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Foreword 
The problem of missing children has concerned Americans for generations. 
Precisely because any problem affecting our children is one that should concern 
us, it is essential to have an objective analysis of these problems to provide a 
sound foundation for corrective action. Law Enforcement Policies and Practices 
Regarding Missing Children and Homeless Youth is a significant contribution to 
that critical assessment. 

As with many other social problems, our law enforcement officers are on the 
front lines of the missing child problem. Whether a child is abducted, runs 
away, or is lost, the police department is often the first public agency contacted. 
In the face of myriad responsibilities, a police department is also one of the 
most stressed public agencies. 

This report summarizes the findings of this national study in areas such as the 
police response in cases concerning missing and homeless youth, factors 
affecting that response, and parental evaluation of the response. Case profiles 
and their outcomes, and th.:; effects of police response in shaping those out­
comes, are also analyzed in the study. 

The objective of this study is to improve police effectiveness and efficiency to 
enhance the safety of our children. Strengthening the police response is an 
important step in developing communitywide strategies for recovering missing 
children and returning them safely to their families. 

John J. Wilson 
Acting Administrator 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
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The problem of missing children bas become 
one of nationall concern 
Since the early 1970's, the issue of missing children has become firmly 
established as a Federal legislative and programmatic focus. In 1974, 
Congress enacted the Runaway Youth Act (Public Law 93--415), which 
established a grant mechanism for the development of local facilities for 
runaway youth, and recommended the development of statistics on the 
prevalence and characteristics of runaway youth. 

The level of public and private attention to the missing children problem in­
creased in the early 1980's. This attention was largely a response to a few tragic 
and highly publicized cases of young children who were abducted and mur­
dered. Several organizations were formed by parents of lost or murdered 
children, including Child Find, the Kevin Collins Foundation, and the Adam 
Walsh Resource Center. The Federal role in addressing the missing children 
problem was expanded in 1980 with the passage of the Parental Kidnapping 
Prevention Act (Public Law 96-611). In 1984, the Missing Children's Assist­
ance Act was passed as Title IV of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention Act of 1974. As amended, the act requires the Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) to conduct periodic studies of 
the incidence of missing children. The act facilitated the establishment of the 
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), which has a 
national toll-free hotline; it also authorized the OnDP Administrator to award 
grants for research, demonstration, and service programs and for technical 
assistance related to the missing children problem. 

In the past few years, additional Federal legislation has enhanced services 
for runaway youth. Amendments to the Runaway Youth Act of 1974 (Public 
Law 96-509 and Public Law 98--473) recognized the need for services to 
families after a youth has returned home, and added the tern1 "homeless" in 
recognition of the fact that some youth continue to stay away from home or 
do not have homes to which to return. In 1988, Congress passed the Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act (Public Law 100-690), which makes grants available to carry out 
research, demonstration, and service projects related to the illicit use of drugs 
and is designed to develop and support community education activities and 
counseling programs for affected runaway and homeless youth. 

For many years, the term "missing children" was used to describe several 
different phenomena-children who left home voluntarily, those who were 
abducted, and those who were simply lost. Ambiguities associated with the 
term made it difficult to estimate the magnitude of the problem and to formu­
late appropriate public responses. Recently, as a result of this and other studies 
funded by OJJDP, many of the conceptual and quantification problems have 
been addressed . 
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W hat in the past 
has been called "the 
missing children 
problem" is in reality 
a set of at least four 
distinct problems. 

Police me u§ua.lly the flr§t agency 
to re§]p{onmd Hn mi§§nng cbind/yout1hl cases 
When a child or youth runs away, is abducted, or becomes lost, parents and 
caretakers usually notify the police, who are required to make decisions about 
the type and intensity of resources that should be committed to the investiga­
tion. How police exercise this discretion is affected by a variety of factors, 
including departmental policy, departmental organization, and the perceived 
risk of harm to the child. 

Police have a limited capacity to investigate and must decide which cases will 
receive the most attention. Missing child or youth cases involving a serious 
violation of law (such as abduction), very young children, or a potentially 
dangerous situation are likely to receive intensive investigative attention; other 
cases, such as those involving runaways, are likely to be viewed as less serious. 
The current study attempts to fill the void in understanding factors that influ­
ence law enforcement agencies to commit investigative resources to such cases. 

Study gow§ and methodology are described 
This report summarizes the results of the National Study of Law Enforcement 
Policies and Practices Regarding Missing Children and Homeless Youth, which 
was conducted by the Research Triangle Institute (RT!) and the URSA Institute. 
The study was funded by OJJDP, a component of the U.S. Justice Depaliment. 

The purpose of the study is to describe the police response, the factors associ­
ated with that response, and parent/caretaker satisfaction with police handling 
of cases of runaway, thrown away , and abducted children that were reported to 
them. The analyses also focus on the profiles of cases and their outcomes, as 
well as on the relationship between police responses and case outcomes. This 
information can provide guidance in the development of policies that address 
police effectiveness and efficiency as well as the safety of children and youth. 

Data were collected in three ways: 

n! Mail surveys of police departments. During 1987, a standardized 
questionnaire on how police departments respond to missing children cases 
was sent to 1,060 randomly selected law enforcement agencies throughout 
the United States. The agencies were stratified by size, according to the 
number of sworn officers, and by region of the country. Completed 
questionnaires were received from 791 agencies, which is a response 
rate of 75.4 percent. 

Ii! Site visits to police departments. Thirty police departments (a 
systematically selected subset of the mail survey) were selected for onsite 
interviews during 1988. All levels of law enforcement personnel were 
interviewed to gather detailed, qualitative information about police 
departments' responses to missing children cases. 
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ff!l Interviews with parents or caretakers. Interviews were conducted with • 
960 parents or caretakers who had reported a child missing to the police . 
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in six metropolitan areas between March and July 1989. The caretakers 
included foster parents or staff at group homes and other juvenile residential 
institutions. In addition, 378 children were interviewed. 

The purpose of the interviews was to learn the circumstances and outcomes 
of cases and to determine the degree of parental satisfaction with police han­
dling of cases. This infOImation was obtained to supplement the information 
obtained from the site visits and the mail survey. 

