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Abstract

Introduction
In England, in cases of child maltreatment or neglect, the state can intervene through the family
court to remove children from their family home and place them in out-of-home care. The Children
and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (Cafcass) collects and maintains administrative
records of all public family law cases in England. While these national records are primarily used to
monitor and manage the workflow of Cafcass teams across England, researchers have re-purposed
this data for analysis to understand the drivers and outcomes of public family law intervention.

Data contents
The administrative dataset is a reflection of the cases Cafcass is involved with and the extent of
that involvement. The dataset contains information about the local authority that makes an appli-
cation to initiate public family law proceedings, the children and families involved, and the duration
and details of the case. Between 1 April 2007 and 31 March 2019, Cafcass captured information
on approximately 172,100 public family law cases, involving 282,300 children, and 349,600 adults
(of which 289,300 are recorded as biological parents). Amongst the information recorded are the
relations between adults and children, making it possible for researchers to identify family groups.
Additionally, recording practices at Cafcass have improved over time, this has increased the avail-
ability of demographic information of all those involved, as well as child’s final legal outcome.

Data access
Researchers can apply to the Secure Anonymised Information Linkage databank (SAIL) for access
to the Cafcass pseudonymised administrative data extract, where it is refreshed bi-annually.
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Introduction

In cases of child maltreatment or neglect, the state can in-
tervene through the family court to remove children from the
family home and place them in out-of-home care (OOHC).
Although the group of children experiencing OOHC is rela-
tively small (3.3% by age 18 year in England [1]), removal
from parental care is one of the most intrusive interventions
children and their families can experience.

Despite this, little research evidence is available on the
effects of OOHC on children, their siblings or their parents.
A range of disciplines, such as the nascent field of legal epi-
demiology, which investigates health and social outcomes of
law and legal processes, require high quality data with suf-

ficiently large, representative samples or population coverage
[2]. The Department for Education (DfE) collects limited data
on looked-after children in the Children Looked After (CLA)
return which is available to researchers [3]. However, this na-
tional data collection does not allow for identifying siblings
and parents, or the examination of family court processes, nor
does it capture those who go to court and do not enter lo-
cal authority care. In this data resource profile, we present
a dataset curated by the Children and Family Court Advisory
and Support Service (Cafcass), which, as part of its routine
service delivery and planning operations, records data on pub-
lic and private family court proceedings in England involving
children which includes information on family structure.

Local authorities have duties and powers under the Chil-
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dren Act 1989 to safeguard and promote the welfare of chil-
dren. Provision is made for a range of circumstances (see Fig-
ure 1), which include providing support for children in need,
investigating the circumstances of children thought to be at
risk of significant harm and the accommodation or supervi-
sion of children. Children who are accommodated are said to
be ‘looked-after’ and the local authority is able to ‘override’
parental responsibility for the child. There are two main legal
routes to becoming looked-after: out-of-court arrangements
under section 20, and the granting by a court of a care or-
der under section 31 [4]. It is these court cases, referred to
as public family law proceedings, which are the scope of this
data resource profile.

Public family law proceedings are typically characterised by
local authority applications for court orders to either receive a
child into care or place the child under local authority supervi-
sion, in situations where the child is suffering, or likely to suffer
from (i.e. at risk of) significant harm. In all such proceedings,
a ‘Children’s Guardian’ (a specialist social worker) from Caf-
cass is appointed to ensure that decisions made by the courts
are in the child’s best interests. Although Cafcass is sponsored
by the Ministry of Justice, it operates independently and pro-
vides information, advice and support for children and their
families [5]. Cafcass guardians are qualified social workers and
their role includes checking the local authority’s assessment
and care plan, attending hearings, and advocating for the chil-
dren they work with.

For most children, becoming looked-after and entering
OOHC indicates experience or risk of maltreatment [4]. Types
of maltreatment are physical, sexual, emotional abuse and ne-
glect. These experiences can result in serious injury, disability
and death, and has been linked to an increased risk of adverse
outcomes later on in life, such as poor mental health, sub-
stance misuse and risky sexual behaviour [6,7]. In England, it
is estimated that around 1 in 30 children will spend some time
in OOHC before their 18th birthday, with evidence that this
figure is rising [1]. Therefore, child maltreatment is a growing
public health issue [8].

