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A B S T R A C T

Background: Child maltreatment is a major public health issue. Child welfare services are provided 
to many children at risk of maltreatment to try and prevent negative outcomes and serious long- 
term harm. The excess risk of criminal justice contact among children receiving these welfare 
services is not well established and less is known about differences between male and female 
children, making effective health policy responses difficult.
Methods: The study analyses linked whole-population administrative data from the Department 
for Education and Ministry of Justice in England N = 1,708,565 for children born between 1995 
and 1998. Multilevel logistic regression models for the whole population, and male and female 
subgroups, predict the odds of receiving any criminal caution or conviction by 2020 across all 
levels of child welfare service involvement, while accounting for other covariates.
Findings: Children referred to or receiving any intervention from child welfare services have 
increased odds of contact with the criminal justice system, OR 1.86 [1.83, 1.93] to OR 4.21 [4.08, 
4.33]. With higher odds for girls at all levels of social welfare involvement OR 2.15–5.69, 
compared to boys OR 1.75–3.52.
Conclusions: Risk of criminal justice involvement is increased for those referred to or receiving a 
child welfare service intervention. While this reflects the higher levels of need identified by child 
welfare services, it also indicates that engagement of child welfare services does not protect 
young people from criminalisation. Strategies are needed to address the consequences for these 
young peoples’ health.

1. Introduction

Child maltreatment, including abuse, neglect and exposure to violence, is a major public health issue (Gilbert et al., 2009). 
Maltreatment can lead to death, physical injury, and serious long-term consequences for children (Astridge et al., 2023). The link 
between exposure to adversity in childhood and increased risk of later offending is consistent across five continents (Basto-Pereira 
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et al., 2022). Children who receive an intervention from a child welfare service (CWS) have often been maltreated and exposed to 
higher rates of adversity than the general population (DfE, 2022a). The most common reasons for a CWS intervention in England is due 
to abuse and neglect, with domestic violence being the most frequently reported factor found at assessment (DfE, 2022a). The role of 
children’s welfare services is to safeguard the health and development of children, however; children with involvement from a CWS 
often experience worse health and social outcomes than their peers (Bala et al., 2015; Youth Justice Board, 2015). One potential 
mechanism for this disadvantage can be their over-representation in the criminal justice system (CJS). Youth in the justice system 
having more complex health needs, display more health risk behaviours, and have a higher risk of premature death than their non-CJS 
involved peers (Borschmann et al., 2020). The risk of CJS contact is not well understood across gender, age, education, and geographic 
factors making it difficult to develop effective targeted interventions (Tzoumakis et al., 2024). In England, where guilt is admitted for a 
minor crime police can give a formal caution which is added to an individual’s criminal record. Contested cases or more serious crimes 
can be heard at a magistrates or crown court, with guilty verdicts leading to a conviction (Government, n.d.-a, n.d.-c) Sentences for 
convictions vary depending on crime severity, a defendant’s criminal record, and their age, with outcomes including a discharge 
(crime is added to criminal record), a fine, a referral order (where the individual must meet commitments for up to one year), 
rehabilitation order (such as keeping to a curfew), or custodial sentence (Council, 2025, n.d.). Possession of a criminal record can be a 
barrier for employment opportunities, securing a rental property, accessing financial services, international travel, and educational 
opportunities (Henley, 2018; Pager, 2003; Thacher, 2008). Many nations have a system through which criminal records can be 
checked, for example the Disclosure and Barring Service in the United Kingdom (Government, n.d.-b). As such any caution or 
conviction that results in a criminal record can impact an individual’s life trajectory, irrespective of how severe the crime or prolific the 
offender.

