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Introduction

The publication of this guide is a collaborative
effort of the Missing and Exploited Children
Comprehensive Action Project (M/CAP) and
the National Center for Missing & Exploited
Children (NCMEC). NCMEC serves as the
national clearinghouse and resource center
on issues relating to missing and exploited
children. M/CAP provides training and
technical assistance to local communities in
developing and maintaining effective multi-
agency teams handling child victim cases
with a special focus on missing and exploited
children. Both projects are funded by the Office
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
(OJJDP) at the U.S. Department of Justice.

The guide is designed to educate and
assist professionals who bear the primary
responsibility of recovering and reuniting
missing children with their families. This
publication is utilized most effectively in
conjunction with the award-winning video,
“When Your Child Comes Home.” The
videotape was produced by and much of the
information set forth in this publication is
adapted from the Reunification of Missing

Children Project. Final Report.1 This project was
the first major study to examine the issues of
reunification of children abducted either by
nonfamily or family members or who ran
away from home. The “Reunification of
Missing Children Project” grew out of the
work of law enforcement officers and human
service professionals who have experienced
substantial difficulty and frustration with
the absence of “best practice” guidelines and
training for returning a recovered child to his
or her family. This guide also adds to the
understanding of the dynamics of criminal
victimization involved in a child abduction.
Additional insights and ideas included in this
publication were provided by David L. Peery,
investigator in the child abduction unit of the
Office of the District Attorney in Kern County,
California, and Carl B. “Bill” Hammond,
former M/CAP Project Director.

A copy of the video titled “When Your Child
Comes Home” (24 minutes) is available from
the Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse at 1-800-638-
8736.

1C. Hatcher, J. Behrman-Lippert, C. Barton, and L. Brooks. Reunification of Missing Children Project. Final Report.
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, 1992. To order a copy of this report
call the Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse at 1-800-638-8736.
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Foreword

Cases involving missing children generally fall
into the categories of

• abductions by a nonfamily member
• abductions by a family member
• runaways
• thrownaways or abandoned children
• children who become lost or injured

Within each category the circumstances,
dynamics, and effects on the child victim
and family may involve a wide variety of
situations. The vast majority of missing
children eventually come home. The recovery
of a missing child can be a confusing and
traumatic event for the child and family.
Careful planning and preparation can
prevent further trauma and many potential
complications.  While this book offers many
insights that can help when any type of
missing child is recovered, it focuses on the
steps that need to be taken to better assist in
the reunification of children who run away or
have been abducted by nonfamily or family
members.

Whatever the circumstances or type of case,
a law enforcement officer is most often the
only nonfamily person present at the time of
recovery and reunification of a missing child.
In a recent U.S. Department of Justice study,
most reunification meetings of missing children
with family members were concluded in fewer
than 15 minutes with no psychological or
social service support.1 Police officers often are
required to manage missing child reunification

meetings without support or training. In
addition almost four-fifths of victims and
their families do not receive mental health
or counseling services after reunification.

Some agencies or organizations may have
limited knowledge or interest in the issues
of missing children and their families.
Abducted and runaway children may
experience problems and needs common
to child victims of other types of abuse or
violence. It makes sense for many of the same
professionals who are involved with these child
victims to be knowledgeable regarding missing
children as well. These professionals need to be
aware of the ways that the process of recovery
and initial reunification of the child with family
members may negatively affect and even
further traumatize the child.

The goal of this publication is to provide
information and guidelines to law enforcement
and other professionals regarding

• best practice for reunifying recovered
children and their families

• the dynamics of the criminal
victimization process

• appropriate and careful investigation
and prosecution techniques and issues

• appropriate post-recovery support
services

Planning effectively for the initial reunification
can set the stage for the child’s emotional
recovery and reintegration into the family.

1C. Hatcher, C. Barton, and L. Brooks. Reunification of Missing Children. Assessment Report. Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, 1990, pp. 43-44.
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Basic Facts About Missing Children
[Data in this section are excerpted from National Incidence Studies of Missing,
Abducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Children in America (NISMART) prepared
by Family Research Laboratories, University of New Hampshire, 1990, and Families of
Missing Children:  Psychological Consequences and Promising Interventions
prepared by the Center for the Study of Trauma, University of California at San Francisco
for the U.S. Department of Justice, 1992. To order a copy of these studies call the Juvenile
Justice Clearinghouse at 1-800-638-8736.]
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Family Abduction
There are an estimated 354,100 family
abductions annually in the United States.
Forty-six (46) percent of these (an estimated
163,200 abductions) involve concealment of the
child, transportation of the child out of state, or
an intent by the abductor to keep the child
indefinitely or to permanently alter custody.

Of this more serious category of abductions,
approximately half are perpetrated by men
who were either noncustodial fathers or father
figures. Most victims are children ranging in
age from 2 to 11. Half involve unauthorized
takings and half involve failures to return the
child after an authorized visit or stay. Fifteen
(15) percent of the abductions involve the use
of force or violence. Seventy-five (75) to 85
percent involve interstate transportation of
the child.

Many facts are known about the problems
these families faced before the abduction and
the circumstances of the abduction. The various
problems and circumstances noted below are
not mutually exclusive for each of the families
studied. Thus, some families may have
only experienced one of the situations or
circumstances noted below while others
have experienced two or more.

About half of family abductions occur before
the marital relationship between the child’s
parents ends. Another half occur 2 or more
years after a divorce or separation, usually
after parents established new households,
moved to other communities, developed new

Nonfamily Abduction
An estimated 3,200 to 4,600 short-term,
nonfamily abductions are reported to law
enforcement annually. Of these, an estimated
200 to 300 are “stereotypical kidnappings”
where a child is gone overnight, killed, or
transported a distance of 50 miles or more or
where the perpetrator intended to keep the
child permanently.

Victims include children of all ages but the
highest percentage of victims appear to be
adolescent girls from 11 to 14 years of age
and younger boys who are 6 to 9 years old.
Two-thirds of short-term abductions involve
a sexual assault. A majority of victims are
abducted from the street. More than 85
percent of short-term nonfamily abductions
involve force, and more than 75 percent
involve a weapon. Most last fewer than 24
hours. The number of known short-term
abductions is considered, by most researchers
and practitioners, to be an underestimate due
to police reporting methods and a lack of
reporting on the part of victims.

Based on FBI and NCMEC data, it is
established that 43 to 147 homicides of
children abducted by nonfamily members
occurred annually between 1976 and 1987.

It is estimated that annually there are 114,600
attempted abductions, all involving persons
who are not known to the child’s family. Most
of these incidents involve attempts to lure a
child into a car. Police were not contacted in
a majority of these cases.



relationships, or became disenchanted with
the legal system. A significant number of
abductions occur in the context of relationships
characterized by a history of domestic violence.
Almost half of these abductors have criminal
records and many have a history of violent
behavior, substance abuse, or emotional
disturbance.

It is not uncommon for child victims of family
abduction to have their names and appearances
altered; experience medical or physical neglect;
and be subjected to unstable schooling,
homelessness, and frequent moves. They
are often told lies about the abduction and
left-behind parent. Sometimes they are even
told that the left-behind parent is dead. Many
child victims of family abduction experience
substantial psychological consequences and
emotional distress. Trauma symptoms may
still be evident 4 or 5 years after recovery and
reunification. Long-term effects, if any, are not
yet known.

Runaways
There are an estimated 446,700 runaways from
households annually in the United States.
In addition an estimated 12,800 children
annually run away from juvenile facilities.
Many children who run from households
also run from facilities. Of these runaways,
an estimated 133,500 are without a secure
and familiar place to stay during their episode.
More than a third, of the estimated 446,700
runaways, run away more than once during
the year. Runaways are mostly teenagers.
They tend to come disproportionately from
households with a stepparent. One (1) in 10
travel a distance of more than 100 miles while
gone. Of the runaways from juvenile facilities,
almost half leave the state.

The families of chronic runaway youth are
characterized by long-term, unresolved
problems with a high incidence of physical
and emotional abuse. Other problems are often
present including alcohol and drug abuse and
difficulties with school staff, friends, and police.
Long-term runaways and those without a
secure place to stay are at high risk for
exploitation and violence by those who
wish to take advantage of them.

Thrownaways
Annually in the United States there are an
estimated 127,100 children who are directly
told to leave the household, who had been
away from home and were not allowed back
by a caretaker, whose caretaker made no effort
to recover the child once he or she ran away, or
who had been abandoned or deserted.

An estimated 59,200 thrownaway children
are without a secure and familiar place to stay
while away from home. Most thrownaways are
older teenagers. Abandoned children tend to be
young; half are younger than 4 years of age.
Thrownaways are concentrated in low income
families and families without both natural
parents. Compared to runaways, thrownaways
experience more violence and conflict within
their families and are less likely to return home.

Lost, Injured, or Otherwise Missing
Annually in the United States there are an
estimated 438,200 children who are lost,
injured, or otherwise missing. This category
arises because many times when a child is
reported missing there is not enough evidence
to determine whether he or she is the victim
of foul play or just inadvertently or
unavoidably detained and may only
be “categorized” after determining what
has happened to the child. For instance a
child who is found after wandering away
from his or her parents in a shopping mall or
wooded area would be considered a missing
child. In cases where a child is injured and
cannot immediately obtain help, that child is
considered missing until parents and/or
authorities can be notified of the child’s
whereabouts. In cases where a child makes
an unscheduled stop at a video arcade or
friend’s house, once found the child is
considered to have been missing under
otherwise unknown circumstances.

From this category 139,100 cases are serious
enough that the police are called. Of these
438,200 cases almost half involve children
younger than 4 years of age, most episodes
last fewer than 24 hours, one fifth of the
children experience physical harm, and 14
percent of the children are abused or
assaulted during the episode.
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A Team Approach to Reunification

A missing child case and the imminent
recovery of a missing child should generate
planning and response by a team composed of
multiple community agencies. The primary
organizations or professionals needed in the
recovery and reunification of missing children
include law enforcement (involving the FBI in
some cases), family and dependency court
personnel, child protective or social service,
mental health professionals, and victim-witness
advocates.

This chapter focuses on tips for establishing
such a team and general issues that apply
to most recovered children. For a discussion
of specific issues regarding particular case
types see “Special Issues of Nonfamily and
Family Abductions and Runaway Children”
beginning on page 17.

Establishing a Recovery and
Reunification Team

[This section was written with the input of
a number of individuals including Detective
David L. Barnard of the King County Police
Department in Seattle, Washington; Kita
Curry, Ph.D., of the Didi Hirsch
Community Mental Health Center in
Culver City, California; Jill Searle of Find
the Children in Los Angeles, California;
Barry Drew of the Haven Poe Center
and Detective James Caimano of the
Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office in
Tampa, Florida.  All of these communities
have active reunification teams with
significant experience and training.]

