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Abstract: Using a social construction approach, this paper analyzes how the differences in AMBER alert criterion found in various states’ legislations effects the success of the AMBER alert model.  The finding here indicate that the AMBER alert model is ineffective because there is no uniformity in the legislative criteria when each region of the United States, nor is there a set of federal criteria that must be followed.  Therefore when an abducted child enters another state, the AMBER alert is either not broadcast due to the new states legislative criteria, or due to inefficiency within the system. 

The FBI (2004) reported that child abductions were declining; in the 1980’s about 250 children were abducted by strangers and by 2000 the number of children abducted by strangers dropped to 93.  They also reported that reported that 725,000 children reported missing in 2001 was returned, and that 6% of abductions by strangers resulted in murder.  Of these the FBI (2004) reports that there were 3,000 to 5,000 non-family abductions, or stranger kidnappings.  The Klaas Kids Organization website (2005) states, “85% to 90% of the 876,213 persons reported missing to America’s law enforcement agencies in 2000 were juveniles” and that “2,100 times per day parents or primary care givers felt the disappearance was serious enough to call law enforcement.”  The FBI (2004) reported that kidnappings are down from 250 in the 1980’s to 93 in 2001, while the Child Shield USA National Network website says that there has been an increase of kidnappings of 444% in the last 15 of 18 years.  One can see that kidnapping statistics can be used to socially construct the idea that kidnapping has increased or decreased.  Socially constructing, or framing statistics about kidnapping as though they have increased has the potential to cause a moral panic, making programs such as the AMBER alert system to seem like a necessary creation. 
The America’s Missing Broadcast Emergency Response (AMBER) Alert system was created after Amber Hagerman, a nine-year-old girl in Arlington, TX, was kidnapped and murdered in 1996 (Tiger and Franks 2003).  Following this incident Arlington’s residents asked local radio stations to broadcast alerts about missing children, and AMBER alert system was formed (www.klaaskids.org). AMBER Alert Legislation became a federal law on April 30, 2003.  This legislation mandated a nation wide criteria that could be used to set up a states own AMBER Alert system (Schottenstein and Sager 2003).  

AMBER is primarily a technological system that sends electronic alerts to people via cellular phones, email, computer screens, and electronic street signs.  The California Trucking Association sends AMBER alerts via CB radios (Schottenstein et.al. 2003).  Additionally, multiple web-based, non-profit organizations have developed as a result of the Hagerman kidnapping including: Klaaskids.org, Amberalert.org, and Codeamber.org.  Many of these organizations were started because kidnapping was socially constructed as a national epidemic.  The framing of such statistics caused the drafting of legislation that gave states criteria that they could use to develop their own AMBER alert programs.  Using a social construction approach, this paper analyzes how the differences in AMBER alert criterion found in various states’ legislations effects the success of the AMBER alert model.
LITERATURE REVIEW 

There have only been limited studies done on the effectiveness of the AMBER alert system, and therefore there are limited findings.  The main focus of these studies have been on the effectiveness of AMBER alert in the areas of media broadcasting, roadside communication systems,  the most effective way of inputting information into the National Crime Information Center database, and the beliefs of randomly surveyed adults about the effectiveness of the AMBER alert system, compared to the actual qualitative effectiveness.  

