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ABSTRACT
Extensive evidence exists on how characteristics and circumstances
of children shape their lifepaths and outcomes, and on the scale of
resulting need. However, little research exists assessing the
numbers of children who may be at risk of harm or disadvantage
due to their immigration status. In this paper, we sought to
establish the degree to which it is possible to monitor the
aggregate vulnerability to risk of children in the UK by virtue of
immigration status. First, we developed an observable set of
immigration risk and vulnerability factors through workshop
consultations that were analysed to produce a core set of
variables that might be measured to assess aggregate need by
virtue of immigration status. Second, we assessed through an
administrative data review what is known statistically about the
numbers of children at risk by virtue of immigration status in the
UK. This research indicates a considerable gap in statistical
knowledge of the level of vulnerability of children in the UK by
virtue of immigration status. The approach we have developed
provides a framework for future statistical work that might
address this gap.
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1. Introduction

This paper describes an attempt to estimate the number of children in the UK whomay be
vulnerable to risk of harm or disadvantage by virtue of immigration status. The starting
point is the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) which entered into
force as international law on 2 September 1990 (UN General Assembly, 1989). S.55 of
the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009 gave the Secretary of State responsi-
bility for ensuring that functions in relation to immigration, asylum or nationality are ‘dis-
charged having regard to the need to safeguard and promote the welfare of children who
are in the United Kingdom.’ The goal of the work reported here was to develop a frame-
work that would provide a broad purview of the full range of risks and experiences of chil-
dren resulting from immigration status, not limited to refugee children but to develop a
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more general framework for monitoring concerns for the whole range of types of insecure
immigration status.

The aim of the work reported here was: 1) to develop an observable set of immigration
risk factors that could be used to assess the aggregate number of children affected, and;
2) to describe what is known statistically about the numbers of children at risk in the UK.
The review of statistics generates substantive findings, but the primary purpose was to
assess the quality of current statistical knowledge in the UK for understanding aggregate
risk to children.

Ultimately, it is important to know not just numbers of children affected but also their
characteristics, outcomes, experience and to know what support they receive. Important
outcomes include child-focused care outcomes, family outcomes, and child and family
rights, as explained in Holmes, La Valle, Hart, and Pinto (2019). There are important
related studies on the outcomes of unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC) in
the UK (Chase, 2010; Coyle & Bennet, 2016; Kohli, 2006; O’Higgins, 2018). The framework
developed here could be useful in integrating research concerning different forms of risk
related to immigration status or addressing different questions such as outcomes or
experiences in a coherent way. However, the primary purpose of this paper is to put
forward a set of basic immigration status categories that our analysis suggests are essen-
tial to understanding aggregate risk, and to test the capacity of UK statistics for under-
standing the numbers of children affected.

This requires a framework of definition of this form of vulnerability and research in
available statistics to assess what is currently measured. We show that the UK does not
have any framework for understanding this type of need. There is a widemulti-disciplinary
literature on how characteristics and circumstances of children shape lifepaths and out-
comes (Heckman & Mosso, 2014; Joshi, 2020; Marmot, 2010). This evidence has at times
had a major impact on social policy in the UK (Cabinet Office, 2011; HM Treasury,
2003). However, disadvantage resulting from immigration status is rarely included in
these analyses. Immigration Acts 2014 and 2016 introduced so-called ‘hostile environ-
ment’ policies which increase the vulnerability of children without immigration status
and restrict the rights of those with impermanent status (Equality and Human Rights
Commission, 2020; Qureshi, Morris, & Mort, 2020). After a decade of crisis in immigration,
with growing numbers of children affected and politicisation of issues of immigration it
seems to us essential to have a good grip on the numbers of children affected and
how these forms of vulnerability play out in outcomes and experiences. The experience
by children of mistreatment within the immigration system (HM Inspectorate of
Prisons, 2020) or while awaiting decisions of courts (Gill et al., 2020) are important
examples of why a humane society would have concern to understand the scale and
nature of harm experienced by children because of issues of immigration status. This
paper concerns the attempt to estimate numbers, because if we cannot estimate the
number of children influenced it is clearly not possible to consider outcomes or experi-
ences in a representative way. By focusing on the number of children we test the capacity
of the existing statistical systems in the UK to reflect the duty of care of government and
society to these children.