The Role of Teams  Creating teams to
address system problems is not a new
concept. Teams have been developed in
many communities to address problems of
coordination in cases of child abuse and neglect
and child fatalities; however, teams focusing on
missing children are far fewer. Such teams
frequently bring together representatives from

independent public agencies and private
organizations that may have conflicting
interests to work in a coordinated and
cooperative effort. The process is not easy
and does not always produce quick results.
The long-term impact of improving case
handling, however, is well worth the effort
and outweighs the difficulties.

Developing a multi-agency reunification
team may present special challenges due to
limited availability of training and educational
materials focusing on missing children and
their families. Agencies may be unclear about
the needs of these children as well as how to
respond to them. Effective communication
and cooperation with law enforcement on
missing child cases does not exist in many
communities.

For jurisdictions that already have an effective
multidisciplinary team it may be possible to
develop a reunification task force within the
framework of the existing team. For example
the Los Angeles Interagency Council on Child
Abuse and Neglect (ICAN) worked with the
local nonprofit organization Find the Children
to create a “Child Abduction Task Force” for
handling missing child cases and planning for
their reunification. The Child Abduction Task
Force received training and developed written
protocols on reunification. A copy of their
protocols is included beginning on page 37.
Even when a community has an existing
multidisciplinary team the process of forming
a reunification task force may not be an easy
one. Such communities may benefit from the
information contained in this section and from
a review of the ICAN materials.

In brief, an effective reunification team should
include

• a specially trained, on-call law
enforcement officer

• a specially trained, on-call mental
health professional

3



Teams are generally created through the
force of individual efforts and the voluntary
cooperation of agencies involved with missing
children. A mediation style approach is often
the most effective in reaching out to these
agencies. Some agencies have worked together
in the past; for others it may be the first time
that they have worked in collaboration with
one another.

Each jurisdiction adapts its approach to the
unique characteristics and resources that exist
in the community. The local political climate
and relationships among the heads of core
agencies often impact the approach taken
in forming the team.

Starting Up  To start a reunification team in a
county, all that is needed is one individual with
a desire and willingness to commit the time
and energy to get it started. That person may
come from a variety of agencies, but he or she
should be part of one of the core agencies. The
core agencies needed for a reunification team
are law enforcement (local and FBI), mental
health, victim advocates and guardians ad litem,
prosecution, child protective services, and
schools. Other agencies and organizations that
may be involved vary according to jurisdiction
and available resources but may include family
court services, children’s advocacy centers,
missing children nonprofit organizations,
and outside experts.

An organizational meeting should be held.
A letter or fact sheet explaining the purpose
of the proposed team and organizational
meeting should be prepared. Invitations
should be extended by telephone or letter
to the appropriate contacts in each agency or
organization. The individual coordinating the
first meeting may need to make appointments
with agency heads or representatives to
describe the project and ask them to
designate the most appropriate person(s)
to the team.

Once core agencies have been contacted, a time
and place for the meeting should be set. The
meeting should be held even if everyone does
not attend. At the meeting

• participation of child welfare
professionals

• participation of victim-witness
advocates

In certain cases assistance from other agencies
will be needed such as hospitals and guardian
ad litem programs. All professionals on the
team should be specially trained in the missing
child issue and recovery/reunification of these
children.

The process of developing a team involves a
series of activities including reviewing current
policies and practices, identifying problems
and barriers, creating a plan, and implementing
the plan. Ongoing evaluation of the team
approach is an important but sometimes
overlooked component.

A multi-agency, county-level team for recovery
and reunification can accomplish many
purposes simultaneously. A team approach
enables agencies and professionals to plan
ahead for the recovery and reunification of
the child and ensures that the involved
agencies are acting in a coordinated fashion.
In doing so the team will be able to

• take a pro-active approach, when time
allows, to initiate a reunification
response at the onset of the case when
anticipated needs of the child and
family can be determined

• prevent unnecessary and additional
trauma to the child and family upon
recovery and reunification

• improve criminal investigation and
prosecution of child abduction cases

• provide accurate information regarding
post-recovery placement issues

• ensure that recovered children and their
families receive mental health services
and other victim-related assistance

• identify circumstances surrounding
abductions and recoveries that could be
prevented or more effectively addressed
in the future

• improve communication among
agencies and provide more timely
notification of agencies when a child
is recovered

4



• present basic information about
recovery and reunification of missing
children. It may be necessary to also
present basic information about issues
regarding abducted and runaway
children. Additional written information
and publications on these issues may be
obtained by contacting the resources
noted in the "Appendices" beginning
on page 29.

• present information about multi-agency,
multi-disciplinary recovery and
reunification teams. The benefits
to participating agencies should
be stressed.

• allow time for each person attending an
opportunity to express concerns or raise
special issues.

• discuss and agree on some initial
operating procedures. These procedures
may simply include designating a time,
place, and process for designing a
strategy to implement the team.

• designate a person or organization to
coordinate the meetings and notify all
team members of the time and place of
future meetings. Attendance will be
higher if a regular time and place is
chosen for meetings, allowing members
to incorporate meetings into their
schedules.

Implementing the Team  Building a team
is a process. Each team will need to set its
own timetable for development. Final goals
and objectives of the team will vary from
jurisdiction to jurisdiction, but every team
will need to accomplish the following tasks
in order to function effectively

• review current policies and practices.
Identify problems, obstacles to
coordination, and service gaps.
Assess existing resources and
identify potential ones.

• identify mission, goals, and objectives
of the reunification team. Each team will
need to define the types of cases in
which they will become involved, how
cases will be referred to the team, and
how cases will be handled by the team.

• develop a strategy and written plan for
accomplishing goals and objectives.

• develop policies and procedures for
handling issues of confidentiality of
discussions and information shared at
meetings.

• develop procedures for documenting
and evaluating reunification team
activities. Communities that conduct
regular evaluations of the effectiveness
of their services are in the best position
to respond quickly when challenged.

• identify and obtain training on issues
related to recovery and reunification of
missing children for team members and
their agencies.

Many teams have found it helpful to bring in a
trained and neutral facilitator to assist in the
team-building and strategic planning process.
An outside person can urge participants to
examine and resolve difficult issues without
being perceived as having a vested interest in
the outcome. Someone who is not involved in
the day-to-day response to missing children
can often see problems that are not readily
apparent to participants. Qualified consultants
can be found in most communities, particularly
at local universities, in civic organizations,
and in professional associations. Look for
individuals with experience in working with
groups, organizational development, and team-
building. Many private corporations and
businesses utilize similar processes in their
workplace and will donate the services of
professional facilitators for community efforts.

There are individuals in other teams around
the country who have experience in the
issues of missing children and in recovery
and reunification specifically. Most of these
individuals are willing to share their experience
with other professionals seeking to address the
same issues.

Tips From Successful Teams  Most teams
have earned their successes the hard way — by
trial and error and by making many mistakes.
Learning to work together can be hard work.
Working to address an issue that has not
previously been attempted can add to the
difficulty of the task. Addressing it successfully
can also provide a great deal of satisfaction,
both personally and professionally. Teams from
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• team members are trained in issues
relating to abducted and runaway
children including abduction trauma,
post-recovery issues, and best practices
for recovery and reunification. Training
is provided for specific disciplines
when appropriate (e.g., investigative
training for law enforcement, training
on therapeutic approaches for mental
health). Cross-training on basic issues
is provided to all team members. New
team members are brought up to speed
as quickly as possible.

• the reunification team meets regularly.
In larger jurisdictions teams hold
monthly meetings to discuss recent
recovery cases and those cases in
which a recovery is expected in the
near future. These meetings enable the
team to accomplish several important
purposes: (1) provides a forum for team
members to share information on cases
and plan for upcoming recoveries and
reunifications; (2) allows team members
to know how cases on which they have
worked have been resolved and how
their participation has benefited the
process; (3) enables team members
to identify children and families with
new or continuing problems; and
(4) provides a forum for ongoing
evaluation of efforts and allows the
team to refine protocols and procedures
based upon experience.

Teams involved in recovery and reunification
have emphasized the importance of planning
whenever possible. By taking a pro-active
approach, reunification teams are able
to identify appropriate cases for intervention
at the earliest opportunity and make
preliminary assessments regarding what
will be needed for the on-site response.

A reunification team can assume that there
will be significant gaps in their knowledge
of the dynamics of the abduction and issues
regarding reunification that the child or
parents may have. Once the child is recovered
it is important to fill in those gaps as soon as
possible to enable an effective reunification
and follow up.

around the country have identified the
following recommendations for a successful
multi-agency reunification effort

• one agency coordinates and activates
the team. It may be law enforcement or
it may be a nonprofit. Law enforcement
will often be the first agency to be aware
of an imminent or recent recovery. At
the very least, they will need to notify
the coordinating agency as soon as
possible. The coordinating agency
need not be the same one under all
circumstances, but the determining
criteria is clearly stated.

• while one agency coordinates the team
process, team “ownership” is a shared
responsibility. Each agency’s unique
perspective and role is recognized and
valued by team members.

• roles and responsibilities of individual
team members and their agencies are
spelled out in written policies and
procedures and cover the varying
circumstances that may face the team.
The agency with primary responsibility
for particular aspects of recovery and
reunification is clearly identified, as
well as those involved on-site or
immediately following recovery. Not
all agencies are needed on-site for
recovery and the reunification event
or immediately following. Some
agencies will be drawn into active
case participation within hours,
others within days and weeks. Some
flexibility of roles is necessary since
recoveries and reunifications of
missing children may involve
unknown and unpredictable factors.

• procedures for notifying team members
and activating services are clearly
stated.

• team members are available when
notified of a recovery or are able to
ensure their role is covered by another
agency representative if the primary
team member is unavailable at the
time he or she is needed.

• provisions exist to convene the team
when unusually demanding cases or an
emergency situation arises.
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In many cases the circumstances surrounding
a recovery and reunification will not allow
planning ahead. In cases where only a crisis
response is possible, a “triage” process will
need to be undertaken by the team to assess
a variety of issues and come up with an
impromptu plan that will hopefully address
the immediate needs of the victim and family.
While this improvisation is not the ideal, this
coordination of effort still may have an
enormous impact upon the healing process
of abduction victims and families.

Planning for Recovery
and Reunification
Whether a child voluntarily left home or was
abducted, many such child victims and their
left-behind family members experience
substantial psychological consequences and
emotional distress. Team members need to
understand that the level of distress has been
compared to that experienced by victims of
other severe trauma such as combat veterans;
children who have been catastrophically
burned; or victims of rape, assault, and other
violent crimes.1 The severity of trauma to the
child and family is determined by the type of
case, how long the child has been gone, what
happened to the child while he or she was
gone, and the coping styles of the child
victim and family.

