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PREFACE

When we first became interested in learning about parental kidnapping, we were surprised at how little systematic social science or psychological research had been undertaken on the topic. Having completed this book, we have a better understanding of why that is so. Researching and writing about why parents kidnap their children is a daunting and complex task for many reasons.

First, it is difficult for professionals engaged in research to find and make contact with people who have experienced the abduction of a child by a parent, especially if they are not involved with the criminal justice system and do not seek mental health services for themselves or their child. Therefore, very little has been published about the parents or children who may be most representative of the families in which abductions occur.

Second, abduction of children by their parents is a subject many people might prefer to avoid. It has been painful to hear the stories of hundreds of left-behind parents whose children have been missing for periods of time ranging from a few weeks to many years. These mothers and fathers being cut off from their children, not knowing their whereabouts, doubting their well-being, fearing their children have been turned against them—have experienced any parent’s worst nightmare. For parents who are still searching, there is the constant hope that some clue will turn up that will result in recovery of the child, that he or she will telephone, or that the abducting parent will return. At the same time, and particularly if the child has been missing for a long period, the parent left behind must begin to construct a life that may not include the child. How much time can a parent spend searching?

Although approximately half of the 371 parents we came to know had recovered their children by the time of our survey, emotional damage had been done to the family in many cases. Many of the parents who had recovered are wary of another abduction. Their vigilance must be constant. To protect their privacy—and, in some cases, their safety—the names of people involved in the case studies we recount, as well as their locations and other identifying information, have been changed.

The third reason that investigation of this topic is difficult concerns the children. Parents often wish to protect their children from remembering and talking about the abduction, and in most cases we have not asked to speak directly with young children. Our perspective about the children’s experiences comes from the children we did interview and occasionally provided services to, from the recollection of young adults who volunteered to talk with us about the events of their childhoods, from parents, and from other professionals. Regardless of their ages, it has been painful to interview the victims of abduction and to learn about their pasts and their fears. Often confused and hurt by the experience, sometimes emotionally shattered and never untouched by it, the children who have been recovered carry the double legacy of a failed parental relationship and the stress of life on the run. How they cope with the abduction varies with age, relationship with the abductor and the parent left behind, and experiences while missing.

We have been fortunate to be able to add the important perspective of a number of abductors, none of whom were on the run or in violation of a custody order at the time of our interviews. (To have sought out those who were in hiding would have placed at risk the confidentiality we were able to provide to all who cooperated with us.) Most of the abducting parents we met believed their actions were justifiable. They often presented themselves as anguished parents who were attempting to protect their children from the other parent. Some had sought help from the courts first, but when they perceived assistance was not forthcoming, they acted. We have gained other perspectives on abducting parents from those who have sought them for violating the law, represented or prosecuted them in court, given them shelter, or undertaken research about them. These perspectives are often less flattering. The resulting mosaic is a complex picture, sometimes indistinct, sometimes showing intriguing patterns.

As we listened and learned, we had to place the multifaceted and often competing stories we heard from family members into a context and, as social workers, make recommendations based on our understanding of the issues. Parental kidnapping goes beyond the pain of the individuals involved. It takes place in a societal context that is shaped by changing family patterns, public perceptions of abduction by parents, and a legal system that attempts to prevent and resolve abductions. We were assisted by experts throughout the country in the formulation of our recommendations concerning how society should respond to abductions by parents. We heard from experts in family law, fathers’ rights advocates, advocates for women, and staff from shelters for battered women. Our research took us into some of the ongoing debates about the roles of mothers and fathers and the treatment of women and men in legal disputes. Naturally, some of the people we consulted thought our recommendations did not go far enough in various ways whereas others thought we had gone too far.

With estimates of the number of parental abductions running into the hundreds of thousands annually, and with abductions taking such a personal toll, changes clearly are needed. The legal responses to abduction need to be more uniform nationwide, as well as fine-tuned to offer a range of resolutions based on the circumstances and effects of each case.

As coauthors, we bring to the complex topic of parental kidnapping nearly 40 years of experience in working with families and children as social workers in school systems, child welfare offices, and mental health services. In addition, we have written extensively about issues of divorce and child custody, child protection and placement, and social policy affecting families and children. Some of the research undertaken for this book has been reviewed by our academic peers and published in professional journals (see bibliography). We have attempted to offer a balanced view and provide suggestions for policy changes that are possible to achieve.

We hope this book will be helpful to those working in the area of parental abduction and related issues, that is, to mental health and child welfare professionals; attorneys and judges in civil, criminal, and juvenile courts; legislators and other policy makers; law enforcement personnel; staff in missing children’s organizations; and advocates for families and children. This audience can benefit from an in-depth description of what happens when parents abduct. By having an understanding of the complexities of these situations, responses from those in a position to help can be more effective. Most important, we hope this book will provide comfort and support to those in greatest need of it, the parents and children themselves. If parents whose children are missing or who have had an abduction resolved learn about the similarities between themselves and others who have had this experience, they will be able to cope better with their situations. Learning about those similarities will go a long way toward helping them heal.
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CHAPTER 1
Parental Kidnapping in Context


Joan believed her visitation rights as a noncustodial mother slowly were being chipped away by Jerry, her ex-husband. It was becoming more and more difficult for her to see her seven-year-old daughter, Alice, because of scheduling conflicts with Jerry’s new job. In addition, Joan was convinced that Jerry and his new wife were turning Alice against her by pointing out to Alice all of Joan’s bad traits. The day Joan was given notice by her employer that she was being let go in a wave of company cutbacks, she emptied her bank account, picked up Alice after school for their biweekly evening together, and went on the run. Jerry was in shock. After calling Joan’s parents and getting no assistance, he called the FBI, the police, and the local missing children’s organization. Losing his child, he would say later, was the worst thing that ever happened to him.