Early involvement of broadcast journalists after a child has been abducted can mean the difference between life and death, although the critical part played by broadcasters does not minimize the need for other media when an AMBER alert is sent out.  The media allows the public to provide another set of eyes and ears for the law enforcement officials.  AMBER alerts will not be successful without the collaboration of multiple entities including local and state police, media broadcasters, and departments of transportation, state officials, as well as civic and political leaders (Department of Justice, 2005).  Messages can also be disseminated effectively if the roadside communication systems are used properly.  
The difficulties faced by the transportation agencies when using changeable message road signs have been broken down into three categories; institutional, financial, and technical.  In most areas law enforcement and transportation agencies communicate only in the event of an emergency, facilitating efficient communication has been difficult.  It has been decided that “interactions needed between law enforcement and transportation agencies must be formalized (U.S. Dept. of Transportation, 2004)”.  The biggest issue faced institutionally was the time it took to disseminate the messages, and the time that the messages were kept running.  On numerous occasions the messages were not disseminated on time, eight hours being the average, or were left up long after an abducted child had been safely returned home (Beyond Missing, 2003).  Another issue is that some changeable message systems are not available for use 24 hours a day because they are only staffed during business hours, and only the transportation agencies are allowed to use these signs.  Financially, there is the issue concerning the lack of infrastructure.  Many states did not have the signs, communication, or power needed to run an alert, as funding is limited.  Although federal funding is often available to improve highways, it does not cover the purchase of roadside communication systems.  There were only a few technical problems.  The main problem lay upon deciding how to safely and efficiently construct a message.  Complex messages cause the loss of valuable time. They also cause motorists to slow their vehicles in order to read the sign, causing traffic jams, and delaying potential help from reaching the abducted child.  However, not providing enough information would render the signs useless.  Finally, the system was changed so that a small amount of information including the vehicles make, model, and license number, as well as a telephone number or radio station that can be tuned into for more information (US Department of Transportation, 2004).  It is also difficult to render the National Crime Information Center useful, since each state has its own diverse way of collecting statistics of AMBER alerts, and child abductions.

There are multiple ways sighted in how NCIC can be more useful, and how the statistics can be placed into the NCIC so that they are more effective.  These are only very briefly mentioned and include using the MIS or extra information field to provide information about the abducted child, and perpetrator that does not fit into another area; prove refresher training classes both for those operating the NCIS, and those doing the investigating; auditing the reports typed into the NCIS in order to find where cases were being entered incorrectly, and thus where more information could have helped to find an abducted child more quickly; modifying policies to ensure that the NCIC is as effective as possible; and educating local agency personnel (Department of Justice, 2005).  All of the methods, criteria, and procedures used are time critical, as time is of the essence when trying to locate an abducted child.  The US Department of Justice (2005) found that 44% of children who are abducted are killed within the first hour, 74% are killed within the first three hours, and 99% are dead within twenty-four hours after they have been abducted.  A study done by the KRC research group and Beyond Missing (2003) also concluded that the majority of American’s believe that time is of the utmost importance.    

The recent survey conducted by KRC research group and Beyond Missing (2003) asked a list of questions to random American’s about the AMBER alert system.  The questions included; is there a comprehensive Amber alert system in place across the U.S.; how quickly are Amber alerts issued; is it vital to have an Amber alert system in place; and how do you think the program works nationally?  63% of adults believe that there is a national Amber alert system in place, and 61% of those surveyed stated that it was extremely important to have a national plan.  However, there is no national Amber alert system in place.  40% of adults thought that it took less than an hour after the child was abducted for an alert to go into effect.  Studies show that it actually takes approximately eight hours.  78% of respondents believe that there was some sort of system enabling state and local law enforcement to share information about abducted children across state lines.  There are very few instances of states disseminating information to other states.  It was also believed that most states had a system ready to enact whenever an Amber alert was needed.  The discovered truth was that most states have a plan, in a binder, in an office, that has never been practiced (KRC Research; Beyond Missing, 2003).  A social construction approach can be used to further analyze how the differences in the AMBER alert criterion found in various states’ legislations effects the success and efficiency of the AMBER alert model.
Other studies that have been done on the AMBER alert system show that dispatching an AMBER alert will increase a child’s chances of being seen, in turn increasing public involvement, and therefore increase the abductees’ chance of survival (www.klaaskids.org).  Although this is usually a positive the police and government fear that if AMBER alert is used too frequently the public will become desensitized, and the message will lose its importance (Smith 2004).  Raising public awareness also allows citizens to get involved, not just feel angry (Kirn 2002).  However, it has been thought that “deputizing” thousands in the public could have the negative consequences of vigilante action, or lead to the false arrest of adults who are actually with their own children (Reaves 2003).   
MORAL PANIC DUE TO THE USE OF FRAMING BY MEDIA AND POLITICAL ELITES
MORAL PANIC THEORY
Moral panic was first defined by Cohen (1972:9) as “a condition, episode, person, or group of persons emerges to become defined as a threat to societal values and interests, its nature is portrayed in a pre-determined stereotypical way by the media, and ways of coping are developed.”  Thompson (1998) stated that a phenomenon is known as a moral panic because the individual perceives the phenomenon to be a threat to social order or to something that is seen as fundamental within that society.  Cohen (1972:9) theorizes that moral panics are “the product of cultural strain and ambiguity.”  In a later publication, Cohen (1980) adds that there might be an underlying psychological phenomenon occurring, such as mass hysteria, and that moral panics may not be explained by that idea that political and media elites were framing ideas in a way that caused moral panics. 
Cohen’s (1980) theory identified the five steps of moral panic.  First, someone or something is defined as a threat to values or interests.  Second, this threat is presented by the media to an audience in an easily interpretable format.  Third, public concern builds. Fourth, authorities or opinion makers respond.  Finally, the panic recedes or results in social change.   Cohen (1980) believed that the condition or issue being framed as a moral panic could be new or old, for example, the fear of new technology as opposed to the fear that people could fall off the end of the earth.  Cohen argued that every moral panic has an object upon which the public’s fears were projected.  For example, when children began to disappear during the 1980’s, the object upon which the public’s fears were projected were those who were thought to be involved in satanic child sacrificing rituals.  The moral panic does not create the object or situation, for example kidnapping.  Instead, an incident frames the issue thus creating a moral panic.  

