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FAMILY ABDUCTION OUTCOMES
Factors Associated with Duration
and Emotional Trauma to Children

PEGGY S. PLASS

James Madison University

DAVID FINKELHOR

University of New Hampshire

GERALD T. HOTALING

University of Massachusctts—Lowell

Using data from a national survey, we examine factors associated with two specific
outcomes of family abduction events: duration of the episode and the likelihood of
emational irauma to children involved. Duration appears to be influenced by indica-
tors of preparedness, planning and intens, and with difficulty in physically locating
the child. Emotional harm is influenced by factors associated with child awareness,
disruption in the child's routine, and levels of animosily between parents.

Research in the area of family abductions has indicated that literally
thousands of children and their families are affected each year by these
events in the United States. The release of data from several major
studies in the past 5 years (e.g., Greif & Hegar, 1993; Finkelhor,
Hotaling, & Sedlak, 1990; see also, Kiser, 1987) has greatly increased
the understanding of the dynamics of family abductions by both the
scholarly community and the general public. It is increasingly clear
that the spectrum of family abduction events is quite broad, ranging
from stereotypical events in which a child is taken and literally never
seen again by the left-behind parent, to situations in which the location
of a child is known, but desired and legal contact between him or her
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noncustodial family member, the definition used here also included
situations in which a family member who initially had legitimate
custody of a child refused to give the child up when this period of
legitimate custody (e.g., a legal visitation period) ended.

Custodial Status of Abductors

According to the study criteria, abductions {(either keepings or
takings) could have been perpetrated by custodial as well as by
noncustodial parents. Thus the NISMART abductions involved both
situations in which custodial parents disappeared with the children
and those in which noncustodial parents were denied legal visitation
or prevented from having any contact with their child(ren). Although
stereotypic conceptions of family abduction are not likely to include
such events, these custodial keepings are nonetheless clearly within
the realm of a legal definition of family abduction. For example,
California’s criminal statute defines family abduction to cover “every
person who in violation of the physical custody or visitation provi-
sions of a custody order, judgment, or decree, takes, detains, conceals
or retains the child with the intent to deprive another person of his or
her rights to physical custody or visitation” (California Penal Code,
1996, Chap. 4, No. 278.5, p. 91; emphasis added).

Recognizing, however, that such custodial keepings may differ
markedly in terms of outcome issues likely to be associated with an
episode, we distinguish a special category of keepings (which we refer
to as “denial of visitation” events) in the analyses that follow. A denial
of visitation is an event in which the perpetrator was the primary
custodial parent, who refused to allow legitimate visitation between
the child and the aggrieved parent, keeping the child in his or her usual
place of permanent residence.

The Concept of Family

A family member in the definitional criteria for a family abduction
included not only the usual meaning of the term (e.g., parents, grand-
parents, etc.), but anyone with a romantic or sexual involvement with
a parent. In addition, it was not necessary for the child’s parents to

Plass et al. / FAMILY ABDUCTIONS 113

have been divorced at the time of the abduction (in fact, about 27% of
the episodes involved abductors who were current spouses/partners or
in-laws of the respondent at the time of the event). We see, then, that
the NISMART definition of family abduction used here includes a
fairly broad spectrum of events, involving the actions of a broad
spectrum of family members.

OVERVIEW OF NISMART FAMILY ABDUCTED CHILDREN

Using the definition described above, NISMART identified 104
family abduction incidents, involving a total of 142 individual chil-
dren (thus about 33% of the episodes involved multiple children).
Table 1 provides an overview of some relevant characteristics of
NISMART family abductions, and of the adults and children who were
involved in these events. (For further information about basic charac-
teristics of family abductions uncovered in NISMART, see Finkelhor
et al., 1990; Finkelhor, Hotaling, & Sediak, 1991.)

Having established something of the nature of the NISMART
events and the basic characteristics of the children and families
involved in them, we now turn to an examination of risk factors for
the experience of episodes of longer duration and for those which
bring some sort of emotional harm to the child(ren) involved.

