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Introduction  

Care-experienced young people are arguably one of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged 

groups in society (Mendes et al, 2006: p.110) their experience of care being marked as a time 

of instability, turbulence, and insecurity, as well as the experience of additional life 

challenges compared to their peers. Leaving care is characterised as a major life event, with 

inconsistent levels of preparation and support across local authorities, (Become, 2020; 

Mendes et al, 2006; Gill, 2017; Gill and Daw, 2017) as well as an “accelerated” and 

“compressed” transition from childhood dependency into self-sufficient adulthood (Stein, 

2006; Mendes et al, 2006; Cameron et al, 2018; Bradley and Gilligan, 2019).  It is therefore 

unsurprising that compared to their peers, care-experienced young people have a much 

tougher time when it comes to moving to independence, facing many sequential life 

milestones all at once (Stein, 2006; Hollingworth and Jackson, 2016; Gill and Daw, 2017). 

Without the safety net and security that comes from a family, they are more likely to 

experience hardship, poverty, and homelessness as a direct or indirect result of the failings of 

the care system and inadequate corporate parenting (HM Government, 2013; Hughes, 2019; 

Häggman-Laitila et al, 2020; Gill, 2017).  

 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES 

This report was commissioned by NYAS (National Youth Advocacy Service), a socio-legal charity 

that supports care-experienced children and young people across England and Wales. The aim of this 

report is to review existing literature and policy on the issue of youth homelessness, taking a 

particular focus in that of care-experienced young people, investigating why care-experienced young 

people are more likely to become homeless compared to their peers, analysing the levels of rough 

sleeping among care-experienced young people, how national and local government policy on youth 

homelessness has been effective. It is also essential to consider the effectiveness and lessons learnt by 

the governments ‘Everybody in’ (2020) policy during the COVID-19 pandemic and how this could be 

sustained so that society ‘getting back to normal’ doesn’t mean returning to record levels of rough 

sleeping and homelessness. The purpose of this review is to help contribute to the campaigning efforts 

alongside NYAS in preventing youth homelessness amongst care-leavers, through identifying 

possible problems in policy that contribute to care-leavers increasingly experiencing homelessness 

and making recommendations to certain policies in the area.  

 

1 - WHY ARE CARE-EXPERIENCED YOUNG 

PEOPLE MORE LIKELY TO EXPERIENCE 

HOMELESSNESS THAN THEIR PEERS?  

Legislation around care -experienced young people 

Young people can leave care from as early as 16 years old, but in general are expected to 

leave by the age of 18. Once they have left, they are referred to as care leavers up until the 

age of 25 and receive reduced level of support. Children’s legislation relating to care-
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experienced young people has been put in place to ensure that the state is aware of their legal 

duties and obligation to these young people. It has introduced some critical provisions that 

contribute and influence the chances of a successful transition to independence for care-

experienced young people. ‘Corporate parenting’ outlines the collective statutory 

responsibility of the state to those in the care system and care leavers (HM Government, 

2013; London Borough of Hounslow, 2020). It is defined by the Children and Social Work 

Act 2017 as acting in the “best interests” of the children in their care, being supportive, 

encouraging and providing guidance so they lead healthy, rounded, and fulfilled lives 

(Department for Education, 2018: p.8), with a person-centred approach, that focuses on the 

individualistic needs of the child, allowing their co-operation in the decision-making 

surrounding their own life (Department for Education, 2018). The aim of these principles 

being to ensure children in care are still provided the emotional and psychology support that 

their peers may receive from their parents. Good corporate parenting links to how successful 

the shift to living independently for care leavers will be (Gill and Daw, 2017). A Pathway 

Plan is a for when young people leave care, containing information about their plans for the 

future, identifying the needs of the young person and how these are going to be met, and 

including the relevant services, skills and actions needed on behalf of the young person for 

successful transition (Gill and Daw, 2017). As well, in place of a social worker, the allocation 

of a personal advisor to provide support to the young person up to the age of 25 (Gill and 

Daw, 2017; Ali, 2017). These provisions have been implemented to improve the life chances 

of care-experienced young people and contribute directly to transitioning from the care 

system to independence.   