Cohen (1972) believed that one of the underlying causes of a moral panic was social change, and that regardless of the social change, if one moral panic disappears another moral panic will rise up to take its place.  He views moral panics as timeless.  

Hall (1978) disagrees with Cohen’s theory on the source of moral panics.  Hall states that there must be some form of criteria for a moral panic to occur.  Society must have already decided that there are certain criteria that indicate whether an incident is negative or positive.  Furthermore, there must be some specific origination point of the moral panic.  A specific origination point would be a moment in history where a major event occurred that affected a large part of society, such as the attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  Hall argues that an irrational and unjustified response towards an object is one criterion for a moral panic.  In other words, people irrationally view an object, like kidnapping, as a national epidemic instead of a rationally treating it as an unlikely incident.  Hall also notes two other criterions for a moral panic to be successful: a specific government regime and a specific moment in history.  The government regime must be accepting, or contributors to this panic.  An example of this is would be the government drafting AMBER alert legislation, thus contributing to the idea that the kidnapping was a large scale epidemic that must be handled by a major power with authority.  The moment in history must be one in which there is enough communication for a moral panic to spread.  

Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) argue that a moral panic is defined by that part of the public most concerned about a certain condition.  These moral panics are framed in a manner that has no relationship to the actual damage or harm the framing causes.  Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) classify five characteristics of a moral panic: concern, hostility, consensus, disproportionality, and volatility.  

Framing a Moral Panic

Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) social construction theory examined the way in which individuals and groups construct social reality.  They argue that social reality only exists because individuals produce and reproduce, or “frame,” it.  Thus, the framing of any issue as a part of the process of social construction is constantly changes as individuals and groups produce and reproduce their social reality.  

Cohen (1972) argues that media and political elites were in charge of framing the nature of a condition to the public and the media.  Cohen theorized that moral panics were generated by the media or with political elites.  Cohen saw the media as an especially important carrier and producer of moral panics.  Hall (1972) agrees that the media is one of the most powerful influences in shaping public consciousness and opinion. However, Hall does not agree that the media creates the news.  Instead, he believes that the media just reproduces and sustains the elite’s framing of the issue. 

