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INTRODUCTION

Between two and three million American children are missing or run away each year.  Around three-quarters of a million are classified “missing children” and about two million are “runaways.”  The precise number of American children in these two categories is unknown.  Some missing children turn out to be runaways and some runaways are missing children.  Parents do not always report their runaway children.
Missing children are lost or victims of abduction.  They tend to be younger than are runaways, usually under 14 years of age.  Strangers kidnap less than 20% of these children.  Family members, most often the non-custodial parent, abduct the majority of missing children.  Separated or divorced parents who do not have legal custody may “steal” their own children.  Children who are the victims of abduction, either by strangers or by family members, are likely to suffer emotional damage because of the experience.

Runaways usually leave home voluntarily and tend to be teenagers.  There are many reasons why children run away from home.  Most runaways feel misunderstood, unloved or angry with their parents.  They find life at home unbearable and believe that living elsewhere will be better.  Some runaways actually are “thrown out” of their homes.  Parents of these “throw away” children often do not want the financial burden of childrearing or cannot handle difficult adolescent behaviors.

Families of missing and runaway children face many problems.  Parents of missing children feel guilty or responsible for their child’s abduction.  They also can suffer from fear and anxiety about what may happen to their missing child.  Parents of runaway children also may experience the same or similar concerns.  Not knowing the whereabouts or condition of a child can create stress for all family members.
The problems faced by missing and runaway children and their families have received national attention, resulting in a network of programs and services.  Police offer the primary service in the recovery of children.  Parents or other family members should report ALL children believed missing or runaway IMMEDIATELY to police.  Swift action is important to a child’s safety and recovery.
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Other programs and services also are available.  Many businesses and organizations display pictures of missing children.  “Hotlines” provide a means for runaway children to communicate with their families.  “Safe houses” and shelters are available to runaways.  Several programs provide free rides to runaways who wish to return home.  The growing national concern about missing and runaway children mirrors the seriousness of the problem.  Unfortunately, however, the number of missing and runaway children continues to rise.

PREVENTION is the best strategy for keeping children from the ranks of the missing and runaway.  Understanding what to do to recover missing and runaway children also is essential.  It is our hope that this information will provide a better understanding of the issues surrounding America’s MISSING and RUNAWAY CHILDREN.

                                                                          Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                          William Gladden Foundation
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WHAT IS A DEFINITION OF MISSING CHILDREN?
A missing child is a person under age 18 whose whereabouts are unknown to his or her lawful custodian.  Some authorities believe the circumstances also must indicate child abduction, or that the child is in danger of physical or sexual abuse.  According to this definition, all missing children leave home involuntarily.  However, some professionals include runaways in their definition of missing children.

WHICH CHILDREN ARE MOST LIKELY TO BE MISSING?

Children who are most likely to be reported missing are those whose parents are separated or divorced.  Girls between the ages of 11 and 14 are at highest risk of abduction by non-family members.  Over the past few decades, there has been an increase in the number of abducted infants.  Missing children are about equal among whites, blacks and Hispanics.
HOW MANY CHILDREN ARE ABDUCTED ANNUALLY?

There are as many as 750,000 child abductions each year.  Non-custodial parents or other family members abduct about 80%, with a recovery rate of about 40% within 24 hours.  Less than 10% have no contact with their parents or legal guardians for a year or more.  Some children considered voluntarily missing, such as runaways, actually are victims of abduction.

WHY DO NON-CUSTODIAL PARENTS ABDUCT CHILDREN?

Non-custodial parents may believe they are the better parents and that they are acting in their child’s best interest.  Non-custodial parents sometimes abduct their children as a way of “getting back” at the custodial parent.  Most often, however, non-custodial parents feel a sense of family loss and abduct their children to meet personal needs.

HOW ARE CHILDREN ABDUCTED?

Non-custodial parents or other family members often lie to their children, who are confused about what is happening.  They may go along willingly, only to discover that they are not returning to their lawful custodian.  Children abducted by non-family members usually experience force or their kidnappers lure them.  Methods of force often involve threats of physical violence.  Methods of luring include asking the child for help in finding a person, place, or pet, offering a ride, or promising candy or gifts.
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WHAT CAN HAPPEN TO MISSING CHILDREN?
Children abducted by non-custodial parents or other family members risk physical, sexual and psychological abuse, as well as neglect and emotional trauma.  Children kidnapped by non-family members are often victims of physical and sexual abuse.  Abducted infants and very young children sometimes become “black market babies,” sold to unsuspecting parents who may believe that the adoption is legal.

WHAT ARE SOME EFFECTS ON THE FAMILIES OF ABDUCTED CHILDREN?

