
Children Missing from Care:

Frequently Asked 
Questions of Social 
Service Agencies

Q: What is the definition of a missing child?
A: Federal law (34 U.S.C. § 11292) defines a “missing child” as 

any individual less than 18 years of age whose whereabouts 
are unknown to their parent, legal guardian, or other person 
exercising parental rights over the child. This broad definition 
includes children who may have (1) been abducted by a non-family 
member; (2) wrongfully taken or retained by a person related to 
them; (3) wandered away from a safe environment and become 
lost; (4) been displaced by disaster; (5) run away from a home, 
foster home, or state care facility; or (6) otherwise gone missing 
for any reason at all. In some jurisdictions, state law expands on 
the broad federal definition and provides further guidance on 
how agencies should treat missing child cases in their state.

A report to NCMEC should be promptly made (immediately and 
no later than 24 hours) when the legal guardian agency does not 
know the whereabouts of the child missing from a foster home, 
relative placement or any child placement agency. This does not 
include when a child or youth is in an unauthorized or unapproved 
placement but the agency knows the child’s whereabouts (e.g., the 
child is verified to be attending school or their place of employment). 
It also does not include when a child leaves a foster home or child 
placement agency without permission but the agency, relative 
or foster parent knows where the child or youth has gone. There 
may be scenarios in which the child does not fall under the federal 
definition of missing that will be examined on a case-by-case basis.

Children Missing
From Care

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title34-section11292&num=0&edition=prelim
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Q: Why do I have to report the missing child 
to NCMEC if I’ve already reported to my 
local law enforcement agency?

A: NCMEC and law enforcement are two separate entities. NCMEC 
is a non-profit organization whose core mission is to help find 
missing children, reduce child sexual exploitation, and prevent child 
victimization. NCMEC works with families, victims, child welfare, law 
enforcement, private industry, and the public to support its core 
mission. NCMEC provides added support and advocacy between 
all of these disciplines and assists to recover missing children. 
NCMEC also provides resources to children, youth and families for 
continued support and healing beyond recovery. The law requires 
child welfare to report children missing from care to both your 
local law enforcement agency and to NCMEC. Although we make 
every effort to ensure good communication, please be aware that 
a report to law enforcement (even if they properly enter the child 
into the National Crime Information Center ((NCIC) system) does 
not automatically generate a report to NCMEC. A separate report 
to NCMEC has to be made after law enforcement is contacted.

Q: What if law enforcement refuses to 
take my missing child report?

A: Federal law requires law enforcement agencies to respond in a 
specific way, regardless of the reason why a child is missing (or if the 
child has gone missing or run away in the past). 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. See 34 U.S.C. § 41308.

Q: Should I only report a missing child who is believed 
to be a victim of sex trafficking to NCMEC?

A: Federal law requires that state agencies report any 
child who has gone missing (which means the child’s 
whereabouts are unknown) from their care.

Q: What about young adults missing from care?
A: Although no longer considered a child under U.S. federal law, 

NCMEC can assist with cases of young adults between the ages 
of 18 - 20 years old who are missing and the young adult remains 
under the ongoing guardianship of a state or county welfare 
agency. Each state has its own policies and laws related to foster 
care extending to young adults. If the young adult is consenting 
to be in extended foster care or any other voluntary service the 
department is able to offer or the young adult has come back to 
foster care after turning 18 and requested services voluntarily, 
the young adult would not qualify for NCMEC resources.

If there is a court order in place specifying legal guardianship of the 
state to make legal decisions on behalf of the young adult (i.e., due 
to mental health needs, differing abilities, etc.), the young adult 
would qualify for NCMEC resources and should be reported.

NCMEC will also assist with missing young adult cases reported  
by law enforcement.