The role of the courts in public family law proceedings is
to rule on applications made by local authorities to intervene
in family life in order to safeguard child welfare. These rul-
ings, or orders, grant certain permissions to the local authority,
based upon the risk of significant harm; this can include mak-
ing changes to a child’s living arrangements, deciding upon
the level of contact between children and parents, and decid-
ing whether there need to be any changes to who has parental
responsibility for a child. The most common public family
law orders made concerning children are care orders, which
place children under the care of their local authority (typically
into OOHC) [9]. Other orders include: emergency protection
orders, which allow the local authority to assume immediate
parental responsibility for a child for up to eight days; super-
vision orders, where the court instructs the local authority to
‘advise, assist and befriend’ a child; and placement orders,
which allow a child to be placed for adoption.

Cafcass also has a role to play in private family law proceed-
ings, which typically concern disputes between private parties
(such as between parents on relationship breakdown) about
the upbringing of a child. Cafcass carries out initial safeguard-
ing checks in such cases and may become more involved in
a case where welfare concerns are identified. This data re-

source profile, however, will focus only on public family law
case records (information on the private records is available
elsewhere [10]). This profile also only covers England, similar
law and systems are extant in the devolved countries of the
United Kingdom but data collection is separate.

Data for research exists from 1 April 2007 onwards. Be-
tween 1 April 2007 and 31 March 2019, Cafcass has cap-
tured information on approximately 172,100 public family law
cases, involving 282,300 children, and 349,600 adults (of which
289,300 are recorded as birth parents). Figure 2a shows how
these numbers have increased steeply over time, while Figure
2b displays the considerable variation in the number of chil-
dren subject to court proceedings for each local authority in
2017/18, proportional to their general child population. With
points falling outside of the 99% confidence limit, this is evi-
dence that many local authorities differ from the national av-
erage, as this level of variation is unlikely to be due to chance.

Data production

Cafcass maintains an administrative digital system to securely
store case management records. This system supports more
effective management of caseloads to improve workflow, as
well as providing a monitoring function of the service it pro-
vides. Basic administrative information is recorded for each
case that Cafcass guardians are involved in.

Much of the information that Cafcass collects comes di-
rectly from a standardised form sent to them directly by the
applicant local authority. This form is called the C110A and
covers applications for care orders, supervision orders or emer-
gency protection orders [10,11]. On receipt of an application
form, Cafcass creates a new case record within its system and
assign a guardian who contemporaneously updates the case
record. As part of their recording practice, on case closure,
the guardian should attempt to supplement any additional in-
formation that was previously missed. The quality of case
records is monitored and assured by a service manager.

In addition to a Cafcass guardian, children subject to pub-
lic family law proceedings are usually also represented by a
publicly-funded legal representative (known as the ‘tandem-
model’ of representation) [12,13]. In the face of increasing
demand for their services, Cafcass began to operate a model
of “proportionate working” in 2010 [5]. This means directing
resources in each case to activity that is essential. In some
cases, the Guardian no longer attends all hearings. As a re-
sult, Cafcass no longer records interim legal outcomes, though
final legal outcomes are still captured.

Data contents

Structure of the data extract

Cafcass records every application brought forward by a local
authority, with a case being made up of one or more appli-
cations. Parents or caregivers are identified as parties to the
application, with one or more children being subject. Other
persons, such as non-subject siblings, non-party grandparents
or a parent’s partner, can also be named on the application
if relevant, though this is not common. The start date of an
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Figure 1: A summary of how the three different national datasets capture children who come into initial contact with children’s
services.

*All children in the care of a local authority are, by definition, also children in need (s17 Children Act 1989). Therefore, these
children are in both the CiN Census and CLA return.
†The Cafcass data contains information on all family members relevant to the case, not just children.

Figure 2: Number of parents and children entering public law proceedings over time and local authority variation in the rate of
child entry into public law proceedings.

(a) Number of children, mothers and fathers entering
public law proceedings, by financial year (April-March).

(b) Funnel plot of the rate of entry for children per 10,000
of the 0-17 local authority population in 2017/18.
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application is the date the local authority submitted the ap-
plication to court, with the end date being the date for which
a final legal order was made; from these two dates, an ac-
curate measure of how long proceedings have lasted can be
derived. Figure 3 displays a random sample of 100 cases from
the data extract, demonstrating the variable length and com-
plexity (with regard to sequences of hearings and legal orders)
of these court proceedings.

In 2007, Cafcass began to use an electronic case manage-
ment system, which was replaced in July 2014 with a newer
system. These systems have captured data that, though not
originally intended for research purposes, can be used to gain
insights about family law proceedings, after data cleaning and
preparation for research. What we describe below are ta-
bles which have derived from these two case management
databases, by harmonising the differences between them to
produce a set of data tables suitable for research (see Supple-
mentary Appendix 1: Figure A1 for further detail).

