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Background  
 

Substance misuse is widely acknowledged as a significant public health problem. 

Children looked after and young people are at increased risk of drug misuse, being four 

times more likely to use drugs and alcohol compared to their peers. They also start 

using substances at an earlier age and are more likely to continue into adulthood. As of 

31 March 2023, there were approximately 7,208 children looked after in Wales. This 

represents a 2% increase from the previous year. The term ‘looked after’ refers to a child 

in the care of a local authority or provided with accommodation (e.g., foster parents) for 

a continuous period of more than 24 hours. 

 

This study uses linked administrative data to investigate how being a Child Looked 

After (CLA) influences the likelihood of substance misuse events. The role played by 

sociodemographic characteristics, category of need and placement type is also 

considered. This study and its findings are preliminary. They are intended to pave the 

way for future work involving children looked after and to raise awareness rather than 

to recommend immediate changes. 

 

This report presents the findings of a study conducted as part of the BOLD Substance 

Misuse Demonstrator Pilot in Wales, which focuses on early intervention and 

prevention of escalation of substance misuse.  Further information on the BOLD 

programme can be found here: Better Outcomes through Linked Data (BOLD). 

 

 

What we did 
 

Our cohort consisted of children resident in Wales and aged 10 to 17 between 1 

January 2011 and 31 December 2019. Administrative data from various sources were 

linked in the SAIL Databank, a secure research environment hosted by Swansea 

University that contains data from many organisations, to obtain sociodemographic, 

substance misuse events and children looked after-specific characteristics. 

 

A child was considered CLA if they had a record in the Children Looked After Wales 

Census within the study period. 

 

A child had a ‘substance misuse event’ if they had a health, justice or death event that 

could be attributed to substance misuse. For example, an emergency department 

attendance due to overdose. 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ministry-of-justice-better-outcomes-through-linked-data-bold/ministry-of-justice-better-outcomes-through-linked-data-bold
https://saildatabank.com/
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Sociodemographic characteristics considered: 

 Sex 

 Ethnicity 

 Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) 2019 quintiles, an area-based 

measure of relative deprivation ranked from 1 (most deprived) to 5 (least 

deprived) 

 

CLA-specific characteristics considered: 

 Category of need (i.e., reason for being placed into care) 

 Placement type 

 

Statistical models were used to investigate if: 

1) being a child looked after or having certain sociodemographic characteristics 

(sex, ethnicity and WIMD) increased the risk of substance misuse events. 

2) different categories of need or types of placement for children looked after 

increased the risk of substance misuse events, compared to children looked 

after with different categories of need or placement types. 

 

 

What we found 

Characteristics of the cohort 
 

A slightly higher proportion of CLA were male (53%) compared to non-CLA (51.3%).  

 

Those in the CLA goup were more ethnically diverse than those in the non-CLA group. 

The largest differences were amongst those of ‘Mixed’ ethnicity (3.4% among CLA, 

2.5% among non-CLA). 

 

The proportion of children living in the most deprived areas was much higher for CLA 

than for children non-CLA. There is a noticeable decrease in the proportion of CLA 

living in each WIMD quintile from the most deprived (quintile 1) to the least deprived 

(quintile 5). Among the non-CLA cohort there is still a decrease in proportion living in 

each WIMD quintile, but the decrease does not appear as large. 

 

Cohort characteristics related to category of need and placement types are provided in 

the figures below. 

 

Abuse or neglect was by far the most recorded category of need for CLA episodes for 

children looked after in the research cohort (53.1%) (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Percentage of CLA episodes recorded for CLA in the research cohort, by 

category of need 

 
 

Foster placements were the most common placement type for children looked after in 

the study (58.9%) (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of CLA episodes recorded for CLA in the research cohort, by 

placement type 

 
[Note 1] ‘Other’ includes residential employment, residential care home, NHS or Health Trust 

or other establishment providing medical or nursing care, residential family centre or mother 

and baby unit, Youth Offender Institution or prison, all residential schools, except where dual-

registered as a school and a care home for children, other placements. 