Mary came home from work one day and found a note from Chuck, her husband of 7 years, saying he had left with their two children. Chuck abducted them as a way of getting revenge upon Mary. Their marriage had been on the rocks for years, and after Chuck refused counseling, Mary began talking about leaving. He suspected she was having an affair, although she was not. When he took the children, he was convinced that Mary would realize how important he and the children were to her and that she would feel some of the pain he had been experiencing. Mary cried uncontrollably for days after they left and found it impossible to sleep at night. When Chuck called a week later to report that they were living in another country, she begged him to come home. He said he’d think about it but did not call again for two months.

Linda was a battered wife and blamed herself for years for her husband’s outbursts. Her friends finally convinced her that she did not have to live with the mortal fear that had become almost a part of her. Linda had not believed her daughter was in danger until she read that children who witness violence between their parents are being emotionally abused. After one particularly bad beating, Linda took her daughter and hid in a women’s shelter.

Nancy and Jesse’s marriage and family life had been marred by their alcoholism. After years in and out of treatment, Jesse began a prolonged period of abstinence. Nancy continued to drink. The healthier his life became, the more unhealthy hers grew. Jesse took over the primary care of their six-year-old son, while Nancy withdrew from the family by staying out late at night and sleeping until noon. The couple’s arguments increased and frequently spiraled into violence. One day Nancy took off with their son, leaving Jesse with a furnished apartment but no money and no credit cards. When Jesse turned to the police and a local missing children’s organization to help with the search for his son, he also reentered counseling, since he feared he was going to start drinking again to cope with the stress and sudden loss of his family.

John lived 200 miles from his three children, his ex-wife, and her new husband. He visited only sporadically. But when he heard from his oldest daughter (then age six) that she was being abused by her stepfather, he sprang into action. With his ex-wife’s tacit support (she had a history of emotional problems and did not feel she could protect her children from their stepfather), he arranged an abduction during which he and his brother threatened the stepfather with criminal charges if he pursued them.

Roseanne, who was abducted when she was seven and was on the run with her father for one year before returning to her mother, sees the experience as a turning point in her life. Now 22, she has trouble forming close relationships and distrusts men.

Out of all the events that stress a family that is breaking up, parental abduction is one of the most disruptive. When a child is snatched by one parent and deprived of contact with the other, an already-strained family is put at further emotional risk: For the parent left behind, feelings of rage, loss, anxiety, and helplessness are common. For the child, life on the run means moving from one house to the next, avoiding close ties with anyone, and hearing distortions about the other parent. To the abductor, frequently an anguished and desperate parent, the abduction seems the only way to right a perceived wrong, to recapture the affections of the other parent, to get revenge, or to hold on to someone dear. For the public, the first awareness of abduction comes in the form of faces on milk cartons.

Although abductions often begin as private family events, privacy soon is shattered by the need for help in searching for the child. The context of parental abduction soon shifts to the public arena, where an array of legal and volunteer efforts exists for the purpose of resolving abductions. Some of these efforts are more effective than others. For example, many police departments and district attorneys’ offices have investigators who specialize in resolving parental abductions. Other jurisdictions hardly consider it a crime and do little to help the searching parent. The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, a publicly funded clearinghouse that provides information and assists in searches for missing children, is linked with a number of publicly and privately funded missing children’s organizations throughout the United States. A handful of the local organizations are quite sophisticated in terms of their ability to help parents locate missing children. Others are one- or two-person operations, often started by parents who suffered the trauma of having their own children abducted by a stranger or by the other parent.

The social context of parental abduction extends beyond these public and private efforts to assist individual searching family members. All 50 states and the District of Columbia have enacted civil and criminal laws that apply in parental kidnapping cases. Congress also has become involved in parental abduction by passing the Parental Kidnapping Prevention Act (PKPA) to mandate cooperation between the states in enforcing child custody decrees and instituting other measures to resolve abductions. In addition, the United States has joined a growing number of other countries in signing the Hague Convention on the Civil Aspects of International Child Abduction, in which participating nations agree to return abducted children to their countries of residence.

With estimates of the number of parental abductions in this country running as high as 350,000 a year,1 parental abduction is a family, social, and legal problem that cuts across many of our institutions, affecting young and old, rich and poor, and all racial and ethnic groups. While the number of children estimated to be the victims of parental abduction in the United States is high, other countries seem to be struggling with a smaller problem. One Canadian study reports that about 375 cases a year are reported to the police,2 and an estimate of parental kidnapping in the United Kingdom places the number at approximately 500 annually.3 This book, based on a study of 371 parents left behind in abductions, as well as on numerous interviews with children who were abducted and with abductors, describes the circumstances leading up to the abduction, the pain that family members experience following it, and the location and recovery of many of the children. The different experiences of parents and children are explained in part by a typology of five patterns of parental abduction. The final chapters of the book consider what society can do to prevent abductions and to resolve them when they occur.

ABDUCTION IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

Abduction of children probably has been a part of family life since the beginning of history. Among the first child abductions to enter European awareness were the biblical story of King Solomon deciding custody of a child that one mother had taken from another4 and various tales from classical mythology. In one Greek myth the mother of Apollo’s illegitimate son intends to kill the child, so Apollo arranges for Hermes to abduct the infant Ion and hide him with a priestess.5 When Ion is older, his mother and a stepfather regain custody, but confusion about Ion’s identity and misunderstandings among the family members persist until he finally is acknowledged by both of his parents. Since early times, children have been both economic commodities and emotionladen targets for revenge by abductors. They have been snatched for a wealth of reasons by both relatives and nonrelatives. Recall the story retold by Shakespeare of the two little princes snatched from their mother and imprisoned in the Tower of London by their uncle because their claim to the English throne thwarted his own ambitions.6

One sociologist classifies the abduction of children into at least five broad categories: (1) those that occur for domestic relations reasons (the major focus of this book); (2) those that result in hostage situations; (3) those motivated by intended rape or other sexual abuse; (4) those that accompany nonsexual assault or murder; and (5) those motivated by the possibility of ransom.7 These reasons reflect the range of ways that children have been used and abused in a process where they become objects of adult manipulation.

