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REPORT OF THE iNDEPENDENT EVAlUATiON

1.

Introduction

For most young people today moving into their own accommodation; entering further or higher education; finding
satisfying employment or training; and achieving good health and a positive sense of well-being, represent important
landmarks during their journey to adulthood. As a group, research studies show that care leavers are more
disadvantaged than other young people in achieving these landmarks. whilst some successfully move on from care,
other young people just survive and get by, and some young people struggle greatly1.
in the year ending 2014, 10,310 young people aged 16 and over left care and it is the responsibility of their corporate
parents to ensure that all these young people fulfil their potential. This will require comprehensive responses across
their life course, including whilst they are in care, at the time of leaving care and on their pathways to adulthood.

The introduction of the Transitions Guidance implemented in April 2011, (revised in May 2014) and the government’s
Care Leaver Strategy (from October 2013) provide a framework for improving the role and quality of corporate parenting.
To support our work on leaving care we have in place an excellent framework of legislation2, guidance3 4 and research5.

2.

in this context, the New Belongings project represents an opportunity for ‘a better deal for care leavers’.

Summary of Findings

it has been the case that over the past year, under New Belongings, all nine participating authorities will have
seen significant improvements in the development and delivery of their services to care leavers. it has been quite
remarkable what they have been able to achieve in such a relatively short space of time.

whilst it would be wrong to try to attribute all of their achievements and progress to their involvement in the
New Belongings project, it would equally be a mistake not to recognise the impact that it has had in helping drive
forward some real innovation and change.
As one of the care leavers on the New Belongings team put it:

“If this is the effect that New Belongings can have in just a year just imagine what it could achieve if it was to carry on.”

New Belongings has got participating authorities doing things now for care leavers that they might otherwise
have not been doing; or, perhaps not doing as soon or as thoroughly. From what they themselves have told us,
they are doing things now that they were not doing before.
The truth in assessing the impact of New Belongings is that it has genuinely captured the imagination of those
local authorities taking part, encouraging them each in their own way to do more and better things for their care
leavers. it has enabled them to bring forward a good many things that they will have been wanting to do, but
were needing the profile and influence of a project such as New Belongings to help them get things moving. New
Belongings has not changed the local authorities that have been participating in this ‘Pilot’ Project, they have
done that for themselves; but it has, to varying degrees, inspired and challenged them along the way.
New Belongings has helped to raise the profile and status of leaving care, and has achieved the highest level of
commitment from participating authorities. Most now have robust measures in place at executive, strategic,
operational and practice levels for embedding and sustaining their improvements. it would seem that the
positive experience that these nine participating authorities have undoubtedly had with New Belongings could
now be of great benefit to other local authorities. They too will be facing many of the same challenges and issues
when it comes to meeting the needs of their own care leavers, and the nine participating authorities have been
given the time and space in which to find some good solutions.

1
See Stein, M. (2012) Young People Leaving Care, Supporting Pathways to Adulthood, london, Jessica Kingsley, (for a review of UK and international
research studies)
2
Children Act 1989; Children (leaving Care) Act 2000; Children and Young Persons Act 2008; Children Act Higher Education Bursary (England) Regulations
2009; Children (leaving Care) (England) Regulations 2010
3
The Children Act 1989 guidance and Regulations Volume 3: Planning Transition to Adulthood for Care leavers, 2010
4
‘Care Leaver Strategy: a cross-departmental strategy for young people leaving care’, Department for Education, 2013
5
Stein, M. and Munro, E. (2008) Young People's Transitions from Care to Adulthood: International Research and Practice, london, Jessica Kingsley
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Participating authorities have, in the main, been embedding the Charter for Care leavers, ‘Access All Areas’, and engaging with
the local communities; and have shown that the principles behind these are both sound and applicable within the context of
different local priorities.
we have consistently seen:

4 better accommodation choice and options;

4 improved documentation to support pathway planning;

4 better provision of advice and information;

4 more opportunities through employment and apprenticeship schemes;

4 more care leavers supported to stay on in their education;

4 better engagement with young people when it comes to improving services; and,

4 more care leavers getting what they are entitled to

The overriding concern about these improvements will have been about their lack of reach, especially to many young
people who will be leaving care from placements that are away from the local area of their ‘responsible authorities’.

This independent evaluation has found that New Belongings has been so beneficial to the local authorities engaging in it
that, if judged against the many changes and improvements reported, it must be in the interests of both care leavers and
the future progression of leaving care services in this country to persevere with it in some form or other.

3.

About New Belongings

This has been an initiative that was started by care leavers; which has become unique in many ways, not least the broad
range of care leavers working across generations and backgrounds to contribute something towards the success of the
New Belongings Project.

New Belongings is the third piece of work, alongside the Charter for Care leavers and ‘Access All Areas’, which originated
from the ideas and priorities of the Minister’s Care leavers’ group . Together these were intended to address the
thematic concerns of:
i) The need to change culture and expectations,

ii) To have a more coherent approach across government and services, and

iii) To work towards a more consistent set of expectations and entitlements for care leavers wherever they lived in the country.

“There was a Care Leavers Charter, and New Belongings was set up to see that it was being implemented properly. I think
it all started with a couple of care leavers raising it at a Ministerial Quarterly6, saying that there needed to be more ‘careproofing’ and wrap-around care.”7

Care leavers told the Minister that they wanted support to address isolation, disconnect with services and uncertainty
about their entitlements.
New Belongings is a national change partnership between the Department for Education, the Care leaver Foundation
and the nine participating ‘pilot’ authorities8 to explore how

6
7
8

These are regular meetings that the Children’s Minister, Edward Timpson MP, holds with a group of care leavers
A member of the Care leavers Panel
Cheshire East Council; Herefordshire Council; Portsmouth City Council; Sheffield City Council; Staffordshire County Council; Stockport Metropolitan
Borough Council; Trafford Metropolitan Borough Council; walsall Metropolitan Borough Council; and, wirral Metropolitan Borough Council
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i)

the Charter for Care leavers9;

iii)

engaging the community

ii)

‘Access All Areas’10; and,

could be used to create a replicable ‘gold standard’ in supporting care leavers.

The crux of the project was to find out what, with external challenge and support, local authorities were capable of
achieving by way of making improvements in the development and delivery of services to care leavers.

“I suppose it’s fair to say that we acted as a sort of ‘critical friend’ to local authorities.”11

The interest that has been shown in New Belongings is undeniable, with 31 local authorities indicating their initial
‘expressions of interest’, and many others since becoming involved through various disseminations that have already
taken place through national and regional networks.

it has captured the imagination of care leavers from all over the country too, with 17 expressing interest in becoming
involved in the national project; and many more than this who have directly got involved at a local level.
“I’m really glad that I got involved and feel that on balance I have made a difference under New Belongings.”12

New Belongings has encouraged local authorities to re-engage in conversation about what they should be doing for their
care leavers. That conversation has been all the richer for being wider than just amongst themselves. it has been a
conversation with other departments from right across the council, with other local authorities, with partner
organisations, with local business and community groups, with government, and with the New Belongings team, but
most of all; it has been a conversation with the young people they are working with. Above all, by creating the time,
space and permissions, it has reignited the passion of many working in the leaving care field to now achieve for care
leavers things that they have been wanting to achieve for years.

it needs to be acknowledged though that many other local authorities, who were not engaged in the New Belongings
Pilots, will also have been making significant progress, over the same period of time, in the development and delivery of
their services. Most will have signed up to, and will be actively implementing, the Charter for Care leavers; achieving a
more integrated common purpose, as per ‘Access All Areas’; and, engaging constructively within their local communities.
And, they will have been doing all of these things without the New Belongings framework to guide them, because these
things are intuitively the right things to be doing.

The New Belongings ‘Pilot’ Project has though, helpfully, provided a framework for developing a more considered and
inclusive approach to meeting the needs of care leavers, by having:

4.

9

10
11
12

4 a time-limited and systemic focus on re-prioritising their needs, with built in triggers to embed the practice
and learning;
4 high-level strategic commitment and sign up;
4 effective partnership working, information-sharing and external challenge; and
4 effective and sustainable processes for engaging young people in the changes that need to be made

About the independent evaluation

This independent evaluation of the New Belongings Project has been carried out for the Care leavers Foundation and
the Department for Education by Dr Mike Lindsay [an independent children’s rights expert]; with consultancy from Prof
Mike Stein, [Social Policy Research Unit [SPRU] at the University of York].
Charter for Care leavers (Department for Education and The Care leavers’ Foundation, 2012)
Access All Areas (Princes Trust, A National Voice, The Care leavers’ Foundation, NCAS and Catch 22, 2012)
A Member of the New Belongings Central Team
A member of the Care leavers Panel
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A real challenge for this evaluation has been to decide whether you say how well local authorities have been doing from
the perspective of where they started from, and within the broader context of the difficult times they are working in; or,
from the not unreasonable expectations that many care leavers, up and down the country, will have of what they should
be providing them with. i think a care leaver has found just about the right balance here:
“The evaluation report needs to be positive and upbeat, but honest about what needs to be done.”13

within that spirit, therefore, this evaluation of the New Belongings Project is intended neither to be an inspection, nor a
beauty contest. instead, this report has tried to focus on ‘showcasing’ what can be achieved, even in difficult
circumstances, by different local authorities each taking their own approach to New Belongings to challenge themselves
to improve services to care leavers.

it has been local authorities themselves that have been driving change. However, in looking to evaluate the contribution
that New Belongings may have made, we need to distinguish between a number of things that would have been
happening already, and those things that may not have happened without New Belongings providing some sort of
catalyst. This has not been easy given that things that local authorities were already wanting to do before New
Belongings, such as carrying out surveys, reviewing ‘Staying Put’ policies or developing more apprenticeship schemes
and accommodation options for care leavers, may all have been given some extra impetus and focus through their
involvement as a ‘pilot’ authority in this Project.

This evaluation has tried to strike a tri-partite balance, subject to the availability of evidence presented to it, between
what the participating authorities, the New Belongings team and care leavers have been telling us about what they have
being doing under the New Belongings ‘Pilot’ Project, and what they have been making of its impact.

with the benefit of hindsight, it can be seen that expectations that participating authorities would be in a position, after
a one-year ‘pilot’, to be able to show clear outcomes for care leavers was probably being too unrealistic. However, what
they have been able to show though is a genuine commitment to:
1. listening more to their care leavers;

2. working better in partnership with others; and,

3. putting things in place now, under New Belongings, that are likely to lead to better outcomes for care leavers in the future

5.

