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Police Response to Family Abduction Episodes

Peggy S. Plass
David Finkclhor
Gerald T. Hotaling

Using data from u national survey, the role of pofice in responding to fumily abduction
episodes is examined, with an aim of clarifying the causes and consequences of police
intervention in these evenls. Specifically, the following questions are addressed: What is
the frequency of police invoivement in fumily abductions? How do ubductions to which
police respond differ from those to which they do not? What actions do police take, and
how do aggrieved parents assess these actions? What is the effect of police intervention
on episode outcomes?

The part played by law enforcement in family crimes and family
problems is neither well understood nor routinely addressed. In fact, we lack
representative data to answer even the most basic questions about police
response to many family crises. With the exception of domestic violence and,
to some extent, child abuse and neglect, there has not been a great deal of
attention paid to the role of the police in family problems.

The abduction of children by family members in disputes over custody is
no exception to this pattern. Even though knowledge about the prevalence
and risk factors associated with family abduction has increased dramatically
in recent years (e.g., see Finkelhor, Hotaling, and Sedlak 1990), the nature of
police response to these kinds of episodes is not well understoed. This article
is designed to fill in some of this gap in our knowledge and to begin a more
fruitful debate regarding the nature of law enforcement intervention in family
abductions. Data are analyzed from a unique survey of a nationally repre-
sentative sample of households—a sample that includes abduction cases
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enforcement early. In addition, research has found that the risk of physical or
mental harm to the child is related to the duration of the episode (Agopian
1984; Plass, Finkelhor, and Hotaling unpublished), so that an early return of
the child would seemingly minimize such harm as well. We will examine the
influence of police intervention on two episode outcomes, namely, its dura-
tion and whether a child was harmed. We predict that police intervention will
result in episoedes of shorter duration and less harm to involved children.

Each of the issues outlined above will be examined in our analyses of data
from a recent national survey on family abductions. The National Incidence
Study of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Children (NISMART)
was among the first to illuminate the full spectrum of the family abduction
problem in the United States. NISMART relied on a national household survey
and garnered information on a wide variety of family abduction events,
varying in terms of duration, seriousness, and outcome. Most important for
our purposes here, NISMART uncovered both episodes that were reported to
the police and those that were not reported to law enforcement agencies.
NISMART is virtually the only such source of data on family abductions
drawn from a representative sample of the general population, rather than
from official reports of one kind or another (e.g., police reports themselves,
court reports, reports (o missing children’s agencies, and the like). This
feature makes the data a unique source for examining the role of police
intervention in such events.

METHODOLOGY

Before discussing the role of police in responding to the NISMART
abductions, it is important to briefly review a few key features of the study
methodology. NISMART used a household telephone survey to gather data
on the yearly incidence of various missing-child events, including those
described here as family abductions. The survey, which was conducted in
1988, consisted of telephone interviews with caretakers in 10,367 randomly
selected households (representing a response rate of 89.2% of households
known to have children) who reported on the experiences of 20,505 children
age 17 or younger. (For more detail on the sample and methodclogy, see Sedlak,
Mohadjer, McFarland, and Hudock 1990).

Two definitions or characterizations of family abduction were used in the
study. A broad scope family abduction was defined as: (a) situations in which
a family member took a child in violation of a custody agreement or decree,
or (b) situations in which a family member (in violation of a custody agreement
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or decree) failed to return a child at the end of a legal or agreed-upon visitation
period, with the child being away at least one additional night in these cases.

- Asecond, policy focal definition of family abduction was also constructed,
intended to separate out the most serious and alarming abduction events.
Specifically, a policy focal event is defined as any broad scope episode that
also met one or more of the following conditions: (a) an attempt was made
to conceal the taking or whereabouts of the child and to prevent contact with
the child, (b) the child was transported out of state, (c) there was evidence
that the abductor had intended to keep the child indefinitely or to permanently
affect custodial privileges. These conditions are all objective indicators of an
abduction episode that is very serious and likely (0 be quite atarming 0
parents. The abductions in the analyses that follow inet the broad scope study
definition. However, the policy focal designation is sometimes also used as
an objective indicator of more serious episodes.

FREQUENCY OF POLICE CONTACT

NISMART identified 104 broad scope family abduction episodes involv-
ing 142 individual children. Police were contacted in alimost 40% of these
cases (involving a total of 55 children from 37 families). This reporting rate
is clearly high when compared with police-reporting estimates for other
family crimes, such as domestic violence. As we predicted, the reporting rate
for family abductions is much more similar to that for noncriminal family
crises like adolescents running away fram home.

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE
LIKELIHOOD OF POLICE CONTACT

As stated above, reporting of other family crimes seems to be related to
characteristics of the episodes, with more serious events being more likely
to result in police contact. We expected that episode characteristics would be
most important in determining whether parents decided to contact police
agencies about a family abduction. However, we were also interested in
examining the social/demographic characteristics of abducted children and
their families, which might play a role in predicting the likelihood of intervention
by law enforcement agencies.

Table 1 provides odds ratios,' predicting the likelihood that an episode
was reported o police. Anodds ratio of lesy than | inclicates that the presence
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