The paper starts with a brief description of the approach and then reports the results of
workshop consultations with key experts on child migration that led to the construction
of four risk categories. The paper then presents findings from an administrative data
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review to display what is known statistically about the number of children with different
immigration status. The discussion draws out the implications for research, practice and
policy of social care and child welfare in the UK.

2. Theoretical underpinnings

We emphasise the need to hold quantitative and statistical information alongside quali-
tative and case-level information in ways that enable each to play a scientifically rigorous
role in social policy formation and evaluation (Burch & Heinrich, 2016; Engeli & Allison,
2014). Ultimately, practice and policy require a focus on the child, and it is important
to bear in mind that single variables can only tell us so much about the experiences of
people (Molenaar, 2004; von Eye, Bergman, & Hsieh, 2015). We also note the finding of
a Children’s Commissioner’s Office (CCO) report (2017) on the subjective wellbeing of chil-
dren subject to immigration control in England:

Children’s recollections of their experiences within the UK immigration system were largely
negative; they perceived the system as adversarial, confusing and stressful, with few excep-
tions. Several children described having a positive initial experience of being received by law
enforcement or border agents in the UK, particularly in comparison to other country contexts:
“[they treatedme] much better than I would have expected… I was very scared when I was in
the lorry and when the policeman opened the door but he was smiling a lot at me and I’m
sure he said ‘welcome to England’” … This feeling of being welcomed and supported was
often short lived, however, with the majority of young people describing the process as over-
whelmingly hostile, inaccessible and difficult to understand. (p. 11)

Therefore, the work presented here aims to supplement research on the characteristics
and longitudinal outcomes of children in each group, and voice and qualitative infor-
mation (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006) which is also essential to achieve the objective of moni-
toring risk.

2.1. Understanding risk

Risk and protective factors exist as characteristics of person and environments and are
associated with positive or negative child-level outcomes. Factors of risk and of protection
can function differently in accordance with the child’s ecological context (Bronfenbren-
ner, 1977, 1986). Risk can be classified as proximal, directly experienced by the child, or
distal, existing in the child’s ecological context (Wright, Masten, & Narayan, 2012). Protec-
tion is further subclassified as protective when it improves outcomes in the context of a
high probability of poor outcomes or promotive when it improves outcomes as all levels
of probability of poor outcomes (Luthar, Sawyer, & Brown, 2006; Sameroff, 2000). Moder-
ation and mediation describe the nature of effects of risk factors on child-level outcomes
(Baron & Kenny, 1986). Moderation is said to occur when a risk factor directly affects the
direction and/or strength of the relationship between another characteristic and the
outcome, also called an interaction effect. Mediation is when a risk factor explains or is
hypothesised to be the pathway for the relationship between another characteristic
and an outcome.

Critical literature on risk and resilience reaffirms that risk should not be conceptualised
as an internal characteristic attribute of the child (Masten, 2014). As such, this paper
relates the child’s immigration status closely to characteristics of their immediate
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ecosystem (household, family) shaped by the wider macro-system, and concerns an inter-
action of the child with the wider ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Luthar & Cic-
chetti, 2000). We must understand not just the outcomes and experiences of children by
immigration status, but also how vulnerability to harm and disadvantage by virtue of their
immigration status interacts with other forms of vulnerability, need and risk.

