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Law-enforcement officers know a significant number of cases have been resolved
through prompt and effective use of the media. Nowhere is this success more
evident than in cases of missing and abducted children. Often investigators
seeking witnesses to an abduction or information about the whereabouts of a
missing child have had prompt, positive results when the public has been alerted
about the case by the media.
In missing- or abducted-child cases officers have closely
Law-enforcement officers
worked with the media in a positive way both locally and
know a significant number
on the national level. Local newspaper, radio, and television
of cases have been resolved
coverage has been instrumental in raising awareness about
a case and soliciting valuable information from the public. through prompt and effective
Nationally broadcast programs such as “America’s Most use of the media. Nowhere is
Wanted” as well as successful America’s Missing: Broadcast
this success more evident
Emergency Response (AMBER) Alert programs nationwide
than in cases of missing
have increased the entire country’s knowledge about the
plight of missing and abducted children and helped officers
and abducted children.
resolve complex and lengthy investigations.
Working with various media for effective missing- or abducted-child
investigations centers around law enforcement’s ability to understand the best
way to reach the public. Technology has changed dramatically in the past decade
into what is now termed “convergence” of all types of media including
 Broadcast
 Print
 Web-based services
 Text-messaging
 E-mail and other messaging systems
Law-enforcement officers must constantly monitor this changing technology
and learn to assess which method most quickly and thoroughly reaches the largest
populations during emergency events surrounding missing and abducted
children. Sources such as television, radio, newspapers, magazines, and web sites
are all capable of reaching large segments of the public.
Essential to the success of any public-notification process, however, is the
development of an ongoing partnership between law enforcement and the media.
The better these components understand each other ’s responsibilities and
capabilities, as well as limitations, the greater the probability critical information
needed by and from the public will be obtained to help resolve a missing-child case.

The Law Enforcement-Media Relationship
For the most part professionals in both law enforcement and the media understand
each other’s roles and realize occasions will arise when one or the other must
more closely guard certain sources of information or aggressively strive to gather
all pertinent facts. For example reporters usually understand and accept the fact
investigators must withhold certain sensitive information that, if disclosed, might
jeopardize a case’s outcome. On the other hand investigators realize reporters
probe for information to share with the public.
Occasional misunderstandings and disagreements between law enforcement
and the media take place, as in any relationship. Law-enforcement investigators
involved in missing- or abducted-children cases and news reporters covering
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those inquiries find themselves at odds over access to certain information. Debates
may evolve about whether the First Amendment takes precedence over other
Amendments, and an impasse may develop if investigators think the integrity of
an inquiry is jeopardized while the media believe freedom of the press has been
abridged. And during this debate both law enforcement and the media need to
keep in mind an individual’s right to privacy.
If these differences of opinion are minimal, they are quickly settled with
explanations offered, points of view explored, and compromise reached.
Unfortunately there are occasions in which the pressures on law enforcement to
find a missing child and the media to uncover and report every detail result in
creating a sensationalized atmosphere where cooperation and common sense may
give way to accusation and mistrust.
To avoid becoming enmeshed in adversarial situations, law-enforcement
agencies need to review and put into practice policies, procedures, and guidelines
identified as being useful in predicting, minimizing, and defusing conflicts with
the media. This chapter explores many of the issues leading to these conflicts and
methods of working productively with the media during a high-profile, missingor abducted-child case.

Legal Review
At the Scene
Investigators need to know the ground rules set forth by the U.S. Constitution and
courts, before they are able to effectively work with the media during a major
event such as a missing- or abducted-child case. Courts, including the U.S.
Supreme Court, have addressed these issues, because the conflict often reverts to
an issues-struggle between the First Amendment and other matters affecting the
integrity of an investigation. Depending on the point of view, either one side or the
other takes precedence, whereby
 The media often accuse law enforcement of violating their Constitutional
rights of free press and speech
 Law enforcement blames the media for interfering with its duty and
responsibility to protect the integrity of an investigation in order to help ensure
a defendant’s right to a fair trial
More often than not, courts will support the side of the First Amendment.
One key to this position is found in the 1972 U.S. Supreme Court decision,
Branzburg v. Hayes (408 U.S. 665 (1972)) which affirms the U.S. Constitution
protects certain “constitutional rights of the media to access and gather news”
without unreasonable constraints imposed by law-enforcement agencies. An
important phrase in the opinion states, “…the press has the right to gather news
from any source by means within the law.” Branzburg, however, also states, “…the
media cannot claim right of access when the general public has been excluded.”
When armed with an understanding of Branzburg, investigators may
accomplish much. For example the ruling clearly states law enforcement should
leave the media alone when they are doing something legally. The media, however,
do not have an automatic legal right to be in a place where the public has been
excluded. So, by understanding Branzburg, an experienced investigator learns
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restricting the media from within a protected crime-scene area is neither improper
nor illegal because evidence must be preserved and protected. Keeping the media
two miles from a crime scene for no specific reason, however, is both wrong and
not advised. Such actions seriously invite litigation. And such actions could serve
to antagonize and create the impression law enforcement is “keeping secrets.” At
the scene investigators should get on with the job of collecting evidence,
implementing emergency procedures when appropriate, and solving the crime.
In short let the media do their job as long as what they do does not jeopardize
the investigation.

Access to Records
Although nearly every state has its own regulations and policies about access to
law-enforcement records, an investigator must remain aware of the fact certain
investigative documents by their very nature are subject to media scrutiny at some
point. A controversy concerning access to law-enforcement records is nationwide
in scope and, as noted previously, in the past courts have ruled on the side of the
First Amendment in certain cases. Investigators, therefore, need to be mindful
certain papers, reports, documents, and court applications, including search
warrants, affidavits, and arrest warrants, may eventually be obtained, reviewed,
and published or broadcast.
Search warrants have become legal documents of challenging interest by the
media. Courts regularly are petitioned under the Freedom of Information Act
(5 U.S.C. § 552 (1966)) and other legal measures in efforts by the media to closely
examine a missing- or abducted-child investigation. Search warrants and supporting
affidavits often provide tantalizing, delicate clues investigators may need to
withhold from public exposure. An investigator must remain vigilant, knowing
 Search warrants, arrest warrants, incident reports, and other documents may
be determined to be public records upon service
 The documents may contain sensitive information requiring redaction or
other protection issues
 Courts may be petitioned by the media to force disclosure of these documents
 Courts also may be petitioned by law enforcement to “seal” or otherwise
prevent access to these documents
When public exposure of information in search warrants and similar documents
may be harmful to an investigation, investigators should seek legal advice prior to
withholding any information otherwise lawfully obtained by the media.

Taking Along the Media
There has been a long-standing practice of inviting the news media to accompany
law-enforcement officers while arrest and/or search warrants are being served.
Popular television programs showing law enforcement in action have prompted
a barrage of public outrage and criticism about what has been described as
invasion of privacy.
In 1999 the issue of media accompanying law enforcement was tackled in
several state courts, including Tennessee and Texas. One ruling, Wilson v. Layne
(526 U.S. 603 (1999)) affirmed
 Bringing the media along on an arrest or apprehension was not unreasonable
 Officers enjoyed qualified immunity from invasion of privacy complaints
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Subsequent rulings, however, urged caution in allowing news media
accompaniment when reporters/television crews are allowed inside private
dwellings. Swate v. Taylor (12 F. Supp. 2d 591 (S. D. Tex., 1998)) and other rulings
are much more specific and warn unreasonable invasion of personal privacy may
exist under certain similar circumstances.
Courts are becoming increasingly vigilant in affirming the right of an
expectation of privacy, and the First, Third, Fourth, Fifth, Ninth, and Fourteenth
Amendments all contain privacy rights established by U.S. Supreme Court
rulings. These rulings are now bringing into question incidents caught on broadcast
video cameras such as
 A mother and her small child crouched in a corner of the room while lawenforcement officers execute a search warrant
 A television crew storming into an apartment with a law-enforcement
SWAT team
These examples are but a few incidents of challenged incidents, and lead to
the question asked in Boyd v. United States (116 U.S. 616 (1886)), “How do you
replace the price of broken privacy?”
The ultimate decision whether to take the media along into private dwellings
clearly rests within the hierarchy of the law-enforcement agency via policies or
directives issued by the Chief or Sheriff and as guided by any applicable laws
and court rulings in that jurisdiction. In light of court rulings affirming the
importance of rights to privacy, the best advice is to refrain from such practice.
If the media receive an independent tip and a news crew shows up at a
residence while an arrest or search warrant is being served inside, there is nothing
the law-enforcement officer may do about it, as long as the media remain outside
and off the private property. Allowing the media inside the private dwelling,
however, may seriously run afoul of court rulings.