For purposes of analysis, law enforcement agencies were divided into three 
categories by size (large, medium, and small) based on the number of sworn 
officers. Large police departments were defined as those having 300 or more 
officers, medium-size departments as those with 100 to 299 officers, and small 
departments as those with fewer than 100 officers. All departments selected 
for site visits and parent/caretaker interviews had at least 50 sworn officers. 

Who are missing children 
and what bappens to them? 

Children and youth can be reported missing 
under a variety of circumstances 
Public discussion of the missing children problem has lacked clear definition 
of its nature and magnitude. What in the past has been called "the missing 
children problem" is in reality a set of at least four distinct problems: (1) a 
runaway; (2) parental (or family) abduction; (3) stranger (or nonfamily) abduc­
tion; and (4) unknown or otherwise missing (Collins, McCalla, Powers, and 
Stutts, 1989; Finkelhor, Hotaling, and Sedlak, 1990; and Fisher, 1989). 

In the current study, a missing child or youth is defined as a person under 18 
years old who has been reported missing to a local police agency. Categories 
of children reported missing are defined as follows: 

II A runaway is a child/youth who has left (or not returned to) a parent's or 
caretaker's supervision without permission. A subset of these young people 
are thrownaway children/youth who have been forced to leave their parents' 
or guardians' homes or are not allowed to return. 

III Parental/family abduction indicates that a parent or other relative has 
wrongfully taken, kept, or concealed a child/youth from another parent or 
legal custodian. 

1/ Stranger/nonfamily abduction indicates that a child/youth was taken, 
kept, or concealed by a person not known to the child and/or his/her parent, 
legal guardian, or caretaker. 

III Unknown or otherwise missing indicates that a child/youth is missing and 
the facts of the case are insufficient to determine if the child was abducted, 
the victim of an accident, or left home voluntarily . 
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I n the current 
study, the ratio of 
police file reports of 
runaways to those 
of family abductions 
was 55 to 1. 

This report does not deal with "unknown or otherwise missing" cases because 
relatively few such cases were identified during the data collection period and 
they were too diverse to support a qualitative, descriptive analysis. Police 
usually had pursued "unknown or otherwise missing" cases vigorously until 
they were resolved or classified into the runaway or abduction categories. 

Additionally, this study was concerned with police handling of homeless youth. 
For purposes of the study, homeless youth were defined as youths ages 14 to 17 
or unemancipated runaways living on their own in the local jurisdiction without 
a parent or guardian. 

Past experience with missing children cases and the children/youth involved 
usually influence police handling of new cases. Some basic facts, gathered from 
interviews with parents and youth who were identified in the Missing Persons 
records of six metropolitan police departments, are provided here as background 
for consideration of police policies and procedures. 

Children and! youth may run away 
Most cases of missing children reported to police involve runaways. Inter­
views with parents or guardians of runaways who were reported to police over 
a 3-month period provided information about the runaway children/youth and 
their experiences while away from home, 

Of the 667 youngsters who stayed away overnight or longer: 

t2J Most were teenagers: 46 percent were 14 or 15 years old and 24 percent 
were 16 or 17. The remaining 30 percent were younger than 14 years old, 
with only a few (2 percent) age 10 or younger. 

till Most were girls: 59 percent. 

Ed Most came from families that were or had been broken: 55 percent 
came from single parent families and 10 percent from blended families; 
28 percent lived with both natural parents; and the remaining 6 percent 
were from some other family situation. 

S Most ran to someone they knew: 66 percent of these youth had initially 
run to a friend's or relative's home; 13 percent initially ran somewhere else, 
for example, to a mall or nearby arcade, to the downtown area of their city, 
or to another city. Twenty-one percent of parents and guardians did not 
know where the youth had gone first. 

S Many returned home within a day or two: 48 percent of these youth 
returned home within 2 days. About half (51 percent) were gone for 3 
days or more, including 21 percent who were gone for a week or more. 

rn Many already had some experience as runaways: 52 percent had run 
away at least once prior to the incident for which data were gathered in 
this study; 22 percent had previously run away six or more times. 

rJ Some had traveled a long distance: About 10 percent went more than 
50 miles from home during the incident; about 3 percent left the State. 
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19 Some had spent at least one night with no secure place to sleep: 
12 percent. 

D Some runaways were victimized or otherwise harmed: 3-5 percent 
were victims of theft, sexual abuse, or other physical harm during the 
incident; 7 percent of parents and guardians believed their children had 
suffered some mental halm. 

C1hlnll((11n'efiu «ulll1@ Y©lwttllll l1illliVlY w® @}b)<n1Mcied 
by :ID f@:tnRllnlly rCtil1(Bnllilll1J<eU" 
Police investigate many fewer family abduction cases than runaway cases. For 
instance, the National Incidence Studies on Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and 
Thrownaway Children (NISMART) study estimated that there were nearly as 
many family abductions (approximately 155,800) reported to police in a year 
as there were runaways (about 181,600). However, the site visit interviews 
revealed that police in many departments often referred family abduction cases 
elsewhere. for example, to proseclltors or social service agencies. In fact, in the 
NISMART study, the incidence of runaways that parents said they had reported 
to police compared with the incidence of family abductions that parents saie! 
they had reported to police produced a ratio of 1.2 to 1. In the current study, 
the ratio of police file reports of runaways to those of family abductions was 
55 to 1. Consequently, it appears that the family abduction cases identified in 
police files during the current study were a small percentage of total cases, 
possibly having features that led police to identify them as appropriate for 
investigation. 

Of the 58 children who had been abducted by a parent or other family member: 

o Most were very young: 56 percent were 5 years old or younger; 
42 percent were under 2 years of age. 

D Most were returned within a week: 75 percent were returned in 
7 days or less; 28 percent were returned within 24 hours. 

o Many appeared to be serious cases: the abducting parent concealed 
the child in 55 percent of the cases, threatened or demanded something 
of the complainant parent in 42 percent, and took the child out of State 
in 21 percent. 

o Some children were harmed: 5 percent of the parents interviewed 
reported that their abducted child had been physically abused; 19 
percent believed the child had been harmed mentally. 

