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Abstract

Increasing access to children’s social care data presents enormous potential for re-
search and policy evaluation, with opportunities increased where data can be anony-
mously linked to other sources of information, such as health and education data.
The purpose of this scoping review was to provide an overview of all UK data linkage
studies that have used routinely collected individual-level children’s social care admin-
istrative data. Six research databases were searched and twenty-five studies were
identified as meeting the inclusion criteria, with the majority (n=18) based on
English data. Complexities and the time-consuming nature of these studies are
highlighted, as are issues with missing data and inconsistencies in recording informa-
tion across local authorities, impacting on the linkage process. Increased access to
such data, and improvements to data capture, could improve the utility of these valu-
able administrative data assets in the social care sector.
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Background

Information about children’s social care services, including child welfare
interventions is routinely collected by local authorities across the UK
and submitted to Governments annually (Lee ef al., 2022; Emmott et al.,
2019; McGrath-Lone et al., 2016). This administrative data provide infor-
mation on children who receive any kind of support or intervention
from the State and in some cases also those referred to children social
care services where no further action was taken. Administrative data re-
fer to information about persons or organisational activity collected rou-
tinely by Government other agencies for organisational purposes
(Woollard, 2014). This micro or person-level data are very valuable for
understanding the characteristics and outcomes of those receiving child-
ren’s social care support.

It is increasingly recognised that the usage of administrative data for re-
search is highly desirable where it can be achieved. Authors such as
Brownell and Jutte (2013), Hurren et al. (2017) and Jay et al. (2017) make
arguments in favour of using administrative data, that we summarise here.
Sample sizes achievable are more representative and far larger than can
be achieved with original data collection, facilitating population-level and
sub-group analysis. Linking data to other relevant sources can significantly
improve the reliability and accuracy of information. The data are not sub-
ject to reporting bias, such as stigma, that can apply to self-reporting cer-
tain kinds of contact with social services. Children’s social care data can
also provide information on interventions from welfare services. Data col-
lection also tends to be longitudinal, allowing for change over time to be
assessed. Finally, administrative data remove the burden on research par-
ticipants to disclose sensitive issues.

These data-sets can be anonymised, reducing ethical difficulties with
their re-use. There is also considerable potential for linkage to data
from other sectors—for example linked education, health, family justice
and social care data—which can establish certain outcomes (Johnson
et al., 2020; Cusworth et al., 2021). This linkage can be done so that no
individuals are identifiable by researchers using the linked data sets. For
example, during the anonymisation process of data sources within the
Secure Anonymised Information Linkage (SAIL) Databank, individuals
are assigned an anonymised linking field (ALF) based on their NHS
number, name, sex, date of birth and postcode. This process is carried
out by a trusted third-party, meaning that data containing personally
identifiable information are never held by the SAIL databank. ALFs
can then be used to link person-level data-sets (Jones, 2019).

Data linkage is a growing field of enquiry in children’s social care re-
search and provides opportunities to link individual- and area-level ad-
ministrative data and individual-level research data (e.g. surveys or trial
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participation) across different sectors to answer complex research ques-
tions. Linking together information from large administrative or survey
data-sets can provide researchers with opportunities to explore a range
of issues and to address critical questions about the impact of child wel-
fare interventions on individual and family lives over time (Edwards
et al., 2015). Similarly, McGrath-Lone et al. (2021) highlight that health,
education and social care are strongly interconnected for children and
young people, so record linkage offers a valuable opportunity to explore
relationships between these interventions.

We set out to conduct a scoping review with two aims:

1. Provide an overview of all UK data linkage studies that have used
routinely collected individual-level children’s social care adminis-
trative data linked to other data sources. It focuses on the linkage
of national, sub-national local and survey data.

2. Describe the benefits and limitations of using linked children’s so-
cial care data and highlight gaps in the evidence base.

Although this is not a systematic review, we broadly followed the

PRISMA (2020) checklist to guide our review and the reporting of
results.

Governing legislation, data collection procedures and key
terminology

Here, we introduce the legislative basis for children’s social care in the
four UK nations and the national administrative data sets in this field.

In England, the Children Act (1989) is the core governing legislation
for children’s social care services. The term children ‘looked after’
(CLA) refers to those children and young people who have been in the
care of their local authority for more than 24 h. Children ‘in need’ refers
to all those children who require support from children’s services under
section 17 of the Children Act 1989.

The SSDA903 statistical return, now known as the CLA Return,
refers to the data collected and submitted to the Government annually
by English local authorities. This contains information about CLA by
local authorities and those who have recently left care. This data-set
contains some demographic information such as date of birth, gender
and ethnicity and extensive data on care histories. It does not contain
the names of children. Instead, there is a unique child ID (local au-
thority specific) assigned to the record and a pseudonymised unique
pupil number (UPN) enabling linkage to the National Pupil Database
(NPD) (McGrath-Lone et al., 2016). The child ID can change follow-
ing an adoption or a Special Guardianship Order. UPN is collected for
linking to NPD specifically and UPN is collected for children of
school-going age and some other specific groups—for example
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children under school age if they have a statement of educational
needs (SEN).

Similarly, the Children in Need (CIN) Census collects data on chil-
dren and young people referred to local authority social care services
because their health or development is at risk (Emmott et al, 2019).
This contrasts with Welsh data collection, where referrals into social
care are not captured. The data contained within the CIN Census cover
a wide range of CIN including those in care and those on child protec-
tion plans so there is an overlap with data held on the CLA Return.

In 2016, The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014
replaced the Children Act (1989) as the core governing legislation for
children’s social care services in Wales. At the commencement of the
Act, the term ‘CIN’ was replaced with the term ‘Children Receiving
Care and Support’ (abbreviated as ‘CRCS’) to better describe the group
of children and young people that receive help from social services.
Terminology relating to CLA remained the same (Lee et al., 2022).

Following the implementation of the new legislative framework in
Wales, the data sources for capturing information on CRCS also
changed. The Looked After Children Census replaced the existing
SSDA903 data-set and the CRCS Census superseded the CIN Census.