The New Belongings Challenge
5.1 The Charter for Care leavers14

The Charter for Care leavers was put together by a group of care leavers working with the Care leaver Foundation, and
with support from the Department for Education. it includes seven basic promises that government have asked local
authorities to sign up to and implement.
1. To respect and honour care leaver identity
2. To believe in care leavers
3. To listen to care leavers
4. To inform care leavers

5. To support care leavers

6. To find care leavers a home

7. To be a lifelong champion to care leavers

13
14

A member of the New Belongings Care leavers Panel
‘Charter for Care leavers’, Department for Education/Care leavers Foundation, 2012
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There has been local ownership of the Charter for Care leavers, and in some areas local care leavers have adapted the
wording a little to something they liked more and which they felt was more relevant to their own experiences. For
instance, Trafford have written out the Charter as a contract to their care leavers; making clear and explicit: ‘what we
will do for you’, and ‘what we expect from you’. Others have used the Charter as:
“… a way into a set of conversations.”15

Some have embedded the Charter into their local pledges.

“I think in a way we have brought the Charter to life.”16

5. 2 Access All Areas17

‘Access All Areas’ is a report to government setting out how it can work better together and more coherently in the
interest of promoting better opportunities and outcomes for care leavers.

One important thing that New Belongings would appear to have encouraged locally is an important change of culture to
now thinking that leaving care is no longer the responsibility of one small, dedicated leaving care team. New Belongings
has encouraged participating authorities to adapt the principles behind ‘Access All Areas’ to the local situation, and have
identified six common areas for action:
1. The vulnerability of care leavers, and the particular requirement to prioritise their needs, is explicitly recognised in
policies.
2. A clear and explicit understanding of what provision care leavers are entitled to.

3. Where discretion is being applied there is a favourable supposition that this will be applied in favour of improving
outcomes for care leavers.
4. There will be robust systems of information and data sharing between different departments, agencies and
services.

5. Joint working and protocols are in place between different departments, agencies and local services and leaving
care services.
6. Services to care leavers are experienced by them as responsive and personalised.

New Belongings has contributed towards inspiring a new culture of joint working, through multi-disciplinary approaches
to delivering leaving care services and support across authorities; and, through the sharing of learning and good practice
between authorities. in turn, this is encouraging even greater efforts towards delivering a more holistic approach to
meeting care leavers’ needs (across children’s social care, education, employment, financial support, the benefits
system, adult social care, health, housing, leisure, the justice system and through on-going support).

5.3 Engaging the Community

New Belongings has given local authorities greater impetus to engage better with local communities to develop new
opportunities for care leavers, and some have been inspired by this to develop a range of in-house opportunities
themselves for care leavers.

One of the benefits of engaging the community is that it provides opportunities for others to see what care leavers are
really like, including their potential; and for challenge to some of the more negative attitudes and perceptions that may
well be contributing towards holding them back.
15
16
17

A member of the New Belongings Central Team
A member of the New Belongings Central Team
‘Access All Areas: Action for all Government Departments to support young people’s journey from care to adulthood’, Princes Trust, A National Voice, Care
leavers Foundation, NCAS and Catch 22, April 2012
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6.

Many participating authorities have engaged the local press well, in reporting their involvement in New Belongings,
thereby creating potential to widen awareness of, and interest in, care leavers within their own local communities.

Starting points

Each participating authority submitted their application bid to take part in New Belongings, setting out where they saw
themselves in respect of the support and services they were providing to their care leavers, and what their hopes were
for how they might improve things under New Belongings.

6.1 general

Prior to the outset of New Belongings, it was evident that not all nine participating authorities were starting from the
same base levels in terms of:

1. how well their leaving care services had been developed

2. what resources they had committed to supporting and improving them

3. the relative skills levels and experience built up in local leaving care teams

Some had well-established, experienced teams, well-versed in preparing and supporting their care leavers. whilst others
were relatively newer to the task, mainly due to restructuring that had taken place in their Authority; and they were
needing to learn quickly, quite often as a team, whilst taking on responsibility for delivering on their local New
Belongings Project.

6.2 About the participating authorities

Each participating authority had different demographics and characteristics, such as five were inner-city metropolitan
boroughs, two were counties and the other two were each cities.

The four North west local authorities worked together as a ‘Cluster’, with each one taking a lead on a key priority area:
Cheshire East (Education, Employment and Training); Trafford (Transitions); Wirral (Accommodation); and, Stockport
(Health). A fifth theme of ‘Benefits’ would be added later in the project. Staffordshire and Walsall, in the west Midlands,
partnered each other; whilst the other three local authorities, Herefordshire, Portsmouth and Sheffield, were each
standalone.

in addition to having their own distinctive local issues to contend with, all were reporting challenges of having to
overcome high levels of social deprivation. Each of their leaving care services were typically working with cohorts of care
leavers from some of the poorest and most deprived social backgrounds in terms of safe and affordable housing,
educational under-achievement, poverty, high unemployment rates (particularly amongst young people), low incomes,
poor health outcomes and a higher prevalence of crime and anti-social behaviour. This has placed enormous pressure on
leaving care services to prioritise finding for their care leavers suitable accommodation; education, employment or
training opportunities; and pathways to a better, more promising future. For example, one of the participating
authorities, Portsmouth, ranks amongst the highest quarter of most deprived areas in the country.

6.3 On being given permission

Firstly, being given the commitment and priority from the highest levels of central and local government; and, secondly,
the time and permission in which to do it, were the things that really made the difference.

“Local authorities have put themselves forward voluntarily for a variety of reasons. Most will have been motivated by a
desire to improve leaving care services. There were things that local authorities wanted to do and thought that this
process would be helpful.”18
18

New Belongings Project Director
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“I’ve had local authorities say to me that they have had these ideas for years, but haven’t had to implement them.”19

6.4 immediate benefits for care leavers

There are some actions taken by authorities, participating in New Belongings, that are having immediate or early
benefits for care leavers. These include highlights such as:
4 implementing the Charter for Care leavers in a way that expresses it in terms of a ‘local contract’ or a
‘local pledge’
4 a greater involvement of care leavers, both through the project itself, and through the surveys that have
been carried out for it

4 the setting up dedicated websites to inform and advise care leavers about their entitlements

4 increases in the ‘Setting Up Home Allowance’ to at least £2,000 (sometimes referred to as the ‘Leaving Care Grant’)
4 reviews of financial policies and entitlements, resulting in greater support and accessibility for care leavers

4 establishing more ‘Staying Put’ options

4 creating more places and opportunities for care leavers on apprenticeship schemes

4 better partnership working with the Department for work and Pensions and Job Centre Plus to ensure that
care leavers have immediate access to benefits they are entitled to from their 18th birthday
4 approving the provision of ‘drop in’ facilities where care leavers can meet and get advice

4 creating or extending ‘passes’ to give care leavers access to a range of local learning, leisure and
community facilities
An example has been taken from each of the participating authorities of something that they recognise as having
brought about some immediate benefit to care leavers. This is not intended to be in any way exhaustive, but just to
provide a simple illustration of what we might call a few of the ‘quick wins’.
Cheshire East has increased its leaving Care grant to £3,000; and succeeded in making a well-established apprenticeship
scheme more accessible to care leavers.
Herefordshire has acquired and furnished a property to house a new multi-agency20 drop-in facility for looked after children
and care leavers. its 16+ Team was also recognised for the quality of its work with young people:

“The quality of plans contrasts sharply with the views that young people expressed to inspectors, which were very positive
about the care, support and practical help provided by the 16+ Team. One young person said: ‘They go the extra mile for you’.
Workers build trusting relationships over time through regular contact and review.”21
Portsmouth, which is committed to “doing more for, and better by, our care leavers” 22, started out its involvement in the
New Belongings Project by comprehensively using the Charter as a framework against which to reflect on local systems and
practice [See APPENDiX 3 in the ‘New Belongings Companion Appendix’]. it intends to repeat the process later this year,
particularly to capture the impact of its engagement in New Belongings.

19
20
21
22

A member of the New Belongings Central Team
This is supported by CAMHS, health, drug and alcohol support, housing, education providers, police and welfare rights, with ongoing efforts to expand
this to include Job Centre Plus, voluntary groups and councillors.
Taken from Herefordshire’s Ofsted Report, 30 June 2014
New Belongings Implementation Project Brief, Portsmouth City Council, 23 January 2014
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Sheffield has recently moved to a ‘one-stop’ shop with partners from Youth Justice, CAMHS and Sheffield Futures (the new
Connexions service), which being shared by all young people from across Sheffield has the advantage of being less
stigmatising for the care leavers that want to use it.

Sheffield has also been very keen to use New Belongings as way into working more closely with its young people:

“Having young people work directly alongside us in the development of the service … would be both challenging and
rewarding”23
Staffordshire are looking to improve engagement through its ‘Foundation to work’ scheme, an approach developed to open
up employment pathways and apprenticeships for looked after young people and care leavers.
Stockport has recently introduced a Care leavers Forum to give care leavers a more distinctive voice in improving local
services; and has supported, with its partner organisation Pure innovations, the setting up of a local charity led by care
leavers called ‘Pure insight’.
it has also increased its ‘Setting Up Home Allowance’ to £3,000

Trafford are introducing Pre-Payment Cards for care leavers, which they can use at an ATM to draw on their leaving Care
grants; or, in some cases, emergency payments.
Walsall has brought together a New Belongings Project ‘Task and Finish’ group, which is co-chaired by care leavers.
Wirral are improving their website and the development of Apps for looked after children and care leavers.

6.5 Care leaver surveys

The New Belongings Project started out with a very simple proposition to each of the participating authorities: ‘Could
you survey your care leavers and ask them these seven simple questions’:
Question 1: What do you think is the best thing about being a care leaver? (Please select up to three)

Question 2: What do you think is bad about being a care leaver? (Please select up to three)

Question 3: In your opinion, what three things could have prepared you for independence?

Question 4: What advice would you give other young people who are preparing to leave care?

Question 5: Three things you would like to change right now for yourself on leaving care / having left care

Question 6: What three things do you think the local authority should change for care leavers?

Question 7: Is there anything else you would like to say about being a care leaver?
23

Taken from ‘New Belongings: submission by Sheffield Children, Young People and Families – Permanence & Throughcare Service’, 19 June 2013
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Some of the more experienced leaving care practitioners wondered whether this set of questions was too open-ended
to provide useful responses, but as the New Belongings team explained, as a starting point:

“That’s quite a useful test because it also asks: Do you have contact details for your care leavers? Do you know how to
approach them? Can you ask them these questions?”24
“Their surveys have made them realise what they are not doing.”25

6.6 Restructuring

Some of the participating authorities have been changing structures to improve strategic planning, shared information
and practice, and joining up services. Staffordshire, for example, have used New Belongings to help them further
develop their ‘Throughcare Model’, which places greater emphasis on progression, rather than leaving care being seen
as a single, one-off event.

A few of the participating authorities, such as Herefordshire and Stockport, indicated in their Action Plans that they
were either planning significant re-organisations of their leaving care teams and services; or were already in the process
of doing so, but with some rather mixed results.