The dynamics of an abduction cover a
broad range of conditions and events.
Understanding the details of the abduction or
runaway experience of the child is necessary
for effective investigation and reunification.
The following areas should be considered by
professionals involved in recovering and
reuniting a child. These areas may apply to
family abduction, nonfamily abduction, and
runaway victims in varying degrees.

• physical and emotional condition of the
recovered child.

• circumstances of the initial abduction or
runaway episode and any level of
violence used or experienced.

• length of time the child was away from
his or her home.

• circumstances of and events occurring
both prior to and during the missing
period.

• physical or sexual violence to the child.
• specific living conditions during the

abduction including frequent moves,
“fugitive” lifestyle, attention to the
child’s nutritional and medical needs,
and consistent schooling.

• name changes for either the child or
abducting parent.

• deliberate alteration of the child’s
physical appearance.

• child’s beliefs about the motives for the
abduction or runaway episode.

• child’s relationship with the abductor
and/or any other persons encountered
during the missing period.

• child’s relationship with each parent
and other significant family members
before the abduction.

• degree of social isolation of the child or
infliction of emotional abuse.

• separation from nonabducted/left-
behind siblings.

• child’s beliefs about authorities.
• circumstances of recovery and impact

on the child.
• child’s expectations or beliefs regarding

the outcome of the abduction. Did the
child believe he or she would never be
rescued? Did the child believe that he
or she would die?

• child’s expectations about reunification
and beliefs about the recovering
parent(s). If the abductor was a family
member, was the child told that the
other parent was dead or evil?

• family members’ expectations about
reunification.

• changes in the left-behind family’s
configuration/circumstances during
the time the child was away (e.g., birth
of another sibling, death of a family
member, remarriage).

1C. Hatcher, C. Barton, and L. Brooks. Families of Missing Children: Psychological Consequences and Promising
Interventions. Final Report. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, 1992, p. 1.
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for the missing child, it is typically the law
enforcement officer who recovers the child
and is in charge of the actual reunification
of the child with family members. Family
members and other agency personnel will
need direction from the police. The officer and
his or her agency must plan for and manage
the recovery and initial reunification meeting
of the child with the family. Only careful
planning ahead of time will ensure that
recovery and reunification benefits the
child rather than causing additional and
unnecessary trauma.

The general responsibilities of law enforcement
involve

• providing for the immediate physical
needs of the child

• arranging for the physical and
psychological evaluation of the
recovered child in preparation for
reunification

• conducting an interview with the child
as soon as possible to obtain
information about the circumstances
of the abduction or runaway episode,
other individuals involved, and possible
criminal acts

• securing physical evidence necessary
for the investigation as soon as possible

• setting the parameters of case
information to be prepared and
provided to the public

• notifying and briefing other agency
professionals on the status of the
recovered child and family

• notifying and briefing the child’s family

Law enforcement officers involved in the
recovery and reunification of a missing child
should be prepared to provide initial comfort
and reassurance to the child. The officer may
have to transport the recovered child to a
medical facility for examination. The officer
will probably need to be present at the
reunification of the recovered child and
parents. If taking the child’s clothing is
necessary for evidence collection, then the
officer should arrange for the child to receive
clean and comfortable garments to wear.

8

Professionals involved in this reunification
process must remember that the world of a
family of an abducted or runaway child has
been turned upside down. They may have
many questions when their child is recovered.
They may be uncertain of what to expect from
their recovered child and concerned about
whether they will be able to meet the child’s
needs. They may be uncomfortable or unsure
of asking the child about the circumstances of
the abduction or runaway episode.

By the time their missing child has been
recovered, the family will have already
experienced overwhelming stress and
trauma. Child victims of family abduction
and their left-behind parent(s) probably have
experienced a highly conflicted and painful
separation or divorce. As a result, left-behind
family members may have difficulty mobilizing
resources available to them and their recovered
child. Left-behind family members may not
even be aware of the resources that exist in
their community. Family behavior and coping
styles prior to the abduction will often predict
the ability of the family to cope with the
abduction itself and the recovery and
reunification of the child. Thus it is the
responsibility of the professionals involved
with the reunification to assess the needs of
the family and make every effort to help the
family meet all of those needs in a sensitive,
effective, efficient, and economical way.

Law Enforcement as Lead Responder  Just
as law enforcement assumes the primary
responsibility for investigating and searching

Reunification Team Participants

Law Enforcement Agencies
Mental Health Organizations

Child Protective or Social Services
Family or Dependency Courts

Victim-Witness Agencies



These responsibilities are complex and
personally demanding. The child may have
experienced psychological, physical, or sexual
abuse during the period while missing. The
officer must often make immediate decisions
about the child’s physical and emotional
health. Advice and assistance from other
involved professionals are necessary for
appropriate decision-making.

The officer may experience intense pressure
from parents/caretakers and the media to
provide immediate access to the child. In
some circumstances this may be harmful to
the child. The officer should not hesitate to
slow down events while a careful evaluation
is performed rather than allow a potentially
disastrous situation to occur.

Preparing for Recovery/Reunification Law
enforcement officers need to be fully prepared
to manage the on-site recovery. If officers
are not confident that they are returning
a recovered child to an acceptable family
environment, they should prepare for
alternative or temporary care until such
issues can be resolved. Officers should
ensure that community mental health and
social support agencies are knowledgeable
and available to assist in the reunification
of recovered children with their families.

Many children will need time to make a
transition to their new situation. For instance
in family abduction cases children who have
been conditioned to believe that left-behind
family members pose a danger to them
may be fearful of returning to those family
members. The officer and other reunification
team members need to take the time necessary
to make accurate assessments and careful
decisions about the well-being of the child.
The officer should always be prepared for
alternative placement of the child and have
available resources standing by.

If recovering a child in another jurisdiction,
officers should know, prior to traveling, what
the requirements are in that jurisdiction for
picking up the child including specific
documentation. Without the necessary

documentation, the reunification process may
be delayed adding to the family’s trauma. For
instance a photograph of the child, a copy of
the birth certificate, and certified copies of court
orders may be required. Officers also should be
prepared to attend to any special physical
needs of the child such as medications,
clothing, or language interpretation.

Privacy should be a priority for the
reunification meeting of the child and
family. If the child is taken to a hospital
for an examination or for medical treatment,
immediate family members may be taken
there as well. In cases of family abduction it
is important for the reunification to take place
in a neutral and private setting. Professionals
want to avoid having what is usually a difficult
and upsetting event played out in front of
others.

Interviewing the Recovered Child  The child
is usually the best source of information about
the circumstances surrounding the abduction,
the conditions in which he or she lived, and
what he or she was told by the abductor. The
person conducting the interview must establish
a rapport with the child in order to obtain
the most complete and accurate information
without causing the child additional distress.

A specialist with training in child interviewing
and knowledge of the developmental
capabilities of children should conduct the
interview regardless of the division to which
the investigation is assigned. The officer may
want to enlist the assistance of another trained
professional such as a mental health counselor
who has experience in interviewing child
victims. The officer should find a comfortable
and nonthreatening setting in which to conduct
the interview. If the community has a children’s
advocacy center or some other special facility
or room for interviewing child victims, the
officer should try to arrange to use the facility
to interview the recovered child. Movement of
the child should be kept to a minimum to avoid
additional confusion and trauma to the child.
In family abduction cases the interviewer
should avoid influencing the child in favor of
one parent.
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The interview and any other contact with the
child should be prefaced by a brief explanation
of what is going to happen. During the
interview children should be given detailed
information, if possible, regarding any travel
arrangements and their new living situation.
This is particularly important for children who
have been missing for a long period of time
and when there have been major changes in the
family or living situation while they were gone.

As with any interview of a child victim, the
officer needs to remember that his or her
responsibility is to gather the facts and
information surrounding the abduction and
victimization. The investigator needs to
determine the who, what, when, where, and
how. While the officer is not a therapist, he or
she must remain aware that an improperly
conducted interview or one that focuses on
blame can cause severe emotional trauma to
the recovered child. Officers should be very
careful with “why” questions. If asked
inappropriately they can cause unnecessary
feelings of guilt and emotional distress in the
child. The gathering of information necessary
to bring the perpetrator to justice is important;
however, pressing for such information should
stop short of further traumatizing the child.
The well-being of the child must remain the
primary objective of all agencies involved in
the reunification process.

Role of Mental Health  Involving a mental
health professional from the onset will help
the child and family. A child who is getting
the help he or she needs is more likely to be
cooperative and effective in an ongoing
investigation and court process. The mental
health professional should be familiar with
what is needed by both the child and criminal
justice agencies.

Mental health professionals on the reunification
team need to evaluate the recovered child and
family to assess the emotional stress caused by
the abduction and recovery as well as to plan
for stabilizing the family and providing
treatment for the child. It is often difficult for
mental health experts to determine to what
extent emotional stress was caused by events

The interviewer needs to understand the
child’s perceptions of the abduction, the
abductor, left-behind family members, and
the actual recovery. It is important to reassure
the recovered child that his or her parent(s)
have been searching for him or her. If more
than one child was abducted, each child should
be interviewed separately. Remember, siblings
may react differently to the reunification.
Children in the same family often do not
react to family events in the same way.
For example one child may remember the
searching parent while the other may not.

The officer may not have another opportunity
to interview the child; therefore, he or she
should develop questions before meeting
with the recovered child to assure that critical
information is obtained. Later the child may
be reluctant to discuss the abduction due to
implicit or expressed concerns of family
members or a desire to put the event behind
him or her. It is best to leave a door open for
future interviews with the child. In particularly
traumatic abductions children may disclose
information over time as they feel more
comfortable with the interviewer.

In cases where the name and role of the child
or the abductor has been changed during the
abduction, special care should be taken in
interviewing the child. The child may have
difficulty understanding his or her relationship
with the abductor depending on which name
the child uses to refer to him- or herself or the
abductor. The child may seem confused or
unable to discuss the matter. The child may
see the abductor with the assumed name as 2
different persons. A child’s response to a
question may depend upon whether the
questions asked use the assumed name(s) or
legal name(s). It is best to use the name with
which the child is most comfortable. The officer
should not force the child to use his or her
original name if the child shows discomfort
or uncertainty about using it. Returning to the
use of the original name may require long-term
therapy and is the responsibility of the mental
health provider.
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in the family prior to the abduction or runaway
episode. The mental health professional
working with the child victim and family
also will need to maintain a level of
knowledge about investigative and legal
procedures potentially affecting the recovered
child and the child’s family.

Information about the psychological impact of
abduction on children and families is currently
not readily available. Professionals will have
to make special efforts to educate themselves
about the issues relating to this particular type
of victimization. Some resources and suggested
reading materials on this topic are listed in
“Training and Information Resources” found
on page 36.

Role of Child Protective or Social
Services  The involvement by social service
or child protective service professionals in the
recovery of a missing child is necessary when
the family is not immediately available to
reunite with the child and take the child
home or when there is a question of the ability
of the recovering family to care for the child.
Both situations occur more commonly in family
abduction, runaway, or thrownaway cases.