Perceptions
Perception is best defined as “the ability to grasp something mentally.” Another
definition states perception is how the mind’s eye sees something.
A key element in working with the media, and ultimately the public, frequently
is how something about a missing- or abducted-child investigation is perceived.
Serving as the conduit of information from law enforcement to the public, the
news media exert extraordinary influence on how events are perceived. An officer
should always ask, “How is my investigation being grasped mentally by the
public?” “Has the investigation expanded beyond control, because of unfounded
rumors?” “Has someone else beyond the officer’s control taken over the direction
of the case?”
Why is it important to be concerned with these things during an investigation?
The answer is simple. The public ultimately controls an investigator’s effectiveness,
and its faith in law enforcement’s ability to handle the situation is critical. There
are reasons law enforcement needs “perceived belief,” including
 Loss or lack of faith by the public leads to vulnerability of other information
 Loss or lack of faith allows someone else, usually an outspoken critic, to become
the authority, not law enforcement
 Lack of faith leads to unnecessary panic
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When the public perceives a set of circumstances or facts greatly differ from
what actually occurred, the result might conclude with a conflict between the
public and a law-enforcement agency. Public perceptions, when improperly
formed from inaccurate or divisive media reports, feed rumors and innuendos.
Eventually those incorrect perceptions evolve into something far worse — a
media-relations crisis. In short once a public perception of conflict occurs, there
is a short leap to a public-relations crisis.

Crisis Forecasting
One definition of a crisis is “…a turning point or an emergency.” That is exactly
what happens when law-enforcement agencies yield management of an
investigation to the media simply by failing to recognize
 Incorrect and potentially damaging perceptions are forming
 An investigator is now reacting to media complaints instead of pursuing a
logical line of inquiry
Law-enforcement agencies need to develop procedures addressing when to
provide the facts of the case to the public and limits of what should be released
without jeopardizing the investigation and/or subsequent trial. It should be
understood the greater the intensity of the case, the greater the likelihood it will
escalate to crisis proportions.
A missing- or abducted-child investigation may evolve into a full-fledged crisis
within only a few minutes, often fueled by vigorous media coverage or incorrect
public perceptions. A crisis generally erupts from a conflict that was not
appropriately resolved. Investigators must be aware an investigation may quickly
evolve into a “public-perception” crisis and usually occurs in stages described as
 Fermenting, the point when an investigation is about to escalate to a more
serious stage in which events occur causing an investigator to react to adverse
media coverage.
 Intensifying, when an investigation reaches a point of explosiveness or adverse
public opinion and negative media coverage.
 Unremitting, the point when leads in the investigation slow and it may
appear to become unfocused. This tends to lead to adverse public opinion
and negative media coverage, which may result in outside pressures to change
the direction of the case.
 Resolving, the point when an investigation is resolved through the recovery
of the victim and/or arrest of a suspect.

Managing High-Profile Cases
Several factors impact law enforcement during high-profile cases and may cause
a case to get “out of hand.” Among these factors are when officers failed to realize
the case had the potential for concentrated media attention, visualize an impact if
the case turned “nasty,” consider community reaction to the case, and disseminate
accurate and timely information during the developing hours of the case.
In the words of an emergency-preparedness official after a major hurricane hit
his community, “You don’t manage a crisis; you tolerate it.” Essentially that is true,
but there are certain “toleration” steps to be taken when managing high-profile
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investigations. Basic guidelines to assist law enforcement in managing a missingor abducted-child investigation with the media include
 Asking for media assistance in disseminating information to the public that
may lead to the recovery of the child and arrest of the abductor(s)
 Determining the degree of impact the case will have on the public
 Establishing the set of facts that have happened and doing it quickly
 Disseminating the information within the first two to four hours of the event
 Making sure law enforcement informs the public when warnings need to be
issued because they need to be issued by law enforcement
 Making sure the public has a two-way conduit for information
 Designating one media spokesperson to avoid miscommunication of the facts,
whether working alone or with a team of professionals
Information given to the media needs to be of good quality and accurate in
order to set the tone for the law enforcement/media relationship. It is important
to go to the media first with the information rather than letting them obtain it
from auxiliary investigation sources. This will reduce the number of
“unconfirmed” rumors that tend to circulate in these cases. Do not, however, feel
pressured into releasing information before it is expedient to do so. The
inappropriate release of information may seriously jeopardize the investigation.
Based on what has been learned from working with the
media during high-profile investigations, there are no hard
set of rules to determine what to do first. According to the
Allow the media as close
guidelines listed above, the tips listed below may be of value
as is reasonable when at
to an agency or investigator involved in a missing-child case.
 Consider having a prosecutor at the scene to advise as
the crime scene while still
to what information should be denied to the media
protecting the integrity
 Allow the media as close as is reasonable when at
of the scene and dignity
the crime scene while still protecting the integrity
of the victim and
of the scene and dignity of the victim and the
victim’s family
the victim’s family
 Have a designated media spokesperson meet as often
as possible with media representatives to help ensure
a continual flow of appropriate information about
the case
Things to remember include
 Very little information is so critical a case would be jeopardized if it were released
 In most cases if law enforcement knows it so do the media
 If an agency does not want to discuss a case, someone else will such as the
janitor, delivery person, next-door neighbor, or outspoken critic
 Realize how many “non-law enforcement” people also have information about
the case such as those working in the coroner ’s office and emergency
medical personnel
 Inaccuracies may easily be corrected if there is an open exchange of information
between law enforcement and the media from the beginning
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Recommendations and Suggestions
An officer’s job is to investigate and solve a missing- or abducted-child case. To
that end he or she must remember the media remain the single most powerful
resource available for gaining public assistance in securing leads. By instituting
and following procedures and policies for working with the media in a fair and
professional manner, officers will help ensure the public receives law enforcement’s
message clearly, accurately, and promptly.
As in most other situations in law enforcement, proactive stances reduce the
need for many reactive positions later. Proactive means
 Designating a trained, experienced individual to act as media spokesperson
 Being first to provide information without being prompted by the media
 Taking control of the information being released
 Opening doors for community feedback in an active way
When media-relation interests during high-profile cases are left unattended,
the media may end up controlling an investigator’s case. Because public perceptions
are formed quickly, it is critical these perceptions be based on the facts of the case
as provided by law enforcement.
Remember, when a child’s life may be at stake, there is no room for needless
misunderstandings between law enforcement and the media.
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Most law-enforcement officers who read this guide will do so to gain information
about investigative techniques to enhance their ability to solve missing-child cases.
Due to limited resources many agencies’ response to the issue of missing children
depends on the skills learned by an individual investigator who is considered to
be their missing- and exploited-child expert. In other agencies a dedicated missingchild unit may be fully staffed with members specializing in a particular type of
missing-child case. This chapter outlines management practices agencies may
wish to employ to support that lone expert, a fully staffed unit, or whatever level
of resources are currently able to be used in the search for missing children.
Additionally it offers guidelines about how to develop a dedicated missing-child
unit, if an agency wishes to create one.
Because of internal policy and procedure evaluation, criticism experienced
by another agency’s handling of a missing-child case, or the efforts of a nonprofit,
missing-children organization, many law-enforcement agencies are realizing they
have allowed their missing-child response to develop without clear direction or
structure and are actively seeking new methods and procedures to better handle
their entire “missing-person” responsibility.
In keeping with the established management practice of enlisting employees
to help solve problems, it is likely an administrator will seek input from those
members of the agency who have received training in missing-children
investigations or exhibited a willingness to handle such cases. Since the officer
reading this guide will probably fit into one or both of those categories, it seems
appropriate to address the management issues associated with an effective missingperson investigation.
Figure 26 below outlines the steps an agency may wish to follow when
evaluating its missing-child response.
Steps to Follow When Evaluating
an Agency’s Missing-Child Response
Define Current Operational Procedures
Evaluate Current Operational Procedures
Develop New Operational Policies and Procedures
Identify New Objectives and Goals
Consider Establishing a Dedicated Missing-Child Unit
Evaluate Implementation Issues
Program Implementation
Figure 26

