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Case study: A journey of vulnerability

This case study case is taken from interviews with practitioners about 
vulnerable 16–17 year olds they have supported. Names have been 
changed to preserve anonymity.

Eva has been 
rejected by her 
mother and sent 
from Armenia to 
live with her dad 
in the UK.  

Eva’s dad is abusing 
her physically and 
emotionally. She 
is being locked in 
the house for long 
periods of time and 
has alluded to being 
pimped by her dad.

Eva has a risky peer 
group, a mixture 
of young people 
both vulnerable 
to, and involved in 
perpetrating child 
sexual exploitation. 
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Eva has been befriended 
by a male who is seven 
years older than her and 
a friend of her dad’s. Eva 
says he is her boyfriend.

The relationship is 
abusive but Eva feels that 
he cares for her. She says 
he shows her love and 
provides her with food, 
clothing, and gifts.

Eva has started using 
substances and there are 
concerns that she may be 
dealing drugs and doing 
sexual favours in return 
for drugs.
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‘If Eva was 13 or 14 when 
she was admitted into 
care the agencies would 
have done more, but 
because she was 15 she 
did not get the intensive 
support that she needed. 
Ideally a foster placement 
would be better than a 
children’s home, but social 
care will not put her in a 
placement at this time’

Practitioner



3

Seriously Awkward

Summary

Eva has been taken 
into care. She has been 
moved into a children’s 
home but is continuing 
her relationship with the 
older male. 

In time, Eva makes a 
disclosure to the staff 
in the children’s home 
about the ‘boyfriend’, 
saying that he is violent, 
possessive, and has 
made threats to kill her. 
The police are informed 
and the man is arrested 
and given a short prison 
sentence.

Eva’s placement in the 
children’s home has 
broken down and she 
has moved to a new 
children’s home.

Those trying to support 
Eva feel that they 
are starting to make 
progress now that the 
‘boyfriend’ is in prison, 
but Eva feels guilty.  As 
she cannot make contact 
with him things are 
starting to settle down. 
She is beginning to 
form good relationships 
with the staff in her new 
placement and at college.

When Eva’s ‘boyfriend’ comes out of prison she 
gets back into a relationship with him. Because 
of her age there is a perception that agencies 
consider the relationship with the ‘boyfriend’ 
as domestic abuse rather than child sexual 
exploitation (CSE), making it more difficult to 
protect her.

Eva has a social worker but she hardly ever 
sees her and is not really getting any support. 
The children’s home she is in leaves Eva to her 
own devices. There seems to be an attitude 
that ‘she is 17 so she can look after herself’, 
when in fact she has been robbed of her 
childhood.

Eva is using substances daily – she says it 
helps her block out the pain of her past and 
cope with the present.  It’s impacting on her 
attendance at college and she is at risk of being 
expelled. Eva’s outlook now is that she thinks 
that life is tainted so she should just lead the 
life she currently has.

Eva now has a leaving care social worker 
and the plan is for her to live in her current 
placement until she is supported to move 
into independent living – but while she has a 
streetwise demeanour, her past experiences 
and her current exploitative relationship make 
her extremely vulnerable.

She needs support to build her self-esteem and 
awareness of her rights so that she can exit the 
abusive relationship she is in. Therapeutic work 
and counselling might help Eva to understand 
the earlier traumas that she has been through.
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Foreword

This period of adolescence is 
known as an awkward age, but the 
challenges are seriously awkward 
for the most vulnerable teenagers 
falling between the cracks of 
childhood and adulthood. 

Children and young people of all 
ages can face disadvantage and 
neglect. However, our frontline 
work shows that 16–17 year olds 
in particular are so often let down, 
the protections and support of 
childhood stripped away as they 
face huge life challenges.

Three quarters of parents believe 
16–17 year olds are still children 
and should be protected from 
harm. Yet this report uncovers 
dangerous inconsistencies in the 
law and alarming inadequacies in 
services for this age group that 
mean many older teenagers whose 
needs are not being met do not get 
the protection they need.

Young people at 16 are becoming 
more independent but still need 
advice and protection. This group 
are even more vulnerable to abuse 
and exploitation if they have 
missed out on vital practical and 
emotional support before then to 
navigate this important period  
of life.

The most vulnerable 16–17 year 
olds in particular are in grave 

danger, facing hidden abuse and 
harm. This age group are more 
likely to be known to services as 
‘children in need’ because of abuse 
and neglect at home, to go missing 
or be victims of violent crime than 
any other age. They may not live in 
stable family environments. They 
are also a high risk group for sexual 
exploitation and domestic violence.

