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1 Purpose of this booklet
This booklet aims to give a taste of the experience of life in care from the perspective of young
people, based on information from peer research and service evaluation studies carried out by the
What Makes the Difference Project in partnership with the National Children's Bureau. Findings
from other recent studies of the experiences of children in care are also included, as well as
contributions from young people through informal discussion groups, in national consultation events
on the government's Care Matters green paper, and by email.

2 Introduction
Stark statistics show that many children and young people from care face enormous odds in the fight
against adversity ± in a vicious cycle of cause and effect, their life stories are littered with examples
of disruptions to their education and extreme challenges to their social and emotional well being,
often leaving a legacy of insecure relationships and problems with coping with life's ups and downs.1

But we know of many young people who have triumphed over disadvantage with the right care and
support. In recognition, the government has introduced a wide range of measures to plug the gap
and has stated it is vital ªthat carers and other professionals give children and young people in care
the encouragement and support necessary for them to overcome these barriers and succeed.º
Children and young people in care couldn't agree more.2 But it is what these adults do and how
they do it that counts, and how the system is changed to help them.

Much of the research on the experiences of children and young people in the care system sends out
the strong message that it is how they are ̀ parented' and made to feel that really matters.3 Young
people in care don't share the same concept of ̀ corporate parent' as the government and local
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authorities, with its focus on systems, procedures and governance.4 In their mind, what is important
is how the system translates into constant, caring, communicative, understanding and inspiring adults
and what these adults do to meet their needs in the absence of their own parents. It is how these
adults treat them and make them feel that can truly make a difference.5

From our own peer research study, and in informal discussions, consultations and interviews with
young people in and leaving care, we have heard many examples of how significant adults in the care
system could have done more to make up for young people's previous experiences of poor
parenting, and how the system itself has reinforced and even worsened their feelings of loss,
worthlessness, and lack of control.6

Here are some of the things young people have told us that should have been done for them but
weren't, because of a lack of good parenting in the care system:

3 What young people say about their 
experiences in the care system

BEING HEALTHY

Young people think about being healthy as more than  just eating well and going to their GP .
They are aware of other things that indirectly affect their physical and mental well being, like how
much money they have, whether their home is clean and the everyday care they get.7

ªThey haven't helped me with my benefits for two and a half months. So I don't have any
food money to live on, so they don't care about my health in that respectº.

ªWould have liked them not to have put me in a B&Bº.

ª¼ they just really weren't bothered about the house at all. Like, they didn't bother cleaning it,
didn't bother with anything.º

ªShe was the only one who put the fires on ¼ so it was warm for when we came downstairs.
And it was freezing all the rest of the time.º

And although young people are concerned about safety and want to be protected from harm, for
example, from being bullied,8 they have told us how the overemphasis on risk can lead to
overzealous implementation of health and safety regulations, doing away with any feeling of
homeliness in the places they live:

ª¼ locks on near enough every door. And big signs that say, fire door, keep shut. Unless you're
completely paranoid of your house being burned down, you're not going to have that kind of
stuff on your door in a normal home.º

ªLike everywhere you walked, it was like, oh, you've got to be careful because that's dangerous, this is
dangerous. Obviously you can understand basic health and safety, but just more family orientated.º

As many children brought into care have had harmful  psychological experiences , they are
more likely to have emotional, behavioural and mental health problems than other children.9 Unsurprisingly,
the emotional side of being healthy is very important to them.10 In our peer research study, when
asked what would have made a difference, some young people said they wanted professionals and
carers to show they genuinely cared by making an effort to ask about their health and how they feel.11
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ªPathway Plans are the only time they ask about my health.º

At the very least young people in care need to feel comfortable and close enough to a caring adult
who they can really talk to and get advice from ± ªa shoulder to cry onº without feeling judged ±
someone to turn to who understands what they've been through. Our peer research findings
suggest that young people in care who have an adult to talk to and get advice from, or who takes 
a special interest in them, are much more likely to feel cared for by their local authority.12

At best, when young people have serious health probl ems, they want these to be
recognised and to be able to get the help they need. Many young people said they had wanted to
feel listened to and to have got more emotional support ± some felt that professional counselling
could have helped them.13

Some young people have told us of their hurt and disappointment when their health problems aren't
taken seriously:

ªWhen I got laughed at when I was trying to explain my drinking problem to a worker that
was like a kick in the balls. It just didn't make sense.º

They also expect the adults who care for them to act as healthy role models who don't put their
own and young people's health and safety at risk:

ª¼ she (foster carer) told me she had had an abused childhood ¼ she smoked cannabis and
drank quite heavily ¼ she was a very angry person with major issues.º

At the same time, young people want to be treated with respect when struggling to manage their
own health problems and not feel stigmatised while doing so.

ªYou feel as though they're watching you when they know that you're depressed, or if you're
taking depression tablets ¼ it felt like I was being watched, and making sure that my tablets
were taken all the time in case I overreacted ¼ and apparently the social worker said that
they (carer) have to look after the tablet. It makes you feel dumb and they belittle you ¼
and they always act superior.º

When talking about accessing health services, young people tell us they want more
than just information ± making sure they are registered with and taken to a GP and other
primary health services are just some of the ways that adults can play an important role in helping
young people to look after their health.

ªSocial workers and PAs should take young people to the doctor if they wish.º

ªNothing was covered in terms of doctors, in terms of opticians, in terms of dental check ¼
and that was another breakdown for me, not because of the carer, but because of the social
workers not coming and maintaining the contact with the carer and the young person to see
if they were okay ¼º

ªThere should be exceptions for care leavers, so if there isn't an NHS dentist, you should be
able to be seen privately.º

We know from government statistics that it can take months for a child's health record to be sent
from one GP practice to another.14 At the very least, this could delay children and young people
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from getting prompt medical treatment and they may find themselves having to repeat personal
information to yet another stranger. Carers and lead professionals can help to speed up this process,
just like good parents would for their own children.