The kidnapping of children has been a documented part of the American psyche for well over a century. It was of sufficient interest in 1875 that an account of a false charge of parental kidnapping was reported on the front page of the New York Times. In that account, Henry Schreiner, a Savannah father, was accused by the children’s grandfather of kidnapping his own children, aged four and six. For reasons not specified, the grandfather wanted to prevent the father and children from leaving the country. After being detained in Baltimore for two separate investigations, the father and children finally sailed to Europe.8

Three years later, a Mrs. L. A. Blackstone, a socialite who was described as having previously been an actress and the mistress of a prominent merchant, was charged on the front page with having kidnapped her child from the arms of the child’s nursemaid. The marriage was reported to have dissolved due to marital infidelity, with the father retaining custody. The Times went on to report:

The whole city is greatly excited over the event. Public sympathy is generally with Mr. Blackstone, and very harsh language is used in connection with the woman. A few persons, however, … say that if the domestic life of the divorced couple could be known it would be found that the woman had been sadly abused. It is the popular belief that she captured the child … in order to secure money for its return.9

Mrs. Blackstone responded to the charges two days later in an open letter to the Times, writing that she never had been a mistress, that she had been an actress for only two weeks, that her character was “unsullied,” and that taking her child was prompted by the universal feeling that mothers have toward children.10

How much interest was there in parental abduction cases? It appears that the media brought the problem to the public’s attention fairly frequently—at least once a year—and probably only prominent cases were reported. The New York Times, by one estimate, reported more than 30 domestic kidnapping cases between the time of the Schreiner case and the beginning of the 20th century.11 In fact, in the 1990s the New York Times was still reporting cases of parental kidnapping.12

The most famous child kidnapping of this century, although not a parental abduction, galvanized the public and legislators to begin thinking about prevention as well as criminal prosecution. When the 20-month-old Lindbergh baby was abducted in early 1932 and held for a ransom of $50,000, Americans were horrified. Charles “Lucky” Lindbergh, the aviator hero, and his family were being victimized. The ransom was paid, but the baby was never returned alive. The body was found on May 11 of the same year. Bruno Hauptmann was convicted and executed for the murder four years later.

In part as a reaction to that infamous case, as well as to the growing number of abductions, kidnapping by nonparents was made a federal offense, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation was founded a year after the Lindbergh baby’s death.13 Since then, the FBI has been the federal legal institution most closely associated with locating missing children.

Other kidnappings also have attracted the attention of the public. In 1963 Frank Sinatra, Jr., was held for ransom of $240,000. After payment, the kidnappers were apprehended and most of the money recovered. J. Paul Getty HI was taken in 1973 and returned after a payment of more than $2 million. Patty Hearst’s 1974 abduction by a radical revolutionary group involved a ransom request that money be distributed to the poor. She was captured 19 months later and spent some time in prison for participating in a bank robbery before being granted executive clemency by President Carter.14

For many reasons the 1970s saw a great increase in public concern about missing children. Adolescent runaways, some fleeing abuse or drawn by the youth culture of the campuses and cities, were acknowledged to be a social problem. Families whose children were missing feared for their welfare and worried that they were in the hands of kidnappers or other adults who would exploit or harm them. The surge in divorce rates that followed liberalization of many state divorce laws increased the number of children living with single parents, and parental abduction became another nightmare for those with primary custody. During the 1970s the popular press began to deal with abduction by parents, often with accounts of individual family stories.15 Public concern about the safety of young people coalesced around what came to be called the “missing children’s problem,” and in that context abductions by parents received greater attention and societal response than they otherwise might have.16

The tragic case of Adam Walsh caught the attention of the public in 1981 when the six-year-old was taken from the Sears toy department in Hollywood, Florida, where he was playing two aisles away from his mother. A national search was undertaken but to no avail. Adam’s head was found in a Florida waterway two weeks later.17 Like the Lindbergh kidnapping 50 years earlier, the Adam Walsh case was one that galvanized policymakers to hold Congressional hearings and consider legislation.18 One result of the concern generated by that case was the establishment in 1984 of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.19

Running parallel to the growing concern about missing children was greater willingness by many in society to recognize and deal with illegal acts involving members of families. Child abuse had become widely recognized as a medical and social problem in the 1960s, but law enforcement authorities and the criminal courts became much more interested in prosecution of abusers in the 1970s and 1980s. Those also were the decades when the women’s movement focused concern on domestic violence and marital rape. Society was coming to recognize that acts that harm or violate the rights of family members could not be treated solely as private troubles. Growing awareness that family members can be violent, dangerous people probably also influenced public concern about children abducted by parents. No longer could it safely be assumed, as it had been in the 1930s, that abductions by parents always lacked the criminal intent inherent in kidnappings by strangers.

Among the best known recent cases of parental abduction is the Hilary Morgan case. Hilary was the product of the short-lived marriage between Eric Foretich, a dental surgeon, and Elizabeth Morgan, a physician. Morgan sent Hilary into hiding with Morgan’s parents rather than allow Foretich, who she believed was sexually abusing Hilary, to continue visiting her after their marriage ended. While charges of child abuse are not uncommon in custody disputes, the legal consequences to Morgan for hiding Hilary were highly unusual. She was placed in jail in Washington, D.C., for contempt of court in refusing to reveal the whereabouts of her daughter, until an act of Congress limiting jail time for contempt freed her nearly two years later. Hilary, in the meantime, had been spirited away by her grandparents to Canada, Great Britain, and Christchurch, New Zealand, where she was reported to be progressing well. At this writing, Hilary is still living in New Zealand with her grandparents and mother, who has won custody there. Foretich is no longer attempting to gain custody because, he says, “I made a decision it was best for Hilary to no longer be in the center of any protracted litigation. She deserves the right to be a little girl for a change so I have stepped aside.” Foretich also says the court and other related costs have exacted an impossibly steep financial toll that makes continuing the battle unfeasible.20

Of the many roles children play within families, parental abduction highlights the most tragic. In some abductions children are taken because they have become indispensable to a parent’s well-being; in others they are removed from danger by parental acts of courage. One study of 86 parents who were contemplating abducting their children (only a small percentage had serious plans) found that almost half were motivated by the perceived need to protect the child from physical, sexual, and emotional abuse.21 In other cases of abduction they are abused as sexual objects, as targets for abuse, or as sources of power, money, or revenge. Children have frequently been used for adult purposes with their own needs being ignored. Broader issues concerning the needs and rights of children underpin our thinking about parental abduction as we explore the nature of the problem and its possible solutions.