Across western nations there is an elevated risk of offending when individuals receive an intervention from CWS (Cutuli et al., 
2016; Youth Justice Board, 2015). In cases where familial and extrafamilial risks are highest, a child may be looked after in an out of 
home placement, with this group experiencing many of the worst health, education, and social outcomes (Youth Justice Board, 2015). 
Children who are referred to CWS but receive no intervention or are supported by a CWS while living with the birth family, also have 
an elevated risk of having a CJS caution or conviction, including custodial sentences (Baidawi et al., 2020; Jonson-Reid & Barth, 2000; 
Malvaso et al., 2017; Tzoumakis et al., 2024). Evidence for outcomes for children at lower tier CWS interventions does not consistently 
account for many of the shared determinants for CWS and CJS involvement for young people and is often limited to regional or urban 
populations from the USA and Australia (Alain et al., 2018; Berger et al., 2016; Goodkind et al., 2020; Malvaso et al., 2019, 2022; 
McGhee et al., 2012). This is a pertinent issue given that CWS practices may vary between and within nations. In England, CWS in-
terventions for children living at home include home visits from a social worker, individual or family therapeutic services, support to 
alter parenting behaviours, and other early help services (MacAlister, 2022). Where children remain at home with a risk of significant 
harm, a child protection plan can mean that families receive closer monitoring, regular core group meetings, specific targets to 
safeguard children’s welfare, and a plan for emergencies (MacAlister, 2022). Early help services, such as support with housing, debt 
management advice, or domestic abuse support, is also available to those who have a referral to but no intervention from CWS 
(MacAlister, 2022). There is variation in service provision for children placed in out of home care, as these can include kinship, foster, 
and residential placements, and often includes educational and health assessments, and ongoing individual support form CWS until age 
21 (MacAlister, 2022; Mc Grath-Lone et al., 2016). Where services have been compared across the local government authorities of 
England, it is recognised that there is variation of both what services and interventions are provided and the use of different tiers of 
intervention (MacAlister, 2022). These differences have been explained by several factors including the perceived risk to the child, 
local level thresholds for interventions, and the degree of engagement from the family (MacAlister, 2022). A tiered service structure 
exists in many of the child protection systems globally, offering both protective and responsive interventions and support, although 
child protection systems are grounded in different orientations that can underpin international differences in service delivery and 
outcomes (UNICEF, 2013, 2021). For example, South Africa’s Department of Social Development delivers a child protection service 
grounded in a welfare model (addressing systemic deprivation of children as a cause of child wellbeing or distress) in the offer of early 
and preventative interventions including parenting programmes (Doubt et al., 2018), alongside child protection assessments, and 
where needed out of home placements (Strydom et al., 2020). Another example is the child protection services of Canada, which are 
grounded in a child protection model (using legislation and statutory pressures to protect children from harm) as seen in England, 
employing maltreatment investigations, mandatory reporting, court ordered mandatory services (similar to the child protection plans 
in England), and variability in out of home placement types that include foster and kinship care, and group homes (Trocmé et al., 
2013). The Canadian system also offers preventative interventions such as home-visiting programmes and parenting support (Chartier 
et al., 2018). The Canadian child welfare services are decentralised to a provincial, territorial, or federal level, leading to 13 sets of 
legislation and service delivery models, which leads to differences in area practices (Houston et al., 2024; Trocmé et al., 2019).

There are many shared social determinants that increase the likelihood of receiving a CWS intervention and being involved with the 
CJS, such as living in poverty, exposure to adversity, maltreatment, and low parental supervision (Ayano et al., 2024; Hughes et al., 
2017). Boys are also more likely to offend than girls, however, girls who are abused or neglected have an increased risk of committing a 
criminal offence and of having prolonged offending trajectories compared to girls who are not maltreated (Tzoumakis et al., 2024). 
Children with CWS involvement or who experience high degrees of adversity in childhood, are more likely to disengage from edu-
cation, present with challenging behaviour or absenteeism, and to have a special educational need (Houtepen et al., 2020). These same 
education factors are associated with increased likelihood of CJS contact in childhood and more prolific or serious offending across the 
life course (Justice, 2016). A systematic review of 62 studies included education as one of many potential factors that increase risk or 
protect children involved with a CWS from CJS contact (Malvaso et al., 2016). Of the studies that included measures of education, 
positive protective associations were found by two studies for greater education attainment and one study for greater school 
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engagement, three studies found no clear effect of education on CJS outcomes, and one study found education acted directly and 
indirectly (through other factors such as family attitudes) to protect against CJS contacts (Malvaso et al., 2016). Further complexity 
arises as early maltreatment can lead to lower educational performance and development of other special educational needs, which are 
risk factors for higher school absence rates and later school performance (Maclean et al., 2016). Although the role of education for CJS 
outcomes for children involved with CWS is unclear, the inclusion of measures of education in analyses is justified and education 
settings may be able to offer protective effects for children in some circumstances (Baidawi et al., 2024; Malvaso et al., 2016).

A key role of a CWS is to identify children at risk of these immediate and life course negative outcomes and alleviate or eliminate 
these risks through CWS interventions (Leyland, 2024). The present study uses novel linked whole-population administrative records 
for the first time, and contributes to the evidence base by taking account of all forms of CWS involvement, at home support and out of 
home placement, and male and female differences in CJS contact, while accounting for shared social determinants to answer the 
question: 

What is the prevalence of one or more criminal cautions or convictions for children who were referred to or received a formal intervention 
from CWS, when other individual and systemic determinants are accounted for?

2. Methods

2.1. Data sources

Longitudinal person-level population administrative data for individuals between 2002 and 2020 from the Department for Edu-
cation (DfE) and Ministry of Justice (MoJ) in England were analysed. The data included three cohorts of children born between 1995 
and 1998. More details of the seven linked datasets and the data documentation can be found in the Supplemental material. The 
coverage of data items varies between and within the datasets as shown in Supplemental material Fig. 1. The sample selection sought to 
be sufficient to have large enough group sizes at every tier of CWS involvement and when the sample was split for gender analysis. 
Further, the administrative data access process required that sample and variable selection occurred without full disclosure of the data 
quality and as such a large sample covering several birth years was to protect against any data anomalies that may have occurred over 
time. To increase the possibility for the findings to inform policy and practice discussions in the context of England, wherever possible 
the structure and designations given in the administrative data were retained, for example categorical data used the same designation 
categories.