When a child is recovered in a location that is
distant from the family’s home, travel time
and financial resources may limit the ability
of the family to get to the recovery location
promptly. Allegations of neglect, physical
abuse, or sexual abuse may have been made
against the recovering family or parent in
family abduction and runaway cases. In
family abduction cases there may be counter
allegations by the other parent. All such
allegations need to be investigated promptly,
thoroughly, and objectively. If the left-behind
parent lives outside the jurisdiction in which
the child is recovered and plans to take the
child back to his or her place of residence,
social service professionals in both locations
need to work together to determine how the
case will be managed.

Role of Family or Dependency Court  Many
times dependency and family court profession-
als need to become involved in the recovery
and reunification of a missing child. This occurs

most commonly in relation to issues of child
custody and visitation in family abduction,
issues of a family’s ability to care for a runaway
or thrownaway child upon recovery, and/or
allegations of abuse in these cases. In order
to make effective assessments and decisions
regarding these child victims, courts need
access to the most complete and accurate
information about the child, the family, and
the circumstances of the missing episode. This
information may only be available through a
variety of agencies. The best way to ensure the
availability of good information about child
victims is through an effective multi-agency
information sharing and case management
process employed in multidisciplinary teams
(MDTs). For information on such MDTs call the
Clearinghouse on Child Abuse and Neglect
Information at 1-800-FYI-3366 or in the
Washington, DC, metropolitan area at
703-385-7565.

Role of Victim-Witness Agencies  Profession-
als in victim-witness agencies and programs
are needed to assist the recovered child and
family in providing information about and
support for subsequent criminal court
proceedings and in obtaining compensation
for treatment and services for physical and
mental injuries. In order to qualify for
compensation and services, the recovered
child must have been the victim of a crime
while missing. Almost every child victim of a
nonfamily abduction will qualify, but the same
is not true for every runaway or child who is
abducted by a family member. In many states
the crime victim in a family abduction case is
defined as the left-behind parent. The abducted
child is not viewed as a crime victim unless
physical or sexual abuse by the abducting
parent can be proved and a criminal
prosecution occurs. Most crime victim
compensation programs do not include
psychological abuse which is the most
common type of maltreatment associated
with family abduction. Compensation for
crime victims may also be limited by additional
requirements, funding restrictions, or resources
in individual states. Nonetheless this potential
avenue of assistance should be thoroughly
explored.
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The Reunification Meeting

To some extent the circumstances and timing
of a child recovery will determine the ability
of agency personnel to plan for the actual
reunification meeting between the recovered
child and family members. Whenever possible
agency personnel involved in the recovery of
a missing child should consider the issues and
steps noted below.

Guidelines for the Reunification Meeting

• Physical/Emotional Needs of Child
Come First

• Alert Family Members as Quickly as
Possible

• Reunion Should Take Place in a
Neutral/Private Location

• Lead Agency Should Follow
Pre-Existing Procedures and Plans to
Handle All Aspects of the Recovery
from Media Involvement to Activating
Other Team Members

Physical and emotional needs of the child come
first. The child may need to be comforted and
assured of his or her safety.

Alert family members as quickly as possible.
Prior to reunification, parents need to be
given information about the recovery and the
physical and emotional condition of the child.
They should be encouraged to allow the
necessary medical and psychological
evaluation and treatment to take place.
In nonfamily abduction cases the time
spent waiting while medical examinations
and procedures are being done may be a
good time to explain to the family the different
emotional states the child may experience and
how to deal with them. (For a summary of
these stages see “Child Abduction:  Stages

of Emotional Reaction in Nonfamily
Abduction Cases” on page 30.) Parents
should be encouraged to focus on making
their child feel comfortable and safe, while
leaving law enforcement to determine what
happened to the child when he or she was
gone. The initial impulse of parents may be
to protect their child and to take him or her
home immediately. Team members may have
to remind the parent that the child may be the
best source of critically-needed information
about the event. Parents should be reminded
that professionals need time to talk with the
child and gather evidence regarding the
perpetrator and the circumstances of the
abduction. Parents should be assured that
investigators also have the best interests of
the recovered child as their main focus, and
the investigator’s special training and/or
experience should be emphasized.

Recovery and reunification should take place
in a neutral and private location. Chaos and
confusion should be kept to a minimum.
The location will determine, to some extent,
the ability of professionals to control events
and media access. Arranging a neutral and
private place will provide everyone involved
some “breathing room.” It will also give
Reunification Team members an opportunity
to explain rights and options to the family
and offer initial assistance and resources. The
recovered child and his or her family need
time to digest all of the information and
intense emotions barraging them in a brief
span of time.

Law enforcement agencies should have
procedures and plans to handle the media
interest that may surround the recovery of an
abducted child. Even though media attention
may be intense, the needs of the recovered
child and family come first. Professionals
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to learn more about this program including
limitations and restrictions.

In developmentally appropriate language
the recovered child should be informed about
each step in the recovery and reunification
process, as well as his or her participation in
the investigative process. This is particularly
important when the child is placed into
temporary custody. Foster parents with
whom the child is placed should also be
provided with information about the
child’s situation, including what to expect
from the child and instructions for helping
the child. The family should be given some
idea of the contact they will have with
investigators in the following days. This
is not the time for the family to see many
different faces, so the primary investigator
should remain the lead contact with the family.

Professionals involved in the recovery and
reunification of a missing child should make
parents aware of potential responses from
their child and prepare them to deal with
these possibilities without becoming angry
or rejecting the child. In some cases the child
may appear apathetic or emotionally blunted,
fearful, or even ambivalent or hostile about the
reunification. Parents should be encouraged to
take the lead in greeting the child. They need
to be told about what to expect on their child’s
first night home. Rather than talking about the
abduction event, the recovered child probably
will be focused on being in his or her room and
becoming reacquainted with siblings. Parents
may be relieved to have their child home but
anxious about the ability of the child to adjust
in both the short- and long-term. Parents need
to understand that things may not return to the
way they were before the abduction occurred.

Professionals should not assume that a child
whose behavior appears controlled or
nonchalant is untroubled by the events taking
place. Detachment may be the recovered child’s

involved with the family may need to help
ensure that these needs are protected by
allowing the family to enter the reunification
site through a private or protected entrance.
Families need privacy at this time. They do
not need to see the reunification with their
child on the evening news. Individuals caring
for other children at home should be provided
with instructions regarding media calls and
requests. Similar steps should be taken to
protect any siblings who may still be in school
or at other locations at the time of recovery.

If there are other children at home, plans need
to be made for their care in the home while
other family members go to the reunification
meeting. Information about the progress of the
reunification and the anticipated return of the
recovered child should be provided to the
temporary caregiver to pass on to other family
members.

The law enforcement officer or mental health
professional team member should instruct the
family to bring several familiar items to the
reunification meeting such as the child’s
favorite toy and photographs of family
members, family events, or pets to which
the child was particularly attached. These
items may assist the child with recovering
memories of the family and his or her past
life and can serve as a conversational icebreaker
during the initial meeting. For older children,
bringing newspaper articles or missing child
posters may provide needed confirmation to
the child of efforts made to recover him or her.

Families may need assistance with transporta-
tion and other arrangements for their return
home due to intense media attention or
financial difficulties. The National Center
for Missing and Exploited Children works with
private corporations to provide transportation
and lodging to parents who cannot afford to
travel to pick up a child who has been
recovered and is in protective custody. Call
NCMEC at 1-800-THE-LOST (1-800-843-5678)
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way of coping with a terrifying and painful
situation.

Family abduction or runaway cases involving
allegations of physical or sexual abuse need to
be given priority and investigated in a timely
manner to avoid unnecessary trauma. The
child and both parents need to be interviewed.
If a child communicates allegations of
abuse and/or evidence of abuse is present,
established protocols for evaluation and
investigation need to be followed. Protecting

the child should be the first priority of the
Reunification Team.

Mental health professionals will need to make
arrangements to follow up with the family as
soon as possible, but at the very least no later
than 48 hours after the reunification. Most
families will need ongoing support to cope
with the effects of the abduction of their child
and its aftermath. These effects may not be
apparent immediately but may emerge over
time.
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While there are many generalizations that
can be made about missing children cases,
this chapter discusses specific issues related
to runaways and nonfamily and family
abductions.

Special Issues of Nonfamily
Abduction
Nonfamily persons usually abduct children for
one or more of the following purposes

• sexual assault
• to raise the child as his or her own
• for ransom
• homicide

Child victims of nonfamily abductions are the
most likely to have experienced sexual and
physical assaults. This type of abduction has
the highest risk for homicide.

Recovered children who were abducted by a
nonfamily member often have initial concerns
about their safety and being reabducted. Often
they do not believe that they are really safe.
Upon recovery these child victims may appear
to be coping very well. It is common for
children who have experienced trauma to
be talkative initially and have excellent recall of
details. This is a good time for the investigating
officer to obtain critical and timely information
from the child regarding the abduction and
subsequent events.

Professionals and parents need to be aware that
this initial period of euphoria and the child’s
immediate and initial disclosure of information
about their abduction may quickly be replaced
by a feeling of numbness. Child victims may
appear to be detached and distant from family
and friends, apathetic in day-to-day activities,
and uninterested in things and activities they
previously enjoyed. They may exhibit feelings
of denial or avoidance of the abduction event.
Teenage victims may show blunted emotions,

apathy, and denial of any intrusive thoughts or
negative feelings about the abduction event.
They may insist that their normal life and
activities will not be affected by the abduction.
Families may misinterpret the numbness
reaction of the recovered child as emotional
callousness or adjustment. This numbness is
the child’s way of coping with overwhelming
emotions regarding the abduction and recovery.
It is important to remember that the lack of
emotion is symptomatic and indicative of
ongoing trauma. The period of emotional
numbness may last from a few weeks to
many months.

There may also be a great deal of pressure from
the public and the media to know details of the
abduction and to have access to the child
victim. Because the recovered child appears
to be coping or may even appear euphoric,
it may seem harmless to expose the child to
media interviews. For most child victims, the
reality of what they have experienced will hit
them within hours or days of recovery. When
that happens, they may find it difficult to cope
with the public exposure of their victimization.
This exposure may lead them to feel that they
have been re-victimized or exploited even
further.

Professionals involved in the recovery of an
abducted child should counsel parents to
protect their children from well-intentioned,
but potentially exploitive well-wishers and
media representatives. Law enforcement
investigators should counsel the victim and
family members about the limits of case
information that can be provided to the media.
Family members should be cautioned about the
potential harm to their child from media
exposure following recovery. Parents need
to be reassured that they have the right to
provide their child with the privacy he or she
needs. This may be difficult to do, particularly
when the media may have played a role in the
recovery of the child.