Measures collected

Within its case management system, Cafcass captures a large
amount of information on adults, children, cases and the
court process in public law. As summarised in Table 1, the
pseudonymised data extract includes key measures from the
case management system and these can be grouped into case
and application characteristics, outcomes of applications for
children and characteristics of the families involved. Generally,
recording of these measures has improved over time, though
the proportion of legal outputs recorded has decreased in re-
cent years (see Supplementary Appendix 1: Table A1 for more
details on missing values in key variables between 1st April
2007 and 31st March 2019).

Case and application characteristics

Each case is given an internal, unique ID in Cafcass, as is each
application. Cases are identified as private or public law, with
the type of application(s) also being specified (e.g. application
for care order, supervision order etc.). The local authority that
submitted the application is recorded at the case level, with
dates being recorded at the application level. Additionally,
dates of hearings attended by guardians are recorded sepa-
rately, as well as requested reports and their due dates.

Individual and family characteristics

Demographic information is recorded for each person named
on an application (parents or carers who are party to pro-
ceedings, and children subject to them). For example, from
Figure 4a, we can see that 44% of children assigned a Cafcass
guardian in 2017/18 are aged between 0 and 4 years old, and
52% between 5 and 15 years old.

All details are expected to be kept up-to-date while the
case is ongoing which means that, for some people, informa-
tion on previous names and addresses is available, which have
the potential to be used for linkage. Any assessments un-
dertaken during proceedings (such as medical or psychiatric
examination of the child) are generally stored as documents
separate from the administrative system and are not available
within this data extract.

Cafcass also records the relationships between the adults
and children on an application, allowing researchers to iden-
tify families. Figure 4b summarises the most common family
compositions recorded in 2017/18.

Outcomes of application

Legal outputs can be made both during an application (such
as an Interim Care Order) and when a case concludes (referred
to here as the final legal output). More recently, Cafcass has
reduced the recording of interim legal outputs as final legal
output recording has taken priority. Examples of final legal
outputs include: Order of No Order (ONO), Supervision Order
(SO; the child remains in the family home), Child Arrangement
Order (CAO; to regulate parental contact and living arrange-
ments), Special Guardianship Order (SGO), Care Order (CO;
the child is placed with foster carers), or Placement Order
(PO; the child is placed with prospective adopters). Figure 5a
displays how many children in the data extract are subject to
these different final legal orders in 2017/18, whereas Figure
5b shows the distribution of their ages, by legal order. For
example, while care orders are the most common legal order
recorded overall, placement orders are more common among
infants and young children.

Existing and ongoing work

Risk of mothers and fathers returning to court

As Cafcass records parent-child relationships in the majority
of cases, this enables researchers to link multiple public fam-
ily law applications from the same individual or family group
to identify returns to court over time. This was utilised in a
pioneering study to quantify recurrence among mothers sub-
ject to care proceedings [14]. Their findings provided the first
estimate of the risk of mothers re-entering care proceedings
and suggested that many mothers subject to recurrent care
proceedings are caught in a cycle of successive pregnancies
with early intervention from children’s services. This work has
been further developed by a study of fathers, vis-à-vis moth-
ers, in recurrent care proceedings which has shown rates of
recurrence as being 13% and 22% over five years, for fathers
and mothers, respectively [15].

Newborns in care proceedings

Due to the accurate and consistent recording of child demo-
graphics, research into sub-infant age groups has shown that
while children aged less than one year constituted 27% of all
children in care proceedings from 2007/08 to 2016/17, 36% of
which were less than one week old [16]. Expressed as a rate of
per 10,000 live births, overall there has been an increase from
15 to 35 per 10,000. Given the unique vulnerability of new-
borns, preventative action is understandable, however compul-
sory removal should be seen as a severe form of intervention
in family life. Further work is needed to evaluate outcomes for
this particular sub-population of children, both in childhood
and later on in life. For example, on the implications of being
placed into care so early on in life on early childhood develop-
ment, mental and physical health, and education wellbeing.
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Figure 3: The timelines of a random sample of 100 public law cases based on the Cafcass data extract.

Timelines start when a case is first opened, and they show the length of the s31 care application (grey line), along with hearings
(green) and legal orders being made (orange). Note that a case may not start with a care application, but often closes at the same
time the application ends.
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Table 1: Measures and characteristics available in the pseudonymised Cafcass data extract.