“Each time when we thought that we were making progress there would be a change of senior officer. We would be back
to square one, sometimes meeting with people in the Authority who had not even seen the plan.”26
“Bringing in a Participation Worker from another project seemed to do the trick. All of a sudden communication
improved, we found out about things that were happening that we had never been told of before; such as a peermentoring scheme that they were starting.”27
Herefordshire

7.

“The 16+ team, which provides services for older looked after young people and care leavers, is emerging from a long
period of instability, management changes and a legacy of under-resourcing, well below the national average. Over the
last year, clear direction from a new team manager, development of the No4 centre as a team base and centre for young
people, and additional qualified staff, have all had a positive impact on the service. Staff morale is now high and a strong
team ethos is developing. However, many policies, procedures and practices are new and their impact on improving
outcomes for care leavers has not yet been fully demonstrated.”28

Plans and interventions

At the outset of the New Belongings Project, each of the participating authorities was asked to provide details of their
Action Plan setting out the activities that it was proposing to engage in, as informed by what their own care leavers were
telling them.

New Belongings represented a new opportunity and impetus for each participating authority to re-engage with
delivering what is needed to support care leavers in making better transitions to adulthood. They have all started from a
strong motivation of wanting to do better for their care leavers, and this was clearly reflected in all of the plans they
came up with. However, care leavers themselves were fairly split on how much credit participating authorities should get
for the plans they were drawing up.

“When people came up with their plans for New Belongings I thought what is all the fuss about, they should be doing
these things in any case.”29
24
25
26
27
28
29

New Belongings Project Director
A member of the New Belongings Central Team
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
Taken from Herefordshire’s Ofsted Report, 30 June 2014
A member of the Care leavers Panel
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“I think it is right to praise local authorities for doing those
things they should be doing, because they weren’t doing
them before and getting slapped down for it.”30

The evidence shows that local care leavers have had varying
degrees of impact in the development of New Belongings
Action Plans. Some have had great influence on shaping local
plans, encouraging change and innovation.

Evidence emerging from the projects suggests that working
in partnerships or ‘Clusters’, with other local authorities, can
be a highly effective way of delivering improvements. This is
partly due to the shared planning, target-setting and
accountability that tends to come through a partnership
arrangement; and, in part, because of the greater
opportunities it provides for sharing in each other’s good
practice.

“In discussion with managers from the North West ‘Cluster’, it
is apparent that a group approach to service delivery and
innovative practice has led to better outcomes in terms of
New Belongings.”31

it is also the case, as both Staffordshire and Walsall may
have found, that bringing care leavers together under such a
partnership arrangement encourages each to raise their game, not least because those care leavers will not have missed
the opportunity to compare what they are getting from their respective authorities.

Trafford, supported well within the North west ‘Cluster’, have been giving real meaning to the concept of “careproofing” by ensuring that the needs of looked after children and care leavers are on everyone’s agenda.32

The plans that were produced were, in the main, detailed, comprehensive and considered. Moreover, they were
reflecting what care leavers were telling their local authorities they needed to be doing, even if at times this proved
difficult to achieve.

“We originally started with about 15 action areas. It was too much and we made progress once we had filtered some out
and were focusing on 8-10 areas.”33

7.1 Engaging care leavers

listening to care leavers has been one of the highlights of the New Belongings Project. Each participating authority has
been addressing different degrees of challenge, and New Belongings has helped them to refocus local activity on
listening to the voice of care leavers; and using their views and experiences to tailor services so that, to quote
Staffordshire:
‘… they are able to access the right services, at the right time, and in the right place.’34

Participating authorities came into New Belongings with varying backgrounds of giving a voice to young people in their area;
and below are just a few brief illustrations, taken from their New Belongings Action Plans, of how they are doing this.

30
31
32
33
34

A member of the Care leavers Panel
Manager of one of the ‘Pilot’ leaving Care Services
By using the support of the CEO to get the needs of care leavers prioritised on every council committee and group
‘New Belongings – Programme Evaluation Report’, Portsmouth City Council, September 2014
‘Families First: Throughcare Service for Young People, Expression of interest to the New Belongings Project’, Staffordshire County Council, June 2013
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Cheshire East has a number of care leavers who are on it Children in Care Council; have contributed to a number of
consultations, including the influential ‘Task and Finish’ its Review; have been involved in staff recruitment; and, who are
assisting with the New Belongings Project.
in Herefordshire, children and young people are represented by a Children in Care Council … which is regularly consulted on
how to improve the support they receive.
A Care leavers Council and ‘champions’ are embedded into the Children in Care Framework.

Portsmouth, “… have a robust, challenging and effective Children in Care Council … [but need to] increase the number of care
leavers.”
Sheffield has a relatively new intake on its Children in Care Council, which is now supported by the National Youth Advocacy
Service. The Children in Care Council has completed a review of, and updated, the ‘local Pledge’.
Staffordshire came into New Belongings with a strong record of achievement in listening to the views of young people, and
have developed a forum [4US] for care leavers. They saw New Belongings as an opportunity to engage better with their older
group of young people.
Stockport have also introduced a Care leavers Forum to give care leavers a voice in improving services, and the Forum has
helped to develop a survey which routinely asks care leavers about their health; how safe they feel; their education and
employment status; and their experience of leaving care.
Trafford are engaging young people in helping to bring planning processes together, such as joint Care and Pathway Plans,
and shaping what these should look like.
They were also establishing a Care leavers Forum.

in Walsall, “Young people are given a voice through ‘Council for Kids’ (C4K), and this has some care leavers on it.”
Wirral have developed a drop-in service for care leavers

“The drop-in is provided fortnightly on a Friday and provides young people access to information and advice and also provides
an opportunity to talk to other care leavers. It is run by the apprentice care leaver.”
what each of their respective plans show is that, in spite of where they have started from or, indeed, where they are
now, there is a strong commitment to getting better at ensuring that care leaver’s views are properly informing
services.
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7.2 Conducting surveys

All nine participating authorities have been conducting surveys, as an integral part of the New Belongings Project; and
engaged local care leavers, to help inform service improvement and the development of their action plans.

it is appreciated that these surveys will have been delivered often by staff working under considerable pressure of
limited time and resources. However, that accepted, opportunities will have been lost due to some rather disappointing
results in terms of the overall response rates to these surveys; which were, for the results from five participating
authorities, 6%, 7%, 7%, 10% and 26% respectively.
“[On the surveys] it was said that if we can get 10% that’ll be ok!”35

“It was skipped over … we only had seven responses and no-one asked why.”36

This evidence calls into question of whether care leaver views were representative enough, when a broader sampling
might well have reflected a wider range of issues and priorities.

“If you were doing a survey properly you would have ‘inclusion criteria’ to tell you about those groups you weren’t
engaging with.”37

“The answers to the surveys, when taken to meetings were quite powerful, and that was positive; but they were not
representative of all care leavers.”38
This means that significant numbers and cohorts of care leavers will not have been heard.

whilst the take up of surveys was generally quite disappointing, we have probably seen enough to be confident that this is
something that local authorities can improve upon if they continue to do them as a regular part of their service
improvement. They will understand that you cannot improve your services without talking to your service users; and it
therefore stands to reason that the better you become at talking to your service users the better your services are likely to be.

learning from New Belongings suggests that local authorities, in engaging care leavers to develop leaving care services
to ensure that these are meeting their needs, will find it helpful to carry out regular surveys, over a much longer period
to increase opportunities for contact through regular activities such as drop-in sessions, visits, reviews and events. Some
targeting of particular groups for inclusion might also help, as should efforts by some participating authorities to engage
with new technologies, including social media. However, there may also be people already working in or with local
authorities who have particular skills and expertise in consulting children and young people, and who might be well
placed to help with this sort of work.
Some care leavers working for New Belongings also questioned whether more could have been done to help prepare
and support some local young people who had never been consulted before.

“It was a very new experience for them. They had never been asked for their opinion; and some had never seen a worker
for six months. To be invited into a group and asked their opinion on writing a Pathway Plan and changing the system
was unrealistic and wholly out of context.”39
However, young people who had previous experience of being consulted were not always that well-motivated either to
give their views.

“One young person told me that they did not want to be involved as there was no point, and the last time they were
given a voucher for something and then had their benefits stopped.”40
35
36
37
38
39
40

A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
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it is clear, however, from the surveys that have been carried out under New Belongings that, in spite of their limitations and
generally poor take up, they have been used effectively to inform some quite significant changes of thinking and policy.

“It has made a massive difference, just that awareness.”41

This is important because all five participating authorities, who returned data from their surveys, said that they intended
to do these again, probably on an annual basis. Doing so, will help to familiarise the practice as a regular thing, and give
care leavers a growing confidence that what they say through it is being listened to and making a real difference.

7.3 Keeping in touch

Some participating authorities have been working on finding better ways of keeping in touch with their care leavers.
There were some good examples shown of drop-in centres, some dedicated for care leavers and others generic, and the
development of better and more accessible information for care leavers through websites and social media.

As part of its New Belongings Action Plan, Portsmouth included:

“To establish relationships and ways of keeping in contact with care leavers, which encourage and support them both in
shaping local services and to keep in touch in crisis situations; also involving the knowledge and experience of care
leavers at a national level to generate ideas and identify “what works”.

in addition to existing local Children in Care Councils, many participating authorities have used the influence of New
Belongings to introduce a bespoke care leaver’s forum, giving local care leavers a stronger and more distinctive voice in
improving and developing services.

7.4 Entitlements

New Belongings has encouraged a comprehensive review of entitlements for care leavers, with greater commitment to
ensuring that information about these is more widely and easily available to care leavers.

Most participating authorities have reviewed their financial policies under New Belongings, now resulting in much
clearer statements about what care leavers are entitled to; and often with more beneficial outcomes (e.g. widespread
increases in the ‘Setting Up Home Allowances’).
Below are just a few illustrations, taken from their New Belongings Action Plans, of how participating authorities have
been addressing this issue.

Cheshire East

4 All care leavers are aware of, and receive, what they are entitled to as set out in the Care Leaver Financial Policy
All care leavers across the New Belongings cohort to have equality of entitlement to support and services

4 Joint protocols with Job Centre Plus enabling care leavers to receive their benefits entitlements from their 18th birthday;
and, an agreed strategy to reduce the use of sanctions against care leavers failing to engage with Job Centre Plus. The
option of housing benefit for care leavers on low wages or living independently is also being explored
Herefordshire

4 Children and young people are helped to understand their rights and responsibilities

4 Care leavers are provided with information about their legal entitlements

41

A member of the Care leavers Panel
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Portsmouth

4 To establish and run a small “task and finish” group, to include local care leavers, which will look at the best ways to
provide information to care leavers about their entitlements, including the production of a Transition from Care
entitlement information pack

4 To plan and deliver a programme of training and awareness-raising for social workers and other key local professionals
about care leaver entitlements
Sheffield
“The close working with the Department for Works and Pensions and Job Centre Plus has ensured Sheffield young
people are able to establish their benefits claim early so there is little or no delay post their 18th birthday.

