, South Africa, Sri Lanka and Ukraine. In addition, a number of mechanisms has been estab-
lished to facilitate the coordination of search efforts between former parties to armed conflicts – 
for example, after the armed conflicts in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and between Croatia and Serbia; 
in Cyprus; after the 1998–1999 conflict in Kosovo; after the 1991 Gulf War and the armed conflict 
between Iran and Iraq; after the 1992–1993 conflict in Abkhazia; and after the 2008 armed conflict 
in South Ossetia. The guidance notes focus primarily on national mechanisms, even if they are also 
to a large extent relevant for coordination mechanisms.

A CONTEXTUALIZED APPROACH
The aforementioned mechanisms, including their mandates, operational approaches and the 
degree to which they have succeeded, differ considerably, reflecting the historical, political, 
socio-economic, cultural, legal and institutional realities in each context. 

Key considerations that are likely to determine what a 
mechanism can set out to achieve and whether it can 
be effective include:

Institutional capacity
Searching for and identifying missing persons and 
responding to the needs of their families requires a 
broad range of capacities. The extent to which authori-
ties have these capacities will be an important criterion 
when setting up a mechanism. 

Trust in institutions
Past events often dictate the level of trust in such authorities as the military, the judiciary, law 
enforcement and forensics institutions. In contexts of armed conflict and other situations of vio-
lence, the population, or parts of it, may not trust or may fear authorities. Where this is the case, 
cooperation of the population with, and confidence in the work of, the mechanism are likely to 
be affected. 

Social and political cohesion and political will
Those responsible for persons going missing may or may not be in positions of power. Critical 
political constituencies may not support efforts to deal with the past, including with regard to 
the issue of the missing. In such situations, efforts to clarify the fate and whereabouts of missing 
persons tend to be more complex and sensitive, as are accountability processes. 

If left unaddressed, these and other considerations risk limiting the scope of objectives pursued by 
a mechanism. They may also affect the level of autonomy of and the powers granted to a mech-
anism in terms of, for example, access to information, access to locations, or powers to compel 
witness testimony and ensure the confidentiality of information the mechanism receives. For this 
reason, those seeking to set up a mechanism should devise strategies to address these factors 
early on.

THE NEED FOR A LEGAL BASIS  
A mechanism requires a mandate, usually provided through the adoption of the relevant legal 
framework. 

The mandate should be provided in the domestic legal framework that establishes the mecha-
nism. Additional to the mandate, other critical elements that should be set out in the legal basis 
establishing the mechanism include the objectives to be pursued by the mechanism, its structure, 
governance and functions, its powers and status (including that of its staff) and its resourcing. 
Furthermore, the legal framework should include, as appropriate, provisions regarding the rep-
resentation and participation of different constituencies, including families of missing persons. 

3.

4.

The	mechanism	must	be	
adapted to the nature and scale 
of	the	caseload,	the	needs	and	
expectations	of	the	families,	

and	the	overall	socio-economic,	
cultural,	institutional,	legal	 
and	political	environment	 

of	the	country.	



14 GUIDANCE NOTES NATIONAL MECHANISMS FOR MISSING PERSONS

KEY ELEMENTS OF A MANDATE
In line with the above, the following elements should be considered:

a. Objectives
 The objectives of a mechanism should include, but need not be limited to, the following 

issues:
i) Who is the mechanism looking for?
 A mandate should set out the jurisdiction/caseload of a mechanism. It can be formulated 

either broadly or with reference to a specific armed conflict or event, time period, region 
or geographic area, the manner of disappearance or any combination of these. It must 
be kept in mind that the line between different caseload of missing persons is often not 
a clear one. It is essential, therefore, that the mandates of different authorities involved 
are clear, without overlap, and that standard operating procedures (SOPs) are put in 
place to articulate issues such as jurisdiction, process and exchange of information, 
among others. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina 
Law on Missing Persons, Article 2 – Definitions
1. “A missing person is a person whose family is without news of him/her and/or who is 
reported	as	unaccounted	for,	on	the	basis	of	reliable	information,	owing	to	armed	conflict	
that occurred on the territory of the former Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. This 
Law shall apply to persons who went missing in the period from 30 April 1991 to 14 Feb-
ruary 1996.”* 

Ukraine
Law of Ukraine On the Legal Status of Missing Persons, Article 3 – Scope of the Law
“This law covers the public legal relations connected with obtaining the legal status of 
missing	persons	in	situations	of	an	armed	conflict,	hostilities,	domestic	insurgency,	emer-
gency situations of natural or man-made disasters, other events that can cause mass death 
of people, as well as of the persons missing as a result of any other circumstances.”*

*	Unofficial	translations	

National missing persons mechanisms that have been created pursuant to a law include:

Mexico: the General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappearances Com-
mitted	by	Individuals	and	the	National	Search	System	came	into	effect	in	2018,	establishing	
the National Search Commission.

Ukraine: the Commission on Missing Persons in Special Circumstances was established 
based on the Law of Ukraine On the Legal Status of Missing Persons 2018.

In some circumstances, other procedures have been used: 

The South African Missing Persons Task Team was established in terms of the recom-
mendations of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which stated that 
government should set up a task team in the National Prosecuting Authority to continue 
investigating the fate and whereabouts of those who disappeared in political circumstances 
between 1960 and 1994, and to recover their remains, where possible.

5.

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=4C63A15BDD81EE23C1257102004E8AA1&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=BA&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state&SessionID=DMQBSFMIWF
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=C28B7264FBD90CA5C125861F00359FB6&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=UA&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=8EB20BFFC665ED81C12583C8002E9C57&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=MX&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=C28B7264FBD90CA5C125861F00359FB6&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=UA&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state
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ii) What does the mechanism aim to do?
 The mandate of a mechanism should spell out, as a minimum, the powers and functions 

required to clarify the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and to serve and assist 
their families. 

Colombia: Decree establishing the Missing Persons Search Unit
Article 5, inter alia, sets out the following functions and powers:*

 • Gather	all	the	information	necessary	for	the	search	for,	location	and	identification	 
of missing persons and establish the list of missing persons.

 • Design and implement a national plan and corresponding regional plans for the search 
for,	location,	recovery,	identification	and	dignified	delivery	of	the	remains	of	missing	
persons.

 • Coordinate and advance, with the technical support of the National Institute for Legal 
Medicine and Forensic Sciences (INMLCF) and other public entities, search processes, 
location,	recovery,	identification	and	dignified	return	of	the	remains	of	missing	
persons.

 • Guarantee the participation of the relatives of missing persons in the search for, 
location,	recovery,	identification	and	dignified	return	of	remains.	

 • Promote interinstitutional coordination in terms of guidance and psychosocial care  
for the families of missing persons.

 • Deliver	to	the	next	of	kin	a	detailed	official	report	of	the	information	that	has	been	
obtained about what happened to the missing persons.

 • Deliver	to	the	Commission	for	the	Clarification	of	the	Truth,	Coexistence	and	Non-
Repetition detailed reports of the information obtained on what happened to the 
persons considered missing.

 • Report publicly and periodically (at least every six months) on activities relating  
to	the	search	for,	location,	recovery,	identification	and	return	of	remains.

*	Unofficial	translations	
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iii) What is the term of the mandate granted to the mechanism?  
 A mechanism’s mandate may be ad hoc and limited in time, indefinite – until the fate 

and whereabouts of the missing are clarified – or provide for the establishment of a 
permanent body. In practice, the time required to investigate a given caseload is often 
grossly underestimated at the outset. Care therefore needs to be taken to avoid unreal-
istic expectations.

 

El Salvador: Decree No. 45 of 6 October 2004 creating the Interinstitutional Commission 
for the Search for Missing Children as a Consequence of the Armed Conflict in El Salvador 
– Article 3*

a) Investigate ex officio	or	at	the	request	of	any	person	and	receive	information	about	the	
disappearances of girls and boys.

b) Promote the victims’ right to the truth, by promoting procedures to search for disap-
peared children.

c)  Ensure the preservation and defence of the right to identity of the persons who were 
victims of disappearances.

d)	Inspect	documentary	records	or	files	of	state	institutions	belonging	to	the	Executive	
Branch. [...] 

e) Promote the guarantee of restitution of family relationships between the person who 
was disappeared as a child and their biological family.

f) Promote coordination with public institutions and the participation of private, national 
and international organizations. [...] 

g)	Request	before	the	competent	authority	precautionary	measures	of	protection	to	guar-
antee the rights of child victims of disappearance, as well as to preserve relevant infor-
mation that is in danger of being altered, destroyed or hidden.

h) Maintain permanent communication with the conglomerate of victims of child disap-
pearance in order to know their needs and problems, and to provide them with compre-
hensive assistance. [...]

i) Conduct national awareness campaigns and educational processes on the rights of vic-
tims of child disappearance.

j) Produce periodic public reports on the result of the Commission’s work. 
k) Promote the victims’ rights of access to justice, transferring to the attorney general of 

the Republic and to the competent authorities the pertinent information on criminal 
offences	that	come	to	the	Commission’s	attention	in	the	exercise	of	its	mandate.

*	Unofficial	translations	

 • The Decree	establishing	the	Missing	Persons	Search	Unit	(Unidad	de	Búsqueda	de	
Personas dadas por Desaparecidas) in Colombia grants it a 20-year mandate, which 
can be extended (Article 1).

 • In Kosovo, the Governmental Commission on Missing Persons has been formed for 
an undetermined time frame. Its work will end when its mandate is completed, as 
determined by Law No. 04/L-023 on Missing Persons 2011 and Regulation No. 15/2012 
on the Work of the Government Commission on Missing Persons (10/07/2012).

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=92B7CC06F6AF6D2FC12570E500286D51&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=SV&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=0DDC4EA303D01B97C1258185002DCA89&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=CO&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state
http://old.kuvendikosoves.org/?cid=2,191,670
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b. Organizational set-up and coordination with other institutions
 The search for and identification of missing persons, and addressing the needs of their fam-

ilies are complex and potentially sensitive processes and might require the involvement and 
collaboration of judicial, investigative and forensics systems, as well as other entities and 
stakeholders. These may include non-state actors, both domestic and international, who may 
have specific resources and expertise to bring to the mechanism’s work. 

 An evaluation should assess the capacity, both technical and political (including trust and 
independence), of existing institutions and processes to pursue the above objectives.

 A decision must then be taken as to whether these capacities can be strengthened to address 
the gaps identified, providing they are properly coordinated, or whether it is necessary to 
create new structures under the mechanism. 

 The mandate and objectives of the mechanism should reflect the gaps identified, ensure 
coordination and avoid overlap and duplication of tasks with, and optimize the knowledge, 
experience, capacities and resources of the existing institutions. 

 These considerations will inform the shape and role of a future mechanism, be it a commis-
sion with a coordinating role, a unified registry able to centralize and process all information 
on missing persons and unidentified human remains, a specialized unit to deal with a specific 
caseload, or a separate institution with a broad range of capacities. It is also necessary to 
clearly set out and articulate its relationship and interaction with other authorities and insti-
tutions. In this regard, it should generally be assumed that the higher a mechanism is posi-
tioned in a state structure, the higher the chances of it succeeding in fulfilling its mandate.

The Colombian Missing Persons Search Unit has developed an organigram of its organi-
zational set-up.

Lebanon – Law 105 on Missing and Forcibly Disappeared Persons*
Article 7 – Obligation of Exchange and Cooperation:
“The competent authorities shall exchange information pertaining to determining the fate 
and identity of missing and forcibly disappeared persons and shall submit such information 
to the Commission. In order to improve the search for missing and forcibly disappeared 
persons, the competent authorities in Lebanon shall cooperate with the International Com-
mittee	of	the	Red	Cross	(ICRC),	the	[United	Nations’]	Office	of	the	High	Commissioner	
for Human Rights (OHCHR), the Commission, the Lebanese Red Cross, or with any other 
humanitarian organization, in accordance with their respective mandates.”

Kosovo – Law on Missing Persons*  
Article 8 (1) - Governmental Commission on Missing Persons: 
“[The] Commission is a governmental body that heads, supervises, harmonizes and coor-
dinates activities with local and international institutions, cooperates with institutions and 
international	organizations	and	other	stakeholders	with	regard	to	clarification	of	the	fate	
of missing persons as a result of the 1998–1999 war, regardless of their ethnic background, 
religion or military or civil status.”

*	Unofficial	translations	

https://ubpdbusquedadesaparecidos.co/acerca-de-la-ubpd/
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c. Specific powers and legal status of the mechanism and its staff
 Searching for missing persons often requires having access to restricted information, to wit-

nesses, including state officials, and to physical locations, for the purpose of carrying out 
searches. Mechanisms may also wish to provide confidentiality to witnesses or have com-
pulsive powers, e.g. to obtain witness testimony or access to information. Finally, the work of 
mechanisms and their staff may need to be protected from interference, including by other 
state institutions.

d. Issues of representation and participation
 The representation and participation of relevant constituencies – not only families of missing 

persons but also political, ethnic or religious groups, state institutions or civil society – may 
be critically important to ensure the legitimacy of and trust in the work of a mechanism.

 

Peru: Law on the Search for Missing Persons during the 1980–2000 Period of Violence*
Obligation of cooperation and protection of information – Article 13: “The Ministry of Jus-
tice	and	Human	Rights	will	require	the	information	it	deems	necessary	for	the	purposes	of	
this Law from public entities and competent private companies, which must provide timely 
cooperation or assistance in the provision of same.”

*	Unofficial	translations	

Bosnia and Herzegovina
The Missing Persons Institute’s Advisory Board represents the interests of the members 
of families of missing persons. The Advisory Board consists of six members, who are 
appointed based on proposals made by registered Associations of Families of Missing Per-
sons in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Appointment procedures provide for ethnic and gender 
equality.	
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The national mechanism6 should ensure that the humanitarian 
objectives of clarifying the fate and whereabouts of the missing 
and supporting their relatives are pursued. 

This guidance note examines key principles and enablers that 
allow for the development of a successful mechanism.

THE MECHANISM’S ESTABLISHMENT AND FUNCTIONING SHOULD FOLLOW A 
PARTICIPATORY PROCESS, WHICH ENSURES A CENTRAL ROLE FOR FAMILIES
The voices of the families need to be heard and taken into consideration to ensure that the mech-
anism’s objectives correctly reflect their rights, needs and concerns. 

The mechanism should encourage and ensure, to the extent possible, the active participation 
of the families alongside relevant authorities, experts, local associations and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) in the design and implementation of measures related to the search and in 
the broader response to their needs.

The objective of ensuring effective support for, engagement with and outreach for the families 
should be articulated from the beginning of operations and provide safe and effective channels of 
communication.  

 

6 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for missing persons.

1.

