
National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC) 

Website: http://cmfc.missingkids.org/home  

What To Do: If a Child in Care Goes Missing  

Enacted in September 2014, The Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families 

Act, P.L. 113-183 (H.R. 4980) mandates state agencies to report a missing or abducted 

child to law enforcement and to NCMEC.  Specifically, Section 104 requires state agencies 

to "report immediately, and in no case later than 24 hours after receiving, information on 

missing or abducted children or youth to the law enforcement authorities for entry into the 

National Crime Information Center (NCIC) database of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 

established pursuant to section 534 or title 28, United States Code, and to the National 

Center for Missing and Exploited Children." 

If a child in your legal guardianship goes missing from foster care, for any reason:  

Immediately contact your local law enforcement agency 

Ask law enforcement to enter information about your child into the FBI's National Crime 

Information Center database, known as NCIC.  

Federal law requires law enforcement agencies to respond in a specific way, regardless of 

the reason why a child is missing. Law enforcement agencies are prohibited from 

establishing or maintaining a waiting period before accepting a missing child report, and 

must promptly enter information regarding a missing child into the NCIC system within two 

hours of receiving a report (42 U.S.C. §5780). For further related information, refer to the 

information listed in the Legal Resources for Runaway Children section.  

If you encounter any difficulties making a report to law enforcement or having information 

entered about a child missing from care into NCIC, contact NCMEC at CMFC@ncmec.org 

or 1-800-THE-LOST® (1-800-843-5678), or your state missing child clearinghouse. 

Please be aware that a report to law enforcement and entry of the child into the NCIC 

system does not automatically generate a report to NCMEC. A separate report must 

also be made to NCMEC after contacting law enforcement. 

http://cmfc.missingkids.org/home
http://cmfc.missingkids.org/LegalResources/Runaway
mailto:CMFC@ncmec.org
http://cmfc.missingkids.org/Clearinghouses


Make a report to the National Center for Missing & Exploited Children 

After you have reported the child missing to law enforcement, make a report to the National 

center for Missing & Exploited Children by one of three methods: 

1. Call 1-800-THE-LOST (1-800-843-5678): This service is available 24/7; 

2. Direct System-to-System Communication: Currently one state agency automatically 

reports to NCMEC in this manner. This service may be available if your agency has made 

technical modifications and a direct link has been established with NCMEC, allowing for 

reports to be sent directly to NCMEC's Call Center. If you are unsure whether this 

capability exists for your agency or you are interested in pursuing this method of reporting, 

please email CMFC@ncmec.org;  

3. Web-based Reporting: This application is being developed to support social service 

agencies in reporting children missing from their care. This secure method will allow the 

most convenient, rapid, web-based access to enter a missing child report, 24/7. To access 

this method of reporting once it becomes available, click on Report a Missing Child. 

When contacting Law Enforcement and NCMEC, please be prepared to provide all 

available identifying information about the child as well as information about the 

circumstances surrounding the missing event. 

Confidentiality/Privacy 

NCMEC takes care to protect and maintain the privacy of information regarding missing 

children, and consults with the parent/guardian and investigating law enforcement agency 

before disseminating identifying information publicly. Additionally, NCMEC does not 

generally make any public reference to the fact that a child is missing from foster care,  was 

in state custody at the time they went missing, or that they are likely the victim of child sex 

trafficking.  Additionally, NCMEC does not generally share any medical or other sensitive 

information about the child. Finally, any analytical support that NCMEC generates will only 

be shared with law enforcement for the purpose of locating the missing child.  
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Helpful Information for a NCMEC Report for Runaway Incidents 

NCMEC requests comprehensive information regarding the child in order to be able to 

effectively assist in locating the child. Details about the child and circumstances regarding 

each missing event, including specific recovery information from a previous missing event, 

is therefore essential.  It is important to gather and provide this information, so it may be 

helpful to have everything collected in one place before making the reports to law 

enforcement and NCMEC.  

Making the report 

Whether a report is made via NCMEC’s Call Center, web-based reporting system, or 

system-to-system communication method as described in the previous section, information 

regarding the reporting party, including full name, agency name and agency case number is 

helpful.  Additionally, be prepared to provide the investigating law enforcement agency’s 

contact information, case number and assigned law enforcement officer.  If you, as the 

reporting party, are not the legal guardian, please provide the legal guardian’s full name 

(most often the social worker assigned to the child), their agency name, and current contact 

information to include all telephone numbers and an email address. 

Descriptive information 

Basic biographic information about the child, full name and date of birth, should be 

given.  Descriptive information provided should include items and information such as a 

recent, clear, color photo of the child; video of the child; a description of the clothing worn at 

the time the child was last seen; cell and other phone numbers; aliases or nicknames; hair 

and eye color; height; weight; complexion; identifiers such as eyeglasses or contact lenses; 

braces; body piercings; tattoos; and/or other unique physical capabilities. 

Risks, companions and abductors 

Please relay any information about particular risks the child might face due to medical or 

mental conditions; gang activity; past suicidal attempts; online enticement; 

commercial/sexual exploitation; and/or any other endangerments. The date, time and 

location where the child was last seen should be reported, as well as the names or 

descriptions of companions or associates last seen with the child.  Provide any detailed 

information about the description and characteristics of the abductor if he or she is known to 



you.  Other information such as a photograph, driver’s license number, cell and other phone 

numbers, and any other available information useful for tracking purposes if known, is also 

helpful.  Also try to provide any chat and social-networking websites the child has visited. 

If a Child Runs Away On More Than One Occasion 

Sometimes, a child will run away from social services care more than once. It may even 

occur shortly after the child was safely located and recovered from the previous runaway 

incident.  Each time the child goes missing, a report must be made with law 

enforcement and the child entered into NCIC for that specific run.  Once the report has 

been made to law enforcement and the child entered into NCIC, a report with NCMEC must 

then be made.  

 

 