3. Methods

The research draws upon three workshop consultations with key experts on child migrants
in the UK, followed by a review of child-related and migration-related UK administrative
data. First, workshop consultations were carried out with key experts and agencies in
Autumn 2019 to identify the most common issues of concern experienced by children
by virtue of immigration status in the UK. This initial meeting was hosted by the CCO
with invited participation from 15 experts in total, including four from the CCO, three
from academic institutions, four fromUK government departments, and four from practice
institutions. Participants were chosen as known experts in the field, or those who had
lobbied the CCO on related issues of concern. We intended that this group would be
large and reasonably representative of the knowledge in the sector in relation to issues
of concern by virtue of immigration status. We asked the participants to list the paramount
issues of concern to them in relation to the risks to harm or disadvantage of children by
virtue of immigration status. This led to a long list of themes (Table 1 below) very familiar
to those campaigning for the rights of children. Thiswas followedupwith two furtherwork-
shops with smaller subgroups of the original group to reshape the long list of issues into a
set of risk categories that fitwithin a clearmethodological framework of risk anddistinguish
categories of risk concerning immigration status itself from other issues such as poverty or
experience of the criminal justice system. We set the following methodological ground
rules for identifying the immigration risk categories: 1) they span the list of issues of
concern (mutually exhaustive) so that all these and other missing or emerging issues can
be included; 2) they are inclusive of and intersecting with most vulnerable groups of chil-
dren in the UK; and, 3) they are parsimonious. To achieve precision, risk categories were
required to be as specific and narrow as possible. They were allowed to have further

Table 1. Groups of vulnerable children in the UK by virtue of their immigration
status.
Children with false documentation
Children with no documentation
Children with no formal immigration status
Stateless children
Age-disputed children
Non-UK national children in unregistered private fostering
Children of non-UK national parents/carers who have been removed, deported, or left the UK
Unaccompanied asylum-seeking children
Children of non-permanent status who offend
Children of dual nationality as a compounding risk factor in various circumstances
Children without recourse to public funds
Non-UK national children in care
Children from Roma communities as a distinct category
Children who belong to communities with extreme beliefs leading to risk of abuse or neglect
Children not on spousal visa whose parent has additional vulnerability
Children whose parents become British but do not themselves
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nested sub-categories, and the categories were not required to be mutually exclusive. It
was important to disentangle specific types of issues to achieve parsimony.

Second, using the risk categories identified, we undertook an exhaustive scoping
review of administrative data resources published by the Home Office, Department for
Education, Office of National Statistics, Wales’s Statistical Directorate, Scotland’s Children
and Families Directorate, National Records of Scotland, Northern Ireland’s Department of
Health, and the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency. Datasets were screened
for all data items relevant to the migration status and risks for children between 2010 and
2020. It is important to note that in 2020, the UK experienced the COVID-19 pandemic
which saw border and travel restrictions as well as public and private services deemed
as non-essential greatly reduced in response. The data review was undertaken at a
time of extreme difficulty for vulnerable children and young people in the UK.

There are certain limitations to this research design. First, the voices of child migrants
themselves are not represented in this study. Second, findings from the workshop consul-
tations and the data review cannot be said to reflect all possible subgroups or issues of
concern in relation to children vulnerable by virtue of immigration status. Other partici-
pants might have identified other issues and new issues will always emerge. However,
we have since shared the long list with three further academic experts and no further
issues have been identified that would change the analysis. Therefore, we have good
reason to think we have achieved saturation, in identifying a core set of categories that
underpin concerns about children by virtue of immigration status and that should be
measured by a society with concern for these children. The analysis conducted identified
a set of underpinning concepts that provide a stable framework for conceptualising need
by virtue of immigration status. Thus, the paper can offer firm conclusions on where there
are gaps in the measurement of aggregate vulnerability by virtue of immigration status
and how these gaps may be addressed.

4. Conceptualising risk by immigration status

During our discussions with participants in the workshop consultations, a wide array of
issues of concern were raised, leading to the construction of a longlist of groups of vul-
nerable children. The authors met over two further sessions with representatives of the
CCO and academic participants to analyse the risks underpinning the items in the longlist
of concerns in accordance with the three methodological rules. The following section
describes the transition from the initial longlist of vulnerable children in the UK to a
final set of four risk categories. This approach distinguishes a set of immigration status
categories from other factors with which immigration status interacts to mediate and
moderate risks of harm and disadvantage.