Peru
In 2018, Peruvian authorities created a Working Group by Ministerial Resolution 0373-2018-
JUS in support of the implementation of the Law on the Search for Missing Persons during 
the 1980–2000 Period of Violence (Law No. 30470). The mandate of the Working Group was 
renewed in 2020 by Ministerial Resolution 0269-2020-JUS. The Working Group comprises 
representatives	from	the	Ministry	of	Justice,	the	Ministry	of	Health,	the	Office	of	the	Attor-
ney	General,	the	ICRC	and	nine	different	human	rights	NGOs	and	family	associations.	This	
measure embodies the participatory approach for the families of the missing and allows for 
a formal communication channel with them.

For further information, refer to the following guidance notes:

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 3

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 7

https://www.gob.pe/institucion/minjus/normas-legales/1296539-0269-2020-jus
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THE MECHANISM NEEDS TO RESPECT THE PRINCIPLE OF NON-DISCRIMINATION; 
IT SHOULD PROVIDE THE SAME OPPORTUNITIES TO ALL FAMILIES
The missing and their families are entitled to equal protection of the law and must be protected 
against discrimination on any ground, such as race, colour, sex, age, language, religion, political 
or other opinion, cultural beliefs or practices, property, birth or other status, sexual orientation, 
ethnic or social origin or disability.

THE MECHANISM SHOULD ENSURE IT HAS THE TRUST OF THE FAMILIES. 
IT SHOULD BE OPEN AND TRANSPARENT, PROVIDING THE FAMILIES WITH 
REGULAR UPDATES ON THE SEARCH PROCESS AND RELEVANT INFORMATION 
ON THEIR RIGHTS
The mechanism should share as much information as possible with the families, to avoid pro-
longing their suffering unnecessarily. It should keep them and their communities informed about 
the search and identification efforts, decisions adopted and implications thereof, and about its 
constraints and chances of success, including the probability of finding relatives alive. 

It should inform families about their rights, including in relation to holding accountable those 
responsible for their relatives going missing. The quality and quantity of information shared with 
the families are crucial in both addressing needs of families effectively and managing their expec-
tations around the process. Information should be provided in a language they can understand. For 
effective engagement with families, a point of contact should be created to ensure the families are 
adequately informed; this would help create a relationship of confidence and trust in the mecha-
nism, as well as in the results of the search for and identification of missing persons.

THE MECHANISM SHOULD HAVE A CLEAR MANDATE TAILORED TO THE CONTEXT 
AND ABLE TO ADAPT TO A CHANGING ENVIRONMENT
Social, ethical, cultural, religious, legal, economic and political aspects specific to the environment 
will all have ramifications for the work of a mechanism and should be considered when establish-
ing its mandate.

There is a need to carefully assess the situation in the country, including the legal and institutional 
set-up, relevant legal framework and procedures in place, in order to identify gaps and bottlenecks 
in the response to missing persons. The mandate of a mechanism should address the gaps identi-
fied and ensure overall coherence of the response.

Key factors such as political will, existing legal frameworks or accessibility of support services for 
families may change over time. Agility and responsiveness in both the mandate and functions of 
the mechanism are therefore required as the context changes and family needs evolve. 

At the same time, the mechanism’s set-up should, to the extent possible, include safeguards, 
ideally in law, that would protect it from less favourable changes in the context that may limit or 
hinder its functioning, e.g. changes to budget, compulsive powers. 

2.

Sri Lanka
Office	on	Missing	Persons	Act
Article 14 
In	exercising	its	powers	under	this	Act	the	Office	on	Missing	Persons	(OMP)	shall	ensure	
that the rights of missing persons and relatives of missing persons shall be enforced on 
a	basis	of	equality	without	regard	to	status	and	without	discrimination	on	any	grounds	
whatsoever.

3.

4.

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=1374646370E209C1C1258180002F70C3&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=LK&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=topic&SessionID=DMQBSFMIWF
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The mechanism’s position vis-à-vis other state structures and the powers granted to it should 
enable it to ensure an integrated, multidisciplinary and multi-agency response to missing persons 
and their families.

The search for and identification of missing persons and support to their families are multidisci-
plinary and may involve a range of state institutions. 

The mechanism would therefore need to ensure:

 • a proper representation of all entities and agencies involved

 • effective communication and coordination among relevant state actors and other 
stakeholders 

 • a proper articulation of responsibilities at operational and political levels. 

A mechanism should seek the trust of the families and community which it is set up to support. 
In contexts of ongoing or past armed conflict and other situations of violence, this might require 
a higher degree of autonomy from other state institutions. 

The mechanism should be granted the necessary powers, such as the ability to collect necessary 
information from relevant governmental and non-governmental entities, including the judiciary, 
that may help clarify the fate and whereabouts of missing persons. 

THE MECHANISM SHOULD BE ABLE TO DEVELOP AND SUSTAIN POLITICAL 
SUPPORT, AS WELL AS THE BUY-IN, TRUST AND SUPPORT OF THE VARIOUS 
STAKEHOLDERS
Political will is essential for the setting up and sustainable and effective functioning of a mech-
anism. This includes a sufficient budget and the cooperation of the authorities, especially with 
regard to information sharing. 

Trust, whether between parties to an ongoing or previous armed conflict, authorities and fami-
lies, or among previously divided communities, is also fundamental to a mechanism’s ability to 
operate and make progress. In order to generate trust and support, sufficient representation and 
participation of relevant stakeholders in the setting up and, where appropriate, operations of the 
mechanism should be ensured. 

For further information, refer to the following guidance notes:

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 1

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 3

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 4

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 5

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 6

For further information, refer to the following guidance notes:

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 1

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 5

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 6

5.
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THE MECHANISM SHOULD BE SUSTAINABLE AND HAVE THE NECESSARY 
HUMAN AND FINANCIAL RESOURCES, AS WELL AS INFRASTRUCTURE  
AND EQUIPMENT  
When a mechanism is set up, authorities should commit to allocating, on a long-term basis, the 
required financial and human resources, infrastructure and equipment. 

Mechanisms should endeavour to adapt their scientific methods to the available means, while 
adhering to international scientific standards of best practice. 

Where a mechanism does not have sufficient resources, including expertise, seeking the support 
of relevant external actors – including international and NGOs, as well as other mechanisms – 
should be considered. 
 

For further information, refer to the following guidance notes:

GUIDANCE 
NOTE 4

6.
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A mechanism7 should be guided by the multifaceted needs of 
the families of persons and its objectives designed to meet those 
needs. 

This guidance note examines how a mechanism can support the 
families of missing persons. It underscores the importance of 
carrying	out	an	assessment	to	ascertain	the	families’	specific	dif-
ficulties,	needs	and	expectations,	and	provides	a	brief	overview	
of	the	different	needs	that	families	of	missing	persons	may	have.

INTRODUCTION
The families of the missing have specific needs, as recognized by, for instance, the 2003 Interna-
tional Conference of Governmental and Non-Governmental Experts on the Missing convened by 
the ICRC. These needs include the need to know the fate and whereabouts of their missing rela-
tives, the need for recognition and/or justice, and needs related to economic, administrative and 
legal challenges. They may also have a need for psychosocial support, and for acknowledgement 
and commemoration. Until these needs are met, families cannot easily rebuild their lives.

There is no universally accepted definition of “family”, but the approach of several international 
and regional human rights law treaty bodies and courts is to interpret the term in a broad manner. 
The definition of a family member of a missing person will, in principle, be found in domestic 
law but must be able to be interpreted in a broad manner and should be flexible, in line with the 
traditions and cultural values of each people and contextual variations, and take into account pro-
longed emotional dependency and mutual acceptance of relationships. It should not be limited to a 
purely biological (rather than social) concept and must be interpreted to include adoptive or foster 
parents or, where applicable, the members of the extended family or community, as provided for 
by local custom. All children treated as a part of the family, regardless of legal status, should be 
acknowledged as family members.

Families and their members will exhibit different needs depending on a range of factors – such 
as gender, age, economic status, legal status and disability, among others – as will indigenous 
peoples and members of ethnic or cultural groups and members of the lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender and intersex community. Any engagement with such family members may require 
specific approaches, experience and knowledge both to be effective and avoid inflicting harm or 
discriminating. There is also a need to consider the intersectional nature of vulnerabilities, dis-
crimination and disadvantage that can affect engagement with such family members and chal-
lenge their effective participation.

A mechanism should ensure that these multi-
faceted needs of families are addressed, either 
by relevant local or national institutions, or 
by the mechanism itself. Wherever possible, 
a mechanism should strive to actively involve 
family representatives in the planning and 
delivery of services. 

7 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for missing persons.

1.

The	person	who	goes	missing	is	the	primary	
individual	affected.	But	the	tragedy	affects	
many	others	too.	The	relatives	of	a	missing	
person	usually	endure	great	suffering	until	

they	learn	of	the	individual’s	fate	and	
whereabouts.	Often,	their	situation	 
is	exacerbated	by	the	administrative,	 

legal	and	economic	difficulties	they	face.
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A family needs assessment should be carried out to ascertain what the families’ specific difficul-
ties, needs and expectations are. 

FAMILY NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
In order to have a comprehensive understanding of the needs of families of missing persons, 
mechanisms should conduct a family needs assessment. Those carrying out the assessment should 
be familiar with the context and trained to understand the needs of the families, as well as their 
perceptions of the fate of the missing. It will likely include interviews and focus groups with 
affected families, thus allowing a better understanding of their issues and their views on how their 
situation could be improved. The assessment should also address security and protection concerns. 

As part of the assessment, an evaluation should be carried out of the extent to which relevant 
institutions, national laws, regulations and administrative procedures can address the families’ 
needs. This could include mapping all relevant actors and the services they provide. This should 
allow the mechanism to identify gaps and develop its strategy accordingly.

The ICRC has publicly available reports on family needs assessments undertaken in Brazil, Nepal, 
Sri Lanka, and Ukraine. 

FORMULATING A STRATEGY TO MEET FAMILY NEEDS 
A strategy to address family needs could include the following activities: 

 • taking steps to streamline and coordinate the services provided by different state agencies 
to ensure an effective response to the specific needs and circumstances of the families of 
missing persons

 • establishing an efficient and transparent system of information and referral to existing 
services for families of the missing

 • providing certain services through the mechanism itself in cases where specific needs cannot 
be met by existing institutions and structures

 • raising awareness and promoting recognition among the public of the needs of families and 
organizing community support for them 

 • advocating for and advising on the creation or reform of laws, regulations, policies and 
procedures to address challenges faced by families of the missing. 

NEEDS OF FAMILIES OF MISSING PERSONS  
It is essential to keep in mind that families’ needs may differ, even within the same context, 
depending on cultural, religious and socio-economic factors. Also, needs evolve over time. The 
following list outlines some of the main needs families may have.

a. Need to know the fate and whereabouts of the missing person
 Families need to receive information on the fate and whereabouts of their missing relative 

and have the opportunity to restore and maintain contact. If their relative has died, they need 
to know the date, place and circumstances of death and the location of the person’s remains. 
They also need to know the process that led to their relative’s identification (see page 28).  
If remains have not been found, families need to understand why this is the case. 

2.

3.

A	needs	assessment	may	need	to	take	into	account	different	categories	of	people	within	an	
affected	population	or	even	different	dynamics	within	families	themselves.	For	example,	
an assessment was conducted in Nigeria in 2019 with children searching for missing par-
ents or siblings. It was repeatedly observed in previous interviews that young people were 
reluctant to share their opinions in the presence of other adults, or adults would speak on 
their	behalf.	For	some	participants,	it	was	the	first	time	they	were	able	to	discuss	having	a	
missing relative with somebody, as it was a sensitive subject within the family.

4.

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/brazil-meeting-relatives-missing-persons-marks-publication-family-needs-assessment-report
https://www.icrc.org/en/doc/resources/documents/report/nepal-missing-persons-report-300609.htm
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/sri-lanka-families-missing-persons
https://blogs.icrc.org/ua/2018/12/21/needs-families-missing-eng/
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b. Need for information about the search and identification processes
 Families need regular information, conveyed in a clear and precise manner, about the pro-

gress of the search and identification processes. This should include information on the  
different stages, from the moment a case is registered to the moment the missing person is 
found. Furthermore, they should receive information on strategies, methods, time frame, 
legal aspects and challenges encountered. Families should be briefed on all possible outcomes 
in order to manage their expectations. Once the identity has been established, families also 
need to understand the process that led to it. 

In Cyprus, families who have been searching for their missing relatives over the last four to 
five	decades	requested	to	receive	more	information	about	the	different	processes	involved	
in establishing their fate and whereabouts, including the investigative, search and iden-
tification	processes.	While	they	mostly	rely	on	media	reports,	families	said	they	preferred	
to receive information directly from a more credible source. In the words of one family 
member, “for each family to be able to say that they know what is going on with the issue 
of missing persons, we need constant updates.”

c. Need to receive psychological and psychosocial support
 The psychological impact of having a missing relative is wide-ranging. Persistent uncertainty 

and the impossibility of going through a proper grieving process are often accompanied by 
feelings of fear, frustration, powerlessness, guilt and anger.

 Ambiguous loss may lead to emotional disengagement, anxiety, depression and other mental 
health and medical conditions. Relatives often face difficulties within their families and their 
social environment. Therefore, they may need psychological and psychosocial support.

The term “ambiguous loss”	was	first	coined	by	a	psychologist	called	Pauline Boss. She 
defined	ambiguous	loss	as	“a	situation	of	unclear	loss	resulting	from	not	knowing	whether	
a	loved	one	is	dead	or	alive,	absent	or	present”.	This	severely	affects	the	psychological	
well-being of families, even if they were not vulnerable before. They may spend a lifetime 
looking for answers, and tend to become socially and emotionally isolated as a result. One 
of the theory’s major achievements is that it gives a name to the isolating experience of 
grief without closure.

In Uganda, families talk, emotionally, about having cwer cwiny, an Acholi (tribe in North-
ern Uganda) idiom describing how their heart bleeds out of sadness for their missing loved 
one. Some have par, a sickness of thoughts, from constantly thinking of the relative who 
disappeared. Others have unexplained physical pains and sleeping problems, linked to  
psychological distress. They may even feel haunted by spirits of their missing loved ones, 
as, without a body, they are unable to properly perform funeral rites that would give peace 
to the departed soul of their relative. 

In Sri Lanka, families of missing persons mentioned that they rarely or never talk about 
their problems to others. Families feel that their pain is not understood by others. 
Well-wishers advise them to move on, encouraging them to believe that their missing rel-
ative is dead and will not come back. For these reasons, families begin to isolate themselves 
from their community. 