Best (2004) states that atypical examples are used by the media which distorts the actual cases causing the public to overlook more typical patterns.  Best associates moral panics with urban legends stating that moral panics thrive because moral panics arouse fear and disgust in the audience thus making the issue memorable.  For example, Best’s (1991) study found that when the press covered Satanism, it socially constructed people’s fears, especially about their children.  Best (1991:4) theorized that reporters became accustomed to looking for the “significance of an event so that they can portray newsworthy incidents as instances of a widespread pattern or problem” and that crime waves are not actually patterns of criminal behavior but, instead, patterns in media coverage.  

Cohen (1972) argued that the media takes an object, frames its nature in a way that will benefit political elites or the media, and present the opinions about the nature of that object as factual to the public.  Without the media framing the issues, a moral panic would not be created.  Similarly, Druckman (2001) states that public opinion depends on which frames are used by elite public officials.  He believes that elites have enormous influence on public opinion because there is no limit placed on how elites frame an issue, and that citizens tend to accept whichever frame they hear first from elites.

Some scholars (see Thompson 1998; Young 1971) argue that a moral panic frame produces an increase in the desired result.  For example, stating that an increase in people dying from drug use will produce an increase in drug related arrests.   Goode and Ben-Yehuda (1994) argue that those who control the information and communication purposely create a moral panic about something that they do not think will harm the public in order to divert attention from a more serious issue.  For example, when political leaders focus on the need to privatize the social security system security in order to cover up the fact that they are using the social security surplus to cover the national deficit.  

Hall (1978) believes that the elite’s are also susceptible to the moral panic.  For example, Senators who supported child protection legislation like AMBER alert believe that there is a kidnapping epidemic.  Although Hall (1978) agrees that moral panics are socially constructed via political and media activity, Hall does not believe that moral panics are deliberately created.  This paper will use a combination of moral panic theory and framing to understand the AMBER alert legislation. 

RESEARCH METHODS

Data for this study is based upon an analysis of AMBER Alert criterion from each of the 50 United States plus Washington D.C.  The specific criterion was obtained from each state’s official AMBER alert website between October 3, 2005, and November 7, 2005.  These specific variables obtained from websites include: age, disability, abduction confirmation, or whether or not the abduction must be confirmed, abducted with danger, which questions whether or not the person abducted is in danger, abducted by parent or guardian, runaway, enough information, time limitations, disseminations objects, or the objects and methods used to distribute the abducted person’s description, and vehicle information, and AMBER alert activator, or the state agency responsible for activating the AMBER Alert system.

FINDINGS
Criteria have been established for an alert to be posted, but these criteria vary by state.  Generally an AMBER alert is sent if the police confirm an individual has been abducted, is less than 18 years of age, is in danger of harm, and there is sufficient demographic information about the individual kidnapped and the perpetrator.  The federal criteria suggests that if the child has been abducted by a non-custodial parent, even if that parent has a record of being dangerous, no AMBER alert is to be issued.  A few states allow a provision for mentally or physically handicapped adults who would not be able to take care of themselves (www.chp.gov).  AMBER alert will not be effective because of the lack of uniformity between state’s legislative criteria.  

The data indicates age requirements for an AMBER alert activation varied by state, ranging from under 11 years of age up to under 19 years of age.  However, the most frequently occurring age requirement was under the age of 18 (58.6%).  Six states identified the age as “child” with no definition of a numeric age value, and one state accepted a person of any age if danger was imminent.  

TABLE 1: Age criteria
	Age
	N=51
	%

	<19
	2
	3.92

	<18
	29
	56.86

	<17
	5
	33.33

	<16
	5
	33.33

	<15
	1
	1.96

	<12
	1
	1.96

	<11
	1
	1.96

	Child
	6
	12.5

	any age
	1
	1.96


As Table 2 illustrates, forty-one states did not specifically mention a child with disabilities in their legislation (80.01%).  Nine of the states (17.6%) would activate the AMBER alert system for a child that has a disability but whom in no imminent danger from their abductor.  One state, Michigan, legislated that a child must have a disability in order for the AMBER alert system to be activated.   Twelve (23.5%) states passed legislation that included an exception for age when an adult who was reported missing had a documented disability.  Thirty-nine states (76.47%) had no exceptions in their legislation for adults, regardless of disability.  
When breaking the states into groups by region there were some similarities.  The northwest, southwest, and southeast region all had similar age requirements.  The northwest and southwest region had less than the age of 18 as a requirement within 60% of the states.  The southwest region also had this requirement for 83% of its states.  Although there is no uniform criterion across all three of these regions, there is at least a majority that legislated that an abducted person must be under the age of 18.