4.1. Child vulnerability in the UK by immigration status

The workshops established an initial longlist of groups of children in the UK vulnerable by
virtue of their immigration status shown in Table 1.

In parsing the list of issues to identify underpinning risk factors, it became evident that
the following elements must be distinguished in order to adequately span the issues
listed: 1) Current status, or legal status as recognised in law in practice; 2) Entitlement,
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or legal status in principle due but not necessarily operationalised; 3) Context, comprising
issues such as language, poverty and legal support that influence capacity to realise enti-
tlement or maintain functioning; and 4) Legal processes, where the child is in the system
and how legal processes are operating. When these features are clearly distinguished, it
becomes possible to describe parsimoniously each of the groups of vulnerable children in
the longlist and identify the underpinning risk categories.

There are children who have the right to remain in the UK yet do not have documents
to prove it. It may be their birth right or a freestanding right. These children are not
required to go through any legal process by which to register their entitlement to
remain in the UK. Their right to reside in the UK is innate but they may not have evidence
to prove it. In immigration law terms, no grant of leave is needed here, merely recognition
of a pre-existing right to reside. Many are unaware of the need for this recognition. Lack of
any such recognition leaves these children vulnerable to removal from the UK and
adverse treatment within the hostile environment. Thus, their right and entitlement is
not recognised in practice.

A child born today in the UK to a British parent is British. Nothing needs to be done for
that child to become British. The Passport Office will require evidence of the child’s right
to British Citizenship by descent to issue a British passport. This is an administrative
process which the child needs to go through to obtain a document which evidences
their British nationality. To prove their nationality, the child would need access to evi-
dence of their paternity, parents’ nationality, and their place of birth. Many vulnerable
children, such as those in care, may not have access to these documents.

This principle lies behind the Windrush scandal where Commonwealth migrants with
permanent residence rights in the UK since 1973 had been wrongly detained, deported
and denied legal rights due to not having access to documentation. S.1(2) of the Immigra-
tion Act 1971 entitles Commonwealth citizens already present and settled in the UK when
the act came into force on 1 January 1973 to stay indefinitely in the UK. Children of the
Windrush Generation who arrived in the UK from Caribbean countries before 1 January
1973 and remained since then, are in the UK legally. Many have acquired British citizen-
ship, or otherwise had documentation confirming their status in the UK. Some, however,
do not. For individuals in these circumstances, they must undertake a highly bureaucra-
tised process to apply for confirmation of their status by the Home Office. Nevertheless, in
the context of hostile environment policies, lack of access to documentation resulted in
their legal rights being disregarded (Williams, 2020).

4.2. Risk categories of immigration status in the UK

We identified four specific risk categories of immigration status, shown in Table 2, with
decreasing average risk of harm and disadvantage.

Table 2. Four risk categories of
children by virtue of immigration
status.
Children with no leave to remain
Children with limited leave to remain
Children with indefinite leave to remain
Children with UK citizenship
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These four categories might be thought to reflect a latent, non-linear continuum of
permanence of status. This is non-linear because indefinite leave to remain grants the
holder permanent residency in the UK which is a much more permanent and secure
status than limited leave to remain, which grants the holder temporary residency in
the UK. Indefinite leave to remain is less secure than citizenship as it can be revoked
and provides fewer rights for intergenerational transfer of status.

4.2.1. Issues that moderate the legal process in seeking permanent status
We include here items from the longlist that moderate the legal process in seeking per-
manency. In other words, items that influence the probability for a child with non-perma-
nent status of advancing towards permanency. Examples of these items from the longlist
are false documentation, no documentation, no formal immigration status, age-disputed
children, children of dual nationality, children not entitled to legal aid, children receiving
poor legal advice, and stateless children. For example, age dispute or absence of docu-
mentation will limit the likelihood of realisation of permanent status. The issue is a
concern about the likelihood of the achievement of permanency for a child or young
person without more permanent status, and of what the experiences and outcomes for
such children and young people might be.