Family members, especially parents, may feel guilty or responsible for their child’s abduction.  The sense of loss can be similar to when a child dies.  Fears about what will happen to the child can cause psychological and physical problems.  Family members may wish to enlist emotional support from an organization that provides help during the difficult time when the child is missing.  Counseling also may prove beneficial.

WHAT IS THE PROCESS OF RECOVERING MISSING CHILDREN?

The steps taken to recover missing children vary with the procedures used by individual agencies and police departments.  Some agencies and police departments do not consider a child missing unless he or she is absent for at least 24 hours.  Other agencies and police departments believe children are easier to recover by taking immediate action.  Some organizations assist parents, agencies and police in locating missing children.  Local and national media exposure and organizational networking provide contacts and leads.  Some organizations and businesses display photographs of missing children to help in the recovery of missing children.

HOW CAN PARENTS PREVENT CHILD ABUDCTION?
Parents should 1) discuss the possibility of abduction with their children, 2) teach children to be wary of strangers, 3) instruct children to draw attention to themselves by fighting and yelling if threatened by a stranger and 4) have children memorize their address and telephone number as soon as they are able.  Parents should check the references of sitters and daycare centers, and NEVER leave infants and young children unattended.  Separated and divorced parents may benefit from mediation counseling.  In this process, custodial issues, such as visitation, can reduce a non-custodial parent’s need to abduct a child.
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WHAT IS A DEFINITION OF RUNAWAY CHILDREN?
A runaway child is someone under age 18 that leaves home voluntarily or “thrown out” by the lawful custodian.  Children who leave home voluntarily usually dislike their family life or feel unwanted or misunderstood at home and believe that life will be better elsewhere.  Children who are “thrown out” of their homes are victims of poor parenting, poverty or abuse.

WHICH CHILDREN ARE MOST LIKELY TO RUN AWAY?

Children who are most likely to run away are usually those from homes lacking love and communication between parents and children.  The majority of reported runaways are boys between the ages of 15 and 17, although national hotlines report that children younger than ten have called.  Runaway children are about equal among whites, blacks and Hispanics.

HOW MANY CHILDREN RUN AWAY EACH YEAR?
As many as two million children run away from home each year.  The majority of runaways travel fewer than ten miles from home.  About 50% of all runaways are located within 24 hours.  Most of the remaining runaways return home within six months.  Some runaways are gone for years or not heard from again.  Parents do not report an unknown number of runaways to the police.

WHY DO CHILDREN RUN AWAY?

Conflict between children and their parents is the most common reason why children run away.  Some children seek adventure and desire more freedom than they have at home.  Other children leave home to escape harsh discipline or physical and sexual abuse.  Sometimes children leave poverty-stricken homes.  Many children are “thrown out” by parents who no longer want the responsibility of childrearing or who cannot handle difficult adolescent behaviors.
WHERE DO RUNAWAYS GO?

Most runaways go to nearby homes of friends.  Some runaways travel long distances and usually choose cities as their destination.  Runaways go to cities because they provide more opportunities for survival, and because it is easier to hide in cities with large populations.  Cities in warm weather states, such as California and Florida, are especially popular destinations for runaways.
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 HOW DO RUNAWAYS SURVIVE?
Runaways who go to cities usually seek out other runaway and homeless youths.  Few runaways are able to get legal employment, especially if they are under age 16.  Runaways who do not find legal employment are often victims of adults who provide food, shelter, friendship, drugs or money in return for illegal activities such as selling drugs, pornography, prostitution, burglary and theft.  Living on the streets can be difficult, even life threatening for runaways.  Many runaways endure sexually exploitation, and a small percentage of recorded runaways end up as victims of abduction or murder.
WHAT SPECIAL SERVICES ARE AVAILABLE FOR RUNAWAYS?

Many communities have temporary shelters that provide rest, eat and receive medical attention and counseling for runaways.  Caring professionals trained to help runaways make informed decisions about their situations usually staff these shelters.  Toll free “hotlines” are available for runaways seeking information about services, shelters and special needs.  Some agencies also relay messages between parents and runaways.

HOW CAN RUNAWAYS RETURN HOME?

Runaways who are far from home and cannot afford the return trip have several options available to them.  Police departments often help runaways return home.  The Trailways Corporation provides free bus tickets for runaways wishing to return home.  Traveler’s Aid agencies also assist in arranging trips home for runaways.

HOW CAN PARENTS PREVENT CHILDREN FROM RUNNING AWAY?