Q: How do I make a report to NCMEC? 
After a report is made to law enforcement, you can make a 
report by calling NCMEC at 1-800-THE-LOST® (1-800-843-5678) 
or making an online report here after creating an account: 

https://cmfc.missingkids.org/reportit/Account/LogOn 
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Other Helpful Information Requested:
Missing Child or MYA• Alias, Nickname School attended• Specific missing location• Group home information (if applicable) Contact information 

(e.g. last known home address, email address, cell phone)

• Child descriptive information (e.g. hair, eyes, 

scars, marks, tattoos, clothing, jewelry)
• Child endangerments (e.g. run away before, medical condition, 

mental health condition, special needs, life threatening condition, 

on medication, suicidal, self- harm, pregnant, drug/alcohol use, 

carrying weapon, gang involvement, online enticement/luring)

• Child internet activity – online activity, user names

• Circumstances surrounding missing event 
Companion or Other Person with Information
• Name, Alias, Nickname• Relationship to the child• DOB, gender

• Descriptive information (e.g. hair, eyes, scars, 

marks, tattoos, clothing, jewelry)• Last known information (e.g. address, telephone 

phone number(s), email, Driver’s license)
• Any known warrant information Endangerments (e.g. run 

away before, medical condition, mental health condition, 

special needs, life threatening condition, on medication, 

suicidal, self-harm, pregnant, drug/alcohol use, carrying 

weapon, gang involvement, online enticement/luring)

• Internet activity – online activity, user names
• Circumstances surrounding missing event 

Additional Information• Is there any concern of exploitation or trafficking of the child?

• Does child have any unexplained items (examples: money, 

hotel keys, prepaid credit cards, additional phones), access 

to high cost items (hair or nails done, jewelry or clothing)?

• Does child have a history of sexual or physical abuse, 

stripping, pornography, or sex trafficking
• Are there any known pimps; older, controlling 

boyfriends/girlfriends; or gang affiliations?
• Is there any indication that child has traded sex in exchange 

for place to sleep, drugs, or money, food, something of value, 

or been traded by anyone? including family members

• Known direction of travel Places they may frequent

• Did they take any belongings with them?Case Worker Information• Supervisor contact Information (telephone number(s)  

and email address)
Law Enforcement Information• Date/time reported• Assigned Officer (if known)• Unit/Area/Precinct• Email address, fax numberVehicle Information• Make, model, year, color, VIN, Tag

• Owner of vehicle

NCMEC.org/CMFCScan to view NCMEC resource guides.
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How to Report a Child Missing from Care

 1-800-THE-LOST®
 CMFC.MissingKids.org

When making a missing child report to the National Center for 

Missing & Exploited Children (NCMEC), please be aware that 

certain information is required for NCMEC to take an effective 

report. Additional information is requested and helpful to each 

missing child’s case. Please review the below items to help you 

better prepare for reporting a missing child to NCMEC. 

Missing Young Adults (MYA)

Although no longer considered a child under U.S. federal law, NCMEC 

can assist with cases of missing young adults between the ages of 

18 – 20 years old and accept a report under two circumstances: 

1. From the legal guardian if the young adult remains under the 

ongoing guardianship of a state or county welfare agency. 

Policies and state laws concerning the extension of foster 

care beyond the age of 18 vary from state to state. A few key 

considerations before making a report to NCMEC are as follows: 

 » Is the youth consenting to be in extended foster care or any 

other voluntary service the department is able to offer the 

youth beyond the age of 18? Has the youth come back to 

foster care after turning 18 and requested services voluntarily?  

If so, the youth would not qualify for NCMEC resources. 

 » Is there a court order in place specifying legal guardianship of 

the State to make legal decisions on behalf of the young adult 

(i.e. due to mental health needs, differing abilities, etc.?  If so, the 

youth would qualify for NCMEC resources and should be reported.

2. NCMEC will also assist with missing young adult 

cases reported by a law enforcement official.

The following information is essential when 

reporting a missing child or MYA to NCMEC:

• Caller information, including full contact information Child’s full name

• Child’s date of birth, gender, height, weight date child went missing

• City and state from where child went missing

• Law enforcement information including agency name, 

telephone and missing persons police report number

• Case Worker information including name, agency name, 

relationship to child (guardianship status), full contact information 

(telephone number(s) and email address). If you are a service 

provider, provide the legal guardian information, whether 

it’s a bio family member or an assigned case worker from 

the agency that maintains guardianship over the child. 