Case and application characteristics Individual and family member char-
acteristics

Outcomes of application

For all public family law proceedings: For all people named in application: For all children on cases:

• Case and application ID

• Application type (e.g. emergency
protection order, care order, su-
pervision order, placement order)

• Court ID

• Local Authority ID

• Date application was made and
date ended

• Date record was closed by Caf-
cass

• Dates of hearings attended by
Cafcass Guardian

• Person ID

• Week of birth

• Gender

• Ethnicity

• Lower-layer Super Output Area
ID of the address postcode

• Religion

• First language

• Interpreter required (y/n)

• Disability (y/n)

• Access support required (y/n)

• Role in application (subject,
party, other)

• Relationship with other named
persons (e.g. child, mother, fa-
ther, grandparent)

• Legal output ID

• Legal output type (e.g. emer-
gency protection order, care or-
der, supervision order, placement
order, order of no order)

• Order type (final / interim)

• Date order made

Figure 4: Children’s ages and family compositions in public family law proceedings starting in 2017/18.

(a) Child age at the start of proceedings

(b) Top 10 most frequent family compositions in
proceedings.
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Figure 5: Legal outcomes for children in public family law proceedings in 2017/18 and how they relate with the age of the child.

(a) Percentage of children receiving specific final legal or-
ders in 2017/18.

(b) Distribution of age among children receiving specific
final legal orders in 2017/18.

Linkage to other administrative datasets

Cafcass holds person identifiers (name, address at time of care
proceeding and date of birth) on the adults and children that
can be used to link the Cafcass data extract to other individual-
level administrative databases. While linkage to other datasets
is currently in its infancy there are a couple of notable projects:
the Ministry of Justice has linked data collected by Cafcass to
other family courts data as part of their Children in Family Jus-
tice Data Share (CFJDS) project, though the accuracy of this
linkage is not currently known [17,18]. Additionally, Cafcass
data is also being linked to administrative healthcare records in
England, enabling research into the healthcare needs of moth-
ers involved in care proceedings to inform interventions to safe-
guard vulnerable mothers and their children [19]. Within this
project, two record linkages are being performed. The first is
between Cafcass and data from the Clinical Record Interac-
tive Search (CRIS) database at South London and Maudsley
NHS Foundation Trust, which contains information on men-
tal health service use in South London [20]. The second data
linkage is between Cafcass and data from Hospital Episode
Statistics [21], which contains patient-level information from
admissions, outpatient appointments and A&E attendances to
NHS hospitals in England.

Other work

The Nuffield Family Justice Observatory was created in March
2019 with the following aims: build capability in the use of ad-
ministrative data for the Family Justice System, improve the
supply of empirical evidence, and work collaboratively with
stakeholders to identify priorities for new research or synthe-
sis [22]. A major step towards that goal is making the data
described here and that of Cafcass Cymru available to re-
searchers, which is discussed in more detail in the Access sec-
tion. Additionally, Cafcass England maintains a list of internal
and external projects conducted using their data. For the full
list, please refer to their website [23].

Strengths and limitations

Strengths

The Cafcass data extract provides national coverage of chil-
dren involved in public family law proceedings in England and
contemporaneous recording of case details, therefore mitigat-
ing participant selection and recall biases encountered with
other types of study design. The longitudinal nature of this
resource, coupled with the ability to identify parent-child re-
lationships, presents the opportunity to follow individuals sub-
ject to public family law proceedings over time in order to
monitor returns to court. As well as identifying birth parents,
Cafcass often identifies the relationships between children and
extended family members or non-biological carers giving new
insights into the family structures of children involved in public
family law proceedings (Figure 3b). Outside of consent-based
cohort studies, there are few data sources where a researcher
could accurately identify parent-child relationships and identi-
fying parents via household address may perform poorly among
transient groups and populations with high prevalence of fam-
ily breakdown [24,25].

This resource allows researchers to study court-related and
population-related trends over time that can be stratified by
subgroups such as age, order type and length of proceedings,
due to the abundance of information captured by Cafcass. In
particular, it may also be possible to evaluate the impact of
local interventions targeted at individuals and families subject
to public family law proceedings, by comparing outcomes cap-
tured by Cafcass between geographical areas.

Further, the Cafcass data extract has great potential to be
linked to other administrative databases, covering areas such
as health, criminal justice, or education, to look at a broad
range of outcomes among families, parents and children sub-
ject to public family law proceedings (for example, Cafcass
data has already been linked to other family court data within
the Ministry of Justice CFJDS project [17]). Any data linkage
would be subject to the appropriate permissions being granted.
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Limitations

A limiting factor of this resource arises from the nature of
Cafcass’ work: Cafcass only collects data on cases in which
they have been involved. Therefore, the data extract does not
include out-of-court arrangements between local authorities
and parents such as accommodating children under section 20
(Children Act 1989) — although these data are available in
the CLA database [3].