Brazil’s Missing Persons Search Policy Act stipulates that the state must create psycholog-
ical and social support programmes. These services are provided mainly by cities’ Social 
Services	Offices	and	the	Psychosocial	Support	Network.	The	Public	Defender’s	Office	in	Rio	
de Janeiro employs psychologists and social assistants, and legal services are provided in 
coordination	with	psychosocial	and	psychological	services	offered	to	the	people	affected.

https://www.ambiguousloss.com/
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/uganda-helping-families-missing-find-renewed-purpose-and-meaning
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/sri-lanka-families-missing-persons
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d. Need to receive legal and administrative support, including information  
on rights and procedures

 Where national legal frameworks are ill-adapted, relatives may encounter a range of legal 
and/or administrative hurdles and may be left without any means of support. For example, 
families may lack access to pensions and other social benefits or be unable to exercise their 
rights under contract, property and family law (e.g. marriage, guardianship, inheritance). 
For this reason, it is important for the law to recognize missing persons, to guarantee and 
ensure the continuity of their legal personality and to protect their and their families’ rights. 
Moreover, there is a need to provide clear and accessible information to families about their 
rights and how to claim them.

e. Need for economic or financial support
 Families of missing persons may have financial problems that are directly related to the 

disappearance of their loved one – for instance, when the missing person is the family’s 
breadwinner or due to the financial burden of the search. As a result, they may not be able 
to provide for basic needs, such as food, accommodation, health care and education costs, in 
addition to costs related to the search. 

 In some contexts, the lack of legal recognition of a person as missing and/or of their relatives 
as family members of a missing person has economic consequences. For example, families 
of missing persons may not be recognized as “victims” and are consequently excluded from 
certain services or benefits. In addition, they may have difficulty gaining access to bank 
accounts, pensions, property and other assets of the missing person.

 It is important to ensure that families are aware of their rights and how to access them.

f. Need for truth and justice
 Where persons have gone missing as a result of armed conflict or other situations of 

violence, families may also insist on knowing who was responsible for the disappearance or 
death of their relative, and, where a crime has been committed, they may demand that the 
perpetrators be prosecuted and punished. It is therefore important to ensure that efforts to 
clarify the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and to assist their families are carried 
out in a manner that does not become an impediment to justice.8 

8 See (the forthcoming) Guidance Note 11 Coordination between the Search and Criminal Investigations.

The Ukrainian Law On the Legal Status of Missing Persons introduces the right of families 
of missing persons to apply for social security. It amends the Law on Mandatory State 
Pension Insurance to introduce the relatives of missing persons as a category entitled to 
support in case of loss of breadwinner.

In October 2015, the Sri Lankan government co-sponsored UN Human Rights Council  
Resolution 30/1 promoting reconciliation, accountability and human rights in Sri Lanka. 
The	Office	on	Missing	Persons	(OMP)	became	operational	on	15	September	2017,	as	one	of	
four pillars of transitional justice prescribed by the government. Its mandate is to search 
for missing persons, with the aims of clarifying the circumstances in which they went 
missing, and identifying and informing proper avenues of redress to which missing per-
sons or their relatives may have recourse. The OMP has a humanitarian mandate and is not 
empowered to carry out any search activities for the purpose of a criminal investigation. 
However, the mechanism does have the power “to inform victims, relatives, witnesses and 
other informants who provide information to the OMP of their right to directly refer mat-
ters to relevant authorities, including their right to report serious crimes to the relevant 
law enforcement or prosecuting authority”: Sri Lanka – Office on Missing Persons Act, 
Article 12(i).

https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/812282
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/812282
https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=1374646370E209C1C1258180002F70C3&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=LK&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=state
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g. Need to hold funerals or commemorative rituals
 Families have the need for commemorative rituals. These can provide a form of public rec-

ognition of families as mourners, pay tribute to the life of the deceased and contribute to 
closure. Practices differ greatly according to context and may be influenced by personal, 
political, social, religious and cultural factors. 

 Usually, though not in all contexts, families will express the need to recover the body of the 
deceased together with scientific proof of the identity, so that funeral rites can be performed 
in accordance with their religious and cultural beliefs. They may also require administrative 
and financial assistance to enable them to hold such rituals. 

 Where it is determined that remains cannot be recovered, some families may be satisfied with 
a confirmation of death by the authorities or an organization that they consider credible. In 
such situations, culturally appropriate ceremonies of recognition and acknowledgement may 
be held to pay tribute to the memory of the missing person.

h. Need for recognition of harm suffered, public memory and reparations
 Ensuring the memory of missing persons and the public recognition of the harm suffered by 

their families and communities and providing appropriate reparations are important steps in 
supporting families, rebuilding trust and fostering reconciliation.  

 This could include measures such as:

 • An official acknowledgement through official statements recognizing the suffering  
of the families and their predicament.

 • National commemorations, in order to pay respect to the persons who have gone 
missing and their families, and memorials which are inclusive of all families with 
missing relatives.

 • Published lists of missing persons, with the consent of the families involved, to preserve 
historical memory and provide acknowledgement. 

 A family needs assessment should aim to understand their concerns and expectations in this 
regard.

When the Committee on Missing Persons in Cyprus	returns	identified	remains	to	a	family,	
it provides them with a lump-sum contribution towards the costs of the funeral.

In southwestern Nepal, support groups for the families of missing persons have built a 
pratichhalaya, a rest area for travellers, to honour the missing. Such memorials serve as a 
public	register	of	the	names	of	the	missing	and	also	offer	the	neighbourhood	refreshment	
or shelter from the rain or sun. 

On the Peruvian government website,	the	Minister	for	Justice	and	Human	Rights	offers	an	
official	apology	to	families	on	behalf	of	the	state:	“On	behalf	of	the	government,	we	apol-
ogize	for	all	that	they	[the	families	of	the	disappeared]	have	suffered.”	

A coalition of human rights and family organizations called Memoria Abierta (Open Mem-
ory) has been closely involved with the government of Argentina and a number of other 
groups in designing a museum at a former torture centre in the Naval Mechanics School 
in Buenos Aires, to make it accessible to the public as a way to remember those who were 
disappeared during the 1976–1983 military dictatorship.
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A mechanism9	 requires	political	will	and	support	to	ensure	 it	
has the necessary powers and resources to carry out its mandate 
effectively	and	meet	its	objectives.	

This guidance note examines the concept of political will and 
explains why it is necessary for the establishment of a national 
mechanism, the proper functioning of the mechanism and 
implementation of its objectives. 

It aims to identify indicators of political will, highlight some of the  
key	internal	and	external	factors	that	can	influence	decision- 
makers, and provide some guidance on how to build political will 
while mitigating the risk of politicization. 

This guidance note aims to support civil society, key political  
actors and authorities involved in the establishment of the 
mechanism, and, ultimately, the mechanism itself. 

INTRODUCTION
Political will is a prerequisite for creating an effective and sustainable mechanism. The level of 
political will is an important element in deciding what type of mechanism is best suited for that 
context and time. Political will occurs at the level of individuals, constituencies/communities or 
institutions.

In many contexts, especially those in or recovering from armed conflict and other situations of 
violence, the issue of the missing is plagued by a lack of political will. This may be for different 
reasons: ongoing fighting; a political elite not ready to confront the past and acknowledge wrong-
doing, or lacking the political capital owing to low public support; or the missing may be predom-
inantly from marginalized populations. 

DEFINING POLITICAL WILL
Political will is closely connected to implementation capacity. A lack of political will may be an 
indicator of insufficient government capacity (e.g. skills and resources). In some circumstances, 
creating political will may therefore require developing government capacity. 

The presence or absence of political will is something that can be actively influenced and built. 
In order to generate and nurture political will, it is important to seek to understand the principal 
elements of political will and key influencing factors.

POLITICAL WILL AS A PRECONDITION FOR A MECHANISM
Political will is the single most important precondition for the creation of a mechanism and for 
its successful operation. Without the support of key elements of the legislature, the executive, the 
judiciary and relevant societal actors, a mechanism cannot succeed. 

9 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for missing persons.

1.

2.
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The level of political will in a given context will affect the objectives that can realistically be set. 
It will determine whether the mechanism is granted a sufficiently strong legal foundation and 
powers to ensure the cooperation of key state institutions (e.g. by sharing information and grant-
ing access to locations and witnesses) and whether a mechanism will have the required resources 
in the long term. It will also influence whether an impartial approach serving all the families of 
missing persons can be implemented. 

Lebanon
Thousands of Lebanese people went missing during the period of civil war between 1975 
and	1990,	with	profound	and	long-lasting	consequences	for	their	families	and	commu-
nities.	As	many	of	the	political	actors	dominating	Lebanon’s	post-conflict	political	order	
were themselves involved in the events leading to the disappearances, forging the political 
consensus necessary to begin the work of clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing 
persons has been a long and arduous process. 

For more than 30 years, an evolving coalition of family associations, civil society actors and 
parliamentarians has persistently exercised political pressure, used judicial avenues and 
engaged in awareness campaigns to keep the missing issue on the agenda and push state 
institutions to act. While this contributed to a number of initiatives being undertaken by 
successive Lebanese governments to clarify missing persons cases in the period from 2000 
to 2005, these failed to yield meaningful results, mostly owing to the overly narrow focus 
of the commissions (e.g. only on missing persons deemed alive), their lack of independence 
or	because	they	did	not	effectively	address	the	plight	of	the	families.	

A	 significant	milestone	was	 reached	 in	2014,	when	 the	Lebanese	State	Shura	Council,	
among the country’s highest judicial authorities, ruled on a case brought by family associ-
ations by recognizing the families’ right to know and ordering authorities to grant families 
access to large amounts of documents compiled during previous investigations of missing 
persons.	This	judicial	decision	helped	re-energize	efforts	in	the	Lebanese	parliament	to	
pass	a	law	on	missing	persons.	This	was	finally	achieved	in	2018	with	the	passage	of	Law	
105 on Missing and Forcibly Disappeared Persons, thanks in large part to the persistent 
collaboration of key members of parliament with family and civil society groups. The Leba-
nese authorities further cemented this important step in June 2020 with the establishment 
of the National Commission for the Missing and Forcibly Disappeared.

WHEN POLITICAL WILL IS LACKING
Given the sensitivity of most missing persons caseloads, the lack of political will at the outset of 
efforts to create a mechanism is common. While this calls for efforts to formulate and implement 
a strategy to influence political will, there are other steps that can be taken to prepare the ground 
for an eventual mechanism. These include respecting relevant human rights and IHL obligations, 
including on preventive action in detention places, and marking and protecting gravesites. It can 
also include the protection of archives. Other steps that should be considered include compiling 
lists of missing persons, or developing technical capacities and regulatory frameworks that could 
ultimately support the work of a mechanism, including forensics capacities and institutions, and 
regulatory frameworks pertaining to cemeteries, the identification process, genetic banks, or mass 
fatality plans as part of an emergency preparedness response. The role of neutral actors may be 
called upon in support of these efforts. 

4.
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ASSESSING AND BUILDING POLITICAL WILL
In order to build political will it is important to:

 • analyse the political environment and the factors and circumstances driving it

 • define the meaning of political will in the context of missing persons with reference to 
practical indicators 

 •  map and identify relevant actors and constituencies, assess the degree to which they possess 
political will and analyse the motives and concerns that may drive their thinking

 • identify avenues of engagement best suited to influence different stakeholders. 

a. Analysis of the political environment
 In carrying out an assessment, both internal and external factors should be considered.

 Internal factors:

 • the extent to which political parties embrace the missing issue

 • whether the armed conflict or other situation of violence is ongoing

 • the extent to which political parties represent all sectors of the affected population

 • the extent to which preventive and early measures were implemented during the armed 
conflict

 • whether those allegedly responsible for persons going missing remain in power, 
whether formally or informally

 • the extent and quality of dialogue between the (former) parties to the armed conflict

 • whether (former) parties to the conflict have appointed persons with the necessary 
decision-making power to address the issue

 • whether the missing issue is part of transitional justice or accountability processes

 • how politically sensitive the accountability processes are and whether ongoing 
investigations and/or prosecutions make the prospect too sensitive

 • the extent to which the issue is already regulated in domestic frameworks

 • the extent to which the rule of law, human rights and good governance are espoused 

 • the extent to which the electorate is affected and the support that could be generated by 
awareness campaigns

 • the extent to which advocacy and lobbying by civil society groups, including family 
associations, may exert positive pressure on relevant authorities

 • in contexts where families of missing persons are organized, whether they are 
advocating together or have competing agendas

 • other aspects that are directly linked to the issue of the missing that affect the political 
will, e.g. cultural aspects, economic interests.

 External political factors:

 • whether the issue of the missing is included on the agenda of peace discussions and/or 
stipulated in a negotiated peace accord

 • whether the issue of the missing in that specific context is explicitly mentioned in 
resolutions of regional and international organizations

 • whether progress on the issue of the missing is stipulated as a precondition in a political 
process, e.g. accession to regional political groups or recognition of international status

 • the extent of donor interest in the issue of the missing and whether it has been 
stipulated by donor states or international organizations as an objective in funding 
agreements

 • the extent to which a link has been made between the implementation of measures 
pertaining to the missing and other important issues on the political agenda, 
particularly those of national, regional or international significance. 

5.
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b. Indicators to assess political will
 To assess political will it is helpful to break the concept down into practical actions or indi-

cators that signal political commitment. This will facilitate understanding of where com-
mitment is strongest and weakest and help in tracking changes over time. It will involve a 
combination of indicators and quantitative elements as well as judgement. 

 Indicators could include: 

 • public statements made by political leaders pertaining to the missing, their families 
and/or the specific sectors of society particularly affected. It is important, however,  
to assess whether such statements amount only to verbal support or whether there  
is a certain commitment to follow through with action. 

 • actions that result in constitutional, legal or regulatory reforms; a national policy; 
or related government programmes. In the case of the missing, these could be 
the introduction of legal and regulatory reform to recognize the status of missing 
persons and help address the legal and administrative needs of the families. They 
may also include practical steps, such as the creation of specialized institutions or 
units, regulations and policies for protection and proper management of the dead and 
exhumations, and the gathering and documenting of information pertaining to the fate 
and whereabouts of missing persons.

 • adherence to relevant international treaties and adoption of appropriate domestic 
implementation measures, such as laws, policies and regulations and their effective 
application. 

 Where a mechanism has been established, indicators can include: 

 • the extent of the powers vested in it, where the mechanism’s mandate is enshrined, the 
level of political and financial independence granted to it and the political standing of 
the person appointed head of the mechanism. 

 • compulsive powers granted to the mechanism and rallying of stakeholders to support 
the mechanism. This would include, for example, the requirements of different 
ministries and departments to share information, technical support and know-how. 

