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3. INTRODUCTION 

 

Care leavers often face additional life challenges compared with those living within our wider 

society, and experience similar life challenges with greater difficulty at a much earlier stage. 

With a “compressed” and “accelerated” transition from childhood to adulthood, some of the 

key challenges that care leavers face include becoming independent prematurely, lower 

educational achievement, higher unemployment levels, increased dependency on welfare 

benefits, higher levels of emotional disturbance, and unstable career patterns (Stein, 1997). 

Young care leavers are also “over-represented in relation to unemployment, homelessness, 

teenage parenthood…lack of formal qualifications, and in the prison population.” (Sims-

Schouten and Hayden, 2017). Despite a governmental role of “corporate parent”, the 

increase in demand for children’s social care has led to a system struggling to provide 

adequate support to care leavers (Local Government Association, 2019a). Moreover, 

increasing pressure on services runs parallel to a £2 billion funding gap by 2020 (Local 

Government Association, 2017).  

4. AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

 

NYAS (the National Youth Advocacy Service) recognise the need for a review of research 

relating to care-experienced young people’s mental health. In order to inform the 

identification of potential services and policies which could benefit and provide support to 

care leavers, my report aims to identify potential issues and challenges that care-

experienced young people may encounter when: 

(1) leaving care;  

(2) moving on from child and adolescent mental health services (CAMHS), and  

(3) navigating wider issues associated with adulthood, such as moving to university.   

 

The stigma associated with each of these and the challenges posed will be a key theme 

throughout the review.  

5. DISCUSSION 

 

NYAS aims to support young people and assist them in being heard when important 

decisions are being made about them. This is done through a range of services including 

advocacy and volunteer befrienders. NYAS’ approach echoes evidence of the “most 
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successful schemes” found in research; working “with young people, not for them” and 

involving them in “decisions that are important to them.” (Stein, 1997).  

 

5.1 LEAVING CARE 

Stigma can be defined as “a negative label given to someone because of characteristics that 

go against the dominant norms of a society.” The stigmatised person is “marked in society” 

with “stereotypes or generalisations, accurate or not” both “created and embraced.” Other 

individuals treat the stigmatised person differently and expect “different, irrational behaviour.” 

This can be frustrating for the stigmatised, who may “become defensive and seem to be 

reacting irrationally”, thus reinforcing “the notion that the person is different.” (Goar, 2019). 

Stigma can be extremely damaging for care leavers, instilling the notion that they are a 

product of their circumstance and are destined only to fulfil stereotyped perceptions of them. 

Life challenges can be made increasingly difficult due to the stigma care leavers perceive 

that they face. Of the 45% of care leavers who worried about others knowing that they were 

in care, potential employers and landlords were among the groups that they were most 

worried about (Ofsted, 2009). Research into different attitudes and stigma towards children 

in care and care leavers is limited, but it seems plausible that greater sympathy may be 

given to those still in care, due to them being younger in age, which society (and the law) 

generally seems to associate with being less responsible for oneself and ones actions. This 

is evident in the existence of an age of criminal responsibility, a minimum age for marrying, 

flying alone etc. Many looked-after young people have expressed concern about negative 

labelling and stigma due to their experiences in care, with particular concern regarding 

reactions of “curiosity or sympathy, or assumptions that they were criminals or 

troublemakers.” (Coram Voice, 2015). Openness, education and discussion, alongside 

emphasis on strengths and achievements, are amongst the recommendations to challenge 

negative labelling and stigma. Schools are a key environment in which to tackle stigma, as 

increasing awareness of care-experienced young people’s needs without drawing attention 

to them, and abandoning pre-conceived ideas about “what they could achieve because of 

their care history” would have profound impact on existing assumptions amongst teachers 

and peers (Coram Voice, 2015). Increasing the expectations of those surrounding the cared-

for individual should also help to raise their self-confidence in their own potential.  