This has resulted in a substantial saving for the service as we no longer have to financially support our young people for
weeks before they receive their money (from the DWP).”

Staffordshire

4 Ensure that young people, relevant staff and all others involved with children’s services are clear about care leaver’s
rights and entitlements, through promotion, training and information
Stockport

4 Support care leavers to receive financial advice and guidance, so that they can maximise and manage their income, and
reduce the risk of getting into debt
Care leavers are provided with a young person-friendly leaflet called ‘Your Starter for 10’, which sets out their legal
entitlements.

Trafford

4 Providing a clearer understanding of care leaver entitlements and welfare rights

4 Replacing the system for paying Leaving Care Grants with the introduction of ‘Pre-Payment Cards

4 Ensuring all care leavers are aware of their entitlements to education, employment and training; and know how to
access them
4 Ensuring equal access to entitlements

Walsall
Working to clarify and re-state entitlements for care leavers
Wirral
wirral have been developing young people friendly policies, starting with the leaving Care Financial Policy.

“Young people have been very clear about being able to access policies and procedures in a way that they can understand.
To date, young people friendly policies have been written on the Complaints process, Your Health policy, Delegation of
Authority, Guide to the Payment of Foster Carers and the Leaving Care Financial policy.”
The website enables young people to access policies and procedures, and information about entitlements
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Prior to this fresh start, New Belongings was
beginning to indicate a certain level of distrust
amongst care leavers about whether their local
authority would always be motivated to
consistently do what was best for them.

“In the real world we cannot afford to rely only on
compassion, so we have to have all of the
entitlements and rights the same across the
board.”42

“We are constantly told that this is happening
because the law says that it should be happening,
but what do I care what the law says if I’m the one
not getting what I should be getting.”43

The New Belongings Project started with young people going to the Minister44 frustrated at not getting what he was
telling them they should be getting.

“The Minister told us that we have written it in law, and put it in our policies, so it should be happening.”45

what is clear, looking at findings from New Belongings, is that you cannot always rely upon legislation and guidance to
guarantee that care leavers will consistently receive all of the help and support they are entitled to.

“I haven’t yet met anyone who has ‘stayed put’ even though their policies say that they are entitled to.”46

One of the many successes coming out of New Belongings has been the encouragement it has given to local authorities
in re-examining entitlements, and this has been to the greater benefit of many care leavers.

One of the quickest and most effective ways of testing your services is to bring a group of care leavers together, from
different local authorities, and let them compare what each other are getting.

“Whereas most local authorities [doing this] worried that care leavers would want more money, most of them simply
wanted somebody to care enough to listen to them.”47

“It was a huge problem that some care leavers we met did not know what they were entitled to, and some authorities
were not openly giving it.”48

“There should be a savings scheme whilst they are still in care, to help fund things for when they leave. Isn’t that what
any sensible parent would do?”49

The North West ‘Cluster’, which has been looking into benefits as one of its key themes, offered the following
observation:

“We are all working hard to reduce hardship for all care leavers, but still too often we are faced with immediate sanctions
with young people resorting to other means to get finance.”

42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49

A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
The Children’s Minister holds quarterly meetings with a group of care leavers
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
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7.5 Education, Employment & Training

involvement in New Belongings has supported a further strengthening of opportunities for care leavers through
education, employment and training. Participating authorities have recognised such opportunities as providing the best
pathways to achieving successful outcomes for care leavers. Below are some brief illustrations, taken from New
Belongings Actions Plans, of things participating authorities have been doing on employment, education and training.
Cheshire East

Cheshire East has been working in partnership with Trafford, Stockport and wirral to form a New Belongings North west
‘Cluster’, and has been taking the leading role on the key theme of education, employment and training. Statements set out
in its own Action Plan indicate Cheshire East’s commitment to:
4 Making their well-established apprenticeship scheme more accessible to care leavers

4 Working in partnerships to develop more apprenticeship opportunities

4 Working with universities to ensure better information about the opportunities and support available to care leavers

4 Council contracts only to be awarded to providers agreeing to offer work experience or apprenticeship opportunities to
care leavers [see also Trafford]
Herefordshire

Herefordshire are using the support of the Project to help them improve in-house work experience opportunities for their
care leavers.
“We want our young people to have improved outcomes through employment, apprenticeships and work experience.”

Portsmouth

At the outset of the New Belongings Project, as a snapshot, Portsmouth’s leaving care services were supporting 78 care
leavers. Of these, 8 were at university, 26 at college, 5 were in work, 4 were completing apprenticeships, 2 others were on
courses with training providers and 32 were stated as not being in education, employment or training; leaving one care leaver
unaccounted for.
Under the heading ‘What we do well’:

“We hold high aspirations for our care leavers.”
“All care leavers have access to a qualified careers adviser.”

“We take time to understand the goals each young person has for themselves.”

“We have developed apprenticeship and work placement opportunities within the council and some partner agencies.”

Under the heading ‘What we could do better’:

“To further reduce (from 27%) the proportion of care leavers without education or employment.”
“To ensure all colleges and training providers are able to offer quality education opportunities and associated support for care
leavers.”
“To develop apprenticeship opportunities within partner organisations including the community, voluntary and private sector.”
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Sheffield
Partnership working with education and training providers is looking to raise awareness about the particular needs of care leavers;
and increase access and support to education. Other initiatives are being worked up with colleagues from the National Care
Advisory Service to introduce the ‘From Care2work’ initiative. As a service, there are no apprenticeships or work opportunities
identified for care leavers. This is something that Sheffield would like to see change under New Belongings.
Staffordshire
Staffordshire are looking at ways of improving engagement within its ‘Foundation to work’ Scheme; an approach developed
to open up employment pathways and apprenticeships for looked after young people and care leavers, with New Belongings
seen as an enabler in helping to drive this forward and give it much needed influence.
Virtual School Head Teacher has been developing partnerships with further and higher education providers, under an
initiative called ‘UNiFY’, which aims to increase the proportion of care leavers going onto university from 5% to 10% over the
next three years. New Belongings is being seen as providing a stronger platform upon which to develop this work.

Stockport
Stockport works in partnership with Pure innovations to improve care leavers access to, and support in, education,
employment and training. Pure innovations run a weekly drop-in session looking at developing skills in applying for courses or
work. in addition, care leavers are specifically targeted for the Council’s apprenticeship schemes.

Educational support to over 16s includes transition from school to further education, with local colleges showing great innovation
by employing someone to act in a similar role to that of the Designated Teacher in schools. There are systems in place to support
care leavers claim their entitlements to an education bursary (worth £1,200), if staying on in further education; or, the Higher
Education Bursary of £2,000, and support with their vacation accommodation, where going on to university.
Stockport are building on the good access to apprenticeships, working with Human Resources to ensure better commitment
to employment opportunities for care leavers. There is opportunity for this owing to a strengthening of links, through the
Children’s Trust Board, with Job Centre Plus, and the 0-25 strategy for those care leavers with disability or special needs.

Trafford
Pre-employment training schemes are being developed, with a new project being formed. The aim is that this will lead on to
young people, including care leavers, going into an apprenticeship provided by Trafford College.
Trafford, at the outset of the New Belongings Project, had four care leavers on its Apprenticeship Scheme, with one other
application being processed. Upon completion, they will be guided into permanent employment where possible.
we are exploring some innovative changes when awarding of Council contracts so that these may now only be offered to
providers giving work experience or apprenticeship opportunities to care leavers [see also Cheshire East].

There are also eight looked after children involved in an ‘Activity Agreement’, a scheme to increase their chances of securing
long-term employment or training opportunities.
A partnership with the Manchester United Foundation is beginning to reap opportunities for care leavers in a range of
football-related professions.

Connexions hold regular Open Days; and quarterly ‘Employment Surgeries’ for more extensive work with young people not in
education, employment or training.
Walsall
Some of the young people involved in designing walsall’s bid suggested looking into the possibility of them acting as models
for trainees on a local hair and beauty therapy course, feeling that this might help boost their own confidence for going onto
a college course.
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7.6 Accommodation

Perhaps one of the most challenging issues faced by all of the New Belongings participating authorities was how to find
safe and suitable accommodation to meet the needs of young people leaving care. in some areas, such as Herefordshire,
the sparse availability and choice of local housing stock drastically affects options for care leavers, whether in the private
or socially-rented sector.
“Herefordshire suffers from poor housing affordability, which makes it a challenge finding accommodation that suits the
needs of those with complex and challenging behaviour. 46 care leavers are currently seen as difficult to place and work
is ongoing with partners and commissioners to address this.”

in spite of these obvious barriers to finding accommodation, Herefordshire has been recognised as having increased
choice and options for care leavers.

“A range of suitable accommodation and housing meets the needs of young people and this includes supported housing, foyer
provision and tenancies. 91% of care leavers are in suitable accommodation, which is above the national average of 88%.
Young people told inspectors that they felt safe where they lived and benefited from practical support and regular contact
with personal advisors and housing workers, helping them to develop independent living skills. The Staying Put policy has
increased choice for those who want to remain in foster care with a level of support well matched to individual need. Eleven
young people have chosen this so far, with carers trained for three more. The 16+ team works well with the youth offending
service to meet the needs of young people in custody in preparation for their return to the community.”50
Below are a few other illustrations given that have been taken from what participating authorities have been telling us
they have been doing on accommodation.

Cheshire East are working with Commissioning and Housing to ensure sufficiency of provision for care leavers.
Portsmouth has an effective Young Persons Housing Panel helping to provide a range of accommodation options which
meets young people’s needs. There has been a good take up of tenancies in council properties, although work is ongoing to
develop more supported housing options for young people with more complex needs. Portsmouth currently offers two
training flats to provide a supportive environment to learn skills for independence. Portsmouth’s plan, under New Belongings,
is to:
• develop a broader range of semi-supported accommodation, with an increasing emphasis on shared accommodation
facilities and less reliance on sole occupancy settings

• analyse both the future housing needs of 16-17 year olds currently in care and current local care leaver accommodation
options and identify key gaps and weaknesses in the current accommodation offer

• ensure that there is effective support in place for those young people who wish to return home at 18 or who wish to “stay
put” with their current foster carers
Sheffield will be establishing ‘Staying Put’ following consultation with key stakeholders, including foster carers.
On-going work is taking place with Housing and third sector accommodation providers looking to ensure that suitable,
affordable and sustainable accommodation can be accessed by care leavers.