Barriers to successful transition to adulthood 

Regardless of the principles and provisions listed above, there has however been a clear 

distinction made between the support a non-care-experienced individual might receive from 

their parents, and the support received from a corporate parent. As such, the implications of 

this relationship can contribute to the growing struggles that young people leaving care are 

facing, including the likelihood of homelessness. Additionally, there are inevitably external 

factors that may interfere will the effectiveness of these policies and provisions. This section 

is going to investigate the reasons why care-experienced young people are more likely to 

experience homelessness compared to their peers.  

 

Young people who are not care-experienced are often able to have an extended period 

between leaving school and becoming an ‘adult’. They have the safety net and ability to 

remain at home well into their 20s, with extended opportunity to prepare for adulthood, 

discover themselves and “space out”, as well as return home in time of crisis (Stein, 2006: 

p.274; Cameron et al, 2018). This is a stark contrast from the accelerated transition into 

adulthood care leavers experience (Ly-Chambers, 2020). Compared to their peers, they are 

abruptly thrown into adulthood and expected to live independently as soon as they turn 18. 

This transition period is critical when it comes to successfully living independently and 

therefore, if not successful, can contribute to an increased likelihood of homelessness. The 

sudden transition into adulthood comes with many additional and complex implications, 

rather than having the time and opportunity to deal with events sequentially, many changes 

that would be spread out for non- care leavers are compressed into one (Stein, 2006; 

Hollingworth and Jackson, 2016; Kääriälä & Hiilamo, 2017). Therefore, stress in relation to a 

number of areas can emerge all at once, from managing finances, knowledge of the benefit 

system, housing, education, relationships, and friendships, and so on (Cameron et al, 2018). 

These problems can be compounded by the increased feeling of loneliness and isolation for 
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care leavers, which can be detrimental on their mental health and the subsequent success of 

this transitional stage. The withdrawal of support and lack of safety net can contribute to the 

decreased life chances and likelihood of homelessness for this group (Gill, 2017; HM 

Government, 2013; National Audit Office, 2015).  

Support and preparation  

The requirement of support and preparation from the corporate parent is key for care-

experienced young people to learn to live independently, providing the support of a parental 

figure to help direct them physically, emotionally, and financially. Past research has shown 

that 43% of interviewed care leavers felt that they didn’t receive adequate support from the 

main person responsible for helping them, especially surrounding future housing needs (Gill, 

2017; Gill and Daw, 2017; Mendes et al, 2006;). Many feel ill equipped to live 

independently, lacking the basic knowledge of how to live alone, such as dealing with 

finances, managing money, how to gain employment, to be employable, in addition to 

juggling this with other stresses in life (Hughes, 2019; Hull Homeless Community Project, 

n.d.; Stein, 2006; National Audit Office, 2015). Financial difficulty was a major problem 

faced, with little knowledge available for care leavers surrounding how to navigate services 

and the support they’re entitled to, with the housing system providing confusion (Gill and 

Daw, 2017; HM Government, 2013; Häggman-Laitila et al, 2020). These issues detailed 

above are only further exacerbated by the sudden withdrawal of support and services, with 

the quality of provisions being “patchy” in the first decade of adulthood and disrupted as a 

result (Stein, 2013 cited in Cameron et al, 2018; HM Government, 2013:10; National Audit 

Office 2015).  

