
INTRODUCTION

Children’s issues are extremely political. High profile cases of child deaths 

following abuse and serious neglect have rightly raised issues about how 

children can be best protected, but the solutions prescribed in the “Every Child 

Matters” agenda appear to have been, at best, ineffectual; indeed, there is 

some evidence that child protection standards have declined. An emphasis on 

databases, risk-assessment tools and ‘predictive’ profiling, combined with a top-

down, managerialist approach have had the unfortunate effect of blurring the 

boundaries between child protection and the more general welfare needs of 

children. The result is that frontline workers are left confused as to what their 

priorities should be, and are burdened with administrative tasks to a point where 

they have little time to form crucial relationships with families. 

The Database state seminars 
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Key IssUes
There is probably no group of people in Britain 

that is tracked by as many databases as children 
are. 

“Everyone has the right to respect for his 
private and family life, his home and his 
correspondence,” says Article 8 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights, and goes on to 
ban public authorities from interfering with the 
exercise of this right (with a few exceptions). 
Probably most people feel that their home lives 
ought to be private, and that it is part of their 
duty as parents to protect their children from 
snooping.

Action on Rights for Children (ARCH) has 
commented many times that children are the 
guinea pigs on whom the database state is 
being tested. By the time this generation of 
children grows up, ARCH argues, they will be so 
used to having every move and action tracked 
in a government database that they will think 
it’s normal.

The DaTabases
Two types of government databases 

store the personal details of children: those 
intended specifically for that purpose, and 
those intended for the population at large 
that have captured, along with the adult data 
they were primarily designed for, information 
about children. The best-known example 
of the latter is the National DNA Database, 
which includes more than 39,000 children 
alongside the DNA profiles of approximately 4 
million people, roughly 500,000 of whom are 
innocent.

The following databases fall into the 
first category. The traffic light ratings are 
drawn from the Joseph Rowntree Reform 
Trust Database State report. Red means the 
database is almost certainly illegal under 
existing human rights and/or data protection 
legislation and that it therefore should be 
scrapped or significantly redesigned. Amber 
means that the database has significant 
problems and may be unlawful. These 
databases should be independently assessed; 
depending on the circumstances, they may 
need to be shrunk, or split, or individuals may 
have to be given a right to opt out. 
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ContactPoint: a national index of all 
children in England intended to facilitate 
sharing information about children and 
their families between agencies, providing 
a single point of reference for agencies to 
help them monitor children and coordinate 
intervention if they believe a child is not 
making good progress. Despite delays over 
security issues, it is already in use by 800 
pilot workers (according to the Telegraph 
on August 3, 2009), and by the end of 2009 
it’s expected that 390,000 teachers, social 
workers, and other professionals will have 
access to it. The expected dataset will 
include: name, address, gender, date of 
birth, parental contact information, and 
information on the child’s education and 
primary health care providers. Practitioners 
will be able to see who else is working with 
a child, although “sensitive” services will 
not appear in the index other than as a 
note that an unspecified service is working 
with the child. There will be a facility to 
shield the records of especially vulnerable 
children (witness protection, those 
escaping domestic violence, celebrities, 
and those whose fostering or adoption is 
contentious); shielding will be up to local 

authorities. Deployment is beginning in 
2009, initially populating the database from 
the National Pupil Database, NHS patient 
records. the HMRC Child Benefit database, 
and the Office for National Statistics 
births register. Local authorities will be 
responsible for checking the accuracy 
of each child’s entry and supplementing 
it. Much of the information about 
children that appears on ContactPoint 
is also available via the NHS Population 
Demographics Service. There is no effective 
provision for opting out. 

JRRT rating: red.

National Childhood Obesity Database: 
contains the results of height and weight 
measurements taken from school pupils 
in Year 1 and Year 6 since 2005. Parents 
have the right to withdraw their children; 
about 80 percent participate. Its purpose 
is to monitor progress towards the 
government’s 2004 target of halting the 
rise in obesity among children under 11 by 
2010. 

JRRT rating: amber. 
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National Pupil Database: created in 
2000, it holds data on all pupils in state-
maintained schools and younger children 
whose places in nurseries or childcare 
are funded by their local authority. It is 
principally used for statistical and research 
purposes, but is increasingly used as a data 
source for some other systems. The current 
dataset includes name, age, address, 
ethnicity, special needs information, 
care status, mode of travel to school, and 
behavioural and attendance data. There is 
no provision for opting out. 

JRRT rating: amber.