Another caveat is data quality. Prior to April 2010, record-
ing of information for cases was generally poor: less informa-
tion was recorded about legal orders made and adults listed in
a care application were assumed to be respondents (the child’s
carers, most often the mother and father) in the case. How-
ever, missing data in case records has largely improved over
time, as shown in Table A1. In addition, trends over time may
reflect changes in recording and/or practice. Similarly, they
may reflect changes to children’s services practice, early in-
tervention provision, or availability other public services (e.g.
housing, universal credit, public health programmes) that may
indirectly affect demand for public family law intervention.

Due to the Cafcass policy of “proportionate working”, they
moved to a model of only recording legal orders sufficient
for the case to be closed i.e. those that are final. Addi-
tionally, no information is recorded on hearings in which a
Cafcass Guardian did not attend. Additionally, case records
are recorded contemporaneously and, while this reduces recall
bias, records are not updated after involvement of the Cafcass
Guardian ends. Because of this, some individuals have been
erroneously assigned more than one unique ID in the case
management system if they changed their last name and/or
address on return to court – this can lead to an underestima-
tion of recurrence in public family law proceedings.

Lastly, whilst one of the aims of the Nuffield Family Jus-
tice Observatory is to increase usage of available admin data,
there is currently no linkage to other datasets that can be
made available to researchers, though this is something that
is being worked towards.

Access

From January 2020, access to the Cafcass research data ex-
tract will be made available via the Secure Anonymised Infor-
mation Linkage Databank (SAIL) [26]. Cafcass aims to trans-
fer a refresh of the extract on a bi-annually basis. The SAIL
Databank provides secure storage of anonymised individual-
level administrative data for research. The anonymization pro-
cess that the Cafcass data goes through means that all direct
identifiers are removed (e.g. name, exact date of birth, address
lines) and a unique anonymised person identifier is assigned,
with a project-specific encrypted version of this ID provided
uniquely to each project.

Subject to ethical approval and data sharing agreements,
SAIL can also link datasets that it holds to one another, or to
external data [27,28]. However, opportunities for data linkage
are currently limited by the datasets held in SAIL; all other
individual-level datasets currently in SAIL include data from
the Welsh population only. Applications for data through SAIL
follow a two-stage application. Firstly, researchers must dis-
cuss their project with a SAIL Databank analyst who will aide

them in completing an initial application. Next, researchers
must apply for approval from SAIL’s Information Governance
Review Panel. Cafcass also has a final say on all application
to SAIL for this extract.

The associated cost of a project wanting to use Cafcass
data within the SAIL platform is dependent on the unique re-
quirements, resources and support required by each project.
However, the general costing model is available from SAIL
upon request.

If successful, applicants must undergo Safe Researcher
training; a list of suitable courses can be found on their web-
site. Data is accessed via the SAIL Gateway which includes
SQL querying tools and applications for analysis such as Mi-
crosoft Office, SPSS and R (Stata is available for a small
licensing fee). Further information is available from the SAIL
website [29]. Access arrangements are subject to the on-going
relationship between Cafcass and SAIL and any future devel-
opments.

Regarding linkage to other datasets, there exists a tripartite
agreement between SAIL, Cafcass and NHS Wales Informatics
Service (NWIS), in which NWIS acts as a Trusted Third Party
to perform the linkage and assignment of the unique person
identifier to SAIL to be combined with the non-identifiable
data through the standard split file process [30]. This ensures
that data linkages can happen while protecting the identities
of those in the data.

Public involvement

Cafcass makes publically available statistics regarding the pub-
lic and private family law cases they are involved in, as well as
listing research projects carried by themselves and external re-
searchers [23]. While Cafcass engages with children and fami-
lies to inform policy and practice, they do not currently involve
members of the public in the approvals process for external re-
search projects using the data described here [31]. However,
the SAIL Databank operate a Consumer Panel made up of
members of the public which then advise on the development
of ideas and the approval of bids as part of their Information
Governance Review Panel, as well as on the dissemination of
research findings [32].

We encourage all those interested in using this data re-
source to engage with members of the public regarding the
development, interpretation, and dissemination of research.
Individuals with experience of public family law proceedings
are a seldom heard from group and, therefore, research using
Cafcass data presents an opportunity to engage with mem-
bers of this population to improve their representation in pub-
lic involvement activities. Involving members of the public in
research, particularly members of the population under study,
can help to preserve the focus of research objectives to the
study population, ensure any findings are relevant and im-
portant to the study population, and improve the ability for
research to positively impact policy and practice.
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