 

Compared to the general population, care leavers are more likely to have a criminal 

conviction, representing approximately one-quarter of the adult prison population. Although 

there is no causal link, research does demonstrate an association between offending and 

contact with the family justice system (GOV UK, 2019a). This could be the case for a 

number of reasons, including shared risk factors such as poverty and neglect, placement 

instability, experiences of abuse or increased exposure to violence in childhood (GOV UK, 

2019a). Increased risk of criminality amounts to care leavers being at risk of both suffering 

an additional stigma and reinforcing existing stigma, stereotypes and “negative 

preconceptions” which expect less/ failure of care leavers (Ingram, 2018; Hertfordshire Gov, 

no date).  
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Children in care become care leavers aged 16-18, at which point any “package of support 

wrapped around them…drops away” (Hall, 2018). This may be due to the number of legal 

entitlements lost at this stage, lack of awareness of available support, or reluctance to 

accept support.  

 

One of the most vital entitlements lost when becoming a care leaver is that of an 

independent visitor. These are volunteers who befriend and support young people under 18 

years old. Independent visitors are matched to looked after children based upon common 

interests. The unpaid basis of this role is crucial, as for many looked after children, their 

independent visitor could be the only person in the isolated child’s life who isn’t paid to be 

there. As a result, a relationship of trust is built alongside the child’s self-esteem and 

confidence. Stable relationships with adults (such as those which can be built with 

independent visitors) can make a profound contribution to building resilience (National 

Assembly for Wales, 2018). All looked after children are entitled to an independent visitor 

until they turn 18, when the entitlement is lost. This loss of continuity and the end of such 

relationship may prove extremely difficult (NYAS, no date). Although it is hoped that this 

relationship goes beyond a legal entitlement, failure to maintain contact may spark feelings 

of abandonment, which reminds individuals of pre-care and in-care experiences. Continuity 

of both professional and informal support during the transition out of care has been found to 

be vitally important (NCB, 2012). For those young people whose only source of ‘informal 

support’ is their independent visitor, losing this may be detrimental to the success and ease 

of leaving care. If this relationship results in the care leaver feeling abandoned, it may 

become yet another negative outcome of trying to build trust and attachment with others – 

an extremely difficult step for care-experienced young people in the first place, due to pre-

care experiences and trauma (Committee on Early Childhood, Adoption and Dependent 

Care, 2000). Some care leavers struggle to trust others as a result of disruption to past 

relationships or due to being previously let down, and these feelings are likely to resurface if 

independent visitor relations do not continue (Baker, 2017). This could lead to self-stigma 

relating to an inability to form meaningful and long-lasting relationships, thus acting as a 

deterrent to forming bonds in the future.   

 

Not only do entitlements significantly reduce when leaving care, but many young people 

aren’t aware of, don’t understand, or aren’t receiving their remaining entitlements. For 

example - only half of care leavers said that they had a pathway plan and only a minority 

believed they had “all the information they needed about their entitlements” (Become 

Charity, 2013). A postcode lottery has also been identified. For example, all care leavers are 

entitled to a leaving care grant. Statutory guidance states that this should total at least 

£2000, but in what form and when the young person should receive the bursary is not 

specified. Some authorities may specify particular household items which the money can be 

spent on, whilst others leave this choice to the young person. This increases the difficulty 

and confusion of trying to understand and navigate entitlements (Become Charity, no date). 
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Due to feeling stigmatised by their care experience, care leavers can be quick to turn down 

entitlements/ support because of a desire to live independently and move away from stigma/ 

negative labelling. Care leavers may be eager to cut ties with the ‘corporate parent’, wanting 

independence and freedom away from the stigma of care - but this can further decrease the 

likelihood of support. The nature of support offered by the ‘corporate parent’ has been 

described as “time-limited, infrequent and impersonal” by care leavers, causing them to 

become suspicious of professional support and resent or reject it. Willingness to access 

support and entitlements available from the corporate parent is increased where they do not 

feel so contractual in nature, and the care leaver feels as though the agents acting as the 

corporate parent genuinely care about them (Atkinson and Hyde, 2019).  