STAYING SAFE

ªThe care system should provide these children with  continuity and stability.
In reality, too often it mirrors violent and chaotic  home lives and reinforces
distrust of adults.º 15

Young people in care expect the adults in their liv es to show they care by keeping them
safe, for example, safe from being bullied and exploited,keeping an eye on them and protecting
them from strangers who may hurt them.16

ªAnd there was always building work going on ¼ These builders would come in. You don't
know who they are, and the staff would say, oh, they're CRB ¼ You're like, how do I know
that? They're invading your privacy, because they're coming into your home.º

ª¼ getting on drugs and prostitution made things worse for me..º

ª¼ she (foster carer) smoked cannabis because of her M.E. On one occasion I went out and
bought her some because her usual supplier was away.º

ªThey didn't really care ¼ Even if you were bunking, they wouldn't probably have a clue
whereas a real parent would. They would know something's up.º

But the need for children to feel safe is also expr essed in a number of other ways,
most importantly, not to be moved from pillar to pos t ¼

ªAbout ten (different homes). Since I was 12. I left when I was just 17 ¼ they were all
completely different.º

ªAnd you always wonder when you're going to get evicted, either by yourself or by your social
worker, or by the carer saying they're going on a holiday.º

ªThere's too much change and at a young age you can't cope with that.º

¼ to be stable and settled in a home, with trusted adults who genuinely care ¼

ªIf you was in a foster home, like a normal foster home, and all right, some people class that
as their family and stuff, but I've never actually been able to class that as my family, because
it wasn't a family, it was just like, you know, it's just a job to you.º

ªShe (foster carer) was just really bad. And she used to threaten me ¼ that's it ¼ 
you're out.º

ªI have learnt that there are so many people in the world who you can't trust ¼ When my
boyfriend came round she (foster carer) came downstairs in a miniskirt and went out with my
boyfriend, who later told me she had tried to kiss him.º
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¼ and are in it for the long haul.

ªMy social worker was changed lots of times so I couldn't rely on them, but my foster mum
was always there.º

ªFoster carers should be willing to provide a family for life. Young people should have long
placements and when the young person moves on they can still come and see the foster
carer ± the foster carer should still be able to be there for the young person.º

ªStudy after study emphasises the importance for thes e children of forming
emotional bonds with adults. But attachment or `sti ckability', as one social
worker called it, is in scarce supply in the care s ystem.º 17

Our peer research study of 250 young people shows that ̀ stickability' in terms of the number and
length of placements a child experiences in care can vary enormously both across and within local
authorities. While the majority (60%) had had fewer than five placements, almost one in five young
people had had between six and ten placements ± and one young person said they had been moved
one hundred times.18 The lengths of individual placements also varied. Just over a quarter had had
placements lasting less than a week and for over one third of young people, their longest placements
had lasted under two years ± one young person's longest placement had lasted only four weeks.19

As we will explore in Booklet 2 of this guide, it is the adults most important in children and young
people's lives in care ± lead professionals and carers ± who make things better for them.

ªOf the things young people told us would have made  their time in care
better, most were connected to their relationships with lead professionals
and carers, and in particular to what could be seen  as good parenting.º 20

At the same time, research tells us that the number and length of care placements is inextricably
linked to the opportunity for children and young people to make and keep these relationships.
On the one hand placement stability depends on good relationships with carers and the consistent
support of a known lead professional, but it is difficult for relationships to grow if, for other reasons
like cost, placements don't last long enough to nurture trust, acceptance and understanding.

ª¼ all the workers ¼ they seem to expect you to just like, sit there and yeah, chat away, talk
to them. It's like, no, I don't know you. I don't like you. Until I get to know you ¼º

ªI've got big trust issues, and that's through people breaking promises to me ¼ and now
when I meet someone, it's like, okay, I don't trust you ¼ you've just got to be my friend and
work with me.º

This paradox is borne out in our peer research study, which suggests that young people who didn't
have an adult to talk to and ask advice from were more likely to have had more than 21 placements,
not having a say in placements and not feeling listened to in review meetings. Not having stability and
good relationships with their carers and lead professionals can have a dramatic impact on young
people's well-being ± those who had had more than 21 placements were almost more than three
times as likely to have been in a youth offending institution or in prison.21
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To feel safe and secure, young people want to be abl e to have some control over what
happens to them and to be given time to prepare for and adapt to change.

ª¼ it would have been nice to hear the carer's experience of being the parent, possibly, or
what it's like for them to look after young people.º

ª¼ we've got placement for you. Come with me now¼ It was a shock, like they just didn't
care ¼ And just left me to it.º22

ª¼ the first night in care you go and sleep in the room, and there was somebody on the
landing who I had to trust with my safety, looking after me. I had to trust this person within
half an hour ¼º

ªSome people have left without telling the young people in their caseload ¼ They are dealing
with people's lives.º23 ªI don't like the way they say 'bye ± one sent a text to say they were
moving.º24

Some young people say they want to be able to choose who looks after them, where they live and
who their lead professional is.25 26 In our peer research study, less than a third of young people said
they always or usually had a say in their placements,27 and in our baseline study of leaving care
services in England, only 19% of the 43 local authorities surveyed said they let their young people
have a say in choosing their personal advisor.28

ªWhat do you do if you don't like your lead professional? It takes ages to change a social
worker ± if social services want to do it can take a couple of weeks but if a young person
wants to do it can take 4 months.º29

ªMore housing choice is needed for 18±21 year olds,rather than focusing just on foster care.º

Others may even want to get the chance to test things out before moving to a new home.

ª¼ what would have made the difference is before I moved into this foster placement, to
have had a trial with the foster carer, like a weekend, get to know her family ¼ because then
that makes me feel part of the family ¼ I then get to bond with their family and they can
treat me as one of theirs.º

Ensuring stability and security also means keeping down the countless numbers of
adults in children's and young people's lives , leaving it to lead professionals and carers to make
the day to day decisions that any parent needs to make, and allowing young people to choose if and
who they want to get other support from, like independent visitors and advocates.30

ªIn a normal family you would have your mum and dad and you'd probably have your uncles
and cousins and maybe some grandparents ¼ but young people in care have a corporate
parent that ranges from 14 to 15 people ± it can become ridiculously big.º31

ª¼ You just want two people there. Just a mum and a dad. You don't want everyone else
there, butting in, because you just can't get on with trying to live a normal life, and have 
a family.º

ªWhen there are too many people the young person constantly has to repeat themselves and
the communication between all parties is bad.º
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Once children and young people are placed in care, t hey don't always feel wanted ± this
can affect how stable and secure they feel and can reinforce feelings of unworthiness and loss from
previous family experiences ¼

ªI remember sitting in my social worker's office from 10am±5:30pm whilst she rang almost
every carer on the records to find me a placement. On reflection I shouldn't have had to sit
there and listen to loads of carers saying there was no room ¼ It was rejection from people
who didn't even know me.º

They need to have a sense of belonging by being treated like part of the family, to be involved in
family decisions and to do things together. Some young people have told us how excluded they felt
in foster and care homes.