In Scotland, the governing legislation for children’s social care is the
Children (Scotland) Act 1995. The Scottish Government collects data
through the Children Looked After Statistics (CLAS data) and the
Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration (SCRA). The CLAS data-
set holds information about the local authority, child details, episodes,
placements and legal reasons for placements. The SCRA collects infor-
mation about all children involved in the Children’s Hearings System,
including information about reasons for referral and child trajectory
through the system.

The legislative framework for Northern Ireland’s child protection sys-
tem is set out in The Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995. It sets
out parental responsibilities, rights, duties and public authorities’ powers
to support children. Data about the support children receive from social
care services are collected in the Child Order Statistical Returns data set
annually. The information found in this data-set relates to CIN, children
on the child protection register, looked after children and young people
who have left care.

Methods
Search strategy

The following databases were searched: Medline, Web of Science,
Applied Social Sciences Index Abstracts, Social Care Online, SCOPUS
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and PSYCHINFO. Searches were conducted (by G.A.) on 16 April
2021. We used keywords that represented children’s social care and data
linkage, including: ‘Children and social care data’ OR ‘children looked
after’ OR ‘looked after children” OR ‘children in need census’ OR
‘SSDA903° OR ‘children receiving care and support’ OR ‘Scottish
Exchange of data’ OR ‘Children’s Social Care Statistics’ AND (Link*).
This was adapted for use with each database where necessary. We con-
ducted additional searches in topic-specific websites of organisations in-
volved with children social care data linkage research (The Rees Centre,
What Works for Children’s Social Care, Scottish Centre of
Administrative Data, Administrative Data Research Wales and
University College London (UCL)). In addition, we examined reference
lists of relevant articles and reports.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Full eligibility criteria and rationale are given in Table 1. We in-
cluded primary quantitative research, routinely collected individual-
level administrative children’s social care data, data linked to other
data sources (administrative and research data), both national-, sub-
national- and local-level studies and research published through
peer-reviewed journals and research centre reports. We only included
articles related to UK data sources on UK populations and published
in the English language. No restrictions were set on year of
publication.

Screening and data extraction

Two reviewers (G.A. and L.J.G.) screened all titles and abstracts of
articles identified by the searches. Full-text articles were retrieved if po-
tentially eligible. Characteristics of the included studies were extracted
by one researcher (by G.A. then reviewed by L.J.G. and A.L.), including
(1) citation; (2) sample size; (3) population; (4) social care data source;
(5) linkage method; (6) other data sets used in conjunction with the
children’s social care data; and (7) summary of findings.

Risk of bias

Scoping reviews intend to map the concepts underpinning a research
area and the primary sources and types of evidence available (Jolley,
2017) rather than assess the quality of individual studies. Study quality
was therefore not appraised.
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Table 1. Eligibility criteria and rationale

Criterion

Rationale

Primary quantitative research study

Included children’s social care
administrative data

Included linkage to other
administrative or research data.

Use of national or local level social
care data

Conducted in any UK nation

Any study design

No date restrictions

Published in English

Primary research studies using individual-level adminis-
trative data published in peer-reviewed journals or
identified in grey literature (i.e. via reports published
on websites of selected research centres).

Any studies that included national social care data sets,
such as the CIN Census, CRCS Census, LAC Census or
the same data fields sourced directly from local au-
thorities; the following terms were used: ‘CIN
Census’; ‘Children Receiving Care and Support’;
‘Children Looked After’; ‘SSDA903’; ‘Scottish
Exchange of data’; ‘Children’s Social Care Statistics'.

Studies that linked children’s social services data to
other sector individual or area level administrative
data, such as health and education, or research data
(e.g. Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents and
Children (ALSPACQ)).

Any use of a linked social care data-set as defined in in-
clusion criteria 2.

UK studies only; use of data from all or any of the four
nations.

Any study design if it matches all the above inclusion
criteria.

Any published work if it matches all the above inclusion
criteria.

Only studies published in the English language.

Data synthesis and organisation

We summarise findings into the following broad themes:
e Geographical location of each study (England, Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland) and whether the study was national or local.
e Type of data sources linked to children’s social care data (health,
education, deprivation measure and survey).

Method of data linkage.

Purpose of data linkage (results).

This review did not require ethical approval as it does not report on

or involve any human subjects.

Results

We identified 1,569 articles in total—1550 from abstracts using electronic
databases and 19 from other sources. After duplicates were removed,
there were 1508 articles and reports, where the abstracts were reviewed
for relevance. Fifty-two were identified as potentially eligible and full
texts were retrieved. Of these, twenty-five met the inclusion criteria and
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Figure 1: Flow diagram.

were included in the review (see Figure 1). The range of publication
years for included studies is 2015-2021.

Table 2 summarises the details of the studies in this review.

The majority of studies (n=18) were conducted in England (Sebba,
2015; Children’s Commissioner, 2017, 2018, 2019 2020; Lugg-Widger,
2018; Baldwin, 2019, 2020; Sinclair, 2019, 2020; Teyhan, 2019; Berridge,
2020; Pearson, 2020; Webb et al., 2020a,b; Zhang, 2020; Jay and Gilbert
2021). We found one study conducted in Wales (Elliott, 2020) and three
in Scotland (Clark et al, 2017; McMahon et al., 2018; Hooper et al.,
2019). One study used a sample of local authorities in England and
Wales (Dickens, 2019). Two studies involve a comparative analysis of
the four UK nations (McCartan et al., 2018; Bywaters et al., 2020).

2202 Yol 8Z uo 1sonb Aq GZ18559/6709BO0/MSIA/E60 1" 01/10p/3]0NJE-80UBAPE/MS/LWLO00"dNO OIS PEDE//:SARY WO PAPEOUMOQ



Page 8 of 22 G. Allnatt et al.