TABLE 2: Child with Disability and Adult with Disability
	Child Disabled
	N=51
	%
	Adult Disabled
	N=51
	%

	Must Have
	1
	1.96
	yes
	12
	23.52

	Has but No Danger
	9
	17.64
	no
	39
	76.47

	No mention
	41
	80.01


Ten out of the 23 states (43.5%) that voted democratic in the 2000 presidential election had “under the age of 18” as the age criteria in their AMBER legislation.  By comparison, 67.85% of (19/28) states that voted for the republican presidential candidate in 2002 had “under the age of 18” as the rule in their legislation.  This accounts for 19 of the 28 republican states.  It should also be noted that 28.57% of republican states have the rule that an AMBER alert may be placed if a disabled child is abducted, regardless of danger level, whereas this rule only appears in 4.3% of Democratic states legislations.

Table 3 indicates that the abduction must be confirmed by local or state law officials in 46 of the 51 states (90%).  Five states either mentioned that a confirmation was not needed due to time constraints in a kidnapping case or time was not mentioned anywhere in the legislation.  The majority (96%) of states’ legislation stated that there must be “imminent danger” to the abducted child.  Only two states, Kentucky and Missouri, had no mention of imminent danger as a requirement for an AMBER alert to be placed. 
TABLE 3: Abduction Confirmed and Danger Imminent
	Abduction confirmed
	N=51
	%
	Danger Imminent
	N=51
	%

	Must be
	46
	90.16
	Yes
	49
	96.07

	Not needed
	5
	9.8
	No
	2
	3.92


Thirty-five (68.72%) of the 51 states do not allow an AMBER alert to be placed in the media when a non-custodial parent abducts a child under any circumstances (see Table 4).  However, thirteen states allowed an AMBER alert to be activated if the child was in imminent danger, even by a non-custodial parent.  Only three states, Arkansas, Kentucky, and New Jersey, allowed for an AMBER alert to be sent if a non-custodial parent abducted a child regardless of whether or not the abducted child was in imminent danger.


Six states (11.76%) of the 51 states allowed their AMBER alert systems to be activated if the child missing was considered to be a runaway but only if that child was believed to be in imminent danger.  The remaining 45 states give no consideration to children who are runaways regardless of the danger the child might face.

TABLE 4: Non-custodial parent abduction vs. Runaway

	Non-Custodial Parent Abduction
	N=51
	%
	Runaway
	N=51
	%

	with danger
	13
	25.49
	Yes with danger
	6
	11.76

	With no danger
	3
	5.88
	No
	45
	88.23

	No exceptions
	35
	68.62


Forty-six (90%) of states required that there was “enough information” available in order to activate their AMBER alert system (see Table 5).  The term “enough information” was defined differently by different states legislation with requirements ranging from a recent picture of the child to the kidnapper’s description or their vehicle description.    The remaining five states legislation had no mention of the phrase “enough information”.

TABLE 5: Enough Information and Time Limit
	Enough Information
	N=51
	%
	Time Limit
	N=51
	%

