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What Makes The Difference? (WMTD) is part funded by the European Social EUROPEAN UNION
Fund under the Equal Community Initiative Programme European Social Fund

WMTD is working across four themes — Preparation and Planning, Empowerment, Education
and Training and Employment Opportunity — and will run until December 2007.

WMTD is a large partnership involving 60 organisations from national and local government,
voluntary and independent sectors, with young people’s charity Rainer as lead partner.

Underpinning all of WMTD's work is the empowerment of young people. We believe that only
by listening to and involving young people in and from care fully in our work will we improve
outcomes. In addition, embracing this ethos gives young people the opportunity to learn new
skills, and develop the confidence and self-esteem to help them succeed in the future.

The WMTD partnership commissioned the help and support of NCB in completing this piece
of work.

The National Children’s Bureau (NCB) promotes the voices, interests and wellbeing of alll
children and young people across every aspect of their lives. As an umbrella body for the
children’s sector in England and Northern Ireland, we provide essential information on policy,
research and best practice for our members and other partners.

NCB’s Research and Evaluation Department carries out high-quality research and evaluation
studies for and about children and young people across social care, education, health and
wellbeing and youth justice agendas. Our research and evaluation work aims to enhance
knowledge and understanding fo help meet children’s and young people’s needs, provide
links between research findings and policy, and assist service and practitioner development.
We worked with WMTD to develop and design this peer research project, fraining the peer
researchers and analysing and reporting on the findings.
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A special thank you to all our peer researchers: Daina, Kelly, Annie, Steven, Kayleigh, Jonathon,
Sarah, Joanne, Gemma, John, Natalie, Lucy, Chantelle, Stephanie, Jason, Karen, Channel,
Karen, Laura, Clive, Della, Kieron, Tara, Danny, Marvin, Crystal, Nathan, Serena, Natalie, Luke,
Kesha, Shaun and Betel, whose enthusiasm, commitment and endeavour shone through from
the very beginning, from the tfraining through to the completion of the report.

Thank you to all the professionals/local authorities/organisatfions involved: Jane, Michael,
Louise, Sharon, Shaun, Louise, Tony, Gemma, Katie, Victoria, Tracey, Zoe, Carole, Judy,

Katy, Anna, Shelly, Patricia, Darran, Gary, Suzanne, Paul, Dahlia, Tracey, Steve, Julie, Paula
and Penny, who represented East Riding of Yorkshire, Stockton-on-Tees, Hull, Redcar and
Cleveland, Middlesbrough, Kirklees, Sheffield, Lancashire, Gloucester, Tower Hamlets, Bexley,
North Somerset, Surrey, West Berkshire, Blackburn with Darwen, Staffordshire, Walsall, Thurrock,
Peterborough, Wandsworth, Wolverhampton, Liverpool, Oldham, Rochdale and Blackpool.

Finally, we would like to thank Berni Graham, Research Officer, NCB, for all her time, effort,

knowledge and experience she put into training and supporting us to complete the peer
research, the analysis of the information and writing up the findings.
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Foreword

Mike Stein, Research Professor, Social Work Research and Development Unit, University of York

Today, we take it for granted that policy makers and practitioners should listen to the views of
young people living in, and leaving care. But this has not always been so. We owe a lot to the
activities of the Who Cares? project in the 1970s, the National Association of Young People in
Care in the 1980s and 1990s, and, currently, to A National Voice, for bringing about important
changes in the way young people in care are involved in decisions that affect their lives. Today,
these changes are embodied in child care law, underpinned by the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child. But participation means a lot more than just legal rights. It is about
improving services for young people, as well as enhancing their individual development.

The WMITD peer research project makes an important contribution in both these respects.
Thirty-three young people who had experience of living in care were trained as interviewers,
thus improving their skills and confidence. Their principle task was to find out ‘what made the
difference, and what could have made the difference’, to the lives of 265 young people, who
were living in, or leaving care, in different areas of England. The peer researchers were to give
voice to these young people.

The main findings of the report capture the different stages and dimensions of the journey made
by young people from care to adulthood: their lives and placements in care; their preparation
and planning for leaving care; their age at the time of leaving care; their accommodation; their
education, training, and employment; their health and well-being; and their support at the time
of leaving care. Af each of these stages, the views of young people are cenfral. This includes
their positive experiences — my foster carers were very supportive and understanding, and
constructive suggestions - not having moved around as much and having more stability would
have helped me. The peer researchers succeed in capturing both these dimensions throughout,
as well as young people’s insights into their own lives.