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

(paNnuuod)

‘looyds

pue aJed [epos
Aq pansas uone|n

-dod ay} usamiaq
depsanQ "uoisinoid
N3 4o 1disdau

ul sieak jooyds bul
-INp NID pue V13

Jo uorodoud ybIH

‘uoneaudap

ybiy jo sease

ul Aenoiued 0
ay3 ui aJed diys

-Upj JO 3sn 3AISUIX3

BN

Aiwey s,pjiyd ayy
2J3ym 01 paiejal
‘aJed> awoy Jo 1no
ul Bbulaq Jo Ja1s!
-6a4 ‘ueid ¢ e uo
bulaq jo sadueyd
S,UaJp|Iyd ul saly

-lenbaui |einpNiS

‘saijlioyine

|edo| Aq paubisse
sialauspl

pIy> pastiwAu
-oue buisn paxyul
s}es-ejep a.ed
|B1D0S |enplAlpul
‘ddN 3y}

0} s}3s-ejep aJed
|e120s 3jui| 03 pasn

NdN pasiwAuopnasqd

‘B1EP NI}
-eJjslulWpE UoI}
-e|jndod pue uoin}
-eAlidap 01 elep
2Jed |eos yul| 0}
pasn ‘aled palajud
Aay1 asaym wouy
10 ‘panl| uaip|iyd
Y1ym ui pooy

juswulelle pue
uoneussiBas jooyds

[9AS}-[ENpIAPU|
‘ejep aied

|eID0S [9A3]-|ENPIAIPU|

|9A3]-pooyinoq
-ybiau pue -easy
ejep aied

-Inoqyblau |[ewS [e1D0S [9A3]-|eNPIAIPU]

‘e1EP dANEI)
-sjujwpe uolje|n
-dod pue uoneau
-dap 0} ejep aied
|eI20s ui| 0} pasn
Sem ‘aled palajud
Aay1 assym wouy
10 ‘panl| uaip|iyd
YP1ym ui pooy

-Jnoqybiau |jlews

|9A9]-pooyinog
-ybIau pue -ealy
elep aued

|e120S [9A3|-|eNpIAIpU|

adN

V1D ‘ND

'sainseaw
uone|ndod pjiy>
sadipul uoneaudsqg

ueid d> 'v1D

‘sainseaw
uonejndod pjiy>

!sad1pul uoneaudag
sue|d

pue 42151631 4D V1D

(91-5 abe)

puejbug |euoneN €9€'SLY =N

(£1-0 36e)
‘pue1035 WOy
ua) pue ‘|'N wouy
uanajd ‘pue|buz
wou} usaybia
‘s3le\ WO} OM)
-fuamy sy 55 =N
(£1-0 9be)
(VD) LLy'vZ=N
(dD) 351624
Jo ue|d uonparoid
PIlYd> Uo ZLy'ZL =N
‘PUB[10DS WO}
ua} pue “|'N wou
uandje ‘pue|buy
wouy uasybia
's9]e\\ WO} OM}
-fuamy Isy S5 =N

3N [euoneu-gng

3N |euoneu-gns

(1202)
3[d11e ydiessal payslignd uaq|ID pue Aer
pue|bug Ajuo BuldAOD S3IPNIS

(8102)

aIe Ydiedsal paysijgnd ‘Je 19 ueneddN

(0z02)
adIe Ydieasal paysijgnd ‘Je 3 s1a1emAg
3N 2joym Bulianod saipnis

SUOISNPUOD
pue synsaJ ule|y

ssaxoud abexur]

adA} 19s-ereq

payul| s1as-e1eq

uoljewJoyul }3s-ereq

Apnis [9A3] |ed0|
Jo |euoneN

abe pue

Aiunod az|s ajdweg

adfy 3ndino Apnig

(5z=u) saipnis jo Alewwns *z djqeL



Children’s Social Care Data Linkage Studies Page 9 of 22

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

(PaNuIUod)

‘9102

DUIS JUBISUOD
pautewsal sey sty
pue (Aiepuodas
03 Arewnd wouy
sanow Buipnd
-x3) Jeak ay) bul
-INp saAow [00Yds
pasuaiadxs

V1D 40 uad Jad
UD3JUINSS "9107
aduls pabueydun
paulewsai

sey Jaqunu

SIUY1 ‘saAow Jusw
-aoe|d ajdinw
pasuauiadxa aied
ul uaJp|iyd uay ul

auo Ajrewixoiddy

*UOIIUSAISUI
Ajiea jo aduey
-1odwi ay) pue
dnoub NID 3y

o Aujigisia sanaq
1o} paaN udwW
-utene Jaood
Yum paxul|
Ayjigelsur jeuoned

-npa pue Jusawade|d

Juswiealyjew
Py

104 5103284 s
1udljes ale uon
-eAlIdap Jo sio1
-eJipul Jaylo pue
|9A3] uonesnpa
|euialew Jamoj
‘yeay |t |eausw

w1 Aq paubisse ‘eyep

SJal41uap! 3AIeJISIUILIpE

pIlYy> pasiwAuoue juswulene pue

Buisn paui| aiam uonelysibas jooyds
s19s-e1ep aJed |9A3|-|enpIAIpuU|

|e10s |enplAIpu| ‘Kio1s1y
‘adN ayx I9)I0M [e1D0S
0] 5135-e1Ep 2D [9A3-P|IY> |enplAIpu|
|e1os 3jul| 03 pasn ‘ejep aled
NdN pasiwAuopnasd |e120s [aA3]-|enpIAlpu|
‘saljlioyine
|edo| Aq paubisse
sialylauspl
pIIYy> pasiwAuoue
Buisn payui| asem ‘ejep

s)95-218P 4D aAneISIuIWpPe
|eI>0S |enpiAlpuU| juswulee pue
‘adN aYx uole.ysibal jooyds
0] s)95-e1Ep BURD |9A9]-|enpIAIpU|
|e10s ul| 01 pasn ‘elep aied
NdN pasiwAuopnasd [e1D0s [9A3]-|enpIAlpU|