2.2. Measures

2.2.1. Education data
School attendance and attainment was measured using items from three DfE datasets (absences, exclusions and key stage 4). School 

absences were categorised as low (<10 %), moderate (11–19 %) and high (>20 %) based on the number of reported absences against 
the maximum possible number of school sessions. The distribution of school absences was skewed such that around 95 % of pupils had 
fewer than 10 % missed sessions. In addition, the Department for Education set the threshold for concerning levels of absence as 
missing 10 % or more of school sessions (classed as persistently absent). Thresholds were set to retain policy and practice relevance (for 
the Department for Education and education providers) while also being data driven, for example a further category was added for the 
small number of children who miss 20 % or more of school sessions. Many of this group also fall within the Department for Education in 
England’s category of severe absence (missing 50 % or more of school sessions). School exclusions refer to disciplinary action where 
children are excluded from education, usually for a defined length of time but sometimes permanently, normally as a response to their 
behaviour. Temporary school exclusions during secondary school were categorised as no exclusions, one exclusion, or two or more 
exclusions. Key stage four (age 15–16 years) is the point in compulsory secondary education in England that children undertake their 
GCSE assessments. Binary groups were coded for whether an individual obtained a grade C or above in Maths and English, or not. GCSE 
grades C or above in Maths and English are typically treated as a minimum requirement for further study in tertiary education or for 
many areas of employment.

Demographic data for each case was taken from the spring census of the final secondary school year (year 11, age 15–16 years) or if 
missing, from the year 7 entry (age 11–12). Free school meal (FSM) eligibility in secondary school is commonly used as a proxy for low 
income due to it being a means-tested benefit. The provision for a child’s special educational need or disability (SEN(D)) was categorised as 
‘SEN(D) supported by existing school resources’ or ‘statement of SEN(D)’, with the remaining cases classified as ‘no SEN(D)’. A 
statement of SEN(D) indicates that the child’s needs have been investigated and diagnosed by specialist health practitioners or 
educational psychologists and that the educational needs or disability meets a threshold for a higher level of intervention and support. 
Sex is coded in the data as a binary category capturing ‘male’ and ‘female’. Ethnicity was captured as a set of dummy variables 
indicating whether the respondent was ‘White’, ‘Black’, ‘Asian’, ‘Chinese’, ‘Mixed ethnicity’ or ‘Other’ ethnic group according to the 
Office for National Statistics in England ethnic group classification. In England, 152 local authorities with CWS responsibilities oversee 
school and CWS provision within their district. The local authority of the child’s home address was used as a second level cluster 
variable. Cohort was created as a dummy variable to account for the school year in which the child was born.

2.2.2. Child Welfare Service data
Two datasets were used to identify those individuals who were involved with CWS: ‘the Children in Need census (Section 83)’ and 
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‘Children looked after statistics (SSDA903 returns)’. The categories of care in England are assessed on need from ‘child in need’ (CIN), 
to ‘child protection plan’ (CPP), to ‘child looked after’ (CLA). Classification as a child in need can be due to disability or because the 
child is unlikely to achieve good health and development without local authority intervention (Children Act, 1989). The child in need 
dataset also includes incidences of referrals to CWS where no further action was taken either following an assessment or where no 
assessment was deemed necessary (DfE, 2023a, 2023b). A child protection plan and placement of a child in an out of home placement 
and in the care of the local authority (child looked after) follows concerns that the child may suffer or is suffering significant harm 
(Children Act, 1989). Preparation of the data grouped cases into the ‘highest’ of five CWS involvement categories (no child welfare 
contact < referral only < child in need < child protection plan < child looked after). The research focus was to explore the association 
between the highest recorded CWS contact and likelihood of CJS criminal caution or conviction. The study does not report on the care 
experience or trajectory, for example the duration of CWS involvement, or age of first CWS contact, nor does the research seek to 
explore the type or severity of maltreatment on CJS contact. The version of the linked administrative data analysed was limited by 
coverage as to the age of first reporting year, and that only the most recent care episode in each reporting year was reported (Sup-
plemental material Fig. 1).

2.2.3. Criminal justice data
The police national computer (PNC; 2000–2020) has information on all offenders in England with a conviction or caution for a 

recordable offence. The PNC data used in the present study were the offence, age of offence, and the offence disposal. Any offence 
recorded in error prior to the age of criminal responsibility in England (age 10 years) was removed.

Table 1 
Descriptive statistics split for cautioned/convicted for a criminal offence and by gender.

Item Male Female
Not cautioned or sentenced Cautioned or sentenced Not cautioned or sentenced Cautioned or sentenced

N (%) 747,828 (87.3) 108,680 (12.7) 787,146 (95.9) 33,857 (4.1)
Birth year (cohort)

1995/96 241,990 (85.1) 42,240 (14.9) 257,640 (94.7) 14,460 (5.3)
1996/97 252,960 (87.6) 35,710 (12.4) 266,890 (96.1) 10,830 (3.9)
1997/98 252,880 (89.2) 30,730 (10.8) 262,620 (96.8) 8570 (3.2)

Social welfare
None 669,670 (90) 72,590 (10) 679,850 (98) 16,390 (2)
Referral only 41,990 (72) 16,140 (28) 59,460 (90) 6690 (10)
Child in need 25,100 (70) 10,900 (30) 32,910 (85) 5700 (15)
Child protection plan 2510 (61) 1640 (40) 4130 (81) 970 (19)
Child looked after 8560 (54) 7420 (46) 10,810 (73) 4100 (28)