ªI never went on their activities. I've never been to the cinema or anything with them. I've
always been given the money to go to the cinema with my friends but never as a family.º

ª¼ what would have made a difference is if I'd have had some ownership in the house ¼ 
I don't know, cook for the family one day or just do little things, make my own bed.º

ª¼ sometimes carers do separate shopping, or like the shopping for the young person on this
day and shopping for ̀ my' kids on this day. Things like that really used to hurt me because
you know you're being singled out and what parent does that?º

ªIt would be nice to go on a nice family holiday, and to bond with everybody. To say you have
got a family.º32

Young people have told us of the pain of feeling like an unwelcome guest in someone else's home,
competing for attention with the other children.

ªTheir own children kind of got treated better than me. I was jealous. I know they weren't my
parents but I felt jealous ¼º

ªI just felt safe in my bedroom because my belongings were there, my clothes were there, my
stuff was there. That's the only place, and everywhere else is, oh, you can't touch this in case
you break it or you can't do this.º

ªShe favoured everyone else over me. It was always me like, left out.º

Some children strive for the love and affection tha t's missing in their lives , but realise only
too well how hard this is to come by in a system that revolves around procedures and processes
but not around them.

ªI don't think I ever got a cuddle, that's because there could be accusations.º

ªIt should be unconditional love, but obviously, being a foster child, you're not going to feel the
unconditional love all the time for that child, like a normal parent.º

ªYou don't get the love that comes with having a natural family ¼ not being able to give the
looked after child a hug if they are upset or if they have hurt themselves. The foster carer is
not allowed to put even a plaster on ± the young person has to do so.º33
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Young people have also told us that they need the important adults in their lives to take
responsibility for them, to fight their corner in the outside world and to push for what is best for
them, just like a good parent would ¼

ª¼ my foster Mum had a big argument with her (social worker) and it ended up that she
had to send her out of the house because I got upset because of what my social worker had
done. My foster Mum sent someone who hurt my feelings out of the house.º

¼ but they don't want to be overprotected ± they wa nt to do the same as children in
everyday families.

ªI think if social services in my case, obviously not all cases, let the foster family go on without
as many interruptions, then the whole thing would have run smoother. You tell me any normal
family where a 14 year old is not allowed to watch a 15 movie.º

ª¼ the whole sleeping out case where you have the police checking. It never bothered me,
but I know when my friends asked, they had to say you can't.º

And as they would expect from a good parent, children and young people need these important
adults to know where they are, ask how things are going, to make time to talk and spend together,
and to always be there in the good times and the bad.

ª¼ no one asked me how the job was going and stuff like that ¼ I used to get up, go to
college, go to school, go to work, come back, get ready and go out with my friend and make
sure I'm at home by 10 o'clock. That was it. There was no communication actually.º

ªBut they was always in the office, and their excuse was, oh, do you know how much paperwork
we've got to do? It's like, do you know what? Do you know how much care we need?º

ª ¼ they should be making me feel so comfortable that I can just go to them and say, oh, this
and that happened ¼º

ªCan you believe my teacher actually came to court with me because my social worker couldn't
come ¼ and what social worker would let their young person at the age of 15 go to court to
face the brother who's beaten them up, and a teacher went out of their way to do that ¼º

But we know that time is at a premium for care prof essionals ± in our baseline study of
leaving care services, most personal advisors (76%) had an average caseload of between 15 to 20
young people at any one time, and caseloads ranged from between 8 and 34 young people. 62% of
local authorities did not have a caseload weighting system34 ± this suggests that those young people
with high needs may not have received the time and attention they needed from their worker.

ª¼ I had no contact with the social worker so I was in someone's house for like eight months
with no planning and no nothing.º

ªWhy are the jobs 9 to 5? You need support after then, crises happen at different times.º

ª¼ and when you try and call your social worker, your social worker's never there and you just
give up. You just give up on yourself ¼º

ª¼ you don't know how I'm feeling inside. And there's no one there to pick you up. Like to me
things happen and no one's there to pick me up ¼º
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ªThey go off sick, come back, take annual leave, come back and go off sick again.º

Feeling safe also means that when things go badly wrong and carers and lead professionals haven't
been able to make things right (or if the problem lies with them), young people can get outside help
to sort things out, just like a family friend, uncle or grandmother would do. This doesn't always happen.

ªI wish someone would have told me that I didn't have to stay there, I didn't know that I had
a right to complain, I didn't know anything. I was placed where there was a room free and I
felt I had to be grateful for that.º

ª¼ when I made my complaint (about foster carer), all I got back was, oh, we're dealing with it.
You know, and we've spoken to her and she noted she's made these mistakes and she's willing
to work through them. It's like, do you know what? Bollocks.º

ªI was put where I was beat up and they still kept me there.º

The need to feel safe, stable and secure ± to always have someone there for them ± continues
throughout children's and young people's experience of care and beyond ± being able to leave when
they are ready and to get the continued support of trusted adults is important when making the first
steps towards independent living. We will talk more about this in the chapter on ̀ Making a Positive
Contribution' below.