's19s-e1EP
410q Ul 319M OYym

uaJp|iyd Ayuapi ‘e}ep d4IBUUOI}

0] yuiq Jo sarep -sanb [aA9]-|enpiAlpu]
pue sassaippe
‘saweu payplew ‘ejep ated

‘Bupjows [eusdley  Aued-paiyl palsnil y  [BIDOS [9A|-[enpIAIpU|

adnN

3y} BIA SNSUD |OOLS

K1031s1y J93110M [B1DOS

V1

adN

V1D ND

‘fuoyine

|B20] dlut3e-i3nw
panudap e ul
uiog ualp|iyd jo

siaylow juepadxa
4o Apnis 1uoyod yuig

"1 B ul sad|
-AJBS dIBY[DM PIIYD

0] PaJIdal uaIP|IYD

(81

-G abe) 69€'Lr=N (sa19s |enuue) ioday

889'LLY=N Hoday

(sypuow 0oL

05 96€) ZEE'LL=N 3prue ypieasas paysiiand

(020Z '610Z ‘8102
'£102) pue|bu3
104 J3UOISSIWWOD)

s,ua1pIIyd

(0202)
‘|e 10 abpliiag

(0202)
/e 19 uimpleg

suoISNPUOd
pue synsal ule\

ssadoud abexur] adAy 1es-e1RQ

pasul| syas-ereq

uojjew.oyul 33s-e3eq

abe pue

az|s a|dweg adAy ndino

Apmis

(ponunuod) -z s|qeL



Page 10 of 22 G. Allnatt et al.

(panunuod)

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

‘sajel
UOI}UBAIRUI pooY
-inoqybiau ui saiy
-|lenbaul Ja1ea.b
UM pajeposse
Ayjenbaul awod

‘ejep oAl

-VOSI 01 elep
24e |eID0S Yul| 0}
pasn ‘aied passjud
Asyy a1aym wouy

‘elep aAlesy
-siuIpe [9A3|-YOSIN

51500
Buisnoy aioyaq
Ayijenbaul swod
-ul ‘uoneaudap
s|diyjnw Jo xapuj

-ur-yb1y pue uon Jo “pany| uaJpjiyd ‘elep aied (1 (q0202)
-eAlIdap ||BISAO MO UDIYM Ul 3P0 YOSIN  |BI1D0S [9A3]-|enpIAIpU| ueid 4D ‘v INID pue|bu3 JeuonneN -0 96e) 000'098 =N SdIue Ydieasal paysignd /e 19 g3
51500 Buisnoy
a10)aq Ayjenbaul
|awodul pue uoin
‘elep aAnes) -ejndod jo [9A9)]
1UIWpe [9A3]-Y/] Jeuonyednpa ‘sjes
01 jul| 01 pasn uewiep due
‘uone|ndod s}os-ejep aJed |ep paiebaibbe [ans]-y] -MoO||e 5,193935 qof
ay1 jo Adiluya -0s 9y} UlyUM uoln ‘Ayl|eriow juey
ay1 uo 1uabunuod -ewojul 1 ‘elep -ul JO salewnss
dD Ul saiijenbaul aAleJIsIuIWpe ‘Aususp dluyia
21WOU0301705 |9A3|-YOS1 03 elep pue uone|ndod
‘uonea 2Jed |BID0S U] 01 PIIYy> JO so1ew
-1adap Jo s|ans| uo pasn ‘aied paisjud ‘elep aAnes -11s9 ‘uoneaudsp
buipuadasp suon Aayy aiaym wouy -slulwpe [3A3]-Y0S1 s|diinw jo xapu|
-uaniaqul dnoub 10 ‘paAI| uaJp|Iyd ‘elep aied (a (e0202)
dluyld ul saduaidyig  YdIym ul 3pod YOST [0S [9A3]-[enplAlpu| ueid dJ V1D ‘ND pue|buz |euoileN -0 9be) 6£1'25=N 31y Yydieasal paystiqnd ‘Ie 19 943M
‘a1ed ul bulaq
sajepaid Ajzsow
V1D Jo abejuen
-pesip jeuonesnpj ‘eyep
‘sdnoib SAneJsIUIWpe
J3Y10 ueyy 1uswulene pue
juswulene |euoly ‘AdN Y3 uonesysibal jooyds
-eanpa Jamoj pey 01 5pJ0d3J V1D |9A3]-|eNnpIAIpU| adN
spaau uasisiad |y yul| 01 pasn ‘ejep aJed (9L +(0202)
pue JaiJea yum NID - adn pasiwAuopnasq  [e10s [aA3]-{enplaipul v pue|buz |euoileN  —0 abe) S08'Z¥9=N Spiue Ypiessal paysiiqnd Ie 38 Jtepuis
‘suolssiwpe
|endsoy
paieja.-Aysianpe V1 3y3 Jo sweu
Jo Aio1siy |eusn ay1 01 Buipiorne
-ew Jo adusjersid payul| a1em ‘elep yyesay
paseanul yum s3as-eiep yjoq ul [9A3]-|enplAtpu| 2dV S3H
palelnosse aied Aoyine |edo| Jad ‘ejep aed (0202)
oul Anus jueju| sanjeA pa1ebaibby  |eos [9A3]-|enplaipul v pue|bug |euonieN se1LEL=N SdIue Ydieasal paysiignd ‘e 19 uosiead
ssax0.ud abexul] adA) 19s-e1RQ payul| s39s-e3eq
suoIsnpUod Apnis [9A9)] [ed0| abe pue
pue synsaJ ulejy uoljewloyul 19s-e1eq Anunod Jo |euoneN 9zis s|dwes adA1 1ndinp Apnis

(Penunuo) "z 3|qeL



Children’s Social Care Data Linkage Studies Page 11 of 22

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

(pPanuinuod)