Children usually run away because they feel unloved, unwanted or misunderstood.  Care and communication between parents and their children help prevent children from running away.  Positive communication between parents and children reduces the potential for negative reactions.  When parents provide steady emotional support to their children, find reasons to praise them and openly express their love, children develop a strong sense of family identity and of their importance within the family unit.  Family counseling can help reduce and resolve problems that may result in a child’s need to run away.  These and other PREVENTION methods are essential to preserving families experiencing parent/child problems.
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HOW A CASE OF A MISSING OR RUNAWAY CHILD
IS HANDLED

The following diagram offers a simplified view of how a case of a missing or runaway child is handled and shows the various stages in the investigation process.

(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)

REPORT TO POLICE
Report IMMEDIATELY a missing or runaway child to police.  The police report begins the official investigation process.
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INTERVIEW WITH PARENTS
Police gather circumstantial information surrounding the child’s disappearance, legal custody of the child, a list of the child’s friends and their addresses and other information pertinent to the case at this time.

PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION
Police collect descriptive information such as what clothing the child was wearing, the child’s physical features, characteristics and special identifying marks.  They also will request a recent photograph of the child.

SEARCH OF HOME AND SURROUNDINGS
Police will search the home and immediate neighborhood to see if the child can be located nearby.

NCIC REPORT FILED
Police will interview the child’s friends, teachers, employer and other individuals who may have information that can lead to the child’s recovery.

CRIME ANALYSIS UNIT ENLISTED
This unit can assist in locating a missing or runaway child if the child is engaged in illegal activities.  Information gathered from this unit helps to determine if the child’s disappearance is in any way connected with his or her illegal activities.
DETERMINATION OF UNUSUAL CIRCUMSTANCES
Immediate action will be taken and all available resources will be used if the child is 1) 13 years of age or younger, 2) outside of a zone of safety, 3) mentally handicapped or drug dependent, 4) a potential victim of foul play or sexual exploitation, 5) believed to be with adults who endanger his or her welfare or 6) absent for more than 24 hours without being reported to the police.  Unusual circumstance also includes any situation in which the absence is a significant change from normal patterns of behavior.
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DETERMINATION OF KIND OF MISSING CHILD CASE 

Evidence gathered about the child’s disappearance leads to a determination of the kind of missing child case: 1) voluntarily missing, 2) parental kidnapping, 3) abducted by a stranger or 4) unknown missing.

· VOLUNTARILY MISSING – Runaways receive a classification of “voluntarily missing” children.  Their absence requires an investigation, filing an NCIC report and trying to recover the child.

· PARENTAL KIDNAPPING – Upon verifying custody, and establishing the possibility of parental kidnapping, police attempt to locate the abducting parent and recover the child.

· ABDUCTION BY STRANGER – Although this is the least common form of missing child cases, it is the most frightening.  Some children originally recorded as voluntarily missing may have been the victims of abduction by a stranger.  Foul play and sexual exploitation are major concerns in these cases.

· UNKNOWN MISSING – Unclassified cases receive a designation of “unknown missing,” and handled as if the child is in serious danger.

ABDUCTOR PROSECUTED
Kidnapping is a felony.  Police arrest the child abductor, who faces criminal charges.  An abducting parent who is not in violation of a child custody order may be an exception to this policy.

CHILD RECOVERED

Most missing or runaway children safely return home within 24 hours.  The recovery rate for all missing or runaway children is 70% within one week.

CHILD STILL MISSING

Some missing or runaway children are gone for years.  The cases of these children remain open until determining their whereabouts.

CHILD DECEASED

Death occurs in less than 1% of missing or runaway children cases.
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PROTECTING CHILDREN FROM
 LOSS AND ABDUCTION
Parents should be aware that child can be lost or abducted.  Young children are especially vulnerable.  The following list outlines suggestions for parents about how to protect their children.  This list also includes information children should know about how to protect themselves.

· Resolve never to leave your children unattended

· Refrain from dressing children differently from their peers

· Investigate sitters and childcare services

· Know the whereabouts of your children at all times

· Establish a routine check-in policy

· Know your child’s friends and their activities

· Be alert to changes in your child’s moods and behaviors

· Have your children fingerprinted

· Make sure the school has an absenteeism phone-in policy

· Establish a “child watch” program with other neighborhood parents

· Escort pre-school and young children to and from school

· Seek mediation counseling if you are a separated or divorced parent

· Teach children to fight and scream if handled by a stranger

· Teach children and sitters never to open the door to strangers

· Teach children not to accept rides or gifts from strangers

· Teach children to tell you if a stranger makes advances toward them

· Teach children not to play alone or in isolated areas

· Teach children a code word to use when unknown adults must pick them up

· Teach children their full address and telephone number

· Teach children how to use the 911 emergency telephone number

· Teach children to report an attempted abduction
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WHAT TO DO
 IF YOUR CHILD IS MISSING
The quick recovery of missing children requires calm and immediate action.  The following list includes steps to take if your child is missing.  This list outlines both initial responses and long-term approaches used in recovering missing children.

