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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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