 • sanctions and their enforcement for non-compliance with the mechanism by, for 
example, ministries and departments who fail to undertake certain actions in a 
timely manner, such as granting warrants needed to undertake a search, carrying out 
exhumations and providing information requested by the mechanism. 

 • allocation of appropriate and long-term resources (financial, technical and staffing) to 
the mechanism so that the mechanism does not suffer from a lack of funding, shortage 
of qualified personnel or limited access to search technologies.

 • introduction of legal provisions, measures and incentives to encourage and make it 
easier for families and witnesses to share information of value with the mechanism. 

c. Identify, map and analyse relevant actors
 Political actors will fall within a spectrum ranging from those who ardently support the 

missing issue, to those who are disinterested or ambivalent, to others who may be opposed 
to efforts to address the issue. 

 Mapping stakeholders and their positions will help identify the following, inter alia:

 • actors that could be brought into a coalition of supporters

 • actors that are opposed to the issue, so their concerns can be analysed

 • actors that are well placed to exert influence on public opinion, on their political parties 
or social movements, and on specific actors whose support needs to be obtained. These 
could include religious, social and political leaders, academics or organizations that can 
be rallied in support of the issue.
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d. Identify avenues and practical actions for engagement
 Once the stakeholder landscape has been mapped, the priority should be to identify levers of 

influence that may support an advocacy and organization strategy. It is important to remain 
cognizant of the fact that the issue of missing persons is susceptible to political exploitation, 
so such measures that are possible should be taken to mitigate this risk. For example:

 • Promote discussions on missing persons in parliament or in the cabinet for the adoption 
or reform of domestic legal and policy frameworks.

 • Consider participating in campaigns for and raising awareness about the issue of 
missing persons.

 • Speak publicly on the issue of missing persons and their families, and organize and 
participate in public debates. 

 • Support local efforts and projects to help the people affected.

 • Empower and encourage the families of missing persons to act. Where possible, support 
the establishment of family associations and/or help them become more structured and 
strategic.

 • Support the advocacy and outreach strategies of the families of missing persons and 
civil society engaging with state and non-state actors to ensure political support. 

 • Invest in activities that help demonstrate the importance and benefits of a mechanism; 
these could include support to academics researching this issue.

 • Showcase how working with a mechanism could benefit other institutions (e.g. National 
Institute of Forensic Sciences, Office of the Prosecutor).

 • Encourage relevant leaders from (former) parties to the armed conflict to support 
cooperation with the mechanism (primarily in terms of sharing information).

 • Consider whether external incentives can be used to foster and strengthen political 
will – for instance, including the missing in transitional justice processes and peace 
agreements; mentioning the issue in regional or United Nations resolutions; or 
reinvigorating the follow-up of the issue if already incorporated in a peace agreement 
or resolution.

 • Engage with external experts who can make relevant contributions to discussions.

 In formulating a strategy for engagement, it is important to reduce the risk of politicization 
of the missing issue, including by:

 • ensuring that the mechanism and related efforts do not adversely discriminate among 
cases of missing persons

 • ensuring transparent communication and regular engagement with families  

 • fostering a unified family platform (as opposed to having a plethora of “competing” 
family associations)

 • encouraging families from all sides to emphasize common suffering and pain and show 
a united front in achieving humanitarian objectives, where possible and safe to do so

 • ensuring that commitments on the missing are distinct and not contingent on progress 
on other aspects of political dialogue, and that information is not withheld as a 
negotiating tactic.

 
Working to preserve political will needs to be a continuous process to ensure that a mechanism 
retains the support and capacity to address the issue of the missing.
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The objective of a mechanism10 is to ensure a comprehensive insti-
tutional and procedural response to the missing and the needs  
of their families. In order to ensure the response is appropriate,  
multidisciplinary,	 integrated	and	effective,	 it	 is	 important	 to	
ascertain existing capacities, identify gaps and challenges, and 
design a strategy to create or complement the response.

This guidance note provides an overview of the actors involved, 
directly or indirectly, in clarifying the fate and whereabouts of 
missing persons and meeting the needs of families. It also high-
lights	some	practical	challenges	that	could	affect	the	response	
and recommends an assessment of existing capacities prior to 
designing the mechanism’s activities and response. 

CONDUCTING AN ASSESSMENT
It is essential from the outset to map and assess all government and other institutions that have 
relevant capacities for clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, managing the dead 
and addressing the rights and needs of the families of the missing. Such an assessment should 
consider mandates, objectives, roles, procedures in place, capacities, resources, knowledge, skills, 
infrastructure and equipment available, as well as the level of interaction with families. An assess-
ment of the domestic legal and policy framework (also called a legal compatibility study) and a 
family needs assessment will provide invaluable information to support this exercise. 

Given the need for a multisectoral response and integrated action, emphasis should be placed 
on ascertaining the extent to which different government and operational structures are able to 
coordinate their activities and communicate adequately.

Identifying gaps and challenges and establishing an appropriate response therefore requires prior 
consultation with relevant authorities, including, as appropriate, at national, regional and local 
level. It also requires consultation with organizations that could provide technical support, with 
civil society and, last but not least, with the families affected.

FINDINGS OF THE ASSESSMENT
The findings of the assessment will determine whether existing government institutions and pro-
cesses have sufficient capacities, whether they should be adapted or reinforced, or whether a 
mechanism should be set up to complement them. 

If it is concluded that a new mechanism is required, the findings will inform its mandate and 
structure in a manner that meets the needs identified. For example, it could take the form of a 
commission with a coordinating role, a unified registry able to centralize and process all informa-
tion on missing persons (and, where relevant, on unidentified human remains), a specialized unit, 
or an independent office. This should avoid overlap and duplication of tasks and ensure optimal 
use of the capacities and resources provided by existing institutions. 

10 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they are related to the search for missing persons.

1.
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It should also guide how the mechanism’s mandate, work and processes should dovetail with 
those of other government institutions and operational structures, and determine what, if any, 
compulsive powers would need to be accorded to a mechanism to allow it to carry out its mandate 
effectively. 

STATE INSTITUTIONS AND OTHER ACTORS INVOLVED IN CLARIFYING THE FATE 
AND WHEREABOUTS OF MISSING PERSONS 

Multiple actors are involved in the effort to clarify cases of missing persons and provide support 
to the families. These include state authorities, non-state armed groups, civil society and family  
associations and international organizations, including the International Red Cross and Red  
Crescent Movement.

The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement, composed of National Red Cross 
and Red Crescent Societies, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies, and the ICRC, has a long-standing engagement to help re-establish family links 
each time a person goes missing or is separated from their loved ones because of an armed 
conflict	or	other	situation	of	violence,	disasters	or	other	emergencies.	The	Movement’s	
global Restoring Family Links (RFL) Network traces and reunites separated families. The 
ICRC is currently engaged in operational activities related to missing persons in more than 
60 contexts. In many of these, the organization works with authorities to adapt domestic 
legal frameworks and take measures to prevent people from going missing, clarify their 
fate and whereabouts when they do and respond to the needs of their families. This may 
include the setting up and operation of mechanisms and the strengthening of medico-legal 
systems and forensics services. 

Involvement of external actors can also help ensure adherence to international legal obligations 
and standards. Ultimately, however, it is the authorities that must assume responsibility for pre-
venting people from going missing, clarifying the fate and whereabouts of all missing persons 
under their jurisdiction and addressing the rights and needs of their families, including needs 
related to clarifying the fate and whereabouts of the missing and ensuring accountability. 

Mexico	 ratified	 the	 International Convention for the Protection of All Persons From 
Enforced Disappearance in 2008. In 2020, the Mexican government and the Mexican Sen-
ate, in a unanimous decision, recognized the competence of the United Nations Committee 
on Enforced Disappearances to consider individual cases of alleged disappearance in Mex-
ico and to provide recommendations to the state both on individual cases and structural 
measures. 

In most countries, the police is the default agency for leading an investigation into cases of miss-
ing persons and unidentified human remains and will be tasked with the immediate search. Other 
agencies and institutions, such as the military and emergency rescue services, may also have a 
role to play. 

Where the search for a missing person may be linked to a criminal investigation, it may, in addition 
to law enforcement, involve prosecutors and investigative judges and the medico-legal system. 
In this situation, it should be assessed whether and to what extent they are able to offer an indi-
vidual clarification of the fate and whereabouts of missing persons in all cases in a timely manner 
or whether a specialized body needs to be responsible for tackling the humanitarian objectives 
(individual clarification) separately from processes to do with criminal investigations.

3.

https://familylinks.icrc.org/
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-protection-all-persons-enforced
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-protection-all-persons-enforced
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Authorities at all levels that could be included in the assessment of the existing domestic 
system:

 • Ministries and Departments of Defence and Veterans, the Interior, Justice, Social Welfare, 
Humanitarian Affairs, Minority Affairs, Health, Finance, Housing, Education, Foreign Affairs

 • National authorities that issue birth and death certificates

 • National authorities that issue certificates of absence, if relevant

 • Prosecutors and judges 

 • Law enforcement and investigative authorities

 • Medico-legal (forensics) institutes, forensics laboratories and other entities providing 
forensic services 

 • Other authorities involved in the search for missing persons and recovery of the dead, e.g. 
military, emergency services and civil protection

 • Public hospitals 

 • Detention facilities 

 • Cemeteries

 • National information bureaux (NIB) or similar, if existing

 • Local, international and mixed tribunals

 • Parliamentary commissions (e.g. human rights parliamentary commissions) 

 • Inquiry commissions 

 • Ombudspersons 

 • Truth-seeking mechanisms 

 • National victim and witness protection programmes

 • National Committees on International Humanitarian Law or similar bodies in federal states; 
authorities at the federal, regional and municipal level.

Non-state actors, including: 

 • Non-state armed groups that are/were parties to an armed conflict

 • Family associations and other civil society/charitable/religious support groups 

 • The ICRC and its Central Tracing Agency, National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies and 
other organizations working on the missing and strengthening medico-legal systems 

 • Academic or research institutions involved in providing forensic services and/or archive, 
documentation and social memory projects

 • Relevant intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations, including those involved 
in forensics and human rights.

Peru
More than 21,000 people went missing in Peru during extended periods of violence in the 
1980s and 1990s. Between 2002 and 2018, in the course of criminal investigations into 
unlawful killings, the remains of around 3,800 of these people were recovered and 2,300 
identified	and	delivered	to	their	families.	For	many	families,	this	represented	insufficient	
progress. They demanded a dedicated missing persons mechanism, independent of judi-
cial investigations. As a result, in 2016, the Peruvian government promulgated a law that 
created a humanitarian mechanism to search for disappeared persons during the “Period 
of Violence 1980–2000”. In the same year, it approved a National Plan on the Search for 
Missing Persons from this period. A new plan was issued in 2021,	establishing	specific	
goals and indicators for 2030. 

The main objective of this mechanism, which is managed by the Ministry of Justice and 
Human Rights, is to locate missing persons and return their remains to their relatives. It 
prioritizes	the	right	of	the	families	of	the	missing	to	find	their	missing	relatives	and	give	
them	a	dignified	burial.	It	also	provides	for	the	families’	direct	participation	in	the	search	
process and ensures the protection of burial sites.

https://ihl-databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl-nat.nsf/implementingLaws.xsp?documentId=23C5E44C4007B58FC1258009002E5B08&action=openDocument&xp_countrySelected=PE&xp_topicSelected=GVAL-992BUF&from=topic&SessionID=DMQBSFMIWF
https://www.gob.pe/institucion/minjus/normas-legales/2018927-011-2021-jus
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SITUATIONS IN WHICH STATES ARE UNABLE TO ACT
The role of certain state institutions may be limited in certain situations, however, such as the 
following:

 • where state authorities do not have access to an area (e.g. owing to armed conflict) or families 
live in very remote areas

 • where cases are cross-border and the state does not have the ability to conduct proper 
searches for missing persons (lack of diplomatic ties, contacts, capacity to exchange 
information)

 • where families believe the authorities are responsible for their relatives going missing or do 
not trust the authorities for other reasons

 • where relatives may be reluctant to report a case for fear of repercussions, retaliation against 
themselves or their families, endangering the life of the missing person, the fact that their 
status is irregular or simply because they do not trust the process.

In such cases, the search for the missing would benefit from the involvement and support of inter-
national and other external organizations. 

Colombia
In 2015, the government of Colombia and the Colombian Revolutionary Armed Forces 
(FARC)	decided	 to	 take	 a	wide	 range	 of	measures	 to	find	missing	people	 and	provide	
answers to those searching for their missing loved ones. The ICRC supported both parties 
in implementing these measures by providing advice to the organizations in charge, lend-
ing support to families and exhuming human remains in areas the Colombian government 
was unable to access.

PRACTICAL CHALLENGES AFFECTING THE WORK OF STATE INSTITUTIONS 
Even where state authorities do have access and the trust of the families, state institutions and 
processes may be hampered by several issues. 

For instance, authorities could lack capacity, resources and tools to undertake a search or to iden-
tify remains, or may not take action where there is no indication of criminal activity. 

Coordination between agencies suffers when internal systems and mechanisms are lacking, and 
where roles, responsibilities and processes to determine which authority has jurisdiction are not 
clear.11 Between policing agencies in particular a lack of communication may result in failure to 
make connections between cases (linkage blindness).

A lack of appropriate information collection, coordination and management will result in incon-
sistent data collection, poor quality of information and even loss of critical information in reg-
istries in detention places, hospitals, temporary settlements of displaced people and gravesites. 
Also, access to documentation and archives may be restricted for confidentiality or security rea-
sons. Where databases are fragmented and a centralized information system is therefore lacking, 
it is not possible to cross-check information, especially in cross-border cases. 

The assessment of existing institutions and actors should inform plans to address any capacity 
issues and other shortcomings, and help ensure the mandate of the mechanism is formulated in 
line with the gaps identified. 

11 See (the forthcoming) Guidance Note 11 Coordination between the Search and Criminal Investigations.

4.
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The Mexican Search Commission
Mexico has one of the highest recent caseloads of missing persons in the world. It is also a 
large country, made up of 32 federal entities, of which 14 have a regulatory framework on 
missing	persons.	This	is	reflected	in	the	country’s	law	enforcement	and	judicial	branches	
(including the medico-legal system), both of which comprise entities at federal and state 
levels.	This	has	proven	to	constitute	a	challenge	to	efforts	to	clarify	the	fate	and	wherea-
bouts of Mexico’s missing persons.
 
In	order	to	clarify	responsibilities	and	ensure	the	coordination	of	search	efforts,	in	2017,	
Mexico’s Congress passed the General Law on the Forced Disappearances of Persons, Dis-
appearances Committed by Individuals and the National Search System. A key element 
of this law was the creation, also in 2017, of the National Commission for the Search for 
Disappeared Persons, with the task of initiating, executing and following up search actions 
for “missing and disappeared persons”. The Commission is mandated to coordinate and 
monitor the actions of all state agencies involved in the search, and all authorities are 
obliged to collaborate with it. Moreover, every federal state must create a Local Missing 
Persons Commission with comparable functions.

