
Balancing Privacy with Progress: 
Individual Rights and 
Administrative Data Utilization in 
the Canadian Child Welfare System

Data-driven public sector activities are steadily increasing  as a means to 
deliver “evidence-based” social services; however, this trend can exacerbate 
inequality if used without adequate governance and infrastructural 
mechanisms. This research research examines the current landscape of privacy 
and information sharing protocols in the Canadian child welfare system and the 
and the feasibility of ethical data interoperability. It  focuses on a key 
mechanism for preventing youth homelessness following child protection 
involvement— that is, adopting a rights-based approach to administrative data 
use as a way of enabling smooth transitions from state care. 

1. What governance protocols related to the privacy and access rights of 
children in the child welfare system exit in Canada and internationally?

2. What insights has research from legal, social policy, computer science 
and digital ethics generated regarding existing protocols? 

3. What innovations in governance procedure and technological 
infrastructure show promise for child welfare data reforms in Canada, 
in terms of a rights-based youth-centred approach to data 
management?
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FINDINGS

• The results from the cross-jurisdictional review of child welfare legislation revealed significant variations between 
provinces in terms of access to information and confidentiality rights of youth—in discordance with existing 
provincial privacy and information sharing legislation in other sectors such as healthcare.

• From the information available, provinces currently employ inadequate and insecure technological infrastructure 
in child welfare which cannot facilitate robust record management. 

• Administrative data sharing in an anonymized format and data linking between service providers and government 
agencies provide promising opportunities—however,  key concern is balancing individual and custodial rights.

• Predictive risk modelling (PRM) is on the rise in other jurisdictions, however the current research suggests that 
the risks of using PRM to make social service decisions outweigh current benefits.