We also include here issues that compound the risk of failing to realise more perma-
nent immigration status and increase the likelihood of enforcement action. Examples of
these items from the longlist are children of non-permanent status who offend,
missing foreign national children, non-UK national children in care, trafficked children
or children in abusive situations, and children not on spousal visa whose parent has
additional vulnerability (e.g. domestic abuse). For example, the issues noted of missing
foreign national children and non-UK national children in care each reflect the combi-
nation of a potential temporary immigration status and a wider risk factor for the child.

4.2.2. Impact of immigration status on risk of harm and disadvantage
We include here children without recourse to public funds and children whose parents
become British but they themselves do not. Children in families with limited leave to
remain are unlikely to have recourse to public funds. Lack of status restricts access to sec-
ondary healthcare, access to education, housing, ability to open bank accounts, driving
and leaves children vulnerable to adverse treatment from law enforcement and raids
on private property. This has implications for the experience of children and heightens
risk of both harm and disadvantage due to poverty for children in families without
other sources of income.

4.2.3. Post-removal risk
The issue of removed looked after children was raised in the workshops,
suggestingthat too many local authorities do not fully appreciate their legal obligations
to a child once the child is placed in the care of someone in another country and that
there are very large discrepancies in practice. This specific issue is not only an important
example of a risk resulting from immigration status for the specific subgroup of children
who are in care and placed abroad but is also indicative of the general issue of risk result-
ing after a legal process leads to removal, deportation or departure from the UK, and a
ban of re-entry for up to 10 years.
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5. Measuring risk by immigration status

A data review was undertaken to assess the degree to which it is possible to accurately
estimate the actual number of children in each category based on current available UK
administrative data. We found that it is not possible to estimate from the official statistics
the number of children with any accuracy because the administrative data follows admin-
istrative processes rather than people and so in technical terms measures flows, rather
than stocks. Moreover, many children may be missing from the official statistics,
namely undocumented children and children who are ‘invisible’ to the system, or
below the radar (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006). However, there are important subgroups on
which data are available that provide partial indicators of the number of children in the
different risk categories of immigration status.

5.1. Children with no leave to remain

We have identified data on three subgroups of children likely not to have leave to remain
status, namely asylum-seeking children with initial applications pending, children in
immigration detention and returned children. The numbers in these different groups
cannot be added up to give a meaningful total because of double counting as children
move between these categories. The total number of children (stock) in the population
without leave to remain cannot be known without tracking the movement (flow) of chil-
dren as they move between different statuses and outcomes. These different stages of
legal processes are not tracked and identified in the available data. The number of chil-
dren with asylum applications in the UK only relate to the initial application for asylum.
This excludes applications to upgrade a grant of humanitarian protection or discretionary
leave to refugee status (i.e. a grant of asylum) and for further extensions of stay.

5.1.1. Asylum-seeking children
The number of asylum applications pending provides an important indicator of the
number of children with no leave to remain. Figure 1 shows a rising trend in child
asylum applications (Home Office, 2021), more than doubling between 2010 in 2019,
with a pronounced drop in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

In 2020, 7,577 children in the UK had asylum applications pending, rendering them at
that time with no leave, a significant reduction from 2019 due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
This number includes 2,229 Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASC), who are
under 18 and do not have any parent or responsible older adult to look after them
(Home Office, 2016a; UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2005). The number also
includes 420 Stateless children, who are under 18 and not considered as nationals by
any state under the operation of its law (UN General Assembly, 1954, 1961; Home
Office, 2016b). They are entitled to make a statelessness application.