ENJOYING AND ACHIEVING

Given the huge emphasis on education in government policy, with clear or local authority targets for
the educational outcomes of children in care, there is an obvious gap between government goals and
actual achievement. We know from national statistics35 that children and young people in care are
not achieving as well as other children of the same age, and this often has a big impact on their
ability to earn a living in the future. In 2006, just 12% of children in care achieved 5 GCSEs at grades
A* to C grades or equivalent, compared to 59% of all children ± and in our service evaluation of 
20 local authorities, 59% of the young people (aged between 15 and 22) who responded to our
questionnaire on employment support said that they were not in any type of education and although
just over half (53 %) said they had at least one GCSE pass and one in five had NVQs or City &
Guilds qualifications, nearly one third had no GCSEs or equivalent qualifications at all.36 The
opportunities for young people in care to enjoy positive activities are also limited ± over 50% who
responded to the government's consultation on the Care Matters white paper said that they had
problems accessing these.37

As we know from educational research, an important predictor of children's success is their parents'
interest in and support for their education.38 Good parents nurture their children's hopes and
dreams for the future, encourage them to do their best, fight to get their children the best
education, get involved in school life and their children's teaching and sort out problems when they
need to. Good parents don't set their children up to fail.

In the absence of their own parents, children and young people in care need the help and
commitment of the important adults in their lives. But despite the government's good intentions,
many children in care don't get the type of focused attention and effort from carers and lead
professionals that ̀ pushy' parents give to their children's education.

The attitudes of carers and lead professionals are key to encouraging children to
succeed. In our evaluation of education support in local authorities, young people who said they
had someone who takes/took a personal interest in their education, either currently or in the past,
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were more likely to be in education, training and employment (ETE) than those not in ETE (67%
compared to 35%).39 This is also supported in our findings from focus groups, in which some young
people from care made direct links between their achievement at school and the motivational and
practical support they got from the carers and social workers.40 However, education may not seem
important when a child or young person has pressing emotional needs and carers' own experiences
and attitudes towards school may not make education their top priority.41

ªThey don't have parents and there's no one there to motivate them and say to them, well,
do this, do that. It will be good for you. That encouragement isn't there.º

ªI was in the children's home; they would wake us up and say, are you going to school today?
It was up to me, and it was, no.º

It's not just what carers and lead professionals th ink and do that's important . The
support and attitudes of teachers are very important. On the one hand, children and young people
want teachers to understand the challenges they face in care and to give them extra support when
they need it.42 However, they feel strongly that this should be done in a way that does not stigmatise
them or that will make matters worse.43

ª¼ (young people said) giving looked after children preferential treatment creates a stigma
against them and tension between their peers.º

And if teachers are to know children's care status to be able to help them (and some feel this
should be on a need to know basis), they are expected to keep the information to themselves.44 In
our consultation events on the government's green paper, Care Matters, some young people told
how designated teachers had taken them out of classes to meet with social workers, which had
identified them as care leavers and often led to bullying and difficult questions from other children.
Others reported a total lack of understanding and awareness from teachers.º45

ªTeacher blew my confidentiality in front of 20 kids.º

And just as children's carers and lead professionals don't always encourage, believe in and have
aspirations for them, neither do some teachers.46

ª¼ gave me more leeway and let me get away with things sometimes that I know I 
shouldn't have and also sometimes shunned me and didn't give me any hope at my first
secondary school.º47

ª¼ thought they were expecting me to fail.º48

ªSome think I am less able.º49

Young people have told us of the personal help and encouragement they needed to get
to school or college and to stay there , and the consequences of not getting this. Having a stable
placement and not having to move from school to school, especially at crucial times like exams, is an
obvious first step.

ªI felt unsettled. You're never in one place. You're always constantly on the move. You never get
to know anyone. You can't really go to school either can you? ¼ Like I haven't done my
GCSEs and that's because of moving about. It's just a problem when you find out you can't
get a job because you haven't got these grades.º

Making the difference ¼ Putting the care back into corporate parenting
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ªI wasn't allowed back in school 'cos I moved (placement) and missed a few days and this
was supposed to be the best school in Dorset.º

In our peer research study, young people who had had more the highest number of placements were
more likely to think they had not been given enough support for their education and not to be
currently in education, training or employment.50

ªI was very angry back then and they (school) didn't do much to help me with that.º51

ª¼ coming back from school, nobody said to me, have you got any homework? Or is there
any course work you need to do?º

ªThere was never support like, oh how was college today? Should I see if we can get some
tutors to give you extra support, stuff like that. There was never stuff like that.º

ªI need a person to come in (to school) just for me. Sometimes when I ask for help the
teacher can't give it to me.º52

ªThe ones that have been unsuccessful in terms of education and getting themselves a job
have given up from a very young age. They've given up and there's no one there.º

ªWish I had more training earlier in my life. I am stuck for money now.º53

Getting first hand practical support, like being tak en to school and paying for leisure
activities or nurturing a hobby is also important, as is having access to learning resources like
books and a computer.54 On the other hand, some young people who did get some educational
support told us why this wasn't always enough. Feeling at ease and having good relationships with
the adults who support them is key to making this count.

ªWe used to have an education woman come in, and she was there to help you with homework,
but I didn't like that person, so I wouldn't want to do homework or course work with her.º

ª¼ I was just left in a computer study room getting on with it. Obviously, when needed, I could
have asked them ¼ not everyone feels able to ask for help or advice ¼ going to think I'm
very thick ¼ that's how I used to feel.º

We will explore the importance of relationships to children's educational success further in Booklet 2
in this guide.

MAKING A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION

One of the most important and challenging goals of a parent is to empower their children to
become fully-fledged autonomous, responsible and contributing members of society, who in return
for the advantages and rights of citizenship, abide by the rules expected of them. Achieving this is
not simple or easy. To start with, children need to develop self-respect, confidence and resilience
through caring relationships with their parents and families ± from this, positive relationships and
respect, understanding and concern for others can grow. Experiencing the empathy, kindness and
reward of others in return helps motivate them to ̀give back'. For parents, helping their children to
develop into good citizens also involves teaching them what is right and wrong, and balancing the
need to set clear, fair and consistent boundaries (that need to change with age and development)
with giving them the opportunity to help decide about the things that affect them. Children and
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young people also need the flexibility to explore and take risks in a safe environment ± this provides
valuable learning opportunities that help them to mature and gain confidence.55

Children in care need parental care and guidance ju st like other children ± if anything,
their needs may be greater .56 At the very least, the quality of parenting in care should
compensate for previous pre-care experiences and continue to meet children's changing
developmental needs. Corporate parents have a special responsibility to empower their children 
and young people ± a group which has been particularly disempowered in many aspects of their
lives. In the absence of their own parents, children need fair, consistent adults who feel good about
themselves, have trust in their own instincts and the confidence to take risks and to say no when
necessary ± this is vital for their children's social development. These adults need the ability to
reflect, respect and empathise with the children they care for, and to have a real understanding of
how their experiences have affected them. They also need to recognise their children's changing
needs and to fight to ensure that these are met.

