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Child impact analysis: a brief evaluation 

 

 

This is the second series of child impact statements on Government Bills funded by UNICEF 

UK and commissioned by the National Children’s Bureau (NCB) on behalf of the All Party 

Parliamentary Group for Children. The All Party Group is one of over 100 special interest 

groups for backbench MPs and Peers. It meets monthly during the parliamentary year to 

discuss recent research, innovative projects, current legislation, and emerging policy areas 

related to children’s issues, children’s interests and children’s rights. 

 

The case for child impact assessment has been made in a number of publications
1
, most 

notably in Rachel Hodgkin’s introduction to the previous series of statements. To summarise, 

impact analysis for specified population groups or service sectors is becoming a popular 

response to help Government and other policy-makers to achieve ‘joined-up thinking’ and 

work across departmental interests and professional boundaries. Indeed, other interest groups 

have proposed health, family policy or marriage support impact assessment, though each of 

these subject areas would bring with it problems of definition. Child impact assessment uses 

the definition of child found in the various Children Acts in each of the four nations, and the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC): 

 
. . .  every human being below the age of 18 years unless, under the law applicable to the 

country, majority is attained earlier. (article 1) 

 

Child impact assessment is of particular value because of the relative invisibility of children 

and young people in the political process: though disproportionately affected by legislative 

changes, they remain disenfranchised, unconsulted, and uninvolved. The citizens of tomorrow 

– an area of the curriculum currently receiving renewed attention and official endorsement via 

a new statutory framework for citizenship education – are still treated as disempowered 

recipients of political largesse. 

 

Impact statements are meant to inform policy initiatives while they are being formulated, as 

well as throughout the legislative process. Consultation papers should include them, with an 

impact statement available to officials as a Bill is being drafted, and to parliamentarians and 

lobbyists while the Bill is passing through its several stages. Impact assessment should 

become part of the process of drafting guidance and regulations, again being available to 

organisations and individuals who themselves are commenting on the proposals. Following 

enactment and implementation, child impact analysis should be an integral part of the process 

of monitoring and evaluation.  

 

The statements can be a systematic means of examining proposed new measures while 

promoting and ensuring compliance with the implementation of the CRC, ratified by the UK 

Government in December 1991. Since the passage of the 1998 Human Rights Act, the 

Government has been issuing a statement of compatibility with the European Convention of 

Human Rights on the face of each new Bill. A requirement to publish a complementary child 

impact statement of compatibility would demonstrate that we take our obligations under the 

CRC seriously, whilst setting in motion the assessment process. The Government also 

publishes Explanatory Notes with each Bill and each new Act. These too would provide a 
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useful tool for undertaking and disseminating child impact assessment in a Stationery Office 

publication, thus giving it official status. 

 

With their cross-departmental perspective, child impact statements could build on current 

attempts to break through the artificial boundaries between health, education, social care, 

family policy, social welfare, immigration, employment, play, child care and youth justice. 

They could support the work of the cross-departmental Social Exclusion Unit and Womens 

Unit which function within the Cabinet Office, as well as relevant inter-ministerial groups set 

up by Government to focus on issues like domestic violence or teenage pregnancy and 

parenthood. They could give the Minister for Children (currently that in name only) some 

teeth by providing him with a child-focused, cross-sectoral overview of the ways in which 

policy initiatives can affect children and young people. They could be used to support 

recommendations for change. After all, child impact analysis is a process, an evaluative tool – 

not a definitive result.  

 

The UK is now made up of four devolved nations: England, Wales, Northern Ireland and 

Scotland. Each is working to a different programme through its Parliament or Assembly, and 

has the potential at least to make an individual response to a common policy theme. For 

example, a UK commitment to change the law on physical punishment in the home following 

a ruling in the European Court of Human Rights has led to the publication of consultation 

papers from three of the four nations  the Northern Ireland Assembly having been 

suspended. The Scottish paper is discernably different from the others. Assuming that this 

could lead to dissimilar domestic laws on the parental right to smack children, a child impact 

statement would measure how the law of each nation state compares with the European Court 

judgment and children’s rights as outlined in the CRC. Such a statement could conceivably 

conclude that Scotland is more child-friendly than the rest of the UK. 

 

In England, the current structure of Government makes it difficult for any real cross-

departmental perspective to emerge. Government Bills have the backing of or are led by 

specific departments, with the resulting legislation affecting distinct service areas and tending 

to reflect the needs of those service providers first, with service users a poor second. When 

responding to the first series of child impact statements, though appreciative of the exercise, 

Government Ministers seemed more intent on commenting on and sometimes challenging the 

assessment made of Bills relevant to their immediate area of responsibility. This rather 

missed the point. 