Sheffield are to establish a ‘tenancy ready’ course to help prepare young people with the skills and understanding they need
to maintain their tenancies. A specialist post is being developed to support this.
50

Taken from Herefordshire’s Ofsted report, 30 June 2014
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Staffordshire
within Staffordshire’s 20-point Action Plan is included a commitment to improve accommodation for care leavers.

in line with many other local authorities, they too are developing a ‘Staying Put’ Policy to support some young people staying
in placements with their foster carers beyond 18 years of age.
Stockport
Ensure that care leavers are living in safe and suitable accommodation that meets their needs and reduces risks of homelessness.
Trafford
• Ensure that all care leavers are aware of what housing or accommodation is available to them

• identify all accommodation options across Trafford for care leavers; and ensure that there are joint protocols in place with
Housing

• identify all accommodation options across Trafford for homeless 16 and 17 year olds

• look into what emergency accommodation there is in Trafford, and whether this is meeting the needs of care leavers
“Enabling young people to remain in placement post-18; through our ‘Staying Put’ Policy to include residential care.”

From within the North West ‘Cluster’ there has been a helpful clarification with Ofsted that exemptions can be made, with
the Registered Managers of children’s homes, for young people in residential care to also have an option of ‘Staying Put’ post18. The exemption principally relies on an interpretation of Section 1(3) of the Care Standards Act 2000, which defines a
‘children’s home’ as “wholly or mainly for children”. importantly, it does not say that a children’s home should be exclusively
for children (i.e. only up to the age of 17), but allows for a wider, more permissive interpretation where it may be in the
interests of a young person aged 18 or over to ‘Stay Put’ until such time as they are ready to leave. Trafford’s ‘Staying Put’
policy, which is being adopted by their partner authorities, is a progressive recognition that children living in children’s homes
are entitled to equal treatment and consideration, with the same expectations of care and support that are provided within
the policy to children in foster care.
Wirral
wirral has been working as part of the North west ‘Cluster’, taking the lead on Supported Accommodation and Housing
issues.

Through close partnership working wirral have focused on the following activities:

• Development of Emergency Accommodation for 16 and 17 year olds

• Reconfiguration of existing ‘Supporting People’ funded Supported Housing Services for looked After Children
• Establishment of a Young Persons Strategic Housing group

• Discretionary Housing Payments

wirral has been offering a ‘Staying Put’ Scheme since October 2013, for young people aged up to 21 in foster care in, or
actively seeking, education, employment or training.
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The North West ‘Cluster’, which has been looking into accommodation as one of its key themes, offered the following
observation:

“As corporate parents we give care leavers priority housing status but deem them intentionally homeless when they leave
their accommodation when the risks are very high. We should be developing Housing Protocols that remove the
‘intentionally homeless’ clause for care leavers as we are their Corporate Parents.”

7.7 Health

Most of the participating authorities have recognised the health care needs of care leavers within their New Belongings
Action Plans, but some have given greater attention to this than others.

Herefordshire

The health needs of care leavers are clearly assessed, prioritised and met.

Care leavers have access to and understand their full health history and are provided with all key documents they need
to begin their lives as young adults, for example national insurance numbers, birth certificates and passports.

“Young people are encouraged to live healthy life-styles and make informed choices about their health, relationships and
behaviour. The looked after children nurse runs a weekly drop-in session at No4, with the option of a full health
assessment for all aged under 18. The take-up is currently low but is improving and non-attendance is followed up. Young
people have good access to youth counselling, substance misuse and sexual health services. Ten young people make
regular use of the free gym membership that is available to all care leavers. Personal advisors ensure that young people
have relevant identity documents, national insurance numbers and birth certificates. Only three young people currently
have a copy of their full health record and action is being taken to ensure that they all do.”51
Portsmouth

Part of its Plan is:

To provide adult mental health services where needed for care leavers up to their 25th birthday.

Stockport

Promote and improve the physical and emotional well-being and mental health of care leavers.

The North West ‘Cluster’, which has been looking into health as one of its key themes, offered the following
observation:

“There is too much bureaucracy, no commitment to jointly assess, resistance to use terminology or processes that
mention automatic entitlements. Thresholds do not include emotional need and personal issues are often clouded by
mental health diagnoses. There is limited alternative provision to support care leavers with emotional needs, when
CAMHS ends for them at 18 years old.”

7.8 Disability
Portsmouth

“To provide tailored specialist support to young people with disabilities and other at risk/vulnerable groups with specific
needs.”

As part of its commitment to improving its services to care leavers with disabilities, Portsmouth have a Personal Adviser
in the Careers guidance Team, who has disability as one of their specialist areas.
51

Taken from Herefordshire’s Ofsted Report, 30 June 2014
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Cheshire East too are “Exploring the potential to recruit a Personal Adviser with specialist knowledge in respect of
Disability”.

8.

How New Belongings supported these

what has come out of the material, provided for the evaluation, is a sense of the cultural change that has taken place in
terms of high level support and prioritising; departments across the authority working better together; and the greater
impact that the voice of young people has had on the development and delivery of services.

“They have been shifting culture, belief systems and documentation, which is very hard to capture. They are focusing on
process; and because they haven’t had sufficient time in which to show outcomes process is very important. It is hard to say
about achievement when it is really about process, but these are things that are going to make a difference in future.”52

8.1 Supporting care leavers’ involvement

A feature of the New Belongings Project has been the extent to which young people have influenced it, at both national
and local level. Participating authorities have been encouraged to re-define their services, to a greater or lesser extent,
around the experiences and views of care leavers.

“They seem to have taken on board stuff we’d said, even when I recommended having a special Personal Adviser to work
with disabled people.”53

Other participating authorities also looked at the model of developing specialist areas for their Personal Advisers, some
around structures such as housing and benefits; whilst others, like Portsmouth, focused their specialisms on need, such
as disability, mental health or seeking asylum.
“From the young people’s perspective, they have been really positive about their Personal Advisers, although there are
issues about who makes decisions and how long they take.”54
“The Personal Advisers that had the respect of the young people were the ones that went that extra mile.”55

8.2 The role of the Central Team

Prior to the outset of this project, the Care leaver Foundation brought together, as a “Central Team”, a group of experts
from different backgrounds in government and third sector organisations; and a national panel of care leavers many
experienced in campaigning on care and leaving care issues.

what New Belongings has brought fresh to each of the nine participating authorities is free expert support and advice. it has
brought was considerable experience and expertise in organisational skills, project management and a keen understanding of
the environment in which local authorities operate. Some of the participating authorities made great use of this aspect,
whilst others not so much. Many already came with their own very experienced and well-respected experts in leaving care;
and at the outset of the project a few questioned what, in terms of ‘added value’, the Central Team had to offer them.
However, what the ‘Central Team’ has done has been to help them open many useful doors that were not necessarily open
to them before the start of New Belongings; and they have shown them many better ways to get things done.
what the care leavers on the ‘Central Team’ have brought has also been quite widely appreciated. They have helped to
empower and enthuse a whole new generation of care leavers to stand up and have their say in local services.

“They (local authorities) have used Central Team care leavers very well in terms of motivating their own care leavers.”56

52
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A member of the New Belongings Central Team
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
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“Because we wanted this to be their [local care leavers] time to
shine we stood back a little.”57

“At the beginning of the Project, a lot of care leavers I spoke to felt
that they had been dumped, but now they feel better supported
and helped.”58

Evidence from care leavers on the ‘Central Team’ has tended to
speak very highly of the support they themselves received. The
few exceptions that they themselves have raised have been on
needing better communication; and, at times, access to better
expert advice, more relevant to some of the technical issues
about leaving care that they were trying to address. it has been
difficult, without the latter, for the Central Team to provide as
effective support to its care leavers, or challenge to participating
authorities, as they might otherwise have done.

“If we don’t know what they [local authorities] are supposed to be
doing, and they don’t know what they are supposed to be doing,
how does anybody know if they are actually doing it right?”59

Managing the synergy between the role of local care leavers and
members of the ‘Central Team’s’ Care leavers Panel has been a real challenge; and one which, for the most part, the
New Belongings Project has managed well. However, that said, some of the care leavers on the national panel were
frustrated that they did not appear to have as much of a say as they would have wanted.

“I believe that most of the care leavers on the Panel would have wanted to do more.”60

whilst they spoke highly of the support and advice they received from the Central Team, many felt that they appeared
overly concerned, at times, about them saying anything that might upset the local authorities they were working with.

“I think one of the problems [with New Belongings] was that everyone was treading on eggshells, whether about
expectations of us as care leavers or of the local authorities we have been working with.”61

“I think the Central Team have been fantastic, there has been so much passion; but I’ve felt well not deflated, but that it
has not quite lived up to all the ‘let’s make a change’ that it promised.”62

“There is pressure on being an involved care leaver to act as a good ambassador so that they do not reinforce bad
stereotypes about people with care experience.”63

Another aspect of care leavers own involvement concerned the extent to which there were, at times, failures to hold
them to account for their work.

“Accountability is important, even for care leavers, instead of treading on eggshells. One piece of work I did I got in late
and if that was another job I would have expected someone to say that wasn’t acceptable. We cannot take pride in our
work if nobody else does; and, positive discrimination doesn’t help us if it lets us think that anything less than our best is
good enough.” 64
Others appreciated the support they received, but questioned whether it was lacking in some aspects of the expertise
that they were looking for.

57
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A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
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“The Central Team has been amazing, but sometimes it’s been difficult because some of these people are new to social
care issues and have been learning alongside us.”65
“With entitlements, I found that I had to look up a lot of that stuff myself. That probably took most of my time.”66

Many care leavers on the panel thought that it would have been helpful to have someone they could check these tricky
issues out with; and also felt that communication between each other could have been better.

“I stopped using the New Belongings email address because I knew that nobody else was using it.”67

“It would also have been good to have had better ways of finding out what was happening elsewhere. It would have
been very useful to be able to go to other care leavers and ask how they were managing to do certain things in their
region.”68

The New Belongings Project has itself experienced a few difficulties around communication. There have been some delays in
getting meetings or sharing key information about progress; and, misunderstandings about expectations that the Central
Team had which some participating authorities felt were over-demanding and unrealistic. However, for the most part, there
have been effective working partnerships between participating authorities and the New Belongings team.

whilst there are improvements that could be identified, the Central Team has performed a highly effective role in
engaging with both its care leavers and participating authorities and driving them onto achieving outstanding progress in
such a short period of time.

9.

Some issues raised by New Belongings

9.1 Capturing best practice

Recording change at the best of times is both difficult and time-consuming, and these participating authorities were all
working under the greatest possible pressure to deliver against limited resources and within very challenging timescales.
Due to this, it was noted69 that, perhaps in less trying circumstances, some local authorities could improve on how
practice worth keeping is written down and shared.
whilst it was clear that local authorities were getting on with things, some were seen as not necessarily being quick to
let others know about it, including their own colleagues, the New Belongings Team or the independent evaluation team.

“It’s great that you are doing these things but it is taking me a hell of a job to find it out”70

“If we (myself and two care leavers) had not been so tenacious we could have easily assumed that nothing had been
done”71

“[a named local authority] have been doing good stuff, even though it might not match what they have written down”72

it is potentially a false economy not to have captured prior learning and expertise; only to have to replicate much of it
again once a new team is put in place. New Belongings has revealed some examples of re-invention taking place, at both
local and national level, due in part to people newly tasked with responsibilities for leaving care having to revisit many of
the same issues that someone before them has probably already come up with perfectly good solutions to.
65
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Some of the learning from this project has been so valuable in moving forward on progress with leaving care, that we
probably need to find more effective and reliable ways of capturing the practice from all of those involved.