5.1.2. Children in immigration detention
Children in immigration detention also have no leave to remain. Beginning with a huge
drop in 2010, Figure 2 shows a slowly decreasing trend in immigration detention for chil-
dren (Home Office, 2021).
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In 2020, 23 children were recorded as entering detention, with 22 children recorded as
leaving detention, and 18 children leaving 3 days or fewer after entry, and 4 children
leaving 4–7 days after entry. The total number is uniquely low in 2020 due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, with the prior year seeing 98 children entering detention and 101
children leaving. Given reports of poor child safeguarding in detention facilities and
the misplacement of children in adult detention centres (HM Inspectorate of Prisons,
2020), the presence of children in immigration detention is a major cause for concern.

5.1.3. Returned children
Being returned is another indicator of children with no leave to remain. Figure 3 reports
shows a slowly decreasing trend in returned children since 2010, attributable to an
increase in refused entry at port followed by subsequent departure since 2015 (Home
Office, 2021).

Returned children are highly vulnerable to post-removal risk. In 2020, 994 children
were returned from the UK. Of those, 346 children returned voluntarily, 1 child returned
forcibly, and 647 children were refused entry at port and subsequently departed. The total
number is low in 2020., In 2019, 2,523 children were returned. Vulnerable groups such as

Figure 1. Quarterly flow of children with asylum applications in the UK Source: Home Office, 2021.

Figure 2. Quarterly flow of children entering immigration detention in the UK Source: Home Office,
2021.
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undocumented child migrants continue to perceive the spectre of being detained or
deported as a threat, pushing them to hide from authorities (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006).
Moreover, it is not possible to identify an aggregate using detention data and return
data because it cannot be determined whether these numbers overlap over the same
reporting period.

5.2. Children with limited leave to remain

We have identified three subgroups of children likely to have limited leave to remain
status, namely refugee children, children with other limited leave (such as Discretionary
Leave, or UASC Leave), and UASCs who are looked after. Again, these numbers cannot
be added up meaningfully because of double counting. For example, a UASC looked
after may also be granted UASC leave.

5.2.1. Refugee children
Refugee status entitles the child to limited leave to remain of five years, as per the UK
immigration rules part 11 on asylum (Home Office, 2016a) and, in the case of stateless chil-
dren, as per the UK immigration rules part 14 on stateless children (Home Office, 2016b).
Figure 4 shows that the number of children granted refugee status in the UK was on a
rising trend from 2010 to 2020 (Home Office, 2021), mostly attributable to resettlement
schemes from outside the UK. Asylum and humanitarian protection for children inside
the UK remained low despite the large numbers of child asylum applications.

In 2020, 6,576 childrenwere granted refugee status in theUK. This number canbedivided
into two groups. The first are asylum-seeking children in the UK, comprising 3,761 children
granted asylum and 642 children granted humanitarian protection. The second group are
resettled refugee children, comprising 316 children resettled under the Vulnerable
Persons Resettlement Scheme and 52 children resettled under the Vulnerable Children
Resettlement Scheme (Home Office, 2021; Wilkins & Sturge, 2020). Additionally, the Home
Office releases quarterly and annual statistics on family reunion visa grants, entry clearance
visas granted to family members of persons previously granted asylum or humanitarian

Figure 3. Quarterly flow of children returned from the UK Source: Home Office, 2021.
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protection in theUK,which entitle refugee status upon arrival withfive years limited leave. In
2020, 2,992 children, 88ofwhomwere stateless,weregranted suchvisas.However,we found
no available statistics on whether these visa recipients successfully arrived in the UK.

5.2.2. Children with other limited leave
Not all asylum-seeking children are granted refugee status. However, on a case-by-case
basis, these children are not returned immediately. Instead, these children, mainly
UASCs, are granted other forms of limited leave to remain with varying durations.
Figure 5 shows that the number of children granted other forms of limited leave has
fluctuated overtime (Home Office, 2021), with big increases between 2014 and 2016,
coinciding with large influxes of refugees to Europe (Crawley, Düvell, Jones, McMahon,
& Sigona, 2017).