THE CHANGING FAMILY AND PARENTAL ABDUCTION

Parental kidnapping results from breakdowns in family functioning and in the capacity of family members to deal with family disruption. If the family system were functioning, there would be no need for an abduction. If separating parents were able to effect a smooth transition to a mutually satisfactory single-parent arrangement that included resolution of key emotional, custodial, and financial issues, there would be no abduction. Although it falls at the extreme end of the continuum, abduction can be viewed from the perspective of family disruption. At the other extreme of that continuum, depending on the family situation, are amicably maintained joint custody or primary custody arrangements. In those healthier situations, parental interactions are based on the needs of the child rather than on either parent’s need to exact an emotional toll from the other.

Divorce today occurs in a vastly different social and personal context than when Henry Schreiner was accused of abducting his own children nearly 125 years ago. While it is well known that the number of divorces has skyrocketed since the 1960s, the longerterm history of family stability in the United States is less familiar to most people. Gaining an understanding of those changes helps to place the current divorce scene in perspective. With few exceptions, most notably around the two world wars, the incidence of divorce has increased steadily. For example, in 1870 there were 1.5 divorces for every 1,000 marriages, and by 1950 that ratio had increased by almost sevenfold.22 Although 1950 actually saw many fewer divorces than in the five years immediately after World War II,23 the decrease was only a temporary lull. Between 1950 and 1980 there was an additional doubling of the number of divorces.24

Because the statistics tell only part of the story, it is important to consider the reasons for these changes. In 1870 many marriages were short-lived because of death from illness, accidents, or childbirth (these were the primary reasons parents raised children alone, not unwed parenthood or marital separation, as is the case today).25

As health care improved and marriages lasted longer in the 20th century, a number of other factors led to an increase in divorce. One of those was the establishment of legal aid for the poor.26 Desertions at that time were considered the poor man’s way to end the marriage. With legal aid the poor were able to divorce inexpensively or at no charge. They swelled the official statistics. Additional factors were spawned by World War II: After that war, people had an increased feeling of impermanence; the war afforded many who would otherwise not have traveled far a greater sense of life outside of their hometowns. In the years since the war, travel has become easier, reducing the feeling of being stuck in one place, and religion, once a cohesive force for many families and communities, has become less important. And throughout the century, reforms in divorce laws have made breaking up easier for those who considered it.

In the 1960s and 1970s declining birth rates and the women’s movement further opened the door to divorce by promoting women’s access to employment. Women became less constrained to remain in marriages for their own economic survival. In addition, people’s expectations about their own happiness and an increased willingness to seek the fulfillment of their emotional needs provided further motivation to seek divorce. And with greater numbers of people divorcing, the stigma abated.27 As a result, the number of households with children that were headed by both parents actually declined from 1970 to 1985, while those headed by single parents more than doubled.28 It can be noted that the United States has not been alone in this phenomenon. Many western European countries have seen their divorce rates soar, in some cases sixfold, in the period from 1961 to 1981.29

Parental abduction has an obvious link to divorce. When parents are splitting up, decisions have to be made about the children. The greater the number of divorces, the greater the possibility that some former partners will be unhappy with the custody arrangement and will take such decisions into their own hands (in some cases, however, the abduction itself precipitates the divorce).

While no reliable estimates exist of the rate of increase in parental abduction, experts generally agree that it is on the rise.30 The increase in divorce is the clearest reason for this, but others also need consideration. One is the growing number of fathers who gain custody and mothers who become noncustodial parents. Between 1980 and 1988 the number of single fathers raising children under age 18 increased by 70% to well over one million, while the number of families headed by single mothers increased by only 15%.31 Why are fathers more often gaining custody? The reasons are, at least in part, intertwined with the reasons for the rise in divorce. For example, one result of the women’s movement is the increased likelihood of gender-neutral court decisions regarding custody. Fathers seeking custody now have a greater chance to achieve it. Some changes also are apparent in men’s behavior, as more fathers show an interest in parenting.32

How would this contribute to the likelihood of abduction? Fathers who are rebuffed in their attempts to win custody may feel a greater sense of deprivation than did their predecessors. They may attempt to right perceived wrongs through abduction. Similarly, the growth in the proportion of noncustodial mothers may result in a new population of parents unhappy with their custody arrangements. These mothers experience enormous personal and social pressure to conform to the societal norm of mothers raising their children, a pressure they feel to a greater extent than do noncustodial fathers.33 One way of dealing with this pressure is through abduction.

While abductions take place within the context of our changing society and family structure, they also stem from the personal histories of the individuals involved. Many abducting parents sustained losses as children that seem to shape their behavior as adults. Some of the left-behind parents appear to be repeating in adulthood patterns of victimization or abandonment begun early in life. With marriages characterized by unhappiness, pain, anger, violence, and substance abuse, a few of these parents may be products of families that also struggled with substance abuse and violence. Establishing loving relationships may be quite difficult for them. Thus, underlying the reported reasons for abduction—such as unhappiness with custody, visitation, or child support arrangements; anger and a desire for revenge; or the belief that the child is being harmed34—are both the societal changes that provide a context for abduction and the personal histories of the parents involved.

The storm of social, familial, and individual forces that give rise to parental abduction have their ultimate impact on those at the center of the vortex; the children. The trauma they undergo through abduction and often through life on the run is difficult to comprehend and raises many questions. Whereas children of divorce are innocent victims of their parents’ inability to sustain a loving relationship with each other,35 children who are abducted carry an even heavier weight. How can they integrate such an event into their view of life? How can they come to trust one or both of their parents when they have been exposed to so much uncertainty and anger? Many abducted children suffer extreme reactions, ranging from sleep difficulties to fear of authority, school problems, and suicidal behavior. Yet many do survive emotionally intact. Their lives may never be totally back to normal, particularly after an extended abduction, but they do survive emotionally and, in some cases, grow from the experience. Many parents report their children are doing well. But we cannot forget that this is a trauma that places children at tremendous emotional and physical risk.