 

Social Exclusion and Isolation 

A big part of living independently for care leavers is the freedom that comes with it. For 

some this is something they look forward to, but many care leavers reported how naïve they 

were and wished they’d thought more about the implications of living independently and the 

preparations necessary to sustain it (Gill and Daw, 2017).  The sudden reduction in support 

and services received by care leavers can have a profound effect upon their mental health and 

well-being. Reports show that one in five feel lonely most or all of the time, seven times 

higher than their peers (Hughes, 2019), intensified by the added stress of being thrown into 

adulthood so early, comparing the transition to a “cliff edge” (Whalen, 2015; Field et al, 

2018). The shift to self-sufficient adulthood contributes to the increasing experience of 

isolation and negative mental health, exaggerated by limited access to resources; with for 

example, 20% of care leavers surveyed not having access to the internet (Hughes, 2019; Ly-

Chambers, 2020). The feeling of isolation making it even harder to keep in contact with 

friends, support network, or accessing services. These existing issues and struggles now 

being exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Become, 2020). The difference between this 

and their peers is non-care-experienced young people have the possible support of their 

family to fall back on and if a of crisis comes, they have a safety net to fall back on – most 

can even move back home – whereas this is not the option for care leavers. Leaving care is a 

“final event” (HM Government, 2013; Stein, 2006: p.274).  

 

Geographical location and government funding 

Another contributing factor for homelessness amongst care leavers is where they live and the 

local authority responsible for them. The demand for children services is on the rise, with the 

number of children entering the care system rising year after year (Perraudin, 2019). This 
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paired with continuing cuts to the public sector, with councils having lost £15bn of core 

Government funding between 2010 and 2020 (LGA, 2019; Butler, 2019; Perraudin, 2019), 

this only contributes to the increased pressures on vital services that are important in the 

successful transition from the care system to independence. These cuts have the heaviest 

burden on the north of the country and in the most deprived areas, with the Institute for 

Public Policy North, finding that since the government started the austerity programme in 

2009/10, the north has seen a fall in £6.3bn of public spending, more than any other region in 

the UK, compared to a £3.2bn rise in the south-east and south-west (Bounds and Tighe, 

2018). These divides in funding can have profound effects on the life chances of children, 

purely based on the ‘postcode lottery’ (Become, 2020). There are therefore wide variations in 

local authority spending, with estimated annual average spending in 2013-14 of £300-

£20,000 per care leaver (National Audit Office, 2015), yet this spending does not link to the 

quality of care received, with the majority (64%) of local authorities rated as “inadequate or 

requiring improvement” (National Audit Office, 2015: p.33). This underfunding of children’s 

services and high staff turnover adds to the instability of being in care, contributing to many 

falling through the cracks, lost in the handover between social workers, thereby resulting in a 

destabilising effect, with the most vulnerable children paying the price (Gill, 2017; Savage, 

2018).  

The availability of suitable housing varies between local authorities; depending on supply 

and demand so it can take years on a waiting list to be housed. For example, in Kent care 

leavers can wait up to 2 years for social housing tenancies (National Audit Office, 2015). The 

shortage of housing and long waiting lists means that care leavers can be placed into 

unsuitable accommodation such as bed and breakfasts, which are only supposed to be used in 

emergencies, with some care leavers being encouraged to declare themselves as homeless in 

order to access and afford housing (National Audit Office, 2015). This housing shortage has 

been exacerbated by the governments “right-to-buy” scheme, with the sold social housing not 

being replenished (Spratt, 2020).  

 

Pathway Planning  

A pathway plan is critical for care leavers to have a successful transition to independence. It 

identifies the needs for a successful transition on an individualistic basis, providing details 

about suitable accommodation, financial provisions, and skills needed to live independently 

(Gill and Daw, 2017; HM Government, 2013). But, when this plan encounters problems and 

cannot effectively be implemented, it can potentially contribute to the failure of independent 

living and subsequently homelessness.  

Inflexibility 

Pathway plans are argued by practitioners to be inflexible, and not service friendly, providing 

insufficient space and opportunity to include things that are significant to the young person. 