*s199d 119y} 01
SAI1R|2J S3WOdINO
|euonesnps asiom

PeY NI> pue V1D

*J9pJosip
juswiydee dAIPE
-a1 e pue waj|qoud
yyeay |ejuaw e
Buiney aied awoy
40 1no Ul pIYyd>

e Jo sppo JaybiH
‘sioad
11343 pulyaq ey
ued awoy e ulew
-9J OyM N|D sieak
vl Jo abe sy aioy
-9 M J91ud oym
950U JO JUdWUIR)
-1e |euoledonpa

ay3 11yauaq ued ased

‘siodJom
|B1DOS Y1IM 1DB1U0D
pey aney sisyjow
9SOYM UBJp|1Yyd> Ul

Jayb1y swajqoud
|ednoineysq pue
|euoilowsa Jo sty

‘Ndn pssiw
-Auopnasd e ein
spJodal 1) pue

NID JO Jaqwinu
paywi| e 03 payul|
uay) spiodal

10Yyod

AadN "adN pue juswuiene pue
uol1123||0d DVdSTV uoinessibal jooyds
oy} usamy |9A3|-|eNnpIAIpU|
-3Q Jul| e papIA elep aied
-0.d 340M SNOIABIJ  |e1D0S [9A3|-|enpIAIpU|
‘uoljew.ojul
3|qeinuap! Ajje
-uosiad buisn eyep
ASnuns pue main
-131ul 01 paydlew
SeM 13s-ejep aied elep aAllel
|enos 1eyy Ajo: |enb |aAs|-|enpiAlpu]
‘pajle1sp 10U S5 elep aJed

-04d BuIydlew 10eX3  [BIDOS [9A3|-|ENPIAIPU|

‘elep

annessiulwpe

"adN juswulene pue

3y} 0} spJodal uolyeJysiBal jooyds

NID pue V1D [9A3]-|enpIAlpU|
|y yul| 01 pasn elep ajed
NdN pasiwAuopnasd |e1d0s [9A3]-|enplAlpu|

‘sasAjeue Joy
pasiwAuoue uayy
spJodaJ paydieiy
‘uonew.oul s|qe
-iy1uapt Ajjeuos
-12d Buisn 1oyod
Yuiq ay3 ul uaip “Hoyod
yd> 0} paydjew YuIq [9A3]-[eNpIAIpU|
19s-e1ep aJed |epd ‘ejep aied

-0S 3] WOJ) UBIP|IYD  [BID0S [9A3]-|ENPIAIPU]

JVdSTV
adN
(8L
V1D NID pue|bu3 |07 -0 abe) 89g'zL =N
siani6aled s,ual
-PIIYD YHM SMIIA
-191Ul !SI9I0M
|eos jo Aaning
hEN
-e1ep aJeyam pjiyd pue|buz |e207 (£-0 9be) €96 =N
(NID) €8€'07=N
adN (V1) 9€2'9=N
(1oyod
V1D INID pue|bu3 |euoneN urew) S08'zy9 =N
JVdSTV
(syruow g/
1935169y dD pue|buz [e207 -1z 9be) 290’7l =N

(6102)

3Ie YdIedsas paysi|gnd ‘Je 32 ueyhay

(6102

3Iue YdIedsas paysijgnd ‘Je 35 uimpleg

(5102)

‘e 19 eqqas Aq
Apnis |eniur wouy
uodau Aiepuodas,
(6102)

3Ie YdIedsas payslignd ‘[e 33 Jiepuis

'91Le Youeasas paysiiand  (020) ‘Je 19 bueyz

SuoISN|PUOd
pue synsaJ urepy

ssadoud abexur adAy 1es-e1eQq

paxul| s1e5-e38Q

Apnis |aAs| |ed0| sbe pue

uoljew.ojul 19s-eyeq

Aiunod Jo |euonen az|s a|dweg

adfy indino Apnis

(panunuod) ' SjqeyL



Page 12 of 22 G. Allnatt et al.

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

(panuruod)

‘uone|ndod

V1D 3y

1sbuowe uowwod
N3s “Ajjediwspe

-J€ |[9M 31sed| pIp NID

‘saio0bayed

S1UY1d UMY

-aq salyjenbaul
juediyubis pue
$91BJ UOIIUAAIIUI
pue uoneal

-dap usamiaq p:

juswuleye pue

‘AdN 3Ya uoneJysibas jooyds
01 SpI033l V1D B4 AadN (z10z 49quiandas
3yl djul| 01 pasn elep aJed Z1 uo sieak
NdN pasiwAuopnasd [ed0s [aA3]-[enplAlpul Y1 pue|buz |euoileN G| pabe) 0L6'7Z9=N Hoday  (S107) /e 19 eqgas
‘e1ep aAll

-eJjsiuiwpe uoly
-e|ndod pue uon
-eAlidap 01 elep
aJed |eOS Yul| 0}
pasn ‘aied pasjud
Asyy a1aym wouy
10 “PaAI| UIp|IYd
Ya1ym ui pooy

$9402s uol}

‘e1ep dAleJISIUIW -eaudap ajdnjnw

-pe [aAs]-A11ioyy JO xapul sa1ew
-ne |ex0| pue -yQs1 -13se uonejndod pjiyd

ejep aied (L1 (81L02)

-Inoqybiau [jews |eos [9A3]-|enpIAIpU| V1D IND pue|bu3 |leuonieN -0 abe) 08l°zEY’'L =N 3dIMe Ydieasal paysijgnd ‘e 19 s191emAg
‘eyep juedpiped
"Ndn Buisn adN |el} yuiq
Sy1 01 payjul| elep -piy> pue foueu bunodau
V1D pue N|D "9pod -6aud |ans|-|enpinipu| -}|9s |eusaiey
-1sod pue yuiq ‘e1ep dAIRJISIUIW
J0 91ep ‘aweu -pe |[aA3]-|enpIAIpu| sp4odaJ Ayjeo
-INns ‘aweu 3siiy (S3H)
pasn adN ayi o1 axuepuane 38V
Buiysirew tayung ‘Juaijedino ‘uan
‘spefp 'spJodaJ Ayjeriow ‘elep -edul ‘suoipoqe
pliYd>-idylow jo 0} ydlew o} pasn pJodaJ yijeay ‘suonesiunwiwi
a|dwes e o} gdN SeMm auo|e Jaquinu paseg-1uana !SUOI1E}NSUOD D
pue yijeay o1 e SHN "uaip|iy> |9A3]-|ENPIAIPU|  !SSWODINO |euldle
-nde buiynew jo pue siaylow yioq ‘elep
s|aAd] YbIH usw Joy uapuab pue aAljesSIuIWpe
-1ealjjew p|iyd jo apodisod ‘yuiq juawulene pue
1X393U0d 3y} ul abe 4O 91ep “Jaquinu uoneJysibas jooyds
-jul] elep el jo SHN Aq elep s3H [9A3]-|enplAlpu| adN
9|dpuud ayy uoy 0} payul| eyep ejep aled (pjo sieakg uop (81L02)
Moddns punoy Apnis  110dou-4|3S [BUIBIBI  [BIDOS [9AD]|-|ENPIAIPU] V1D IND pue|bu3 |e207  -un pabe) y5'L =N 9Ie Ydueasal paysiiqnd e 19 Jabpipn-66n
ssadoud abexur adAy 1es-e1eQq payjul| s1es-e1eq
suoisnpuod Apnis |aA3] [ed0| abe pue
pue synsaJ ule|y uolnewlojul 1es-exeq Aiunod J0 |euoneN 9zis ajdwes adAy 1ndino Apms