Define and Evaluate Current Operational Procedures
To determine whether an agency’s response to missing children requires
modification, revision, or complete reorganization, a thorough evaluation of
current procedures must be conducted. To do so those procedures must be
accurately identified to provide the reader with a meaningful point of reference for
this discussion.
First complete the “Agency Self-Assessment: Missing-Children Preparedness”
questionnaire beginning on page 203. This diagnostic step is intended to stimulate
reflection regarding the existing response and should provide the reviewer with
an accurate survey of his or her agency’s current response to cases of missing children.
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Second determine the type of missing-child program now in effect. Is the
current program fully developed with policies clearly describing organizational
procedures and defining investigative responsibilities? Is it a partially developed
program in which the missing-child function is generally described along with
other investigative activities? Is it a newly implemented or pilot program where
methods of response are under study and evaluation? Or is it a program with
little or no official agency guidance or support?
Third identify the structure of the present program. Is the current missingchild program part of a full-time unit responsible for the investigation of missing
children/persons only? Is it a part-time unit handling missing-child cases along
with other investigative responsibilities? Is it a unit within a missing-person bureau
or the juvenile division? Is it a single officer program where all or certain types of
missing-child cases are assigned to one investigator? If not, is it staffed with sworn
officers, civilians, or a combination of both? How are these investigators and
civilians selected? Is the assignment to this unit viewed as a desired position? Or
is it solely a clerical unit where the missing-child function is basically one of
recordkeeping with only certain, serious cases forwarded for investigation? Or is
the program conducted by some other person, such as a volunteer, who is assigned
to review reports and forward long-term or serious cases to an investigative unit?
Fourth review unit(s) responsible for report-taking and initial investigation.
What part of the agency is responsible for these duties? Is it the regular patrol
force, a designated patrol officer with specialized training in missing-child cases,
the front desk where the public is told to respond to make a report, the investigative
section, or a specialist assigned to missing-children cases who is responsible for
report-taking and the initial investigation?
Fifth review the procedure for distributing missing-children reports. How
widely is the missing-child report distributed, and how promptly does it reach
destinations such as the records division, the front desk, patrol division,
investigative division, and missing-child unit?
Sixth determine areas of responsibility. Who currently assumes responsibility
for duties such as National Crime Information Center (NCIC) record entry and
cancellation? In addition, if the initial evaluation fails to locate the missing child,
who continues the investigation?
Seventh review written policies and procedures. Are initial investigative
procedures clearly described? Are there written guidelines about subjects such
as follow-up investigations, family abductions, juvenile pick-ups, custody orders,
and authority to detain a missing child who is recovered?
Eighth review readiness assessments. Have evaluations been conducted to
assess subjects such as training level, investigative expertise, personnel availability,
willingness to solve problems, and relationship to the media? Law-enforcement
agencies need to ask these questions. How much training concerning missing
children is received during recruit and in-service classes? Do investigators or
officers assigned to missing-child cases receive specialized training? Is any form of
local, state, or regional certification required/available? Are policies and procedures
needing to be followed in missing-child cases formalized and documented? If a
particularly serious case arises, are additional investigative personnel immediately
available? If so, do they have any specialized missing-child training? Does the
agency encourage an open relationship with the media, which is of assistance in
missing-child investigations? Does the agency work cooperatively with any
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missing- and exploited-children organization and runaway shelters within its
jurisdiction offering services to victim families and children at-risk?
Once defined, an agency’s policies and procedures should regularly be
evaluated to identify strengths and weaknesses. This evaluation should also include
a review of agency records to determine the actual extent and nature of the missingchild problem within the jurisdiction. Learning the extent and nature of the
problem will be of help in determining what, if any, procedural changes are needed.
As a result of this critical analysis, a need for organizational or managerial
improvement may be identified. If so, agencies should consider modifying current
operational policies and procedures and/or developing new ones to address areas
needing improvement.

Develop New Operational Policies and Procedures
Defining new operational procedures is a complex task, yet it remains one of the
most important aspects of any implementation concept. It is at this stage all new
ideas are developed and placed into perspective.
The goals of effective policies and procedures include defining objectives,
setting responsibilities, offering guidelines, developing a standard of measure,
and providing a level of public expectation. To accomplish this agencies need to
have a “policy statement.” This is where the agency clearly announces its
procedural purpose, such as, “It shall be the policy of this department to
aggressively investigate all cases of missing children....” With clearly stated policies
and procedures, members of the force are made aware of their role in all missingchild cases. Additionally policies standardize agency response to missing-child
cases by describing general investigative procedures and creating a method by
which the effectiveness of those procedures may be evaluated. Often a public
made aware of an agency’s priority response to missing-child reports will tend to
view the entire law-enforcement agency in a more professional light.
There are many components to consider when implementing effective policies
and procedures. For instance the goals and objectives of all policies should be
clearly outlined in such a manner as to reinforce the need for each change. Each
new procedure should be clearly identified and properly assigned. Members of
the agency should be able to understand and follow case procedures, even if they
have no specialized training in missing-child investigations. Concise procedures
eliminating uncertainty among personnel not only lead to more effective case
management but also diminish exposure to liability; however, a policy should
not be so rigid investigative creativity is restrained. The policy should provide for
discretion without jeopardizing the case, but not be so ambiguous it allows
excessive discretion by members of the agency.
It is important to identify and formalize procedures requiring the sharing of
case information and investigative leads between entities within the agency such
as the juvenile division and missing-child unit. Each policy and procedure should
be complete and the language used should help ensure standardization of
terminology. The policy or procedure should define the expected case activity.
Members of the agency should not have to refer to other rules or regulations to
find guidance about missing-child cases.
Keep in mind missing-child report procedures should indicate what happens
to the case from time of report through closure. For instance reports need to be
centrally logged, easily located, and well prepared. The procedure should include
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provisions noting each case is checked for proper NCIC entry, including
updates of dental and medical records when warranted; ongoing investigative
review; periodic updates; use of all local, state, and national resources;
coordination with the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children ®
(NCMEC); correct case clearance/closure; NCIC cancellation; and proper
storage of all case-related information.
Note: The Commission on Accreditation for Law Enforcement Agencies, Inc.,
(CALEA®), the nation’s foremost law-enforcement accrediting authority, has added
a standard requiring agencies seeking accreditation to have in effect a
comprehensive policy about responding to reports of missing children.

Identify New Objectives and Goals
An objective is a precise, quantifiable task to be accomplished in order to reach a
particular goal. A goal is the result when properly identified objectives are attained,
while achieving the concise expression of the ideal sought. Keep these definitions
in mind when formulating short- and long-range goals. This formulation process
is time-consuming, but cost-effective when setting policies and procedures. Figure
27 below offers sample goals and objectives agencies may wish to consider during
this process.
Other goals might include developing/maintaining a positive yet controlled
media relationship, designing/presenting training programs about missing
children for all members of the force, and establishing a communication network
with resource agencies in the community.
Sample Goals and Objectives
Goal
To develop a proposal for
the creation of a centralized
missing-child unit

Objectives to Attain Goal May Include
 Conducting an analysis of current operational procedures
 Identifying existing system gaps
 Determining needed changes to existing policies,
procedures, and practices
 Evaluating implementation issues
 Preparing and submitting a comprehensive report
through the chain of command
 Developing illustrative material, such as charts and graphs,
if called upon to support the proposal

To help ensure timely entry,
review, and cancellation
of NCIC messages







Informing agency personnel regarding importance of
NCIC system
Proposing change in agency forms to include NCIC checkoff box
Recommending change in procedure to require
supervisory approval of NCIC entry, update of dental/
medical additions, and cancellation
Developing a standard procedure to respond to NCIC
unidentified-child messages
Conducting an audit of selected cases to
evaluate compliance
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To produce specialized
missing-child bulletins











Encouraging reporting officers to obtain a
photograph of the missing child
Preparing a “master bulletin” to use as a format for all
fliers using standards such as the Lost Child Alert
Technology Resource (LOCATERTM) system as described
in “Appendix D” on page 223
Evaluating cost factors such as paper and printing
Seeking the cooperation of local printing businesses
Developing a distribution network, including local
community groups and private businesses, to circulate
fliers and remove them once no longer needed
Designing a bulletin board to display fliers in
agency’s lobby
Maintaining a file of all bulletins prepared,
received, and removed
Coordinating with NCMEC
Figure 27

Consider Establishing a Dedicated Missing-Child Unit
Due to the unique and sensitive nature of missing-child investigations, most lawenforcement agencies will find ample justification to support the creation of a
specialized unit to investigate these cases. The advantages of a centralized missingchild unit include uniform model, development of investigative expertise, improved
service to at-risk children, centralized case control, reduction in trial-and-error,
faster case completion, and a basis for statistical analysis. Similar missing-child
units are found in law-enforcement agencies throughout the nation. When such
units are established and fully operational they may speed the flow of incident
information when working cases crossing jurisdictional lines. Officers assigned to
a centralized unit will gain specialized knowledge about the investigation of
missing-child cases, thereby enhancing case resolution. Missing-child officers
develop an awareness concerning troubled children and are able to recommend
needed resources. All records regarding missing children may be properly
maintained and promptly accessed. Being familiar with the unique nature of
missing-child investigations, officers assigned to a specialized unit are able to
conduct a case more efficiently. More effective investigative efforts result in
quicker case closure and reduced risk of victimization to the missing child.
Centralized recordkeeping promotes the study of case histories and encourages
proactive program implementation.