Clh1nll«llIr®rm (IDUll@ y@D,li~nn WUalY Jb)(e ;mlb)(ffiIDHcted 
IDly §@lill1l®@nne TIll@lc n"(£;;Ucm[\e@ t@ tlhlemm 
Nonfamily abductions are rare and are considered serious. In this study, parental 
interviews were completed for 11 cases of nonfamily abductions, or attempts at 
abduction . 
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Parents and 
police sometimes 
differ in their views 
about how aggresM 

sively the police 
should investigate 
cases. 

There were similarities and differences among these cases: 

Ii Most of the children were young: five were 5 years old or younger, four 
were between 5 and 10 years old, and two were teenagers; five were girls 
and six were boys. 

III Most of the perpetrators were known to the child or the parents: nearly 
half were boyfriends of the child's mother and the rest were divided almost 
evenly between "others" and strangers (such as an acquaintance of the 
child); all were male. 

Ii Most of the victims were not missing for very long: eight children were 
gone for 2 hours or less; one was held for 14 hours (by someone known to a 
parent), one for 3 days (by a stranger), and one for 3 months (by someone 
known to the parent). 

II Nearly all of the victims were forcibly moved during the episode: most 
were taken from the street and moved in a car to another location. 

iii Four females were sexually abused: three girls (two age 8 and one age 15) 
were taken from the street, sexually molested, released within a short time, 
and the cases were reported by the pafent after the child returned home. A 
fourth, a 17 -year-old girl, was reportedly abducted by an acquaintance and 
held in a motel room in another State for 3 days before being returned by 
the abductor. 

How do police respond to 
missing child/youth reports? 

Missing child/youth cases are perceived 
differently by police and parents 
When parents or guardians initially call the police, they often know little more 
than that their child is not where he or she is supposed to be. During this initial 
contact, police ask a series of questions to identify the caller and the nature of 
the incident in order to classify the case for further action. Decisions concerning 
the type of case and the level of risk are not usually made at this point. Most 
police departments assign a patrol officer or investigator to gather additional 
infommtion before deciding on an investigative response. 

Information provided to the police about missing children cases is often insuffi­
cient for accurate case classification and risk assessment. Thus, factors such as 
departmental policy, resource availability, parental preferences, and the subjec­
tive evaluation of police all influence the investigative response. Investigative 
responses range from fairly straightforward information gathering, such as ob­
taining a description of the missing child, to aggressive and resource-intensive 
activities, such as interviewing witnesses and enlisting the help of investigative 
specialists. From the perspective of the police, the goal is to commit the appro-
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Parents and police sometimes differ in their views about how aggressively 
the police should investigate cases. Exhibit 1 illustrates typical disparities in 
the way parents and police view the risks and their expectations of police 
responses for the various case types. Parents often expect police to pursue cases 
more aggressively than police think appropriate. Agreement between police and 
parents is likely to be high for nonfamily abductions, but for runaways, family 
abductions, and otherwise missing cases, a consensus on police handling may 
be absent. The major reason for the disparity in perceptions by police and 
pa-rents is probably a parent's belief that a child or youth is in more danger 
than the police believe, based on their experience with similar cases. This 
disparity can result in parental dissatisfaction with police response. 

The initial procedures for handling calls that report a missing child or youth 
can affect police understanding and classification of a case, and the effective­
ness of later investigative procedures in recovering the child or youth. The 
national mail survey showed that 85 percent of police departments made a 
written report of all missing child or youth calls that were received. Nearly 
all police departments that prepared a written report on a missing child case 
did so on the basis of the first call. In other words, there was no waiting period 
prior to writing a report. However, most departments surveyed had not formal­
ized their procedures with a written policy for dealing with missing child and 
youth cases. Nationally, only 27 percent reported having a written policy 
specific to missing children. Larger police departments were much more likely 
to have written procedures. The length and specificity of departmental policies 
vary greatly . 

Exhibit 1; Potential Conflicts in Police-Parent Expectations 
About Responses to Typical ChHd/youth Cases 

Case Type Police View Parents' View 

1. Runaways 
Risk: Minimal (unless Medium to high 

otherwise indicated) 

Mission: Social work, not Find and return 
crimefighting child ASAP 

2. Family Abductions 
Risk: Minimal (unless Medium to high 

otherwise indicated) 

Mission: Civil, not Return child-
criminal matter punish offender. 

3. Nonfamily Abductions 
Risk: High High 

Mission: Return child ASAP, Return child ASAP, 
apprehend offender apprehend offender 

4. Otherwise Missing 
Risk: Minimal (unless High 

otherwise indicated) 

Mission: Classify case and Find and 
act accordingly return child 
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C all takers 
assign a high priority 
to kidnap pings by 
strangers and reports 
of very young missing 
children. 

Most departmemJ.t§ [@Rll@'i1w §nmrnuUa:nr 
procedllure§ for lhlialll11@lilirm@ tr:@§e§ 
The most common way in which law enforcement becomes involved in such 
cases is for a person to report a missing child. Less common are instances in 
which patrol units "spot" youth whom they suspect are in need of assistance 
or are runaways, youth on the streets asking for assistance from passing patrol 
units, and officers becoming aware of a youth's situation because the youth 
was either involved in criminal activity or was the victim of a crime. 

Most large jurisdictions divide communication functions between "call takers" 
and dispatchers. Call takers are responsible for answering telephones and re­
cording infonnation necessary to dispatch a police unit, or, in some instances, to 
complete a missing persons report, ,and for making the initial case classification. 
Of course, officers in the fieid may change or modify the initial classification as 
more infonnation is acquired. 

Response priorities are routinely assigned to each case. Some police depart­
ments have elaborate, fOlmal response systems; others proceed in an infonnal 
manner. However, the nature and level of concurrent calls for service affect 
both the time in which a car is dispatched and the time in which a patrol unit 
responds to the call. In all jurisdictions, call takers assign a high priority to 
kidnappings by strangers and reports of very young missing children. The 
presumption is that children in such cases may be in extreme physical danger. 

• 

Routine reports of runaways generally receive a low response priority. Some •. 
agencies, however, make distinctions among runaway cases. 

In many jurisdictions, a patrol unit is dispatched to the scene whenever a 
missing child is reported, regardless of the age of the child or the category of 
the case. In other departments (either due to a large influx of calls for service or 
because runaway cases receive low departmental priority), a unit is dispatched 
only if the child is under a certain age. However, even jurisdictions that ordi­
narily follow age criteria for patrol response always send a patrol car if a child 
of any age has disappeared under mysterious circumstances or foul play is 
suspected. 