Is an abduction ever justified? A few abductors have compelling stories, retold in this book, that might make a reader believe it sometimes is. Some argue that when the law does not properly protect a child, a parent must take action. But this becomes an individual decision and one that can never be condoned on more than a case-by-case basis. Many parents abduct because they despair of having problems resolved to their satisfaction through legal means. The legal system must be the first resort in resolving disputes, and when it is clear the system is failing, it must be changed.

OTHER RESEARCH ON PARENTAL ABDUCTION

Beyond the many firsthand accounts of individual parents, little has been written about the experiences of those affected by parental kidnapping. However, there are a few professionals from a variety of disciplines who have written about or are doing research in the area. Criminologist Michael Agopian was one of the first to explore the phenomenon of parental abduction. Using a sample of 91 families known to the court system in Los Angeles County for child snatching in the 1970s, he described a predominantly white group in which the abductor was much more likely to be male than female.36 One third of the children were between three and five years old when abducted, and children between six and eight and between nine and eleven each accounted for about a quarter of the children abducted. Single abductions were more common than those involving multiple children, and victims were equally likely to be male or female. Abductors tended to have previous criminal records. Less than half of the children were recovered.37 After interviews with five children, Agopian hypothesized that those abducted for shorter periods of time were apt to experience less trauma than those missing for longer periods.38

Janvier, McCormick, and Donaldson more recently surveyed 65 parents who had sought help in locating their children from five missing children’s organizations. International kidnappings accounted for 40% of the sample, with men more likely to go abroad and women more likely to be the perpetrators in domestic snatchings. The domestic kidnappings were resolved less often; children were recovered in only 8% of these situations, compared with 19% of the international abductions. The parents left behind generally believed law enforcement agencies were less interested in helping them than in helping parents whose children were taken by strangers. Attempts to recover the children proved expensive, particularly in international abductions, where more than half of the searching parents spent more than $10,000 and a handful spent in excess of $50,000.39

Sagatun and Barrett examined 43 parental abduction cases in one California county between 1983 and 1987 and found that fathers were more likely to abduct before custody had been established while mothers were more apt to abduct after it had been established. The length of the abductions ranged from four hours to 13 years, and revenge was a consistent theme in why the abductions occurred. Also cited as reasons for the abduction were the abductor’s desire to be pursued, which was seen as a replay of the couple’s courtship dance, and the serious emotional problems of one of the parents.40

Chris Hatcher at the University of California, San Francisco, and his colleagues currently are involved in longitudinal research concerning the impact of abduction on parents and children. Gathering data from five sites that assist searching parents throughout the country, the researchers are studying, among other issues, how to help children reunify with their families and how to reduce the trauma of the abduction on recovered children. They also have recently completed a three-year prospective study of 280 families from four sites throughout the United States.41 The work is funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.

Other research, using much smaller samples of affected families, provides anecdotal information concerning the effects of abduction on children and families as well as suggestions on how to ameliorate the impact of such an experience and on how to prevent future abductions.42

The most recent and thorough study of missing children, sponsored by the Justice Department and conducted by David Finkelhor and his colleagues, estimates that there are more than 350,000 cases of family abduction annually in the United States.43 (Stranger abduction was found to be relatively rare by comparison, occurring only slightly more than 3,500 times in the year studied. Runaway children and thrownaway children, the other categories of missing children, total a larger number than the children abducted by parents.) This study defined family abduction on two levels, the broader one including situations where a family member takes or fails to return a child for at least one night in violation of a custody order or agreement. The narrower definition resembles the popular conception of abduction and includes concealing the whereabouts of the child to prevent contact by the other parent, transporting the child out of state, or intending to keep the child indefinitely or to affect custody.44 Finkelhor and his colleagues conducted a national telephone survey of more than 10,000 homes. Through this approach, which reached the most representative sample to date, they located 142 children in 104 households who met their broad definition of abduction; a subset met their more narrow definition. In-depth telephone interviews with the parents revealed that the children were taken out of state in less than 13% of the cases, that force was used in less than one-fifth of the abductions, and that in circumstances where children were physically removed when taken (as opposed to being retained past the agreed-upon visitation period), they were most likely to be taken from their home. Situations corresponding to the popular image of children being snatched out of school were almost nonexistent. Physical and sexual abuse during the abduction was rare, affecting less than 6% of the children. Although this figure for sexual and physical abuse is, fortunately, low, a significant number of children were believed to have suffered some degree of mental harm from the abduction experience. From the reports of parents who were interviewed it was estimated that approximately one in six children had been “seriously” mentally harmed by the abduction experience and between one-quarter (using the broader definition) and one-third (using the narrower definition) had experienced a lesser degree of mental harm. Half of the abductions lasted less than a week, with many parents indicating that they knew where their child was during the abduction. Only a handful of the parents interviewed stated that the child was still missing.45

OUR DEFINITION OF PARENTAL ABDUCTION

In existing literature and policy statements, there is little uniformity in the use of terms to describe the phenomenon of parents taking their children in violation of another parent’s rights to custody or access. In this book we use the terms parental abduction, parental kidnapping, and child snatching interchangeably.

Our study includes cases subsumed under Finkelhor and associates’ broad definition, and most of them meet the additional criteria for the narrower definition. Our cases meet the first criterion of the narrower definition by virtue of the fact that a searching parent contacted a missing children’s organization for help; they meet the second and third criteria because only a tiny proportion of the abductors and children remained in state and most of the abductors clearly intended to keep the children indefinitely.

Both the broadly and narrowly defined abduction cases in Finkelhor’s study included instances of child snatchings that occurred before a custody order was issued.46 Other studies of abduction have also documented such situations.47 For example, the most extensive study of missing children to be done in Canada found that in parental abductions the absence of a custody order was more than three and a half times more common than the presence of a decision to award custody.48 In approximately one-third of the abduction cases we studied, the child was removed by a parent who was not violating a custody decree: At the time of the abduction, the parents were married and living together or separated without a court having awarded custody. In most states these situations turn into abductions that satisfy a legal definition as soon as the left-behind parent secures a custody order in his or her favor. As other researchers have done, we included in our study abductions that do not violate a custody order because from the viewpoints of the people most involved these are abductions from the moment they occur.