Clearly, the role of lead professionals, carers and t eachers is paramount, but they can
only act in their children's best interests if the structures and processes in the care
system are empowering , and free from unhelpful barriers. As advocates, carers and professionals
grapple with a difficult conflict of interest when trying to get the best for ̀ their' children.57

Furthermore, the hands of lead professionals and carers are tied by tiers of management which
prevent them from making the everyday decisions they need to without having to wait for the 
say-so of others who may not even have met the child.58 We also know that the needs of carers and
lead professionals are sometimes ignored, and that the system can put enormous strain on them
without giving enough support to help them perform well. Unmanageable caseloads, lack of staff, and
the mountains of paperwork generated from regulatory requirements and other administrative
duties, have made it difficult for social workers and residential care workers to devote enough
quality time to children and young people.

ªOne worker deals with 33 other people as well as me! They are too stretched and they 
have limitsº.

ª¼ a plethora of mechanisms, meetings and forms ¼ all tend to involve extensive written
contributions by the social workers ¼º59

This, together with limited opportunities for professional development, poor pay and poor public
image, can sap workers' sense of self worth and de-motivate them.

ª¼ currently social workers are not, and do not feel that they are doing the kind of work they
came into social work to do.º60

And young people have told us of carers, who, through their own lack of self-care, poor
communication or un-thoughtful behaviour, failed to nurture trust, self-respect and confidence in
their relationships with the children in their care.61 Having the ability to communicate is a basic
ingredient in any good relationship ± something that young people tell us the adults in their lives
don't always have.

ªI've communicated with people from all walks of life. I've done so many jobs that I had to
communicate in different forms. I had to use gestures and postures. I had to use sign
language, Braille. Of course I can communicate, but why did the carer find it so difficult to
communicate with me?º
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Without trust, respect and a feeling that they are g enuinely cared for , children and young
people will pay little heed to what the adults in their lives have to say ± or be motivated to behave
as responsible citizens.

ªHaving people we trust is most important. That means keeping promises, treating us like an
equal, giving us a say in what happens ± just like other young people get at home.º

ªIt would be a lot better (having more boundaries),because then, you wouldn't go off the rails
¼ You don't have to please anyone, because no one cares about you. But if someone's there
telling you, this is wrong, don't do that, don't do this, it makes you a better person. You can
grow up and you can adjust to it. Use it in the future and teach your own children right from
wrong. A lot of people wouldn't end up on drugs, or in crime ¼º

It is easy to see why setting boundaries can become a challenge for adults in the care system. In the
`Being Healthy'' and ̀ Staying Safe' chapters above,we gave some examples of how young people in
care experienced what they saw as extreme and unnecessary rules. These rules were introduced to
help keep them safe and healthy, but instead made them feel stifled and different from other children
and the places they lived to feel un-homely. Young people have also told us of attempts by staff and
carers to set boundaries that seem inconsistent and unfair or are not explained to them, and how
these rules changed from placement to placement ¼

ª¼ at night, like, I'd go out, and she'd say to me, right, I want you in by ten o'clock ¼ and
then, the other foster girl ¼ she'd like (say), oh, can I go out? ¼ oh, yeah. You can be in at
11. What? I'm older than her ¼ if I got back about a couple of minutes just after ten, she'd
really kick off. She'd really flip.º

ªThey (placements) were all completely different because they all had different rules and
everything like that.º

On the other hand, we have heard of staff in care ho mes who felt unable to challenge
some young people's behaviour , and without the skills, confidence and authority to discipline
appropriately, either resorted to extreme measures or did nothing at all. For example, the police
may be called to arrest young people who act out their rage and frustration by damaging property.
This can sometimes lead to detention and a criminal record.

ªI mean, they was quite happy to get you arrested if you was to criminal damage anything of
theirs ¼ Which I suppose they're trying to set, like, make a point of, you know, this ain't
yours, don't ruin it.º

ª¼ I think it could have been dealt with a bit differently, where they'd sit down, talk and 
then the young person maybe pay for it (the damage), give them money each week to pay
for it ¼ because just getting them arrested, that's going to give them convictions that you
don't need.º

In contrast, workers in residential homes may do little to stop teenagers ªon that side of being out
of controlº from not attending school or going missing overnight.62 Foster carers too may be at a
loss to know how to cope, and they may get little in the way of information, training and support to
help young people deal with their anger and hurt or to recognise when they need specialist help.
They may feel undermined if their own rules go against the guidance of the local authority63 ¼
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ªI was bullying the teachers ¼ there used to be like, meetings ¼ where my foster carer
would come ¼ she'd like, be all nice as pie in the meetings ¼ To the teachers, just to, like,
saying, oh, yeah, yeah, well, I'll help you ¼ Yeah, right. Get home ¼ shit happens. It's like she
didn't say nothing.º

ªAnd quite often, we'd argue a lot, and I used to lose my temper, and then she (foster carer)
used to like, pick on me more. And it went to extreme where she put locks on the doors,
cameras in the house. I felt violated.º

¼ and sometimes young people who don't act out aggressively but nevertheless struggle with inner
pain and conflict are ignored, as they are seen as being ̀ good' and not needing attention.

ªThe state cares when there's a crisis: if yours are the problems which don't make you
difficult, you're less likely to get help.º64

We also know that teachers, restrained by inflexible  policies and a lack of skills and
understanding , can vary widely in their ability to manage children's difficult behaviour.65

ªThere was never support ¼ I used to be really naughty at school because there were so
many problems going on, it was hard for me to express it, so the only way I could express it
was by being bad at school.º

ª¼ when I was at school, they had no interest. They just thought I was a problem child ¼ 
so they just left me to it ¼ Just kept excluding me. And then it wasn't until the leaving care
team picked me up.º

Excluding children without supporting them to sort things out in the meantime can jeopardise their
well-being.