Evaluate Implementation Issues
After determining creation of a centralized missing-child unit would significantly
enhance an agency’s response to cases of missing children, the next step is to define
the unit’s organizational structure. A number of factors need to be considered and
decided on before the unit begins operation including the type of program,
location of the unit, necessary support equipment and material, personnel
selection, personnel training, and use of the media. Agencies should ask would the
unit function fully from the start or a pilot project be instituted? Will the unit be
located within the main agency building or housed in some other facility?
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Organizationally will the unit be placed in the Criminal-Investigation Division,
Juvenile Division, Community-Relations Division, or some other division?
One key to any successful missing-child unit is staffing. This should be
accomplished with proper planning and recognition of the special skills and
personality traits needed including good human-relations skills, an inquisitive
demeanor, an ability to work compassionately with distraught individuals, a
willingness to interact with other community resources, and an ability to work
with family members over an extended period of time. Assignment to this unit
needs to be perceived as a desired and coveted position reflecting the officer’s
ability to comfortably investigate these difficult cases. Training for personnel in
the unit should be ongoing to enhance the specialized expertise of unit members.
Areas of instruction might include identifying runaways, investigating family
abductions, case management, international family abductions, interviewing
techniques, recognizing sexual exploitation and neglect, custody laws, and
interagency cooperation. Note: For information about training programs
sponsored by the U.S. Department of Justice’s Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) please visit the “Training” section of NCMEC’s
web site at www.missingkids.com and Fox Valley Technical College’s web site at
http://dept.fvtc.edu/ojjdp.
Key personnel to consider placing in the unit include supervisory staff,
investigative personnel, clerical support, and volunteers. See the section titled
“Use of Volunteers in Missing-Child Units” on page 207 for more information
about the use of volunteers in these units. Figure 28 below offers a potential
division of responsibilities among staff members in a dedicated missing-child unit.
Potential Division of Responsibilities
in a Dedicated Missing-Child Unit
Staff Member
Supervisor

Responsibility
 Oversee investigation.
 Help ensure effective case management.
 Direct all unit personnel.
 Establish and maintain a media-relations program.
 Develop a community network.

Investigator






Investigate case.
Maintain case file.
Develop resources.
Share information with appropriate colleagues and agencies.

Clerical Staff





Assist in recordkeeping.
Provide administrative support.
Understand unit responsibilities.

Volunteers





Offer assistance as needed.
Maintain case confidentiality.
Understand limits of authority. See the section titled
“Volunteer Assigned to Missing-Child Unit: Sample JobDescription Statement” beginning on page 208 for a sample
job description for volunteers assigned to such units.
Figure 28
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Program Implementation
After the procedural guidelines have been completely evaluated and approved,
the new missing-child response program is ready to be implemented.
Dissemination of information is the key to the success of any new process. All
personnel within the agency and community at-large must be made aware of the
new policies and procedures and what the new program is to achieve.
First conduct agency-wide training by distributing copies of new policies/
procedures to all members of the agency, describing new programs at roll calls/
inspections, preparing brief video training tape, addressing administrative staff
meetings, and spot checking to evaluate understanding of the program.
Second develop an ongoing monitoring process within the new unit by
conducting regular staff evaluations concerning program effectiveness, instituting
a program whereby all unit personnel participate in constant evaluation of policy
goals and objectives, and continuing to set realistic new goals.
Third enlist public support for the program by designing and executing a
“media” or “public relations” plan to promote the program within the community.
A word of caution is in order regarding “going public” with the new program. Be
certain all contact points between your agency and the public are aware of the
new procedure, understand what it is attempting to achieve, and know how to
access any services advertised.
As the missing-child program becomes fully implemented and additional
needs are identified, opportunities for additional programs and procedures will
arise. Municipalities may wish to consider developing interagency agreements
and multidisciplinary teams, formulating contingency plans, and establishing
written protocols with other child-serving agencies and organizations in the
community to better address the missing-child issue. Teams, plans, and protocols
need to include law enforcement, schools, courts, social services, probation, and
others needed to establish a comprehensive and coordinated approach to the
problem. Such arrangements should speed the flow of valuable information to
both expedite recoveries and help ensure provision of assistance from the
community’s service points for all children and most especially at-risk children.
Community awareness, in particular, should play a key role in lessening the
incidence of missing children, especially those who leave home voluntarily.
Agencies should consider implementing community-awareness programs by
hosting public presentations at places such as schools, youth groups, and clubs
with displays and demonstrations about child safety and programs to photograph,
fingerprint, and document child-identifying information. Child-safety seminars
and classes involving families may be effective just before school begins or before
summer break and on a continuing basis throughout the school year to help
ensure age-appropriate safety messages are reinforced year-after-year for children
of all ages. Such reinforcement of safety information is critical at all ages from
young children who typically spend more time with a limited number of family
members and caretakers to teenagers to help them identify at-risk situations as
they increase the sphere of individuals with whom they interact. Such educational
opportunities also reinforce the local services available to assist teenagers, especially
those who may be considering running away or are faced with a “thrownaway”
situation within their families. For a list of child-safety prevention information
available through NCMEC visit the “More Publications” section of
www.missingkids.com to view, download, and order publications.
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Finally, agencies should consider formulating contingency plans by holding
meetings with area law-enforcement agencies, rescue squads, and search groups
to discuss future cooperation; organizing an investigative task force made up of
pertinent agency personnel to be activated when the need arises; developing casescreening methods to quickly identify high-risk missing children; designing
a master format for a missing-child bulletin/flier; and prearranging for mass
poster printing.

Children Missing From Care:
Special Management Considerations
All missing children are at-risk whether they have run away or been abducted by
an unknown individual or a noncustodial family member. The longer a child
remains missing, the greater the risk of exploitation, victimization, injury, or even
death. Law-enforcement officers around the nation clearly recognize these risks
and have implemented effective policies and procedures to help bring missing
children home as swiftly and safely as possible. For the most part, however, these
response policies have been designed to assist the child who is missing from a
“standard” home and/or “traditional” family. There is, however, another type of
missing child, one who may be even more vulnerable and at-risk, namely the
child missing from care. Prompted by startling incidents across the country
where children were found to be absent from the homes or facilities into which
they had been placed, but not formally reported to authorities as missing, childwelfare professionals nationwide have commenced a campaign to avoid these
oversights in the future. This campaign, however, needs the full support of
law enforcement to be truly effective.
Child welfare and law enforcement have a shared interest in the safe return of
children missing from out-of-home care. When child-welfare and law-enforcement
agencies work in partnership they provide the expertise of both disciplines and
enhance both the investigative effort and recovery of the child. It is also essential
for both partners to bring a respect for the other’s point of view and knowledge,
openness to different ways of working and thinking, and a willingness to work
together in the best interests of the child who is missing.65
Child welfare brings to the partnership a set of values, knowledge, and skills
focusing on the safety and well-being of children who are in out-of-home care and
devote much of their work to the relationships between children and birth families,
children and foster families or other caregivers, and birth families and caregivers.
They are trained in a strengths-based, family-focused perspective and approach and
conduct assessments and make professional judgments based on their knowledge of
a variety of topics including family dynamics and child development.66
Law-enforcement personnel focus their work on the investigation necessary to
locate and safely return the child to the custody of the agency. Their efforts are dedicated
to fact-finding, the collection of evidence, and upholding the law. Their knowledge of
family dynamics tends to focus more on the specific circumstances, problems, and
individual characteristics that may lead to abduction or runaway episodes.67
65

Julie Gwin and Eve Malakoff-Klein, Editors. CWLA Best Practice Guidelines: Children Missing From Care.
Washington, DC: Child Welfare League of America, 2005, page 33.
66
Id.
67
Id.
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Regardless of differences in approach between professions, given the fact lawenforcement and child-welfare agencies are frequent partners in responding to
and managing the recovery of children missing from care, it is imperative for
agency managers to establish an environment promoting genuine collaboration
and cooperation between respective staff members.68
In working with the assigned child-welfare worker, any previously appointed
counsel such as a guardian ad litem,69 and in cases when a child is a crime victim
any appointed victim advocate, law enforcement is better able to obtain all available
information in furtherance of the investigation and children may be placed in an
environment conducive to growth and well-being upon their recovery.70
Law-enforcement policymakers are encouraged to review the “Agency SelfAssessment: Missing-Children Preparedness” on page 203 and “Agency
Self-Assessment: Children Missing From Care” on page 206 for issues to be
addressed in the development of effective missing-children policies including
procedures related to children missing from care.
For an in-depth discussion regarding the importance of collaboration between
law-enforcement and the child-welfare system — including policy and procedural
recommendations, view, download, and order the NCMEC publication titled
Children Missing From Care: The Law-Enforcement Response from the “More
Publications” section of www.missingkids.com.