· Do not panic

· Act immediately

· Search the area where the child was last seen

· If the child is missing at a store, contact the store manager

· Check with neighbors, friends and relatives

· Contact the police: Say, “I want to report a missing child; please send an officer”
· Give a complete description of the child to police

· Provide a recent photograph of the child to police

· Provide current medical and dental records to police

· Assist police with possible leads

· Keep a notebook and record all information about the investigation

· Request that your missing child’s name be entered into The National Crime Information Center Missing Persons File

· Call the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children to report your child missing

· Contact agencies that help to locate missing children

· Distribute posters with your child’s picture to local establishments

· Enlist the help of local and area media to publicize that your child is missing
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WARNING SIGNS OF RUNAWAY RISK
The following list includes warning signs associated with runaway risk.  Because a child displays one or more of these behaviors DOES NOT mean that she or he necessarily plans to run away.  Children exhibit changes in behavior for many reasons.  Sudden and dramatic changes in several of the behaviors listed below, however, MAY mean trouble and MAY indicate that the child is planning to run away.
· Alcohol abuse

· Arguments with family members

· Behavioral problems

· Changes in eating patterns

· Changes in sleeping patterns

· Crying

· Decreased communication

· Delinquency

· Depression

· Discipline problems

· Drug abuse

· Emotional problems

· Extreme mood swings

· Fearfulness

· Increased violation of rules

· Loss of interest in school

· Loss of interest in social activities

· Loss of interest in sports or hobbies

· Nervousness

· Rebelliousness

· Regularly missing meals

· Secretiveness

· School problems

· Social isolation

· Social problems

· Staying away from home

· Staying out late at night

· Truancy

· Unexplained activities

· Unexplained losses or gains of money or possessions

· Withdrawal
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WHAT TO DO
IF YOUR CHILD IS A RUNAWAY

The quick recovery of runaway children requires calm and immediate action.  The following list includes steps to take if your child is a runaway.  This checklist outlines both initial responses and long-term approaches used in recovering runaway children.

· Contact your child’s friends to find out if they know his or her whereabouts

· Express your willingness to resolve problems when you speak to your child’s friends

· Ask your child’s friends to notify you if they hear from your child

· Contact relatives to seek information about your child and to notify them of the runaway

· Contact your neighbors to seek information about your child and to notify them of the runaway

· Contact school personnel to seek information about your child and to notify them of the runaway

· If your child is employed, contact the employer to seek information about your child and to notify the employer of the runaway

· Check your child’s favorite hangouts to see if he or she is there or has recently been there

· Check local hospitals and treatment centers to see if the child has been admitted

· Contact the police: Say, “I want to report a runaway child; please send an officer”

· Give a complete description to police

· Provide a recent photograph to police

· Provide current medical and dental records to police

· Assist police with possible leads

· Keep a notebook and record all information about the investigation

· Request that your runaway child’s name be entered into the National Crime Information Center Missing Persons File

· If a clearinghouse for runaways exists in your area, ask police to provide the clearinghouse with all necessary information

· Call the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children to report your child as a runaway

· Contact runaway hotlines to learn if your child has left a message for you

· Distribute posters with your child’s picture to local establishments

· Contact local newspapers, radio and television stations to publicize your desire to have your runaway child return home
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NATIONAL AGENCIES TO CONTACT ABOUT
MISSING AND RUNAWAY CHILDREN

The following are agencies that assist with locating missing or runaway children.  These agencies also can provide information about other national or local agencies that assist with locating missing or runaway children.  The agencies listed under RUNAWAY CHILDREN also relay messages between runaways and their parents.

MISSING CHILDREN

National Center for Missing and Exploited Children

www.missingkids.com
1-800-843-5678

Child Find of America
www.childfindofamerica.org
1-800-426-5678

Child Cyber Search
www.childcybersearch.org
1-888-326-5352
National Center for Missing Youth

www.operationlookout.org
1-800-566-5688
RUNAWAY CHILDREN
National Runaway Switchboard

www.nrscrisisline.org
1-800-621-4000

National Runaway Switchboard

www.saferchild.org
1-800-621-4000
Covenant House

www.covenanthouse.org
1-800-999-9999

Children of the Night

www.childrenofthenight.org
1-800-551-1300
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