AN OVERVIEW OF OUR STUDY

Information for this study was gained through two primary methods: questionnaire responses and in-depth personal and telephone interviews. In order to gain information from a sizable group of parents, we contacted 14 organizations throughout the United States and Canada whose sole purpose is to assist parents searching for missing children. The names of these organizations were listed in a publication disseminated by the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children.49 The organizations approached were all private because many organizations connected to law enforcement agencies are restricted from participating in research or require that extensive barriers be crossed.

The organizations agreed to mail an eight-page, 95-item survey to parents who had requested assistance following a family or parental abduction. Our hope was to get responses from parents who had recovered their children as well as from those who were still searching. Depending on the size of the caseload of the organization (some had records that went back a number of years), the organizations were mailed between 15 and 700 postage-paid packets that contained the survey instrument, a letter explaining the survey, and a stamped return envelope. Starting in August 1989, each organization addressed and mailed the packets with its own return address to guarantee that potential respondents would remain anonymous even if packets were returned as undeliverable. Some organizations included letters of support with the mailings. A total of 2,666 packets were mailed, of which 266 were returned as undeliverable. Between August and January 1990, responses were received from 380 parents reporting abductions that had occurred in 45 states and six countries. The final sample was winnowed down to 371 parents or grandparents (in three cases), who reported on the abduction of 519 children. Nine respondents fell outside the parameters of the study and were excluded. The return rate from this approach is conservatively placed at between 15% and 27% and may be higher.50

In addition, parents were asked at the end of the survey if they wished to provide further information in an interview. Eighty-five percent agreed and provided us with their telephone numbers. More than half were successfully reached for in-depth telephone interviews by the authors or by research assistants. About threequarters of this group were reached a second time two years after the initial survey so that follow-up information could be gathered. Other family members also interviewed in person or by telephone include abductors, children who had been abducted, grandparents, relatives of abductors or searching parents, and adults who had been abducted as children. Some of these sources were interviewed in depth while others permitted us brief glimpses into their lives, providing us with impressionistic material only.

It is important to note here that this sample has limitations that make generalizations to other parents whose children have been abducted problematic. First, this is a sample of parents who contacted missing children’s organizations, something not all parents whose children are abducted do. For example, it is likely that parents who are wanted by the police, have a police record, or have battered their spouses or children are less inclined to provide the background information and documentation that missing children’s organizations often require. Second, some parents who received the questionnaire and who had recovered their children may, in the interest of trying to put the experience behind them, have chosen to not participate. Third, parents who responded to the questionnaire believed that their participation in a survey would assist them in their situation.51 Fourth, the questionnaire was eight pages long and required a willingness to commit time to complete it, as well as a certain facility with reading. Fifth, minority parents in particular may be underrepresented if they did not contact these self-help organizations for assistance to the same extent that white parents did. Minority individuals sometimes seek help less readily than others because of reluctance to share family problems with outsiders. In addition, the abductors we interviewed (not all of whose stories appear in the book but who all helped shape our thinking about therapeutic approaches) were also self-selected.

Perhaps as important as the aforementioned limitations to generalizing from the sample is the fact that in most cases presented in this book only one side of the story was known. Adults who experience the breakup of a relationship frequently paint a bright picture of their own behavior while coloring in the behavior of their ex-partner with less complimentary hues. The period leading up to and immediately following an abduction is apt to be a time when feelings run particularly high. Even months or years after recovery of a child, a parent’s perception of past events or of the emotional state of the child may be skewed. The accounts presented by the parents in this book must be viewed through a lens that filters out or takes into account the deep hurt that many of them felt at the hands of the abductors.52

Despite these limitations, the study provides a comprehensive portrait of families experiencing abduction. It is restricted neither to people being criminally prosecuted53 nor to those receiving treatment,54 as earlier studies have been. Further, it is diverse in terms of the economic status of the respondents and the region of the United States from which they report and is composed overwhelmingly of families in which the abduction lasted a month or longer (98% of the sample), thus providing an in-depth look at abductions that extend over a period of time.

Description of the Sample

Although other studies report that a large preponderance of abductors were fathers,55 almost half (45%) of parents left behind in our study were fathers. The parents left behind had, in general, more education than the abductors and were more apt to be employed and to be working in professional or managerial positions (see Appendix A for comparative data). The responding parents indicated that they were predominately white (92%), and two-thirds gave their income as less than $27,500 a year, making this a largely middle- to lower-middle-class group. Of those who identified a religious affiliation, about half were Protestant, with smaller proportions identifying themselves as Catholic, Jewish, or other religions. In most cases the abduction had occurred within the three years preceding our contact with the parent, and in two-thirds of the situations involved only one child (occasionally, as many as four children had been taken). Three-quarters of all children were six or less at the time of abduction, and the most common age for a snatched child was two. Abducted children were less likely to be female (n = 231) than male (n = 272).

The marriages of the parents tended to be characterized by domestic violence. This is often a reflection of gender imbalance in a society where men have more economic power than women in addition to their greater physical strength. Compared with other research concerning reasons for divorce, parents in this study more often reported the presence of physical, emotional, and substance abuse.56 The customary contact between the abductor and the child just before the snatching varied greatly and was, in part, a function of where the child was living. For example, in half (51%) of the cases the parent left behind had custody, in 29% the child lived with the abductor in either a joint custody arrangement or while the parents were still married, in 14% of the cases the abductor had custody, and in the remaining situations custody was with someone else. When the child did not live in the household with the abducting parent, the amount of contact between them varied widely. Weekly or twice-weekly visitation was more common than has been described in other research concerning noncustodial fathers and mothers.57 Finally, as is discussed in detail in Chapter 3, 49% of the searching parents had located their children by the time they participated in the study. For the families who had recovered their children, abductions had lasted an average of more than one and a half years.58 Abducted children still missing at the time of the survey had been gone for more than four years.59

A PREVIEW OF THIS BOOK

In the five chapters that focus on the families who have shared their stories with us, this book describes the experiences of a wide range of searching parents, abducting parents, and children. The next chapter details the experiences of parents whose children were abducted. Here we explore their own childhood, the early stages of their marriage, the nature of their relationship with the abductor, the end of their marriage, and the circumstances leading up to and including the abduction. Pain and anger over the abduction are seen at every turn.