This report contains important and grounded messages for all those involved in providing
children’s services, including policy makers, managers and practitioners. There are a number

of key themes that particularly struck me. First, the importance of the prime carer to the lives

of young people —it is the foster or residential carer, or practitioner who works directly with the
young person, who makes the difference to their lives. It is at this level that ‘corporate parenting’
matters to children and young people. Second, and linked fo this point, the quality of services
received by young people is sfill too variable. This is evident from the voices of young people
captured by this research. Making a difference to the lives of young people living in and leaving
care will mean driving up quality through involving young people more: creating a culture of
participation, better fraining for staff, more determined inspection, using young people as
inspectors, more public awareness, and providing more choice of services.

Finally, I am struck by the resilience of the young people whose experiences are described in
this report. Although many had troubled backgrounds, their hopes and aspirations are similar

fo those held by most young people in society today. The challenge for the White Paper, Care
Matters, and for children’s services, as laid down in this report, is to equip them to fulfil their
undoubted potential as adults.
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This is only a summary of the Peer Research, for a full copy of the report and its findings please
go to www.leavingcare.org

THE AIM OF OUR PEER RESEARCH

We wanted fo frain care-experienced young people, aged 16 and above, from around the
country to achieve this. In WMTD we felt there was already a vast amount of information to tell
us about what does not work. We wanted to try to find out more about the positive messages
concerning young people in care and what made the difference for them. We wanted young
people to have the opportunity to provide feedback on the services they received from their
leaving care service, in order to inform policymakers and professionals, as corporate parents,
about how they could improve those services and improve the lives of others in and from care.

Although our main aim was o find out what made the difference for young people in and from
care, we also wanted to empower young people as peer researchers to go out to get those
messages, helping them fo build their skills and confidence for their future.

Our peer research also provided a mechanism for local authorities and young people to work in
partnership. We want to build a culture of consultation: learning to value young people’s ability
and professionalism in improving their process of care. We feel it is through this method that local
authorities and young people can learn from each other and improve outcomes together.
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Summary of Key Findings

Care experienced young people were trained to interview young people in their own local
authorities to ascertain young people’s views, opinions and experiences. Thirty-three young
people were trained from 25 local authorities to complete the 265 interviews across England.

WHO WAS INTERVIEWED?

In late 2006, face-to-face interviews were conducted with 265 young people, aged between 15
and 23, from 25 local authority areas. Roughly equal proportions of the interviewees were young
men and young women. The majority were white, reflecting the ethnic makeup of the care
population. About one in seven was disabled and one in five was a parent. Three-quarters had
left care, two-thirds of these before reaching the age of 18.

AGE OF LEAVING CARE

Just under 50% of 16 and 17 year olds interviewed felt they had already left care. The average
age of leaving care for those interviewed was 16.75 years. The most common age of leaving
care was 16. Two-thirds of those interviewed said they had left care before turning 18. Less than
20% of the 18 to 22 year olds inferviewed felt they were still 'in care’. If their understanding of
‘care’ is linked to a psychological feeling, this shows that we still have a long way to go.

PLACEMENTS

The number of placements experienced varied enormously both across and within locall
authorities. While the majority (60%) had had less than five placements during their time in care,
17% had more than 11 placements and 6% more than 21.

The lengths of individual placements varied, but for more than one-third their longest
placements had lasted less than two years and for 11% less than one year.

Less than one-third said they had always, or usually, had a say in their placements.
Approximately 40% said they rarely or never had a say in their placements.

The number of moves also showed the most striking correlations with negative outcomes. For
example, those with the highest number of different placements were more likely to report: not
having had a say in placements, feeling no one was there for them, that being in care had
impacted negatively on their education, that they had not had the support they needed with
their education or with employment, and not being in education, employment or fraining (NEET).
Those young people with the least placement stability were found to have had the worst
experiences and to have done least well in education, fraining or employment.

Those who had moved 21 or more times were almost three times as likely to have beenin a
youth offending institute (YOI) or in prison.

Of those interviewed, 88% felt care leavers should have the option to return to supported
accommodation if a move o independent living did not work out.

I have always been able to live where | want when the placements have been available.

I didn’t get a choice - | had to go where everyone else said.
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ACCOMMODATION

Forty-six percent lived in their own tenancies. Seven young people were living in bed and
breakfast accommodation and 12% were staying with friends or family, which may have been
hidden homelessness.

The majority (approximately 70%) were happy with their accommodation, but those in bed and
breakfast accommodation were the least happy.

Approximately 30% were unhappy or very unhappy with their accommodation.

What made the difference?

Support from family/friends and carers.
The quality of support.

Feeling independent.

Choice and control.

Education and financial support.

8 6 6 6 6

They should choose wisely who should go into supported housing and who gets support for
semi-independence.

I am happy with my accommodation but it’s the wrong area.

PREPARATION AND PLANNING FOR INDEPENDENCE

TR e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e er e

More than three-quarters had a Pathway Plan, more than half of these had a copy of it, and
three-quarters said their plans had been updated while in care and they were happy with them.
Disabled young people were more discontented with their plans than their peers.