In 2020, 278 children were granted other forms of limited leave. This group includes 45
children granted discretionary leave, which entitles limited leave of no more than 30

Figure 4. Quarterly flow of children granted refugee status with five years limited leave Source: Home
Office, 2021.

Figure 5. Quarterly flow of children granted other limited leave Source: Home Office, 2021.
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months, 64 children granted UASC leave, which entitles limited leave of 30 months or
until the child turns 17.5 years old, whichever is shorter, and 169 children granted alterna-
tive forms of leave such as family and private life rules, leave outside the rules, Calais leave,
and exceptional leave to remain, which entitle limited leave of varying durations. Children
with other forms of limited leave may have an opportunity through appeals processes to
obtain refugee status (Home Office, 2016a). However, children experiencing the asylum
appeals process are often at an increased risk of experiencing confusion, anxiety, mistrust,
disrespect, communication difficulties, and distraction (Gill et al., 2020). At the end, if they
are still unable to gain refugee status, these children are removed from the UK upon
expiry of their limited leave to remain.

5.2.3. Unaccompanied asylum-seeking children
One key administrative resource for estimating the number of UASC children with limited
leave to remain in the UK is the Children Looked After statistics from England and Wales
(Department of Education, 2020; StatsWales, 2021), which provides a source at child-level
rather than at application-level. Looked after UASC are also holders of limited leave. This
gives the number of looked after UASCs in 2020 as 5,000 children in England and 80 chil-
dren in Wales. The data for England includes estimated category of need, with 4,360 cate-
gorised as having experienced ‘absent parenting’, 390 with ‘abuse or neglect’, 170 with
‘family in acute stress’, 50 with ‘family dysfunction’, and 30 with ‘low income’, as of
2020. Published statistics for Scotland and Northern Ireland do not separate out UASCs
from children looked after numbers.

5.3. Children with indefinite leave to remain

In 2020, 13,628 children were granted indefinite leave to remain (Home Office, 2021). This
includes children granted indefinite leave to remain after having been in the UK for five
years with limited leave to remain and holding a residence card as a refugee or person
with humanitarian protection. Figure 6 shows the number of children granted indefinite
leave to remain in 2019 fell to less than a third of what it once was in 2010. Separately,
only 29 refugee children outside the UK were granted resettlement with indefinite
leave through the Gateway Protection Programme in 2020, the lowest number in the
last ten years due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Figure 7 also shows that in 2020 the number of children granted indefinite leave
under family formation and reunion fell to a fifth of what it was in 2010. In 2020,
2,084 children outside the UK were granted indefinite leave to remain under family for-
mation and reunion as dependents joining British citizens or persons previously granted
settlement in the UK. However, it is not known whether these visa recipients success-
fully arrived in the UK. The decreasing trend in the number of children with indefinite
leave reflects a reduction in transition from having limited leave to obtaining indefinite
leave.

5.4. Children with fully recognised UK citizenship

In 2020, 30,656 children were granted British citizenship (Home Office, 2021), a decrease
from 38,758 in 2019. As above, this number does not provide a measure of the aggregate
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population of children with British citizenship in the UK, as the available administrative
data captures flow from other statuses, and not general population change. Despite
the large presence of children with limited and indefinite leave to remain in the UK as
shown earlier, Figure 8 shows considerable fluctuation.

6. The need for better information on vulnerable children by immigration
status

In this paper we sought to establish the degree to which it is possible to monitor the
aggregate risk and vulnerability of children in the UK by virtue of immigration status.
Through workshop consultations and further analysis, we found that it is straight-
forward to establish risk categories of immigration status into which children might be
classified in a framework for assessing risk. The administrative data review established
what is already commonly known but rarely interrogated, there is very little data that
can estimate the number of children in the UK vulnerable by virtue of their immigration
status. Despite the availability of administrative data on some subgroups within these cat-
egories of children, it is not possible to link them together as what is measured is the
number of applications for permanency (flow) rather than the number of people

Figure 6. Annual flow of children granted indefinite leave to remain Source: Home Office, 2021.