 

More recent proposals from central Government indicate some progress and, to illustrate this, 

we move briefly from process to policy. The Social Exclusion Unit has concentrated much of 

its recent work programme on a series of Policy Action Team reports resulting from multi-

faceted studies based on the broader theme of neighbourhood renewal
2
. Many of these reports 

have focused on young people, especially those considered at risk of dropping out of school, 

or becoming involved in criminal activity. One report recommends the kinds of measures we 

would wish to see set in place for all children but has narrowed its range to include only those 

at crisis point between the ages of 16 to 18; a Cabinet-level Minister for Youth, cross-

departmental Youth Unit, and impact assessment of new policies on young people are three of 

the fairly radical proposals. Ironically, the report also highlights the importance of shifting 

Government expenditure from crisis intervention to prevention, an argument which could be 
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used to support the idea of a Minister for Children (and young people), a cross-departmental 

Cabinet-level Children and Young Person’s Unit, and child impact assessment. Clearly, these 

policy advisers are thinking along the same lines as ourselves. However, in the interests of the 

development of a coherent policy framework for children based on the principles of social 

inclusion, we should have regard to the needs of all children. And this is precisely what child 

impact assessment seeks to achieve. After all, those ‘at risk’ groups who reach crisis point in 

adolescence deserve supportive, holistic services and care early on in their lives. Children 

living in social care settings are vulnerable, but many of them live in care for only brief 

periods of time. Children who are in prison, excluded from school, are disabled, have 

particular health or mental health needs, live in poverty or in assigned accommodation as 

refugees are also vulnerable. Indeed, all children and young people are potentially vulnerable 

for a variety of reasons at some point in their childhood. 

 

In order to be most effective, child impact assessment would require internal Government 

endorsement and find a route through departmental differences and rivalries by looking at the 

legislative effect on children first, and departmental boundaries later. This is the only way in 

which the process could become a natural part of policy formulation at the highest level. 

Statements could be produced by or on behalf of a Children’s Unit in the Cabinet Office, an 

independent Children’s Rights Commissioner with statutory powers to monitor the 

Government’s international obligations to support children’s interests and welfare, a 

Parliamentary Select Committee for Children – or, ideally, a combination of the three. To 

date, however, none of these child-focused structures exist in England. Indeed, under current 

Freedom of Information proposals, official sanction could actually hamper the public 

availability of any policy advice to Ministers contained in child impact statements. The 

proposals to establish similar structures for ‘youth’ could actually add to the confusion by 

erecting artificial boundaries between children 0 to 15, and young people aged 16 to 18. 

 

On a regional or local government level, child impact statements would bolster the well-

recognised need for seamless multi-agency delivery of services while indicating potential 

areas of conflict. For example, the Crime and Disorder Act 1998 sets out in statute a 

requirement for multi-agency work in the youth justice field with a general lead from social 

services and the police. In practice, however, the Youth Offending Team pilots have found it 

difficult to settle into this shared agenda with their different service cultures, longstanding 

professional rivalries and philosophies. The child impact statement produced for the All Party 

Group during the passage of the 1998 Bill pointed out the inherent contradiction in balancing 

the requirement to ‘have regard to welfare of the child’ with the new duty to prevent 

offending by meting out one of several types of court orders which emphasise punishment and 

reparation
3
. With this seeming contradiction at the heart of the new system, what is best for 

the child? Monitoring the impact on children could help to clarify the areas where the new 

legislation fails to meet its objectives and, by focusing on the child, encourage the different 

authorities to work together to a common aim. 

 

Recent workshops involving people from the Children’s Rights Alliance for England, the 

Children’s Society and local government workers have identified an interest in and 

enthusiasm for child impact analysis at both local and community level. Professionals see the 

potential for the inclusion of child impact assessment within their children’s services plans 

and corporate planning mechanisms, and as part of the auditing and monitoring process 
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undertaken within the Best Value requirements (see the statement on the Local Government 

Bill). It would also be useful to submit national directives involving new local initiatives like 

Quality Protects or SureStart to child impact assessment to measure the outcomes favoured by 

Government with a more qualitative analysis of their potential effect on children and young 

people.  