Free school meals
Not eligible 536,750 (91.7) 48,770 (8.4) 545,330 (97.6) 12,670 (2.3)
Eligible 211,080 (77.9) 59,910 (22.1) 241,820 (91.1) 21,190 (8.1)

Ethnicitya

White 602,800 (87.8) 84,060 (12.2) 629,320 (95.7) 28,070 (4.3)
Asian 63,980 (89.3) 7630 (10.7) 66,070 (98.5) 1020 (1.5)
Black 31,440 (79.6) 8070 (20.4) 37,930 (95.0) 1980 (5.0)
Chinese 3130 (97.8) 70 (2.2) 3240 (99.4) 20 (0.6)
Mixed 25,500 (82.2) 5510 (17.8) 29,010 (93.8) 1920 (6.2)
Any other ethnic group 9900 (86.7) 1520 (13.3) 10,060 (97.6) 240 (2.4)
Unclear 11,080 (85.8) 1830 (14.2) 11,530 (95.0) 600 (5.0)

School absences
Low (<10 %) 643,370 (90.7) 66,300 (9.3) 652,510 (97.6) 16,310 (2.4)
Moderate (11–19 %) 86,290 (74.9) 28,990 (25.1) 109,320 (90.9) 10,960 (9.1)
High (>20 %) 18,170 (57.6) 13,400 (42.4) 25,320 (79.3) 6590 (20.7)

School exclusions
None 653,090 (93.1) 48,590 (6.9) 733,740 (97.6) 17,920 (2.4)
One 53,250 (75.2) 17,530 (24.8) 30,780 (86.1) 4950 (13.9)
Two or more 41,490 (49.4) 42,560 (50.6) 22,630 (67.3) 10,980 (32.7)

SEN(D) provision
None 575,200 (90.6) 59,560 (9.4) 665,160 (96.9) 21,030 (3.1)
School support 134,790 (77.5) 39,200 (22.5) 105,990 (90.1) 11,650 (9.9)
SEN(D) statement 37,840 (79.2) 9920 (20.8) 16,000 (93.1) 1180 (6.9)

Maths & English A-C
Achieved 440,860 (93.9) 28,670 (6.1) 518,360 (98.3) 9220 (1.7)
Not achieved 306,970 (79.3) 80,010 (20.7) 268,790 (91.6) 24,640 (8.4)

Note. SEN(D) = special educational needs and disabilities.
Rounding of counts and percentages in accordance with the data sharing agreement of the data owners, with more stringent rules applied to the most 
sensitive data.

a Category of Chinese suppressed due to small counts in some columns.
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2.2.4. Participants
The sample was individuals born 1st September 1995 to 31st August 1998 (N = 1,708,565). The population was derived from 

education datasets that exclude any individual who attended an independent school or were home educated throughout their 
schooling and have limited or no data on those who received some or all their schooling outside of England. Descriptive statistics for all 
variables disaggregated by CJS contact and CWS involvement are provided in Table 1 and in Supplementary materials Table 4.

2.3. Statistical analysis

The model has the main predictor of CWS involvement on the outcome of one or more criminal cautions or convictions, when other 
observed covariates were included in the model (ethnicity, FSM eligibility, SEN(D) provision, school attendance, school exclusion, and 
school attainment). The role of the observed and unobserved (structural and interpersonal racial bias, exposure to adverse childhood 
experiences, and trauma) predictors were considered in a directed acyclic graph (DAG. Fig. 2 in the Supplementary materials). Direct 
and total effect models were estimated. The direct effect model coefficients represent the estimated effect of CWS referral or inter-
vention on CJS outcomes for the given population exclusive of any mediated effect intervention may have on a child’s educational 
outcome. Total effect model coefficients refer to the estimated effect of intervention inclusive of any positive or negative mediated effect 
on CJS outcomes via any potential effect on educational outcomes. Multilevel models were estimated with random intercepts at the 
local authority level to adjust for any confounding associated with differences in local authority CJS and CWS practice. Missing data 
was handled by listwise deletion. In the full case analysis 31,054 cases were removed (1.82 % of 1,677,505 cases). Those who received 
a CWS referral or intervention had a higher proportion of missing data 2.1–3.8 % than those who did not (Supplementary materials 
Table 1). Models were generated for the entire population, and for male and female child populations separately. Details of model 
building and model fit summaries are presented in the Supplemental material Table 2 along with details of statistical software and 
packages used for analyses.

3. Results

Compared to those without any CWS referral or intervention, children who were referred to a CWS were 1.94 times as likely to have 
received a criminal caution or conviction. Children with child in need status were 2.22 times more likely; children who had ever been 
on a child protection plan were 2.62 more likely and children who were looked after in an out of home care placement were 4.49 times 
as likely to have received a criminal caution or conviction. After removing the potential mediating effect of educational outcomes we 
observed similar but slightly diminished increases in the odds of criminal justice contact for children with CWS involvement (Table 2).

The same graduated increase in odds occurred when male and female populations were modelled separately, with the effect of CWS 
referral or intervention being higher on the odds of at least one criminal caution or conviction for girls than for boys (Table 2). More 
conservative estimates are presented in the direct effects models of CWS referral or intervention, however; the same pattern of relative 
differences between males and females remained (Table 3). As such, any ameliorative effect that CWS might have on criminal 
conviction rates after removing its negative association with educational outcomes is likely to be modest and potentially more sub-
stantial for girls.