ªThe day I got expelled from school I started doing drugs.º

All in all, confusion, going over the top, or simply doing nothing seems to be the hallmark of rule
setting in the care system and it is children and young people who suffer most, either directly or
indirectly. In our peer research study, one in seven young people reported staying in a youth
offending institute or prison (four times higher than the general population)66 and local complaints
about ªloitering, vandalism or worseº by young people living in care homes ªillustrates the problem
with accountabilityº and is thought to explain the growing number of resident campaigns against
planning permission for residential homes and supported housing.67 The question is ± how much of
this is caused by the failure of the care system to meet the challenges of good parenting?

For some children and young people, this can all add up to feeling that no one cares ± for example,
those who have been in custody are more likely to feel that no-one had shown a personal interest in
them or given them enough support or advice.68

The situation is often made worse because of the ma ny different adults in the lives of
young people, all saying and doing different things.

ªYou don't know whether you're coming or going, and you don't know where you are with
everyone ¼ It only needed one person to say,`Look don't do that, that's wrong.' º69
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But helping children in care to grow into socially competent and contributing young adults isn't just
about setting boundaries.Allchildren and young people need to be rewarded for their efforts and
praised for all their achievements, however small or big ± but it seems some may get more praise
than others.

ªYou might not get praise just in case someone else hasn't done as well and they'll 
be upset.º70

A few words and a prize from a councillor at a local authority event isn't enough ± the praise they
receive from carers, lead professionals and teachers is especially important and can help build
confidence and self-esteem.

For young people to want to make a positive contrib ution, it may help if they have a
sense of identity and connection with their past as well as to the community they live in.
Finding out about their families and why they came into care can be a big challenge for some
children in care.

ªThey didn't do no family tree with me or anything ¼ And I think that should be made clear
¼ to go in a like, a young person's record ¼ I've got a brother that's been adopted as well,
and I've been trying to get in contact with him, and it's just been really, really hard.º

For those from different cultures, this can mean feeling cut off if none of the adults in their lives can
help them to make links to their own families' heritage.

ªI wasn't able to do family stuff that I would have done at home, like family meals or family
gathering or celebrating culture differences because every family celebrates in different ways.º

As well as being a role model, setting rules, managing behaviour and giving praise, one of the most
direct ways that children and young people in care can be encouraged to make a positive
contribution is by being given the opportunity to influence the decisions that affects them personally.
Young people have told us of the need to be listened to by carers, lead professionals and other
important adults like teachers and health professionals.

ªShe (foster carer) didn't listen to what I had to say. She wasn't interested.º

ªI spoke to the school but they did not listen to me, acted against my wishes, no trust. You
need trust in school; school can make it (problem) bigger.º

ªI said to my social worker, like, this (being mistreated) is going on ¼ None of them believed
me. None of them done anything ¼ none of them were listening to me. Everyone thought I
was lying.º

However, as any good parent knows, they sometimes have to use their judgement about what's best
for their children, even if that's not what they want.

ªAt the time it was great to have that freedom of making the decision of whether to go to
school or not, but now, looking back, I wish I'd never had that freedom ¼º

WMTD · Rainer PAGE 15

Booklet 1: What young people say about their experiences of being parented in the care system



But although children and young people in care have  a legal right to be listened to and
have their wishes taken into consideration,71 some don't always get the opportunity.

ªWorkers talk too much during meetings ± they need to give young people an opportunity to talk.º

In our peer research study, 40% of young people said they rarely or never had a say in where they
were placed, and these young people were more likely to have had the highest number of
placements and be unhappy with where they currently lived.72

ªI didn't get a choice ± I had to go where everyone else said.º

Our baseline study of leaving care services showed that 95% of local authorities surveyed said they
routinely consulted foster carers and residential care workers, but fewer, 84%, said they routinely
consulted young people in their comprehensive assessment for leaving care.73

ª¼ if I had the opportunity to discuss with the social worker and the foster carer that this is
how I want my plan to be, I don't think I would have moved out. But I did move out and the
new situation was worse.º

Some young people may find it impossible to speak their mind freely because they are not given the
privacy to do so.

ªAt reviews, the IRO used to say,ªSo how are you getting on with your carer?º right in front of
my carer who would look at me with those eyes, what could I say?º

We also know that children's and young people's chances of being listened to can vary from worker
to worker and from agency to agency, and they may act out the anger and frustration this causes
either directly or by not contributing at all.74

ªThey had to listen because I was screaming at them.º

ªThey (review meetings) are pointless because I don't speak in them.º

Even when children and young people in care are given the space to speak up , this does
not guarantee they will be heard and taken seriously.

ªI requested things and they never got done. Like it went in one ear and out the other.º

ªPathway plans are treated as a suggestion.º

Whilst most young people (87%) in our peer research study said they always or usually attended
review meetings, a mere 29% of these felt they were always listened to and only 32% felt they had
usually or always had a say in their placements.75

Another way for young people to make a positive contribution is to share their views about the care
and services they get and would like to receive from their local authority ± for example, by helping
to develop the local authority Pledge. However, local authorities may not do enough to involve
young people with different backgrounds and experiences, especially those who feel cut off and
neglected by the system.76 Booklet 4 offers a framework for involving children and young people in
developing their local authority's pledge, with ideas and an example of good practice.
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ACHIEVING ECONOMIC WELL-BEING

Sending their children into the world to be economically productive, happy, socially confident young
adults, who are able to make rewarding relationships and have their own families, is what many good
parents aspire to. This is certainly what young people have told us they want.77

ªSettled down with girlfriend, job, holidays a couple of times a year, house, money, living a
normal life.º

ªHave a degree, stable job, own accommodation and finally be happy.º

All young people need the help of their parents and other trusted adults to grow up and leave home
successfully. The challenge for parents is to empower their children to look after themselves without
having to rely too much on others. Young people making the transition out of care to adulthood
face more challenges than most78 and what many need is the support of caring trusted adults to get
them through ± to reassure them when they feel overwhelmed, and help them to get their first job,
go on to higher education, find accommodation and even to look after their own children. This
support starts with making sure that young people are ready and well prepared to make the first
jump from their care home or foster family.