In fact, pathway plans can feel more like a statutory “tick box exercise” (Gill and Daw, 2017: 

p.10) rather than a collaborative process involving the social worker, personal advisor, and 

young person. Instead, it is done in a prescribed, formulaic manner rather than an 

individualistic one as stated in the Children and Social Work Act (2017), clashing with the 

corporate parent principles (Department for Education, 2018; Gill and Daw, 2017).  It can 

therefore be hard for care leavers to actively engage with their pathway plans with changes 

and decisions often made without their input or knowledge. Care leavers have argued that 

they want more autonomy when it comes to their pathway plans (Häggman-Laitila et al, 

2020).  
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Poor relationship with social workers 

Building a good rapport with a social workers and personal advisors can be difficult due to 

the high turnover of staff, creating a destabilising environment (Stein, 2006; Mendes et al, 

2006; Whalen, 2015). It can contribute to ineffective pathway planning, due to the unstable 

environment and constant shifting of placements, making it harder for them to feel 

comfortable talking to their social workers. Without this level of engagement, care leavers 

can find themselves unable to be actively engaged in the plan, reducing its likelihood of 

being followed and utilised (Gill and Daw, 2017).  

Poor timing 

Practitioners have also argued that pathway plans come at a time when young people are 

often angry and ‘disillusioned’ about being in care and have a distrust of staff. Due to the 

constant moving about and aren’t in the right head space to actively engage in conversations 

about the future (Gill and Daw, 2017).  

 

2 – HOMELESSNESS, HOUSING LEGISLATION 

AND COVID-19 

Forms of homelessness  

Homelessness comes in many different forms, from visible rough sleeping to invisible forms 

and the classification of ‘intentional homelessness’ (Gill and Daw, 2017; Downie, 2018). It is 

often a misconception that if you are not visibly homeless, on the streets then you are not 

homeless. However, homelessness is much more complex than this, with the majority of 

homelessness being invisible and ‘hidden’. Visible forms can vary from rough sleeping to 

those living in temporary accommodation provided by the state, from B&Bs to hostels, this 

section is more likely to be captured in recorded data and recognised by the state for help 

(CELCIS, 2019). Invisible, ‘hidden’ forms of homelessness are informal, unstable housing 

arrangements such as sofa-surfing, staying with friends, extended family, and acquaintances 

on a temporary informal basis to prevent having to sleep rough or stay in the unsuitable, 

temporary accommodation provided by local authorities. Evading the scope of local 

authorities and available help (CELCIS, 2019; Gill and Daw, 2017).  

The unstable and inconsistent support that care leavers can experience, can increase their 

likelihood of homelessness compared to their peers. It is estimated that one-third of care 

leavers will experience homelessness in the first two years of leaving the care system 

(Downie et al, 2018). A report by the government identified that the first decade of care 

leavers adult life is often “disrupted” they are vulnerable to housing problems and therefore 

homelessness (HM Government, 2013: p.4). Although they can experience any form of 

homelessness, hidden homelessness is the most common with care leavers, with many opting 

to stay with friends, and sofa-surfing, with more than “one in four” care leavers having sofa-

surfed at one point (Gill, 2017; Become, 2020).  

 

Intentional Homelessness 

Intentional homelessness is defined by Section 191 of The Housing Act (1996) as being a 

person who has deliberately done or failed to do something that has caused the loss of 
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accommodation and is therefore no longer owed homeless housing duty. This can be the case 

for care leavers if they come into rent arrears due to lack of preparation or knowledge over 

how to manage money and maintain a tenancy (Gill and Daw, 2017). Or it may be that they 

may have abandoned their tenancy in favour of moving to somewhere else that they feel safe 

and secure, opting to sofa-surfing instead. The problem with care leavers being classified as 

intentionally homeless is that it neglects the struggles that have led them towards that path, 

creating more barriers and restrictions in accessing benefits. Classifying a care leaver as 

intentionally homeless, exemplifies the failing of the corporate parent.  

 

COVID-19 and the ‘everybody in’ initiative 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the existing social inequalities, injustices, and 

insecurities in society (Jones, 2020; McCreal, 2020; Ansari, 2020; Tubaji et al, 2020). 