Patrol officers norn1ally make a written report about an incident as soon as they 
encounter the reporting party but there are a few exceptions to this rule. For 
example, if the child may be in danger, the officer may defer writing the report 
and immediately begin a search or take another appropriate action. 

In general, the younger the child, the greater the concern exhibited by patrol 
officers. Higher priority is also given if the child is missing at night or is in a 
dangerous area, for example, near a body of water, heavy traffic, or a wooded 
area. Major concern is shown if foul play is suspected. The patrol officer in the 
field is expected to call his or her supervisor for further instructions regarding 
"questionable" cases, that is, if foul play is suspected or if the child is in immi­
nent danger. In most cities, the patrol officer's supervisor decides whether to 
take supplemental actions, such as dispatching more cars or calling in an inves-
tigative unit. In some cities the patrol officer is required by policy to notify a • 
specified investigative unit. 
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• In most jurisdictions, once a patrol officer has completed the preliminary 
investigation, his or her report is forwarded to a detective in an investigative 
unit for followup. However, in cases involving suspected foul play or if a small 
child may be in danger, or if there are other extenuating circumstances, an 
investigator may join in the investigation with the patrol officer from the 
outset. In either situation, investigators generally do not begin their separate 
investigations until patrol officers have finished their activities. Typically, 
followup investigations by detectives begin a day or two after a missing child 
report is taken. Generally speaking, because of limited resources, most of an 
investigator's followup activities are performed over the telephone rather than 
in person. The detective assigned to a case contacts the reporting party, usually 
the parent, to determine if the child has returned home, if the child has been 
heard from, or if the parent has had any additional ideas about the child's 
possible whereabouts. The investigator may then contact the child's friends, 
relatives, and school, and query social workers, hospitals, shelters, and other 
organizations or persons who may have knowledge of the child, depending 
on how serious the case is perceived to be. 

Police responses vary with different types 
of cases 
As indicated above, police response varies greatly, according to the very 
different situations inherent in the reports of missing children: 

• Runaways 

• 

II Police told parents to "call back later" in only a small percentage of such 
cases. The mail survey indicated that only 2 percent of large police 
departments reported they had waiting periods before runaway cases could 
be officially reported. This was consistent with information from parents: 
only 3 percent of the parents interviewed reported they were told to call 
back later. 

II In more than 75 percent of the runaway cases, parents said an officer came 
in person to take a report. This is roughly consistent with the results of the 
police department mail survey. For instance, 62 percent of large police 
departments responding to the mail survey reported they always or usually 
"sent a car to the scene" in runaway cases. 

II In virtually all cases, parents said police collected basic information when 
an officer came in person, but other police actions were not so common. 
In 63 percent to 75 percent of cases, police asked for a photograph of the 
child, asked for the name of a friend or relative to contact, or asked about 
the child's favorite haunts. In about 40 percent of the cases, parents said 
pOlice searched the neighborhood. In about 20 percent of the cases, police 
issued an "all points bulletin" (APB); in about 10 percent of the cases, they 
called other officers into the investigation. Searching the home and other 
police procedures were uncommon during the in-person contact. 

III Police often made suggestions for actions that parents might take to help 
locate their child. However, these suggestions rarely included contacting a 
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R ace, sex, and 
family income had 
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the way that police 
handled cases of 
runaways. 

runaway hotline or a missing child agency or similar services. Police gave 
parents a case number 58 percent of the time, described the investigative 
process 33 percent of the time, and told parents how to get a copy of the 
police report 37 percent of the time. 

Ii In nearly 75 percent of the cases, police made one or more contacts with 
the parent/caretaker after the initial report; for example, a police officer 
telephoned or visited in person in 60 percent and 48 percent of the cases, 
respectively. Parents often initiated repeat contacts with the police. In 
more than 50 percent of the cases, parents called police to report the 
child's return. 

II Race, sex, and family income had little, if any, effect on the way that police 
handled cases of runaways. However, a few case characteristics did shape 
the police response. For example, police were not very likely to call for 
backup to locate children older than 12. This reflects the fact that many 
police departments consider missing children cases involving younger 
children as their priority cases, which require certain procedures and often 
include calling for backup. Expressions of parental concern were another 
factor associated with initiation of searches and the issuance of APB 's. 
Long duration of the child's absence from home was associated positively 
with an in-person visit and followup by the police department. 

Family abductions 
III Most police actions related to family abductions occurred at a rate similar 

• 

to those for investigating runaways. Nine of 10 parents said an officer '. 
visited to take a report in person; this compared with 8 of 10 in-person 
visits to investigate runaways. "Suggest calling a lawyer" was a very 
common recommendation by police in family abductions. 

II Parents/caretakers ranked their satisfaction with police handling of family 
abduction cases. Seventy-one percent of the parents/caretakers rated the 
length of time it took for an officer to initially respond as "very good" or 
"excellent." Fifty-eight percent of parents/caretakers rated the police effort 
to recover their abducted children as "very good" or "excellent." Ratings 
were "very poor" or "poor" for the length of time to respond and police 
effort to recover the child, 20 percent and 26 percent, respectively. 

Nonfamily abductions 
II Police and parental perceptions are likely to be in close agreement on the 

aggressive police investigations needed in nonfamily abductions. However, 
among the 11 cases of nonfamily abductions for which a parental interview 
was completed, parental views on the overall police response were mixed. 
Six of the respondents described police response as "excellent" or "very 
good," but five believed it was "neither good nor bad" or that it was "poor." 

II None of the parents/caretakers who reported nonfamily abductions were 
told to call or return later. An initial report was either taken by police at 
the first contact, or the parent/caretaker was told that an officer would 
visit to take a report. In all cases in which a parent/caretaker was told that • 
an officer would come to take a report, an officer did respond in persort. 
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Police rank the obstacles to their 
investigations 
The mail survey asked police departments to rank the greatest obstacles 
to investigative success in the three types of cases: (1) runaways; (2) family 
abductions; and (3) nonfamily abductions. Success was defined as the recovery 
and return of the child or youth. 