When considering these relatively striking differences between boys and girls it is important to keep in mind that these differences 
are, in part, a consequence of the significantly lower baseline probabilities of cautions or convictions among girls, as can be seen in the 
marginal effects estimates (Tables 2 and 3). According to the total effect model, female children with no contact with CWS have a 
predicted probability of 5.7 % for receiving a caution or conviction, while male children have a probability of 12.3 % (Table 3). As 
such, boys with CWS contact still have a higher probability of receiving a caution or conviction overall (Referral: 21.4 %, CIN: 23.8 %, 
CPP: 26.9 %, CLA: 38.7 %) but have greater equality of experience with the CJS with their peers than girls who have received a CWS 
referral or intervention (Referral: 12.0 %, CIN: 14.8 %, CPP: 17.0 %, CLA: 27 %).

4. Discussion

This study uses novel linked administrative data and makes a significant contribution to the existing evidence of higher prevalence 
rates of criminal cautions and convictions for children and young adults who are or have been subject to a CWS intervention. The 
majority of children who receive a CWS intervention in childhood have experienced abuse or neglect, and many have been exposed to 
domestic violence (DfE, 2022a). While previous research has emphasised the overrepresentation of those children who are or were 
looked after in an out of home setting (Baidawi et al., 2020), our analyses presents evidence of an increased risk of criminal caution or 
conviction that is graduated in line with the level of CWS intervention received. Furthermore, this increased risk extends to those 
children below the threshold for intervention, who are referred to CWS but do not receive an intervention, who were nearly twice as 
likely to have a caution or conviction by early adulthood compared to those without CWS involvement. This evidence adds to previous 
research from New South Wales in Australia, which reported the same phenomenon for unsubstantiated child protection referrals 
(Malvaso et al., 2017).

These analyses demonstrate the direct effect of CWS involvement on the likelihood of a criminal caution or conviction after 
adjusting for a range of factors known to also increase risk of criminalisation, including low income, ethnicity and special educational 
needs (Hughes et al., 2017). The effect of a child having any degree of CWS involvement is expected to have a greater impact on their 
likelihood of a criminal caution or conviction than the same child becoming eligible for free school meals due to low income. Despite 
this, children living in poverty are overwhelmingly overrepresented in the CWS system (Bennett et al., 2022) and are therefore likely to 
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Table 2 
Total effect model of child welfare service involvement on having at least one criminal caution or conviction.

Predictors Full sample Males Females
Est. SE OR 95 % LCI 95 % UCI MEM 

%
Est. SE OR 95 % LCI 95 % UCI MEM 

%
Est. SE OR 95 % LCI 95 % UCI MEM 

%
(Intercept) −3.70 0.02 −2.54 0.02 −3.67 0.03
Child welfare

Ref: No contact 12.3 21.1 5.7
Referral only 0.66 0.01 1.94 1.90 1.97 21.4 0.59 0.01 1.81 1.77 1.85 32.6 0.82 0.02 2.27 2.20 2.35 12.0
Child in Need 0.80 0.01 2.22 2.17 2.27 23.8 0.66 0.02 1.93 1.87 1.99 34.1 1.06 0.02 2.88 2.78 3.00 14.8
Ch. protection plan 0.97 0.03 2.62 2.48 2.77 26.9 0.82 0.04 2.27 2.11 2.44 37.8 1.22 0.04 3.39 3.12 3.68 17.0
Looked after child 1.50 0.02 4.49 4.36 4.63 38.7 1.32 0.02 3.73 3.58 3.88 50.0 1.81 0.02 6.13 5.85 6.43 27.0

Birth cohorta
1995/96 −0.26 0.00 0.77 0.76 0.77 28.6 −0.23 0.01 0.79 0.79 0.80 39.9 −0.35 0.01 0.70 0.69 0.72 18.6
1996/97 23.6 34.5 13.9
199/98 19.2 29.5 10.2

Absence
Ref: Low 0 %–10 % 16.7 26.2 9.1
Moderate 11–19 % 0.48 0.01 1.61 1.59 1.64 24.5 0.44 0.01 1.55 1.52 1.58 35.6 0.56 0.02 1.75 1.70 1.80 14.8
High ≥ 20 % 0.81 0.01 2.24 2.19 2.29 31.0 0.74 0.02 2.10 2.04 2.16 42.8 0.88 0.02 2.41 2.32 2.51 19.4

Exclusion
Ref: no exclusions 9.1 14.7 5.0
1 exclusion 1.29 0.01 3.62 3.56 3.69 26.6 1.26 0.01 3.52 3.45 3.59 37.8 1.33 0.02 3.78 3.65 3.92 16.6
2 or more exclusions 2.09 0.01 8.06 7.93 8.19 44.7 2.10 0.01 8.13 7.98 8.28 58.4 2.03 0.02 7.59 7.35 7.84 28.5