(panunuod) ' SjqeyL



Children’s Social Care Data Linkage Studies Page 13 of 22

(pPanunuod)

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

‘sanoyIne

|e20] sso.uoe
palIeA a1el ydlew
‘0€2'z 40 odwes
e Wwouj ualp|iyd
000’1 404 spiodai
Jo 918l ydnjew
‘J9aAMOH ssad0.d
abeyjul| jo suoney

"I98 PAY00|
awedaq ualp|iyd
swi 3y3 e v
pue Japuab ‘yuiq
J0 a1ep pjiyd bul

elep
wa)sAs axnsnl A
-wey [9A

uoneJsiulwupy
Japoday

S,Ua4p|IyD Yysi1ods
(puepods)

(5-0 abe)
(V¥DS) 96€'L =N

(6102)

-lwil syBlY6IYy Apnis  -sn padjull s1as-eleq  |e1ROs [3A3I-|enpiaipu $1shels vid pue|3ods |euoniieN (SV1D) pe8'L =N Hoday /e 39 sadooH
puelods Ajuo BulIBAOd saIpN1S
*£00Z dUIs died
Buriaius uaip
-1y> ul aseasnu|
seale 1sa100d
ay1 wouy Aj:1e
-uoiodoudsip os
op aJe> bulLuS
uaup|iyd "pantidap (@niIm
15e3| 3y} Ul BulAl ‘elep uoneaudap
950y ueyy aied aAleJIsIuIWpe a|dijnw jo xsp
191U 01 Ay 0} elep aJed [eos ‘elep aAnes) -ul Ys|a\ ‘sarew
aJow spooyinoq 3jul| 01 pasn ‘aled -slujwpe [9A9]-Y0S1 -1ise uonejndod pjiyd
-yb1au pabejuen paJalus ualp|iyd elep ajed
-pesip 1sow uaJp|iyd SJ9YM WOl YOS  |BDOS |9A3]-|enplAIpU| eiep v1d S91_M |euoneN  (£1-0 3be) £58'8=N SdIue Yieasal paysiiqnd (0202) Bo!i3
sajepn Ajuo Bursnod salpnis
‘syjualed
yum Bululewsu o
Buiuinias uaupiyd ‘s}os-e1ep
pue saAle[a) YyUm papnjpul J1syio
Buial usipiyd 0] payul| a1am
yum Buipua sased s1es-e1ep v1d
ul aseaidul ue pue pue NID 3y1 moy
sue|d uondope Jeapun ‘uonew eep
yum Buipuas sased -10}Ul d|qelyIudp! wa)sAs adnsnl Aj1 (sajepn
ul punoyj aseanaq Ajjeuosiad Aq aseq -Wwey [9A3]-|enplaipu] aseqelep ssedjed X1
‘syuswade|d -ejep ssexped ayy uaJp|iyd pue|bu3
2Jed Joy puew 0] paydlew asom Jo 9jdwesqns e Jod, XS SV
-op pue sbuipaad S9|1) 95ED HIoM elep ajed «S9|1} XIS Wo.j
-oud a1ed buibuliq |eos eyl Alay| |e10S |9A3]-|enpIAIpU| a5ed 3Jom |epos  djdwes)
usamiaq paly ‘pajie1sp 10U ss3d ejep aJed (ss|em pue S9|epn (6102)
-uap! suoipdesdlul  -oid Bulydiew 1oex3  [edOS [9A3]-|enplAIpu| pue|bul) v1D ‘NID pue puejbuj |e207 (L1-0 9be) 919=N SdIue Ydieasal paysiignd ‘Je 19 susyIq
saje/\ pue pue|bul Bulianod saipnis
ssa04d abeyury adAy 19s-e10Q payul| s19s-e1eQ
suoisn|puod Apnis [9A3] [e20] abe pue
pue synsaJ uiepy uoljewJoyul 19s-exeq Anunod Jo |euonen az1s a|dweg adAy indinp Apnis

(panunuod) ' sjqey



Page 14 of 22 G. Allnatt et al.