 

Child impact analysis conceived by or for children and young people themselves would add 

substance to the new citizenship curriculum to be introduced in schools in 2002. Making use 

of interactive technologies could improve communication between parliamentarians or local 

government officials and the children and young people they represent. It would be a 

fascinating development if procedures could be established which would allow young 

refugees to respond to plans to make it harder for children and adults to enter the country as 

asylum seekers, or for young victims of crime to respond to proposals to introduce family 

group conferencing for young offenders. Such a process would help to fulfil the UK’s 

obligations under article 12 of the CRC, and would undoubtedly illuminate the ways in which 

both local and central government can affect children and young people while providing those 

in power a rare opportunity to be able to assert that they have listened to the views of their 

youngest citizens. 

 

So, what is child impact analysis? 

What does it involve?  

Is potential impact measurable?  

The premise is simple: how would this policy development or change to service delivery 

affect children as a distinct group? Additional consideration must be given to issues like who 

should write a statement, when to write a statement, and how best to frame the calculations 

upon which to estimate potential direct and indirect impact on children. Ideally, we need to 

develop some sort of impact template. 

 

In 1998, the Minister for Children’s Issues released a Scottish Office Child Strategy 

Statement, which is currently being refined for the Scottish Parliament. The original proposal 

was that: 

 
In considering any new policy initiative, or in amending current policy, all Scottish Office 

Departments should explicitly consider the implications of these policies for children. In order 

to do this they should consider whether there is a need to: 

 Consult with relevant interests: in certain circumstances this will mean direct 

consultation with children; 

 Identify information in order to implement effectively the strategy; 

 Inform the Minister for Children’s Issues Unit of important matters for inclusion in the 

annual report to Ministers. 

In deciding which, if any of the actions pursuant to [the previous paragraph] to pursue, 

Departments considering new policy initiatives, or amending current policy, should ask 

themselves the following questions: 

 Does the policy have any direct implications for children’s issues? 

 Does the policy have any indirect effect of any significance on children? 

 What impact will the policy have on the general welfare of children? 

 Will the policy adversely affect other policy areas, local authorities, voluntary 

organisations or others in their work with children? 
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The Scottish Executive is still looking at how to take this forward, but has made considerable 

inroads in direct consultation with children and young people in relation to a new Improving 

Our Schools consultation. 

 

The issue of authorship is an interesting one. In order to ensure the assessment is available at 

the early stage of policy formulation, there must be some input from Government. However, 

by definition a departmental official would be working from within an agreed perspective 

with limits on potential funding, and would have no real contact with local and community 

level projects, or children and young people themselves. Policy workers or practitioners from 

outside Government would start with a child-centred outlook and may have access to local 

area project work and young people, but not have access to those who make the decisions at 

national level. To complicate things further, subject expertise is often too narrow to assess 

any potential direct or indirect impact of a policy change on children. A panel could 

undertake a more comprehensive and balanced analysis, perhaps even a Select Committee for 

Children and Young People accepting submissions from a variety of organisations and 

individuals. 

 

‘When’ is a constant. Child impact assessment is a process, and should be undertaken at each 

stage of policy development: from idea, to published consultation, to draft legislation, to 

guidance and regulations, to implementation, to evaluation of the legislative changes. 

 

Statements may include informed opinion, but should be based on validated research and 

statistical evidence, case studies illustrating the potential impact, opinions of children and 

young people themselves, and comparison with other policy initiatives, statutory duties and 

services, and international obligations. 

 

Needless to say, within the constraints of this particular exercise, the authors have been 

unable to achieve all of the above. However, the results of their efforts demonstrate true 

commitment and have produced some very thoughtful, well-considered and, in some cases, 

passionate contributions. 

 

Bills presented to the Westminster Parliament 

The child impact statements on the 1998/1999 Bills follow the format prescribed by the 

original series with some minor alterations: 

 Summary 

 Introduction/Background 

 Examination of the Bill 

 Effects of the Government proposals (based on research evidence and informed 

opinion) 

 Comparison with international obligations 

 Some limited referral to other relevant Bills/Acts 

 

Twenty-two Bills were analysed, two of which were Private Members Bills supported by the 

Government and subsequently enacted. One major Bill was not assessed: the Access to 

Justice Bill. The Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Bill was broken down into two distinct 

statements to reflect Parts I and II of the Bill, the first referring to young offenders, the second 
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to child witnesses. 

 

The statement writers come from a variety of backgrounds: legal, research and policy. Some 

are civil servants providing information on a Bill for which they had primary responsibility. 