And yet they are being 
systematically failed. In many 
areas they are overlooked by 
support services, misunderstood 
by those who support them and let 
down by the law, failing to be given 
the same very basic protections as 
other children and teenagers – or 
the same rights as adults.

This is an awkward age – both for 
older teenagers themselves, and 
for those whose job it is to support 
them, whether that is family or 
professionals. But for the most 
vulnerable, the lack of protection 
and support is seriously awkward 
and cannot be ignored.

Society is failing to grow up at the 
same rate as these teenagers. It 
is failing to listen, failing to notice, 
failing to act. It is failing to provide 
emotional support and care for too 
many older teenagers. 

At The Children’s Society, we see 
behind the armour teenagers so 

often put on to shield themselves. 
The armour that makes them 
seem troublesome when they are 
troubled; that makes them seem 
difficult when what they most need 
is someone who cares.

We all have a role to play in 
enabling teenagers to succeed in 
life; parents, carers, communities, 
charities like The Children’s 
Society, service providers. Beyond 
this, the government and local 
government have a duty to protect 
the most vulnerable in our society. 
Our recommendations aim to 
ensure that 16–17 year olds  
are protected from abuse, harm 
and neglect, and given the  
support they need to thrive.  
That’s why The Children’s Society 
is campaigning to improve 
protections in the law, increase 
access to services and ensure all 
16–17 year olds have their voices 
heard and their needs met. 

It doesn’t need to be so  
seriously awkward.

 

Matthew Reed, CEO 
The Children’s Society

We work with thousands of teenagers each year. We see that too often 
the most vulnerable older teenagers are being let down by the law and 
not getting basic protections to keep them safe, healthy and happy. We 
estimate that half a million 16–17 year olds face particular risk of harm 
because they are already dealing with multiple issues such as poverty, 
poor health or a lack of supportive relationships.
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Every year nearly 800,000 
children across the UK turn 16. 
This is an important milestone in 
the life of any child as their rights 
to make independent decisions 
expand and future education, 
career and life choices are made. 
As most teenagers and parents 
recognise, it is a period of major 
change and development. 

It is also a period of heightened 
vulnerability due to a lack of 
experience in the adult world 
coupled so often with the desire 
to want to explore it. At 16, young 
people are undergoing significant 
physiological change and can be 
exposed to new social networks 
and developing romantic 
relationships. Some may even be 
having their first experiences of 
independent living.  

This period of adolescence 
is often referred to as an 
awkward age. 16–17 year olds 
are caught between childhood 
and adulthood, emotionally and 
physiologically, but also legally 
– neither treated fully as adults 
under the law, nor given the same 
basic protections as children.

The majority of young people 
get through this period just fine. 
The support and care from the 
majority of families will help 
them navigate their way from 

childhood to adulthood. But for 
those who do not have a trusted 
and reliable adult to guide them, 
or whose needs are greater than 
their families can manage alone, 
additional support and protection 
must be available to keep them 
safe and help them grow into 
resilient adults.

In the 25 years since the UK 
signed up to the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of 
the Child1, major changes have 
been made to deliver on the 
commitment to treat everyone 
under the age of 18 as children, 
safeguarding their rights to 
protection from harm, provision 
of services and participation 
in decisions about their lives. 
Successive governments have 
sought to improve support 
for children and their families, 
particularly the most vulnerable, 
through changing and enhancing 
the legislative framework –  
from the Children Act 1989 to  
the Children and Families Act 
2014 – and through improving 
local services to help keep 
children safe.

The legislative framework in 
relation to 16–17 year olds 
remains highly inconsistent, 
leaving many unprotected in 
key risk areas such as abuse 
and neglect. Services can 

fail to adequately assess or 
meet their needs, so older 
teenagers struggle to access 
age-appropriate support. Public 
and professional attitudes can 
compound the problem, deeming 
them as troublesome rather than 
in need, and able to cope and deal 
with all the issues in their lives on 
their own.

The Children’s Society works 
with some of the most vulnerable 
teenagers, facing issues like 
child sexual exploitation, family 
neglect, domestic abuse or 
mental health problems. We 
see all too often how legal 
protections, statutory services 
and practical support fall away 
when a child reaches 16, leaving 
older teenagers abandoned, 
alone, and at even greater risk of 
neglect, harm or abuse. 

‘If it wasn’t for them 
[The Children’s Society] 
I wouldn’t be where I am. 
They got me back up on 
my feet. They don’t do 
what they think’s best, 
they try and understand 
your point of view of 
everything’
Male aged 16–17

Executive summary
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We estimate that around half 
a million 16–17 year olds face 
multiple risk factors, which may 
put them in need of support and 
protection without which their 
current safety and future life 
chances may be in jeopardy.

