


Survey of Youth. l'hese surveys were conducted during 
1999 and reflect the experiences of ch~ldren in the United 
States over a 12-nionth period. Because the vast majority 
of cases were concentrated in 1999, the annual period the 
Bulletin refers to is 1999. 

Key Fiurdings 
In 1999, an estimated 204,500 children werc involun- 
tarily missing from thcir caretakers because they were 
lost, injured, or stranded; 68,100 of these childrcn 
were reported to authorities (for assistance in locating 
them).' 

b!# An estimated 43,700 children were missing because 
they werc ~njured; 10,200 of these children wcre 
reportcd to  authorities [for assistance in locating 
them). 

II An estimated 340,500 children missing from their care- 
takers and reported to  authorities for purposes of heing 
located were missing as a result of henign circum- 
stances and miscommunications that resulted in no 
harm to the child. These children constituted 43 per- 
cent of the children reportcd missing in all categories. 

B Children missing involuntarily because they were lost 
or injured were disproportionately white, male, and 
older. They disappeared most frequently in wooded 
arcas or parks and from the company of thcir arctakers. 

P Ch~ldrcn missing as a result of benign circumstances 
and miscommunications were disproportionately 
teenagers who failed to come home or were gone 
longer than expected. 

Car~ceptual iz i~:~~ t h e  Prok~lem 
Conducted in 1988, the First National Incidence Studies 
of Missing, Ahducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Chil- 
dren, NISMART-l (Finkelhor, Hotaling, and Sedlak, 
1990) brought attention to a number of missing children 
who could not be classified as "ahducted," "runaway," 
or "thrownaway." These children were classified as 
"lost, injured, and otherwise missing" in NISMART-1. 
Based on that study, the designers of NISMART-2 dis- 
tinguished two subsets of missing children within this 
group: (1) children who were involuntarily missing and 
in potential danger hecause they hecame lost, injured, or 
stranded; and (2) children who wcre missing for benign 
reasons such as misco~nmunications and mistaken 
expectations. 

The notion that children become missing because they get 
lost and cannot make their way hack to their caretaker (for 
example, in a wilderness environment) is readily under- 
stood. However, a Inore serious rcason that could prevent 
children from making their way hack to their caretaker or 
home is an injury that impedes their mobility, such as a 
broken leg or a fall that renders them unconscious. Some- 
times the need for immediate emergency medical atten- 
tion recluires taking these childrcn to the hospital without 
notifying their families. In NISMART--2, these children 
arc classified together into a new category called "missing 
involuntary, lost, or injured" [MILl). 

Children missing hecause of a miscommunication or 
mistaken expectation are usually not in serious danger, 
despite the anxiety their absence causes their caretakers. 
NISMART-2 classified such situations as "missing henign 
explanation" jMBE). Classifying a child as "missing" for 
benign reasons is a new concept in the missing children 
field and therefore merits additional discussion. Today's 
complex world, where family members have hectic 
schedules and often are out of touch with one anothcr for 
large parts of any given day, presents many opportunities 



for children to become missing for benign reasons. 
Unforcsccablc circumstances (e.g., a flat tire, missing a 
ride, or helping a friend) can cause a child to be late for 
an  appointment or arrival home. Miscommunications 
also occur alnong family members (e.g., the father picks 
up the child, not knowing that the mother planned to do 
so an hour latcrl. caretakers and children can have differ- 
ent expectations ie.g., a teenager may think i t  is alright to 
stay out an hour or two past curfew without calling or 
leaving a note, when this is not the caretaker's view]. In 
such circumstances, carctakers can become alarmed to 
the point of calling the police. However, the hallmark of 
these episodes is that the child was not harmed, lost, or 
stranded and did not qualify for any other category of 
episode that the NISMART-2 study targeted [i.e., non- 
family abductions, family abductions, and runaway/ 
thrownaway episodes). 