Some are policy officers who were pursuing a particular piece of legislation through 

Parliament. Some are lobbyists, some academics. Each seemed to welcome the challenge of 

looking beyond their organisational or professional interest to try to flesh out a legal 

framework and gauge its potential impact on children’s interests and children’s lives. Most 

admitted that the ‘devil is in the detail’ and that they would have liked to have done a similar 

analysis of the secondary legislation in order to gain a clearer picture of the ways in which the 

Acts would affect children and young people. Several of the organisations represented by the 

authorship have also put some resources into monitoring the impact after enactment. 

 

Many of the Bills were judged to have no special impact on children as a distinct population 

group. Those introducing wide-ranging structural changes, however, like the Food Standards 

Bill, Health Bill and Greater London Authority Bill failed to have regard to children as a 

distinct group, so parliamentarians did not consider the effect these changes could have on 

them. The authors of the statements, however, regarded this omission as a missed 

opportunity.  

 

Within the health service, for example, children account for one quarter of GP consultations 

and 30 per cent of accident and emergency cases, but they have little or no say in their own 

health care. Yet during the debates there was no discussion of the need for either professional 

or direct representation for children and young people to ensure that their particular health 

needs have sufficient standing within the new health structures. 

 

Others like the Immigration and Asylum Bill launched a special children’s coalition which 

lobbied against the proposed limitations to accommodation and benefit entitlement for 

asylum-seeking families, including those with children. This coalition had some success in 

working with parliamentarians to alter the draconian measures found in the original Bill, and 

much greater success in publicising the potential damage to be caused by the legislation 

through some well-informed members of the media. 

 

A number of Bills related to financial measures. The child impact brief asked authors to focus 

on their own Bill, but most commented that the exercise would have greater value if the 

changes to taxation, benefits, and parental leave (found in the Employment Relations Bill, 

Finance Bill, Tax Credits Bill, and Welfare Reform and Pensions Bill) were compared and 

viewed together with far-reaching fiscal policies being implemented beyond the legislative 

setting: the Government’s anti-poverty strategy, and related pledge to eradicate child poverty 

in the UK within 20 years. 

 

Some of the Bills were continuations of changes developed in previous legislation. For 

example, the Disability Rights Commission Bill was interdependent with the Disability 

Discrimination Act 1995, so the statement offers a concise overview of both. Part I of the 

Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Bill built on the youth justice changes introduced by the 

Crime and Disorder Act 1998, extending the idea of reparation for offending with the 

development of youth offender panels based on the principles of restorative justice. 
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Finally, this series of child impact statements threw up one area of continuing interest: the 

increasing blurring of the lines between child, young person and young adult. Different 

Government departments and national, regional and local level services areas define children 

in diverse ways. Do early years services cover 0 to 4 (the preschool ages) or 0 to 8 (under the 

Children Act 1989)? At the age of 11, children transfer from primary to secondary school, but 

is this also the age at which they enter adolescence, or is it the age of 13, or dependent on the 

individual child? At what age can you identify children at risk of later criminal activity, and at 

what stage should the different services intervene? Children of any age may smoke, or drink 

alcohol from the age of five though not in public, but may not purchase cigarettes until 16 and 

alcohol at 18. This is not a criticism of the laws as they stand, but a comment that the law and 

any accompanying child impact assessment must take account of the increasing maturity of 

the children and young people affected by that policy change. 

 

This is particularly relevant to Bills which will, in the main, impact on adolescents. The 

referral orders in the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Bill and age of consent changes in 

the Sexual Offences (Amendment) Bill are cases in point. At what age is a child able to 

understand his/her offence, sign a contract of behaviour and make meaningful reparation to 

the victim? When do young people make decisions about their own sexuality and at what 

point should they have the right to do so? 

 

These are complex questions, and the parliamentary debates made it clear that many 

politicians found them difficult. That is why it is so important for the next phase of child 

impact assessment to include and report the results of direct consultation with children and 

young people. Of course, as policy-makers and legislators we need to measure our policies 

and political decisions against our obligations under international and national law, and 

against what can be judged on evidence and experience to be best for the child; but we also 

need to weigh our decisions with what children themselves believe is important, just and in 

their own interests. It is a delicate balance, but the results could be illuminating and provide 

us with a more inclusive concept of governance in which children and young people are more 

active participants, and more willing to participate. 

 

 
Lisa Payne 

Policy Officer, National Childrens Bureau and 

Clerk to the All Party Parliamentary Group for Children 
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