Special Issues of Nonfamily and Family Abductions
and Runaway Children
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that they will never see their families again or
that they will be killed.

The interpersonal relationship developed
between the child victim and the abductor
during the event has been shown to be an
important factor in establishing psychological
control during the abduction. The process by
which this relationship develops may be critical
to understanding the child’s emotional
responses following recovery. The recovered
child may seem ambivalent about the abductor.
Because of the vulnerability of the child, the
desire to see the abductor punished may
conflict with fears of reprisal. The child may
fear that the abductor or friends of the abductor
will return. The child is primarily dependent
upon adults for assurances, but may feel that
adults “failed” to protect him or her from the
first incident.1

Law enforcement officers should be prepared
to handle the intense media interest that may
accompany the recovery of an abducted child.
The establishment of a command post and
media briefings by a trained public information
officer will alleviate some of the chaos and
provide needed privacy for the recovered
child and the family. Media and well-wishers
should be encouraged to allow the family time
and privacy. Rather than allowing the child to
be overwhelmed by large numbers of family
members and friends, the first post-recovery
meeting should include only immediate family
members.

In many cases, children and adolescent victims
of abduction assume that they will not be
missed and that no one is looking for them.
Upon recovery, they are surprised to realize
that major efforts were undertaken to find
them. Many abducted children fear or believe

Guidelines for Handling the Reunion of a Nonfamily Abducted Child

The agency responsible for facilitating the reunion should
• Arrange for a comprehensive physical examination of the victim,

determine any immediate physical or emotional needs of the
child, and ensure that those needs are met.

• Conduct a careful interview of the child, document the results of
the interview, and involve all appropriate agencies.

• Notify the child’s parents of the recovery and request that they
bring only immediate family members to a designated private
location for the reunion.

• Brief the parents on their child’s condition and ask them to refrain
from making a public announcement about the child’s recovery.

• Instruct the parents to bring along a change of clothing for the
child and any familiar or favorite items of the child’s that were left
behind when the child was abducted.

• Arrange to have a victim-witness advocate/mental health
professional assigned to the child and family as soon as
possible. This advocate should be present at the reunion and
available to assist the family with both short- and long-term
reunification issues.

• Issue a press release and/or hold a press conference
announcing appropriate details of the recovery. Always balance
the public’s “right to know” with the need to protect the dignity of
the victim family and the integrity of the case.

• Cancel alarms and have the case removed from the Federal
Bureau of Investigation’s National Crime Information Center
(NCIC) computer and any other information systems utilized
during the search.

1C. Hatcher. A Conceptual Framework for Victimology:  The Adult and Hostage Experience. Paper presented at the
American Psychological Convention, Los Angeles, California, 1981.
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Reunion Scenario

Following is the summary of an actual nonfamily abduction and reunion
scenario. Mistakes were made in the reunion. Agencies should review the guide-
lines on how to facilitate the reunion of a nonfamily abducted child for
tips on the “correct” approach for handling such a situation and formulate a
contingency plan on how their agencies would handle such a high-profile
reunion.

Eleven-year-old Carly2 was abducted by a 32-year-old male as
she rode her bike home from a friend’s house. Her bike was found
in woods near the road. Media interest in the case was intense
and spread quickly from local news to state and even national
coverage. Photographs and posters of Carly were
circulated over a wide area.

Several days after her disappearance a motel desk clerk
recognized Carly as the young girl traveling with a man who
registered the day before and called police. Within hours the
abductor was apprehended, and Carly was recovered alive. She
had been sexually assaulted repeatedly during her captivity.

Carly was returned to her home town, taken to a hospital for
examination, and questioned by police officers. A few hours later
police officers drove her home where her family and a huge
crowd of reporters, neighbors, and well-wishers were gathered
in the street. The reunification with her parents and siblings took
place in the driveway amid the crowd and with cameras recording
every expression and word. Fewer than 48 hours later Carly was
interviewed on camera for a nationally broadcast television
program. At that point she had not received any mental health
counseling.

2The names have been changed in all reunion scenarios featured in this publication to protect the privacy of the
victims and families involved.
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have been brainwashed to believe that the
searching parent will harm him or her. The
child may have been taught to fear being
“apprehended” by the police. If the child is
very young or missing for a long period of
time, he or she may not remember the left-
behind parent or even his or her own real
name. Despite the circumstances of the
abduction, child victims often develop a
dependency upon the abducting parent.
The child may feel protective toward the
abductor and want to take care of or shield
the abducting parent. For a child who has
been missing a long time or who believes the
recovering parent is dead or is a frightening
person, recovery and reunification with that
parent can be a terrifying experience. The
child may even perceive the recovery and
reunification as another abduction.

Allegations and counter-allegations of neglect,
physical abuse, or sexual abuse by one or
both parents are not uncommon at the time
of recovery of the child. When allegations
of abuse have been made or there is a
documented history of abuse, it is important
to involve child protective services and, if
appropriate, the courts. A careful evaluation
should be done prior to the reunification of
the child with the left-behind parent. It is not
uncommon for a recovered child to be placed
in temporary custodial care until maltreatment
issues have been resolved. Family abduction
cases frequently involve couples with a
documented history of spouse abuse. The
abductor may take the child to punish or
intimidate the other parent or to try and force a
reconciliation. Cases where the abusive partner
is also the abductor require special caution in
recovery of the child. It is important to know if
the abductor has made threats about harming
or killing the child. In some situations it may be
appropriate for courts to review placement of
the children.

Some parents will abduct their children in the
course of fleeing spousal abuse. Domestic
violence laws and laws regarding child custody
and family abduction have developed
independently of each other over time.
These laws often present complex problems
and ethical dilemmas for those charged with

Special Issues of Family Abduction
Cases of family abduction may present special
difficulties for law enforcement officers charged
with enforcing a custody order and picking up
a child. Many law enforcement officers are
hesitant to pick up a child or accompany a
parent to recover a child without an order from
a court of their state or statutory authority.
Determining the validity of the custody order
can be difficult, and the potential for civil
liability exists if the order is later determined to
be invalid. Some states direct law enforcement
officers by law to return a child to the lawful
custodian when the abductor is arrested. In
most states, law enforcement officers will turn
the child over to the recovering parent as long
as they are not prohibited by law from doing
so. This is true whether or not criminal charges
are pending against the abductor.

The issues of enforcement of child custody
orders and executing arrest warrants for the
abducting family member are separate issues.
It is important for law enforcement officers to
be knowledgeable about the legal issues with
regard to enforcing child custody orders. These
issues are presented in greater depth in Missing
and Abducted Children:  A Law Enforcement Guide
to Case Investigation and Program Management
and Family Abduction, both published by the
National Center for Missing & Exploited
Children. To order a free copy of these books
call 1-800-THE-LOST (1-800-843-5678).

When recovering a child victim of family
abduction it is important for agencies to
consider the behavior of the abducting parent
prior to the abduction and the experiences of
the child during the abduction. Professionals
should discover as quickly as possible what
the child believes or has been told about the
recovering parent. If it is determined that the
child believes the parent is dead or dangerous,
a mental health professional should be
involved immediately to assist with
interviewing the child and assessing the
condition of the child in preparation for
reunification.

The child may have been told that the left-
behind parent did not love or want him or her,
was hurting the child, or died. The child may
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protecting children, protecting battered
women, and enforcing child custody orders
and abduction laws. In some states fleeing
domestic violence is a legitimate defense in
family abduction cases. It is important for the
officer to know the applicable laws in his or her
state. There are liability issues that should also
be considered carefully when allowing a
searching parent to recover the child and
confront the abducting parent alone. Where
there are allegations of abuse of the child or a
parent, the searching parent should not be
allowed to recover the child without the
assistance and involvement of agency
personnel. Steps should be taken to ensure
the safety of both the abused parent and the
child in potentially dangerous situations.

The abducting parent should not be
interviewed in the presence of the child or
the recovering parent. The abducting family
member should be encouraged to cooperate in
making the recovery event and aftermath as
easy as possible for their child. Professionals
need to obtain as much information as possible
from the abducting parent about what the child
has been told and what the child may believe
about the abduction and the recovering parent.

Care should always be taken to safeguard the
child victim from witnessing the use of force

against or arrest of the abducting parent.
Whenever possible, the child should be
given an opportunity to say goodbye to
the abducting parent. Care should be taken,
however, to avoid prolonged and extremely
emotional farewells. Allowing a second
goodbye once the child is separated from
the abducting parent is not a good idea as it
may prolong and worsen an already painful
event. Whenever possible, the child should
be allowed an opportunity to take special
possessions with him or her. The child may
have a pet or some possession to which he or
she is attached. The Reunification Team needs
to make arrangements to deal with these issues
in a way that provides comfort to the child.

The child should be given an explanation, in
developmentally appropriate language, of what
is taking place and why, rather than leaving the
child to his or her own fears and fantasies.
Professionals present at the recovery should
note the child’s emotions to see whether the
child appears to feel guilty, fearful, happy, or
confused. Children should always be reassured
that what is taking place is not their fault.

Professionals involved in recovery and
reunification must avoid the appearance of
“taking sides” in the issue of custody.

Guidelines for Handling the Reunion of a Family Abducted Child

The agency responsible for facilitating the reunion should
• Arrest suspect-parent away from child, if possible.
• Coordinate with child protective service workers regarding the need for temporary shelter

and/or foster care until any outstanding custody issues are determined, left-behind parent
or investigator arrives, and/or any outstanding criminal allegations are resolved. It may take
months for all outstanding custody issues to be determined if the order was ex parte or
there are conflicting orders. In addition foster care is an option when neither parent
appears suitable.

• Take charge of the situation and conduct a thorough interview of the child, suspect parent,
left-behind parent, and any other appropriate persons involved in the situation. Document
the results of the interviews and involve all appropriate agencies.

• Professionals are there to enforce the custody order and should not articulate personal
opinions about the case.

• Enforce legal orders with the least amount of physical and emotional trauma to the child.
• Coordinate with victim-witness advocates/mental health professionals assigned to the child

and family as soon as possible. This advocate should be present at the reunion and
available to assist the family with both short- and long-term reunification issues.

• Cancel alarms and remove the case from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s National
Crime Information Center (NCIC) computer and all other information systems utilized during
the search.
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Reunion Scenario

Following is the summary of an actual family abduction and reunion scenario.
Mistakes were made in the reunion. Agencies should review the guidelines on
how to facilitate the reunion of a family abducted child for tips on the “correct”
approach for handling such a situation and formulate a contingency plan on
how their agencies would handle such a reunion.

Dave’s son, Timmy, was abducted by his noncustodial mother
when he was 4 years old. Two and a half years later, Dave
located his son with help from a private investigator. He was able
to get the court in the state in which the boy and his mother were
living to validate his custody order and issue a pick-up order.
Accompanied by local police officers he went to the house where
his son and former wife were living. His son was playing in the
front yard when they approached. Later Dave described the
encounter by saying, “Timmy had this horrified look on his face.
His mother had told him I was dead.”