Conclusion
The elements of this chapter are offered to help law-enforcement agencies evaluate
their current policies and procedures and provide guidance to those agencies
considering revisions. It is understood the material in this chapter is not specific
but rather intended to provoke critical evaluation of your agency’s capability to
safely recover a missing child. Since the development of effective policies and
68
Thomas B. Smith, Kenneth Buniak, Lee Condon, and Lee Reed. Children Missing From Care: The LawEnforcement Response. Alexandria, Virginia: National Center for Missing & Exploited Children, 2005, page
15 [hereafter Smith].
69
The practice of appointing counsel to children in care is gaining national support as evidenced by the
four examples noted below.

According to the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA), in order to receive
federal funding, in the form of grants to states for child abuse and neglect prevention and treatment
programs, states must appoint a guardian ad litem to represent the child in any abuse and neglect
case that results in a judicial proceeding. In these instances the guardian ad litem may be an attorney
or a court appointed special advocate (42 U.S.C. § 5106a(b)(2)(A)(xiii) (2003)).

A February 7, 2005, Order by Judge Marvin H. Schoob of the United States District Court,
Northern District of Georgia in Kenny A. v. Perdue opined all children in Georgia state care
have the constitutional right to counsel in all major child-welfare proceedings. The proceedings
include the initial hearing, adjudicatory hearing, dispositional hearing, and periodic case reviews.

A 1998 survey by the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges showed 40 states
appointed counsel for children in abuse and neglect cases. Of those 40 states 30 appointed an
attorney guardian ad litem. The remaining 10 states appoint a guardian ad litem who serves in
addition to an appointed attorney. Information from “Child Abuse and Neglect Cases: Representation
as a Critical Component of Effective Practice” in Technical Assistance Bulletin, Vol. II, No. 2, March
1998, page 44. This bulletin is published by the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges.

And, as recommended in Adoption 2002: The President’s Initiative on Adoption and Foster Care
Guidelines for Public Policy and State Legislation Governing Permanence for Children, in order
for the best interest of children to be known, it is recommended states assure all children involved
in dependency cases be represented by a trained attorney at every stage of the court process.
Information accessed on March 21, 2005, at www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/cb/publications/adopt02/
02final.htm, chapter 7, section 11.
70
Smith, op. cit. n. 68, page 16.
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procedures is agency-specific, please combine the information in this guide with
knowledge of your agency and community to develop an effective response.
NCMEC, in association with the International Association of Chiefs of Police
(IACP), has created a Model Law Enforcement Policy and Procedure for Responding
to Reports of Missing and Abducted Children. This document may be viewed and
downloaded from the “Training” section of NCMEC’s web site at
www.missingkids.com. To further assist in this process consider reviewing The
Standards for law-enforcement agencies by the Commission on Accreditation for
Law Enforcement Agencies, Inc., which may be viewed online at www.calea.org.
From that homepage click on the link to “CALEA Programs.” From that subsequent
page click on the link to “Law Enforcement Accreditation.” And from that
subsequent page click on the link to “The Standards.”
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Agency Self-Assessment: Missing-Children Preparedness
Conducting a basic assessment of an organization’s policies and procedures may be an
enlightening experience. This type of diagnostic exam is designed to help assess an agency’s
current level of proficiency while, at the same time, develop ideas to enhance program
performance. Be sure to respond to the questions regarding key functions as they exist at present,
not as the reader would like them to be.
Answer the questions below as accurately as possible. If unsure about an answer, enter a
question mark.
[]

Is an officer dispatched on all missing-child reports?

[]

Is agency aware of the National Child Search Assistance Act mandating coordination
with NCMEC regarding all missing-child cases including 18 to 20 year olds?

[]

Is agency aware of the Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act of 2006 mandating NCIC entry must be made by law enforcement within two hours of receipt
of a report of a missing or abducted child?

[]

Does agency understand how to implement the America’s Missing: Broadcast
Emergency Response (AMBER) Alert notification system?

[]

Are all missing-child reports sent to one central location?

[]

Is each report entered in a central log for easy case management?

[]

Is each report entered into the NCIC Missing Person File within two hours of report
receipt, and are NCIC Missing Person File categories clearly understood by agency
personnel and reports reviewed to help ensure the correct category has been used?

[]

Is each report checked for valid/accurate information?

[]

Is the person reporting the case promptly contacted for initial case follow-up?

[]

Is the person reporting the case regularly contacted to update him or her about
the case?

[]

Are photographs or videotapes obtained in all cases?

[]

Is there an ability to promptly prepare and disseminate a photo bulletin?

[]

Is it clear as to who investigates missing-child cases?

[]

Is there a familiarity with the personnel in and services provided by state/territorial
missing-children clearinghouses?

[]

Are local records checked to determine whether the missing child and/or suspected
abductor have pending criminal charges or are being investigated by a separate
section within the agency?

[]

Are the dental records of all children missing for more than 30/60 days entered
into NCIC?
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[]

Is a specifically assigned missing-child officer/investigator used?

[]

Do all missing-child volunteers/clerks/cadets used have specific guidelines as to
what cases should be referred to an investigator such as those involving foul play
or family abduction?

[]

Are all cases cleared by use of a supplemental report when a missing child returns/
is recovered?

[]

Is the recovery/return of each missing child confirmed by sight?

[]

Has any waiting period established before taking a runaway report
been eliminated?

[]

Are habitual runaways readily identifiable?

[]

Is there a runaway shelter in the community?

[]

If so, what procedures are in place to work with this runaway shelter?

[]

Are located runaways interviewed to determine their reasons for leaving home, gather
valuable information, and refer them for follow-up treatment and assistance?

[]

Is the record for each recovered/returned missing child immediately removed
from NCIC?

[]

Are all unidentified body teletypes from other agencies compared to active cases for
possible matches?

[]

Are all such teletype inquiries from other jurisdictions reviewed and responded to even
if there is no match?

[]

Are all alternative and credible resources within the community to aid in locating
missing children known and used?

[]

Is there a nonprofit, missing-children organization (NPO) in the community or region?

[]

If so, are its services used?

[]

Is there a policy regarding the publishing of missing-child bulletins by the local media
on a regular basis?

[]

Does your agency participate in NCMEC’s Lost Child Alert Technology Resource
(LOCATERTM) program to immediately disseminate professional-looking, missing-child
fliers? Is there an agreement with local printing firms to assist in this process if
supplemental flier production is needed?
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[]

Is there an officer in the agency knowledgeable about the laws and tools pertaining to
family abduction such as Unlawful Flight to Avoid Prosecution (UFAP) warrants, the
Uniform Child Custody Jurisdiction Act (UCCJA) or Uniform Child Custody Jurisdiction
and Enforcement Act (UCCJEA), the Parental Kidnapping Prevention Act (PKPA), the
Federal Parent Locator Service (FPLS), the Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of
International Child Abduction, International Child Abduction Remedies Act (ICARA),
and the International Parental Kidnapping Crime Act (IPKCA)?

[]

Is an active public-relations response in place to immediately respond to missingchildren cases?

[]

Is there a highly visible missing-child bulletin board displaying fliers of missing children
and information to the public in a prominent area of the law-enforcement agency?

[]

Are accurate statistics available about the number of missing children reported annually
along with a breakdown of the total by ages and categories?

[]

Is a plan in place to use community resources to assist in the reunification of missing
children with their families?