The  NISMART-2 definition of "missing" extended beyond 
the caretalter's lack of knowledge about where the child 
was. Parents frequently do not know exactly where their 
children are, especially older children, and may regard 
this as normal. To classify a child as "missing," the study 
also required either that the caretaker had contacted law 
enforcement or a missing children's agency to locate the 
child or that the child's unknown whereabouts had 
caused the caretaker to he alarmed for at  least 1 hour and 
to look for the child. Classification as an MRE episode 
required caretaker contact with law enforcement or a 
missing children's agency in all cases. The purpose of the 
contact could be to report the child as missing, to recover 
the child from a known location, or any other reason 
related to the episode, as long as the child was not lost, 
injured, abducted, victimized, or classified as runaway/ 
thrownaway. See the sidebar on page 4 for cxa~nples of 
MILI and MRE episodes. 

MILI and MBE estimates are based on the NTSMART-2 
National Household Surveys of Adult Caretakers and 
Youth. The  surveys were conducted during 1999, using 
computer-assisted telephone interviewing methodology 
to collect information from a national probability sample 
of houscholds. Some 16, I I 1  interviews werc completed 
with an adult primary caretaker, resulting in an 80- 
percent cooperation rate among eligible households with 
children and a 61-percent response rate. The  number of 

youth that adult carctakers in the Household Survey 
sample identified was 31,787. Each primary caretaker 
who completed an interview was asltcd for permission to 
intervicw a randomly selected ~ncmber of the household 
between thc ages of 10 and 18. Permission was obtained 
for 60 percent of the selected youth, yielding 5,015 inter- 
views and a 95-percent cooperation rate among the youth 
whose caretakers granted permission to co~lduct  an inter- 
view. Youth and adult intervicw data were weighted to 
reflect the census-based population of children. 

The Household Surveys were designed to screen for poten- 
tially countable missing child episodes, to collect dcmo- 
graphic information about the household and its members, 
to conduct indepth followup interviews specific to each 
type of missing child episode bcing studied, and to collcct 
information about any actual or attempted sexual assaults 
that may have occurred during an cpisodc. The types of 
episodes studied were family abductions; nonfamily ab- 
ductions; runaway/thrownaway episodes; episodcs that in- 
volved children who were involuntarily missing because 
they were lost, injured, or stranded; and episodes that 
involved children who were missing for a benign reason 
je.g., a miscommunication between parent and child). 

Adult caretakers and youth werc screened with a set of 
17 questions to determine their eligibility for an indepth 
followup interview pertaining to each type of missing 
child episode. The  following three episode screening 
questions in the adult interviews led to the followup 
interview used to identify MIL1 and MRE episodes: 

r In the past 12 months, was there any time when this 
child was seriously hurt or injured and as a result 
didn't come home and you were concerned about 
where the child was? 

!# Was there any time when you were concerned because 
you couldn't find this child or this child didn't comc 
home? 

fl Was there any time when this child became lost or 
you were unable to locate this child's whcrcabouts 
and you became alarmed and tried to find this child! 

These questions applied to all children in the household. 
The responses to the  followup interview in turn were 
used to determine if a missing child would be counted as 
MILI or MRE. The  episode screening questiolls used in 
the youth interviews were essentially identical. 





MIL1 and MHE estimates reported in this Bulletin are uni- 
fied estimates that combine the number of countable chil- 
dren who experienced these types of episodes as adult 
caretakers and youth described them in the Household 
Surveys.Vny child is counted only once, even i f  the 
same type of episode was reported for the same child in 
both the adult and youth interviews. For details about 
the unification and weighting procedures and the vari- 
ance estimation, see OJJDP's forthcoming NISMAHT-2 
Household Survey Methodology Technical Report and 
NISMART-2 lJni/ied Estimate Methodology Technical 
Report. 

In 1999, an estimated 204,500 childrcn were involuntar- 
ily missing from their caretakers ("caretaker missing") 
because thcy were lost, injured, or stranded. Of these, 
68,100 were reported missing to law enforccmcnt or a 
missing children's agency (see table 1).  The  estimated 
number of caretaker missing children who were missing 
because they were injured was 43,700 (Sedlak et al., 
2002). The MIL1 children constituted 16 percent of chil- 

dren missing from caretakers for any reason and 9 per- 
cent of all missing children reported to authorities. 

Children missing from their caretakers in circumstances 
with benign explanations totaled 374,700. The  caretakers 
of an estimated 340,500 of these children reported them 
missing to a ~ t h o r i t i e s . ~  MBE children constituted 28 per- 
cent of children missing from their caretakers for any 
reason and 43 percent of all missing children reported to 
authorities [Sedlak ct al., 2002). 

