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The Preventing Sex Trafficking and Strengthening Families Act require the Department of Child Safety to determine the factors that contributed to a child's running away or otherwise being absent from care, and to the extent possible and appropriate, responding to those factors in current and subsequent placements. Additionally, DCS is required to determine the child's experiences while absent from care, including screening to determine if the child is a possible sex trafficking victim. This document is intended to help Child Safety Specialists identify some of the common reasons why youth run from care, and proposes some questions and engagement techniques that are useful in determining their experiences while on runaway status. 
1. Determining Factors That Contribute to Child Running Away; Responding to Those Factors in Current and Future Placements

Behavioral and situational risk factors such as mental health issues, emotional distress, family instability, delinquency, substance use, physical and sexual abuse are commonly associated with running away from home. In addition, problems at school have been identified as risk factors for running away from home. Studies of school-based and shelter-based samples of youth reveal that many young people who have run away from home also reported having a learning disability of some kind.

Youth who have run away from home have higher rates of depression and lower levels of self-esteem than young people who have never left home. Self-harm is also prevalent among these teens. Research suggests that many of the mental health challenges runaway and homeless youth endure are associated with family conflict, sexual abuse, and victimization. Runaway youth are 4 to 8 times more likely to have been sexually abused than youth in the general population. Furthermore, Youth who have been sexually abused often report running away at earlier ages than runaway and homeless youth who report never having been sexually abused.
Studies show that young people who run away from home frequently report strained relationships with caregivers, such as family conflict, parental rejection, harsh punishment, poor parenting, lack of parental supervision, and instability in the home. Youth in foster care may be unable to form positive relationships to foster parents/ staff/peers in their current placement.   
Adolescents who engage in heavier drug use are more likely to run away than teenagers who rarely use drugs and alcohol. Moreover, the longer young people remain on the streets, the more likely they are to develop a substance abuse disorder. Thus, substance use not only increases the risk of running away, but more intense use may also be a consequence of the behavior. The prevalence of substance use is particularly concerning because of its link to high-risk sexual behavior and HIV.
Researchers found that young people who engaged in drug use or skipping school were more likely to run away than those who did not engage in any delinquent activity. In addition, having friends who engaged in minor deviance, irrespective of their own behavior, increased young peoples’ risk of running away.  
In addition, evidence suggests that a disproportionate amount of young people who run away may identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgendered, or queer (LGBTQ). 
Current studies suggest that the primary cause of youth homelessness is family dysfunction in the form of parental neglect, physical or sexual abuse, family substance abuse and family violence.  Forty-one percent of youth who have run away have been abandoned by their parents for at least 24 hours. Prior to leaving home, 43% of youth reported being beaten by a caretaker.  Further, the majority of these youth have experienced and/or witnessed physical abuse.
Other factors that contribute to youth inclination to run away from home or placement include:

· School difficulties or conflicts with teachers;

· Problematic relations with peers;

· Relationships with delinquent peers; 

· Teen pregnancy or parenthood; 

· Mood disorders (depression, suicide thoughts and attempts, etc.);

· Anxiety disorders (trait anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, etc.);
· Externalized symptoms of distress such as conduct disorders and impulsivity; 
· Family members/significant others not supportive of placement;
· Visitation with family/significant others is denied/restricted/logistically difficult (which influences child to run). 
All of these factors should be considered when assessing why the child ran away from care. A careful analysis of the reasons for the runaway episode will inform the planning and interventions necessary to ensure stability of future placements.  
Sources: 

Status Offense Reform Center, Runaway Youth: A Research Brief, May 28, 2014 Author: Sydney McKinney;

Second National Incidence Studies of Missing, Abducted, Runaway, and Thrownaway Children (NISMART-2), U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Prevention; 

Runaway & Homeless Youth and Relationship Violence Toolkit, National Resource Center on Domestic Violence.  
2. Determining Experiences While Absent From Care: Questions for Runaways who Return to Care, with Emphasis on Screening for Sex Trafficking Victimization
In talking with teens, presentation is critical. We must speak to youth in a way that builds trust and rapport, without judgment.  Do not ask a barrage of questions, but have a conversation that lets the youth know that you are concerned for them, for their safety, and that you are interested in their life.  Youth may be returning to care due to police involvement and already are under the presumption they have done something wrong. They are picked up on other offenses such as theft, etc.  Building trust by establishing a positive, supportive relationship is crucial. 