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/bjsw/advance-article/doi/10.1093/bjsw/bcac049/6548425 by guest on 28 March 2022

*dnoub yoes uiyum sesk uonedijgnd buipusdsap Ag paiaplo usyl pue wouy erep asn Asyl 1eyl Ainunod syl Aq padnoub aile ssipnmis,

‘suedisiunod
19} payooj-uou
J19Y} uey) SOWOod

-1no yjjeay Jaiood
aney y1D abe
-3ul] uo spedw
Ya1ym safioyy

‘aseqelep xapul
yyeay Auunwwod
9yl 01 julj o1
pasn a1am snsuad
1dnd ayy wouy
spodisod awoy
pue Japuab ‘yuiq
40 91ep plIiyd

aseqelep xaput
yieay Alunwwio)d

-ne |edo| ssone 'spJodaJ uolesnps uoneslsibal [ooyds (puej0ds)
spJodaJ |enpia pue aJed [ed snsuad |1dng
-1pul o ssaua|d -0S U9aM13( UaJp (pue102s) 6L
-Wwod ul uollelieA  -|Iyd 3jul| 03 Pasn NDS [0S |9A3]-|enplAIpuU| snshels vid |euoieN  — 3be) G18'/E9=N SpIye Ypuessal paysiignd  (£10T) 7€ 39 e
's}9s-e1ep swweiboid
yijeay |je 01 yul| uoads
*SIDINIDS 0} pasn snsua) -ul |ejusp |euoljeu
|eyuap Jejnbau Jidnd ay3 wouy ‘abaeydsip |eudsoy
0] $5920€ U3 spodisod swoy (LOYINIS) spdodas
-1}JNsul pue suol} pue Jspusb ‘yuiq Aupiqiow ysinyods
-JeJ1X® |ejusp Joy 40 31ep plIYd
S|9A9| SuOIssiwpe 'spJodaJ uoineonpa
|eudsoy Jaybiy pue aJed |en
‘spaau yiyjeay -0S U9aM13q uaJp uoneJysibas jooyds (puefpods)
|e1usp Jo1ealb -|1Yy> 3jui| 01 pasn snsud |1dng
10 Kioisiy e (NDS) 42quinu (pueods) (L (81L02)
aney v1d abe-jooyds 91epIpued Ysinods  |e1d0s [9A3]-|enplAlpul Sonsiels v1d |euoniieN - abe) yz6'0L =N ddIHe Ypieasal paysiiqnd ‘e 39 uoyeNdIN
ssa04d abeyury payul| s19s-e1eQ
suoisn|puod Apnis [9A3] [e20] abe pue
pue synsaJ ulepy uoljewJoyul 19s-exeq Jo |euonen azis a|dweg adAy indino Apnis

(Panunuod) ' sjqey



Children’s Social Care Data Linkage Studies Page 15 of 22

We were particularly interested in exploring the types of data sources
used to link children’s social care data, match rates and any associated
challenges. We found that education data sources, namely the NPD,
were linked to children’s social care data in most of the studies (n=11)
(Sebba et al., 2015; Children’s Commisioner, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020;
Lugg-Widger et al, 2018; Teyhan et al., 2019; Sinclair et al., 2019;
Berridge et al., 2020; Sinclair et al., 2020; Jay and Gilbert, 2021). This
linkage is relatively straightforward in England as the social care data-
sets sit within NPD. These studies found that whilst children and young
people in care did have low educational attainment, this could not be
solely attributed to their involvement with the care system. Sinclair et al.
(2020) found that lower than average educational attainment for CLA
and CIN likely reflects early environment, special educational needs and
poor relationships with secondary school.

Four of the studies linked routinely collected children’s social care
data to health data sources (Clark et al., 2017; Lugg-Widger et al., 2018;
McMahon et al., 2018; Pearson et al., 2020). For example, Pearson et al.
(2020) use the individual-level CLA return and the Hospital Episode
Statistics Admitted Patient Care (HES APC) data set to calculate local
authority-level rates of infant entry to care and indicators of maternal
adversity (such as substance misuse, exposure to violence and mental
health problems) respectively. Using these area-level aggregate data, the
researchers established significant variation in infant entry into care
depending on maternal adversity. However, because it was not possible
to link hospital and CLA data at an individual-level, due to the lack of a
common pseudonymised identifier in the data-sets, they could not exam-
ine whether children born to women with a history of maternal
adversity-related hospital admissions were more likely to be placed into
care during infancy. In another study, McMahon et al. (2018) linked den-
tal records with children’s social care data. They found that CLA are
more likely to have dental treatment needs and less likely to access pre-
ventative dental services.

Five of the studies (n=35) linked children’s social care data to individ-
ual level research data which included questionnaire and trial participa-
tion data (Baldwin et al., 2019; 2020; Lugg-Widger et al., 2018; Teyhan
et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2020). Baldwin et al (2019) used administrative
child welfare data linked to primary data from a survey of social workers
and interviews with care givers. They found a higher rate of children in
out of home care had a reactive attachment disorder compared with
those who had never been in care. Two of the studies used the
ALSPAC cohort study data-set, linked to routinely collected children’s
social care data (Teyhan et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2020). Zhang et al.
(2020) studied the scale of false reporting of social worker contact and
found high incidences of false-negative reporting. They suggested several
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reasons for this, including errors in the linkage process and the stigma
attached to having a social worker, particularly for child maltreatment.

Five (n=5) of the studies linked children’s social care data to an
area-level deprivation index (Bywaters et al, 2018, 2020; McCartan
et al., 2018; Elliott, 2020; Webb et al., 2020a).

Match rates were recorded in the majority of studies. For example,
Lugg-Widger et al. (2018) matched 99.9 per cent of records from health,
education and social care data-sets. However, others report the need for
caution when reporting results from data linkage studies. Hooper et al.
(2019) note that the process for data linkage in children’s social care
data was complex and time-consuming. They found that the records did
not match as expected in just under a third of their sample, with many
inaccuracies in the linking process. This had implications for the extent
to which the data provided reliable and accurate information.

When considering the ethical implications of data linkage studies, it is
important to note that teams using data linkage for research purposes
do not have access to individual identifying information. They are typi-
cally provided with data-sets that are stripped of personal information
replaced with pseudonymised identifiers that have been used to match
records from across data sources. For example, McMahon et al. (2018)
and Hooper et al. (2019) report use of pre-linked data-sets which were
fully anonymised, linked by a trusted third party and analysed within a
safe haven. Whilst not all studies reported the linkage source, we assume
study teams used a trusted third party to undertake the data linkage as
per standard procedure.

However, it is acknowledged that access to such personal information
about individuals can raise questions about confidentiality and the po-
tential to identify them. Enhanced governance will ensure that work in
this field can continue without raising confidentiality concerns and pro-
tect the identity of all vulnerable children and families involved in child-
ren’s social services.