Children younger than 12 were underrepresented in both 
catcgorics (see table 2).  Although childrcn younger than 
12 constituted 66 percent of the child population in 1999, 
thcy represented only 35 percent of MIL1 childrcn and 36 
percent of MRE childrcn. Teenagers were overrcpresented 
in both categories; however, the disproportionality was 
only significant for MBE episodes. Boys were overrepre- 
sented in the MIL1 category as compared with girls. 
Whites were overrepresented and blacks underrepre- 
sented in the MIL1 category. Further information will he 
needed to explain the significantly higher number of 
MBE children in the Midwest relative to their prevalence 
in the child population. 

7h:;:e 1: Est i~nates of k!iilissi:ig !rrvolt~nr-aiy, Lrist,  or l i ~ j i ~ ~ c ; l  and Mistcir~g Rerligrl E ~ j j l ; s f > i # t ; ~ r l  Childrpn in t h e  
I.)i:ited Stale-s, 1999 

Tvpe of Missing Child Episode 
Estimated 95% Confidence 

Number of Children Interval Percent 

Missing involuntary, lost, or injured 
(MILI) 

Caretaker missing* 

Caretaker missing due to injury 

Re~orted missinan - 
Reported missing due to injury 10.2007 200-20,200t 5t.5 

Missing benign explanation (MBE) 374,700 284,9OWB4,400 

Notes The estimates provlded here for the MIL1 category are margnnally h~gher than estmates prov~ded In a preiglous Bullet~n National Estimates of Missing Chrl 
dren An Overview (Sedlak et al . 20021 The change resulted from the discovery of one chlld In the survey who had an experience that qualied as a MIL1 ep~sode 
but who was Inadvertently left out of that categorf because the ch~ld also had exwr~enced another, separate mlsslng ch~lcl ep~sode that came under a dfferent cate 
gory The change does not affect the overall estlmate of mlssng chlldren All estmates are rounded to the nearest 100 

1 Estmate based on too few sample cases to be relcable 

Ch~d's whereabouts unknown to the parents or caretakers, causlng them to become alarmed and try to locate the chlld includes ch~ldren who were reported 
missing 

5 Percent uses caretaker mlsslng 1204.5001 as the base 

1 Suhset of caretaker msslng chlldren whose parents or caretakers reported them to the pollce or a mlsslng ch~ldren's agency for purposes of locating them 



MIL1 (n = 204,500) 

Estimated 
Charactelistic Number Percent 

Age (years) 

0-2 11,200t 5** 

3-5 9,500t 5** 

&I1 51,900 25 

12-14 73,300 36 

15-1 7 58,600 29 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

Racelethnicity 

White, non-His~anic 

MBE (n = 374,700) 

Estimated 
Number Percent 

15,200t 4 t  

41,500 11 

77,100 21* 

117,300 31* 

123,600 33* 

Percent of 
U.S. Child 

Population* 
( N  = 70,172,700) 

Notes MIL1 = rnlssing inwuntani. lost, or ~nlured, MBE = mlsslng benlgn explanation Because all estimates have been rounded to the nearest integer, percentages 
may not sum to 100 

Statlstlcally s~gnlflcant difference 

" Although the sample is too small to provide a reliable estimate of the exact percentage of rnlssng children In thls category the difference between mlsslng 
cilldren and chlldren in the general populatlon IS so great that ~t IS statistically signlflcant That IS, the lnformatlon from the sample is sufflclent to tell that the per- 
centage for mlsslng children IS slgnlflcdntly below that for children IN> the general populatlon In thls group although it IS not sfilcient toplnpolnt the estimate Itself 
rellably 

t Estlmate based on too few sample cases to  be rel~able 

t Age, gender, and race for the U S populatlon were based on the average monthly estlmates of the populatlon ages G I 7  years for 1999 IU S Census Bureau. 
2000a) The reglonal dstrlbutlon of the populat~on was computed from state-by-state estlmates of the populatlon ages G I 7  as of July 1, 1999 IU S Census Bureau. 
2000bl 

5 Category does not apply to the census data 

Most of the MILI and MRE children were gone less than at  the time they disappeared. In contrast, MBE children 
h hours (table 3).  Only 3 percent of MILI children and 5 disappeared most often from a home other than their 
percent of MBE children were gone for more than 1 day. own. They did not disappear from their caretaker's pres- 
MILI children disappeared primarily in wooded areas and ence as often as they simply failed to  contact their care- 
parks and were often in the presence of their caretakers takers or to come home when they were expected. 