SEN(D)
Ref: No SEN(D) 23.6 33.9 14.4
SEN(D) school support 0.25 0.01 1.29 1.27 1.31 28.5 0.27 0.01 1.31 1.29 1.33 40.2 0.22 0.02 1.24 1.20 1.28 17.2
SEN(D) statement −0.26 0.01 0.77 0.75 0.79 19.2 −0.19 0.02 0.83 0.81 0.86 29.9 −0.34 0.04 0.71 0.66 0.76 10.6

Gender
Ref: Female 14.6
Male 1.19 0.01 3.27 3.23 3.32 35.8 – – – – – – – – – –

Ethnicity
Ref: White 25.4 36.1 17.0
Asian −0.14 0.01 0.87 0.85 0.89 22.9 −0.03 0.02 0.97 0.94 1.00 35.4 −0.66 0.04 0.52 0.45 0.55 9.6
Black 0.35 0.02 1.42 1.38 1.46 32.6 0.42 0.02 1.52 1.47 1.57 46.2 0.16 0.03 1.18 1.11 1.25 19.4
Chinese −1.21 0.11 0.30 0.24 0.37 9.3 −1.23 0.012 0.29 0.23 0.37 14.2 −1.17 0.23 0.31 0.20 0.49 6.0
Mixed 0.26 0.02 1.29 1.25 1.33 30.6 0.26 0.02 1.30 1.25 1.34 42.2 0.25 0.03 1.28 1.21 1.35 20.7
Any other 0.01 0.03 1.01 0.95 1.07 25.5 0.09 0.03 1.09 1.03 1.16 38.2 −0.33 0.07 0.72 0.62 0.82 12.8
Unclassified 0.03 0.03 1.03 0.98 1.08 26.0 0.02 0.03 1.02 0.96 1.08 36.5 0.07 0.05 1.08 0.98 1.18 18.0

FSM
Ref: Not eligible 19.8 29.9 11.2
Eligible 0.44 0.01 1.55 1.53 1.58 27.8 0.42 0.01 1.52 1.50 1.55 39.4 0.49 0.01 1.63 1.59 1.68 17.0

Random intercepts
Local authority (SD) 0.20 0.18 0.28

Note. Est = regression coefficient estimate; SE = standard error; OR = odds ratio; MEM = marginal effects of means; LCI = lower confidence interval, UCI = upper confidence interval.
a Cohort estimated as linear effect.
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Table 3 
Direct effect model of child welfare service involvement on having at least one criminal caution or conviction.

Predictors Full sample Males Females
Est. SE OR 95 % LCI 95 % UCI MEM% Est. SE OR 95 % LCI 95 % UCI MEM% Est. SE OR 95 % LCI 95 % UCI MEM%

(Intercept) −3.90 0.02 – – – – −2.76 0.19 – – – – −3.83 0.03 – – – –

Child welfare
Ref: No contact – – – – – 10.5 – – – – – 18.2 – – – – – 4.8
Referral only 0.62 0.01 1.86 1.83 1.90 17.9 0.56 0.01 1.75 1.71 1.79 28.0 0.77 0.02 2.15 2.08 2.23 9.9
Child in need 0.75 0.01 2.12 2.07 2.17 19.9 0.62 0.02 1.86 1.80 1.91 29.2 1.00 0.02 2.72 2.62 2.83 12.2
Ch. protection plan 0.93 0.03 2.54 2.40 2.68 23.0 0.80 0.04 2.22 2.06 2.39 33.0 1.17 0.04 3.23 2.98 3.51 14.1
Looked after child 1.44 0.02 4.21 4.08 4.33 33.0 1.26 0.02 3.52 3.38 3.65 43.9 1.74 0.02 5.69 5.43 5.97 22.5

Cohorta
1995/96 −0.27 0.00 0.76 0.76 0.77 24.5 −0.24 0.01 0.79 0.78 0.80 34.9 0.77 0.02 2.15 2.08 2.23 15.6
1996/97 – – – – – 19.9 – – – – – 29.8 – – – – – 11.5
1997/98 – – – – – 15.9 – – – – – 25.1 – – – – – 8.3

Absence
Ref: Low 0–10 % – – – – – 14.9 – – – – – 23.5 – – – – – 8.1
Moderate 11–19 % 0.38 0.01 1.46 1.44 1.48 20.3 0.35 0.01 1.41 1.39 1.44 30.3 0.45 0.02 1.56 1.52 0.45 12.1
High ≥ 20 % 0.67 0.01 1.95 1.91 2.00 25.5 0.62 0.02 1.85 1.80 1.91 36.3 0.73 0.02 2.07 1.99 0.73 15.4

Exclusion
Ref: no exclusions – – – – – 7.9 – – – – – 12.8 – – – – – 4.3
1 exclusion 1.20 0.01 3.33 3.27 3.39 22.2 1.18 0.01 3.25 3.19 3.32 32.4 1.24 0.02 3.44 3.32 3.57 13.5
2 ≥ exclusions 1.98 0.01 7.27 7.15 7.38 38.4 2.00 0.01 7.36 7.22 7.50 52.0 1.92 0.02 6.80 6.59 7.02 23.6

GCSE A-C grade
Ref: Not Attained – – – – – 15.0 23.2 8.5
Attained 0.68 0.01 1.97 1.94 2.00 25.8 0.68 0.01 1.96 1.93 2.00 37.3 0.68 0.02 1.97 1.92 2.03 15.4