Figure 7. Annual flow of children granted indefinite leave under family formation and reunion Source:
Home Office, 2021.
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seeking permanency (stock). The achievement of precision in those numbers is also highly
unlikely in the future given the size of the population of undocumented children who
were last estimated in the UK to range from 190,000–241,000 in 2017 (Jolly, Thomas, &
Stanyer, 2020) and are driven to invisibility due to fear of detention and deportation
(Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006).

Nevertheless, the administrative data review did identify important findings. First,
despite a rising trend in child asylum applications, more than doubling between 2010
in 2019, asylum and humanitarian protection for children inside the UK remained low,
implying large numbers of asylum-seeking children in the UK. Second, the number of chil-
dren granted indefinite leave to remain in 2019 fell to less than a third of what it was in
2010. Third, despite the considerable number of children with limited and indefinite leave
to remain in the UK, there has been considerable fluctuation in the numbers of children
granted UK citizenship since 2010. This suggests significant numbers of children stuck in
insecure immigration status and highly vulnerable to the risk of harm and disadvantage
by virtue of that immigration status.

It is for the Government of the UK to set immigration policy for the UK. However, there
is clearly considerable progress that could be made in understanding the impacts of that
policy both with more quantitative analysis across agencies and more use of administra-
tive data alongside more and better dialogue with children, young people, families, and
communities concerned. Short-term and longer-term outcomes and experiences mightbe
obtained for some of the children vulnerable by virtue of immigration status if infor-
mation were linked across administrative datasets (e.g. between Home Office and Depart-
ment for Education for educational outcomes). Such data in aggregate, drawn from de-
identified research information can enable research, policymaking, and professional prac-
tice to understand population sizes of children vulnerable by virtue of immigration status,
forms of compounding risk (e.g. poverty and immigration status), outcomes, experiences,
or degrees of risk. The authors support aspirations for enhanced data linkage capacities
for children’s outcomes in the UK (House of Commons, 2008; House of Lords, 2008).
We recognise this would require strong political will and a strong data-sharing culture
across departments and levels of government. However, in considering the ethics of
data collection and information gathering on children, it might be recognised that the

Figure 8. Quarterly flow of children granted British citizenship Source: Home Office, 2021.
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benefits of aggregate data might outweigh the very tangible and personal risks that may
result from information sharing without sufficient regards to the rights of the child. Aggre-
gate data gathering should be carried out in ways sensitive to the complexity of these
dangers and of the protections that are brought about through children’s ‘invisibility’
and silence about their own immigration statuses (Chase, 2010; Kohli, 2006).

There are urgent research questions about the experiences and outcomes of children
known and unknown to the legal, health, education, welfare criminal justice, and child
protection systems. In fact, even at a time of national crisis characterised by the COVID-
19 pandemic when vulnerability levels are especially high, such information remains
difficult to aggregate, greatly disadvantaging the capacities of social care and child
welfare services. The starting point should be a more robust conceptualisation of risk
by virtue of immigration status as being closely related to other characteristics of the
child with the wider ecosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1986; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000),
not as an internal characteristic of the child alone (Masten, 2014). The risk categories of
immigration status conceptualised by the study have useful implications for research
and professional practice in children’s rights, welfare, and social care in the UK. They
are mutually exhaustive in explaining the issues of concern affecting children, and parsi-
monious in explaining the situation of the child with the fewest assumptions possible.
This is evident in the data review in which we showed how groups of vulnerable children
commonly perceived as homogenous (e.g. UASCs, refugee children, stateless children,
etc.) in fact span the range of the different risk categories (No leave; Limited leave; Indefi-
nite leave; UK citizenship). Researchers and practitioners can also employ the risk cat-
egories towards better understanding the legal entitlement and residence-related
realities of children in the UK. Further qualitative or mixed-methods research and
voice-related practice might be undertaken using the risk categories to capture the
unique perceptions, perspectives, and experiences of children who are vulnerable by
virtue of their immigration status in the UK.
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