Having a plan was no guarantee they were meaningful or effective in practice. Although most
attended their review meetings, only half felt they were listened to and that attendance did not
have much bearing on placements. Many were clearly frustrated by the experience.

Almost half had received no written information from the local authority before leaving care,
but the majority had received advice in some format about different aspects of living
independently.

More than one-third said they had developed independent living skills on their own, without any
professional or family input.

Advice on managing money and bills and emotional support were deemed to be the most
important in preparation for leaving care.

Seventy-five percent of young people had received help with cooking skills, whereas only seven
percent felt this was a priority.

Most young people interviewed felt they were ready to live independently between 16 and 19
years old.

What made the difference?
Many felt what was essential was the availability of flexible, responsive advice — knowing that at
least one key person was there for them, checking on them regularly.

I would like to know that someone would give me stability and support when | need it.

[My] foster carer helped me with the practical things | learned at the prep groups.
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EDUCATION, TRAINING AND EMPLOYMENT (ETE)

Roughly three-quarters were engaged in education, training, employment or volunteering (or a
combination of these). The majority were content with what they were doing.

Many of the young people involved in volunteering did so within their leaving care services; for
example, working as peer mentors.

Twenty-four percent of the young people were NEET; young people in this group were three
fimes more likely to be dissatisfied with what they were doing. Most of those who were unhappy
with what they were doing were either NEET or volunteering.

Of the young people interviewed, 46% said they had needed exira educational support while at
school; 64% of those felf they had received it.

Black and minority ethnic (BME) involvement in education was higher than white young people.
The rate of NEET for BME young people was half that of their white counterparts. More BME
young people said they were happy with what they were doing than white young people.
Young parents were only slightly less likely to be in ETE than other young people, although

they were more likely to be in part-fime employment. Mothers were more likely to be NEET

than fathers. Of this group, 56% said they had been encouraged to continue with ETE

since parenthood.

Significantly fewer young people who had been in a YOI or prison were in ETE. Far more of this
group felt being in care had affected school attendance. They were twice as likely to say care
had had a negative effect. They also complained about bullying, little interest being shown in
their education and that moving had been disruptive to their education.

Most young people reported receiving practical support from leaving care services in
connection with their education, fraining or employment.

Less than half felt being in care had affected their attendance at school, mostly negatively,
but some positively - they were encouraged fo attend more or do well.

Four in ten felt being in care had affected what they had been able to do latterly, especially

in education.

Regarding future aspirations, the views expressed reflected a deep interest in their own
education and long-term careers. When asked what they wanted fo be doing in five years'
fime, most were ambitious and demonstrated a strong work ethic, as well as a keen aspiration
to establish their own home and family life.

What could make the difference?
Geftting a job, with practical, emotional or financial support. Young people wanted to see care
professionals being more proactive and showing more infterest.

What made the difference?

Advice and information.

Help in choosing or accessing courses or fraining.

Help to focus on what to do in life.

Encouragement, support and motivation to stay in education or fry other things.
Encouragement or being made to go to school or college (more).

Help with homework.

Practical help - being provided with a computer, money, fravel costs or books.
Work and volunteering experience.

Positive attitudes from carers and workers.

06666606 06 6
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Because | moved too many times and | changed school and seeing other people in care
not in school made me not want to go to school.

If it wasn't for the leaving care service | wouldn’t have gone to school.

People look at me different when I tell them I live in care, they don’t give me a job.

HEALTH

The majority of intferviewees were registered with doctors, dentists and opticians, felt confident
about accessing advice on a range of health-related issues, and felt leaving care professionals
demonstrated an interest in their health.

What could make the difference?
Professionals taking the lead in enquiring about young people’s health, noticing when they are
not feeling well or may need advice, and being responsive.

What made the difference?
Care professionals demonstrating a genuine interest in their wellbeing and health — besides
merely ensuring statutory minimums are being met.

They are always asking if | am okay.

My social worker has helped me with my health and has been there when | had a problem.

FEELING CARED FOR BY THE LOCAL AUTHORITY

Seven in ten said they had felt cared for and that this was exemplified by staff showing a
personal interest and supporting them, both emotionally and materially.

Most reported feeling able to confide in, and seek advice from, one of a range of adults while
in care, most commonly foster carers, social workers and personal advisers, but no particular
pattern was found. Analysis found different adults had met different, discrete needs, including
practical and emotional support, and going that little bit further, beyond statutory obligations,
showing personal interest and providing emotional support, was clearly valued.

From a list of factors identified as “having made things better with regards to ETE”, three of the
fop four factors related to encouragement from carers and workers. In response to the question,
“"What's the one thing that might have made your time in care bettere”, the majority of factors
identified by young people have clear links to relationships, and in particular what can be seen
as ‘good parenting’.