Ia?!lc 3: 0h;~rdrieristic:; of !':?issing li:uc?f~ir!tary, Lost, o: lr l jorftl  and Missins B c i \ i { l i l  

the Uriited States, 1959 

MIL1 In = 204,500) MBE ( n  = 374,700) 

Episode Estimated Estimated 
Characteristic Number Percent Number Percent 

Duration 

Less than 1 hour 

1 hour to  6 hours 

7 hours t o  less than 24 hours 

24 hours to  less than 1 week 

1 week t o  less than 6 months 

Don't know 

Location 

Park or wooded area 

School or daycare 

Shopping area or mall 

Street 

Own home or yard 

Other home o r  yard 

Other public area 

On vacation 

Parent o r  caretaker's car 

On public transportation 

Other 

Don't know 

How caretaker knew child was missing 

Child disappeared from caretaker's 

Notes MlLi = missing involuntary, lost, or injured: MBE = mlsslng ben~gn explanatlon Estmated numbers for ep~sotle character~st~cs may not sum to totals for 
eplsoile type (MIL1 or Me€) because of rounding. 

t Est~mate based on too few sample cases to be rel~able. 

+ Category does ~ i o t  apply to miss~ng ben~gn explanation ch~ldren by def~nition. 



: )I. %?issing Involunrery, Lost, or Injured and Missing Bertiyn Expianatiorl Children in 

MIL1 ( n  = 204,500) MBE ( n  = 374,700) 

Episode Estimated Estimated 
Characteristic Number Percent Number Percent 

Police contact 

Yes 

No 

Reason for police contact5 

Locate missing child 68,100 85 340,500~ 91 

Recover child from unknown location 6,200t 8' 21,700~ 6t 

Other reason 6,O0Ot et 11,700t 3t 

Notes MIL1 = mlsslng involuntary, lost, or Injured. MBE = mlssing benign explanallon Estimated numbers for episode characterist~cs may not sum to totals for 
episode type (MIL1 or MBEI because of round~ng. 

t Estimate based on too few sample cases to be reliable 

f Does not apply to missing ben~gn explanation chldren, as police contact was required by def~nition for this category 

9 Percents for missing InvoiuntarK lost, or injured children use 80.400. the number of ch~ldren n th~s  category whose caretakers contacted the pollce. as the base 
Percents for miss~ng benign explanatlonchlldren use 374.700as the base, as police contact was required for inclusion in thls category 

n Of the estimated 340,500 MBE chlldren reported missing. 119,100 135 percent) were youth whodisclosed in the youth tnterview that their caretakers had con- 
tacted the police during an MBE epsode. Because the youth interview questionnaire did not ask respondents why the police were contacted, researchers assumed 
that pol~ce were contacted in these 119.100 MBE cases t o  locate the misslng child. 

Caretakers of 39 percent of MIL1 children contacted the 
police or a missing children's agency, rnostly for the 
purpose of locating the child 185 pcrcent) (table 4). In 8 
percent. of these cases, the contact was to recover a child 
whose whereahouts had hcen identified in some other 
way, and in 8 percent, the contact was made for some 
other reason. Caretakers who did not contact the police 
explained most frccluently that the episode did not last 
long enough to necessitate police involvement. Uy defini- 
tion, the caretalters of all MUE children contacted the 
police. As with policc contact in MIL1 cascs, the police 
contact in MUE cases was mostly for the purpose of 
locating the child 191 percent]. In 6 pcrcent of MUE 
cascs, the contact was to recover a child whose where- 
abouts had been identified in some other way, and in 3 
pcrcent, the contact was made for some other reason. 

