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GENERAL

Attempted Non-Family
Abductions

David Finkelhor, Gerald Hotaling, and Nancy Asdigian

National estimates suggest that more than 100,000
children in the U.S. experience an attempted abduction
by a non-family member each year. Most of those
incidents befall young children—boys and girls ages
four to 11--and, despite not being completed, cause
both children and their parents significant alarm. The
authors examined cases of attempted non-family
abductions (ANFAs), identified in a national telephone
survey of 10,367 households, to determine child and
family characteristics that may serve as risk factors for
such incidents. The prevalence and risk-marker
findings from this study reinforce the need to continue
teaching ““stranger-danger” and suggest that children
living in stressful or unstable family environments
may be in particular need of such prevention efforts.

David Finkelor, Ph.D., is Codirector, Family Research Laboratory, University of New
Hainpshire, Durkam, NH. Gerald Hotaling, Ph.D., is Professor, Department of Crimi-
nal Justice, Liniversity of Massachusetts, Lowell, MA. Nancy Asdigion, Ph.D., is
Research Assistant Professor, Family Research Leboratory, University of New Hamp-
shire, Durlimn, NH. Thiis researchi was supported by funds from the Office of Juvenile
frstice and Delingrency Preverttion wnder contract # 92-MC-CX- 0017,
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certain kinds of social and family situations, like inadequate su-
pervision, seem to increase children’s risk, would give preven-
tien educators ideas about additional preventive measures that
might need to be taken.

NISMART data on non-family abductions themselves, col-
lected from police agencies, unfortunately did not contain much
demographic and social information on the victimized children.
But the data on non-family abduction attempts, because it came
from the household survey, did have such information as well as
a comparison group of nonvictimized children. It was possible,
therefore, to analyze the risk-markers of children experiencing
attempted non-family abductions. That analysis is described in
this article.

Methodology

NISMART used a household telephone survey to gather national
data on the yearly incidence of various events befalling children,
including those incidents described here as attempted non-fam-
ily abductions (ANFAs). The survey consisted of telephone inter-
views with caregivers in 10,367 randomly selected households
who reported on the experiences of 20,505 children age 17 years
or younger. The interviews represented a response rate of 89.2%
of the households known to have children.*

Identification of ANFAs

NISMART defined an ANFA as “any incident in which a non-
family member tried to take, detain, or lure a child, and if the
action had been successful, the situation would have probably
met the criteria for a completed non-family abduction.” The early;
portion of the telephone interview consisted of a series of 15
“screener” questions about a variety of situations that could have

*For more detail on the sample and methodelogy, see Finkelhor et al. [1990], and Sedlak
et al. [1990].

j
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happened in the previous 12 months to any child who lived in the

household for two weeks or more. Incidents potentially meeting

the definitional criteria for ANFAs could have been disclosed by
any of the following screeners:

1. Was there any time when anyone (including a neighbor,
babysitter, or another child) tried to take [referent child]
away against your wishes?

2. Was there any time when anyone tried to sexually molest,
rape, attack, or beat up [referent child]?

3. Has anyone ever kidnapped or tried to kidnap [referent
child}? :

Caregivers who reported such an episode were asked to re-
spond to a lengthier series of questions about the incident. The
episode information provided by caregivers was later evaluated
by trained coders to determine whether each incident satisfied
the definitional criteria for an ANFA.

Measures

Household demographics. All households reporting any type
of missing child episode studied by NISMART and a one-eighth,
random sample of all nonepisode households (N = 1,520) were
selected to participate in an extended version of the survey that
collected demographic data about all adults and children living
in the household. Respondents provided information about the
age, gender, race, and relationship of each household member.
Information about the respondent’s marital status, the
household’s 1987 gross income, and the region and type of com-
munity (e.g., large city, small town) in which the household was
located was also obtained.

Family interaction patterns. In an extended portion of the tele-
phone interview, all episode households as well as a random
subsample (7 = 491) of all nonepisode households responded to a
series of measures assessing the nature of the respondent’s rela-
tionship to an index child, recent stressors experienced by the
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e
TaBLE 2
Methods Used in ANFA Incidents to Detain Children

ANFA
(Unweighied N = 35)
(Weighted N = 114,600}

Attempt to Detain 12%!
By force 5%
No force 7%
Attempt to Take 39%
By force 13%"
No force 26%*
Attempt to Lure (No Force) 65%
Police Contacted 42%

'Based on fewer than 10 cases.
{5

Risk-Marker Analyses

In the present analysis, we sought to extend our understanding
of ANFA incidents by exploring the demographic and family
characteristics that put children at risk for these events. We com-
pared the children who experienced ANFA incidents with the
1,520 other children for whom we had data on household and
demographic characteristics and with the subset (n = 491) of
children for whom we also had data on family interaction pat-
terns and parent-child relations.