Case Worker Guide to  
Reporting Missing Children

https://www.ncmec.org/ 
content/dam/missingkids/
pdfs/cmfc-case-worker-guide-
reporting-missing-children.pdf

https://uscode.house.gov/view.xhtml?req=granuleid:USC-prelim-title34-section41308&num=0&edition=prelim
https://cmfc.missingkids.org/reportit/Account/LogOn
https://www.missingkids.org/content/dam/missingkids/pdfs/cmfc-case-worker-guide-reporting-missing-children.pdf
https://www.missingkids.org/content/dam/missingkids/pdfs/cmfc-case-worker-guide-reporting-missing-children.pdf
https://www.missingkids.org/content/dam/missingkids/pdfs/cmfc-case-worker-guide-reporting-missing-children.pdf
https://www.missingkids.org/content/dam/missingkids/pdfs/cmfc-case-worker-guide-reporting-missing-children.pdf


CMFC: Frequently Asked Questions of Social Service Agencies        3Copyright © 2024 National Center for Missing & Exploited Children. All rights reserved.

Q: Q: What can I expect when making a report to NCMEC?
A: The report will require specific, basic identifying information about 

the child and circumstances concerning how, when and where the 
child went missing. As the core mission of NCMEC is to find missing 
children, reduce sexual exploitation and prevent victimization, 
you can expect the report will be followed up and efforts will be 
made in consultation with the reporting source to carry out this 
mission. You can expect that your case will be assigned, and a case 
manager will be reaching out to follow up on your behalf. NCMEC 
will work with the legal guardian agency and law enforcement to 
provide everything from posters to analytical support. NCMEC 
will also offer appropriate recovery and family advocacy services 
to parents, legal guardians, and members of a child’s support 
system to design plans that prevent future victimization and/or 
exploitation. Depending on the information gathered, NCMEC’s 
Recovery Services Team will reach out in cases where it is believed 
the child is suspected of being trafficked to support the agency 
in recovery planning. NCMEC’s Family Advocacy Division may 
also reach out to provide support in certain circumstances.

Q: Does NCMEC publicize that a missing child is in 
foster care or a victim of child sex trafficking? 

A: No. NCMEC takes care to protect and maintain the privacy of 
information regarding missing children and consults with the 
child’s parent(s) and/or legal guardian(s) and the investigating 
law enforcement agency before disseminating any identifying 
information publicly. Additionally, NCMEC does not generally 
make any public reference to the fact that a child is missing 
from care, was in state custody at the time they went missing, 
or that they are likely the victim of child sex trafficking.

Q: What is the expectation when a child has been located?
A: Please let the assigned NCMEC Case Manager know when a missing 

child has been located. This is very important so that case managers 
will know when the services they are providing are no longer 
needed and when other resources through the Recovery Services 
Team or Family Advocacy Division can be offered or provided. If a 
NCMEC Case Manager does not hear from you after a period of 
time, you can expect they will reach out for a status update on the 
missing child. On-going communication with NCMEC concerning 
developments in the case or recovery of the child may help with a 
more expedient recovery if there are subsequent missing incidents or 
may prevent future incidences of trafficking or other endangerments.

Q: In a situation where a caseworker may be working 
with a family whose child is not in the agency’s care 
and custody, but the caseworker becomes aware that 
the child is missing, how should this be handled?

A: Any child whose whereabouts are unknown to a legal guardian or 
parent should be reported to NCMEC. However, there are a few 
requirements of which child welfare professionals or other third-party 
reporters should be aware. One is that the parent/legal guardian’s full 
contact information must be provided to NCMEC and a report must 
also be made or attempt to be made to law enforcement. NCMEC 
will ultimately need certain authorizations from the parent in order 
to provide resources such as posters. Ideally, if you are working 
with a parent, best practice would be to have the parent make the 
referral or to make the referral in collaboration with the parent.

For any additional questions not covered by this FAQ guide,  
please feel free to email CMFC@NCMEC.org. 

NCMEC.org/CMFC
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