Things to keep in mind:

•
The youth may have just been questioned by police and may be angry/upset, and potentially facing charges on non-sex related crimes. 

•
Asking too many questions can result in a youth either shutting down completely or exaggerating their experience/activities.

•
Always make attempts to build relationships along the way; there may only be a short time (20-30 minutes) to actually be in contact with youth in between runaway episodes.

•
Spend time with youth, consider getting something to eat. 

•
Focus on safety and genuine concern for the youth, their future, the safety and futures of other youth around them, etc. 

•
Help them to change perception about the environment they were in (while on run), and the environment they are currently in (in care). 

•
Ask questions in such a way that you are looking for the positives that may have occurred while on runaway. 

•
Questions should be open ended and youth friendly, broad enough to spark a conversation that they are interested in…not a series of yes/no questions.

•
Be observant, and use active listening skills…don’t interrogate (a youth may have a new possession, or their appearance has changed in some way.)

•
Base questions on observations, e.g., I see you have a new (haircut, clothing, phone, etc.) and ask follow-up questions like who cut your hair? How did you pay for your phone?  Are you worried about keeping the service current?

•
Youth are savvy and know when you are trying to find out too many specifics. Don’t pressure them to divulge specifics as they will shut down. Ask more general questions that will help you narrow down information to what you need to know, such as the areas where they are stayed while on run, and the people they associated with while on the run.

•
Be careful with strategies to elicit information; be cautious to not say anything that may be threatening (i.e. “If you don’t tell me ‘A’, I won’t let you ‘B’.”)

•
Regarding concerns with current placements, youth tend to be fairly straightforward about concerns in placement.  If a youth suddenly stops talking about concerns, try to find out why, what has changed that they will no longer talk about their concern? 

Things to watch for:

•
Ask about new items a youth has acquired while on the run.  New iPhone/iPod, cell phone; you may follow up the observation of a new phone with asking how he/she will be able to pay for it.

•
Check new phones for contacts titled “Daddy” or other names that may indicate someone is in a position of authority/influence over the youth, or who has a questionable/negative role in their life; look for photos/signs of trafficking.

•
Observations: possessions and appearance such as a new phone, clothing, tattoos, etc.

•
Look through their phone for contacts (Daddy), photos, etc., and let youth know you need to see their phone in order to approve them having it in the placement.  

•
Some youth will just make statements and start talking.  Be observant and ask follow up questions. 

•
Girls using group homes as a recruiting tool to enlist others in sex trafficking; they may willingly turn themselves in for the purpose of recruiting others. 

Service considerations:

•
Talk about services available to encourage the youth to think differently about their future, options for their lives (what YAP has to offer, education, life skills, future, etc., things that will help them toward future goals). 

•
Try to find out where the youth feels safe.  We tend to place youth back into areas/neighborhoods where they don’t feel safe, where they were victimized. They may see the same people who are using them, threatening them, who take the same school bus/city bus, etc., other youth who live with them and are also involved in trafficking.

•
Find out where in the valley the youth feels safe, and work to secure a placement/living arrangement in that area.  (Don’t promise anything you may not be able to deliver!)

•
When youth express leaving placement because they “don’t like” the staff there….what don’t they like? Follow through with listening to their concerns and act on their concerns.  Also talk about what you can put into place to make the placement doable/livable until they can get to a better/more desirable place.

•
Offer mediation/intervention with the placement (to air out and hopefully resolve placement concerns). 

Questions to ask:

•
What was life like for you while you were gone? 

•
Ask questions about basic needs:  did you eat, where did you stay?  Where you able to shower? Where did you sleep?
•
Ask questions to narrow down the area they go to: Where did you hang out?  What did you do there? 

•
Ask about the people they are staying with: Is this someone we can look at for placement? 

•
A youth may say the person they were with someone who gave them a place to stay and made them feel important… how did that make you feel important? What can I (and others) do so that you know you are important to me/us? 

•
Ask questions to find out what threats exist for them…have their lives or the lives of family and friends been threatened? 

•
Did you ever feel uncomfortable or shouldn’t be in that place?  

•
What can we do differently to help you stay? How can we help you to have the life you want?

•
If you can find out where they are hanging out, try to find out what’s happening while hanging out….casual conversation….that can lead to more probing questions.

•
Ask about possessions…where is your clothing, can we go get it? 

•
Include way to find out if someone is suggesting that you recruit. Who are your friends, new friends?
•
Listen for and ask about gut instincts….how did you feel when you were out with your friends, how were you feeling about what was going on?
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