
Children in care are already victims of abuse, neglect or family crisis, so how is
it they so often end up suffering further abuse in the system designed to
protect them? Teresa Cleary offers an explanation from her years working
with young people and care leavers and gives some advice to policy makers
on how to create better outcomes for these vulnerable young people.

or the past two years I have been
in the perhaps enviable position
of lecturing in social work,
having previously spent 21 years
in the frontline of practice. My

specialism was working with adolescents. I
spent many years in services for young
offenders and with looked after young people
and care leavers. As my experience grew, the
young people who came my way tended to have
more complex needs. Yet their stories and
problems soon became very familiar to me. I
miss the energy, resilience, laughter and
learning they brought me over the years and
perhaps feel like I owe those young people
something in return.

In my current role I have the opportunity to
step back a little and reflect. I hear accounts
from students on placement. I read the press
and I wonder whether or not the care system

actually takes care of any of the very hurt and
vulnerable young people who get thrown our
way, rarely by choice and usually in the midst of
a life-changing crisis. All the children and young
people I ever met in the care and youth penal
system were victims – of abuse, neglect,
rejection, bereavement. Lots of the young
people had behavioural problems, most had
emotional problems, many had mental illnesses,
some had addictions and a few were extremely
dangerous. They were often not the easiest of
characters to care for, but in the spirit and
definition of the Children Act 1989, all those
under the age of 18 are ‘children’ and as such
deserve to be protected and age-appropriately
nurtured (which also means setting
boundaries) in a secure and consistent
environment. Can we honestly say we deliver
this? 

In recent months the organised and

systematic abuse of young women in Rochdale
has been a subject for debate in my classes.
Most of the young women victims were in care
and all were known to social services at some
stage. Students ask me why these girls were so
undervalued by the system that was supposed
to care for them? I can give some insight into
how this happens: too many cases, placements
too far away, profit-making organisations
providing accommodation, poorly paid and
inexperienced care staff, young people testing
boundaries, previous victimisation,
experimenting in the adult world – the list goes
on. But I can’t give an answer to why it is
allowed to continue.

I was not surprised by the Rochdale case or
the follow-up report about child exploitation
and the over-representation of young people in
care. In fact, I had forgotten that most people
don’t know what I know about the lives of
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looked after young people. More recently, we
have heard the again not so surprising
revelations that Jimmy Savile had been abusing
young men and women for decades, with his
peers, colleagues and indeed institutions all
turning a convenient blind eye.

What did come as something of a surprise to
me was that he often gained access through his
charity work in residential care homes where
vulnerable young people were living – and it
went on for more than 40 years. Children in
care and other residential settings have been
unprotected and undervalued for generations.
This is not only a source of great sadness to
me, as I remember fondly the charm and the
spirit of the young men and women I had the
privilege to get to know in my years of practice,
but it is a source of great shame that despite
the rhetoric and principles of our statute and
the resources we devote to this, our ability to
deliver care to the most hurt and vulnerable
young people in society is woefully lacking. If
we use the concept of ‘good enough parenting,’
we have sufficient evidence to conclude that the
care system is far from meeting this aim. The
children and young people entrusted to us
deserve better. 

The Association of Directors of Children’s
Services (ADCS) has published a position
statement that sets out to tackle this issue
head-on. It does not shy away from the realities
of the situation and perhaps gives managerial
endorsement to an echoing voice which seems
to be saying that current practice is not good
enough and that our expectations of care are
not high enough. The words are good, with a
commitment to focus on good outcomes and
evidence based planning. 

But putting words into practice and creating
those outcomes is more difficult. As an
academic, I don not see my role as devoid of
responsibility in this regard. There is a need for
research which focuses on outcome-based
interventions in the lives of these very
vulnerable young people. 

It isn’t enough that they are housed, fed and
clothed until the system deems it time for them
to leave. Young people in care or custody need
to be cared for.

Coincidently, those were often my last words
when I closed a case and said goodbye to a
young person: “Take care of yourself.” And
sometimes I would also add, “because nobody
else will.”

The scarce but considerable resources we
devote to looking after young people in
statutory care needs to be better targeted with
an eye to decent outcomes and improved life
chances. Perhaps the recent media and
public attention will help to that end.

Teresa Cleary is Senior Lecturer in Social Work
at Anglia Ruskin University in Chelmsford

PSW

The link between care
leavers and criminality is

exaggerated and adds an
“unjustified stigma” to people
who already face difficulty, an
academic study suggests,
following research into the
criminal histories of 450
children who entered care in
1980 up until 2010.

It found that although there
was a core of persistent, mainly male
offenders, children who were in care short-
term, as well as girls and those in care due
to abuse, neglect or family breakdown,
were unlikely to be involved in criminal
activity throughout their lives.

The study by Roger Bullock and Ella
Gaehl of the Social Research Unit, Children
in Care: A Long-term Follow-up of
Criminality and Mortality, concludes:
“Unqualified statements about the
criminality and prison experiences of care
leavers exaggerate the extent of the
problem and this is highly detrimental to
the majority of young people in care,
especially young women, and to the
professionals seeking to help them.”

Bullock and Gaehl argue there is a
paradox between official statistics showing
30% of males and 40% of females entering
young offenders institutions or prison are
from care and the fact that only a small
proportion of care leavers find themselves
locked up. “This seeming paradox arises
from a ‘system flow’ situation whereby the
‘failures’ of a large service are included
among the admissions to a much smaller
one,” they maintain. 

“Each year in England, some 25,000
children leave care and around 2,000
(mostly male) young people enter youth
offending institutions and prisons. Thus, a
large population of care leavers feeds a
much smaller service that accepts some of
its ‘failures’. This means that although a
sizeable proportion of entrants to prison
custody have been in care, the reverse is
not true. Only a small proportion of the
much larger number of care leavers end up
under lock and key.”

The 30-year follow-up study also
illustrates the danger of making sweeping

generalisations about all
people who have been in
care. Offending rates were
highest among boys who had
been in care for at least two
years – 52% of the 85 boys in
this group were convicted of
an offence over the three
decades.  But of these, only
39% became persistent
offenders. The care

population in 1980 also included a large
number of offenders on care orders,
making it unsurprising that offending rates
were higher.

Among the 67 long-stay girls, the figures
were quite different. Only 13% were
convicted of an offence after leaving care
and none entered prison custody. 

The reason children were in care also
had an impact. The conviction rate for
children who were in care because of
offending and difficult behaviour was much
higher (67% for boys and 13% for girls)
than those for children admitted following
abuse and neglect (10% boys and 11% girls)
or family breakdown (24% and 7%
respectively).

Children in care short term – less than 35
days – had lower conviction and
imprisonment rates. Just over a quarter of
the 78 boys and only 8% of the 71 girls in
this group were convicted of an offence
during the 30-year period and reoffending
rates were 12% and 1% respectively. 

Bullock and Gaehl stress: “The problem
for children in care is that pejorative
statements about their criminality
exaggerate the actual risks they present
and this makes life difficult for care leavers
in situations such as seeking employment
or negotiating tenancies, where suspicions
of dishonesty are seriously disabling.

“There is obviously some risk but for
young people with no previous inclination
to offend, it is small. Care leavers face
enough problems resulting from earlier
social and psychological disadvantages and
as they struggle with employment,
accommodation and social relationships in
their move to independence. Adding an
unjustified stigma compounds an already
difficult situation.” 

Criminality and care leavers – new
findings and a new interpretation
A study by the Social Research Unit challenges long-held
assumptions about the extent of the connection between
care and entry to the criminal justice system.
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