Our peer research suggests that more must be done t o prepare young people for
adulthood. Emotional support and advice on managing money and bills were young people's top
priorities when preparing to leave care.79 Although the majority of young people said they had some
sort of advice, in person or in writing, to help them prepare for independent living, almost half had
not had any written information from their local authority about their entitlements and other issues
when they leave care, and 38% per cent of young people said they were just left to ªget on with
it.º 80 And in our baseline study, just over one third of local authorities said they didn't provide
specific training to foster carers and residential care workers to help them prepare young people for
leaving care.81

ªYoung people receive different levels of life skills training ± one young person's foster carer
won't allow her to use the washing machine, whilst another young person is responsible for
their own washing.º

Some young people are forced out of their placements and cut off from their relationships
with carers before they are ready.

ª¼ some young people can't really cope on their own, when they get asked to leave care.
I think that's wrong, because they're just going to go straight downhill.º

ªI wasn't ready (to leave care) at 16, I couldn't even do my own washing ¼º

As one parent we interviewed put it:

ªSociety has moved on so much. We have a much more extended period of adolescence
which didn't exist 30 or 40 years ago. The looked after children system hasn't caught up with
this and is still planning around young people leaving home much earlier.º82

But other young people are mindful of becoming over-dependent on their carers and lead
professionals.
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ªMy carer used to be coming and making the bed for me ¼ Even washing clothes ¼ Why?
My mum doesn't say to me every Saturday, put your clothes there. I'll wash it.º

ªYou should have an emotional balance with your social worker ¼ there needs to be a
balance between emotional support and striving for independence.º

Some leave because they want to have privacy and be independent and more in control of their
lives, but they may regret it later.

ª¼ (young people are) not old enough at 16 ± but many think they are.º

Leaving care early can pose special problems for young people. In our baseline study, 74% of local
authorities said they generally de-accommodated young people once they move from foster or
residential care.83 Once this happens, commonly at the age of 16, young people ªoften leave their
placement in an unplanned way and have a number of chaotic short-term accommodation
optionsº.84 Some young people can face homelessness or end up in totally unsuitable housing that
poses a threat to their health and safety.85

ªI have got broken tiles on my roof but nothing has been done.º

Part of the problem is that, unlike good parents, who help their children out with the rent or allow
them to stay at home until they can afford a place of their own, local authorities are more likely to
use bed and breakfast, housing association and hostels to house young people leaving care than they
are to use their own council accommodation.86 Even if a young person is on the local authority's
housing register, unless they themselves are a parent, or have a substance misuse problem or a
mental health diagnosis, they may not get priority access to council housing.87

Moving to and from temporary poor quality housing c an jeopardise every aspect of a
young person's well-being ± their mental and physical health, and their safety, education and
employment. The instability of moving repeatedly can set off the feelings of abandonment, loss and
rejection that many young people experienced before and during their journey through care. And at
the same time, young people are struggling to deal with many big life changes all at once ± leaving
school, doing exams, finding work, or applying to college or university.

ª¼ having all the worries of, what am I going to do? Am I going to life independently? Semi
independence? Where am I going to live? ¼ all the worry of what decision I'm going to make
career-wise, and then all the worries of my exams ¼ Also there are other problems with
puberty; your body's changing a lot as well at that time ¼º

Young people living alone can feel isolated and frightened in a flat, hostel or bed and breakfast room,
and find it hard to cope88 ± and although living in supported housing may seem like the answer, this
should to meet the individual needs of the young person and feel like a home to them.

ªI went into supported housing, and that was really,really bad ¼ They was meant to give you
¼ I think it was around about five, ten hours support each week, and I ended up with under
three hours, and not even that. The place that I lived in was a state. It was like, shared with
two other people, and you'd have the front door always open, people walking in and out when
they wanted ¼º

The need for stability, continuity and one to one su pport can be very important during
this time of change . Having a caring adult who goes that extra mile to make sure the young
person is OK can make all the difference.89
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ª¼ to support a child at that time, again, it's simple really, it's just be there, and ready to give
advice when they want it and a shoulder to cry on.º

Some young people may want to keep in touch with the adults who they have got to know and
trust, but the continued support that most young adults expect and get from their own parents is
not always forthcoming.

ªI was told I could not contact my foster mother.º90

ªI moved out of a children's home and then lived on my own, I did not see my after care
worker for 71/2 months. I had no support.º

ªEmergency lines are not good, you are told to wait until the next day which is not good enough.º

ªBiggest complaint was that social workers didn't stick to their promises. Many didn't phone
when they couldn't make meetings and they would change too often. At other times workers
just turned up without warning.º

When we asked young people what had made life better in their placements and accommodation,
the second most common thing mentioned was getting support from family, friends or foster carers.
And the thing that young people most often told us that would have made a difference was support
and understanding.91 For some young people, the support of their own families and friends can be a
lifeline,92 but they don't always get the help they need to nurture these relationships.93

Young people have told us that if things don't work out the first time they leave foster or residential
care, they should have the chance to go back and try again when they are ready.94

ªYou should have choice and be allowed to return to (your previous) placement a few times,
that's normal. No parent says,`See you later', once you've left.º

When it comes to supporting young people to go on to higher education, having the one-to-one
attention of a trusted adult is seen by some young people as being just as important as financial
help.95 When young people talk about the personal help they need, it is often the attitudes and
understanding of the adults who support them and the quality of their relationships that influences
how helpful they feel they have been.