 

Some have stated that they “automatically switched off” from any information and support 

from their local authority “due to the association with care.” Non-acceptance of support may 

be related to “wider issues such as timing, lack of trust or sense of pride”, and turning down 

support didn’t necessarily mean it wasn’t wanted. Trouble accepting help is not uncommon. 

Whilst this could be due to lack of trust and faith in others, many stated they didn’t want to 

be viewed as unable to cope with living independently (Baker, 2017). It is plausible that this 

derives from a desire to disprove the stigma that those in care are not capable of 

independence and success. This self-reliance has been viewed as a “protective mechanism” 

against the absence of care and fear of rejection (Atkinson and Hyde, 2019). It could also be 

a consequence of ‘survivor pride’ and the ‘disavowal of dependence’; care leavers often 

view dependence on others as “posing a risk” to success. Perhaps as a coping mechanism 

and an attempt to find positivity within a difficult period of their life, those in care noted that 

their “personal strength to survive” in the absence of external support was an important 

source of pride and self-esteem. Moreover, “their pasts and associated pain only served to 

fuel their continued self-reliant survival.” This displays one way in which care experienced 

young people may construct their life story as a testimony of survival “against all odds”, 

adopting the role of survivor rather than the victim and refusing to “internalise negative 

stereotypes” of looked-after children (Samuels and Pryce, 2008). Keenness to differentiate 

oneself from the stereotypical ‘looked after individual’ reflects frustration at being viewed 

through a group lens, instead favouring “defining themselves as unique and complex 

characters.” (Mannay et al, 2017). ‘Care leaver’ as a status is viewed by some as a 

damaging stigma in itself, and results in some young people not wanting to be identified as 

such, hence rejecting available support specifically designed for their needs (National Audit 

Office, 2015).   

 

5.2 MOVING ON FROM CAMHS 

 

Despite increasing openness surrounding mental health, it does remain a taboo topic 

(Dombrowski, 2019; O’Hara, 2009). The stigma attached to mental health issues has been 

identified as a key barrier to early diagnosis and treatment, as well as impeding care seeking 

and undermining the service system (Corrigan, Druss and Perlick, 2014; Robinson, Turk, 

Jilka and Cella, 2018). Feelings of shame or embarrassment are reported as common for 
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those suffering (Kotera, Green and Sheffield, 2019; Carmack, Nelson, Hocke-Mirzashvili and 

Fife, 2018), alongside fear of being labelled or treated differently as a result of a diagnosis. 

With many already struggling to seek help from professionals, “lack of a support network that 

promotes care seeking” has been identified as an additional “person-level” barrier (Corrigan, 

Druss and Perlick, 2014, p. 37). This highlights the pivotal importance of having a strong 

support system and encouragement from others. Lacking this support system, as many care 

leavers do, not only decreases further the likelihood of engaging with mental health services 

- but may also heighten existing negative emotions such as shame, embarrassment and 

loneliness. Research by Barnardo’s (2017) suggests that almost half of England’s care 

leavers may be suffering with mental health problems, emphasising the need for services 

designed to meet their needs. Suggestions include “embedding a mental health worker 

within leaving care teams” and upskilling those working in leaving care services to improve 

understanding of mental health (Barnardo’s, 2017). Improving awareness and understanding 

of mental health and its many forms will also help to target the stigma deterring people from 

speaking up.  

 

Removing a child from a trajectory environment and placing them in care doesn’t magically 

‘fix’ everything, in fact, many children’s mental health actually deteriorates further in care. 