A wide range of responsibilities has been given to the Commission. This includes the design 
of a national policy on the search, issuing technical recommendations for the work of 
state agencies (a capacity-building manual for the search issued by the Commission can 
be found here), maintaining a national registry of missing persons, unrestricted access to 
all	relevant	official	databases	and	registries	and	coordination	with	civil	society	and	foreign	
authorities involved in the search. To protect the identities of those reporting a missing 
person, the Commission has put in place an anonymous reporting system. Through the 
External Cooperation Mechanism, the Commission can liaise with people who have lodged 
requests	outside	the	territory	of	Mexico.
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A mechanism12 must ensure an informed and appropriate 
response, which complies with international obligations and 
is compatible with the prevailing legal system. It is therefore 
important to have a good understanding of the domestic legal 
and policy framework. The establishment of the mechanism may 
require	legal	reforms	to	ensure	the	effectiveness	of	the	system	
and to address any gaps and shortcomings.

ENSURING AN APPROPRIATE DOMESTIC LEGAL AND POLICY FRAMEWORK
Efforts to prevent and resolve cases of missing persons and address the needs of their families 
necessitate a multitude of legal provisions, policies and administrative processes and procedures. 
These pertain to such issues as the prevention of disappearance, the search for and identification 
of missing persons, the management of the dead, the needs of and support to families of missing 
persons and the ability of a mechanism to carry out its mandate. 

Analysing existing domestic legal and policy frameworks (e.g. laws, regulations, procedures and 
policies) will help determine the extent to which they facilitate these objectives, whether they 
comply with relevant international legal obligations, standards and best practices and where gaps 
exist. An assessment will also help determine the extent to which existing provisions are properly 
applied in practice. This analysis can then inform recommendations for changes and additions to 
the legal and policy framework, including those required to ensure the functioning of a mechanism. 

Some of the key areas to be considered in the analysis of the domestic legal and policy framework 
are listed and addressed in more detail in the ICRC’s Guiding Principles/Model Law on the Missing. 

Relevant definitions, including of missing persons and their families
Providing definitions of terms such as “missing person” and “relatives of the missing person” in 
domestic law will facilitate a consistent and uniform interpretation of these terms. 

The legal status of the missing and the related rights of missing persons  
and their families 
Recognizing the legal status of a missing person at the domestic level is essential and has three 
main objectives: first, to recognize, by law, that a person is missing until his or her fate and 
whereabouts are clarified; second, to ensure the continuity of the legal personality of the sought 
person, to protect his or her civil and family rights; and third, to enable any legal or administrative 
claim submitted by families of missing persons to be processed, including when a declaration of 
death would normally/otherwise be required.

Measures to prevent people from going missing
When the relevant IHL and IHRL obligations are properly implemented, the national legal frame-
work can also play a vital role in preventing people from going missing. It must protect certain 
specific human rights, such as: the right to life; the right to liberty and security of person; the 
right to respect for family life; the prohibition of torture, cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment 
or punishment; the prohibition of enforced disappearance; and the right to recognition as a person 
before the law. Furthermore, states must adopt identification measures to help prevent disappear-
ances and facilitate search efforts in the event a person does go missing.

12 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for the missing.

1.
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Reporting procedures and search processes 
An analysis of the procedures for reporting a person as missing and how search processes are 
conducted by relevant authorities is key to assessing the legal framework. 

Issues related to data management and the protection of personal data
Information relating to the missing person must be handled appropriately with respect to the 
privacy of that person and his/her family. Appropriate data protection rules and practices at the 
national level can ensure that all personal information remains sufficiently protected in terms of 
who has access and for what purpose, and that access to it is permitted when required for human-
itarian reasons. Rules regarding data protection need to balance these potentially conflicting needs 
and will require an explicit or inherent flexibility in any measures, administrative or legal, that 
operate at the national level. 

The management of the dead
Procedures need to be established for the search, recovery and treatment of the dead, including 
for unclaimed or unidentified bodies, as well as for restitution to families, issuance of the death 
certificate and death registration, and for burial and exhumation. The assessment of the legal 
framework needs to encompass all of these.

Criminal responsibility and prosecution
States must adopt the relevant legislation in order to ensure that crimes against missing persons 
and their families are criminalized under domestic law and that criminal proceedings can be ini-
tiated by the missing person or his/her legal representative, family members, interested parties 
or state authorities.13

13 Refer to (the forthcoming) Guidance Note 11 Coordination between the Search and Criminal Investigations.
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INTERNATIONAL LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON THE MISSING
The primary responsibility for preventing persons from going missing and ascertaining 
what has happened in the case of those that do go missing lies with state authorities. 

International humanitarian law	(IHL),	which	applies	in	situations	of	armed	conflict,	con-
tains	rules	that	seek	to	prevent	persons	from	going	missing	as	a	result	of	the	conflict	and	
to	clarify	their	fate	and	whereabouts	when	they	do	(1).	Notably,	IHL	requires	parties	to	the	
conflict	to	take	all	feasible	measures	to	account	for	persons	reported	missing	as	a	result	
of	armed	conflict	and	to	provide	their	family	members	with	any	information	they	have	on	
their	fate.	IHL	also	requires	the	dead	to	be	searched	for,	collected	and	evacuated,	and	all	
available	information	to	be	recorded	before	they	are	disposed	of,	with	a	view	to	identifi-
cation.	It	also	requires	that	those	who	have	died	during	armed	conflict	be	properly	man-
aged	and	their	dignity	protected,	and	that	parties	to	an	armed	conflict	must	endeavour	to	
facilitate	the	return	of	remains	to	families	upon	request	(2).	IHL	also	contains	obligations	
regarding the investigation and prosecution of war crimes, including those resulting in 
persons going missing or being forcibly disappeared. 

International human rights law (IHRL) contains rules and standards that are relevant to 
prevent persons from going missing and clarifying the fate and whereabouts of missing 
persons	not	only	in	connection	with	armed	conflict	but	also	in	connection	with	natural	
disasters or migration. It also contains rules related to the investigation and prosecution 
of gross violations of human rights. The 2006 International Convention for the Protection 
of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance	is	the	first	universal	treaty	to	include	specific	
obligations for States Parties to prevent and protect against enforced disappearance. In 
the case of alleged or suspected enforced disappearance, states must take all appropriate 
measures to search for, locate and release disappeared persons, as well as to investigate 
acts of enforced disappearance and bring those responsible to justice (3). Finally, states 
must take appropriate measures to uphold each victim’s right to know the truth regarding 
the circumstances of the enforced disappearance, the progress and results of the investi-
gation, and the fate of the disappeared person (4).

Rules relevant to searching for missing persons and to ensuring proper management of 
the dead and protection for their dignity can be found in other bodies of law. For instance, 
international disaster response law contains relevant provisions and standards relating to 
forensic activities and the management of the dead.

States	are	required	to	adopt	and	apply	measures	at	the	domestic	level	to	fulfil	their	obliga-
tions under international law. 

1 See the Missing Persons and their Families factsheet issued by the ICRC Advisory Service on 
IHL. 

2 See the Humanity after Life: Respecting and Protecting the Dead factsheet issued by the ICRC 
Advisory Service on IHL.

3 International Convention for the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearance 
(ICPPED). See Article 24, which also states that in the event of death, States Parties shall 
take all appropriate measures to locate, respect and return their remains; Article 3; and 
Article	15,	providing	that	States	Parties	shall	cooperate	with	each	other	and	shall	afford	
one another the greatest measure of mutual assistance with a view to assisting victims 
of enforced disappearance, and in searching for, locating and releasing disappeared per-
sons and, in the event of death, in exhuming and identifying them and returning their 
remains. 

4 International Convention for the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearance 
(ICPPED). See Article 24.

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/missing-persons-and-their-families-factsheet
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/humanity-after-life-respect-and-protection-dead
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-protection-all-persons-enforced
https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/international-convention-protection-all-persons-enforced
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ICRC Advisory Service
The ICRC’s Advisory Service on IHL helps states implement IHL at the national level. With 
a	global	network	of	legal	advisers,	it	provides	guidance	to	national	authorities	on	specific	
domestic implementation measures needed to meet their IHL obligations and it supports 
the work of national IHL bodies established to facilitate IHL implementation domestically. 
To this end, it provides legal advice and technical support, it facilitates the exchange of 
information on national measures of implementation, and it helps with capacity-building 
upon	the	specific	request	of	national	authorities	and	other	actors	concerned.	

The ICRC’s Advisory Service works closely with national governments – taking into 
account	their	specific	needs,	political	systems	and	legal	traditions	–	with	a	view	to	all	
states adopting IHL treaties and other relevant instruments, and putting in place com-
prehensive national legislation. To this end, it can also support authorities when they are 
assessing the compatibility of their domestic legal and policy framework with international 
law	and	standards,	including	with	regard	to	the	missing	persons	file.	

PROVIDING A LEGAL BASIS FOR THE WORK OF A MECHANISM 
If, after assessing the national legal and policy framework, the institutional framework and the 
needs of the families the authorities conclude that there is a need to establish a national mecha-
nism or to adapt the existing mechanism’s mandate, the domestic legal framework may need to 
be reformed to ensure that the mechanism is able to exercise its mandate and meet its objectives 
while ensuring complementarity with other existing institutions. To ensure complementarity, this 
may require delineating and clarifying the roles of different actors involved in the missing persons 
file, including, for instance, those involved in the search for missing persons and the investigation 
of crimes resulting in persons going missing. 

To ensure the success of the mechanism, it is important to take measures to establish it in the 
domestic legal framework at the proper level (preferably at the highest possible level, such as in 
the law) to facilitate its stability and the cooperation of relevant actors with the mechanism. 

The following are some important aspects to be included in the domestic legal framework estab-
lishing the mechanism: 

 • The mechanism should have a clear mandate setting out its scope of application (e.g. to 
clarify the fate and whereabouts of missing persons and to respond to the needs of their 
families).

 • The mechanism should be granted the necessary resources. This includes ensuring that the 
mechanism has a budget and sustainable source of financing.

 • Indicate the composition and structure of the mechanism and how its members are selected: 
they may comprise members of government bodies, representatives of civil society, 
representatives of the families of missing persons and, wherever pertinent, representatives of 
the National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies.

 • The mechanism should have clear tasks and competencies/powers, such as:
 – coordinating, supporting and supervising the process of searching for and identifying 

missing persons and informing the families accordingly
 – receiving and registering cases of missing persons from families and relevant authorities
 – accessing, collecting and analysing appropriate information on the circumstances of 

the disappearance and the fate and whereabouts of a missing person, and providing this 
information the applicant and relevant authorities while ensuring data protection

 – carrying out, or requesting the relevant authorities to carry out, any measures necessary to 
search for missing persons and verify information

 – delineating the roles and respective responsibilities of all relevant institutions involved in 
the search for and clarification of cases of missing persons

 – accessing all sites/locations where missing persons or their remains are presumed to be 
and protecting gravesites

2.
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 – obtaining from relevant governmental and non-governmental entities, including from 
the judiciary, all relevant information that may help clarify the fate and whereabouts of 
missing persons. This could include information on circumstances in which persons went 
missing, names of witnesses and of those responsible, information on persons who died, 
were wounded or detained, an unidentified bodies registry, or documentation at cemeteries 
or burial places

 – taking measures to respond to the needs of relatives and ensuring support – for instance, 
regarding mental health, economic (e.g. burial costs, participation in commemorative 
events), legal and administrative needs, as required, and keeping the families and 
communities abreast of the process and the results achieved.
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The mechanism14	 should	ensure	 the	effective	participation	of	
families of missing persons in both the process to establish and 
the operation of the mechanism.

This guidance note underscores the importance of family 
involvement in the mechanism and provides an overview of 
the possible roles they can play. It examines the formation and 
activities of family associations and outlines the opportunities 
that could be explored, as well as some of the challenges that 
may need to be addressed. 

INTRODUCTION
While there is a tendency to “inform” families of the work of the mechanisms relating to missing 
persons, there is a need and growing effort to actively involve families and their representatives 
throughout the process, encourage them to work together, and promote their agency and owner-
ship of the process as much as possible.

The involvement of families is invaluable to ensure that responses are appropriate and effective, 
to facilitate information flow and to ensure community acceptance. 

Although there is a general agreement with the principle of family participation, the extent and 
manner of the involvement of families will depend on the will, capacity and resources of the fam-
ilies themselves and their associations. It will also depend on the context in which the mechanism 
is set up and the technicalities associated with the mechanism processes.

Family associations can be an effective means of representing the interests of families. Where their 
objectives align with those of the mechanism, their support can be drawn upon. At the same time, 
possible challenges need to be taken into account – for example, those related to legitimacy and 
representation.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FAMILY PARTICIPATION 
a. Ensuring a targeted, appropriate and effective response to the needs  

of the families
 Involving the families is essential to ensure that the mechanism understands their particular 

needs and is able to design objectives and a strategy that respond to these and are also cul-
turally appropriate. 

b. Facilitating information flow 
 Families are invariably the ultimate authority on who is missing. They play an important role 

in the compilation of a consolidated list of missing persons and other information, such as on 
the circumstances in which people went missing or possible gravesites. Families can also be 
invaluable intermediaries to exchange information, facilitate referrals and provide assistance 
to other families as part of family associations.

14 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for the missing.

1.
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c. Ensuring community acceptance
 Involving the families ensures greater understanding of the mechanism and trust in it among 

communities. In politically sensitive contexts where trust in the state is compromised, this 
can be essential for the security and protection of mechanism staff.

THE POSSIBLE ROLE OF FAMILIES IN A MECHANISM
Families can be represented in a mechanism in various ways that may differ according to context. 
They may be organized in formal groups or be represented directly or through a loose, informal 
structure, such as one led by community leaders. 

Families could be involved in the setting up, governance, operations and monitoring of the mech-
anism. They may take on an advisory or liaison role or be involved in decision-making. The extent 
of their involvement will depend on their will, capacity, resources, and the risks involved. 

A mechanism’s mandate and objectives should be defined in consultation with families, their 
associations and other civil society organizations representing them, putting their concerns, 
experience and knowledge at the centre of the process. 

Once a mechanism is operational, family members or civil society representatives with relevant 
profiles could act as sounding boards for decisions or participate in the mechanism’s management 
and operations. 

Families may also participate in the process of gathering, analysing and sharing information to 
determine the fate and whereabouts of missing persons. Involvement in the exhumation and iden-
tification process may be more technical and complex. The mechanism should ensure the families 
have access to relevant information and support them in understanding the often highly technical 
processes. 