9.2 Towards a ‘gold Standard’

The aspiration that we should all have for our care leavers, was introduced by the Children’s Minister, Edward Timpson
MP, in a speech that he gave at the launch of the New Belongings Project on 2nd September 2013.
in setting out their bids to become one of the New Belongings ‘Pilot’ Projects, each participating authority, in effect,
pledged an aspiration:

‘to create a ‘Gold Standard’ in relation to services for care leavers, which could be replicated in other local authorities … by:

i) working closely with communities to respond proactively to the challenges faced by care leavers;
ii) joining up local services to ensure a more holistic approach; and

iii) listening to care leavers to ensure that services are better meeting their needs’

[wording is a paraphrasing from the Cheshire East and Trafford bids].

However, the pursuit of a ‘gold Standard’ was never going to be straightforward.

“I’m quite nervous about a ‘Gold Standard’ because as soon as you define it people will begin to see it as setting the
limits of what they should be doing. A ‘Gold Standard’ must therefore imply setting the highest of standards possible …”73

Having raised the issue of a ‘gold Standard’ for leaving care it would seem reasonable that the next step must involve
defining what that is, and what a local authority would need to do in order to achieve it. For it to be worth anything, it
must have a high level profile and credibility from both within the sector and amongst care leavers. This would need to
be done within the wider context of understanding that leaving care is one of the few remaining services within
children’s social care that is not subject to some sort of formal Standards, although Ofsted has produced an inspection
framework against which it judges local authority leaving care services.
it has been problematic throughout that New Belongings has been working within the context of “Towards a gold
Standard” that has yet to be properly defined.

“We think we will have something at the end of the Project that says this is what we think a ‘Gold Standard’ might look like.”74

All the same, the New Belongings Project has raised several important questions already for the participating authorities
to consider, and both Cheshire East and Trafford have helpfully attempted to describe ‘What ‘good’ looks like’, within
their Action Plans. This could usefully be the start of an essential practice-based input towards any future development
there might be of any national leaving Care Standards:

4 Young people leaving care, and preparing for leaving care, receive support and help to assist them in making
successful transitions to adulthood.
4 Plans for them to leave are effective and address their individual needs.

4 They are safe and feel safe, particularly where they live.

4 Young people have the necessary skills and resilience to make successful moves towards living independently.

4 Care leavers are able to access education, employment, training and safe housing.

4 They enjoy stable and lasting relationships with staff and carers who meet their needs.

73
74

A member of the New Belongings Central Team
New Belongings Project Director
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For some care leavers, in particular, the role that Ofsted might be able to play in driving forward standards is seen as key.

“Everybody knows that if Ofsted comes to town and say it should happen, it will happen.”75

“They should have young people helping them on inspection, that’s what they really need.”76

This observation, about the involvement of young people in inspection, is well taken. This is something that happened to
great effect in the past, under the Social Services inspectorate and within a number of local authority Registration and
inspection Units. Ofsted could benefit greatly from the additional insights that this would bring them, and research into
engaging young people would appear to confirm that this is a highly effective way of getting at the views of some of our
‘harder to reach’ young people.
The experience of New Belongings highly suggests that the creation of some sort of standards could be beneficial. These
would be helpful in guiding both service improvement and inspection work. There have been many good things about
New Belongings, and many things that have improved; but there are enduring questions about consistency and why,
when something can be done so well in one local authority it seemingly can’t in another.
There is something rather intuitive; from within the learning for New Belongings, which tells us that we might, at times,
need to transcend local interests if we are to commit more consistently to meeting the needs of care leavers, and
eradicating unfairness and inequalities that persist within the system.

“You cannot use local autonomy as an excuse for not providing us with what we are rightly entitled to.”77

But striving towards what the Children’s Minister has chosen to call a ‘gold Standard’, does not necessarily equate to
everybody being expected to do exactly the same thing; rather, it should refer to an expectation that care leavers should
be getting the same level and quality of service regardless of anywhere in the country they happen to be leaving care
from.
“Yes, I think there should be some leeway in what local services are allowed to do, but when we get to our entitlements
then that should be made universal.”78

This is reflected very much in what we found from these nine participating authorities. Each raised the quality of their
work and services significantly, to ensure that their care leavers were receiving more of what they were entitled to, but
went about it in their own unique and different ways.

9.3 Strengthening ‘corporate parenting’

As mentioned previously, many participating authorities have been looking to embed aspects of New Belongings into
their local Corporate Parenting Strategies. This is good because, ultimately, any true test of ‘gold Standard’ leaving care
services has to be informed by what we would expect ‘if these were our own children’.
we know that the ‘good’ parent does all that they can to support their children upon leaving home and after:

•
•

•
75
76
77
78
79

Many even save for that eventuality

They support their children mainly in leaving to live with someone else or others79 (typically when going to
university, getting married or ‘living’ with a partner, working away from home, sharing rented accommodation or
moving in with friends)
They make sure that their children are living in a safe place, with safe people, in a safe area

A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
which require a different set of skills and preparation for ‘inter-dependent’ living
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•
•

•

•

•

•

•

They encourage and help their children to find work, training or to continue their education (including, where they
have the means, of ‘taking them into the family business’)

They continue to support and take pride in their achievements

They continue to fight for their children whenever they are not getting something that they are entitled to

They encourage their children to come back and see them; and keep in touch with them, with family and with and
with friends (making sure they at least have the means to do so)
They lend their children a bit of money whenever they can, often without any preconceptions of ever getting it back

They encourage them to eat well and live a healthy life

They encourage them to stay out of trouble

•

They help, where they can, with practical things like driving lessons and getting that first car

•

Above all, a ‘good’ parent believes in their child; only wants the best for them; and, will stick by them no matter what

•

They make sure that their child has all the important documents that they are ever likely to need (such as their
national insurance number, passport, medical card, birth certificate, a bank account etc.)

These are all aspects of ‘good’ parenting that we have seen well-reflected in what participating authorities, to varying
extents, have been doing under New Belongings; and many have been using New Belongings to strengthen their
‘corporate parenting’.

For the local authority, there will always be competing priorities and demands on their resources, but looked after
children and care leavers hold a unique position in being the only service users where the local authority have
responsibilities as parents. good parents always prioritise their children, and one of the most encouraging things we
have seen under New Belongings is how these nine participating authorities have been putting in place robust measures
to ensure that this will continue to be the case long after the end of this particular project.

9.4 Out of sight …

The New Belongings Project has raised important implications for every local authority in the country, not least the
challenge of whether they themselves are doing enough for care leavers. in particular, in spite of evidence of pockets of
good work taking place, there is concern that not always enough is being done to support some of our more ‘hidden’ or
hard to reach care leavers.80 The evidence from New Belongings strongly suggests a continuing inequality in that local,
indigenous care leavers are likely to be more engaged and better supported than are young people leaving care from outof-authority placements. Not all participating authorities showed that they have adequate measures in place, including
through their commissioning processes, to meet the needs of young people leaving care from out of the local area.

“How do you provide a service to a care leaver living 100 miles away? You don’t! From my experience, local authorities
can only provide a service to local, indigenous care leavers; not those leaving care outside the area.”81

if the concerns being expressed here are correct then they suggests that the existing legislation82 might be unworkable,
in places. A better way forward might be revisions based on the North West ‘Cluster’ good practice model of ‘adopting’
any care leaver who happens to turn up in their area, with a view to providing them with advice and support. However,
it is important that the system does not subsequently penalise them for having taken on financial and statutory burdens
that should rightly fall to the ‘responsible authority’, or that the care leaver should expect to receive any less of a service

80
82
82

Young parent care leavers; care leavers seeking asylum; care leavers with disability; or young people leaving care from custody, hospital, out-of-authority
placements or having previously gone missing from care
New Belongings Project Director
Section 23A of the Children Act 1989, as amended by the Children (leaving Care) Act 2000, established the principle that: ‘The “responsible authority” is
the one that last looked after the young person before they became a care leaver.’
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than is being provided to local, indigenous care leavers. given
that it is not always consistent with the wishes or interests of a
young person placed out-of-authority to be brought back into
the responsible authority’s area solely to receive leaving care
support, it seems that some sort of reciprocal arrangements
between local authorities to provide advice and services to all
care leavers might be helpful.
“Where I am they have something called the ‘local offer’
where they will provide a care leaver from outside the area
with some support and services.”83

“In Wales, they have a cross-county agreement, through the
Welsh Leaving Care Forum, that every local authority will
provide ‘advice and assistance’ to any care leaver across
Wales.”84

A framework setting out similar type reciprocal
arrangements has been in place since 2006, through a set of
protocols drawn up, and agreed, by the then Department for
Education and Skills, the Association of Directors of Social
Services and the National leaving Care Advisory Service.85
However, since then, use of out-of-authority placements has
increased substantially, thus potentially placing extra
burdens upon ‘receiving’ local authorities. Existing law and
guidance does not currently support those ‘receiving’ authorities being able to recover the full costs of providing these
services from the ‘responsible authorities’, with the risk that in the harsh reality of austerity measures not all local
authorities will prioritise providing services to young people who they feel they have no responsibility for. This is an issue
requiring urgent attention if we are to avoid thousands of care leavers falling between the limited reach of their
‘responsible authority’, and the limited resources of their potentially ‘adopted’ one.

9.5 Managing care leavers’ expectations

it would be wrong to underestimate the high expectations and hopes that many care leavers will have had when first
getting involved in New Belongings. Young people will have been as keen as anyone to have an opportunity to influence
change and improvement to services.
“It never ceases to amaze me just how amazing care leavers can be.”86

Care leavers typically come with expectations that will need to be managed, otherwise there is a risk that they will too
quickly become disillusioned with processes that are trying to involve them. it can become all too easy to dismiss their
expectations as being unrealistic or unachievable. in doing so, though, we may actually end up lowering both our, and
their, ambitions; and only fuel scepticism that getting involved does not actually change anything.

in managing high expectations, we could learn better how to manage the ‘emotional literacy’ often necessary for
responding to some of the care leavers’ understandable disappointments, frustrations, and sometimes anger, at what
they see as a lack of any real progress; and the inevitable re-visiting of some of their own experiences, good or bad,
whilst they were in care.
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A member of the Care leavers Panel
A member of the Care leavers Panel
‘National Protocol: inter-Authority Arrangements for Care leavers’, DFES, ADSS & NlCAS, 2nd Edition Revised 2006
A member of the New Belongings Central Team
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“Talking about the care system with other people has been difficult … I’d forgotten how much it hurt, but it has been
good because I’m listened to now and can make a difference.”87

“It is sometimes frustrating that things don’t move on, which is something we need to address otherwise it just leaves
people feeling frustrated and angry.”88
“It’s frustrating having to sit there listening to people saying why it isn’t happening.”89

“It was quite disheartening listening to some of the things care leavers were saying, and thinking that this was some of
the stuff that was going on for me ten years ago.”90

There are, probably quite expectedly in a project like New Belongings, going to be a number of ‘promissory notes’
outlining a range of changes and improvements yet to be delivered. in legacy terms, and for the avoidance of
disillusioning care leavers in the future, it is important that these are acted on as care leavers will have reasonably come
to expect.

