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National Longitudinal Study of Children

A Danish representative, longitudinal study on children from the 1995 cohort

The National Longitudinal Study of Children born in 1995 is a unique data set designed for analysing the health and development of children as well as the effects of non-institutional sources of learning and institutional welfare efforts. Data from interviews of the mothers and questionnaires administered to the fathers are now available for 1996, 1999 and 2003. This research programme includes a new data collection ultimo 2006 to be used as an important prerequisite for analysing the connection between children’s upbringing, how they fare in the first years of school, and their score on the SDQ-scale (Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire). And, for the first time, the children 11 yo will go through a 30 minutes web based interview as well as a 20 minutes test in language and logics. 

Data includes information about the child’s family from birth (1995) until the age of eight (2003), and describes the economic and social circumstances, the stability of the parents’ relationship and the upbringing of the child.   

Other data focuses on the social environment, especially the child’s relation to other children. Part of the relevant data concerns relations to, and recognition (cf. Honneth, 2003; Bourdieu, 2000) coming from parents, siblings, or adults in social and educational institutions, as well as peers. 

Another overall analytical perspective on this prospective longitudinal study has been intergenerational transmission (social inheritance and intergenerational mobility). 

In 2006 both mothers of children born in 1995, fathers and the children themselves will be interviewed, and makes research possible on the relation between the situation during upbringing and the important first years of school. Variation in income and educational attainment among parents is not sufficient to explain the influence of the family on intergenerational mobility. There is a knowledge gap, and on a scientific basis we need to know more about other aspects of the family background that are important in explaining differences in intergenerational mobility. Once this new knowledge on variations in family background is gained, there is a need for revisiting the interplay between the family and welfare institutions like kindergartens and the educational system in order to inform family policy, resource allocation priorities etc.

Ultimo 2006, Ca. 5.000 randomly sampled children and 800 children of ethnic minority origin will be interviewed, as well as their mothers and fathers. From 2006 on, national registry data has been linked to the database, too, making a huge amount of new analyses possible on e.g. health, family constellation, habitation, school attainment, education, labour market experiences and income benefits. The data are being stored at the data warehouse of The Danish National Institute of Social Research.
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Young children in care

A Danish longitudinal study on children from the 1995 cohort placed in care.

Tine Egelund, Programme director, te@sfi.dk & Anne-Dorthe Hestbæk, Senior researcher, adh@sfi.dk
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This is a longitudinal study of all Danish children, born in 1995, who are currently (or have previously) been placed in care. First data collection was conducted in 2003, where the children were 7-8 years of age. We intend to make follow ups every third year during childhood, adolescence, and adult life. Next sweep is ultimo 2006. At each new data collection newcomers into care from the 1995 cohort will be included .

Major research questions to be answered by the longitudinal study
1. Which risk factors and protective factors are children in care exposed to, and in which phases of their childhood? Which different patterns of risk and protective factors do we find for different trajectories?

2. Which child welfare/child protection interventions are the children subjected to during childhood and adolescence? Can certain care career patterns be identified?

3. What are the developmental outcomes for children and for subgroups of children in care? Both outcomes while in care, when leaving care, and after care in youth and adult life are of interest to the study (school, education, work, unemployment, health…)

4. How can different developmental careers be explained taking into account risk, protection, and resilience, and the characteristics of the intervention processes?

Theoretical perspectives
This longitudinal study is indebted to Bronfenbrenner’s (1977, 1979, 2001) ecological model and its contextual understanding of the development in childhood and adolescence. Further, the specific choice of risk and protective factors to be studied in this longitudinal study is inspired by “developmental psychopathology” studies, and the empirical insights they have produced about the relations between exposure to complex risks and protective mechanisms on the one hand, and children’s developmental outcomes on the other hand. A number of longitudinal studies deal with the developmental sequelae of the variety of severe adversity in childhood.
 Consequently, the study comprises a broad range of data on specific risk and protective factors, found to be of importance in other studies: 

Demography; the ethnic origins of families; the socio-economic situation; parents’ health; social problems (family violence, severe family discord, and parental crime); children’s health; child emotional disturbance; conduct disorder, hyperactivity, problems in peer relations, and pro-social behaviour (measured by the SDQ scale); school performance, cognitive, and social problems in school; networks; children’s hobbies and leisure activities; and public interventions offered or imposed on these families, aiming at ameliorating their parental capacity. 

Methods

Interviews were conducted with the biological parents (primarily mothers) of the children, and two postal questionnaires were sent to child protective social workers in the local municipality and to carers in foster and residential care respectively. From 2006 on registry data will be connected, too.

Sample: The population of children in Denmark, born in 1995, currently or previously placed in care. The net sample in first data collection ended up with 576 children. In 2006, we expect the gross sample to be 900-1,000 children in care.

Comparison groups: Besides children in care, The Danish National Institute of Social Research (SFI) has followed a representative sample of Danish children from their birth in 1995 in a longitudinal study. The representative sample (N=5998) of this study corresponds to app. 10% of the total cohort. This gives an extraordinary possibility of comparing children in care to children of their own age in the total population. A sub-sample has been extracted as well in order to construct a comparison group of socially disadvantaged families whose children have, however, not been placed outside home. Thus, data collections for these two longitudinal studies have been coordinated.

Interview with parents (mothers: An experienced interviewer corps interviewed mothers (and fathers). The interview lasted approximately 1½ hour and took place in the parents’ home. Interviews were based on a comprehensive standardized questionnaire with a few open questions. 

Questionnaire to social workers: A questionnaire has been posted to all municipal child protection social workers presently in charge of the children’s cases. The questions predominantly concern facts of a formal character, the answers to which supposedly can be identified in the case records. Only very few questions provoke the social workers to evaluate facts. 

Questionnaire to the carers: Questionnaires have been posted to the carers of those children in care at the moment of the data collection in Spring 2003 (79% of the children). 

Questionnarie to the children: In 2006, when the children are 11 years of age, they will be interviewed themselves, completing a webbased questionnaire, and assisted by an interviewer. Hopefully, we will be able to work out a small webbased iq test too.
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