II For runaway cases, 72 percent of police departments chose the agel 
independence/mobility of youth as the most important obstacle to a 
successful investigation. Three other obstacles to the investigation 
were named in 53 to 58 percent of responses: (1) difficulty of knowing 
whether the child or youth was voluntarily absent; (2) inadequate 
information available to locate children or youth outside the jurisdiction; 
and (3) the fact that running away is not a criminal offense. 

1\1 For family abduction cases, 70 to 80 percent of police departments 
agreed on the: importance of three obstacles: (1) difficulty in verifying 
custody; (2) statutes, or laws, regarding custody; and (3) lack of family 
cooperation. There was less apparent agreement on the importance of 
obstacles regarding cooperation with four other sources: (1) other police 
departments:, (2) their own prosecutors; (3) other States' prosecutors; and 
(4) judges. These perceived sources of obstruction were named by 32 to 
43 percent of departments. 

II For nonfamily abduction cases, there was a similar pattern of consensus . 
The degree of agreement among 90 percent or more of the departments 
was very high on the importance of three obstacles to the investigation: 
(1) difficulty in securing witnesses, (2) difficulty in obtaining physical 
evidence, and (3) difficulty in classifying the case. Considerably fewer 
departments (31 to 48 percent) cited lack of coopf.';ration from other police 
departments or from the family and competition with other departmental 
priorities a8 obstacles. 

Police have little contact with homeless youth 
Law enforcem(~nt officers do not routinely use the term "homeless" youth. 
Some officers !acknowledge that there are homeless children who have been 
abandoned by their parents or kicked out of their homes. But from the police 
point of view, such youth could (and should) be referred to anyone of a variety 
of social service agencies that could place the youth in a foster home or a group 
home. 

II Approximately 20 percent of police departments nationally reported having 
a written policy for dealing with homeless youth. Larger departments and 
State police agencies were more likely than others to have written policies. 

II Law enfolrcement's estimates of the size of the horr;eless youth problem 
are directl[y proportional to the size of the jurisdiction. In smaller 
jurisdictions, police officers claim that the problem of homeless youth is 
minimal or nonexistent. Officers in the larger cities maintain that they do 

11 

Fifty-eight 
percent of parents/ 
caretakers rated the 
police effort to recover 
their abducted children 
as "very good" or 
"excellent." 



Most homeless 
young people who 
need help go to a 
shelter, particularly 
one with an outreach 
program, or to a 
social service 
agency instead of 
approaching an 
officer of the law. 

have a problem with homeless youth, but admit they have no realistic 
estimate of the number of homeless youth in their jurisdiction. 

r.3 Law enforcement personnel encounter homeless youth primarily when 
police officers are on patrol, if indeed they encounter them at all. On rare 
occasions, a juvenile will approach an officer and ask for assistance. Most 
homeless young people who need help go to a shelter, particularly one with 
an outreach program, or to a social service agency, instead of approaching 
an officer of the law. Police sometimes encounter homeless youth when a 
juvenile becomes the victim of a crime such as a robbery or an assault, 
or when they need medical attention. 

a Themail survey asked police departments what they considered to be 
"the greatest obstacles to having youth retumed home or placed in some 
other form of protective care (such as a shelter or group home)." Nearly 
two-thirds of the responding police departments agreed on three obstacles: 
(1) the age/independence/mobility of youth; (2) the fact that running away 
is not a criminal offense; and (3) the lack of cooperation from a youth's 
family. Between 44 to 47 percent cited additional obstacles: (1) not enough 
shelters; (2) statutes that prohibit taking youth into custody; (3) the fact that 
the young person has run away from an abusive environment; and (4) a 
youth's involvement in criminal activities. 

HIDlIDlowathre programs address the problem of 
mn§§ing t1hlfiidrteml 
Many law enforcement jurisdictions have developed innovative approaches 
to addressing the problem of missing children, especially runaways. 

o Several jurisdictions use unique methods for responding to and investi­
gating runaway cases. For example, in Los Angeles, Califomia, a special 
patrol unit is assigned to work proactively with youth encountered on the 
street during school hours. The Chicago, Illinois, Police Department has 
established a unique automated system of intelligence information to assist 
investigations. The Metro-Dade (Florida) Police Department's Youth 
Services Bureau has established a system that includes detectives who 
are specialists in several youth-related areas. New York City has a special 
squad for runaways. 

m Some jurisdictions have begun to improve the coordination between social 
services and law enforcement. For example, the "Coping Program," which 
provides counseling for first- or second-time runaways and their families, 
is a joint effort of the Lincoln, Nebraska, Police Department and faculty 
members at the University of Nebraska. A Louisville, Kentucky/Jefferson 
County unit combines police and social worker teams to respond to cases 
of missing children. 
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What are the outcomes 
of missing children cases? 

Most runaways return home on their own 
Most runaways retum home voluntarily within a few days without police 
intervention or assistance. However, the retum of runaways is sometimes a 
problem for police, especially when a child has traveled a long distance or out 
of State. If parents do not have the resources to aITange for bus or plane trans­
portation for a child's retum, the responsibility may fall to the police. In this 
situation, police often request that a social agency coordinate the child's retum 
or implement an existing Interstate Compact. Many States have Interstate 
Compact agreements that specify conditions for the detention and retum of 
runaway children. Sometimes police coordinate the retum of a runaway child or 
youth to his or her home jurisdiction; however, this is a task most departments 
are not well equipped to carry out. 

In more than 9 of 10 police departments, police verify that a child has retumed 
home before closing a case. Police policies and procedures often involve other 
closeout procedures. Police departments that responded to the survey said they 
"always" or "sometimes" do the following: 

1/1 Interview the child/youth-52 percent. 

&I Refer the child/youth/family for counseling-50 percent. 

!!IIl1 Obtain a medical examination for the child/youth-6 percent. 

Case closeout is sometimes ambiguous-as when a runaway youth establishes 
a residence outside the jurisdiction where the case originated. Police depart­
ments differ in their procedures for such cases, but if such a youth appears to 
be at risk, police officers will pursue such cases proactively. In cases where 
the child or youth has not been located, many police departments keep the case 
open until the child reaches the age of majority; some police departments keep 
cases open beyond this age. 