Common assessment Framework (CaF) 
and eCaF: a second national database 
intended to hold the records of all children 
who have been assessed under the CAF, a 
standardised personal profiling tool used 
by all agencies except social services. 
CAF may include data on children’s family 
members, practitioners’ judgements on the 
child’s parents and other family members 
as well as the child’s development. Paper-
based CAF is being replaced by eCAF from 
the autumn of 2009; one consequence 

is that the electronic system will require 
practitioners to fill in all fields rather than 
skipping questions that are irrelevant or to 
which they do not know the answers. 

JRRT rating: red.

 Integrated Children’s system (ICs): an 
electronic case management system for 
social care records, implemented locally 
under a programme directed by DCSF. A 
government taskforce report noted that 
local authority staff believe that ICS moves 
the emphasis for care workers away from 
meeting the needs of the client family 
and child and toward complying with the 
system. 

JRRT rating: amber.

There are several more databases and 
systems aimed at tracking and profiling 
young offenders, including the ONSET 
profiling tool, which is intended to identify 
children at risk of committing crimes, based 
on a range of factors in the child’s life that 
might lead to social exclusion. 

JRRT rating: red.
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Marion Gibbs is headmistress of James 
Allen Girls’ School and sits on one of the 
safeguarding boards. 

For the stated goals I would not choose 
ContactPoint. I would prefer there to be an 
efficient way of actually communicating 
and sharing data between the agencies who 
need to know about vulnerable children, 
not about all children. But anybody who 
is vulnerable may well be shielded on 
ContactPoint– so any concerned doctor or 
teacher who logs on will not be able to see 
their data.

I would say that the database ought to 
start from the premise that if there is a 
proper concern about a child it is up the 
designated child protection contact (I am 
one of these) initially to investigate and 
if there is a genuine cause for concern to 
contact social services.

ContactPoint offers a get-out clause: since 
every child is on it no one has to make 
difficult decisions about who should be on 
it. We’re going to end up with an edifice 
that will make it harder to find vulnerable 
children.

The database is only as good as the people 
inputting the data. At our school we spend 
a lot of time cleansing our data, checking 
it, making sure it’s not corrupted and not 
incorrect, because a lot of people have 
access to it internally.  What we really need 
is people out there working directly with 
families and children. You need to be able 
to provide places where three- and four-
year-olds can go with struggling parents to 
day care – that’s a good use of money. It’s 
all very well having the database, but if you 
don’t have a large enough skilled workforce 
able to effect good as a result of it, then 
what is the point?

gUesT sPeaKeR:  MaRION gIbbs
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 Eileen Munro is a professor of social policy 
at the London School of Economics. Her 
research areas include risk assessment and 
decision making in child protection.

 There is a very important distinction 
between child protection concerns and 
welfare concerns. In some cases, it can be 
difficult to decide which category a family 
belongs to but this cannot be resolved 
by treating all family referrals as child 
protection.  Yet this seems at the heart of 
the government policy with its emphasis 
on professionals sharing information about 
all concerns.  Sidelining parents and having 
professionals talk to each other, part of the 
goal of ContactPoint’s design, should be a 
last resort – yes, if you’re talking about child 
abuse but not if you’re worried that the 
child isn’t doing well at school. 

The problems we’ve seen in child abuse 
cases have been lack of wisdom,  lack of 
professional competence, or time. Sharing 
information has been standard practice for 
decades.  In the cases of Victoria Climbie 
and baby Peter, there was a wealth of data, 
but it was not looked at by somebody who 

knew how to put it together correctly. It 
is more sensible to save the money on 
databases and spend it on improving 
professional expertise and on services to 
children and parents. Mental illness, drug 
abuse, and domestic violence are the three 
biggest problems for parents. Services 
targeted at adults are key to improving 
parenting. 

 A danger in the government’s use of a 
standardised assessment framework (the 
CAF) and of performance indicators for 
child development is that it treats any 
deviation from the average or conventional 
as problematic. The idea that you can have a 
standard production line process for raising 
children is to me really repellent. It’s out of 
the oddballs that you can get the brilliant 
ideas. 

The idea is to make the whole children’s 
sector workforce interchangeable. They 
have this idea that the database has all 
the relevant information and of course it 
doesn’t – effective help for families relies on 
the relationship you have with the family. 
This is a relationship-based service, so 
computers don’t do the job.

gUesT sPeaKeR:  eIleeN MUNRO
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PRINCIPles
Minimise data: collect only what is needed, and keep it no longer than necessary. Central 
systems should be simple and minimal and hold sensitive data only when both proportionate 
and necessary.

Government should only compel the provision or sharing of sensitive personal data for clearly 
defined purposes that are proportionate and necessary in a democratic society.

By default sensitive personal information should be kept on local systems and shared only with 
the subject’s fully informed consent.

Citizens should have the right to access most public services anonymously.
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