Mental health problems are more prevalent and complex due to the intersecting of mental 

health and wellbeing with reasons for entering the care system and the later experience of 

leaving care (Sims-Schouten and Hayden, 2017). Studies have found an increase in mental 

health problems after leaving care. This may partly be due to other difficulties faced in this 

transitional period such as moving on from CAMHS, moving to university or seeking 

housing. Struggling with mental health may make these changes even harder. For example, 

participating in fewer social activities and having a lack of motivation or interest in things are 

identified symptoms of clinical depression and may worsen the individual’s mental state as a 

result of them struggling socially and academically (NHS, 2016). Becoming withdrawn as a 

result of mental health problems may be misunderstood and viewed by others as confirming 

stigma of care leavers as a disadvantaged group who will struggle to succeed (Evans, 

2018).   

 

Transitioning from CAMHS to adult mental health services (AMHS) means “changes to 

treatment, the people who treat them, support workers, where they go for treatment, who 

they interact with…” (Local Government Association, 2019b). Leaving CAMHS will mean 

either referral to AMHS, being directed to other adult support services (such as social 

services or charity organisations), or being discharged (Mind, no date). Care leavers have 

often experienced instability their whole life due to moving placements, changing social 

workers, moving schools etc – so these changes, particularly the people aspects, may prove 

particularly disruptive to treatment/ improvement. This transition is likely to come at the same 

time as other huge milestones, such as transitioning onto higher education, leaving home, 

starting families etc. At this stage, care-leavers may feel a sudden loss of the sympathy that 

they received as a child, as the innocence and helplessness associated with children evokes 

far more sympathy and reliance on others is deemed normal. As an adult, however, these 

attitudes can change, with an accompanied expectation of self-reliance and personal 

responsibility. There lacks recognition that such responsibility can be overwhelming, 
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especially if the young person has no solid support network to fall back on. Despite being 

“one of the most tumultuous periods of a person’s life”, many find themselves “dumped into 

the chronically underfunded adult system” with often devastating results. Waiting lists and 

delays under a strained system can mean progress is “undone in an instant.” The volatility 

and vulnerability arising at this point in a person’s life arguably makes it the worst stage at 

which to “withdraw the help that they have been receiving and…thrust them into an 

unfamiliar system” where if/ when they will receive the help they need is unknown (Sarner, 

2019). It has been reported that only 4% of young people had an “ideal” transition from 

CAMHS to AMHS. Adult services cater to a “much wider population” than CAMHS and often 

do not meet the needs of care-experienced young people, either due to lacking specialist 

knowledge or providing services which aren’t “young people friendly” (Become Charity, no 

date b). This provides damning evidence for what is often a problematic transition, with 

recommendations including more flexible individual, needs-based criteria rather than the 

current age-based criteria (HSIB, 2018).  

 

“Soaring demand” for mental health services runs parallel to funding cuts, causing long 

delays in accessing care (Campbell, 2017; Full Fact, 2019; Mind, 2017). More than 25% of 

young people referred to mental health services are rejected for treatment, including those 

who have self-harmed or experienced abuse (Coughlan, 2020). The fact that symptoms are 

not yet ‘severe enough’ under a stretched system, means that a ‘need for a crisis point’ is 

often given as reason for this rejection. However, early intervention and preventative 

measures are key for care-leavers. More money will be needed “when crises occur later 

down the line” as a result of lack of timely support for children to become “emotionally 

resilient” (National Assembly for Wales, 2018). Early identification of care-experienced 

children who have endured trauma and thus may be at high-risk of developing trauma-

related mental health issues will allow for support to be provided early on. As children with 

“unresolved psychological issues, whilst not presenting with mental illness, are quite likely to 

present these problems as adults” (National Assembly for Wales, 2018).  

 

Moving on from CAMHS often means being completely discharged from mental health 

services. Research has found that young people who have been discharged from CAMHS 

experience a sense of being left and loss of the familiar (Feehan, 2017). This may be 

particularly significant for care-leavers whose pre-care and in-care experiences are 

characterised by such emotions. This lack of stability may well be mirrored here in the 

disruption to their mental health services (Moran, McGregor and Devaney, 2019). The fact 

that this disruption occurs at the same time as much other disruption to anything ‘known’ to 

the individual, makes it plausible that these feelings will be intensified. Individuals have been 

found to become particularly concerned about their ability to cope with being discharged “at 

a time when there were other competing demands on them.” CAMHS practitioners, for 

some, become important members of the individual’s support network (Rush, 2012, p. 97). 