Police and other agencies are sometimes faced with difficult decisions in 
connection with the recovery of runaway or thrownaway youth. The term 
"thrown away youth" generally refers to children who have been abandoned 
by their parents and caretakers, or have been kicked out of their homes. Re­
tuming the child to his or her previous living situation may appear inappropriate 
or even dangerous if the living situation is an abusive or neglectful one. Many 
police departments attempt to involve local social service agencies in these 
cases. Unfortunately, appropriate social services are not always available, or 
the child's family may be unwilling to accept help. Sometimes adverse living 
conditions appear intractable, options are limited, and difficult choices are 
required . 
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nt i§ generaUy difficult for the police to detain 
mn(lnWalY§ 
It is not legally permissible in most States to detain runaways for more than 
a minimal period of time; the time varies from a few to as many as 72 hours. 
About 4 of every 10 police agencies indicated that the inability to detain run­
aways was an obstacle to successful handling of these cases. Police officers in 
many places believed the time allowed for holding runaways was insufficient, 
especially if the return of an out-of-State runaway was required or if arranging 
an alternative living situation appeared advisable. Some police departments 
acknowledged holding runaways longer than the legal amount of time so that 
arrangements appropriate to the child's interest could be made. 

Recovery of abdlllcied children is less 
Iillmbnguou§ 
Police activities surrounding the recovery of abducted children are usually less 
ambiguous than in the case of runaways. Family and nonfamily abduction cases 
investigated by police are much mme like criminal investigations of other kinds 
of pffenses than are runaway cases" The police investigate the facts of a case, 
attempt to identify an offender, recover the victim, make an arrest, and refer the 
case to the prosecutor. The cases aJ!'e then closed in the same way as are other 
criminal cases. 

Runna'Mlay C;al§eS §oMlretimes have adverse 
(Qfuhcome§ 
Parents and caretakers reported whether their children were victimized during 
the runaway event. An analysis was made of the characteristics of children and 
events that were associated with the victimizations: 

r;m Children age 12 and younger were more likely than teenagers between 
the ages of 12 and 17 to be sexually exploited. These younger children 
were more likely to be victimized violently than teenagers age 13 to 14. 

&!I Whites were more likely than African Americans to be victimized 
violently. 

ID1 Youth traveling 10 to 50 miles from home were more likely to be 
victimized violently than those traveling less than 10 miles from home. 

EJ Runaways who ha.d no secure place to stay while away from home were 
more likely to be exploited sexually. 

~ Having a history of six or more previous runaway incidents was associated 
with sexual exploitation and victimization by theft. 

Eil Length of time away from home was not :associated with victimization or 
sexual exploitation of runaways. 

The incidence of victimization and exploitation was not high enough for 
analyses of family and nonfamily abduction cases to be conducted. 
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Police actions «:arm €llfffecit (!;al§<e oIDlitCtDlme§ 
There is some evidence that police actions had positive effects on the outcomes 
of runaway and abduction cases: 

II Based on police departments' reports of the investigative actions 
undertaken and the speed with which cases are closed, a larger number 
of investigative actions was associated with relatively swift closing of 
child runaway and nonfamily abduction cases. 

III Based on parents' reports of police investigative procedures, certain 
police actions resulted in a child's more speedy return. 

The direct relationship between police activities and quicker recovery is 
important because the length of time a child or youth is away from home 
is associated with some adverse incident outcomes. 

Parents evaluate police rr<e§}I1l0R1l§e 
Parents, and caretakers of youth in juvenile residential institutions were asked 
about their satisfaction with the initial time it took police to respond to reports 
of runaway children, the effort police expended to recover runaway children 
and youth, and their overall satisfaction with police; handling of cases. 

Certain police actions were closely associated with satisfaction. When police 
officers visited in person to take a report, parents and institutional caretakers 
were more than five times as likely to be satisfied with their response time 
as when they made no in-person visit. When police requested a photo of the 
runaway youth, parents and caretakers were more than twice as likely to be 
satisfied with the overall handling of the case. Interestingly, only one of the six 
study sites reported dissatisfaction with police handling of cases. This suggests 
that overall departmental policy can affect satisfaction with the handling of 
cases. 

Exh.ibit 2: Parent and In.stitutional Caretaker 
Satisfadion With Police 

Household runaways (parent response) 

Time to respond 

Effort expended 

Overall satisfaction 

Institutional runaways (caretaker response) 

Time to respond 

Effort expended 

Overall satisfaction 

Excellent or 
Very Good 
Rating 

66% 

49 
54 

73% 
45 

59 
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What have we learned from this study? • 

Major findings are summarized 
At the most general level, this research indicates: 

I!!\I Police have a limited capacity to investigate missing children or youth 
cases and must decide which cases will receive the most attention. Cases 
involving (1) a serious violation of the law (such as abduction), (2) very 
young children, or (3) a dangerous situation were likely to receive intensive 
investigative attention, while other cases (such as those involving older 
runaways) were likely to be viewed as less serious. 

II Most of the reported missing children cases in police files involved 
runaways. Nonfamily abductions were rare. Most police departments 
referred most reports of family abduction to another locus or agency, such 
as the local prosecutor or a social service agency. Police usually pursued 
cases of children reported missing for "unknown" or "other" reasons 
relatively vigorously until the disappearances were resolved or classified as 
abductions or runaways. Police then continued with the reclassified cases 
according to usual procedures for the case type involved. 

Most departments followed similar procedures for handling cases: 

1'1 Police most commonly learned about missing children from reports 
by parents or other responsible adults. Few large police departments 
(2 percent) reported in the mail survey that they had waiting periods 
before beginning investigation of runaway cases; only 3 percent of 
parents interviewed said they had been told, "Call back later." 

II In many jurisdictions, a patrol unit was dispatched to the scene of every 
reported missing child incident; some jurisdictions dispatched a patrol unit 
to the scene only in cases considered more serious. 

III Patrol officers normally took a written report as soon as they located the 
reporting party. When a child was believed to be in impending danger, 
they deferred the report until after searching for the child or taking other 
appropriate action. 

III The information available to police early in a missing child case was 
often insufficient for accurate case classification and risk assessment. 

II Typically, followup investigations by detectives began a day or two 
after the patrol report was taken; however, in cases classified as serious, 
when foul play was suspected or a small child was considered in danger, 
detectives usually joined patrol officers at the scene. 