	Must Have
	46
	90.19
	Yes
	15
	29.41

	No Mention
	5
	9.8
	No
	36
	70.58


Table 5 also indicates that a time limit was a requirement for an AMBER alert activation in 15 of the 51 states (29%).  These time limits ranged from any time within three hours of the child’s abduction to anytime within 24 hours of the child’s abduction.  Thirty-six of the 51 (70%) states had no mention had no mention of a time limit in their legislation.  The Center for Missing and Exploited Children states that the number one factor in the recovery of an abducted child is whether or not that child has been missing for more than three hours.  A child was more likely to be murdered, or disappear permanently after they had been missing for three or more hours.
           The form of dissemination used to broadcast an AMBER alert included: television broadcasts, radio broadcasts, web pages, highway and local road signage, cell phone messages, email alerts, faxing documents, lottery signs, signs in airports, and truckers CB radios (see Table 6).  The most frequently listed methods of broadcast were television and radio; 44 states use television broadcasts (89%), 45 states use radio broadcasts (94%), and 44 states use both television and radio broadcasts.  Only eleven states use their web pages to post an AMBER alert.  Seven states use the highway moveable electronic message boards to disseminate information about the abduction case.  Most states use at least two methods.

TABLE 6: DISSEMINATION METHODS
	Methods of Dissemination
	N=49
	%

	Radio
	45
	91%

	Television
	44
	89%

	Use Web
	11
	22%

	Use Road Signage
	7
	14%

	Use Email Use Cell Messages
	4
	8%

	Use Cell Messages
	3
	6%

	Fax Documents
	2
	4%

	Lottery Signs
	2
	4%

	Airport Signs
	1
	2%

	CB Truck Radios
	1
	2%


The number of dissemination methods used by states varied from one to seven.  North Carolina was the only state to use one method of information dissemination; radio broadcasts.  The most frequent number of dissemination methods used was two, accounting for 27 states (52.94%).  Nine states used three methods of dissemination, and four states used four dissemination methods.  Only two states, California and Massachusetts used five methods of dissemination.  New York and Utah used seven methods.  One state, Washington, used six methods of dissemination.  Five states have no mention of dissemination methods that must be used; neither do they list the methods that are available in their legislative document.  

DISCUSSION
Based upon the findings of this study, the AMBER alert system is ineffective primarily because there is no uniformity in the legislative criteria within each region of the United States.  There are no mandated federal criteria that must be followed, only a list of suggestions that do not have to be adhered to.  As a result, if an abducted person is taken across state lines, the state to which the abductee is taken has the option of not continuing to alert the public.  Taking an abducted person across state lines is relatively quick since it and takes less than six hours to drive across most states.  
The solution to this ineffective legislation may be to implement federally mandated criteria so that all states will use the same criterion when sending out AMBER alerts, thus an abductee who is taken across a states border will still have a better chance of being recovered.    

The sociological implication is that states adopted different criterion because the current political climate is one supporting state’s rights over federal legislation.  State’s rights are subject to federal rights as stated in Article VI of the U.S. Constitution, which mandates that federal government statutes will override states statutes in every case as the federal government has supremacy.  The federal government could be the social for that unifies states in order to help citizens when they have been abducted.
The federal government could also mandate one group to collect child abduction statistics, decide upon on a set of criteria and definition of child abduction, and require all law enforcement agencies to keep and report their statistics for all child abductions, much like they do for hate crimes when they are committed.  

Child abduction statistics could also be framed differently.  The media and elites could look at where and how the child abduction rate has decreased in order to calm the public’s fears.  They could also make better distinctions when reporting statistics between children abducted by acquaintances, and children who are abducted by strangers.  The media and public officials should be held accountable when they cause a moral panic by framing an issue to their advantage.  They do socially construct fear in our society.  For example, when I mention child abductions to people when I am talking about my senior comp, most automatically bring up cases where a child has been abducted by a stranger.  They can rarely name cases where a child has been abducted by an acquaintance.  The people I have spoken with receive their information through the media, political elites, and peers who do the same, and they live in fear of their child, or a friend’s child being kidnapped by strangers.  

Social scientist can help.  They can conduct future studies on the sociology of politics.  Studies on child abduction with accurate statistics would be useful, however a project of this magnitude would require funding that is not normally available to sociologists, especially when they are examining the short comings of our government.   Another prudent study could be conducted by looking at the way that our government collects data for the statistics they publish.  If we can develop an accurate method for collecting such data, so that we can calculate accurate statistics, there may not be as much room for creation of moral panics through framing.   
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