The loss of these for care-leavers can be likened to the loss of independent visitors and 

constantly changing social workers, schools and care homes. If a relationship of trust has 

been built between practitioner and care leaver, losing this is likely to result in further 

reluctance to form bonds of trust in the future. 
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The stigma of suffering with mental health as an adult prevails. Research shows a clear 

distinction perceived among young people between struggling as a child vs struggling as an 

adult. This has been partly attributed to a desire to become independent, and mental health 

being viewed as a barrier to this - for instance, due to “threatening” the attainment of future 

employment and thus financial independence (Rush, 2012). This striving for independence 

may be more common amongst care leavers who feel enthusiastic about the opportunity to 

be “more in control of their life” and are keen to break away from the stigma associated with 

being in care (Baker, 2017, p. 12). This could result in unwillingness to challenge the 

decision to be discharged if seen as conflicting with the move towards independence, and 

lack of professional and personal support networks to discuss concerns and mental health 

issues with is likely to result in internalizing struggles to crisis point. Reluctance to speak to 

those outside of professional mental health services is exacerbated for care-leavers, as they 

do not want the stigma of mental health on top of the stigma of being in care and don’t want 

to be perceived as “not coping.” The importance of self-reliance for care-leavers has been 

identified as a key theme by researchers, and this will be reinforced if the individual feels 

that a professional also believes that they do not require further help and should be self-

reliant at this point. Not receiving desired and necessary support and having fewer people to 

turn to due to a reduced support network has been noted as a key concern amongst care-

leavers, highlighting the problematic nature of this ‘self-reliant’ culture which arises from the 

stigma of being in care (Baker, 2017).  

 

5.3 WIDER ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH MOVING INTO ADULTHOOD 

 

Care leavers are significantly underrepresented in higher education: only 6% of care leavers 

go to university, and the minority who do are almost twice as likely to drop out (Gov UK 

2019b). This results in higher education becoming one of many opportunities young people 

leaving care miss out on, that “their peers take for granted.” Universities are being asked to 

break down some of the most common barriers by “providing free accommodation and 

bursaries to cover study and student experience costs, such as laptops and books as well as 

access to social groups” (Gov UK, 2019b). This financial relief would mean care leavers are 

not solely reliant on student loans, which are often insufficient. Support given to care leavers 

is specific to each university, but this carries the risk of preferences and choices being based 

on the support available rather than factors such as the course and location. Further issues 

arise if the young person doesn’t meet the academic entry requirements for those 

universities which provide adequate support. There are, however, care questions on UCAS 

applications which result in chosen universities considering the applicant’s achievements/ 

potential in context and making them aware of additional support offered (UCAS, no date). 

Whilst this does acknowledge the additional support that many care leavers require, much 

more needs to be done to ensure that this is adequate. Addressing the distinct pressures 

that care leavers face in a higher education environment and developing strategies to 

manage and minimise these should help in reducing the 40% of 19 to 21-year-old care 

leavers who are identified as ‘not in education, employment or training’ (NEET). In contrast, 

only 13% of this age group are identified as NEET overall (Gov UK, 2019b). This approach 
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is, however, complex, due to many care leavers feeling resentful of differential treatment and 

not wanting to be singled out. The consideration of care leavers’ applications and 

achievements ‘in context’ may imply that their circumstances make them less capable of 

success. Some may therefore see this as evidence of stigma in action.  