Timmy’s mother, alerted by neighbors, came out into the street
screaming hysterically. She grabbed one of Timmy’s arms. His
father tugged on the other. Finally the police took everyone to the
station. After 2 hours of bitter arguing and making allegations in
front of Timmy, the abducting mother was placed in jail. Timmy
went home with his father the same day to a new house and a
new stepmother he had never met.
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Special Issues of Runaway
Episodes
Cases involving runaway youth are
particularly appropriate for a team approach,
drawing on the expertise of youth service
providers, mental health professionals, school
counselors, and other community service
professionals in assisting young people and
their families. The Family and Youth Services
Bureau; Administration on Children, Youth
and Families; Administration for Children
and Families; U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services has funded several
demonstration projects that support improved
linkages between runaway and homeless youth
programs and law enforcement agencies. The
purpose of these projects was to

• increase communication between local
law enforcement agencies and runaway
and homeless youth centers

• improve collaboration, referrals, and
services for at-risk youth and their
families

• reduce unnecessary adjudication and
incarceration of these youths

Forming such collaborations within
communities will help all involved authorities
identify the various types of children who run
away in their community and the resources
needed to better help those youths. For
instance short-term runaways are often fairly
amenable to family reunification and may
only need referral to services that can assist
the family in identifying problems that lead to
the runaway incident and solutions that will
hopefully alleviate those problems. Runaways
with more serious family problems may not
be candidates to return to their homes. Such
situations would require authorities to provide
alternative placements and other supportive
services. In addition chronic runaways and
those who have been “on the street” for a long
period of time are more likely to have been
victimized and exploited while gone and may
have special physical and psychological needs.

The first priority when recovering a runaway
is to take the child to a safe place. This
responsibility is often carried out by law
enforcement.Then the child needs to be

carefully assessed and interviewed — in a
nonaccusatory way — about his or her
immediate physical and emotional needs,
reasons for running away, and the
circumstances encountered while away. Talking
with runaways about any victimization they
have experienced, prior to running away or
during the time they were gone, will provide
important direction for future placement,
treatment, and services. If information on
criminal activity is uncovered while talking
with them about their activities prior to or
during the runaway episode, the information
must be carefully recorded while remembering
that the primary focus should remain on the
child’s emotional and physical well-being.

Interviewing runaways may present certain
difficulties since runaways may view police
officers as a threat and may fear that the officer
will “just” return them to their home. Children
may be particularly distrustful of law
enforcement if they have tried previously
to report abuse and did not receive a
satisfactory response.

In many cases, running away is a child’s way
of dealing with an unresponsive system.
Officers should approach runaway and
thrownaway children in a nonthreatening
manner and take time to build rapport with
them. Law enforcement agencies need to have
a written policy directing the involvement of
specially trained youth service providers in
this debriefing and interview process. For
those communities with a Reunification
Team, a local agency should have already been
designated to meet this need. In communities
that do not yet have a Reunification Team, law
enforcement agencies need to contract with
their local social service, child welfare, mental
health, or other appropriate agency to secure
this assistance and support.

Keep in mind that an interviewer who lectures
a young person about how wrong it was to run
away will find it difficult to have that same
child confide in him or her. If possible the
interview should be conducted by a specially
trained person other than the one who took the
child into custody. This will help in building
rapport with the runaway child.

23



thorough training and experience in
interviewing children. They also should be
knowledgeable about the dynamics of abuse
and its impact on young persons.

Key information to ask the runaway includes
• Why did you leave?
• Where did you go?
• With whom did you stay?
• Did anyone encourage you to leave?
• How did you survive?
• Have you run away before?
• Why did you return?
• Is it safe for you to return home?
• Will you run away again?
• Is there anything I can do for you now?

The responses to these questions will help
determine what services the child needs and
what agencies need to be contacted to provide
those services.

For more information on model partnerships
between law enforcement agencies and
runaway and homeless youth programs,
please request a copy of the Summer 1994
edition of The Exchange from the National
Clearinghouse on Families & Youth at 301-
608-8098. The strategies outlined in that
publication may offer guidance in helping
to build professional partnerships to assist
runaway youth in your community.

Many runaway children leave home to escape
sexual or physical abuse while others may have
been told to leave by a parent or guardian.
Returning home may not be the best or safest
option for them. In such cases the interviewer
will need to immediately notify the appropriate
child protective services agency of those
allegations. Failure to do so may constitute
negligence and can involve potential civil and
criminal liability on the part of the interviewer
and his or her agency. This notification process
needs to be part of the written policy for each
agency involved in the interview process.

If the runaway is in need of medical care,
mental health counseling, and/or shelter, the
interviewer will need to contact appropriate
agencies and resources for assistance in
determining how to best meet those needs.
In addition check for any prior reports of
child abuse, domestic violence, or other
criminal behavior in the home and notify the
appropriate child protection agency. Avoid
enticing the child to make an untrue claim of
physical or sexual abuse as a reason for
running away. Rather than telling the young
person that he or she will not have to return
home if a parent has been abusive, set the
stage for the child to feel comfortable in
making a disclosure regarding his or her
reasons for running away. Persons charged
with interviewing runaways should have
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Guidelines for Handling the Reunion of a Runaway Child

The agency responsible for facilitating the reunion should
• Conduct a thorough interview of the child, document the results of the interview, and

involve all appropriate agencies (including Child Protective Services). Determine
- Why did the child leave?
- Where did the child go?
- How did the child survive?
- Who helped the child during the absence?
- Is the child likely to leave again?

• Consider a comprehensive physical examination for the child.
• Make child/family aware of community services to deal with any unresolved issues.
• Complete an agency report of the episode that can be promptly accessed and reviewed if

the child leaves again.
• Cancel alarms and remove the case from the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s National

Crime Information Center (NCIC) computer and all other information systems utilized during
the search.



Reunion Scenario

Following is the summary of an actual recovery of runaway children. Mistakes
were made in the reunion. Agencies should review the guidelines on how to
facilitate the reunion of a family whose child has runaway for tips on the “correct”
approach for handling such a situation and formulate a contingency plan on
how their agencies would handle such a reunion.

Local police received a call at 1:15 a.m. from a truck driver on a
nearby interstate. He reported that he had seen 2 young boys
walking along the highway and was concerned for their well-
being.

A police officer was dispatched to the area where the 2 boys were
last seen, and they were located. The boys, aged 12 and 10,
were brothers.

The officer took the boys into custody and asked them where they
lived. At first the boys would not tell the officer where they resided.
They said that they were afraid to go home and their father had
threatened to kill them and bury them in the backyard. After
continued pressure by the officer, one of the boys gave their
address. The officer returned them to their home.
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Conclusion

A runaway episode by a child or the abduction
of a child, whether by a parent or a nonfamily
person, has a lasting impact upon the child and
family. The way in which a child is recovered
and reunited with his or her family has the
potential to either inflict additional trauma
upon the child or help begin the process of
healing. The circumstances of recovery and
reunification also may have a profound impact
upon the effectiveness of professionals
pursuing criminal investigation and
prosecution. Understanding the dynamics
of the runaway child and child abductions
and careful planning by multiple agencies
can help professionals ensure that the child
is not traumatized further and subsequent
investigation and interventions on behalf
of the child and family are handled as
effectively as possible.
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Initial Reaction
During the initial moments of the abduction
the child’s reactions are generally more
primitive than adult behavior under similar
circumstances. For most children within the
United States, their first association is with
an experience seen on television or in a movie.
Behaviorally 1 of 3 patterns of freezing,
panicking with crying and screaming, or
making jokes. The freeze response is the most
common and is accompanied by internal fear,
anxiety, and thoughts of being hurt. Crying
and screaming is a typical reaction if a child is
physically seized. Unlike adults, children rarely
attempt to flee or fight. Within each type of
these responses, the child’s perception of what
is about to happen may vary. He or she may
see the captor(s) as “bad people.”  He or she
may be afraid that something very bad is going
to happen but is unsure of what it will be.

Acceptance/Respect for Captors
The second child abduction stage is
characterized by acceptance or respect for
the captor(s). The child victim may believe
that if he or she cooperates, no further harm
will come. The child may wish to be a hero
and have thoughts of taking action against the
abductor or to escape, but these thoughts rarely
evolve into a plan of action. Even though the
child will rarely take action, holding on to the
heroic fantasy may become an important
survival mechanism.

Child Abduction: Stages of Emotional Reaction in
Nonfamily Abduction Cases

Increased Victim/Abductor Interaction
In the third stage of child abduction, interaction
between the victim and captor will increase as
a part of the child’s development of simple
survival strategies. Since the adult captor is
able to exert extensive control over a child both
mentally and physically, the child’s response is
usually submissive and cooperative. In these
situations the child may come to realize that he
or she could not survive on his or her own and
that serious consequences could occur if he or
she rejects the abductor. Some children will
look for means of escape but will rarely utilize
potential opportunities to get away. When the
event is over, the child often has difficulty
explaining why he or she did not use
opportunities to escape. It is clear that the
child’s perception of the captor as being in
total control is a factor in the behavior of the
abducted child.

For child victims who are abducted as part of
a group, obtaining food, water, and privacy
during body eliminations become priority
times involving limited group interaction.
Subgroups have been found to form around
the 2 principal characteristics of age and
aggressiveness. Younger and less aggressive
children form one cluster while older and more
aggressive children align in another cluster.

[Adapted from C. Hatcher, J. Behrman-Lippert, C. Barton, and L. Brooks’s the
Reunification of Missing Children Project. Final Report. Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, 1992, pp. 36-38.
This has been adapted and reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.]
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End of Abductor Control
In the fourth stage of child abduction
disintegration or termination of the captor’s
control begins, usually by the abductor him-
or herself or by other external factors. Unlike
adult hostages, the child does not tend to fear
that something will go wrong during surrender
or rescue or experience anxiety about the loss
of stability. The child’s trust of, or admiration
for, police officers remains relatively high.
Some child victims may have difficulty
believing that the abduction event is over,
even after they are rescued.

End of Abduction
The rescue of the child is accomplished in the
fifth stage of child abduction. Supportive
physical exchanges take place between the
child victim and police officers. The child
usually has a lot to say and is quite willing
to talk to police at length about the incident.
In fact recovered children may demonstrate
greater willingness to talk openly and at
length with unknown police officers than with
parents. This may be due to feelings that the
child has not lived up to parental expectations
or that he or she was somehow responsible for
the abduction. Parents are usually very
emotional at reunification, and some children
may assume responsibility for their parents’
emotion and feel that the whole event was
somehow their fault.
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At the time the child is recovered, both
initially and for several days afterward,
a specific response pattern is seen. The
immediate post-recovery response pattern
is divided into 5 stages.1

Brief Euphoria
The first stage is brief euphoria lasting from
minutes to less than a day. The euphoria is
then replaced by mistrust and restraint,
guided by the child’s concern that the return
may actually be a false event or test engineered
by the abductor. As a result, child victims may
be somewhat flat in their emotions and will be
less responsive to questions. Immediate family
members may feel confused by the child
victim’s restraint or the loss of the child’s
initial positive reaction to reunification.

