HOW TO DEAL WITH RUNNING AWAY CHILDREN!
System-Specific Reasons for Running:  The Effects and Consequences of Placement and Staffing

The environment of foster care can, by itself, have a significant effect on the likelihood of a child running away (SEU, 2002). The number of children who run from individual foster homes vary widely—some homes have no children who run away, whereas other have several. If agencies or foster families handle the same types of children and report radically different AWOL rates, this should prompt investigation. Such a disparity may suggest different interpretations of reporting requirements or underlying problems in the quality of care (Ross, 2001). Research suggests that the culture of individual homes is likely to have a strong effect on rates of running. In homes with little evidence of structure and authority, children feel that they can come and go as they please. In contrast, children in homes with a sense of well-supported foster parents who demonstrate nurturing leadership tend to have lower rates of running away (SEU, 2002).
The findings of Courtney and Wong (1996) indicate that the likelihood of running away from care is highest in the first few months a child is in care, stabilizes about five months after initial placement, and remains fairly constant after that.
“The very reason these youth were placed into foster care—a history of abuse and rejection—makes them more likely to run from a foster care placement,” states the brief filed by three state entities, Columbia Legal Services, TeamChild and the University of Washington Law School Children and Youth Advocacy Clinic, and the National Center for Youth Law, based in Oakland, CA.
Reasons Children Run from Care

A range of factors, both internal and external to placements, may prompt children to run from care. Some factors specific to the child welfare system can increase the likelihood of running away. It is important to be aware of both the underlying reasons and immediate triggers for running behavior for each child or youth who is in the custody of the child welfare agency.

Child-Specific Reasons for Running

Children leave care to feel a sense of control over their lives...it is a temporary fix of power and a need to find a place to heal themselves. —Celeste Edmunds, former foster youth

Research indicates that young people run from care placements for a variety of reasons (Biehal & Wade, 2002):

•  They are unhappy about separation from their families.

•  They are unhappy in their placements. This may be because they do not want to be in the custody of the child welfare agency or the particular placement, their caregivers or foster parents mistreat or maltreat the children in their care, the placement fails to address the child’s individual needs, or the placement creates a mix of children that is not conducive to the well-being of all or the management of the household.

• Running away is a strategy they developed at home or in past placements to respond to difficulties, trauma, and victimization.

•  They are encouraged or intimidated by other residents in the homes or foster care, leading them to run with others to gain acceptance by peers or to run away alone to escape.

•  They run as a reaction to feeling angry or upset.

•  They run as a reaction to restrictions imposed by foster parents, particularly for those children unused  to any boundaries being set for their behavior in the past.

•  They run to return to families in the hope that they might be able to remain with them.

•  They run to spend time with friends.

•  They are drawn to the apparent attractions of street life including, but not limited to, criminal activity and prostitution.

Awareness and understanding of young people’s motivation for running from care is a vital element of any strategy to deter them from repeating this behavior.
General steps:

· Always make sure the child is safe
· Understand the kind of running away that is involved.

· If kidnapping is a danger, the child may need a course on “STRANGER DANGER” or, in more serious cases, intensive therapy.

· Have authorities talk to others who may be helping the child run away.

· Foster Parents should:

1. Notify the police

2. File a missing persons report, and

3. Tell the caseworker about the child’s disappearance.

· Learn the warning signs of running away, including:

1. Abrupt changes in behavior

2. Depression

3. Sleep problems

4. Withdrawing from activities, home or school

5. Making threats about running away, and

6. Making preparations to run away.
· Don’t put child down if they threaten to run away.

Searching for roots:

Foster Children often remember their birth family quite well, and want to stay connected to them.    As with adoptive children, these kids become intrigued and puzzled by their background and often run to discover their roots. If a child was a constant companion and caregiver for a family member, they will continue to have an on-going sense of responsibility and loss for that family member.

STEPS to help these children:

· Arrange regular contact or visits between the child and birth mother or caregiver from the family of origin.

· Involve the child in making these arrangements.

· Consider individual counseling for the child

· Identify what fears may trigger running away.

· Find ways of relating to the child that are reminiscent of the birth mother or family member.

· Encourage the child to tell you his or her worries about the birth mother.

· Let the child take the initiative about wanting visits.

running from rules:

It’s normal for adolescents to test the rules.  A lot of time STRUCTURE, RULES, and PARENTAL CONTROL are strange, threatening, and offensive to foster children.  They do not like anyone telling them anything. Some children have never had any type of rules to abide by.  These children have basically raised themselves. Some of these kids are used to taking charge of their own life, decision-making, schedules, and no doubt, their own survival.
STEPS to help these children:

· Keep rules to the absolute minimum

· Shift the parental roles of rule making and enforcement to the other parent.  Then have the remaining parent try to relate to the child in a more casual, non-authoritarian way.

· Build closeness through the father or mother-child relationship, based on mutual interest.

RUNNING FROM LOVE AND INTIMACY:

Children will run away whenever they feel that the foster parent(s) are getting too close.  It seems that when the relationship reaches a level where they have been doing well and are really communicating, sharing and opening up that its about time for the foster child to run.  Look for children with lots of placements.  It’s like taking a vacation from foster care.  With some children any mention of love or belonging is a THREAT.  When they feel a closeness building in the home, its off to the races and they are running away.  The love that they need so desperately becomes something fearsome.  Belonging is SCARY. The biggest fear, is that if they get too close, they’ll be hurt again.  They get away before getting hurt again.
STEPS to help these children:

· Don’t overdo praise or affection

· Notice if the child provokes their fears of getting close

· Help the child express their fears about getting close

· Have the child tell you when they need time away from you.

· Anticipate the building up of fears by setting up “getaways” in advance

· Arrange for time with the child’s friends

· Contact a therapist with experience in foster, adoption, and attachment issues

wanting to be wanted:

Running away could be negative-attention-seeking in a child who is overwhelmingly needy. Foster children can become envious of any time the foster parents spend with other children in or out of the home.  Look for a pattern where the child sneaks off to a hiding place, or tip toes out the front door.  Their motive is to get people to chase after them.  They are desperate for acceptance, for uninterrupted attention.  They feel invisible when all eyes are not upon them and only them.  The shown needs are all-consuming and infantile, so they literally have to remain underfoot.  And without undivided attention from the foster parent the child reverts to feeling like a “NOBODY”
STEPS to help these children:

· Recognize that the child may be stuck in an infantile demand for attention

· Look for non-verbal signs that the child needs attention.

· Give the child more one-on-one time.

· Coach them on how to ask for attention appropriately.

· Be aware that jealousy and envy are triggers to running away.

· Try comforting the child like an infant.

running to street crime:

These children are used to living on the streets.  They have been exposed to drugs, prostitution and crime.    They are not running to escape rules or to get people to worry and chase after them.  They are running to street crime and street drugs.  This make them a target for criminals, pimps, child pornographers, and drug lords.  With illegal drug use and prostitution comes heightened concerns about HIG, injury, or even death.
STEPS to help these children:

· If a child runs, immediately start a standard plan of action:

Make calls


File reports

  
Report it to all who should know

· Have a coordinated safety plan

· Consider residential treatment for kids with dual diagnoses

· If the child goes into treatment, keep option open for a return home