PREDICTING DURATION OF EPISODES

DEFINING AND MEASURING DURATION

Duration of episodes in the NISMART data does not refer to the
amount of time a child was actually physically missing. Indeed, as
seen in Table 1, the whereabouts of children in the majority of the
episodes was known for at least half of the length of the event. Rather,
duration refers to the amount of time it took to resolve a situation, or
the pertod of time in which the aggrieved parent was deprived of
legitimate contact with his or her child(ren). Thus the reader should
keep in mind that the issue we are investigating here is what factors
are predictive of the length of time it takes a family to resolve an
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TABLE 2
Duration of Episodes in NISMART—
Frequencies and Descriptive Statistics

A. Frequencies

Duration of Episode Percentage of Cases n
Less than 1 day 19.6 20
1-3 days 36.3 37
4-7 days 144 15
10 days i.0 1
14 days 9.8 10
21 days 49 3
28 days 20 2
30 days 59 6
35 days 1.0 1
42 days 1.0 1
60 days 2.0 2
150 days 1.0 1
180 days 1.0 1
Missing 2

“ Total . 100.0 104
B. Descriptive Statistics

Raw Vuriable

Mean number of days 11.67

Skewness 4.94

Median nurnber of days 3

Kurtosis ) 28.62

C. Descriptive Siafistics .
Truncafed Variable (Values for 28-180 Set Equal 10 21)

Mean number of days 7.08
Skewness ) 91
" Median number of days ’ 3 -
Kurtosis ’ -79

involved in an abduction would be expected to result in episodes of
longer duration. Adding a new child or group of children to a house-
hold can be difficult, and the problems associated with this might serve
to shorten the duration of abductions. We selected six Ea_omﬁoa of
these convenience factors from the NISMART data: ,

1. 'We predicted that keepings and denial of visitation events would be
of longer average duration than would takings and nondenial of
visitation events.

Plass etal. / FAMILY ABDUCTIONS (17

2. We predicted that abductions perpetrated by women would be of

relatively longer duration than those perpetrated by men. We expected
this relationship because women (who are still more likely to be
awarded custody of children in divorce proceedings (Stetson, 1991))
would be more likely 1o be perpetrators in keepings and denial of
visitation events. In addition, however, women (due perhaps to greater
socialization into the parent role) might be expected to be more
prepared to maintain possession of an abducted child or children for
a longer period, without having the addition of the child(ren) to their
households greatly disrupt their lives.

We expected that events that began during school holiday perieds
(January and the three summer months) would also be associated with
longer duration (as children are not enrolled in school at these times,
thus eliminating at least temporarily the necessity of making arrange-
ments for new school placements).

We expecled that the age of children involved in an event could be
important. We predicted that episodes that involved any very young
children (under age 5) would be of shorter duration, due to the increased
time required to care for and accommodate such young children.

We expected that episodes that involved more than one child (i.e., a
sibling group} would be of shorter duration, because of the greater
difficulty of providing care for multiple children.

We expected that secial class of both perpetrators and aggrieved
parents might play a role, in the sense that higher class might be
associated with greater resources to care for the child (in the case of
abductors) and to pursuerecovery of the child (in the case of aggrieved
parents). Hence we predicted that episodes in which the perpetrator
had higher levels of education (at least a college graduate) would be
of longer duration. We also predicted that education level of the head
of the housechold in which the child lived would have a negative
relationship to duration.

Second, factors that indicated some planning or intent to perma-
nently disrupt existing custody arrangements would be expected to be
associated with episodes of longer duration. The NISMART amﬁ
offered one clear indicator of this element of intent:

‘We predicted that episodes in which the perpetrator made threats to
use the event to permanently affect custody arrangements (indicating
a desire to keep possession of the child or children for an indefinite
period) would be associated with longer average duration of episodes.
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TABLE 3
Results of Regression Equations

(A) (B)
Education of Education of Head of HHH
Head of HH Controf  and Denial of Visitation Control

Independent Vuriable B B B i
Convenience foctor indicators

Episode was a keeping 4.98 J2%x - —

Denial of visitation 6.37 32*x

Female perpetrator 5.00 32w 4.63 22%

Holiday onset 3.22 .20 3.59 23

Any child < age 5 -2.96 -18 -1.7¢ -.10

> 1 child in episode L.76 .1 213 A3

Perpelrator—college degree 277 -1n -2.88 -1

Education of head of household .08 .01 21 02
Intent factor indicator

Perpetrator intended to use

event to affect custody 328 21* 3.4 24

Concealment factor indicators

Knew location < 1/2 time 1.08 07 340 21

Perpetrator tried tc conceal 2.15 A3 3.80 23*

Taken out of state 322 12 4.54 A7
Legal status indicators

Episode violated custody order 2,18 A3 1.75 Y

Perpetrator was ex-relative 1.95 Al .60 04

NOTE: This table shows the independent influence of variables on duration of family abduction
episodes, while controlling for (a} education of head of househeld and for (b) education of head
of household and denial of visitation event staius.