SEN(D)
Ref: No SEN(D) – – – – – 22.1 – – – – – 32.1 – – – – – 13.3
SEN(D) school support 0.08 0.01 1.08 1.07 1.10 23.5 0.09 0.01 1.09 1.08 1.11 34.1 0.07 0.02 1.07 1.04 1.10 14.1
SEN(D) statement −0.48 0.01 0.62 0.60 0.63 14.9 0.41 0.02 0.98 0.64 0.68 23.8 −0.57 0.04 0.57 0.53 0.61 8.0

Gender
Ref: Female – – – – – 12.2 – – – – – – – – – – – –

Male 1.17 0.01 3.21 3.17 3.26 30.8 – – – – – – – – – – – –

Ethnicity
Ref: White – – – – – 21.3 – – – – – 30.9 – – – – – 13.9
Asian −0.12 0.01 0.88 0.86 0.91 19.3 −0.02 0.02 0.98 0.96 1.01 30.6 −0.64 0.04 0.53 0.49 0.57 7.9
Black 0.35 0.02 1.41 1.37 1.45 27.6 0.41 0.02 1.51 1.46 1.56 40.3 0.17 0.03 1.18 1.12 1.25 16.0
Chinese −1.14 0.11 0.32 0.26 0.40 8.0 −1.17 0.12 0.31 0.25 0.40 12.3 −1.09 0.21 0.34 0.22 0.53 5.2
Mixed 0.29 0.02 1.33 1.29 1.37 26.5 0.29 0.02 1.34 1.29 1.38 37.4 0.28 0.03 1.32 1.25 1.40 17.6
Any other −0.01 0.03 0.99 0.94 1.05 21.1 0.07 0.03 1.08 1.01 1.14 32.5 −0.33 0.07 0.72 0.62 0.82 10.4
Unclassified 0.03 0.03 1.04 0.99 1.09 21.9 0.02 0.03 1.02 0.96 1.08 31.4 0.08 0.05 1.09 0.99 1.19 14.9

FSM
Ref: Not eligible – – – – – 17.1 – – – – – 26.2 – – – – – 9.6
Eligible 0.37 0.01 1.45 1.43 1.47 23.0 0.35 0.01 1.43 1.40 1.45 33.6 0.40 0.01 1.50 1.46 1.54 13.7

Random intercepts
Local authority (SD) – 0.19 – – – – – 0.18 – – – – – 0.27 – – – –

Note. Est = regression coefficient estimate; SE = standard error; OR = odds ratio; MEM = marginal effects of means; LCI = lower confidence interval, UCI = upper confidence interval.
a Cohort estimated as linear effect.
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face a compounded risk of CJS involvement due to experiencing both factors. This implies that children with similar backgrounds have 
different criminal justice outcomes depending on their involvement with CWS. This is particularly the case for girls for whom the odds 
of a caution or conviction by early adulthood were significantly higher at all levels of CWS intervention.

This degree of increased risk of criminalisation for children who are involved with CWS warrants attention. While the increased risk 
of a criminal caution or conviction associated with greater CWS involvement is understandable given the relationship of vulnerability, 
harm, or childhood adversity, we might also expect that heightened intervention from CWS should serve to mitigate the risk through 
greater levels of support. However, the risk of criminalisation is a product of not only childhood adverse life exposures and social 
disadvantages, but also from increased service scrutiny, educational disadvantages, and systemic perceptions of a child’s risk 
(Brännström et al., 2017; Day, 2021; Hughes et al., 2020; McCarter et al., 2020). To interrupt these associations, children subject to 
formal CWS involvement may benefit from earlier preventative interventions intended to reduce risk of criminalisation. An umbrella 
review of 156 reviews gave support for home visiting as an effective early intervention to reduce maltreatment (Casillas et al., 2016), 
and emerging support was given from a systematic review of interventions to reduce maltreatment and improve child development 
within low- and middle-income countries (Efevbera et al., 2018). Mixed effects were reported by an umbrella review of 25 reviews of 
interventions, such as cognitive-behaviour therapy and parent training, to support those exposed to adverse childhood experiences for 
outcomes for child behaviour, mental health, and CJS contact (Lorenc et al., 2020). However, two systematic reviews measuring 
effectiveness of interventions to reduce CJS contact for looked after children, found mixed effects for case management and parent 
training (Ziviani et al., 2012) A representative systematic review of 33 studies that covered high-, middle-, and low-income countries, 
assessed the impact of socioeconomic interventions (often targeting low-income households) on adverse childhood exposures, there 
were mixed findings for effectiveness of the interventions that included income supplementation and cash transfers (Courtin et al., 
2019).

Children subject to maltreatment and CWS intervention should not be made subject to criminalisation. Indeed, there is momentum 
for diversion away from the CJS for marginalised and overrepresented groups, including those in receipt of CWS interventions (Robin- 
D’Cruz et al., no date). However, at all stages of the CJS, from policing to the delivery of sentences, practitioners can only consider CWS 
backgrounds where there is effective knowledge sharing between agencies, and in practice unequal opportunities for diversion can 
increase inequities in criminal justice settings (Robin-D’Cruz et al., no date; Robin-D’Cruz, and Innovation, 2023). While such efforts at 
diversion may miss those who are referred to CWS but do not receive an intervention and are therefore not subject to ongoing CWS 
support. Moreover, this knowledge can only be of benefit to children and young people where practitioners respond compassionately 
and without bias towards this vulnerable group (Robin-D’Cruz, and Innovation, 2023).