Chapter 2 also introduces a typology of five patterns of abduction that provides a central and organizing theme for much that follows. Using this typology we show that the custody arrangement (whether custody was shared or whether the parent left behind or the abductor had primary custody) and the presence of violence in the marital relationship are two key factors in understanding the nature of parental abduction. Not only do these factors aid understanding of the complex nature of abductions, but they also can be used to guide the steps undertaken to prevent and resolve abductions.

In Chapter 3 we hear the voices of the abductors. A number of men and women from around the country agreed to be interviewed about their reasons for abducting and about their experiences since the abduction was resolved. Four are highlighted here. These stories return us to the question of whether an abduction is ever justified.

Chapter 4 tells the stories of parents and children who have been reunited. We report specific circumstances that differentiate parents who recover from those who do not. Parents describe the assistance they received from private investigators, missing children’s organizations, the private dissemination of posters, and the efforts of police and the FBI. In addition, Ken Lewis, who has helped numerous families in the recovery process and has served as guardian ad litem to children in different state courts, writes of two of his experiences recovering children following abductions. The children’s stories are told in Chapter 5. Drawn primarily from interviews with parents whose children were abducted as well as from the children themselves, some of whom are now adults, the chapter sketches a multifaceted picture of the impact that abduction has on children’s lives.

Chapter 6 completes the findings presented from our study with an examination of international abductions. In approximately one-fifth of the circumstances we studied, children were known or believed to be taken outside the boundaries of the United States. Here we show some of the differences between domestic and international kidnappings, the relationship between cross-cultural marriage and international abduction, and the characteristics of those snatchings in which the children remained missing. The Hague Convention on International Abduction also is discussed.

In Chapter 7 we examine therapeutic interventions for parents and children. Strategies here are drawn from information gained from our own work, contact with the families in this study, and interviews with other professionals. Treating abduction as an extension of marital separation and divorce, as well as a separate trauma, we give professionals as well as parents information about how people work through abduction-related issues within the context of a therapeutic relationship.

After a discussion of the clinical issues involved in helping individual parents, we next consider how society can act to prevent and resolve parental abductions. Chapter 8 discusses what prevention means in a complex arena like this one, and it offers two overarching principles and seven specific recommendations designed to eliminate some of the motivations for parents to kidnap. Chapter 9 follows a similar pattern, proposing three guiding principles and nine recommendations for resolving abductions when they do occur. A central theme of the two chapters is that abductions are motivated by different factors and carried out under a range of circumstances. Responses to abductions must therefore vary in accord with these factors. The typology of abduction situations set forth in Chapter 2 is used to guide discussion; a brief summary and conclusion also are included.

The abduction of a child by a parent is an event that places a family at the crossroads of many disciplines: social work, law, public policy, mental health, law enforcement, education, and medicine. On a personal level, it not only disrupts the lives of family members who go through it, but it also touches a chord in most parents who have experienced a divorce or have had marital difficulties. Gaining an understanding of abductions, what they are and what they mean, can enable society to respond in ways that transcend emotion. This complex and painful type of family disruption cries out for a response that combines the fullest knowledge and insight with the best of our professional skills. We hope the next chapters lead in that direction.


CHAPTER 2
Parents Whose Children Are Abducted


This chapter describes mothers and fathers whose children have been abducted by the other parent. It is the voices of the parents who are left behind that we hear. They are the parent victims. In the next chapter the abductors speak. For now, we are learning about one side of these complex relationships. In order to understand the pain that these parents undergo, we first must consider that they are dealing not only with separation from their children but also with feelings that arise from a failed partnership. When a child is abducted by a parent, it usually is within the context of a divorce, a marital separation, or the breakup of a long-standing nonmarital relationship. A relationship is coming to an end or has ended, and one of the parents removes a child from contact with the other parent. It can occur before one of the parents knows the partnership has ended, as it is ending, or months or years later. With the dissolution of long-standing relationships can come feelings of failure, loss, anger, depression, guilt, and relief; a breakup involves many conflicted feelings as a person who once was loved becomes more and more distant with time. Whatever the feelings involved and the reasons for the breakup, the couple remain tied to each other by their mutual history.

That tie is made all the more binding when children are involved. Children represent for a parent not only his or her own past and hopes for the future but also the partner. When children are not present, there is little to keep a separating couple in contact with each other; but when children are present, untangling the emotional web is an unrelenting task.

Few relationships end without some degree of hurt; many contain a great deal of acrimony. Breakups leave open wounds into which the other parent can rub salt in a variety of ways. As each parent tries to resolve the loss involved in the breakup, the other can help or hinder that process. When a child is abducted, the resolution is made immeasurably more difficult because the ex-partner becomes a larger-than-life presence. Every time the parent feels the child’s absence, he or she is reminded that the relationship with the other parent failed and remains unresolved. Abduction blocks all exits from the partnership and leaves no way to work on resolving it.

While the parent is struggling to cope with the unresolved partnership, he or she is dealing simultaneously with something more devastating: the loss of contact with the child. Even though most parents know it is the other parent who has snatched the child, many of them still fear for the child’s safety. In many cases they ended the relationship and gained custody because of worries about the other parent’s emotional state, drug abuse, or history of physical abuse. The abduction may be seen as a ploy to reconcile a marital separation, an attempt to win a better property settlement, or a last-ditch expression of anger. The more dangerous the abductor is perceived to be, the harder it is for the parent who is left behind.

But even when the abductor is believed to be well intentioned, the parent left behind loses in the child a key person, a loved one, a centerpiece in her or his life. The abduction is not a final statement, as a death would be, allowing formal grieving and then the beginning of a coping process. An abduction spurs the parent into action to search for the child. And if the child is not recovered, there may never be a time for grief.