Hisruri~ai Trends 
The rcsearch team conducted a special comparative analy- 
sis of NISMART-1 and NTSMART-2 data, using the 
most equivalent definitions and methodology to examine 
possible historical trends in various types of missing 
children episodes.This analysis found that, between 
1988 and 1999, the incidence rate of children who expc- 
rienced what NISMART-1 defined as a "lost, injured, or 
otherwise missing" episode declined (Hammer et al., 
2004:6). (This NISMART-1 category included both MIL1 
and MBE children; however, the exact dcfinitions wcrc 
somewhat different.) One possible explanation for the 
decline is thc introduction and broad dissemination of 
new communications technologies, such as  cell phones, 
car phones, and pagers, between 1988 and 1999. These 



devices havc enabled family members, including chil- 
dren and youth, to contact each other more readily in 
exactly the types of situations that may havc triggered 
alarm about a child being lost or missing in the past. 

Children missing involuntarily because they were lost, 
injured, or stranded and those missing for benign reasons 
constitute a substantial nurnher of missing children who 
do not fall neatly into the more conventional categories 
of abducted, runaway, or thrownaway. In 1999, children 
missing for benign reasons constituted a major portion- 
43 percent-of all missing children reported to the 
police, second only in size to those classified as runaway/ 
thrownaway.9uring the same year, an estimated 43,700 
childrcn were missing because they were injured. Yet 
interest in missing children has largely focused on those 
who have been abducted or have run away, and scant 
attention has been paid to children who hecome missing 
for other reasons. 

Policymakers should recognize that childrcn who 
hccome missing involuntarily hecause they arc lost, 
injured, or stranded arc a significant part of the overall 
missing children problem. MIL1 cases call for collabora- 
tion between law enforcement and a variety of other 
agencies, including the medical and public health com- 
munity, forest rangers and game wardens, and other civil 
authoritics. Agencies that respond to missing childrcn 
cases should be prepared to respond in MIL1 cases, and 
responders should receive training in how to differentiate 
MIL1 episodes from other kinds of missing children 
episodes. MBE episodes are equivalent to mistakenly 
triggered burglar or fire alarms. Minimizing the amount 
of time and effort these situations demand from law 
enforcement should be an important policy goal. Puhlic 
ed~lcation on ways to avoid such mishaps and misconl- 
munications and using successful search strategies for 
resolving such episodes may be helpful. 

The most encouraging news is that the incidence of 
thcsc episodes may have declined over the past decade, 
perhaps, in part, as a result of the introduction and 
dissemination of new coinmunications technologies. 
Because keeping family members in touch with one 
another is an important outgrowth of new technologies, 
continued reductions in the number of children who 

become missing for preventable rcasons may he cxpcct- 
ed. Moreover, technological advances in communications 
may also help reduce the number of children who he- 
come missing becausc they are lost, stranded, or have 
experienced a medical emergency. 

Endnotes 
I .  The estimates provided here for the MILl category 
are marginally higher than estimates provided in a 
previous Bulletin, National Estimates o/ Missing Chil- 
dren: AII Overview (Sedlak et  al., 2002). The change 
resulted from the discovery of one child in the survey 
who had an experience that qualified as a MILl episode 
but who was inadvertently left out. of that category 
becausc the child also had experienced another, separate 
missing child episode that came under a different cate- 
gory. The change does not affect the overall estimate of 
missing children. 



2. Onc obvious limitation to the Household Surveys is 
that they may havc undcrcounted children who experi- 
enced episodes but wcrc living in houscholds without 
telephones or wcrc not living in households during thc 
study period, including street children and homcless 
families. Although these are not large populations, they 
may be at risk for episodes. 

3. The  caretalter missing and reported missing esti- 
mates are close hut not identical because caretaker 
MREs required, by definition, a report to law cnforce- 
mcnt or a missing children's agency for any reason, and 
9 percent of thcsc reports were for purposes other than 
to locate the missing child. Classification as "rcportcd 

missing" required that the report to law enforcement or 
a missing children's agency be made for the purpose of 
locatiilg the missing child. 

4. Because of important tlifferences in both definitions 
and methodology, the NISMART-I and NISMART-2 
data and findings should not he compared directly. For 
details ahout the comparison, see Nnrional EstimoLes of 
Missing Children: Selected Trends, 1988-1999 [Hammer 
et al., 2004). 

5. For definitions of the NISMART-2 categories, see 
Notional Estirl~o~es of Missing Children: An Overview 
[Sedlak et a]., 2002). 
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