 

Sociodemographic characteristics and substance misuse 
 

Non-CLA had a very low likelihood of substance misuse events (2.02%). However, CLA 

had nearly 8 times higher risk of substance misuse events than non-CLA. 
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Being female could be associated with a lower risk of substance events misuse among 

children who were non-CLA, but it may be a risk factor among children who are CLA. 

 

In the non-CLA group children with ‘Mixed’, ‘Asian or Asian British’, ‘Black or Black 

British’ and ‘Other’ ethnicities had lower risk of substance misuse events than children 

with a ‘White’ ethnic background. Among the CLA group, children with a ‘Mixed’ ethnic 

background had an increased risk of substance misuse events, and children with ‘Asian 

or Asian British’ ethnicity had a decreased risk of substance misuse events, when 

compared with children from a ‘White’ ethnic background. This does not suggest that 

ethnicity alone is a risk factor. There are other factors at play that make children in 

certain communities more at risk of substance misuse events. 

 

As level of deprivation decreased, the the risk of substance misuse events decreased. 

This was the case for both CLA and non-CLA children. 

 

Children looked after characteristics and substance misuse 
 

Children in care due to ‘family disfunction’, ‘socially unacceptable behaviour’ and 

‘adoption disruption’ had a 2 to 4 times higher risk for substance misuse events when 

compared to CLA without these categories of need. 

 

We found that being ‘placed in residential settings’, ‘living independently’ and ‘absent 

from placement or other’1 were associated with a 3 to 4 times higher risk of substance 

misuse events than CLA without these placement types.  

 

 

Why it matters 
 

This study identified associations between CLA status, various sociodemographic and 

care-related characteristics, and involvement in substance misuse. Overall, it provided 

preliminary evidence that children who are looked after are at increased risk of 

substance misuse and other adverse outcomes. It also highlighted the value of linked 

administrative data in addressing complex research challenges. 

 

While these results aligned with the Welsh Government's priorities for substance 

misuse prevention in children at-risk, further analysis is necessary to draw conclusions 

that can inform policy actions. Based on our results and limitations we can only 

recommend further research in this area to identify specific risk factors that can 

                                                                    
1 ‘Other’ includes residential employment, residential care home, NHS or Health Trust or other 
establishment providing medical or nursing care, residential family centre or mother and baby unit, 
Youth Offender Institution or prison, all residential schools, except where dual-registered as a school 
and a care home for children, other placements 
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potentially contribute to enhancing the support targeted to children looked after, 

addressing their specific needs. 

 

What next? 
 

Grouping the results by type of substance misused was beyond the scope of this paper 

but could be investigated in the future to better explore some of the results obtained, 

such as the risk of substance misuse associated with being a female CLA. 

 

Similarly, the role played by other factors driving the risk associated with ethnicity 

could also be explored in future analysis. 

 

Further research is also warranted to: 

 determine the specific risk factors and potential mitigating interventions 

 investigate number of care episodes as a proxy for stability and support 

 refine this analysis addressing some limitations such as considering complex 

care pathways in relation to substance misuse events 

 
 

Disclaimer 

 

This study makes use of anonymised data in the SAIL Databank at Swansea University, 

Wales, UK. All work conducted in the SAIL Databank was completed under the 

permission and approval of the SAIL independent Information Governance Review 

Panel (IGRP) under project number 1451. We would like to acknowledge all the data 

providers who make anonymised data available for research. The data used in this 

study is available from the SAIL Databank. All proposals to use SAIL data sets must 

comply with information governance policies and are subject to review by the 

independent Information Governance Review panel. Before data can be accessed, 

approval must be given by the IGRP. Requests to access these data sets should be 

directed to the SAIL Databank. 

 

https://saildatabank.com/
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