 

Children in care generally perform poorly in education for varied and complex reasons. For 

some, pre-care experiences are largely responsible for poor attainment. This could be high 

levels of absence from school due to neglect or abuse which mean that the child has missed 

out on crucial learning. ‘In-care factors’ have also been identified, such as moving 

placements, changes of school; and low expectations of teachers, social workers and carers 

(Cotton, Nash and Kneale, 2014). It is therefore apparent how stigma from peers, social 

workers and teachers amounts to “educational barriers” which discourage children in care. 

This can be extremely demotivating and have huge implications, because “if you continue to 

tell looked after children and young people that they are bad…will not amount to anything… 

will more than likely end up in prison” then they will start to believe this of themselves and 

“give up trying” (Rankin, 2019). The importance of breaking this stigma and raising 

awareness that those in care, whilst they may require additional support, are not merely 

victims of circumstance and incapable of success should not be underestimated.  

 

Care experienced young people report feeling alone, isolated and singled out in schools. 

Although research into these feelings at a higher education level is limited, it seems 

plausible that, due to the low number of care leavers in higher education, (Harrison, 2018; 

GOV UK, 2019b; Allen, 2003) these feelings may be heightened for those who do attend. 

This may be due to being surrounded by people who have experienced a much more stable 

environment. Moving in days, holidays and family visiting throughout the term act as 

reminders of this difference, as well as potentially forcing the individual to relive past trauma 

of isolation and abandonment (Dicks, 2019). The transition and move to university can be 

daunting even for those with the strongest support system; and no doubt this is far harder 

with no/ little support. The actual and perceived differences between care leavers and other 

young people at university can make building bonds challenging. This may be due to 

struggling to find common ground, worry from others about whether or not to ask care 

leavers about their home life/ what led to them being in care, or fear of differential treatment. 

Feeling “different” and the “stigma of being in care” have been identified as key factors which 

affect care leavers’ ability to build relationships with others. Research has found that this 

results in less confidence when starting something new, such as moving to university (Allen, 

2003). Awareness of this difficulty and lack of confidence may act as deterrents and barriers 

to higher education.  

 

6. CONCLUSION 
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To conclude, this report has outlined the challenges that care leavers face during numerous 

transitions and the ways in which stigma is an underlying theme which increases their 

difficulties. The stereotypes and generalisations arising from the stigma attached to care 

leavers can be hugely frustrating for individuals, and this may be worsened by the increased 

risk of criminality and mental health issues which both act as additional stigmas and can be 

seen as providing support for care leaver stereotypes. Care leavers have reported belief that 

there is differentiation between being ‘in care’ or ‘care leavers’, with the stigma and 

expectations attached varying. The loss of key entitlements, such as independent visitors 

when leaving care can reproduce self-stigma relating to an inability to build solid 

relationships with others. Feeling stigmatised by their care experience and a desire to move 

away from this and live independently places high importance on self-reliance, with care 

leavers turning down available support even when it may be desired/ needed. Dependence 

on others and their support is often viewed as a barrier to success for care leavers, and the 

stigma of mental health is viewed as an undesirable addition to existing care leaver stigma. 

Behaviours resulting from mental health, such as becoming withdrawn, can be 

misinterpreted as evidence/ confirmation of care leaver stigma. The changes and disruption 

when moving on from CAMHS, whether this involves moving on to adult services or being 

discharged, arguably occurs at the worst possible time, as this is already an extremely 

daunting period of change. The need for ‘crisis point’ to be reached before support can be 

given under a strained and inadequate mental health system, contrasts the need for early 

identification in care leavers for their wellbeing. Lack of care leaver representation in higher 

education populations may reinforce the stigma that ‘university isn’t for the care 

experienced’. In reality, breaking down financial and educational barriers to higher 

education, as well as increasing awareness and understanding of care experiences, will lead 

to improved representation in, and experiences at, university. Seeking housing and finding 

work are also significant wider issues associated with moving into adulthood, but the scope 

of this report limited my ability to explore these considerations. Future research should 

investigate the role of stigma in navigating these stages.  
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