Care leavers have become involved with New Belongings to help make things better for other care leavers; and whilst
they feel that they have done that not all of their ambitions for improvement have yet been realised.

“Ofsted would look at what services had written down, which in one case suggested that they were the best in the
country. However, when talking to care leavers in that Authority they never saw many of the things that were supposed
to be happening.”91

9.6 Removing unhelpful barriers

if care leavers are to receive the better support that we all agree they deserve then government needs to make sure
that policies across Departments are joined up and coherent so as not to conflict with the good intentions behind what
is otherwise an excellent framework of legislation and guidance for leaving care. A number of participating authorities
have admitted struggling with conflicting government policies, particularly in respect of housing, benefits and job
seekers allowance, as a barrier to making as much progress as they would have wanted to. One standout example was in
respect of their ‘Staying Put’ policies, where it was seen that foster carers could face financial detriment by letting young
people stay on in their foster care placements beyond 18 years of age.
One of the most commendable aspects of New Belongings has been how it has more effectively involved young people
in helping to drive forward improvements that needed to be made. it helps the cause of engaging young people
considerably if some sort of reward can be paid to them for work they are engaged in. Participating authorities and the
New Belongings Central Team both experienced considerable obstacles to rewarding, through payments or vouchers,
young people for the work they carried out on New Belongings; because some of those young people faced being
penalised through the benefits system. it is fair to say that the participating authorities and New Belongings Central
Team could not have made the progress they have without them.
“I don’t think that local government are vociferous enough in talking with central government about some of the
unintended consequences of their policies.”92

“It should not be the role of local authorities, or other organisations working with care leavers, to subsidise the benefits
system in this country.”93
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9.7 The impact of absences, change and inspection

Throughout the New Belongings Project there has been massive improvement with what participating authorities have
been able to achieve. However, we have also seen that prolonged absences to key personnel; key role changes brought
about by restructuring teams; and, the distraction that an Ofsted inspection can sometimes bring have each contributed
towards delays in the amount of progress that participating authorities have been able to make.
we have seen that settled, undistracted teams have consistently got more done, built up better learning and skills, and
maintained the stronger relationships with their care leavers (see also ‘the twelfth learning’ in Chapter 10).

10. The learning from New Belongings

Many people have given greatly to New Belongings, starting with the Minister, Edward Timpson MP, and his team
generously funding the project at a time of austerity and cuts in public spending. local authorities too have been
committing resources and changing ways of doing things in order to improve things for care leavers. Professionals
working in leaving care have raised their game and have been working tirelessly to seize the opportunity that New
Belongings has given them to make things better for their care leavers. Members of the New Belongings team too have
shown considerable commitment, working long and hard; including pro bono and putting in many hours over what they
were being paid for, in order to make a success of this project.

However, it is only right that this evaluation also recognises the massive contribution that many care leavers have made
to this project. what it has asked of them is much more than it has asked of anyone else. whereas others have given
funding, time and their not inconsiderable efforts and expertise; we should not forget what many care leavers have
given to this project is, quite literally, themselves. They have told us, throughout this project, about many things that will
have been deeply personal, very painful and, at times, emotionally difficult for them to talk about. But without care
leavers unselfishly sharing with us some of their most private thoughts and experiences, there is no learning.
The first learning from New Belongings is that it has shown that the principles behind the Charter for Care leavers,
‘Access All Areas’ and engaging local communities are both sound and achievable in practice. Further, it has
demonstrated itself, across nine very different local authorities, to have replicable qualities.

The second learning is that you need time and space; and, above all, high level permission if you want to do better at
leaving care. New Belongings has been the catalyst to helping participating authorities achieve all three of those
essential things. The main lesson here could not be clearer; daring to hope to do something better for your care leavers;
and then being given permission to do just that, is the best possible start to actually making it happen.
The third learning has been that not only have the participating authorities learned a great deal from their involvement
in New Belongings, but for the most part they have also captured this learning quite well and embedded it into their
policies and practices [see also ‘the fifteenth learning’].

The fourth learning has been that participating authorities have strongly reinforced the power of listening to your own
care leavers as a means of progressing leaving care services and improving outcomes. This is not a delegation of your
own responsibility or decision-making, but a sensible and balanced approach towards achieving ‘a better deal for care
leavers’.

The fifth learning, following on from that, is that we need to work on finding better and more inclusive solutions to
getting care leavers’ views. Crucially, these will help you to see what it is that you still have to do; and young people’s
own high hopes and expectations of you will take you ever closer to the ‘gold Standard’ service that you will be wanting
to aspire to.
The sixth learning has been the impact of a genuine improvement agenda. New Belongings was never set up to be an
enforcer of standards, like Ofsted, but has shown through adopting a ‘light touch’ approach just how much local
authorities can be encouraged to make the improvements and progress they are wanting to make. The evidence from
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what we have seen from some of the young people
involved in New Belongings, also suggests that they have
the sort of skills that could well be put to good use in the
inspection of leaving care services.

The seventh learning has been that some participating
authorities have used the opportunity of New Belongings
to take a detailed and comprehensive look at improving
their services to care leavers; whilst others have gone for a
more selective approach, focusing on those areas that
they have chosen for particular attention and priority. This
will have reflected the different stages that participating
authorities were at, and local variations that were raising a
different set of issues and challenges in different parts of
the country.
The eighth learning is that the same ‘corporate parenting’
commitment that we show to looked after children also
needs to be applied consistently to care leavers, and the
classic test for that has always been to ask yourself:
‘would this be good enough for my child’?

The ninth learning is that we need to find better ways of
guaranteeing support, engagement and entitlements to
young people who may have left care from a placement
which may well be a considerable distance from their own local authority area. The answer does not always lie in a
blanket, authority-wide policy of bringing all ‘out-of-authority’ care leavers back into the area in order to receive leaving
care services. Many will have put down important roots where they are already. it may well be that the ‘receiving
authority’ is better placed to meet the needs of some of these care leavers than their ‘responsible authorities’ are, and
that should be reflected in guidance, legislation and any future allocation of resources.

The tenth learning has been that it is sometimes unsafe to rely on something being in place for care leavers simply
because something written in the law or policy suggests that it should be.

The eleventh learning is that it would seem helpful to local authorities for government to work together, across the
different Departments, to produce guidance aimed at:
i}

ii)

iii)

Removing any remaining obstacles in the benefits and housing benefits system, that treat as income allowances
paid to foster carers for the purposes of providing supported accommodation to young people aged 18 and over.
Doing this would help to more widely promote the ‘Staying Put’ option.

Removing unhelpful definitions of care leavers who are deemed to have made themselves ‘intentionally
homeless’. given the chaos and upheaval that many care leavers will have experienced in their lives, including
quite often whilst in care, it is not surprising that many find it difficult settling down in their first home after
leaving care.

Removing inadvertent obstacles to local authorities, and other organisations, working better in partnership with care
leavers themselves. Many have experienced difficulties in rewarding young people for their work on New Belongings,
or similar engagement in projects, because of the risk that this poses to them having their benefits stopped.

The government’s Care leaver’s Strategy”94 , referred to earlier in this report, provides a sound basis for finding solutions for
care leavers that work across all government departments.
94

‘Care leaver Strategy: a cross-departmental strategy for young people leaving care’, Department for Education, 2013
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The twelfth learning is that there is clearly much value in sustaining good settled teams that are simply allowed to get
on with the job. it is a conclusion of this evaluation that one of the key components in driving forward consistent
learning and improvement is stability.

“The critical thing is the relationship that they have with their care leavers.”95

Those settled relationships with Personal Advisers and Team Managers are vital for care leavers themselves in terms of
the personal support they receive. This Project has provided reminders of just how devastating departures of key people
can also be to both teams and service users, whether planned or unexpected, and including the loss of those in
leadership roles . The need for ‘embedding’ stability is every bit as crucial to achieving best outcomes for care leavers, as
it is for looked after children.
The thirteenth learning is that the engagement of care leavers in a professional capacity has added insights and a sense
of urgency about getting things done.

The fourteenth learning is that good practice can be highly infectious; and that others will want to do it when they see it,
and see that it works.

The fifteenth learning is that some of the evidence could have come together much better. Some participating
authorities struggled more than others did to capture as much of the learning as they might have done, or as quickly or
as coherently as they might have done.
“For a local authority going through a lot of changes, it is difficult to see how best practice is being captured and
embedded if no-one is writing it down.”96

11. The effectiveness of New Belongings

You would be more than entitled to take the view that what participating authorities have been able to achieve is little
more than what they should have been doing in the first place. However, perhaps a more realistic and balanced
interpretation, given the pressures that they are under, is that some local authorities have been achieving some quite
remarkable feats under New Belongings.
without question, New Belongings has got participating authorities doing some beneficial things for care leavers that
they might otherwise have not been doing; or, perhaps not doing as soon or as thoroughly.

“It’s taken them a long time to think about it, but now it is in all of their plans, policies and strategies for the next three
years.”97
“Going in with basically a zero base level of involvement of young people, they listened seriously and liked my ideas for
things they could do … since the Project began we have made contact with 27 young people who are now very much
involved.”98
Better resources

whether coincidental, or not, there has also been evidence, under New Belongings, that some leaving care services have
benefitted from the injection of some additional resources to support them in their work in the last year, which
coincides together with councillors taking a more direct and personal interest in the welfare of their care leavers. Clearly,
much of the planning for those additional resources will have pre-dated involvements in New Belongings, but some of
95
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the evidence from participating authorities suggests that New Belongings might have accelerated the process of bringing
some of those resources forwards.

Better challenge and support

The ‘light touch’ approach of promoting and encouraging a drive towards good practice has been widely welcomed by
participating authorities, and helped them to accept a necessary measure of external challenge and improvement.
“Being supported and advised as opposed to being told what we have to do.”99

Although one care leaver’s perception was that some participating authorities were experiencing New Belongings
slightly differently.

“It’s all felt a bit like having Ofsted in, everyone on their best behaviour and then when they’re gone they let their
collective tummies out.”100

However participating authorities have each perceived the support they received from New Belongings, it has
succeeded in encouraging significant change and improvement for care leavers where legislation and guidance alone, in
the past, has not always done so. it is in all of our interests to improve services to care leavers, and the important thing
about New Belongings is that it has given local authorities both time and permission to do just that.
“What you really need is your own permission to do things”101

“The rate of progress over the year since the launch of New Belongings has been amazing, but whether it is sustainable is
unclear.”102

New Belongings has helped local authorities to identify mutual benefits across council departments, and partner
organisations, of doing leaving care better.