II Most followup investigative activities were performed by telephone 
rather than in person, because of limited resources. 

II Police often suggested actions that parents might take to help locate 
their child. 
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&I Most runaways returned home on their own without police intervention 
or assistance. 

\I Police usually verified that a child had returned before closing a case. 

Ii Although most parents were generally satisfied with police handling of 
cases involving their children, a significant percentage were not; this 
perception may be based on incomplete infonnation about police activities. 

Some runaways were victimized during the episode by sexual or nonsexual 
assault, theft, or sexual exploitation: 

III Children age 12 and younger and white youth of all ages were more likely 
to be victimized in some way than teenagers and African-American youth. 

II Traveling 10 to 50 miles from home, having no secure place to stay, and 
having a history of six or more previous runaway incidents were factors 
associated with some fOlm of victimization. 

III Length of time a youth was away from home was not associated with 
victimization or sexual exploitation. 

Police had little contact with homeless youth: 

II Police primarily encountered homeless youth after they had become 
crime victims or when police suspected them of a crime; such youth went 
to a shelter or responded to an outreach program when they wanted help, 
instead of approaching an officer of the law. 

• 11 In general, the actions taken by patrol officers in homeless youth cases 

• 

were the same as those taken when officers located a runaway. 

Police note obstacles, make recOrnnUnmel11l«ilatioIDl§ 
During site visits, police, especially patrol officers and those responsible for 
followup investigations-juvenile officers, missing persons investigators, and 
other detectives-had a great deal to say about the obstacles to investigating 
reports of missing children. The factors most commonly mentioned by the 
officers are outlined below, in addition to recommendations by some officers: 

III Inability to detain status offenders. Most States limited the time police 
could hold runaways after they picked them up. In all but two of the sites 
visited, periods were limited, varying from 3 to 12 hours for instate 
runaways, and up to 72 hours for runaways from other States. Most officers 
expressed frustration at these constraints on their ability to detain runaways, 
particularly at the difficulty it created in handling repeat runaways (who 
often ran away again shortly after being returned home or taken to a shelter) 
and youth from other jurisdictions (for whom the process of identification 
and return might take longer than the time allowed). Most police 
departments would choose to be selective in detaining runaways if they had 
the legal authority to do so, because of limited police personnel and 
resources . 

!IliI Limited resources. Except in the smallest communities, the numbers of 
missing children reported monthly overwhelmed the investigative staff. 
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POlice would like 
to see more aggres­
sive action against 
abducting parents by 
district attorneys. 

Investigators in medium- to large-size cities canied a caseload of 200 to 
300 cases each month; patrol and investigative officers had time to perform 
only cursory investigative and followup activities. One officer suggested 
that a police department should institute a missing persons investigative 
unit separate from the juvenile unit; the new unit would investigate run-
away and routine parental abduction cases from the start, rather than 
after eventual refenal by juvenile officers. 

iii Inadequate community resources. Officers frequently mentioned that 
their communities did not have enough shelter space and/or counseling 
programs to help resolve the personal and family problems that frequently 
cause children to run away. Police and shelter workers believed there was 
a need for more short-term care and services for runaway and homeless 
youth. Shelter workers wanted to see longer telm programs for homeless 
kids that would provide shelter while teaching survival skills needed in 
ordinary adult life. These needs appeared to be especially pressing for 
runaway and homeless children in medium- to large-size jurisdictions 
and for children from outside the jurisdiction. 

II Poor followup and prosecution of abducting parents. Police in most 
jurisdictions visited believed the local district attorney was reluctant to 
prosecute in cases of parental or family abductions. They therefore believed 
they were being used as an adjunct of the civil court simply to locate and 
return these children, and were not serving in a law enforcement capacity. 
At a minimum, police would like to see more aggressive action against 
abducting parents by district attorneys; ideally, they would like district 
attorneys to handle the investigations of these cases. 

Ii Runaway children's low rank among departmental priorities. This is 
especially so for older youth who have run away. Juvenile or missing per­
sons officers are genuinely concerned about locating these young people, 
but most other patrol officers are only minimally interested in helping them. 
Police are trained to fight crime and believe they should focus their time on 
acts and events that constitute an immediate threat to potential victims. 
Those who specialize in juvenile work are more likely than others to see 
runaways and missing children as potential victims. A related problem was 
noted by several officers: police are generally responsible for collecting 
evidence to convict suspects of crimes, taking them into custody, and 
"putting them in a place where we have control over them." Runaway 
children do not easily fit into such an organizational mission, so officers 
perceive few positive results from such efforts. 

• 

• 

W Lack of cooperation/poor communication from other law enforcement 
agencies. This was mentioned especially by departments in relatively small 
jurisdictions where police see the problem of missing/runaway children as 
"manageable." These departments complain about lack of response or 
cooperation from larger police departments, often nearby, regarding efforts 
to locate youth from the smaller jurisdictions who have fled to the larger 
ones. They also complain about lack of shared intelligence regarding illegal 
acts and/or victimization of youth who have run away across jurisdictional 
lines, and about poor intradepartmental communication regarding policies • 
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~ 
and practices affecting missing children. Some police departments were 
found to have poor internal communication about missing child cases, 
probably stemming in part from low departmental priorities for such cases. 
Officers at several law enforcement agencies recommended a greater 
national uniformity of laws pertaining to missing children, especially 
runaways. For example, Federal legislation was recommended that would 
require all law enforcement agencies to enter data on missing children into 
the National Crime Information Center (NCIC) within a reasonable time 
period. NCIC is a national computer data base that can be accessed by law 
enforcement agencies to obtain information about missing persons and 
fugitives. (Note: Since data were collected for this study, the National 
Child Search Assistance Act of 1990 was enacted by Congress; it requires 
every Federal, State, and local law enforcement agency to immediately 
report to NCIC each case of a missing child under the age of 18.) 

lill Poor communication with social service providers/agencies. In many 
jurisdictions, police said there was poor communication between their 
agency and social service providers. This affected law enforcement in 
two ways. 

First, social service personnel refused to provide information that could 
help resolve cases or protect a child being sought. For example, many 
shelters have had a policy of not telling anyone a youngster was there until 
a day or two after he or she arrived, in order to give the youth time to think. 
To the police, such a practice meant they had to look for a child longer than 

~ necessary. 

