
From a child of the care system to a career in social work, Lisa
Cherry has lived life on both sides of the fence. Now a successful
businesswoman and mother-of-two, she tells Shahid Naqvi how
an unpleasant incident at a party convinced her she had a duty to
speak up for care leavers in the face of ignorance and prejudice.

isa Cherry vividly recalls the
moment at a dinner party in the
Cotswolds when she stunned the
other guests into silence.
“There was a barrister there

talking about the ‘bloody homeless’ and how
he was sick to the teeth of being asked for
money. I felt ‘how dare you!’ My mouth opened
before I thought about what I was saying. I
said, ‘would you have walked by me? Wouldn’t I
have been worthy of saying hello and giving me
a pound? Am I nothing?’”
Wind the clock back 25 years and Lisa was

indeed one of the barrister’s “bloody homeless”,
experiencing first hand the social stigma that
went with it. The dinner party incident was a
turning point that convinced her she had a
duty to speak up for those like herself who have
been in care, experienced homelessness or
emotional trauma. To make, as she puts it,
“things that are not understood more
understandable”.
Born into a home for unmarried mothers in

1970, social stigma was a feature of her life
right from the start. “My mother went into the
home because that was where some women
who were pregnant and not married were sent
in those days. I was in foster care for a couple of
weeks after being born and then the decision
was made that we would live with my gran. The
three of us lived in her house in Southport.”
When she was ten, her mother got married

to a man with whom she had been having a
relationship and the pair of them moved to
Northamptonshire. The marriage broke down
after a year, however, and Lisa and her mother
moved into a flat. When she hit her teenage
years, things started to go wrong for Lisa. “My
relationship with my mother deteriorated. She
was working full-time and was a single parent,
which she didn’t cope with well. She had never
lived on her own and I was a fairly complex pre-
pubescent girl. I had nobody to talk to about
anything.”
By the age of 13, she was regularly drinking

and taking drugs to escape her unhappiness.
“When you can’t express how you feel and
nobody listens to you, you either internalise it,
which is why we have so many people on
Prozac, or you externalise it so it becomes a
very demonstrative, noisy space. Alcohol fills
that space very well.”
Describing herself as “beyond parental

control” at that time, Lisa was put into foster
care placements twice, both of which broke
down. A short, but disturbing period in a secure
unit followed. “I found out later that someone
was sexually assaulting a number of young girls
there. Two men were charged and got long
prison sentences. I wasn’t abused in the home
but it made me understand why I was so
frightened. I was only there two weeks but it
may as well have been two years. I remember
every detail.”
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there is an inside knowledge and there are
similarities in outcomes, but everyone has a
very different experience. For example, you can
talk about women and men as the same to a
degree but only to a degree.”

She argues that a more positive
representation of care leavers is needed to shift
perceptions. She highlights the Who Cares
Trust’s list of famous people who have been in
care and the BBC children’s drama Tracy
Beaker, based on Jacqueline Wilson’s books
about life in a care home, as good examples.
But policymakers still focus too much on
statistical data, rather than the human
experiences behind them, Lisa suggests.
“Statistics are about collecting data to inform
legislation and understand a subject. They are
not designed to understand the emotion behind
what is happening. How does it feel to be sat in
a car outside a home when you don’t know
where you are going? If we understand how
people feel then we understand how to support
these children going through their experiences.
That is what will make a difference.”

Even professionals sometimes carry
prejudices towards children in care that need
challenging, she adds. “When I was a social
worker I would often be at multi-disciplinary
training events with people from health, the
police, probation and social services and I
would just feel this lack of understanding about
the people we were talking about. The
judgement had seeped through and I found
that really difficult to be around.

“There is an institutionalism within services
that are designed to protect children. We need
to get people to explore their own prejudices.”
Lisa believes children in care deserve nothing
less than the “best conscious parenting”. That
means ensuring they feel nurtured, with a focus
on their wellbeing and “healing”.

This should be the norm for all young people
in care instead of it being a “lottery” she
maintains. The fact that this doesn’t always
happen means we need to consider other
models for looking after children in care that
incorporate wider community support. “We are
not giving them ‘the village’ experience. From a
child’s perspective, when every single person
who is looking after you in a home is earning
an income, that has an impact on the way you
understand relationships and unconditional
love. I am not saying I have all the answers to

this, but being part of a discussion that
acknowledges that is needed.”