Better awareness

New Belongings has generated a whole new ethos of learning and understanding around leaving care issues; and young
people themselves have contributed significantly to widening awareness and knowledge amongst professionals, elected
members and within the wider community.

Better accountability

Accountability has also been strongly featured in each participating authority’s approach to New Belongings, through:

• their own internal monitoring and review process

• scheduled progress meetings, including with other partner authorities where applicable

• providing data and updates to the independent evaluation of New Belongings

Better progress

Not surprisingly, perhaps, whilst many of the newly established leaving care teams were showing signs of making good
progress under New Belongings, it was generally the more experienced and stable teams, having benefitted from the
opportunity to embed expertise and see through initiatives they had themselves started, that were seen to be making
most progress.
A local authority leaving care manager
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101
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we also found that innovation, creativity and drive were strongly evident in those teams whose expertise included some
professionals themselves coming from a care background, or who were systemically engaging experienced care leavers
in their work.

“If I don’t get care leavers separately on the agenda of every single meeting in the Authority they will just be part of
vulnerable groups. Once they are there they will always be there. So, with CEO backing, we went to every single
Committee Group and made sure that they have to consider care leavers as an integral part of their review of policies for
vulnerable groups.”103
Better engagement with care leavers

As the Department for Education itself has discovered, having a member of the team who is themselves a care leaver
adds insights and perspectives that they might not otherwise have. when the Care leavers Foundation applied to the
Department for Education for funding for the New Belongings Pilot Project they told them that they should employ a
care leaver in a real job with a role to keep the Department updated and up-to-speed. The DfE care leaver employee is a
civil servant, and very much part of the Care Team in the Department.

“I definitely think that me being here has kept leaving care on the agenda, and made people generally more aware.”104

Putting care leavers ‘at the heart’ of New Belongings is also reflected in the Central Team that was brought together, by
the Care leaver Foundation, to support participating authorities. in addition to the Care leavers Panel, which ranged
from young people in their late teens or early twenties, there were also to some older care leavers on both the panel
and the steering group. This mix of generations of different care leavers has provided the Project with a unique
perspective that can sometimes be missed when the focus is only on young people in transition to leaving care or who
have left in the recent past. More experienced care leavers complement what young people have to offer by providing
an important longitudinal viewpoint as to what has improved since they left care, allowing us to better measure progress
over a period of time rather than just in the immediacy.
we have seen clear evidence, from each participating authority, as to how they have put in place measures intended to
strengthen the voice of care leavers in service development and delivery. Most recognise that there is more work to do
on this, and have embedded plans for improving how they engage with their care leavers in future.
Better structures

A few of the participating authorities have, during or just prior to New Belongings, been looking at changing their
structures, and re-organising how their leaving care teams work. For the most part, these have strengthened teams,
added new resources and provided effective ways of professionals coming from a range of professional backgrounds to
work together in more coherent and integrated ways. However, local authorities will want to look carefully at the
balance between the time and resources it invests in changing teams and structures, and not allowing the doing of these
things to divert too much attention from improvements that care leavers themselves most value.

“It is getting what I need that matters most to me … I don’t really mind who I get it from.”105

New Belongings has shown that it can sometimes be very difficult to get things done in local authorities, whereas
working in partnership with a good third sector organisation, like Pure insights in Stockport, can be used to help get
things done more quickly.

Better recognition for care leavers

we all like to feel valued. Care leavers are no different. we know that young people are likely to do better when their
parents, individually or corporate, have high ambitions for them; and are taking an interest in their achievements. A

An ex-care local authority leaving Care Manager
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105
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number of the participating authorities are known to recognise care leavers achievements through annual award
ceremonies. Trafford built in a commitment to carry on doing that in their New Belongings Action Plan.

There is probably no greater recognition that you can have than feeling that you are being listened to. we have seen
many good examples of care leaver views being recognised; and being used to make a real difference to how services are
delivered.

12. Where we should go from here

it is the conclusion of this evaluation that things under New Belongings have gotten better in each of the participating
authorities for care leavers. in fact, the Project has proven to be so effective at providing challenge and improvement to
leaving care services that it should continue, in some form.

Most other local authorities have already signed up to the Charter for Care leavers, and will be using it to inform the
making of improvements in their own leaving care services. The next logical progression is to encourage them to adopt
New Belongings, as a proven means of strengthening and breathing new life into their Charter commitments, and for its
greater emphasis on integrating services and engaging local communities. New Belongings has potential to become a
radical new vision for guiding and transforming the development of leaving care services, and stands as the best model
that we have seen for doing so in some time.

New Belongings has achieved the highest level of
commitment from participating authorities. Most now
have measures in place at executive, strategic,
operational and practice levels for embedding and
sustaining their New Belongings improvements. it would
seem that the positive experience that these ‘pilot’
authorities have undoubtedly had with New Belongings
could now be of some benefit to other local authorities.
They will be facing many of the same challenges and
issues when it comes to meeting the needs of their own
care leavers, and the nine participating authorities have
been given the time and space in which to look for good
solutions. The actual impact of the New Belongings
Project in helping them to raise the profile and status of
leaving care cannot be questioned.

Participating authorities have signed up to a ‘roll out’ contract beyond the life of this New Belongings Project, but after
that it is unclear who drives it. There has been some good evidence of some participating authorities already sharing
feedback and learning from New Belongings with other local authorities, typically through the auspices of their regional
leaving care networks and forum.

The North West ‘Cluster’, however, offered the following cautionary observation:

“What happens next for New Belongings? I have already presented to the North West Aftercare Forum for information
and for authorities to look at good practice models, but at a time of austerity it has no teeth. There will need to be a
balance of statutory changes and guidance.”

if there were doubts about the portability of New Belongings, Portsmouth were at least upbeat about the sustainability
of it for them:

“… we recognise that New Belongings is the beginning of a longer journey, and in addition to seeking to ensure that the

34

REPORT OF THE iNDEPENDENT EVAlUATiON
benefits and progress from this action plan last beyond October 2014 we will seek to ensure “ways of working” are
sustained beyond the life of the programme, for example, continuing to shape services based on the feedback care
leavers give us.”
Following the same theme, Staffordshire advise:

“Continue the work of New Belongings, keep it on the agenda and treat it as a high profile priority.”

This is sound advice indeed because we all know that priorities come and priorities go. Today’s priority is leaving care;
tomorrow’s might be something else entirely. The key discipline to keeping leaving care a priority is to keep on listening
to care leavers. There will never be a time when leaving care will not be a priority for each and every one of them.

To begin with, you need to decide whether the New Belongings approach to developing and delivering leaving care
services is worth continuing with; and then whether or how it should be funded.
You could all too easily take the view that the sort of creative and dynamic activities that will have been happening
under the New Belongings project, other local authorities “… will do if they really want to do them”106.

They don’t get any resources by the way (for New Belongings). I think that’s a pretty good thing because that forces them
into deciding what they want to do for themselves.”107

However, research and practice tell us that legislation and statutory guidance alone is not a sound enough basis for
motivating everyone to reducing the inequalities of ‘postcode lottery’; or to greater consistency in achieving the better
outcomes we all want to see for our care leavers.
“If you want a quality service then I guess somebody is going to have to pay for it.”108

This New Belongings ‘Pilot’ Project has relied considerably for its delivery on the often extraordinary efforts of a few
people who happen to be passionately committed to the cause of care leavers, many working additional unpaid hours,
pro bono and on the basis of goodwill. However, that is not a sustainable model over the long term, and the delivery of
New Belongings will require a certain element of financial incentive and encouragement before it becomes more widely
embedded in practice up and down the country. But, in considering how best to take this programme forwards, it is
important to reflect upon emerging and compelling evidence, from research,109 that sustained and consistent
improvement in both the care system and leaving care could well represent significant savings on future public spending.

if, as we have seen, New Belongings has been something of a catalyst to inspiring nine different local authorities all to do
much better for their care leavers then it would also seem right to see it as representing a sound investment worth
persevering with. we already spend significant amounts of public money, around £3.2 billion per year, on bringing
children into care and looking after them. That is public money potentially being wasted if outcomes and prospects for
looked after children, at the point of them leaving care, are no better than when they arrived. it is also now welldocumented that significant additional public spending is all too often required to meet a disproportionate range of
social need and problems for care leavers, in later life; many of whom tell us that they were not properly prepared or
supported for leaving care.

The potential gains and benefits for care leavers, that could be derived from local authorities engaging in New
Belongings, far outweigh any additional financial incentives that need to be used in order to get them there in the first
place, and then to support them in taking the effective actions for care leavers once they are.

The issue of New Belongings, whether funded or not, as a proven initiative for driving forward improvement, consistency
and value for money, should not be a closed debate; especially as some of the participating authorities have already
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started to identify some savings from improvements that they have made, in addition to identifying clear benefits to
care leavers.

However, this report has indicated a number of areas for improvement, and it is recommended that these are addressed
before the programme continues.

Conclusion

This has not been a routine project. There has
been something about New Belongings that has
the ability to inspire and capture the imagination
of people in a way that perhaps has not happened
before. Throughout the project, some working in
leaving care teams have become genuinely excited
about the promise that New Belongings offers.
whether that has been down to New Belongings
helping to raise the profile of their work, or a
sense that what they are doing is now more
widely and better supported than before is not
clear. what is clear though is that a good many
professionals involved in leaving care will be
feeling an awful lot better about themselves, and
will have seen their work now receiving more of
the recognition that it deserves. That can only be a
good thing for care leavers.
New Belongings has provided a unique initiative,
bringing local authorities together under the
common cause of creating a ‘gold standard’
service for their care leavers. To their credit, they
have used this initiative to very good effect,
supported by a framework that probably
represents the best opportunity that we have had
in a long time to deliver a vision of ‘a better deal
for care leavers’.

“They get many chances to get leaving care right … we only get ONE!!”110

what New Belongings has shown is that if local authorities are ambitious enough; and they ‘release the talents’ that
they have both within their leaving care teams and amongst their young people, then they can make real progress and
achieve things for care leavers … sometimes even beyond their own best expectations.
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For more information about the specific activities of
New Belongings Authorities you can download

New Belongings Project – The Companion Appendix at

http://www.thecareleaversfoundation.org/News_Publications

37

NEw BElONgiNgS

38

New Belongings: A Better Deal for Care Leavers,
The Care Leavers’ Foundation, October 2014
An Independent Evaluation of the New Belongings Project
by Dr Mike Lindsay, consultancy support from Prof Mike Stein
The Care Leavers’ Foundation
PO Box 202, Bala, LL23 7DD
www.thecareleaversfoundation.org