Note: NCMEC, in association with the International Association of Chiefs of Police has created
a Model Law Enforcement Policy and Procedure for Responding to Reports of Missing and
Abducted Children. This document may be viewed and downloaded from the “Training” section
of NCMEC’s web site at www.missingkids.com.
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Agency Self-Assessment: Children Missing From Care
Children missing from out-of-home care, such as foster homes, group residences, and facility
settings, present law enforcement with issues not normally encountered when a child is reported
missing from a traditional home and family. As a result law-enforcement decisionmakers need
to develop specific policies and procedures to enhance their agency’s response to these
situations. Listed below are considerations that may be of help to the law-enforcement
administrator in the development of those procedures.
[ ] Has your law-enforcement agency discussed with your local child-welfare agency the
importance of collecting specific biographical information in order to have the critical
information needed to complete a missing-person report at the point of intake? As a
matter of policy does the child-welfare agency have a recent photograph available of the
children in its care? Are procedures in place to help ensure this information is available to
investigating officers in a timely manner? It may be appropriate to provide blank copies of
your agency’s Missing Person Report to child-welfare representatives to help ensure complete
information is made available to investigating officers.
[ ] Do law-enforcement officers have a way to access child-welfare files and an on-call
caseworker 24 hours a day 7 days a week?
[ ] Do recovery procedures include action by a multidisciplinary team to respond to situations
such as the trauma abducted children suffer from or determine the underlying reasons for
running away?
[ ] Is there an understanding regarding and a plan for responding to media inquiries?
[ ] Do policies clearly state the procedure to be followed when a child missing from care is
found whether in your jurisdiction or another one?
[ ] Do procedures cover action to take if a child, upon recovery, reports inappropriate actions/
activities at the facility or home he or she was placed in prior to the missing episode?
[ ] Do procedures provide direction for handling a child missing from another jurisdiction or
state, when he or she is located in your jurisdiction?71

71

Id., page 13.
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Use of Volunteers in Missing-Child Units
Each year law-enforcement agencies strive to “do more with less,” especially when municipal,
county, and state agencies are forced to reduce personnel in order to operate within restricted
budgets. In those jurisdictions agency administrators often seek long-term, alternative solutions
to those budget constraints. One such solution is the use of non-law-enforcement volunteers to
bolster resources.
Law-enforcement administrators are realizing the valuable assistance qualified volunteers
are able to offer agencies. Although the use of these individuals may be limited in certain
areas of law enforcement, a significant number of agency functions are well within the realm
of volunteerism.
One such law-enforcement function where volunteers have been used is as an investigative
aide within a missing-child unit. With a qualified volunteer assigned to such administrative
responsibilities as file management, routine call-back, recordkeeping, statistical summaries,
and clerical case close-out, an agency’s limited number of missing children-unit personnel are
freed to perform investigative tasks to help speed case resolution.
Another function volunteers may help implement and administer is the agency’s communityawareness programs. Volunteers are invaluable when agencies are hosting community child
fingerprinting/identification events and coordinating school and community-group presentations
about child safety. For information about literature available to distribute in these settings, visit
the “More Publications” section of NCMEC’s web site at www.missingkids.com.

MISSING AND ABDUCTED CHILDREN - 207

Volunteer Assigned to Missing-Child Unit:
Sample Job-Description Statement
Purpose:

To use the services of a qualified volunteer to catalog, follow-up, and
maintain the agency’s efforts to locate missing children, thereby relieving
a sworn officer for other investigative duties.

Objective:

To prevent backlogs and delays in the investigation of reported missing
children and improve communication within the agency, with other
concerned and appropriate organizations and agencies, and with
affected families.

Goal:

To provide an efficient, prompt, and reliable response to the handling,
investigation, and recovery of missing children through the supervised
efforts of a trained volunteer.

Position Title:

“Volunteer Investigative Aide”

Qualifications:

Good human-relations skills
Ability to work with distraught individuals
An inquisitive demeanor
Dependability
Respect for confidentiality
Willingness to provide referral services to families in need
Ability to follow supervisory direction

Schedule:

10 hours per week, minimum of 2, 5-hour days. Hours may increase as
caseload dictates.
Time: 1 to 6 P.M. or 2 to 7 P.M.
Days: Mondays and Thursdays (preferred)
Note: This schedule facilitates close supervision by an investigator. It allows
the volunteer to work with schools before dismissal, parents/guardians
during work hours, and parents/guardians at home after work. The necessity
for split days is derived from the various time constraints and events often
experienced in a missing-child case.

Job Scope:

The volunteer will review all missing-child reports. He or she will log each
report into the central missing child’s log noting its status and other
appropriate information. Checks will be made to help ensure the
completion of proper reports and correct entries into the NCIC system.
In cases when the missing child returns following a short disappearance,
a check will be made to help ensure completion of the proper supplemental
reports along with removal from the NCIC system.
When the missing child has not returned within a few days it is the
volunteer’s responsibility to notify the officer assigned to the case so he or
she will be able to contact the person who made the report to gather
appropriate information about the case. At that point preparations should
be made to continue the investigation with Be-On-the-Look-Out (BOLO)
bulletins and extended search parameters.
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In extended cases work with agency’s NCIC data-entry person to fully load
NCIC Missing Person File with dental and medical records.
An investigator will be immediately apprised when
[ ] The missing child is 13 years of age or younger.
[ ] The missing child is believed to be out of the zone of safety for his or
her age and developmental stage.
[ ] The missing child is mentally incapacitated.
[ ] The missing child is drug dependent, including prescribed
medication and/or illegal substances, and the dependency is
potentially life-threatening.
[ ] The missing child has been absent from home for more than 24 hours
before being reported to law enforcement.
[ ] Based on available information it is determined the missing child is
in a life-threatening situation.
[ ] Based on available information it is believed the missing child is in
the company of an individual who could endanger his or her welfare.
[ ] The absence is inconsistent with his or her established patterns of
behavior and the deviation cannot be readily explained.
[ ] Other circumstances are involved in the disappearance that would
cause a reasonable person to conclude the child should be
considered “at-risk.”
The volunteer may be involved in aiding the assigned investigator as an
investigative assistant throughout any phase of a missing-child case. As a
matter of safety the volunteer will not be required to perform duties
outside of the agency’s facilities to physically search for a missing child.
He or she will, however, occasionally meet with reporters and witnesses
at the missing-child unit to obtain supplemental information concerning
specific cases.
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Appendix A: NCIC Missing-Person-File Categories
The National Crime Information Center (NCIC) Missing Person File is an automated
database system that stores descriptive information about a missing person using a specific
set of identifying factors. Since the Missing Person File is divided into 6 individual
classifications, it is extremely important for the reporting officer to accurately assess each
case and designate the proper entry category.
Entry Categories (message code key designation)


Disability (MKE/EMD) A person of any age who is missing and under proven physical/
mental disability or is senile, thereby subjecting him- or herself or others to personal and
immediate danger.



Endangered (MKE/EME) A person of any age who is missing under circumstances
indicating his or her physical safety may be in danger.



Involuntary (MKE/EMI) A person of any age who is missing under circumstances
indicating the disappearance is not voluntary such as abduction or kidnapping.



Juvenile (MKE/EMJ) A person younger than 18 years of age who is missing and does
not meet the entry criteria set forth in other categories.



Catastrophe (MKE/EMV) A person of any age who is missing after a disaster.



Other (MKE/EMO) A person 18 years of age or older not meeting the criteria for entry
in any other category who is missing and for whom there is a reasonable concern
for his or her safety.

Note: The Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act of 2006 (Adam Walsh Act, Pub. L.
No. 109-248) mandates NCIC entry must be made by law enforcement within two hours
of receipt of a report of a missing or abducted child. This replaces the term “immediately”
in the National Child Search Assistance Act (NCSAA, 42 U.S.C. §§ 5779). The Adam Walsh Act
also specifies a missing or abducted child’s record may not be removed from state lawenforcement systems or NCIC solely because of age if they have not yet been recovered.
The Prosecutorial Remedies and Other Tools to end the Exploitation of Children Today
(PROTECT) Act of 2003 (Pub. L. No. 108-21) contains a provision recognizing the concern of the
U.S. Congress for the safety of missing young adults, ages 18 to 20, especially those whose
disappearance is out of keeping with their normal pattern of behavior. The provision, known as
Suzanne’s Law, extends to these young adults some of the same reporting and investigative
procedures already provided to children younger than 18 years of age. Accordingly law
enforcement is now required to enter the report of a missing 18- to 20-year-old into the
NCIC Missing Person File without delay and conduct an investigation into the young adult’s
disappearance. NCMEC recommends in these cases NCIC entry also be made no later than
within two hours of report receipt.
For those law-enforcement agencies using the newer NCIC 2000 system, the correct entry
code for a missing 18- to 20-year-old is the “Other” category from the list above unless
circumstances of the disappearance are better described in the “Disability,” “Endangered,”
“Involuntary,” or “Catastrophe” categories.
For those law-enforcement agencies using the older, non NCIC 2000 system, the entry
code for a missing 18- to 20-year-old is “Juvenile” unless circumstances of the disappearance
are better described as “Disability,” “Endangered,” “Involuntary,” or “Catastrophe.” NCIC has
modified the “Juvenile” category in the non NCIC 2000 system to recognize entries of 18 to 20
year olds.
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Appendix B: NCIC Child-Abduction Flag
The Child-Abduction (“CA”) flag was introduced on February 2, 1997, (National Crime
Information Center Technical Operational Update 96-6) to notify the National Center
for Missing & Exploited Children® and Federal Bureau of Investigation’s National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime of critical missing-children cases. The “CA” flag is
used when there is a reasonable indication or suspicion a child has been abducted
and/or is missing under circumstances suggesting foul play or a threat to life. Once
NCIC’s “CA” flag is entered by the law-enforcement agency into the Missing Person
File of a record entered with the Endangered or Involuntary message key, both NCMEC
and NCAVA are automatically notified.