ªLeaving Care Personal Adviser would be better than having a stranger from Connexions ±
someone you know and trust.º96

ªWith Connexions, they have so many kids come in every day, it's hard to juggle with every
single child every single day.º97

This is why the dedicated support of a leaving care personal advisor or education training and
employment worker can be so effective and particularly valued by young people who receive
employment support.98

As well as being settled in safe, suitable and well- supported accommodation, young
people also need help to get their first job . But again, meeting their need for personal support
is key to young people's success in finding employment and training. In our evaluation of local
authorities' employment support for young people, it was shown that one-to-one support and
encouragement can be especially helpful for care leavers trying to focus on finding a job.99 Young
people who had not been in education, training or employment for a long time were shown to be
specially in need of motivating.
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ªBefore I worked I thought what if I can't do this,what if I can't do that?º100

We also saw that young people who have had problems with their behaviour and offending, or who
were homeless, pregnant or were parents needed extra attention to increase their chances of
getting a job. These young people need a consistent adult, someone not only to encourage them, but
to nag and never give up on them. They need reassurance, praise and reward to help them reach
their full potential.101 On the other hand, a high turnover of workers, for example, as reported in the
Connexions service, undermines young people's need for continuity and means they have to repeat
their needs again and again with different people.102

Similarly, in our peer research study, many of the things that young people said made the difference
to their career prospects were those that a good parent would give, including positive attitudes from
carers and workers; encouragement, support and motivation to stay in education or try other
things; help to focus on the future; advice and information; help to choose and access courses or
training and help to get work and volunteering experience.103 Findings from our peer research study
suggest that young people who actually got this type of support from their leaving care team, for
example, having discussions about what they wanted to do, help with writing applications, and having
someone to talk to about issues that come up, were more likely to be in education, training or
employment than those who didn't.104

But although our studies in a sample of local authorities suggest that in 2007 between 15 to 35 % of
young people aged 15±22 years were not in education, training or employment (NEET), around a
quarter of local authorities surveyed didn't give young people the support to help them enter
employment.105 In our peer research study, only 53% of young people said they had received
support. Furthermore, our baseline survey of local authority leaving care services showed that the
most needy groups of young people who were not in education, training or employment, i.e. young
parents, disabled young people and young offenders, were considerably less likely to get employment
support than other young people.106

Many young people outside the care system get their first job or work experience through family,
friends and contacts, but young people in care who don't have these types of personal contacts have
to rely on the local authority, as their corporate parent, to provide opportunities in the ªfamily firm.º
Our evaluation of local authorities' support for young people showed that when local authorities do
give young people the chance of employment in a service user involvement post, the young person
themselves as well as the other young people in the service can gain useful skills and feel more
empowered.107 We also found that local authorities had the highest satisfaction rating as employers
of young people, compared to private companies and others.108 However, currently, not enough local
authorities give young people the opportunity to get work experience within their own departments.
Corporate parents can be ªless committed and supportiveº than expected ± this can be reflected in
negative staff attitudes about care leavers and limited variety in the type of placements offered.109

Money is also an important issue for young people m aking a transition to adulthood ,
as it was for some when they were still in care. If they are planning to go on to further or higher
education, or are trying to find a job, getting enough financial support is essential to tide young
people over. In our baseline study, local authorities varied widely in the type and amount of financial
support they offered to young people whether for setting up home, finding employment or staying
on in higher or further education, and this seems to have no bearing on the number of young people
they serve, or on their geographical location.110 Some local authorities do not treat each of their
young people fairly, and they are well aware of this.111

ªI have been asking for driving lessons for ages from after care and I have been refused funding
but another child is getting her lessons, it's inconsistent, young people are not treated fairly.º112

Young people may not know what they are entitled to in the first place, and this makes it difficult for
them to negotiate for what they actually need.
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ªThey should tell me what financial assistance I am entitled to. I had to sacrifice my money for
college enrolment, which is the responsibility of the LA. When I ask for money they think I'm
money grabbing.º113

However, the delicate balancing act between giving just enough help and letting go is as difficult when
it comes to money as it is in other aspects of good parenting. As one young person remarked:

ªThey (care leavers) need to learn to save and budget for things ¼ they just ask their social
worker for everything and this is not realistic living and sets young people up to fail when they
eventually leave the care system.º114

JUST FEELING NORMAL

Above all, many children and young people have told us they just want to feel normal.

ªWhen I was in the home, I used to have to get a social worker to go to parents' evening, and
when teachers asked who they were, I'd say my social worker. And all the other kids would
say, this is my Mum. And my foster Mum came once and they said, who's this, and I said my
foster Mum. It was just better.º

Sometimes the system and the important adults in their lives do and say things that make them feel
bad or different from other children¼

ªWe're not the same as everyone else. It builds up low self-esteem as we get older, because
we just feel completely different. We never seem to get over that. We don't do normal child
things. We don't go on holiday. We get put into respite ¼ which makes you feel like you're
not wanted.º

ªProfessionals should act as a good parent would ± they shouldn't wear badges when they are
out with young people as it stigmatises them.º

However, in one study, just as many children thought that being treated differently can be a good
thing as those who thought it was bad.115

ª¼ if I have difficulty at home which may affect my behaviour the following day in school, if a
teacher knows I'm in care they may have a better understanding of some of the difficulties
the children in care face because of group livingº.116

But adults trying to be helpful can make young peop le feel bad , like teachers who want to
help but instead make them feel patronised.117

Confidentiality is a key issue.

ªYoung people don't want kids knowing they are in care ± it can cause bullying.º

ªI went to a wedding and I actually met my third foster carer there, and it was so
embarrassing because she was going around telling everyone, yes, I cared for her.º
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ªConfidentiality is the most important thing for young people. Young people trust those staff
and other people who could keep things confidential.º

Young people can go to great lengths to hide that t hey are in care , just to avoid the stigma.

ª ¼ I used to say to them come to my house ¼ and they all used to wonder what new
house. I never used to tell them that I'm in care or anything, which is weird. It's the little
things that make you depressed.º

Part of the problem, they think, is the bad public image of children in care.118

ª¼ what would have made a difference is if foster carers started to educate their own
children, making them aware of the reason why people come into care. It's not because
they're all bad and they hang around the streets ¼º

In Booklet 2 of this guide we explore the concept o f `corporate parenting'
through the eyes of young people in care and the imp ortance of their
relationships with their carers and lead professional s. We develop a model
of good parenting, informed by child development and  parenting research
and young people's experiences of care and their vie ws on good parenting.
We then propose some principles of good corporate p arenting as a
framework for improving local authority services.
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