Hyperarousal
The second post-recovery response stage is
hyperarousal and may last for a number of
days following recovery. Both the child
and family members are overstimulated
by attention from law enforcement, the media,
friends, and others including well-intentioned
and over-zealous well-wishers. During this
time the child victim and family will often talk
to anyone who approaches him or her. Family
members need to be educated about potential
attention demands and the various types of
individuals who make them in order to protect
them from unnecessary outside pressures.

Hypervigilant Recall
During this stage child victims often want to
recall the details that they have so carefully
stored away as part of their abduction survival
strategy. They do so in order to assist with the
investigation and to have people understand
the experience. Because the recall of details can
also be very painful, the child may experience
some ambivalence about remembering and
talking about them.

For children whose coping style during the
abduction was to distance themselves from the
experience by blocking or avoiding details, the
information may come out in a more sporadic
manner over time. It is not unusual for children
to reveal significant details regarding the
abduction after their initial statements.
Children usually avoid disclosure if the
information is highly emotionally charged
or if they do not view the information as
significant initially. Clinically it may take 6
months for all details to emerge. Delayed
disclosure of important details may produce
frustration for law enforcement officers during
the investigation, as well as for family and
caregivers. It is important for those adults
to understand the child’s viewpoint and
motivations around delayed disclosure of
details.

Nonfamily Abductions:  Post-Recovery Response Patterns of Children

[Adapted from C. Hatcher, J. Behrman-Lippert, C. Barton, and L. Brooks’s the
Reunification of Missing Children Project. Final Report. Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, 1992, pp. 167-170.
This has been adapted and reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.]
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Compliance/Resistance
The recovered child may enter the stage of
compliance/resistance anywhere between
hours to weeks following reunification. At the
time of recovery victims comply initially with
requests, primarily because that is what they
had to do in order to survive the abduction
event. This strategy continues after recovery
becoming an ongoing response to authorities
around the victim. Covert as well as overt
requests may be responded to by the child.
This can particularly be an important factor
in the child’s later adjustment if the requests
are made more for personal curiosity or
personal gain rather than in the interest
of the investigation or reunification of the
family. These types of requests and responses
will later be recognized by the child and family
as a secondary injury. As feelings of personal
resourcefulness return, the child’s resistance
to requests increases. This resistance can be
directed toward requests from investigators
and prosecutors as well as mental health and
social service professionals.

Denial and Help-Seeking
During this stage the child’s responses
alternate between denial and help-seeking.
This stage can develop within days and last
from weeks to months. Often the child victim
will cover over significant internal emotional
difficulties and insist that there are no problems
in an attempt to recover the stability he or she
felt prior to the abduction event.
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Family Abductions:  Post-Recovery Response Patterns of Children

[Adapted from “Reunification of Parentally Abducted Children” by C. Hatcher,
J. Behrman-Lippert, C. Barton, and L. Brooks.  Reunification of Missing Children
Manual. Washington, D.C.: Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention,
U.S. Department of Justice, 1992, pp. 198-226. This has been adapted and reprinted
with permission. All rights reserved.]

34

Unique response patterns for recovered
children in family abduction cases may be
observed initially following recovery and
may last for days, weeks, or even months.

Much to the surprise and disappointment of
recovering parents, children who have been
parentally abducted may exhibit emotional
bluntness upon reunification. The bluntness
may have a disassociative quality. This
emotional apathy may be related to the child’s
feelings of conflict and confusion or to concerns
about what to expect. For children who have
been told that the other parent abandoned
them or was dead, it is a big step to move
from perceiving the parent as dead or having
abandoned them to a perception that a parent
is alive and has constantly searched for them.
If there are new stepparents or siblings, the
child may be angry that the recovering
parent’s life has continued while the child
was missing. The recovered child may be
angry or ambivalent. The child may struggle
with feelings of betrayal towards either or
both parents.

Lack of Control
A child who has been abducted by a parent
may perceive that he or she has been treated
as an object and moved around with no
consideration of his or her desires. The child
may be frustrated by a lack of control over
the events of his or her life, from the initial
abduction to the events surrounding recovery
to post-recovery placement. In response, the
child may experience anger and anxiety about
the future. He or she may try to regain a sense
of control through acting out behavior or by
seeking to achieve in areas where the child
perceives a sense of control. The child may
respond by regression, reverting to behavior
more appropriate for a younger child. In some
cases the child will respond by becoming

compliant in order to minimize or guard
against additional losses.

Belief Confusion
The recovered child may exhibit a great deal
of confusion about who to believe and trust.
The explanations given the child by the
abducting parent regarding the motivation
for the abduction will determine to varying
degrees the child’s beliefs about the behavior
and the interest of the parent in the child.
The explanations about the abduction and
the events leading up to it given by the
abducting parent and the recovering parent
often will vary dramatically. Professionals
involved in the recovery of the child may
present a picture that is somewhere between
the two. The recovered child may not know
which parent or explanation to accept. The
child may have difficulty integrating an
alternate view. At the very least, the child
gets the impression that both parents can not
be right in their statements. Learning that his
or her perceptions have been wrong may have
the impact of shattering and undermining the
child’s trust and confidence in his or her ability
to understand the world.

Fear
Depending upon what the child was told or
believed to be true about the recovering parent,
he or she may experience additional fears and
issues related to reunification. At the time
of recovery the child may believe that the
recovering parent abandoned them or died.
If the child was convinced the recovering
parent was an evil person or posed a threat,
he or she will understandably be afraid of
that parent. In such cases professionals
involved in the reunification should consider
conducting the reunification in stages and over
a period of time. The recovered child may
have initial concerns about safety and



reabduction. These fears may be expressed
in direct statements or through statements
or through dreams, reabduction play, and sleep
difficulties. The child’s fear may become more
pronounced in anticipation of the first post-
recovery contact or visitation with the
abducting parent.

Role and Identity Confusion
Cases in which a child was made to change
his or her name and role may present
particular difficulties. If the names of the
child and abducting parent were changed and
used over a long period of time, the child may
be confused about his or her real name and that
of the parent. The child may only identify or
understand himself and the abducting parent
by the assumed name. The child may also be
confused about the abducting parent’s different
names. In some cases children do not realize
that the parent is “known” by 2 different names
and believe that the “person” with the assumed
name and the “person” with the real name
represent different individuals. The child
may have difficulty understanding his or
her role in relation to the abducting parent
depending upon which name is used. During
an interview the child’s response may depend
on whether the questions asked use the
abductor’s assumed name or legal name.
Name changes may also occur with the
recovering parent if there has been a legal
name change or a remarriage. The child may
perceive that the recovering parent with a new
name is no longer his or her parent. These
factors are important for both treatment and
forensic purposes.

Divided Loyalties
Despite the circumstances of the abduction
the recovered child often will develop a
dependency upon the abducting parent. It
is not unusual for the child to feel protective
toward the abductor and want to shield him
or her. A recovered child may be happy and
relieved to see the recovering parent and at the
same time feel intense loyalty to the abducting
parent. The recovering parent’s need for
validation may exacerbate the child’s conflict.
In order to preserve a personal sense of safety
the recovered child may adapt or assume
loyalty to the parent he or she is with and

overtly assume the attitudes and behavior he
or she believes is expected.

Guilt and Shame
The recovered child may struggle with guilt
and shame about the abduction event,
particularly if he or she was made a co-
conspirator by the abducting parent. It is
important for professionals to understand the
child’s beliefs and level of knowledge about the
abduction event. If the child was aware that
they were abducted during the abduction
period, the child may feel responsible for not
seeking help or discovery. If the child learns
that the abducting parent’s description of the
other parent was not truthful, the child may
feel guilty about accepting that description. An
abducting parent will often invite the child to
live with him or her. The child may not
understand the consequences of this type
of invitation, readily agreeing to whatever
the abducting parent wants to hear. As a
result the child may feel guilt over his or her
participation in the process. The child may
have been asked by the abducting parent to
tell lies under threat of injury or discovery. The
child may have viewed the process of helping
evade discovery as a fun game; later the child
may report confusion and shame about this
same enjoyment. An abducted child may not
be aware that he or she was abducted. Upon
realization of the truth, the child may feel
guilty about not knowing or understanding
the events around the abduction.

Abandonment
During the abduction period the child may
have perceived the recovering parent as
abandoning him or her. In some cases the
child may have had limited or no contact at
all with the abducting parent for weeks or
months after recovery. As a result the child
may have felt abandoned or that he or she
was forced to abandon the abducting parent.
The child may have to deal with feelings of
abandonment with both parents. The recovered
child may test the genuineness and security of
the recovering parent through demands for
attention and affection. These demands may
be overstated or may be expressed through
putting themselves into potentially dangerous
or unsafe situations.
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Training and Information Resources

A body of knowledge and literature about missing children and related issues has
developed in the past 5 to 10 years. Very little of this information, however, is readily or
easily available to practitioners at the present time. The Missing and Exploited Children’s
Program in the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of
Justice, has funded the major studies and projects completed in the last few years. Other
projects are currently underway. Unless otherwise indicated written reports from the studies
listed below are available from the Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse, 1-800-638-8736.

Collins, J. National Study of Law Enforcement
Policies and Practices Regarding Missing Children
and Homeless Youth . Research Triangle Institute
for the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, 1994.

Finkelhor, D.; G. Hotaling; and A. Sedlak. National
Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway,
and Thrownaway Children in America (NISMART).
First Report:  Numbers and Characteristics,
published by the Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Department of
Justice, 1990.

Girdner, L. and P. Hoff (Eds.). Obstacles to the
Recovery and Return of Parentally Abducted
Children. Final Report. Prepared for the Office
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention,
U.S. Department of Justice, by the American Bar
Association Center on Children and the Law,
Washington, DC, 1993.

Hatcher, C. Families of Missing Children:
Psychological Consequences and Promising
Interventions. Final Report . Prepared for the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention, U.S. Department of Justice, by the
Center for the Study of Trauma, University of
California at San Francisco, 1992.

Hatcher, C.; J. Behrman-Lippert; L. Brooks; and C.
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ICAN Child Abduction Task Force Protocol

ICAN CHILD ABDUCTION TASK FORCE FACT SHEET

WHAT: The Los Angeles County Child Abduction Task Force is a multi-agency team,
sponsored by the Inter-Agency Council on Child Abuse and Neglect (ICAN).
The Task Force is composed of representatives from 13 county, city, federal,
and private agencies.