When asked, “What made the difference for you?2” (relating to their experience of care), of
those who cited something other than ‘nothing’, ‘experiencing positive/caring relationships’
was the most common response. Across all responses from those who answered, roughly 45%
identified factors where relationships and support were key.

A quarter felt quite despondent or ignored and uncared for, and 14% said there had been no
one to whom they could turn. They were also the most likely to be unhappy with their Pathway
Plans and to have had the highest number of different placements.
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We organised two focus groups in two local authorities with young people in and from care to
further explore the link between feeling cared for and better outcomes. From the focus group
meetings, the maijority of young people pointed to benefits of being cared for. These were
described and articulated in many ways, including the quality of the relationship with carer
and/or staff, being loved, feeling welcome, belonging, having someone to talk with and to help
with problems, and a feeling of security. Some of them arficulate an explicit link between being
cared for and the outcomes, e.g. ETE, for them.

I wouldn’t be who | am now if it wasn’t for my foster mum; she is my world. Because | used to
skive school a lot, she encouraged me to stop and to get the grades | needed. She helped
me through everything.....she deserves a medal.

My social worker is by my side. Always there. She listens to my opinions. | am going to
college in January thanks to my social worker; she dragged me up to college.

They can help if you cooperate with them. Relationships come first, then the rest will follow.

WHAT IS A CORPORATE PARENT?

When asked about their understanding of the term ‘corporate parent’, less than a quarter
reported having heard the term before and, of these, only eight showed an approximately
correct understanding of the term.

VIEWS OF THE GENERAL PUBLIC

More than half felt they were viewed negatively by the public: as froublemakers, low achievers,
problematic, badly behaved, scrounging, to blame for being in care and looked down upon.
Media interest in their progress, especially lack of educational attainment, was seen by some o
aggravate their stigmatisation.

SPECIFIC FINDINGS FOR PARTICULAR GROUPS

Gender

Overall, the young women interviewees were found to have had fewer placements, and were
more likely to: have a Pathway Plan, hold a copy of it and be happy with it; live in independent
accommodation; and feel that being in care had resulted in having more interest shown in their
education and increased their school attendance.

Young men were more likely to be in employment but less likely to feel cared for by the locall
authority.

Disability

Sixteen percent were disabled, which is lower than Department for Education and Skills (DfES)
figures for those in care, probably due to the sampling, the organisation of services for disabled
young people and the types of disability.
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Members of this group were more likely to say they felt cared for by their local authority, but
reported fewer adults they would turn to for support. They were more likely to say they had
needed support when at school, but had not always received this, nor support from their leaving
care service with education.

Parents

One in five of the interviewees and one-third of the young women were parents. Most were in
the older age bracket and were more likely to be white and disabled. Fewer were happy with
their Pathway Plans and felt they had had to fend for themselves more.

Although most were in their own tenancies, parents were more likely to be unhappy with their
accommodation, mostly because of size or location.

Parents were more likely to be NEET and more likely to feel that the public had a negative view
of them.

Ethnicity

Eighty-two percent of the interviewees were white. BME interviewees had had fewer
placements, but were less likely to have a Pathway Plan and were more likely to be homeless or
in tfemporary accommodation, or hostels.

BME young people were more likely to be in education and to have had a statement of special
educational needs (SEN), and were less likely to be NEET and to feel that being in care had
affected how much they attended school.

Youth offending

One in seven of the interviewees reported staying in a YOI or prison, which is higher than DfES
statistics for the in-care population and four times higher than the general population. This
excludes those with other youth offending orders.

Members of this group were more likely to be white, male, disabled, parents, NEET, to have had
the most placements and to have left care when younger.

These young people were also more likely to feel that no one had shown a personal interest in
them and that they had had inadequate support or advice from leaving care services when in
and leaving custody.

Overall, what made the most difference to you?

What was the best thing about care?
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What one thing could have made it better?

SO WHAT MADE THE DIFFERENCE?

Getting into care was appreciated and a positive experience for many, especially being
removed from previously negative experiences. It was clear that the amount of contact young
people wanted with their natural families was an individual issue, over which they would like to
exercise more choice.

Relationships with family beyond parents, especially siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles,
were a valued source of support.

Experiencing good-quality support; positive, sincere, caring relationships; help with
psychological issues; and being able to feel emotionally secure, supported and safe. No one
type of professional stood out more positively or negatively than others: each young person’s
experience had varied in relation to who they felt had provided them with the right support,
including family and friends.

Choice, control, quality and becoming independent were the critical factors in relation to their
placements and accommodation.

Many of the young people really appreciated the encouragement and support they had

had with education and self-development, and the chance to experience family life and
opportunities, which they felt they would not have done otherwise.
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