
Guidance on data collection on the mental and emotional health of 
children and young people in care 

 
1. The white paper Care Matters: Time for Change highlighted the need 

to improve the mental health of children and young people in care. It 
recommended that a new local government indicator focused on the 
psychological and emotional health of children in care, and specifically 
emotional and behavioural difficulties, should be developed.  

 
2. From April 2008 all local authorities in England will be required to 

provide information on the emotional and behavioural health of children 
and young people in their care. These data will be collected by local 
authorities through a Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 
and a summary figure for each child (the total difficulties score) will be 
submitted to the Department for Children Schools and Families through 
the SSDA903 data return for the 2008-09 financial year, collected from 
1 April 2009.  Local Authorities may use the Care Matters Change 
Fund, announced as part of the white paper, to support the introduction 
of this new SSDA903 data item.    

 
3. The SDQ is a short behavioural screening questionnaire.  It has five 

sections that cover details of emotional difficulties; conduct problems; 
hyperactivity or inattention; friendships and peer groups; and also 
positive behaviour. The SDQ has been internationally validated and is 
appropriate for all BME groups. Alternative language versions of the 
SDQ can be downloaded from www.sdqinfo.com.  

 
4. Data will provide both local and national information on the emotional 

and behavioural health of children in care. Subject to the outcome of 
the Comprehensive Spending Review 2007, the data will form the 
basis of an indicator in the local government National Indicator Set. It 
will also provide local authorities with a useful way of assessing the 
needs of both their overall population of children in care and of 
individual children or young people.  

 
5. Local authorities are required to use the ‘main carer’ questionnaire 

element of the SDQ, attached at annex A. Through the SSDA903 data 
collection, local authorities must return a single ‘Total Difficulties 
Score’, ranging from 0 to 40, for each child who was aged between four 
and 16 at the date of their latest assessment and has been in care for 
at least 12 months on 31st March. Completion of the SDQ is 
straightforward and there should only be rare exceptions where it 
cannot be completed. Where a score cannot be returned the local 
authority must state the reason why. The SSDA903 data collection will 
contain the following fields for this purpose.  

 
• No form returned as child was aged under 4 or over 16 at date 

of latest assessment; 
• Carer refused to complete and return the questionnaire;  

www.sdqinfo.com


• Not possible to complete the questionnaire due to severity of the 
child’s disabilities; 

• Other.  
 

6. The questionnaire must be completed by the child’s main carer. For 
most children and young people in care this will be either a foster carer 
or their residential social worker, where the child is in residential 
accommodation. It can be completed at any point during the year. 
However, to help ensure that the questionnaire is completed and to 
reduce the administrative burden we recommend that the questionnaire 
is completed as part of the child or young person’s statutory annual 
health assessment.  

 
7. For children and young people in new placements, we recommend that 

the SDQ is used early to help decision-making about links with Child 
and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS). Referral to 
specialist mental health assessment and treatment should be 
considered in the context of the existing assessment of the health, 
social and educational needs of children and young people as part of 
placing a child or young person in care. Social workers should consider 
the need to make a referral to specialist CAMHS or, where they exist, 
specialist teams that have been set up in partnership with local mental 
health providers.  Where social workers are unsure of the need for 
referral, or how to make one, they should seek advice on local care 
pathways and CAMHS eligibility criteria. CAMHS may also be a useful 
source of expertise in the use and interpretation of the SDQ.  The local 
CAMHS Partnership will want to be informed of the levels of mental 
health difficulties in the children in care population.  This information is 
valuable in making thorough local needs assessments. 

 
8. Local authorities should make arrangements for issuing the SDQ to the 

child’s main carer, accompanied by an explanation of how it should be 
completed. The SDQ requires carers to read a statement and judge 
how well it describes the young person by ticking one of three or four 
boxes for each question. Completion should take between 5 to 10 
minutes. Local authorities should ensure that the carer has sufficient 
time to complete the questionnaire in advance of the health check; we 
recommend that carers are given one month to complete the 
questionnaire. Local authorities are responsible for ensuring that the 
questionnaire is completed for each child or young person.  

 
9. Following completion of the questionnaire by the child’s carer, the local 

authority should calculate the child’s Total Difficulties Score using the 
scoring sheet attached at annex B. The Total Difficulties Score is 
generated from the totalling the scores of the emotional symptoms, 
conduct problems, hyperactivity and peer problems sub-scores; it does 
not include the pro-social score. Local authorities should first generate 
the child’s score for each of the four relevant sub-score domains and 
then generate the Total Difficulties Score. When scoring the SDQ, 
authorities must take care to ensure that score awarded matches the 



correct question from the SDQ. For manual scoring this process is 
aided by transparent overlays, attached at annex C, which should be 
printed or photocopied on transparent film.  

 
10. Free computer scoring and report-writing software is available for 

electronic marking of the SDQ. The software is available on request 
from www.sdqinfo.com/b4.html. This software uses Microsoft Access 
and can be use to export results for use on an authority’s Management 
Information System.  

 
11. Following marking of the SDQ, local authorities must keep a record of 

the Total Difficulties Score (i.e. the overall score ranging from 0 – 40) 
for each relevant child and submit these as part of the SSDA903 data 
collection.   

 
12. The full SDQ also includes a questionnaire for teachers and a self 

reporting questionnaire for children and young people. Whilst they are 
not required to use either of these questionnaires for this data 
collection, local authorities may wish to use these questionnaires to 
improve their understanding of the needs of their children and young 
people in care.  Further information can be found at www.sdqinfo.com.  

 
13. The SDQ will provide predictions about how likely it is that a child or 

young person has significant mental health problems (unlikely, possible 
or probable). We recommend that if the main carer SDQ suggests a 
possible or probable problem that an SDQ is completed by a teacher 
who knows the young person and the young person themselves if they 
are aged 11 or over.  The allocated social worker may wish to discuss 
any problem areas highlighted by the SDQ with the carer and young 
person. However, the SDQ is only a screening tool. Where a problem 
is identified the local authority should use a diagnostic tool such as the 
Development and Well-Being Assessment (DAWBA) to enable an 
appropriate intervention to be identified and consider a referral to local 
voluntary or statutory mental health services. 

 
14. Further assistance can be provided by:  

 
• Administering the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire: Ian Payne, 

DCSF: ian.payne@dcsf.gsi.gov.uk tel: 020 7273 5185 

• Completing the SSDA903 return: your usual DCSF contact (Farida 
Ebrahim, Don Sault and Ian Winkworth) or Anne-Gaelle Roche, anne-
gaelle.roche@dcsf.gsi.gov.uk tel: 020 7925 3803   
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