Amplifying the existing struggles experienced by care leavers before the pandemic. Statutory 

care and support in particular regions are being compromised, with some local authorities 

failing to deliver their existing duties as corporate parents (Become 2020). Increasing 

struggles surrounding, money and resources, housing, education, mental health have been 

worsened by the virus and the subsequent implication of the national lockdown (Become, 

2020; Department for Education, 2020).  

With increasing health concerns and the importance of social distancing and the need for self-

isolation, the government introduced the ‘Everybody in’ (2020) scheme that instructed local 

authorities to provide shelter to all rough sleepers (Infield, 2020; Crisis, 2020; BBC News, 

2020). It was reported in Ministry of Housing, Community and Local Government that 90% 

(15,000) of known rough sleepers have been moved into temporary accommodation (LGA, 

2020; National Housing Federation, 2020), to hostels, hotels, B&Bs, etc (LGA, 2020; Infield, 

2020). This scheme has proved how quickly things can be done when there is determination 

and funding from the government to do (Infield, 2020). Although, it has allowed the housing 

of thousands of rough sleepers at this time of crisis, the sustainability and future success is 

called into question. The 'everybody in' scheme doesn’t account for the wider issues and 

causes of homelessness in society, such as, the lack of financial support, poor mental health 

and well-being, austerity, and persistent budget cuts, etc (Infield, 2020). This policy has 

focused on only rough sleeping, the visible forms of homelessness, which only account for a 

small proportion. It neglects many hidden forms, with it being reported that 62% of single 

homeless people experience hidden homelessness and thereby evade government official 

statistics. Resulting in them missing the support and advice that has been available during the 

COVID-19 crisis (Homeless Link, n.d.; Reeve, 2011). £3.2 million of emergency funds have 

been allocated to local authorities to help accommodate rough sleepers, there is a question of 

whether this is enough, with local homelessness services seeing cuts of £1bn a year and 

losses of over 9,000 beds since 2010 (Crisis, 2020; BBC News, 2020; MHCLG, 2020; 

National Housing Federation, 2020). Overall, the ‘Everybody in’ initiative has temporarily 

reduced rough sleeping and visible forms of homelessness however, there is still a long way 

to go. The accommodation that has been provided, which has been empty hotel rooms, 

hostels, B&Bs are not long-term solutions, they are unsuitable and unsustainable. When 

hotels and businesses return to businesses residence will be displaced back onto the streets. 

The policy response to COVID-19 has temporarily reduced the most “visible” and 

“devastating” forms of homelessness and helped with the need to self-isolate and social 

distance, but there is little evidence or reason to believe that homelessness has been lessened 

from this response (Infield, 2020).  
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WHAT CAN BE DONE? 

Funding 

Given the position stated above, and the evident failures from the state on care-experienced 

young people, indicates that there are a lot of changes that must be made towards improving 

the life chances of care-experience young people, especially in relation to funding.   

Social Investment in affordable housing 

There needs to be an increase in the social investment of affordable housing, with a shortage 

of suitable, one-bed accommodation for care leavers (Whalen, 2015). This not just affecting 

care leavers but other vulnerable groups in society that are at risk of homelessness or already 

homeless. 

Consistency between local authorities 

There also needs to be a level standardisation/ continuity between local authorities, with 

increased funding in the social services to ensure that care-experienced young people aren’t 

negatively impacted by the regional variations and ‘postcode lottery’ in the quality of care 

and availability of suitable housing and resources (Become, 2020: p.3). 