When defining the role of family associations in a mechanism, their set-up, objectives and accept-
ance in the community should be considered. 

In addition to its interaction with family associations or representatives of families, a mechanism 
should not neglect direct contact with individual families, including those not represented by 
family associations. 

Ukraine
The Law of Ukraine on the Legal Status of Missing Persons 2018 states that individuals, 
NGOs and legal entities can be involved in the search conducted by the National Police. 
They	can	gather	information	from	other	authorities,	except	confidential	information	under	
a criminal procedure. This provision gives relatives an opportunity to be more actively and 
organically involved in the search for their loved ones, and to cooperate more closely with 
the authorities involved in the search in a more transparent way.

Mexico
The General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappearances Committed by 
Individuals and the National Search System demands the creation of a National Citizen 
Council (Consejo Nacional Ciudadano), whose role is primarily to advise the National Search 
System, but also the other institutions of the National Search System. National Citizen 
Council members are relatives of the disappeared, experts from a variety of disciplines 
(e.g. forensic science) and human rights defenders. A body like the National Citizen Council 
must also be formed in each of the states.

3.
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FAMILY ASSOCIATIONS 
Family associations are groups of families who come together because they share the experience 
of having a missing relative. 

Family associations can develop in a variety of ways. In many contexts, especially where persons 
have gone missing during armed conflict or other situations of violence, families may spontane-
ously organize themselves to create networks and groups. In other contexts, they may be created 
with the encouragement and support of religious institutions, human rights organizations, civil 
society, political actors or even state institutions. 

Family associations may be formal or informal and can be created as a local community, regional 
or national organization. In some cases, specifically in situations of armed conflict, they may be 
established in a country different from the one in which persons are going missing. 

Family associations have a dual role: 

 • representing the families and advocating on their behalf 

 • providing services to the families, either directly or indirectly, by acting as a channel for the 
state and others.

There may be several family associations operating in the same territory, representing differ-
ent constituencies, e.g. based on ethnicity, circumstances of disappearance or political affili-
ation. Competition between different groups and internal disputes may result in divisions and 
fragmentation. 

The status and effectiveness of family associations can vary depending on the will and capacity of 
the families involved and the prevailing normative framework. Even where a family association 
has no formal status, it may nevertheless enjoy a certain authority and legitimacy among certain 
groups of families and/or the affected community and may be a relevant actor in a mechanism. 

Before entering into cooperation with a family association a mechanism may wish to obtain 
clarity on the following issues: 

 • Which families does it represent (i.e. how many members does it have and what proportion  
of the families does it represent)? 

 • Which affected communities are represented?

 • What is the origin of the initiative? Is it local? Is it part of a national network? 
Is it sustainable? 

 • How does it represent all its members to authorities, the media, NGOs, etc.?

 • Are the declared objectives and intentions of the family association compatible with  
the mandate and mission of the mechanism?

 • How is its structure defined and how are individual responsibilities defined?

 • Which rules and procedures are in place governing operational management, financial 
management and public communication? 

 • Is it guided by the express needs of its members?

 • To what extent is it independent in terms of political affiliations and material and financial 
resources?

 • How does it keep data and records on the missing and how does it ensure the protection  
of data?

 • How is it able to facilitate the exchange of information and help families understand  
the information they are given?

 • How is it regarded by the authorities?

 • How does it participate in decision-making and in channelling of community-based support 
programmes? 

4.
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ACTIVITIES OF FAMILY ASSOCIATIONS IN SUPPORT OF THE WORK  
OF A MECHANISM
Many of the activities of family associations will be in line with the objectives of a mechanism and 
could be drawn on to support the work of the mechanism. Some of these activities are highlighted 
below. 

Associations of families of missing persons can serve as a means to transform individual 
pain into a collective cause. In July 1998, associations of wives of missing people from  
Srebrenica	gathered	in	Goražde,	on	the	bridge	over	the	Drina	river	under	which,	three	
years earlier, the bodies of victims of the Srebrenica massacre had been carried along by 
the river. The ceremony created a collective bond among individuals and gave them a place 
in their community and in their society as families of missing persons. Family associations 
are	also	key	stakeholders	for	authorities	in	search	and	identification	efforts,	legal	reform	
processes and in the establishment of domestic institutional frameworks to address the 
question	of	missing	persons.	Their	role	transcends	the	individual	stories	of	their	members	
and	acquires	a	societal	dimension	–	it	shapes	the	way	a	country	deals	with	a	part	of	its	past.	
(Adapted from “Where are they now”.)

a. Advocacy and representation
 • Emphasizing the role of the families as actors in a process to address their needs, and 

not simply as victims.

 • Bringing social and political recognition to the missing issue through collective 
advocacy and political pressure.

 • Engaging with the authorities and others to advocate for improved support in 
addressing the needs of the families. 

 • Ensuring that the authorities in charge of ascertaining the fate and whereabouts of 
missing persons do not neglect their duties.

In Colombia, the Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos de Colombia (ASFAD-
DES) provides information to other families and communities about transitional justice 
mechanisms. The association successfully advocated for the inclusion of the prohibition 
of enforced disappearance in Colombia’s basic military manual and national legislation. 
Together with the family association Fundación Nidia Erica Bautista and the NGO Cooporación 
Jurídica Libertad, ASFADDES participated in negotiations in Havana, Cuba to conclude the 
Peace Agreement.

In Chile, the Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (AFDD) has been advocating 
for answers on the fate and whereabouts of those who disappeared under the military dic-
tatorship since 1974 through collective action, including protests, events and the making 
of tapestries or arpilleras. The tapestries are exhibited around the world to raise awareness 
of the issue of disappearance.

b. Support to members and facilitating access to support provided by the state 
and other actors 
 • Mapping and assessing services available to families of missing persons. 

 • Linking families to service providers, including the state. 

 • Providing guidance on legal and administrative processes to exercise rights and obtain 
benefits.

 • Representing, where required, families in interactions with national missing persons 
mechanisms and judicial processes.

 • Keeping families informed of developments in the search, identification or judicial 
investigations.

5.
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c. Memorialization and reconciliation
 • Organizing commemorations and memorials that acknowledge all missing persons 

without discrimination, following a consultation process with all communities involved.

 • Promoting reconciliation among communities in a manner that does not adversely 
impact the issue of missing persons.

 • Promoting efforts to prevent disappearances in the future, including by engaging 
younger generations.

More than 30 family associations provide support to families searching for their missing 
relatives in Bosnia and Herzegovina. They conduct a range of activities, including: accom-
panying	families	during	the	identification	process;	participating	in	organizing	collective	
burials; taking care of missing persons’ family members (children attending schools – 
enrolments, scholarships, taxes – supporting those in socially vulnerable categories – the 
elderly, etc.); raising awareness of the missing persons issue and families’ needs in local 
communities; commemorations and memorial events; creating and maintaining memorials; 
advocating	for	the	families’	rights	with	local	authorities;	filing	criminal	charges;	collecting	
data	from	eyewitnesses;	and	finding	and	accompanying	those	who	testify	 in	court.	The	
associations also link families in need to other service providers and keep them informed 
of developments in relation to the search (e.g. issuing bulletins, organizing meetings, etc.).

In particular, the Advisory Board of the Missing Persons Institute of Bosnia and Herze-
govina (MPI), whose six members are proposed by family associations from all over the 
country, acts as a link between families and missing persons mechanisms and judicial 
processes.	The	Advisory	Board	organizes	round	tables	at	local	level	in	different	regions	of	
the country and gathers together families of missing persons, authorities and international 
organizations	involved	in	the	search	process	to	answer	questions	the	families	may	have	
about	the	different	processes	and	to	enable	an	exchange	of	information	between	individual	
families and the MPI investigators. 
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In Georgia, families of missing persons initiated a project to design a Missing Memorial 
with the support of the ICRC and the authorities. This tangible reminder of their loved ones 
was inaugurated on 30 August 2021, the International Day of the Disappeared. 

Since 1998, hundreds of families in Bougainville, Papua New Guinea, are still yearning to 
know the fate of their missing loved ones. On 1 November 2020, families of those who went 
missing in Central Bougainville gathered to commemorate their relatives. A community 
priest conducted a ceremony, giving blessings to pictures brought by families of their loved 
ones and to trees, which the families then planted close to their homes. The ceremony 
provided	a	platform	for	families	to	celebrate	the	lives	of	their	loved	ones	and	find	ways	
forward without them.

In Cyprus, the members of the Bicommunal Association of Relatives of Missing Persons, 
who come from both the Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities, actively work 
together	to	find	information	on	the	fate	of	missing	persons	and	collectively	advocate	for	
greater understanding of the issue, particularly among future generations of Cypriots, by 
publicly talking about their shared grief as families of missing persons. 

Las Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo is an Argentinian association of grandmothers searching for 
their disappeared children and grandchildren who were born in captivity. The association 
has held public awareness-raising campaigns and events, such as Teatro por la Identidad 
(Theatre for Identity) and Tango por la Identidad (Tango for Identity) to publicize the issue 
of children abducted during the military dictatorship of 1976–1983 and urge young people 
who have doubts about their identity to contact it. The aim of such events is to challenge 
historical	amnesia	and	ensure	the	memory	of	the	disappeared	is	passed	on	to	subsequent	
generations.

ENSURING EFFECTIVE FAMILY PARTICIPATION
The mechanism should seek to ensure the support of the families and their effective participation, 
including by:

 • ensuring transparency and communication in order to ensure families’ expectations are 
realistic

 • promoting non-discrimination and inclusivity, without distinction between specific groups or 
geographic locations

 • ensuring the mechanism and/or related institutions have the capacity to support families, 
including with regard to their legal, administrative, economic, psychological and psychosocial 
needs

 • managing the different outcomes for different families, i.e. some will receive answers while 
others will not, understanding that this can cause divisions between them and ensuring that 
interactions with families and family associations address this issue

 • acknowledging that individual families themselves may be divided

 • recognizing and mitigating the possible exposure of family members to security risks or 
stigmatization where they participate in the mechanism

 • building trust and understanding between families and authorities, and providing safe spaces 
for family engagement with the authorities

 • in situations of armed conflict or other situations of violence, promoting connections between 
families on all sides, emphasizing common suffering and pain, and encouraging a united 
front in achieving objectives related to the search for missing persons and the clarification of 
their fate and whereabouts

 • acknowledging that the families’ voluntary engagement may waiver due to demotivation and 
security risks, and taking steps to encourage sustained engagement

 • where one does not exist and families have indicated an interest in establishing one, 
encouraging and facilitating the development of family associations as a means of support for 
the families of missing persons.

6.

https://www.icrc.org/en/document/georgia-initiative-families-missing-people-memorial-be-inaugurated-tbilisi
https://www.icrc.org/en/document/bougainville-families-commemorating-their-missing-relatives-and-right-know-about-their-fate
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In Colombia, a Mesa de Atención Psicosocial a Familiares de Personas Desaparecidas (Round 
Table for Psychosocial Support to Families of the Disappeared) was, for many years, a 
means of bringing together representatives of family associations and state authorities 
on	a	regular	basis	to	share	experiences	and	exchange	knowledge	in	the	field	of	psychoso-
cial support to families of missing persons and to promote best working practices in this 
regard. The Mesa was also aimed at strengthening the capacity of prosecutors and foren-
sic	civil	servants	to	respond	more	effectively	to	the	needs	of	families	of	missing	persons	
and	the	challenges	they	face	in	the	field	while	carrying	out	their	work.	The	Mesa	has	also	
published relevant documents that highlight the plight of families of the missing and con-
tributed to the drafting of the law on the declaration of absence of missing persons (Ley de 
Ausencia). The success of this joint initiative resulted from the political will on the part of 
state actors, the high visibility and organization of associations for families of the missing, 
and	the	participation	of	all	actors	in	the	Mesa	on	an	equal	basis.

Co
ve

r p
ho

to
: S

. G
. K

el
ly

/IC
RC



GUIDANCE NOTE 8: DATA AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT REGARDING MISSING PERSONS 57

GUIDANCE NOTE 8

DATA AND INFORMATION 
MANAGEMENT REGARDING 
MISSING PERSONS



58 GUIDANCE NOTES NATIONAL MECHANISMS FOR MISSING PERSONS

The national mechanism15 should create a data and information16  
management system to ensure all data and information collected 
are trusted, accessible, secure and optimized for use, to increase 
the	impact	and	effectiveness	of	a	national	mechanism	for	miss-
ing persons according to its mandate.

This guidance note provides an overview of common objectives 
that underpin the creation of a data and information manage-
ment system within the mechanism and sets out key aspects of 
data and information processing in accordance with the prin-
ciple of “do no harm”17 and applicable data protection laws and 
standards.

INTRODUCTION
The search for persons who go missing and the support to their families involve, among other 
actions, the collection, storage, processing and preservation of information and data. The extent 
of the data and information to be gathered will depend on the mandate and objective(s) of the 
national mechanism. Data may have different uses at various stages over the life of the mecha-
nism, which may therefore be required to adapt how it manages data over time.

Collecting, managing and preserving good-quality and accurate data are essential to transform-
ing them into useful information that guides the mechanism’s search for missing persons and 
the support it provides to families. These actions also contribute to measuring the mechanism’s 
achievements. If managed and preserved properly, data can be used in the search process well into 
the future and the mechanism becomes a custodian of the history of the missing and their families. 

While tools and technical infrastructure (e.g. databases, servers) are important, these alone do not 
ensure data and information are used effectively in the search process. A mechanism needs to set 
up an information management system (IMS), which develops the policies, processes and compe-
tencies required to efficiently manage the mechanism’s data and information over time. Equally 
important, where the search for and/or identification processes are not part of the activities of 
the mechanism itself, the mechanism’s IMS still needs to take into account such information held 
within other national IMSs and ensure that processes exist for sharing information and commu-
nicating results between the different systems. 

15 For the purpose of these notes, the term “mechanism” refers to all national institutions, commissions and 
other bodies and processes established by relevant authorities that aim to provide individualized answers 
on the fate and whereabouts of missing persons, and provide support to families of missing persons. 
Beyond this humanitarian objective, mechanisms may pursue other objectives, including those linked to 
accountability or transitional justice. However, these objectives will not be further explored in this set of 
guidance notes, other than insofar as they relate to the search for the missing.

16 Data are the facts or figures from which information is derived. Individual pieces of data are rarely useful alone.  
For data to become useful information, they need to be processed, organized, structured or presented in a given  
context.