*p £.05. ¥*p < 01,

event. We chose the denial of visitation status because its potential
influence seemed both logically and statistically (from the results of
the original equations in Column 1 of Table 3) to be most important,
Results of the equations in which denial of visitation status was
controlled are found in Column 2 of Table 3. ‘

The influence of other convenience factors (including the gender
of perpetrator) remains when controlling for denial of visitation status
of episodes, as does the influence of the intent measure found in Panel
2. Measures of “physical missing-ness,” found in Panel 3, do have a
significant and positive effect on duration, when controlling for denial
of visitation status of events. The measures of legal sanctioning—
found in Panel 4—remain insignificant in their effect.
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The factors that were not found to be significant in predicting
duration of events are also interesting. Notably, neither of our mea-
sures of legal status had an effect on duration. It has been assumed
that it might be harder to recover children in the absence of a legal
custody agreement. Divorcing parents have been urged to get custody
orders quickly because of the presumption that in their absence legal
authorities would be less able and willing to foil some unilateral
disruption of contact with the child. However, our findings do not
support this. Events involving children in situations in which no custody
order existed, or who were abducted by current relatives of the aggrieved
parent, were not likely to take significantly longer to resolve.

Indicators of class—either that of the aggrieved parent’s family or
of the abductor himself or herself—also made no significant contri-
bution to predicting the duration of an abduction episode. Having
access to economic resources has often been assumed to play a role
in the resolution of family abductions. It has been suggested that
economic resources might assist in an aggrieved parent’s efforts to
recover children, and that it might assist in an abductor’s ability to
maintain possession of children. The class measures available in
NISMART for aggrieved parents and for abductors are nat ideal (e.g.,
no reliable measures of income of abductors was available). The
indicators of class that were available, however (education of child’s
head of houschold, and employment status and education of the
abductor), had no effect on the duration of episodes.

It is important to keep in mind that the duration of events is only
one indicator of the level of seriousness of an episode. As stated in the
introduction, we also have an interest in examining a second indicator
of episode seriousness, namely the incidence of emoticnal trauma to
children who are abducted by family members.

PREDICTORS OF EMOTIONAL TRAUMA TO CHILDREN

DEFINING EMOTIONAL TRAUMA

Parents who were interviewed in NISMART were asked a series of
questions regarding whether their child(ren) had been harmed during
the course of an abduction event. Although parents were asked about
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episodes are most likely associated with a greater distuption in a
child’s usual routine, and hence might be associated with greater
emotional trauma.

4. We predicted that episodes in which the abductor tried to prevent
phone or letter contact between the child(ren) and the aggrieved
parent would be associated with a higher likelihood of emotional harm
toachild involved in the event. Being cut off froma left-behind parent
would seem to be a potential cause of considerable distress for a child,
and a source of major disruption in his or her life.

5. We predicted that episodes which began during a holiday period
(January/December and the three summer months) would be associ-
ated with a lower likelihood of emotional trauma to a child, as they
would be less likely to require missing or changing school.

6. Weexpected thatsocial class of the abductor would be associated with
the likelihood of emotional trauma for a child involved in an event,
such that events with perpetrators of lower social class (and with
fewer resources) would be more likely to result in mentai harm for a
child involved. We chose education level of the perpetrator as a class
indicator here.

Third, factors that indicate a greater amount of conflict or animos-
ity between the parties involved either before or after the episode
would be expected to be associated with a higher likelihood of mental
harm for a child involved in an event. When an episode greatly
increases the ill will between family members, the child(ren) involved
might be expected to experience more trauma due to simply being
caughtup in this anger. Contact with the abductor after the event might
be made more difficult or even prohibited. In the case of indicators of
great animosity before the event, the abductor might be expected to
take his or her anger out on the child(ren). We established five
indicators of factors that might be associated with such pre- and
post-episode animosity in the NISMART data:

1. We predicted that episodes in which the perpetrators threatened to use
the event to permanently disrupt custody would be associated with a
higher likelihood of mental trauma.

2. We predicted that episodes in which the perpetrator concealed or
attempted to conceal the child(ren) would be associated with a higher
likelihood of emotional trauma for a child. This might also be consid-
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ered an indicator of the level of disruption in a child’s life associated
with an episode.

3. We predicted that episodes in which the aggrieved parent reported that
there had been violence between adults in the household in the
previous year would be associated with a higher likelihood of mental
harm to a child involved. If the violence was between the aggrieved
parent and the abductor, it would indicate a more rancorous situation
between these parties. If it was between the aggrieved parent and, for
example, a new partner (i.e., a step-parent to the child(ren)), it might
again be considered to be a source of great contention between the
abductor (who, in this situation, might sce himself or herself as
rescuing the child) and the caretaking parent.

4. We predicted that episodes that were perpetrated by current relatives
(i.e., in relationships that had not yet been legally dissolved) would
be associated with a higher likelihood of emotional trauma (again, as
the level of animosity between the adult parties involved might be
greater in such situations).