Discussion

To our knowledge, this is the first review of UK studies linking child-
ren’s social care administrative data with other data sources. This review
identified twenty-five studies based on routinely collected social care ad-
ministrative data linked to other administrative data such as health and
education records, or to research data (survey, trial and cohort study).
Whilst only a scoping review, we applied systematic review principles as
far as possible and developed a thorough search strategy of peer-
reviewed publications. We also carried out searches of reference lists
and grey literature from social care research centres. Twenty-five studies
are an encouraging number considering that linked children’s social care
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data for research purposes are a relatively new area of enquiry and con-
sidering the limited (although growing) access that researchers have to
these data. This review provides evidence on the current standing of the
data linkage process, highlighting the benefits and challenges of conduct-
ing data linkage research in children’s social care.

Firstly, the review has shown that data linkage can be used for re-
search to explore complex child welfare issues and contribute to the
quantitative children’s social care research portfolio. This is evidenced
by the (n=25) studies presented in Table 2. The studies show the scope
of social care issues that can be explored using data linkage and high-
light the benefit of interdisciplinary research. The linkage of population-
level data-sets to other administrative data allowed researchers to build
a partial longitudinal picture of the experiences of vulnerable children,
facilitating a greater understanding of the long-term implications of ad-
verse childhood experiences and social services contact for health and
education outcomes (Lee et al., 2022). Data linkage studies can also in-
fluence the direction of UK children’s social care policy and practice
(McGrath-Lone et al., 2016).

We also sought to review how research teams in the included studies
‘navigated’ the matching process and whether the match rates presented
were sufficient to allow for analysis and infer results. All studies
reported results based on linkage of children’s social care records (by
virtue of the study inclusion criteria), but challenges were identified,
such as data quality issues affecting the matching process. This included
missing information in local authority data-sets and the complex, time-
consuming nature of the process. Missing data are common in adminis-
trative data-sets and although there is a range of principled statistical
methods for imputing missing values (Perkins, 2018), in some cases, the
extent of missing values means that information cannot reliably be used.
Doidge and Harron (2019) suggest that linkage errors, such as missed
links between records that relate to the same person, or false links be-
tween unrelated records, can ultimately lead to information and selec-
tion bias. The wider challenges, limitations and technical details in data
linkage research are further discussed by Lyons et al. (2009), Doidge and
Harron (2019) and Harron et al. (2017).

Another caveat in using data linkage for children’s social care re-
search is the variation in data quality and recording across local authori-
ties. Clark et al. (2017) found that the completeness of records in their
Scottish study of looked after children and dental health needs varied by
local authority. For example, a minority of LAs did not have valid SCN
recorded in the CLAS data, despite SCNs being imperative to the link-
age process. This could be due to the uniqueness of the care population;
it is well known that the care system can often be a fractured experience
for children and young people because of multiple placements, school
changes and moves between local authorities. This has implications for
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the data linkage process and accurately linking records across different
sources.

Typically, local authority administrative data from children’s social
care have not been easily accessible, with limited governance of its use
for research purposes (Lee et al., 2022). However, this field is rapidly ad-
vancing and it is becoming more accessible; for example, the SAIL
Databank (Jones, 2019) now holds population-level children’s social care
data for Wales which can be linked to other administrative data. In
England, the Economic and Social Research Council are supporting the
Education and Child Health Insights from Linked Data project, led by
UCL (McGrath-Lone, 2021). As such, researchers are now in a position
to not only use stand-alone administrative social care data, but also
safely and securely linked to other data sources to answer research ques-
tions. When reporting studies of this nature, investigators should utilise
the ‘Reporting of Studies Conducted using Observational Routinely-
collected Data’ (RECORD) standards (RECORD-Statement, 2019), to
ensure transparency and consistency in reporting methods and results.
Guidance for Information about Linking Data-sets (GUILD) is another
supportive tool for data linkers, analysts and researchers to access infor-
mation about access, requesting and analysing linked data (Gilbert et al.,
2018). Whilst not a protocol or checklist, it provides guidance on manag-
ing and assessing linkage error and its impact on results.

Alongside data linkage infrastructure, mutual support and advice are
available for researchers who are considering using children’s social care
administrative data, via the data users group set up by researchers from
Oxford and UCL (see https://cscdug.co.uk/) as well as an affiliated group
in Wales. Such initiatives are important for building research capacity in
this area. There is a need for capacity building amongst social work
researchers in particular, as social work is a field where in the UK,
quantitative research capacity is relatively underdeveloped (Scourfield
et al., 2018). Currently, a lot of data linkage research is undertaken by
medical research teams. Interdisciplinary collaboration is vital between
researchers with data linkage experience and those who know the social
care field intimately, through research, practice or lived experience.

Strengths and limitations

This was a rapid and not a full PRISMA systematic review; however, ex-
tensive searches were conducted of key databases, reference lists and
some grey literature. We acknowledge the limitation of our search terms
including the names of the national data sets and that some studies using
local administrative data may not have used the national data set titles,
even if using the same data. Despite this we believe the review’s novelty
is a strength. As far as we are aware there are no other reviews
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synthesising studies that have linked children’s social care data to vari-
ous data sources. It is hoped that the review encouragers researchers to
utilise available data that can answer complex children’s social care
issues within interdisciplinary study teams.

Conclusion

Children’s social care administrative data are a rich source of informa-
tion that can be used for research purposes. As this review shows, such
data can also be linked to other sources to provide a holistic picture of
issues relating to the health, education and wellbeing of children and
families receiving social care support. This review provides information
about the challenges and benefits for researchers when using linked rou-
tinely collected children’s social care administrative data. It is hoped
that with increased access to the data, feedback on the quality, scope
and potential changes to local authorities’ data capture with marginal
cost implications could improve the utility of these valuable administra-
tive data assets. The review has highlighted that most researchers
matched individual children’s social care records to other data sources
but applied caution to inferring results because of missing and inaccurate
records. Nevertheless, this review provides an up to date overview of the
evidence on data linkage in children’s social care with the hope of en-
couraging more researchers in the area to consider using this valuable
resource.
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