17 “Do no harm” refers to the imperative to ensure that humanitarian action does not have adverse impacts on, 
or create new risks for, individuals or populations. “Do no harm” is noted in the first protection principle of 
the Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response, which emphasizes a need to 
“avoid exposing people to further harm as a result of your actions”. See the Sphere Project, Humanitarian 
Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response, Protection Principle 1, available at:  
https://handbook.spherestandards.org/en/sphere/#chapters 

1.

https://handbook.spherestandards.org/en/sphere/#chapters
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Challenges to creating an IMS include the availability and reliability of information and data, and 
sufficient capacity of the mechanism to manage and use them efficiently. For these reasons, an 
IMS should be developed at the early stages of mechanism design to avoid delays in data collec-
tion and processing, system failures, or the data becoming unusable or untrustworthy over time. 
Moreover, the process of data protection must be incorporated in the early stages of the planning 
and development of the IMS.18

DATA AND INFORMATION GOVERNANCE OF A NATIONAL MECHANISM
An IMS drives the mechanism’s decision-making and ensures the coordination, control and anal-
ysis of all relevant and available information and data. It should consider an analysis of the con-
text, the data stakeholders involved, i.e. who has the data, the sources and types of information 
available, the objectives to be achieved and the availability of human and technical resources to 
manage such a system. An effective IMS requires that a combination of people, processes and 
technologies be made available to ensure the efficient and secure management of the information 
and data received by the mechanism in any given format (electronically and physically). Data 
protection laws may also require that an institution keep records of personal data-processing 
activities and share such records with regulatory authorities upon request. 

The definition and construction of an IMS must be linked to, and influenced by, the mechanism’s 
mandate as defined in the legal basis that created it. For example, a mechanism charged with 
the consolidation and centralization of a national missing persons caseload will need to create 
processes that facilitate the acquisition, processing and consolidation of a large amount of infor-
mation and data on missing persons from different sources. However, should a mechanism be 
required to manage an official compensation system in addition to conducting the search, the 
IMS will need to adapt its processes to manage information related to compensation activities, as 
well as provide certification of such a service to families. The mandate19 of a national mechanism 
therefore becomes the key guiding policy of the IMS.

18 For guidance on interpreting data protection principles in the context of humanitarian action, see:  
C. Kuner and M. Marelli (eds), Handbook	on	Data	Protection	in	Humanitarian	Action, 2nd edition, Brussels 
Privacy Hub/ICRC, Geneva, 2020: https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/4305_002_
DataProtection2020_web.pdf

19 The legal basis creating a national mechanism establishes the functioning of a mechanism and should 
include its mandate, the objectives to be pursued, its structure, governance and functioning, its powers 
and status and its resourcing. Furthermore, the legal basis should include, as appropriate, provisions on 
the representation and participation of different constituencies, including families of missing persons.  
See Guidance Note 1 Missing Persons National Mechanisms: Contextualized Approach and Mandate.

2.

The	management	of	all	personal	data	should	take	into	account	applicable	 
data	protection	laws,	regulations	and	standards,	including	but	not	limited	 
to	the	requirement	that	there	be	a	“legal	basis”	for	the	processing	of	data,	 

and	the	secure	and	confidential	management	of	data	and	information	over	time,	 
to	ensure	the	mechanism	permanently	upholds	the	respect	of	each	missing	person	 

and	their	family	members	until	their	fate	and	whereabouts	can	be	clarified.

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/4305_002_DataProtection2020_web.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/4305_002_DataProtection2020_web.pdf
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The mandate will also set out the IMS’s structure and reporting lines. This may be relevant when 
designing information and data workflows and establishing roles and responsibilities among the 
different teams within the mechanism. Ideally, a data and information management unit (DIMU) 
should be created within the mechanism’s structure, and workflows developed within and between 
the DIMU and all those responsible for handling data within the mechanism.

Developing an IMS entails taking several interconnected steps, each requiring structure and plan-
ning. This sequence is called the information and data life cycle and usually contains the following 
elements: 

There	are	different	practices	with	regard	to	positioning	a	DIMU	within	a	national	
mechanism.	Given	the	cross-cutting	role	of	a	DIMU,	it	should	ideally	be	placed	high	 
up	within	the	mechanism’s	operations,	to	have	an	overview	of	all	its	information	 
and	data	needs	and	ensure	cross-disciplinary	decision-making.	Should	this	not	be	 

the	case,	a	strong	coordination	mechanism	needs	to	be	put	in	place	to	ensure 
	information	and	data	flows	are	structured	and	efficient.

 • Mapping sources
 • Setting up SOP
 • Responsibilities 

and workflows

 • Collecting
 • Receiving

 • Digital 
Architecture

 • Physical 
infrastructure

 • Reviewing
 • Cleaning
 • Classifying
 • Data entry
 • Quality assurance

 • Visualization
 • Search strategies
 • Matching

 • Retention
 • Destruction

PLANNING
DATA

ACQUISITION
STORING

DATA
PROCESSING

ANALYSIS
AND USE

COMMUNICATION PRESERVATION

During the initial planning phase, understanding the context in which the data and information 
will be acquired is essential to creating an IMS. Three main elements need to be addressed:
Mapping of sources
It is often the case that data relating to missing persons are scattered among several sources. It is 
therefore essential, first, to attain an overview of the data and information available and assess 
the usefulness, reliability and relevance of their sources. A map of available sources becomes 
particularly relevant when consolidating a list of missing persons. While families of the missing 
are initially the primary source of data and information, it is necessary to consider other sources, 
such as attempts by any previous mechanisms/ commissions/bodies to consolidate lists of miss-
ing persons, or information collected by other actors in the past related to witness accounts, or 
investigative data that have been collated over time, etc. This mapping exercise sets the baseline 
for the IMS and may include information on the following:

 • details of the source: these include name and contact details, type of source (e.g. pre-existing 
list of missing persons, perpetrators, witnesses, etc.)

 • type of data, their availability and the format in which they are stored (electronically, 
physically)

 • volume of the data

 • accessibility, confidentiality and security

 • reliability.

Sources of information can be the following (not exhaustive): 
a) Families 
b) National Authorities (including public forces) 
c) Civil society (e.g. family associations, local NGOs, etc.) 
d) Armed groups  
e) Witnesses 
f) Pre-existing mechanisms/commissions/bodies  
g) Open sources of information (e.g. social media, press, etc.).

a.
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Once relevant sources have been mapped, the mechanism needs to identify how best to obtain and 
process the data in order to build the mechanism’s caseload. Legal instruments (e.g. a data-shar-
ing agreement) with which data are obtained from an external entity may also need to be consid-
ered. An analysis of each data source should be carried out during the mapping exercise. This may 
provide a key document for further decision-making.

Standard operating procedures 
An IMS needs to have a strong set of SOPs to establish the processes and regulate all aspects of 
managing data and information on missing persons at all stages of the search. Given the sensitiv-
ity of the type of data and information being collected, the SOPs must include specific instructions 
on how to handle confidential information and establish the level of sensitivity for each type of 
information (e.g. public, confidential and strictly confidential). A comprehensive data protection 
policy must also be drawn up that aligns with the requirements laid out in national and regional 
laws and regulations, as well as data protection standards. Access rights to information, including 
personal data, need to be established on a strictly “need-to-know basis” and, particularly, in line 
with the needs of the different teams within the DIMU and beyond. SOPs need to regulate each part 
of the information and data life cycle by:

 • providing details on how data are collected (e.g. designing standard forms)20

 • defining specific criteria when collecting and incorporating a variety of data, including  
from different sources, taking into account the context in which individuals went missing 
(e.g. in certain contexts, data relating to ethnicity might be essential, while  
in others, they might not be as relevant)

 • establishing formats in which data and information may be acquired and processed

 • creating procedures to ensure standard processing of the data and the development  
of a coherent filing system

 • developing instructions and guidance to ensure the quality of the data to be processed

 • producing guidelines regarding the management of confidential data in electronic or physical 
format and a data protection policy

 • developing policy relating to the preservation/archiving of data (digitally and physically) and 
establishing an appropriate schedule for retaining the information and data, i.e. determining 
how long the data will be stored for.

Workflows, roles and responsibilities
An IMS needs to be able to rely on a dedicated team of trained staff with different profiles – ideally,  
the following: 

 • Head of data and information management: usually in charge of data governance and 
incorporated into the operational decision-making body of the mechanism.

 • Data analyst: has specific technical skills to analyse data and provide support to the teams in 
charge of the search.

 • Data operators: different profiles working on data processing, accessing and entering 
information and data in a centralized system. These roles may be filled by specialized 
staff or by other existing profiles within the mechanism (investigators, lab scientists, field 
archaeologists, etc.). However, dedicated staff to ensure data control/data quality, data 
training/coaching and data entry are also required. Data operators may also oversee the filing 
of information in any of the approved formats. 

 • Researcher/archivist: a mechanism might need other specialists in the team with specific 
skills in archival research (e.g. historians or professional archivists). 

 • Data protection officer: has expert knowledge of data protection law and practices. Working in 
an independent capacity, this person informs staff of and advises them on their obligations 
pursuant to applicable data protection laws.

20 See separate Guidance Note Core Dataset for the Search of Missing Migrants as a basis for designing relevant 
forms. One of the most significant obstacles encountered in the search for missing mirgrants is the lack of 
compatibility among the data gathered by different actors. This dataset has been formulated as a means to 
harmonize data collection efforts by establishing a number of shared data fields that can be completed to aid 
the search for a missing migrant, whether living or dead. It is a basis upon which different organizations/
authorities may adapt their data collection according to their context, needs, resources and mandate.

b.

c.

https://shop.icrc.org/core-dataset-for-the-search-for-missing-migrants-pdf-en.html
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There is a general misconception that information and data management professionals working 
within the mechanism need to have very technical profiles (e.g. information and communication 
technology (ICT) profiles). However, the key to the success of an IMS is including a variety of 
professionals with complementary skills, ranging from those specialized in technology, to data 
analysts, to more generalist profiles who understand processes and methodologies relating to the 
management of data and information (e.g. information managers, archivists, etc.).

Workflows are also an important element of an IMS, since they define and structure each step 
of the information and data flow and assign responsibility of staff to each step. Workflows are a 
practical way to organize the activities of IMS staff and ensure the flow of information and data is 
centralized and their quality and security assured.

CONSOLIDATING A LIST OF MISSING PERSONS AND COLLECTING DATA  
AND INFORMATION 
It is necessary to collect detailed information on the missing person for the purpose of creating 
a missing persons case. Creating a missing persons case is key to structuring data collection and 
data processing and should include all necessary and relevant data and information collected from 
mapped sources related to the missing person and the circumstances of their disappearance. The 
missing persons case is then used as part of a search intended to clarify the fate and whereabouts 
of the missing person.

Consolidating a list of missing persons
The first, and perhaps most important, step is to consolidate a list of missing persons, which then 
becomes the basis for the mechanism’s case management. This is also one of the greatest chal-
lenges of any mechanism, but it is important that, at the start of any search, the scale or magni-
tude of the issue, i.e. the number of individuals involved, is established. Consolidating the list of 
missing persons may be a time-consuming exercise; however, it is not necessary to have the entire 
list consolidated for the mechanism to begin its work.

Some mechanisms might be charged with consolidating the list of missing persons, clarifying 
each missing person’s fate and whereabouts, and providing support to families, while relying on 
the medico-legal system of the country to take lead responsibility for the forensic identification 
of recovered human remains. Other mechanisms, however, might integrate forensic identification 
as part of their mandate. These details must be considered, as they directly affect the IMS to be 
created. The more data held by different institutions, the more difficult it can be to consolidate 
information. Robust coordination and data-sharing agreements may be required between all the 
data stakeholders involved.

A unified consolidated list of names of those reported missing should be created by centralizing 
and consolidating data from different sources. These could be from direct reports of disappear-
ances by the families to the mechanism, but names could also be incorporated from the lists of 
previous mechanisms/commissions/bodies. In the latter case, the challenge will be to process 
lists that may have been compiled according to different criteria and objectives, and to make 
them compatible. Managing duplicates becomes critical at this point also, making it necessary to 
establish well-defined steps to identify duplicates before data are entered into the system (e.g. a 
mandatory checking step should be included in the data workflow). 

The methodology to consolidate the list of missing persons entails assigning a Unique File  
Number (UFN) to each missing individual. Each missing persons case, even those relating to  
people who went missing in a common event, must be assigned a UFN. The list of missing  
persons is based on the personal data of the missing person, not that of the family member 
reporting the case, although these data are also essential and must be collected and stored safely. 

3.
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The UFN also allows for the tracking/traceability of all associated data and information collected 
related to a missing person case, managing duplicates and facilitating communication exchange 
between families and other agencies involved. In the course of collecting personal data related to 
the missing person, other physical evidence (e.g. personal belongings, identification cards, etc.) 
may be collected and needs to be managed and preserved. A UFN reduces the risk of this informa-
tion being lost and ensures coherency among all those working on the same case. 

Types of data to be collected
The types of data that may be collected21 according to the mandate of and legal basis for creating 
the mechanism, whether that be to account for persons who went missing because of armed con-
flict, other situations of violence, disasters or in the context of migration, are as follows:

Data on missing persons refer to the personal background that makes the person identifiable and 
includes data relevant to the search. When collecting information about a missing person, it is 
important to recognize that it may not be known at the time of collection which features, charac-
teristics or secondary information will ultimately be useful for the identification process. Hence, 
the quality and quantity of information collected are crucial.

Collecting these data requires interviewing one or several family members but also other potential 
witnesses. Interviews should be conducted by trained staff to ensure the confidentiality, security 
and legal rights of families and witnesses are protected, in accordance with data protection leg-
islation. The use of standard contextualized forms is advisable, in line with the guidelines estab-
lished during the planning phase and data protection laws and standards must be followed.

Collecting data on missing persons may need to be done at different stages, depending on the 
circumstances and the analysis of the context, and in accordance with the evolution of the search. 
Frequent contact with the families may be necessary to ensure the mechanism has the most 
up-to-date information while providing families with news on the search. The frequency of this 
contact should be decided together with the families.

The information and data on a missing person case may exist in different formats – electroni-
cally, physically or a combination of both. Consequently, the mechanism must foresee the need to 
process and structure such data in the IMS (often a database but not exclusively – see section 4 
below), while maintaining the integrity of the original format (e.g. case filing). A missing person 
case usually contains:

 • a UFN 

 • personal identifiable data (missing person’s name, family names, nationality, date of birth, 
any documentation that verifies the individual’s identity, etc.)

 • biological background and social history/lifestyle

 • details about the circumstances of the disappearance, with special attention paid to last-
known place and date of disappearance, which are key elements with which to begin a search 
and, possibly, link missing persons cases when other disappearances might be connected

 • details of alleged sites of human remains – if relevant and available, information on 
possible gravesite locations connected to the case might also be collected. Specific standard 
forms may be designed to ensure the proper collection of these data

 • personal data of the families – it is essential to record and securely store complete contact 
details of families to ensure case follow-up

 • information related to the legal basis to collect and process the data.