All questions about NCIC, including those concerning the Missing Person File, may
be asked by calling the National Crime Information Center at 304-625-3000 or directing an Nlets message to DCFBIWAQ9.
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Appendix C: Victim/Family Data-Collection Questionnaire
SAMPLE

Case Number

Date Form Completed
MISSING CHILD

Last Name
Address
Nicknames/Aliases
Date of Birth
Sex
Appearance (check one) Age
Birth State
City
School Name
Hair

Color
Style
Length
Facial

Teeth

Skeletal

First Name

Middle Initial
SSN
Nationality
(when missing)
Younger than Age

Age (current)
Older than Age
Birth Hospital/Address
Address
Grade

Hair Samples Collected From
Mother
Father
Guardian
Victim
Pets
Siblings
Others

Appearance
Dentist
Stature
Abnormalities
Size
Size For Age

Identifying Features

Eyes

Color
Vision Rating
Glasses
Contacts

Braces (Y/N)
Address

Telephone
Stance

Fractures
X-Rays Available From
Height
Weight
Small
Average

Large

Complexion
Scars
Birth Marks
Tattoos
Right/Left Handed
Pierced Ears
Hearing Impaired
Speech Impaired
Accent
Other Features

General Description of Subject
Clothing (Describe clothing available or usually worn)
Item Type
Coat/Jacket
Pants/Skirt
Shirt/Blouse
Sweater
Shoes
Socks
Hat
Belt
Other

Style

Size

Color

Description/Comments

Additional Items With Subject
Purse/Wallet
Jewelry
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Additional Information

Religion
Gang Member
Hobbies
Place of Employment
Supervisor Name

Identification

Driver’s License (D.L.) No.
State
Immigration No.
Military ID No.
Passport/Visa No.

Available Funds

Medical

Nontraditional Religious Activity
Gang Name
Occupation
Trade License
Telephone

Cash
Checks
Credit-Card Issuer
Card-Holder Name
Account Number
Name of Bank/Account Holder
Account No.
Balance

Medication
Disability
Uses Illegal Drugs
Doctor

Prescribed For
Blood Type
Type
Address

Prescription Expires
Pregnant
Uses Alcohol/Extent
Telephone

Mental Condition Depressed
Despondent
Changes in Behavior
Peer Relationships
Family Problems
Other
Prior Episodes Missing Before (Y/N) Where Recovered
Identification Methods

Vehicle

Owner
Make
Condition

Other Information

Last Seen By

Footprints Available
Fingerprints Available
Fingerprint Class (NCIC)
Photograph Available
Relationship
Model
Tag Number

Date Taken
Date Taken
Date Taken

Address
Year
Type/Style
State VIN No.

History of Custody Orders
History of Court Involvement Such as Arrests
Knowledge of Survival Skills
Possible Destination
Why Believe That is Possible Destination?
Name
DOB
Age
Address
Telephone No. Relationship/Circumstances
Date Last Seen
Location Last Seen
In the Company of

Acquaintances/Friends/Boyfriends/Girlfriends
Name
Telephone No.
Comments

Color

DOB

Age

Relationship
Address
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Name
Telephone No.
Comments

DOB

Name
Telephone No.
Comments

DOB

Name
Telephone No.
Comments

DOB

Name
Telephone No.
Comments

DOB

Name
Telephone No.
Comments

DOB

Age

Relationship
Address

Age

Relationship
Address

Age

Relationship
Address

Age

Relationship
Address

Age

Relationship
Address

The Family Tree
Mother

Name
DOB
Age
Address
Telephone No.
SSN
D.L. No.
Passport No.
Occupation/Employer
Biological/Step/Adoptive
Other Information

Father

Name
DOB
Age
Address
Telephone No.
SSN
D.L. No.
Passport No.
Occupation/Employer
Biological/Step/Adoptive
Other Information

Guardian

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Relative
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Guardian

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Relative
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.
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Sisters

Brothers

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Mother’s Side of Family as Related to Child
Grandmother

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Grandfather

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Aunts

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.
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Uncles

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Father’s Side of the Family as Related to Child
Grandmother

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Grandfather

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Aunts

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Uncles
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Guardian’s Family as Related to Child
Grandmother

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Grandfather

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Aunts

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Name
Address
SSN
Occupation/Employer
Other Information

DOB
Age
Telephone No.
D.L. No.
Passport No.

Uncles

222 - MISSING AND ABDUCTED CHILDREN

Appendix D: LOCATERTM Program
LOCATER (Lost Child Alert Technology Resource) is an advanced, web-based computer
software program providing law enforcement with the tools and technology needed to
promptly broadcast missing-child images and information. LOCATER is provided by the
National Center for Missing & Exploited Children ® and is available at no cost to
law-enforcement agencies. LOCATER assists in the rapid creation and distribution of
professional-looking, missing-child posters and bulletins. Once created copies may be printed
for distribution at roll calls, at incident command posts, and to the community. Posters may
also be electronically transmitted to other agencies, the media, and the public via the
Internet or fax transmission. Posters may also be distributed electronically to anyone with
E-mail capabilities. The LOCATER program is actively used by more than 4,600 U.S. lawenforcement agencies.
A law-enforcement agency receives a missing-child report and obtains the child’s
photograph from a parent/guardian. After entering the missing child’s information into the
National Crime Information Center (NCIC) databases, law enforcement accesses LOCATER
through a secure web site. The web-based program quickly guides the user through the
process of generating a poster. A poster may be created in English, French, or Spanish.
The user may print high-quality posters. The LOCATER program provides users with an
up-to-date list of all participating agencies. Posters may also be targeted to specific zip
codes, municipal areas, or states. All LOCATER posters are available to other participating
law-enforcement agencies in a secure database, where they may search for the most
recent posters by child’s name, agency name, file number, date, and other key factors.
Receiving law-enforcement agencies may view, download, print, and distribute the
poster repeatedly.
LOCATER is not limited to missing-children posters. As an added benefit LOCATER
contains numerous types of posters. Examples include templates for missing adults, wanted
persons, and crime alerts.
For additional Information visit www.locaterposters.org or E-mail requests to
info@locaterposters.org.
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Writ in lieu of writ of habeas corpus 95

MISSING AND ABDUCTED CHILDREN - 229

National Center for Missing & Exploited Children
The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children®, established in 1984 as a
private, nonprofit organization, serves as a clearinghouse of information about
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 of and descriptions about
missing children worldwide; creates and coordinates child-protection
education and prevention programs and publications; coordinates childprotection efforts with the private sector; networks with nonprofit service
providers and missing-children clearinghouses regarding missing-child cases; and
provides information about effective legislation to help ensure the protection of
children per 42 U.S.C. §§ 5771 et seq.; 42 U.S.C. § 11606; and 22 C.F.R. § 94.6.
A 24-hour, toll-free telephone line, 1-800-THE-LOST ® (1-800-843-5678),
is available in Canada and the United States for those who have information
regarding missing and exploited children. The “phone free” number is
001-800-843-5678 when dialing from Mexico and 00-800-0843-5678 when dialing
from other countries. For a list of other toll-free numbers available when dialing
from specific countries visit www.missingkids.com, and from the homepage click
on the link to “More Services” and then on the link to “24-Hour Hotline.” The
CyberTipline® is available worldwide for online reporting of these crimes at
www.cybertipline.com. The TTY line is 1-800-826-7653. The NCMEC business
number when dialing in the United States is 703-224-2150. The NCMEC business
number when dialing from other countries is 001-703-522-9320. The NCMEC
facsimile number is 703-224-2122. The NCMEC web-site address is
www.missingkids.com.
For information about the services offered by our other NCMEC offices, please
call them directly in California at 714-508-0150, Florida/Collier County at
239-566-5804, Florida/Southeast at 561-848-1900, Kansas City at 913-469-5437,
New York at 585-242-0900, New York City at 212-297-1724, New York/
Mohawk Valley at 315-732-7233, 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