~ 

Second, police said they could not obtain health-related information from 
social service agencies; most police departments use this information as one 
basis for deciding how serious a particular case is. To some extent the sodal 
agency policy resulted from State laws designed to protect the privacy of 
clients of various social service and mental health agencies. Officers in 
some departments complained that they could not obtain information 
readily even when the law permitted a sharing of information, suggesting 
some conflict or misunderstanding over goals between police and social 
service agencies. 

In addition, police believed that children may be erroneously reported miss­
ing, for example, when a social service agency has taken a child into 
custody without informing the responsible adult or police. 

lNh.:at study results suggest 
Ruu1aways 
The mail survey of police and subsequent site visits both indicated that, in 
many police departments, cases involving younger children were generally 
given higher priority and more vigorous investigation, at least initially, than 
those involving older youth. Parental interviews bore this out to some extent, 
although less than had been expected. Parents were more likely to report that 
police called for backup or put out an APB when the runaway child was 12 or 
younger. Younger runaways were also more likely to be victimized than older 
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youth, suggesting that police are correct to use young age as an indicator of • 
possible risk. 

However, officers at a few departments where site visits took place questioned 
the value of relying on age alone to signal risk, noting that a single indicator 
could be misleading. One department had eliminated age as a criterion for 
determining the priority given to a case, preferring to establish priorities based 
on specific information about the child and situation, an approach that dispatch­
ers and some patrol officers found confusing. Experienced juvenile officers at 
another police department were also considering dropping the age criterion. It is 
probably not appropriate to eliminate age as a criterion for very young missing 
children. Below some age (perhaps less than 8 or 9 years of age), children who 
are absent from adult supervision for any significant period are at risk of ham1. 
But above some minimum age, it may be that the circumstances of a case 
should determine investigative decisionmaking, not an arbitrary age limit. 

Many police officers considered first-time runaways to be at some risk and 
repeat, or chronic, runaways as more able to take care of themselves. However, 
other officers, suggested that some of these "repeaters" are at risk of harm. As 
one juvenile detective put it, "Some of these kids are going to end up bloody in 
a ditch somewhere." In the current study, infOlmation from the parental survey 
indicates that youth with a substantial history of running away were at greater 
risk of victimiz.ation (including sexual exploitation) than first- or second-time 
runaways. Other indi.cators of incident severity (a youngster's traveling more 
than 10 miles from home; having no secure place to stay) also increased a 
runaway's risk of victimization. 

Relationships among these indicators, characteristics of runaway youth, and 
measures of victimization do not present a clear pattern that would be poten­
tially useful to police as a basis for identifying the "repeaters" most likely to 
get into trouble. It might be worthwhile to attempt to identify runaway youth at 
risk of victimization in a systematic way by talking with them about why they 
run, where they go, and what they do when they nll1. As part of case closeout 
procedures, most police Hgencies do not routinely interview missing children 
or youth who have returned home. Only 30 percent of large police departments 
conduct such a final case-closing interview. One jurisdiction routinely investi­
gated repeat runaway cases to determine whether the youth was a victim of 
physical or sexual abuse in the home. Resources of all public agencies-law 
enforcement, courts, and social service-are limited. Youth may not be willing 
to talk freely to police. Interviews with runaways may be a strategy worth 
investigating, however, especially for intervention in situations of domestic 
violence or abuse. 

• 

Another implication of these findings is that adverse outcomes of runaway 
events might be minimized by attempting to control the severity of the event 
itself. There is some evidence from the current study (both from the mail survey 
of police and the interviews with parents) that vigorous, proactive attempts to 
locate and return nmaways are associated with their quicker recovery. Unfortu­
nately, the analyses do not give much guidance for making recommendations 
about specific actions police can take to effect quick return. Quick recovery • 
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• would reduce the time a youth is exposed to risk, which is a reason for police 
departments to allocate investigative resources toward this end. 

It is likely that some runaway youths have no secure place to stay because 
shelters are either unavailable, scarce, or not accessible. Adequate shelter 
resources and effective outreach to encourage youth to stay in a shelter over­
night would help minimize the effects of running away. 

Family abductions 
It appears that police intervene in only a small percentage of reported family 
abductions. Most police departments refer such cases elsewhere, usually to the 
family court, district attorney, or social service agencies. Although shortsighted, 
it would be easy to recommend that police take a more active role in responding 
to family abduction cases. An increased police role might have some advan­
tages, but investigation of family abduction cases poses some unusual difficul­
ties for police. One site-visited police department had worked with the local 
district attorney to train two detectives in such investigations. The commander 
remarked that their training in the relevant civil and criminal law, rules of 
evidence, and investigative techniques had been complicated, time consuming, 
and expensive, and required more resources than most police departments could 
or would devote to such cases. A much expanded police role in family abduc­
tions is probably not appropriate in present circumstances. Other legal and 
institutional responses are probably more important first steps. 

• Nonfamily abductions 

• 

As we have indicated, police tend to respond very aggressively to cases that 
involve the abduction of a child by a nonfamily member, especially those cases 
NISMART refers to as "stereotypical kidnapping." There were only a few such 
cases in this study, and the police need no advice about responding to them . 
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ore detailed information about this study and issues surrounding runaway 

and missing children is available through the Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse. 

The full 217 -page report Law Enforcement Policies and Practices Regarding 
Missing Children and Homeless Youth discusses in detail the study's findings 
and its design and research methodologies. The full report is available for a 
modest fee and is useful for conducting further research, making planning 
decisions, or drafting policy. 

For your copy of the full report Law Enforcement Policies and Practices 
Regarding Missing Children and Homeless Youth, complete and return the 
order fonn below with your payment of $13.00. 

IIIIIIIIIIII~'-----------------------------
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To order copies of the full report Law Enforcement Policies and Practices Regarding Missing Children and Homeless Youth (NCJ 143397), please complete 
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the following: 
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D Please charge my credit card as follows 
D MasterCard D VISA Number ______________ -;-____ _ 
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ZIP: _____________ _ Telephone: (_) _________________ _ 

Enclose payment and mail this order form to Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse, Department F, P.O. Box 6000, Hockville, MD 20850. 
Orders may also be placed by calling the Clearinghouse at 800-638-8736. 
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