Demographic characteristics. Almost no notable demographic
characteristics distinguished ANFA children from others (table
3). Unlike child victims of many other crimes, they were not
disproportionately urban, low-income, or from minority families. 1f
anything, they tended to be slightly more from upper income
Caucasian families, but none of these differences were significant
The only significant difference was that a greater number of ANFA
children came from intact families. In the absence of any theory that
suggests plausibly why this should be 50, however, we are inclined
to see this as a random statistical difference.

David Finkelhor / Gerald Hotaling / Nancy Asdigian 949

TasLE 3
Demographic Characteristics of Nonepisode Control and ANFA Groups

Confrol ANFA
N = 1,520) N = 35)
Characteristic (%)} (%)
Child's Sex
Male 52 46
Female 49 54
Child's Race
Caucasian 80 a4
African American 12 3
Lating 6 3
Other 3 —
Child's Age (years)
02 15 6
3-5 . 16 17
6-8 ’ 17 23
911 i7 29
12-14 _ 16 20
15-18 19 6
Type of Area Living In .
Large city 16 26
City suburb 24 29
large town 17 9
Small town 24 11
Rural area 20 26
Census Aegion
Northeast 19 14
Midwest 28 37
South ' 29 31
West 24 17
Family Income
<$10,600 11 3
$10-$20,000 18 - 19
$20-$30,000 . 25 22
$30-$40,000 19 19
$40,000 + 27 38
Educational Level of Household Head
No high scheal diploma 13 )
High school diploma | : 31 37
Some college . 28 31
College degree 28 26

continued
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The household stress and caregiver trauma differences that
emerged between ANFA victims and nonepisode children could
not be explained by corresponding group differences in either
parental supervision levels or community residence. Several
plausible hypotheses for these findings remain, although th
data are not currently available to evaluate them. For example
one possibility is that parents who themselves had a missing
child or abusive experience as children are particularly sensitiy
to apparently similar events befalling their own children. This
sensitivity, which may be especially acute under conditions of
increased family stress, might prime parents to interpret events
occurring to their children as abduction or abduction-relate
incidents. Alternatively, or in addition, such “sensitized” parents
may be more likely to remember, and therefore to report, per-
ceived abduction incidents involving their children.

[t might also be that children living in highly stressed family
environments are, for a variety of reasons, more prone to victim-
ization attempts. Due to the instability that high levels of stress
breed, such children may spend more time away from home and
either engage in more risky behaviors or come into contact with
more dangerous situations, activities, or persons. It is also possi-
ble that the changes associated with high levels of family stress
place greater adjustment demands on children and therefore
leave them more vulnerable to being victimized. For example,
children may find themselves in unfamiliar environments or in
the company of unfamiliar people as a result of moving or the
entry or exit of household members. Although reasonable, these
speculations require empirical evaluation before serving as;a
basis for prevention recommendations.

11}
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Conclusions and Implications

NISMART’s analysis of ANFAs provides important informatign
about the prevalence, nature, and risk factors associated with
these incidents. In American communities, NISMART estimated
that 114,600 children had encounters in 1988 in which their par-

David Finkelhor / Gerald Hotaling / Nancy Asdigian 953

ents saw a risk that the children could have been abducted. The
majority of these attempts were attempted lures, where strangers
tried to get children to enter cars. By definition, all were unsuc-
cessful. The events seemed most common in families experienc-
ing levels of family stress and in which parents themselves had
experienced childhood trauma and abuse.

In understanding the implications of these findings, several
things are important. First, the definition of an ANFA included a
component of subjectivity. NISMART evaluators inferred, on the
basis of caregiver reports, what could have happened in the situ-
ation. But it is really impossible to judge what the intent of
potential perpetrators was or how real was the risk inherent in
many of these situations. The description of the episodes sug-
gests that most of these were not cases where children simply
misconstrued the intent of a completely benign stranger who was
asking for directions. There appears to have been some threaten-
ing component to most of the situations, such as a stranger invit-
ing a child into a car. Because the event did not proceed further,
however, we do not know whether some of these perpetrators
may have been primarily trying to harass or taunt a child without
real criminal intent. The events were clearly perceived, however,
as real threats by most of the affected children and their car-
egivers. Note that police were contacted in about 42% of the
episodes. In the cases where they were not called, some car-
egivers appeared to dismiss the episode on the grounds that
“nothing happened.” Others said they did not contact the police
because they had learned that someone else had already alerted
the authorities. Still others seem tc have doubted that the police
could do anything, because the child was unable to provide very
much information about the person, the car, and so forth.

In the end, there appear to be contradictory implications
within this study that probably need to be resolved by further
research. On the one hand, a large number of American parents
report threatening incidents involving the possible stranger-
abduction of their children, which appear to result in a substan-
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