Charles B. Wang International Children’s Building
699 Prince Street
Alexandria, Virginia 22314-3175
U.S.A.
1-800-THE-LOST (1-800-843-5678)
www.missingkids.com
ORI VA007019W

Printed on Recycled Paper
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(see back cover for beginning of checklist)
[ ] Evaluate whether the circumstances of the child’s disappearance meet AMBER
Alert criteria and/or other immediate community-notification protocol. Discuss
plan activation with supervisor.
[ ] Relay detailed descriptive information to communications unit for broadcast updates.
[ ] Determine need for additional personnel including investigative and supervisory staff.
[ ] Brief and bring up-to-date all additional responding personnel.
[ ] Identify and separately interview everyone at the scene. Make sure their interview
and identifying information is properly recorded. To aid in this process, if possible,
take pictures or record video images of everyone present. Video cameras affixed
to patrol vehicles may be helpful with this task.
[ ] Note name, address, home/business telephone numbers of each person.
[ ] Determine each person’s relationship to the missing child.
[ ] Note information each person may have about the child’s disappearance.
[ ] Determine when/where each person last saw the child.
[ ] Ask each one, “What do you think happened to the child?”
[ ] Obtain names/addresses/telephone numbers of the child’s friends/associates
and other relatives and friends of the family.
[ ] Continue to keep communications unit apprised of all appropriate developing
information for broadcast updates.
[ ] Obtain and note permission to search home or building where incident took place.
[ ] Conduct an immediate, thorough search of the missing child’s home, even if the
child was reported missing from a different location.
[ ] Seal/protect scene and area of the child’s home (including the child’s personal
articles such as hairbrush, diary, photographs, and items with the child’s
fingerprints/footprints/teeth impressions) so evidence is not destroyed during or
after the initial search and to help ensure items which could help in the search
for and/or to identify the child are preserved. Determine if any of the child’s
personal items are missing. If possible, photograph/videotape these areas.
[ ] Evaluate the contents and appearance of the child’s room/residence.
[ ] Inquire if the child has access to the Internet and evaluate its role in the disappearance.
[ ] Ascertain if the child has a cellular telephone or other electronic communication device.
[ ] Extend search to surrounding areas including vehicles and other places
of concealment.
[ ] Treat areas of interest as potential crime scenes.
[ ] Determine if surveillance or security cameras in the vicinity may have captured
information about the child’s disappearance.
[ ] Interview other family members, friends/associates of the child, and friends of
the family to determine
[ ] When each last saw the child.
[ ] What they think happened to the child.
[ ] Review sex-offender registries to determine if individuals designated as
sexual predators live, work, or might otherwise be associated with area of
the child’s disappearance.
(continued on page 234)
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[ ] Ensure information regarding the missing child is entered into the National Crime
Information Center’s (NCIC) Missing Person File within two hours of report receipt
and any information about a suspected abductor is entered into the NCIC Wanted
Person File. (Carefully review NCIC categories before entering the case, and be
sure to use the Child-Abduction flag whenever possible.)
[ ] Prepare flier/bulletin with the child/abductor’s photograph and descriptive
information. Distribute in appropriate geographic regions.
[ ] Prepare reports/make all required notifications.

Supervisory Officer
[ ] Obtain briefing and written reports from the first responding officer and other
personnel at the scene.
[ ] Decide if circumstances of the child’s disappearance meet the protocol in
place for activation of an AMBER Alert and/or other immediate communitynotification systems.
[ ] Determine if additional personnel are needed to assist in the investigation.
[ ] Establish a command post away from the child’s residence.
[ ] Determine if additional assistance is necessary from
[ ] State Police.
[ ] Missing-Children Clearinghouse.
[ ] FBI.
[ ] Specialized Units.
[ ] Victim-Witness Services.
[ ] NCMEC’s Project ALERT/Team Adam.
[ ] Confirm all the required resources, equipment, and assistance necessary to
conduct an efficient investigation have been requested and expedite their availability.
[ ] Ensure coordination/cooperation among all law-enforcement personnel involved
in the investigation and search effort.
[ ] Verify all required notifications are made.
[ ] Ensure all agency policies and procedures are in compliance.
[ ] Be available to make any decisions or determinations as they develop.
[ ] Use media including radio, television, and newspapers to assist in the search
throughout the duration of the case.

Investigative Officer
[ ] Obtain briefing from the first responding officer and other on-scene personnel.
[ ] Verify the accuracy of all descriptive information and other details developed
during the preliminary investigation.
[ ] Initiate a neighborhood canvass using a standardized questionnaire.
[ ] Obtain a brief, recent history of family dynamics.
[ ] Correct and investigate the reasons for conflicting information offered by
witnesses and other individuals.
[ ] Collect article(s) of the child’s clothing for scent-tracking purposes.
[ ] Review and evaluate all available information and evidence collected.
[ ] Secure the child’s latest medical and dental records.

(continued on page 235)
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[ ] Contact landfill management and request they segregate garbage and dumping
containers from key investigative areas in cases where it is suspected there may
be imminent danger to the missing child.
[ ] Develop and execute an investigative plan.
[ ] Conduct a criminal-history check on all principal suspects and participants in
the investigation.
[ ] Determine what additional resources and specialized services are required.
[ ] Ensure details of the case have been reported to NCMEC.
[ ] Prepare and update bulletins for local law-enforcement agencies, missing-children
clearinghouse, the FBI, and other appropriate agencies.
[ ] Establish a telephone hotline for receipt of tips and leads.
[ ] Establish a leads-management system to prioritize leads and help ensure each
one is reviewed and followed up on. Note: NCMEC has developed software,
named the Simple Leads Management System, designed to manage and prioritize
leads associated with missing-child investigations. It is available at no cost by
calling NCMEC’s National Missing Children’s Division toll-free at 1-888-24NCMEC (1-888-246-2632).
In cases of

Nonfamily Abduction see chapter beginning on page 49
Family Abduction see chapter beginning on page 79
Runaway Children see chapter beginning on page 109
Unknown Missing Children Treat as Nonfamily Abduction

MISSING AND ABDUCTED CHILDREN - 235

9-94-015-3

Initial-Response Investigative Checklist
The purpose of this Investigative Checklist is to provide law-enforcement officers and agencies
with a guide for the investigation of missing-child cases. Law-enforcement administrators
should ensure their agencies have established effective policies and procedures for the
handling of missing/abducted-child investigations. Compliance with an agency’s standard
operating procedures, by officers conducting missing-child investigations, may result in efficient
operations and resolution of the incident.
This checklist is not intended to be followed step-by-step by officers during each missingchild investigation. It is meant to provide a framework of actions, considerations, and activities
that may assist in performing competent, productive, and thorough missing/abducted-children
investigations. Please consult the text on pages 25-47 for details about the items listed.
Administrative
[ ] Intake report from parent/guardian.
[ ] Obtain basic facts about, details about, and a brief description of the missing
child and abductor.
[ ] Dispatch officer to scene to conduct a preliminary investigation.
[ ] Search juvenile/incident records for previous incidents related to missing child and prior
law-enforcement activity in the area including prowlers, indecent exposure, and
attempted abductions. Inform responding officer of any pertinent information.
[ ] Broadcast known details, on all law-enforcement communication channels, to other
patrol units, other local law-enforcement agencies, and surrounding law-enforcement
agencies. If necessary, use the Nlets telecommunication network to directly alert agencies
in multistate areas.
[ ] Activate established fugitive search plans (prearranged plans among participating lawenforcement agencies designed to apprehend fleeing fugitives) if necessary.
[ ] Maintain records/recordings of telephone communications/messages.
[ ] Activate established protocols for working with the media including activation of an
America’s Missing: Broadcast Emergency Response (AMBER) Alert or other
immediate community-notification system.
First Responder
[ ] If circumstances warrant, consider activating patrol-vehicle-mounted video camera when
approaching the scene to record vehicles, people, and anything else of note for later
investigative review.
[ ] Interview parent(s)/guardian(s)/person who made initial report.
[ ] Confirm the child is in fact missing.
[ ] Verify child’s custody status.
[ ] Identify the circumstances of the disappearance.
[ ] Determine when, where, and by whom the missing child was last seen.
[ ] Interview the individuals who last had contact with the child.
[ ] Identify the child’s zone of safety for his or her age and developmental stage.
[ ] Based on the available information, make an initial determination of the type of
incident whether nonfamily abduction; family abduction; runaway; or lost, injured,
or otherwise missing.
[ ] Obtain a detailed description of the missing child, abductor, and any vehicles used.
[ ] Secure photographs/videotapes of the missing child/abductor.
(continued on page 233)