21 The data protection principle of minimization must be adhered to when processing personal data, i.e. the 
data handled by the institution must be adequate, relevant and not excessive for the purpose(s) for which 
they were collected.
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A dedicated form to collect and structure the data on the missing person may be designed and 
standardized. Standard forms and SOPs might be adjusted according to the different data collec-
tion stages. The collection of biological reference samples (e.g. blood, saliva) from relatives for 
forensic genetic analysis purposes also requires a distinct strategy and SOPs.22

Data on unidentified persons may also be collected by mechanisms that are mandated to conduct 
forensic identifications. Identification is a process to compare information relating to a person 
being sought to the person/remains whose identity is to be confirmed. Accordingly, as part of the 
identification process, it is necessary to gather detailed information on the unidentified person  
with the purpose of creating a unidentified person case file, which integrates biological data 
resulting from a forensic examination with investigative and recovery information. The uniden-
tified person case must also be assigned a UFN for the same reasons stated above. Collecting data 
on unidentified persons must be done by forensics experts. The specific steps of the process of 
scientific and legal identifications are likely to vary depending on the domestic legal framework.

If the person is alive, the basic unidentified person case file may contain:

 • a review of the circumstances that led to their status as an unidentified person 

 • a personal interview with the unidentified person

 • forensic examinations and documentation.

If the person is not alive, the basic unidentified person case file contains:

 • a review of the circumstances that led to their status as an unidentified person

 • information on the recovery of all human remains in situ, including detailed information on 
location

 • forensic examinations and documentation

 • information on the cause, manner and circumstances of death.

Data on human remains sites (HRS) may be available and not linked to a specific missing person 
or unidentified person case. It is important that, in the course of its work, the mechanism collects 
and structures these data, which might prove to be essential information related to the search. 
When interviewing a witness, a specific form must be used for collecting data related to the HRS 
and a UFN must also be assigned to the HRS. This will allow for links to be made between the site 
and possible identities in the consolidated list of missing persons (e.g. to formulate a hypothesis 
on the identities of those buried) and for storage of all information possibly connected to the site. 
The form may include information about the following: 

 • the interviewee: personal details of the interviewee and relation to the presumed identity/
identities 

 • the human remains site: geographical location, reference points, features of the terrain, 
accessibility, risks associated with the site (whether it is contaminated by weapons, for 
example)

 • the presumed identities: number of sets of remains, possible identities, features of the 
remains

 • informed consent of the interviewee for collecting and processing the data.

Data on events related to disappearances may be collected in the course of the action and can be 
linked to one or more missing persons. Collecting data on events will make cross-checking data 
relating to e.g. a place, date and circumstances of a disappearance, easier. It is necessary to struc-
ture the collection of these data to further analyse them and this can be done through another 
standard form. Events should also be assigned a UFN to make it easier to determine possible links 
with identities already in the consolidated list of missing persons. 

22 See M. Salado Puerto et al., “The search process: Integrating the investigation and identification of 
missing and unidentified persons for more information about an effective search process which includes 
the investigation and identification phases of the missing using a multidisciplinary and multiagency 
approach”, Forensic	Science	International:	Synergy, Vol. 3, 100154, Elsevier, 2021: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
fsisyn.2021.100154

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2589871X21000243?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2589871X21000243?via%3Dihub
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The form may contain the following information, if relevant:

 • date and place (geographical references)

 • description of the event

 • alleged perpetrator

 • details on the victims (number, type of victim)

 • data-sharing restrictions.

Other information of interest may be acquired by the mechanism over the course of its mandate 
that may be useful for clarifying the fate and whereabouts of the missing person. Any piece of 
information can be the key to resolving a case, including:

 • list(s) of missing persons contained in unconsolidated documents

 • records/logbooks from various entities, such as registries, tribal entities, communal services, 
hospitals, morgues, funeral companies, cemeteries, etc.

 • reports from parties to a conflict that might contain lists of missing persons, detainees, 
exchanges of detainees, deceased persons, those killed in action, etc.23

 • official/unofficial reports/photographs/video footage describing the clearing of a battlefield, 
burial sites, etc.

 • any judicial proceedings materials describing disappearances, detention, executions, etc.

 • user-generated content online, such as video footage and photos of popular events, 
demonstrations, attacks, arrests, etc.

 • records from various international organizations, NGOs or civil society bodies containing 
reports, statements, photographs, information on disappearances, arrests, places of 
detention, satellite imagery, etc.

 • information related to capture, arrest, abductions and detention, including registers from 
places of detention, logbooks, accounts of witnesses, etc.

INFORMATION AND DATA STORING AND PROCESSING
Information and data on missing persons acquired by a national mechanism must be stored and 
processed in a manner that ensures their security and confidentiality. The level of security needs to 
be commensurate with the sensitivity of the data to protect them against unauthorized or unlawful 
access and use, or against accidental loss, destruction or damage.

a. Information and data storing
 Information and data may be contained in various formats and will require different forms 

of secure storage. There are two main types of infrastructure required:

 • Digital infrastructure: a robust ICT ecosystem is required to securely store electronic 
data in various formats (audiovisual material, electronic documents, digital hosting 
space for the data, etc.). Technical ICT resources (both human and infrastructure) need 
to be allocated to ensure the system is compliant with security requirements. Decisions 
will need to be made regarding the use of “on premises” versus “cloud” server 
solutions. While an on-premise server solution is generally more secure for storing and 
managing strictly confidential data, it is also more expensive and difficult to maintain. 

 • Physical infrastructure: the mechanism needs to build physical and secure 
infrastructure to handle physical formats, such as paper files, tapes, analogue pictures, 
etc. It is important that the mechanism allocate the space for those items as they are 
gathered at different stages of the search process. A chain of custody must be created to 
ensure compliance with archival standards for preservation:24

 – Filing of records (in any format) refers to those items that need to be categorized, 
processed and preserved. These records should also be converted to an electronic 
format as soon as they are received within an electronic document and record 
management system.

23 As this information is likely to be highly sensitive, it will need to be classified as “strictly confidential”, 
which also implies ensuring highly restricted access.

24 See https://www.ica.org/en/preserving-archives; https://gfbio.biowikifarm.net/wiki/ISO_Standards_for 
_Digital_Archives
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 – As the archives provide a historical record of the mechanism’s work and may be 
further consulted, the final archival of records (in any format) entails securely 
preserving and archiving certain items and information. This may include 
information or data related to the mechanism’s operations from its creation, 
according to pre-established retention policies and relevant laws on data protection, 
historical preservation and/or laws regulating public records.25

b. Information and data processing 
 One of the most challenging and key elements in terms of the efficacy of an IMS is the nec-

essary tool(s) to acquire, process, structure and analyse information and data. The objectives 
of these tools are manifold: 

 • consolidate the list of missing persons (and manage any duplicates)

 • centralize and structure all data collected in relation to missing person/unidentified 
person cases

 • assign and manage the UFN of the missing person/unidentified person case serving as 
the link with any other related items collected in any format

 • ensure follow-up of the cases during the search and provision of support to the families 

 • organize and prioritize work

 • analyse data in order to build search strategies

 • analyse data in order to make identification matches

 • report on progress to families, including new information

 • manage various sources and electronic content. 

Usually, there is a need for more than one tool to cover all the different needs listed above. There 
are at least two types of tools that may facilitate the work of a mechanism in fulfilling the above 
objectives: a case management system and an electronic document and records management sys-
tem. In the event that the mechanism includes the clarification of the fate of missing persons 
through the forensic identification of human remains, additional processes and tools will be used. 
If the data will need to be shared with third parties, a secure means to transfer those data will need 
to be procured or developed.

Case management system: centralizes, structures and processes all data collected in relation to 
missing persons cases. Typically, these data comprise the following: 

 • data on missing persons and their families

 • data on unidentified persons

 • data on HRSs

 • data on events.

Ideally, a database will already be available and capable of processing, structuring and analysing 
the different types of data (see section 3 above). Relational databases are usually appropriate for 
this type of work, as they provide a structure for linking different pieces of data hosted in differ-
ent tables (e.g. linking data on events with personal data or data on human remains sites). The 
mechanism may use an existing database that can be easily customized to suit the mechanism’s 
needs. It is recommended to avoid, where possible, building a database from scratch, as this can 
be technically and financially prohibitive.26 However, a tool alone will not ensure the success of the 
IMS; strong IMS policies and workflows must accompany whatever tool is used. 

25 Retention policies refer to a basic policy that lists for how long each type of record is kept and what the final 
disposition of the record will be (archive or destroy) when it is no longer needed for business purposes.

26 The ICRC has developed the “Resolve Platform” – a web-based solution – which it offers free of charge 
to relevant stakeholders, including governments, experts, agencies, organizations, etc. to help them 
record, process, store, archive and share information on missing persons and human remains. For more 
information, see: The Resolve Platform: A Comprehensive Web-based Solution for Managing Information 
on Missing Persons and Human Remains.
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The Dirección General de Búsqueda de Personas Desaparecidas del Perú built its work pro-
cess based on Excel spreadsheets to consolidate the list of missing persons and to structure 
the basic data that allowed them to carry out the mechanism’s work. The mechanism was 
able to use this tool to create an inventory of missing persons cases and make links with 
the	different	sources	from	which	data	were	collected	(e.g.	audiovisual	material,	physical	
file	containing	forms,	etc.)	to	enable	case	analysis.	The	capacity	of	this	type	of	tool	to	pro-
cess and analyse data is, however, limited. Whenever there is existing technical capacity, 
resources and knowledge, it is advisable to use a case management system, which auto-
mates the many steps explained in this guidance note.

Elements to consider when using a case management system include:
Security and confidentiality

 • Robust access-rights management: the system needs to be able either to restrict access 
or provide it on a strictly needs basis and according to the different roles of staff. Ensuring 
security (whether physical or digital), data protection and confidentiality may be more 
challenging when using less advanced tools. In the case of ad hoc tools (e.g. Excel), a daily 
backup of the data should be incorporated into data workflows and processes. An offsite 
backup should also be made (e.g. in case of fire).

 • Collaboration: the system will need to be used by several staff and therefore needs to 
facilitate the sharing, analysis and comparison of data. 

 • Language and alphabet: the system may need to handle different alphabets or languages. 

 • Configuration: the system needs to be adaptable to changes in the context and the evolution 
of the mechanism.

Electronic document and records management system (EDRMS): manages documents and 
records electronically and physically. The EDRMS complements the case management system, 
as it offers additional functionalities to store, organize and describe digital and physical content.

Regardless of the tool used, the main feature of an IMS is the centralization of information and 
data, which includes the acquisition of externally collected data. Information and data must always 
be centralized internally within a mechanism, regardless of whether the information is collected 
internally or externally. 

Internally, clear workflows need to be created to centralize all information and data acquired and 
produced by the different units of the mechanism. There needs to be excellent coordination to 
ensure that the DIMU receives and processes all available information and data. This is relevant 
not only during the process of data acquisition but also during the search, as different outcomes 
resulting from the search may need to be recorded for follow-up. 

DIMU
(Processed and analysed)

Use of data
OTHER UNITS

Outcomes 

(Partial or Total)
Integration of the follow up 

 into the missing person/unidentified  

person case file

DATA
COLLECTION



Externally, data and information on missing persons are generally scattered among different 
sources and organizations and are therefore not centralized. It is rare for only one entity to col-
lect and process all the data and information on missing persons. Following the completion of an 
exercise to map the different sources available, the mechanism may decide to coordinate with 
different entities by using data-sharing agreements. From the technical perspective, and in an 
ideal scenario, different entities collecting data would use tools that are interoperable, enabling 
the automatic sharing of data between the external organization and the mechanism. However, 
this is extremely rare and also challenging, unless the systems were originally designed with that 
purpose in mind. Manual interaction (e.g. data cleaning) will be needed in most cases. One element 
that may help the process of sharing data and information between different external entities is 
an agreement on the type and number of data and formats to be collected. Moreover, data-sharing 
agreements will, ideally, set out the specific purpose of data sharing and processing.27 If foren-
sic identifications are part of the mandate of the mechanism, additional agreements should be 
reached with the relevant authorities in charge of civil registration (e.g. for the production of death 
certificates). The more details that are agreed on prior to the mechanism beginning its work, the 
easier further exchange of these data will be. Prior to creating a new IMS, it is important to check if 
other systems already exist that could be adapted or built upon for the purposes of the mechanism.

ANALYSIS OF INFORMATION AND DATA
In addition to properly collecting and processing information and data, the importance of infor-
mation and data analysis must be underscored. Collecting information is not synonymous with 
analysing it; both aspects are essential to the process.

Information and data, including personal data, on missing persons may be used to build search 
strategies, to support the identification of missing/unidentified persons and to provide answers 
to the families. Analysis of contextual information and data needs to occur throughout the search 
process. Data-analysis tools can be used to generate lines of investigation to help establish 
hypotheses of identity. The analysis of networks (e.g. relationships between missing persons; 
movement of individuals between detention centres, refugee camps and burial sites; transport of 
human remains once recovered during or after events, etc.) with hot-spot maps (e.g. key points 
on migration routes, places of executions, human remains sites, etc.) can be undertaken if the 
mechanism is in possession of the right data to do so. 

In many contexts, incomplete information, compounded by a lack of transmissibility and coor-
dination between governmental and non-governmental agencies or even between different units 
within the mechanism itself, can hinder the process of information comparison and analysis. 
Likewise, information that is adequately collected and registered in centralized repositories but 
not comprehensively analysed renders all efforts pointless and ultimately increases the number 
of missing persons. The analysis of data is further developed in the forthcoming Guidance Note 9. 

 

27 This should include information related to restrictions (if any) on the onward transfer of the data or other 
data protection obligations between different external entities sharing data and information with the 
mechanism, including the safeguarding of data-subject rights and the secure means of data transfer to  
be used.
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International Committee of the Red Cross
The ICRC helps people around the world affected by armed conflict and other violence, doing everything it 
can to protect their lives and dignity and to relieve their suffering, often with its Red Cross and Red Crescent 
partners. The organization also seeks to prevent hardship by promoting and strengthening humanitarian 
law and championing universal humanitarian principles.

Central Tracing Agency
For the past 150 years, the ICRC’s Central Tracing Agency has been helping people separated from their loved 
ones. We are entrusted by the Geneva Conventions as a neutral intermediary to assist parties and remedy 
family separation and disappearance in armed conflicts. In addition to helping people separated from their 
loved ones in times of conflict, the Central Tracing Agency coordinates global efforts by the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement to protect and restore family links, search for and identify missing 
people, protect the dignity of the dead, and address the needs of families of missing people.
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