4.1. Limitations

The use of novel, linked, whole population administrative data for England. administrative data meant that there was full rep-
resentation of children who had had an intervention from CWS from the age of 5, a population that is often underrepresented by cohort 
and other survey measures. However, any child who was looked after but then ceased to be looked after prior to school age will not be 
present in the data. Use of an administrative dataset allowed cases who were referred to CWS but did not receive an intervention to be 
identified, something that would be unlikely to be captured through other measurements (DfE, 2023a, 2023b). However, grading CWS 
intervention by the highest intervention received does not capture the heterogeneity of care experiences, including differences in 
duration, types of care placement, and reasons for CWS intervention. Further, for the purposes of this study the criminal justice 
outcome was reduced to a binary indicator of presence or absence of at least one criminal caution or conviction. The over-
representation of children who have had an out of home care placement becomes more pronounced with the severity of CJS outcomes, 
for example in prolific offenders and custodial sentences (DfE, 2022a, 2022b, 2023b). As such the binary indicator of CJS contact is 
likely a conservative estimate of the increased risks faced by those children receiving any CWS intervention. The study design does not 
allow for consideration to the possible causes of this overrepresentation, such as the impact of abuse, neglect of other forms of adversity 
on subsequent behaviour, or any discrimination against children with care experience within practices in the CJS. The way in which 
care experiences may impact on likelihood of CJS contact is hugely complex and not well understood by the existing research in this 
field (Malvaso et al., 2016). The authors of a systematic review of 62 studies concluded that the evidence showed no meaningful 
consistent association between exposure to maltreatment and CJS contact, with weak evidence for maltreatment severity and the 
cumulative effect of maltreatment over time. They also concluded that the timing of maltreatment appeared to only be significant for 
selected types of crime, and the age of offending (childhood or adulthood). The authors did conclude that there was consistent evidence 
for an association being exposure to maltreatment at an older age and greater risk of CJS contact, and that a focus on other mediating 
and moderating factors was important (Malvaso et al., 2016). A sensitivity analysis on these data including only cases where CJS 
contact occurred more than a year after the CWS intervention, found similar effect estimates, although further exploration of the 
impact of different care experiences would be of benefit to the field (ADD REF). The study benefits from being the first to control for 
poverty and differences related to ethnicity and structural and interpersonal racism, as well as inclusion of several education factors. 
The present study design was specified to explore how different tiers of involvement with a CWS may be associated with CJS contact, 
but the design did not set out to explore in detail the more complex interactions with other factors nor the impact of heterogenous care 
experiences. Although these are important future lines of enquiry that deserve to be rigorously and intentionally researched to build on 
this growing body of evidence.
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5. Conclusions

Children who had any involvement from a CWS in childhood face increased odds of having at least one criminal caution or 
conviction by early adulthood. These greater risks exist despite controlling for other known social, demographic, and educational risk 
factors. This study adds evidence that those referred to CWS that do not receive an intervention, are more likely to have a criminal 
caution or conviction than those without any CWS involvement. The study also highlights the greater risk posed by CWS intervention 
for girls and adds to the existing evidence that those who are looked after in an out of home placement experience the greatest risk for 
CJS contact. Individuals who have CWS involvement face multiple and compounding social and health disadvantages across the life 
course. There is a need for a review of practices and policies that may be contributing to the criminalisation of vulnerable children and 
for targeted interventions that may redress these inequalities and mitigate the adverse outcomes associated with them.
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The authors regret that errors occurred with some references, citations, and descriptions of data coverage in the published article. 
The corrections are as follows: 

1. DfE 2022a has an incorrect hyperlink, the correct web location is https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find- 
statistics/children-in-need/2022

2. The following reference has been updated online, and the date of publication is 2024: DfE 2023a, Children in need: Methodology 
Retrieved from https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/methodology/characteristics-of-children-in-need-methodology

3. In section 2.2.2 we incorrectly refer in brackets to the Children in Need census as ‘Section 83’. This is incorrect and should be 
disregarded.

4. In section 2.2.3, we incorrectly report the coverage of the police national computer (PNC), which should have stated that the PNC 
has information on all offenders in England and Wales.

5. In section 4 we state, “The majority of children who receive a CWS intervention in childhood have experienced abuse or neglect, 
and many have been exposed to domestic violence (DfE, 2022a)”. Following discussion with the data owners, we would like to 
change this wording to be “Many children who receive…”.

6. In section 4.1 we omitted one in text citation, Leyland (2024), for a section that reads: ‘A sensitivity analysis on these data including 
only cases where CJS contact occurred more than a year after the CWS intervention, found similar effect estimates, although further 
exploration of the impact of different care experiences would be of benefit to the field’ (Leyland, 2024). The citation is already 
referenced correctly in the reference list.

The authors would like to apologise for any inconvenience caused.
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