The importance of a child to a parent’s well-being cannot be overestimated. Studies show that parents suffer when separated from their children, whether because of illness, war, child placement, incarceration, divorce, or abduction.1 Not having custody following a divorce has been linked to difficult psychological adjustment and to alcohol abuse.2 Children give most parents a focus for their lives. When deprived of that focus—particularly after a breakup, when the need to feel connected is strongest—the parent suffers. This need for the child explains both how the parent whose child is taken feels and, in some cases, why the child was snatched. The abductor may act because of loss of contact or fear of such a loss.

The scant research currently available on parents whose children have been abducted has been gathered primarily from studies by Michael Agopian,3 Rosemary Janvier and colleagues,4 David Finkelhor and associates,5 and Rex Forehand and colleagues.6 In Agopian’s work in Los Angeles County the most common age range of the parent left behind was between 27 and 31 years, with the mean age of the group being 33. Most were employed at the time of the abduction. Agopian writes eloquently of the contacts he has had with parents left behind: “The frustration and sorrow expressed by these parents was wrenching. They expressed disbelief at the confusion within the laws, the ease with which offenders circumvent authorities, the limitations of police agencies assisting them…. The pain and chaos that pervades the life of a parent who has lost a child was manifest.”7

In Janvier and associates’ study of 65 parents who had contacted five missing children’s organizations for help with recovery, custody orders were not in place in approximately one-quarter of the cases. Prior threats of abduction had been made in almost half of the situations. Mothers and fathers reported similar effects of the abduction: From a checklist of items, both mothers and fathers described experiencing problems with sleep, anxiety, depression, sadness, despair, defeat, and helplessness.8 In a post recovery study of 17 abduction cases, Forehand and colleagues noted that 9 of the 17 left-behind parents had legal custody at the time of abduction. According to a variety of standardized tests, some pathology was present in the left-behind parent group while the children were missing, though it never reached a severe level. Problem-focused attempts at coping, that is, taking some kind of action to resolve the problem, were more common among the parents than emotion-focused action, such as trying to take a more objective view of the situation or focusing on the positives. One conclusion was that the effects on the parents were not permanent.9

We now introduce two parents, Fred and Rita, whose stories we will follow through this chapter.

*   *   *

After a lengthy and costly custody battle for his son, Fred was optimistic. A week before the judge was to hand down his decision, which Fred was convinced would go in his favor, he received mail from his wife informing him that she was taking their son on a two-week vacation. That was in 1988. Fred has not seen either of them since.

*   *   *

Rita had already had sole legal custody for two years when her son was snatched. She and her ex-husband, both recovering drug addicts, had been separately working to put their lives back together again. She had entered a nursing program, and he was working steadily at a construction job. One week before her final exams, Rita asked her ex-husband to keep their three-year-old for a few days so she could study in peace. When Rita went to pick him up after the last exam, father and son had vanished. Since 1980 Rita has not heard a thing from them.

*   *   *

Once a child is abducted, most parents react by fighting vehemently for recovery. They contact the police and the FBI, hire private detectives, call missing children’s organizations or the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, and design fliers showing their child’s picture to mail across the United States. These efforts, which are sometimes successful, help parents as they try to master a situation in which they have lost control. A few parents make only halfhearted attempts at recovery, saying they do not have the money or the energy to pursue their child. It is as if the loss of the child confirms their own feelings of low self-worth. Some have been so victimized by the abductor that chasing him or her seems out of the question. Regardless of the recovery attempts made by the parent, the abduction and loss of contact with the child are devastating blows.

In order to fill in the background in this portrait of parents who lose children through abduction, we start by sketching their early life histories, looking for clues that might foretell later involvement in an abduction. We focus next on the nature of their relationship with the abductor, the abduction itself, and its aftermath. Even then the scene remains unclear. Are the parents left behind somehow at fault? Are they victimizing the child and/or the abductor, forcing that parent to leave to save the child and himself or herself? Or are they victims, innocent of any wrongdoing and suffering greatly at the hands of an illegal and often violent act? In this and the succeeding chapters, we address these questions by following the chronology of the family’s development.

This chapter also introduces important comparisons between groups of parents. Differences are described as significant when their magnitude reaches certain generally accepted levels based on statistical tests. The figures that appear in many of the notes throughout the book are based on cross tabulation, analysis of variance, or correlation, depending on the types of data.10

PORTRAIT OF THE LEFT-BEHIND PARENT

Early Family History

With the discoveries of Freudian psychology over the last century has come a curiosity about the link between early history and later behavior and feelings. Most of us have an intrinsic fascination with our own childhoods and family roots. Is there a connection between parents whose children are abducted and their early experiences? Of the parents we interviewed whose children were abducted, slightly less than one-third spent some time in single-parent homes while they were growing up, a higher proportion than would be typical of children raised in the 1960s and 1970s before the incidence of divorce boomed.11 Although spending part of childhood in a single-parent family may be a better predictor of later divorce than of parental abduction, there is a potential connection between being raised by one parent and considering abduction as a viable option. It is interesting to note that a significant percentage of the left-behind parents we interviewed who were raised in single-parent families lost virtually all contact with their fathers for a number of years and some could not remember ever seeing them. While it is not unheard of for fathers to drop out of sight after a divorce, the high percentage of families where this occurred makes it worth mentioning. It is a piece of personal history that may help create a sense of impermanence in family relationships.

OEBPS/images/img01_1-6.png
WHEN
PARENTS
KIDNAP

The Families Behind the Headlines

GEOFFREY L. GREIF
REBECCA L. HEGAR







OEBPS/images/9781451602357_ci_std.png
WHEN
PARENTS
RIDNAP

The Families Behind the Headlines

GEOFFREY L. GREIF
REBECCA L. HEGAR

THE FREE PRESS
A Division of Macmillan, Inc.
NEW YORK

Maxwell Macmillan Canada
TORONTO

Maxwell Macmillan International
NEWYORK ~ OXFORD  SINGAPORE  SYDNEY