WHY: The goal of the Task Force is to reduce the trauma to children and their
families who are victims of family or nonfamily abductions by providing
an effective, coordinated, multi-agency response to child recovery and
reunification.

WHO PARTICIPATES: Find the Children (FTC) — local, nonprofit missing children's organization
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
Los Angeles Police Department
Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department
Didi Hirsch Community Mental Health Center
Los Angeles County Department of Children’s Services (DCS)
Los Angeles County District Attorney’s Office

• Child Abduction Unit
• Victim/Witness Assistance Program

Inter-Agency Council on Child Abuse and Neglect
U.S. Attorney’s Office*
Los Angeles County Juvenile Court*
Los Angeles County Superior Court:  Family Court Services
Los Angeles County Department of Health Services*
Los Angeles County Department of Mental Health*

* Not currently active members of the Task Force.

WHO IS SERVED: Children in Los Angeles County who are recovered following a
family or nonfamily abduction and the families with whom they
are reunified.

TASK FORCE
COORDINATING
AGENCY: FTC
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Participants and List of Their Respective Responsibilities

Find the Children (FTC) is the designated coordinating agency.
• Receive child recovery notifications from individual law enforcement officers or FBI agents.
• Request mental health assistance from Didi Hirsch Community Mental Health Center as

the designated mental health agency.
• Request assistance from DCS in cases involving protective custody, child sexual/physical

abuse, or child neglect.
• Maintain contact with involved agencies until confirmation is received of on-site presence

and/or problem resolution.
• Provide assistance to member agency staff to ensure follow-through by member agencies

and/or mobilization of other resources.
• Serve as the information repository for Task Force member agencies for information

relevant to the case.

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
• Arrest of subject(s) and immediate return of child to parent(s)/guardian(s).
• Family kidnapping matters — arrest of fugitive parent/guardian and contact local law

enforcement to arrange for return/reunification of child to parent(s), DCS, guardian(s), or
other.

• The FBI is willing to notify the Task Force regarding Abduction Task Force cases and will
respond to appropriate inquiries by FTC and other participating Task Force agencies.

Los Angeles Police Department
• Assess child and parents’ needs; contact Detective In Charge and advise; contact FTC.
• Follow through with FTC to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully aware of decisions

made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.
• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case and

initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department:  Juvenile Investigations Bureau
• Investigate criminal allegations.
• Investigating officer will contact pre-designated staff members and advise of case status.
• Contact person will alert FTC and request Task Force response.
• Follow through with FTC to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully aware of decisions

made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.
• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case and

initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

Didi Hirsch Community Mental Health Center
• Receive children and families referred by FTC and other agencies.
• Make arrangements to see the child and family as soon as possible including immediate

response at law enforcement agency when needed, possible, and requested by referring law
enforcement agency.

• Provide short-term reunification mental health services and appropriate referral in-house or
out-of-agency for longer-term reunification mental health services.

• Maintain contact and case management activities with involved agencies including
- requesting and coordinating Victim/Witness Assistance involvement (financial

assistance, transportation, etc.).
- immediate contact with referring law enforcement or other referring agency.
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- ongoing contact (where appropriate and within limits of minimal court appearance)
with judicial system regarding child and parental functioning and threats of
re-abduction.

- ongoing contact as needed with FTC in their case coordination function including
resolution of case coordination problems.

• Complete research questionnaire.
• Present case updates for case coordination purposes at the Child Abduction Task Force

meetings and have monthly case staffings internally at the agency at which abduction
clinical consultants will be present.

• Follow through with FTC to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully aware of decisions
made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.

• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case and
initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

Los Angeles County Department of Children’s Services (DCS)
• DCS-Intake Detention Control (IDC) will serve as DCS liaison to the Task Force and

respond to all inquiries from Task Force participants as to the status of past and current
cases and discuss future cases and liaison with all appropriate divisions within DCS to
ensure appropriate response on cases.

• When a child is in protective custody, DCS-IDC will arrange for joint assessments with
other Task Force participants as appropriate.

• DCS-IDC will be the liaison to all intra- and interstate child protective services agencies
regarding any Task Force cases that have child protective services involvement.

• DCS-Child Abuse Hotline will receive, assess, and assign in-person response time around
the clock to reports alleging child abuse/neglect including protective custody due to
abuse/neglect.

• DCS-Regional or ERCP Staff will respond in-person to assess risk and need for continued
temporary protective custody.

• Follow through with FTC, as appropriate, to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully
aware of decisions made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.

• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case and
initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

Los Angeles County District Attorney’s Office:

Child Abduction Unit
• Make victims and families aware of project and Task Force services and, as appropriate,

will refer families to FTC.
• Follow through with FTC to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully aware of

decisions made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.
• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case

and initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

Victim/Witness Assistance Program/Victim Emergency Response Team
• A Victim Services Representative will respond in-person when contacted by the case

coordinator to provide immediate crisis intervention services and assist the recovered
child with immediate crisis intervention.

• Assist mental health personnel wherever possible including the transport of the child if
necessary.

• Follow through with FTC to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully aware of
decisions made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.



• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case
and initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

• Work closely with the child’s responsible family member, DCS, and mental health
provider to ensure that all available financial resources to pay for counseling services
are pursued including, but not limited to, State Victim of Crime Compensation, direct
order of restitution, insurance recovery, and civil recovery.

• Continue to assist the child and family with ongoing needs for victim assistance as long
as services are required.

Inter-Agency Council on Child Abuse and Neglect (ICAN)
• Convene Task Force meetings and provide staff support for Task Force activities.
• Provide consultation for FTC and other agencies during a recovery/reunification to ensure

coordination of activities.
• Follow through with FTC to ensure that the coordinating agency is fully aware of decisions

made or actions taken with regard to the child recovery.
• Respond to routine follow-up inquiries by FTC as coordinating agency about the case and

initiate notification of any knowledge of major status changes in the case.

Los Angeles County Superior Court:  Family Court Services
• Provide mandatory mediation in all custody and visitation disputes in family law cases,

except where spouse abuse is present.
• Provide child custody evaluations to the court pursuant to a court order or by mutual

stipulation of the parties. (Requires $250.00 deposit and hourly billing unless fee has been
waived by the Court.)

• Provide short-term crisis intervention marriage counseling. (Free)
• Provide premarital consent evaluations for minors requesting judicial consent to obtain a

marriage license. (Free)
• Provide 8 sessions of group education for parents in danger of contempt pursuant to

judicial referral. (Free)
• Provide a monthly custody options seminar for parents exploring divorce issues related to

children. (Free)
• Provide referrals to community support services and legal services. (Free)
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National Center for Missing & Exploited Children

The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children (NCMEC), established in
1984 as a private, nonprofit organization, serves as a clearinghouse of information
on missing and exploited children; provides technical assistance to the public and
law-enforcement agencies; offers training programs to law-enforcement and social-
service professionals; distributes photographs and descriptions of missing children
worldwide; coordinates child-protection efforts with the private sector; networks
with nonprofit service providers and state clearinghouses on missing-person cases;
and provides information on effective legislation to ensure the protection of chil-
dren per 42 USC § 5771 and 42 USC § 5780. NCMEC, in conjunction with the U.S.
Postal Inspection Service, U.S. Customs Service, and Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion, serves as the National Child Pornography Tipline (1-800-843-5678) and hosts
the CyberTipline at www.cybertipline.com.

A 24-hour, toll-free telephone line, 1-800-THE-LOST (1-800-843-5678), is avail-
able in the United States and Canada for those who have information on missing
and exploited children. The toll-free number when dialing from Mexico is 001-800-
843-5678, and the “phone free” number when dialing from Europe is 00-800-0843-5678.
The CyberTipline for online reporting is available worldwide at http://
www.cybertipline.com. The TDD line is 1-800-826-7653. The NCMEC business num-
ber is 703-274-3900. The NCMEC facsimile number is 703-274-2222. The NCMEC
web-site address is www.missingkids.com.

For information on the services offered by our NCMEC branches, please call
them directly in California at 714-508-0150, Florida at 561-848-1900, Kansas City
at 816-361-4554, New York at 716-242-0900, and South Carolina at 803-254-2326.

A number of publications, addressing various aspects of the missing- and
exploited-child issue, are available free of charge in single copies by contacting
the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children’s Publications Depart-
ment at

Charles B. Wang International Children’s Building
699 Prince Street

Alexandria, Virginia  22314
The United States of America

ORI VA007019W

Printed on Recycled Paper
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Missing and Exploited Children Comprehensive Action Program (M/CAP):
Creating a Circle of Safety for Child Victims

Fragmentation of responsibility and services for child victims leaves many missing and
exploited children unidentified and underserved. Multiple agencies may serve the same
children and families without coordination. No one agency has a complete picture of the
child, because each is holding different pieces of the puzzle. Many missing and exploited
children suffer multiple types of victimization and require special services.

M/CAP’s mission is to help communities improve their response to child victims and their
families, including missing and exploited children, through the development of effective
multidisciplinary, interagency teams and strategies. M/CAP fosters the development of a
dynamic process that enables front-line agency staff to work together on an ongoing basis
to identify problems and design workable solutions.

Composition of M/CAP Teams is made up of line staff and middle management from all of
the agencies involved with victimized and at-risk children including law enforcement, social
services, mental health, courts, prosecutors, schools, medical, guardian ad litems, nonprofits,
and juvenile probation.

M/CAP Teams receive training and technical assistance on issues identified by Team
members and opportunities to network with M/CAP Teams and other organizations
around the country. Teams also have access to special resources related to missing and
exploited children including specialized publications, guides, and resource materials.
Working together, M/CAP Teams and Public Administration Service staff have produced
a number of innovative approaches to working with missing and exploited children.
These resources include multiagency guidelines for reporting and investigating these
cases; policies and procedures for background checks for youth/child service agencies;
family/juvenile court policies to promote exchange of information; case management
practices for more informed case disposition decisions by courts; school policies and
procedures for flagging, recording, and documenting school transfer records to prevent
concealment of abducted children; and public awareness and prevention programs.
Other products include a 40-hour training course on investigation of missing, abducted,
and exploited children cases; procedures for the analysis of crimes against children;
CASEMAN Management Software; Rapid Response Protocol to Child Abduction;
and training on recovery and reunification of missing children.

M/CAP Teams are able to improve interagency communication and cooperation, build
more substantive cases, expedite services to children and families, reduce duplication of
efforts, and identify new resources and make better use of existing resources. As a result
M/CAP Teams are able to become more effective at preventing victimization and lessening
the trauma experienced by children and their families.

M/CAP was created and funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention in the U.S. Department of Justice. For more information contact Ronald C.
Laney; Director, Missing and Exploited Children’s Program; Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention; 810 - 7th Street, NW; Washington, DC, 20001.
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