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Concerns Regarding the Suitability, Validity and Ethics of the 

Personal Social Services (PSS) Children In Need (CIN)  
User Experience Survey 

 
 
 

1 Summary  
 
User involvement and feedback is of paramount importance in order to ensure effective design 
and improvement processes for social care services.  However, the method and the tool of this 
proposed survey, intended for Children in Need service users aged 10 – 17 years, are such that 
the survey is highly unlikely to return meaningful or valid information.   
 
What is more, there is real potential that it will put some service users at risk of harm.  In addition, 
plans for how it will be implemented vary significantly across different local authorities.  Since the 
science and the ethics of this survey are problematic it is strongly recommended that it does not 
go ahead.  
 
 

2 The Survey Method 
  

2.1 Risk of Harm and Distress 
The DfES have made an attempt to exclude children from the survey where their circumstances 
are such that it is likely they would be upset or distressed by receiving the questionnaire.  The 
criteria for exclusion are that they are involved in:  
 

- an initial or core assessment  
- a Section 47 inquiry 
- they have been looked after for less than a month and/or  
- they have been on the Child Protection Register for less than a month. 

 
However, by the very definition of the target group population this by no means ensures that all 
those who are likely to be upset or distressed, or put at risk or harm are excluded.  This is going 
against one of the core principles of the Research Governance Framework which is to ensure the 
safety and well-being of research participants.   
 
An example: 
 
In a scenario where there are domestic violence or other issues of conflict, a father might not be 
aware that Social Services are involved with his family - he could open the questionnaire and 
there could potentially be serious consequences for the child and/or mother.  
 
Elements of this type of scenario seem to have become reality in the case of the Birmingham 
PSS pilot.  The City Council received a telephone call from a very angry man some months after 
the questionnaire had been posted out demanding to know why his daughter had been sent a 
questionnaire from Social Services. 
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2.2 Limitations of the ‘Cognitive Testing’ 
The ‘cognitive testing’ that was carried out with the questionnaire only included one child younger 
than 13 years (s/he was aged “11-12”).  This is a major oversight, since the viability of the 
questionnaire is less and less likely the younger the respondent (i.e. their comprehensibility and 
reasoning capacity will generally be lower the younger they are).   
 
The ‘cognitive testing’ was carried out on a very small number of youngsters – there were only six 
young people in all.  
 
 

2.3 Method of Ethics Review 
The ‘ethics review’ for the survey was carried out by a single academic. 
 
 

2.4 Inappropriate Method 
 Questionnaires are not regarded as an appropriate means to gather views of 10-17 year olds, 
most particularly children in circumstances where they are considered to be ‘children in need’.  
These young people are likely to be children with poor educational achievement, and hence have 
problems with reading and comprehension. It is not uncommon for response rates to be poor, 
and some young people react very negatively to questionnaires (Freeman et al, 1996).   
 

2.5 Improbability of Achieving 100% Accurate Dataset 
Authorities can do all they can to ensure service user records are updated, complete and 
cleaned, but inevitably there will be information in the final datasets that is incorrect.  This may 
lead to, for example, some questionnaires being sent out to incorrect addresses.  Because of the 
sensitive nature of this target group, there is a greater risk that the authority will be seen to be not 
correctly protecting individual’s privacy and breaking the data protection act by not keeping 
records appropriately up to date. 

 
“Although we've tried to ensure that postal addresses are up to date, it's highly likely 
that some questionnaires will be misdirected – at best not finding the intended 
recipient, at worst being received inappropriately by other people.” 
One Local Authority. 

 
 

3 The Questionnaire Content 
 

3.1 Response Bias 
The first three statements are unnecessarily phrased in the positive (they express a positive 
judgement about the quality of service received) leaving the survey open to acquiescence 
response bias.  In other words, this makes it more likely that people will be unwittingly led to 
respond in a positive way hence is likely to bias the results.  Bryman (2004, p. 139), a general 
text on research methods, discusses the need to avoid acquiescence response bias, as does 
Coolican (2004,  p. 179).  Converse & Presser (1986, p. 38) suggest that acquiescence response 
bias tends to be a more serious problem with respondents with poor educational achievement. 
 

“Researchers need to feel confident that their findings have not been distorted in some way 
by the methods and techniques used to collect the data.  They want to be confident that their 



Brief Paper                                       Version: 14th January 2005 

8th January 2005                                                               Page 3 of 7 

questionnaire is neutral in the sense that it does not bias the results obtained using the 
particular data collection technique.” (Denscombe, 2002). 
 

For example, alternative, neutral statements could have been along the lines of: 
1. Social Services gives me 

 [ ] none  [ ] some  [ ] most [ ] all  
 of the care or support I need 

 
2. The care or support that Social Services gives me is usually 

 [ ] very bad  [ ] bad  [ ] good [ ] very good  [ ] this does not apply to me 
 
3. When making decisions about my care or support, my social worker 

 [ ] always takes into account my views    
 [ ] usually takes into account my views    
 [ ] sometimes takes into account my views 
 [ ] never takes into account my views 
 [ ] this does not apply to me.  

 

3.2 Ambiguity 
In addition, statement 3 is ambiguous, 
 
“my social worker listens to me when making decisions about my care or support”,  
 
i.e. the young person may agree with this statement because their social worker does listen to 
them when they are talking, but it cannot be assumed that they mean that they believe their views 
are taken into account when decisions are made about them.   
 
The statement is open to not being interpreted in the way that it was meant therefore responses 
to this item will be invalid. 
 