Lisa feels the voice of adult care leavers is not
heard enough in the care system. “Young
people are involved in mentoring other young
people who are looked after. They are on
interview panels, forming policy within local
authorities. But we still don’t have a
recognition of the adult voices.”

As a former social worker, Lisa says she is
disappointed by the constraints under which
practitioners work today. She believes it
undermines what she describes as the
traditionally “female” skills of social work that
can make the most difference to young people.
“When I first started working, the Children’s
Act had just come in and we were able to do
quite creative things. But as we went on one of
the tragedies was the removal of direct work
into a ‘tick-box’ fear culture which I feel has
done no favours to social workers. I can’t
imagine any social worker saying it is positive
to be spending less time with their families and
more time in front of a computer.”

Being a parent has inevitably brought issues
from her own childhood to the surface. “I have
parented my children very consciously, but it
still has been filled with anxiety about how I
protect them. It’s all the usual parenting issues
but with a twist. Seeing my daughter at 13 is a
wonderful thing. She is a very beautiful and
happy person. But it is hard looking at your
child and thinking about what happened to you
at that age. Seeing how much love, support,
encouragement, care and nurturing she needs
and knowing I didn’t have any of that.”

Despite all she’s been through, Lisa describes
herself as “lucky”, because she was able to
access the help she needed to turn her life
around. She intends to carry on speaking up for
the marginalised and less fortunate, armed with
an optimism, based on her own experience,
that there is always a solution. “We don’t just
have to sit back and say ‘oh well, that is the way
it is’. I would put it to people that with
the right support, you can do anything.”

Lisa Cherry’s book, Soul Journey is published
by Wilson King Publishing and is available on
Amazon. See book review on page 28.
In next month’s PSW, look out for a
professional view on the care system, plus an
interview with ‘adoption tsar’ Martin Narey.
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By the age of 16, she was living in an
unsupported housing scheme, which she
describes as not unlike Lord of the Flies. “It was
a house full of children with complex needs,
just abandoned, fending for themselves. That
plays itself out in all kinds of ways. It becomes a
space of hierarchy and sexual tension, anger and
aggression.”

Lisa’s downward spiral continued and she
soon became homeless. Increasingly, the future
looked bleak. Reflecting back on those days, she
recalls looking in the mirror and seeing a ghost-
like person with “grey skin, eyes full of sorrow
and a deep disconnection from the world”. She
knew she needed help. Fearful that she could
die if she did not change her path and fuelled by
a sense that her life “wasn’t supposed to be
that way”, she contacted Alcoholics
Anonymous. She attended the first meeting
and hasn’t had a drink since.

With support from the Buttle Trust – a
charity that helps troubled young people
continue with further education – she
completed her A-levels and went on to win a
place at Goldsmith University to study
sociology. A career in social care followed, first
as a social worker with a leaving care team and
then in a variety of posts within education.

Today, she is a mother-of-two living in
Oxfordshire, and has the life she wants. She
runs a wellbeing and therapy business called
Holistic Health. She’s the founder of a women’s
business networking organisation and runs
workshops for care leavers and would-be
writers. She has written a book, Soul Journey,
that draws on her own experience to tell the
stories of women who have overcome adversity.
Last year, she was nominated for a Divine
Women award.

But Lisa remains frustrated by the “social
stigma” that prevents those who have been in
care speaking about their experience through
fear of being judged. “I didn’t start talking
about this until I passed my 40th birthday and
I had been a responsible adult for a long time,
so the reaction of others stopped being a
concern to me. We live in a society that is filled
with stigma. There are newspapers that make a
living out of creating stigma and feed on the
fear about homelessness, alcoholism and being
in care. So we have to shut it [the past] down
or risk being either vilified, stigmatised or
‘expertised’.”

By expertised Lisa says she means the way
she and others like her can be held up as
offering a definitive expert view on behalf of
everyone who has ever been in care, something
she has experienced and finds unhelpful. “A
number of years ago I was at a conference and
said I had been in care and this guy virtually
pounced on me as if I carried all this secret
knowledge.

“But every single experience is unique and
you can only be an expert in your own life. Yes,

FROM A CHILD’S VIEW, WHEN EVERY
PERSON LOOKING AFTER YOU IN A HOME
IS EARNING AN INCOME, THAT IMPACTS
ON HOW YOU SEE RELATIONSHIPS AND
UNCONDITIONAL LOVE
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