5. We predicted that episodes in which the aggrieved parent knew the
physicat location of the child(ren) less than half the time of the episode
would be associated with a higher likelihood of mental trauma. Such
a situation might be seen as contributing to higher levels of animosity
or distrust between the adult parties after the event.

EMOTIONAL TRAUMA TO CHILDREN—RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS

Table 4 provides odds ratios associated with the likelihood that a
child would be emotionally harmed in a family abduction event for
each of the independent variables identified above.® An odds ratio of
less than 1 indicates that the variable was associated with a decreased
likelihood that any child involved in the event experienced serious
mental harm, whereas a value greater than 1 indicates that the presence
of the variable in question resulted in an increased likelihood that a
child would experience emotional trauma. It would appear that indi-
cators of all three factors have a significant effect on the likelihood
that a child will be emotionally harmed in a family abduction event,
as there are significant indicators in each category.

The only indicator associated with a significantly decreased likeli-
hood of emotional trauma in an event (also one of the most powerful
variables in the table) was the age of the child. Clearly, the level of
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Given these limitations, however, these analyses also provide valu-
able information regarding factors associated with different types of
family abduction outcomes. The length of time it takes to resolve a
family abduction and the likelihood of emotional trauma to the ab-
ducted child(ren) are clearly related to each other—both logically and
statistically. Greater duration of abductions is associated with an
increased risk that a child involved in the event would be emotionally
traumatized. Moreover, both are indicators of more serious events that
should receive special attention from police and court officers.

One common factor seems to be somewhat related to both duration
and likelihood of mental harm. Perpetrator behaviors that are threat-
entng—including, in the case of duration, the specific threat to use the
episode to permanently affect custody—have a positive relationship
to both duration of episodes and the likelihood of emotional harm to
a child. When perpetrators make such statements, episodes are likely
to take longer to resolve and also children are more likely to be
emotionally traumatized.

Our findings suggest that both duration and emotional trauma will
be more affected by the circumstances of the event than by charac-
teristics of the participants. There is no indication here, for example,
that a specific demographic type of parent (e.g., unemployed ex-
fathers who lack custody agreements) might be most likely to create
abduction situations that take greater amounts of time to resolve or
are more likely to result in emotional harm to children. The warning
signs for more serious outcomes seem to be found more in the
circumstances surrounding the event, and in the expressed intent of
the perpetrator, than in any demographic characteristics of those
ivolved.

The NISMART data, precisely because they were drawn from a
national household sample (and not from any official records),
provide a unique source of information about the dynamics of a
broad spectrum of famiiy abduction events. Clearly, the questions
posed here regarding factors associated with more alarming out-
comes in family abduction events are crucial ones. It is our hope
that the findings presented here will help direct both policy and
future research on factors associated with specific outcomes of
family abduction events.
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NOTES

1. We would add that we ran the analyses that are presented in Table 3 on logged and
categorized versions of the duration variable, and that the substantive content of our conclusions
remained the same. The only major changes were that some significance levels varied somewhat
for the truncated, logged, and categorized dependent variable treatment strategies. Copies of
these other analyses are available from the first author on request.

2. Not all interviews contained such helpful comments. In some cases, a parent respondent
indicated that he or she felt that the event had resulted in serious mental harm for achild involved,
but there were no uncoded comments anywhere in the interview 1o suggest on what the parent
might have based his or her assessment.

3. Nete that in evaluating the influence of age of child on the likelihood of harm, we use a
child level unit of analysis; that is, the data shown in Table 4 regarding the influence of age
indicate the likelihood that an individual child would experience some sort of harm inan episode.

Other variables in the table are wcasured with an event level unit of analysis. The dependent
variable, in this case, is ifany child involved in an episode experienced harm. The latter appreach,
which is using an event level dependent variable in examining the influence of event level
independent variables, allows the avoidance of the statistical problems that would be associated
with using child level data (and with examining the influence of household or event level
measures, all of which are the same for individual children involved in the same event), In
addition, note that we also found that in events which involved more than one child, caretakers’
assessments of the extent of harm (especially mental harm) were generally uniform for all
children involved in the event.

4. Bach of these odds ratios was produced from logistic regression equalions in which the
education of head of household was held constant. Recall, as stated above, that elements of the
NISMART sampling design require controlling for this demographic element whenever doing
analyses with the data. The odds ratios in Table 4 then can be interpreted as the likelihood that
a child would be harmed in an event (in the presence of the specified independent variable),
whereas controlling for the education of head of household.

In the single equation produced using child level data—that is, the influence of an individual
child’s age—the race and gender of children were also held constant, along with the educaticn
of head of household. Again, elements of the NISMART sampling design require controlling for
these demographic features in analyses performed using a child unit of analysis.
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