Investment in social service workforce  

There must be an increase in funding into the social service workforce, with the additional 

pressures and an increase in services from the extension of the personal advisor support until 

the age of 25 (Ali, 2017), for this to be implemented successfully, there needs to be an 

increase in funding and recruitment of personal advisors to align with these policy changes, 

as well as the recruitment of social workers and care staff in general. To ensure that care 

leavers do not fall through the cracks during the movement from care to adulthood and the 

handovers from the constant shifting of placements and turnover of staff (Gill, 2017; Gill and 

Daw, 2017; Mendes et al, 2006; Stein, 2006; Fenton et al, 2020), there also should be an 

increase of bursaries and grant available to train people and attract people to the social 

services. With a lack of qualified people contributing to the poor outcomes and services 

experienced by care-experienced young people and care leavers (Slawson, 2017). 

Funding to the voluntary sector 

It is essential that there is an increase in the budget for funding and provisions for the 

voluntary sector that contribute largely to the short comings and support given to care leavers 

and those that experience homelessness.  

Policy change 

From the points above and past research, it is clear that there are amendments in existing 

policies surrounding both homelessness and care leavers that needs to be change.  

Pathway planning 

The pathway planning stage is an important part of a successful transition from the care 

system to living independently for care leavers. After addressing the problems that have been 

reported with the Pathway Plan through previous research, it is evident that some changes 

should be recommended: 

• Care-experienced young people need to have a more active and autonomous role in 

their pathway planning. 
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• Care-experienced young people must be able access their pathway plan when 

requested.  

• Pathway plans should be more flexible and user-friendly, offering more opportunity 

for the young person to include things important to them. 

• Inclusion of activities that would benefit young people leaving care, such as money 

management, benefit processes, cooking basics, etc.  

• Independent audit of pathway plans to ensure that they’re of appropriate quality; 

across different regions and realistic in their expectations, as well as comparing the 

plan and what happens once the young person has actually left care.  

Intentional homelessness for care leavers  

Taking note from policies implemented in Wales (Twomey and Croxton, 2020), it is essential 

that England adopts a stance whereby care leavers up until the age of 25 cannot be classed as 

intentionally homeless. The implications of this classification go against the statutory duty of 

the state as corporate parents and compound existing problems that have contributed to their 

hardship and homelessness.  

Transition from care – safety net from corporate parenting 

The graduation from the care system to adulthood and independence needs to be much more 

gradual, based on “maturity and skill development than age” (Mendes et al, 2006:113; Gill 

and Daw, 2017 and Cameron et al, 2018).  

Preparation from the system should also involve independent living skill programmes 

(Mendes et al, 2006), providing useful workshops that teach care-experienced young people 

how to manage finances, sustain a housing tenancy, cook, and live alone (Hughes, 2019). In 

Rhondda Cynon Taf, in Wales, the housing authority works alongside other services to 

provide a training flat, a positive way of giving care-experienced young people a taste of 

what living alone is really like, so that they can understand the realities of it (Whalen, 

2015:11).  

The corporate parent should question whether the role they are performing is adequate and if 

it is how they would want their own children to be treated (Mendes et al, 2006; Department 

for Education, 2018).  
 

CONCLUSION  

It would be reasonable to conclude that there has been a historic, systemic failure to 

adequately support care-experienced young people (Mendes et al, 2006). The ability for 

successful transition from care to living independently is affected by the assumption that the 

statutory duties of the corporate parent is adequate in replacing that of a parent. This is not a 

true reflection of what a parent offers, with support abruptly stopping at 25. What little 

support is offered has been undermined by austerity. It is evident that austerity and constant 

cuts to local authorities contribute to the lack of suitable affordable accommodation. The 

underfunding of the social services has led to a heavy reliance on the voluntary sector to pick 

up their shortcomings (Jones et al, 2016). Resulting in many care leavers ‘falling through the 

cracks’ with the support that they receive being ineffective due to these external constraints.  

Care-experienced young people are systematically being failed by a system that is meant to 

protect them. This review has outlined how the current failures within policy surrounding 
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care and leaving care has contributed to this most vulnerable group in society being at serious 

risk of homelessness. It has already been established and proven through previous policy 

changes that change is possible. It is vital that these changes do not stop but carry on 

improving the life chances and quality of life of care-experience young people.  
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