3.3 Unsuitable Question 
Question 5 asks, “Are you offered choices about the type of care and support you receive” – this 
is widely considered among practitioners to be an inappropriate question for the majority of the 
target group population. Choice is not particularly relevant to users of Children’s Services and it 
will be hard for Young People to think of examples when they have been given a choice between 
services or about having a service, because of statutory nature of much of the work. 
 
This question was re-worded following the 'cognitive testing' exercise but it appears that the new 
version of the question was not then subject to testing itself.  
 
 

4 Applicability and Usefulness of the Questionnaire 
 

4.1 Wide Variability of Services Received by Target Group 
‘Children in Need’ is an administrative definition and the target group for the survey covers a 
range of very different services. ‘Children in Need’ will include Children Looked After and those in 
receipt of children’s services because of disability, neglect, abuse, non-attendance at school, 
inability of parents to cope, or family problems. 
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Some of these children will not even be aware that they are indeed recorded as receiving social 
services but may fill in the questionnaire anyway as happened in the pilot, 

“Some respondents, however, had completed the questionnaire even though, in 
question 14, they stated that they had never received any care/service provision 
from Birmingham Social Care and Health.”  (Birmingham City Council, 2004) 

 

4.2 Utility of General Questions 
Because of the wide variability of services involved the questions have to be general.  This gives 
major concerns about the both utility and validity of the results, as pointed out in the Birmingham 
pilot report, 
 

“it is a superficial method because the use of short, simple and closed questions is 
likely to yield only rudimentary, vague, often generalised information.”  (Birmingham 
County Council, 2004) 

 
Since the Birmingham pilot some of the questions have been re-phrased but the questions 
and accompanying information have not changed sufficiently in order to fulfil their 
recommendations below, 

 
“The questionnaire content asks children and young people about Social Services in 
general. This could account for multiple responses to a question in some instances. 
Instead, it would be prudent to focus the questions more on specific services or 
alternatively to probe what services or care or support the child is referring to at the 
start of the questionnaire.” 

 
Many general textbooks on research techniques discuss the problem of over-general questions, 
for instance, Robson (1993, p. 247). 
 
Hoinville et al. (1977, p. 43) caution against using questions that ask for judgements relating to 
generalisations. Converse & Presser (1986, p. 31) also warn about this practice and discuss in 
some detail empirical evidence relating to the ways in which over-general questions create 
problems of measurement. 
 

“Children and young people are sick of being asked questions which do not have 
much relevance to their lives - a survey with such general questions will only 
compound this feeling and not produce meaningful results.”   
A Children's Participation Officer in a Local Authority. 

 

4.3 Problem with Low Response Rates 
In the Birmingham pilot only 26% of questionnaires were returned completed.  Such a low 
response rate means that results cannot be considered reliable.  
 
DfES’s own guidance states that in order to achieve reliable results, “It is Best Value practice that 
satisfaction surveys among users of social services should achieve a margin or error around their 
results of no more than +/-4%”  (DfES, 2004).  In other words where an authority has 1,000 
eligible users they will need to obtain around 380 valid completed questionnaires in order to 
achieve reliable results, a valid return rate of 38%. 
 
With this particular survey the DfES are not stipulating that the margin or error has to be no more 
than +/-4%.  
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4.4 Is the Questionnaire Asking the Right Questions? 
The survey questions are very similar to those utilised in the adult PSS surveys.  Do the 
questionnaire items reflect what is important to young people regarding the type of care and 
support they receive from Social Services?  

 
“We [also] feel that the questions are adult based and not designated for young 
people.” 
Head of Service from another Local Authority. 
 
 

5 Variability in Method of Implementation Across Authorities 
 
The differences outlined in this section below, and undoubtedly there will be many others, mean 
that valid comparisons of results across authorities cannot be made. 

5.1 Asking Parents/Carers to Decide if the Young Person Should be Included 
Some authorities have taken the decision to request permission from carers/parents in advance 
before sending the questionnaire to the young person.  Those young people whose 
parents/carers refuse will therefore be excluded from the survey. 
 

5.2 Incentives 
Some authorities are planning to send rewards such as book or CD tokens to those who send in 
completed questionnaires. This could clearly skew results, as the DfES themselves admit in their 
recently released FAQ.  However, the DfES have passed up the opportunity to ensure 
consistency with this aspect of the survey - they simply state, “we would prefer authorities not to 
offer incentives”. 
 

5.3 Colour versus Black and White 
Some authorities plan to print the questionnaires and leaflets in colour, others only in black and 
white.  This will greatly affect the cost of the survey (for some authorities colour will not be an 
option) and is likely to influence who sends back completed questionnaires. 
 
 

6 Cost 
 
The resources to conduct the survey are considerable and this is not acknowledged or provided 
for. 
 
 

7 Unnecessary Expense 
 

7.1 Translation costs 
Translation costs could be saved by the DfES making a centrally translated survey available for 
download rather than each authority bearing this cost. 
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7.2 Value for Money 
The costs of resources for this survey (ie. management information time, practitioner time, 
printing costs, postage, prize incentives, translation costs) are not warranted by the data that it is 
anticipated will be received.   

 
 
 
 

8 Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
The DfES state that, “we recognise that it is difficult to assess the user experience of children, but 
we felt that this was not reason to avoid surveying the group” (personal correspondence).  
However the weight of the positive opportunity for people to give their views does not justify the 
weight of all the negatives inherent in this survey, and the inherent risks that it, as it stands, could 
cause distress or harm. 
 
This proposed survey does not pass the Research Governance standards that are now required 
for Social Care organisations to work under by the Department of Health as it is cannot be 
deemed scientifically sound or ethical.    
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