In this report we explore the 
issues that vulnerable 16–17 year 
olds face and analyse the barriers 
in legal protection and service 
provision that prevent them from 
accessing the support they need 
and too often leaves them at risk 
of harm and neglect. The report is 
based on:

 ■ analysis of the Understanding 
Society survey to estimate 
the number of vulnerable  
16–17 year olds in England 
and the range of challenges 
they face

 ■ analysis of a new poll of 
1,004 16–17 year olds and 
their parents to establish 
the issues, pressures and 
responses of teenagers and 
their families to different 
issues they face. We also 
polled 1,000 young people 
aged 10 to 17 in order to 
compare the prevalence of 
issues affecting young people 
at different ages

 ■ analysis of official data on a 
number of issues experienced 
by young people and of the 
legal framework in place to 
protect them from risks they 
face at this age

 ■ interviews with and case 
studies from practitioners 
in The Children’s Society’s 
services to explore the 
additional challenges faced 
by the most vulnerable 16–17 
year olds

 ■ consultation with young 
people which explored the 
challenges faced by the most 
vulnerable older teenagers. 
This includes some children 
supported by The Children’s 
Society services as well as 
young people in care, young 
people and families living in 
debt and homeless teenagers.

We understand that this is a 
challenging period for both older 
teenagers themselves and those 
who try to support them, whether 
family or professionals. The law is 
complex and often fails to protect 
16–17 year olds when they are 
most at risk, whilst support from 
statutory services falls away at 
this age. At the same time, older 
teenagers push the boundaries 

and their behaviour can be seen 
as ‘difficult’ when they are most in 
need of support.

Yet while the issues are complex, 
it is simply not good enough to 
ignore them, leaving teenagers 
to fall through the cracks in legal 
protection and service provision. 
For the most vulnerable teenagers 
it’s not just awkward – it’s 
seriously awkward. 

There is no quick fix, but there are 
a number of practical solutions 
that would ensure all teenagers 
are protected and supported 
when they face harm, abuse and 
neglect during their transition 
from childhood to adulthood.
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Many vulnerable 16–17 year olds 
are being systematically failed 
by the law and by services. Not 
only have they endured a difficult 
adolescence to date, they are 
often spectacularly let down by 
the systems designed to support 
vulnerable childreni, and not given 
the same rights or entitlements 
as adults.

16–17 year olds experience 
multiple risk factors
Based on analysis of the 
Understanding Society survey we 
found that around one in three 
16–17 year olds – the equivalent 
of around half a million across the 
UK – face five or more risk factors 
across a range of different areas 
affecting their lives. These include 
risky behaviours, poor health and 
emotional well-being, poverty, and 
low levels of future aspirations. 
Around 60,000 of these children 
face 10 or more risk factors.
Last year 70,680 children aged 
16–17 were assessed by local 
authorities as ‘children in need’,1 
meaning they were unlikely to 
achieve a reasonable standard of 
health or development without 
the provision of support by a local 
authority. Our analysis shows that 
16–17 year olds are more likely to 
be ‘children in need’ because of 
abuse and neglect at home than 
any other age group.

Young people aged 16–17 are 
particularly vulnerable to child 
sexual abuse, exploitation and 
trafficking. The Office of the 
Children’s Commissioner report 
into sexual exploitation by groups 
and gangs estimates that 16,500 
children and young people were 
experiencing or at risk of child 
sexual exploitation (CSE). Of 
these, 44% were aged 16 or 17 
– 7,260 young people – which is 
likely to be an underestimate as 
the report explained.2

16 to 19 year olds are more likely 
to experience abuse from their 
partners than any other age 
group.3 This frequency coincides 
with a lack of information about 
healthy relationships and sex 
education as well as a lack of 
domestic violence services that 
work with young people.

Gaps in legal protection 
There are clear gaps and 
inconsistencies in current UK 
law which leaves 16–17 year olds 
unprotected. In many cases they 
have neither the same very basic 
protections as younger children, 
nor the same rights as adults. 
For example, the Children and 
Young Persons Act 1933 does 
not include 16–17 year olds in 
protection from child cruelty, 
despite other laws reflecting the 

determination in Article 1 of the 
UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child that a person is a child 
up to the age of 18. At the same 
time, the UK benefits system and 
employment protections does not 
normally treat 16–17 year olds as 
adults, giving this age group fewer 
entitlements to financial support 
to live independently.

 
The majority of parents we 
polled viewed this age group as 
not yet old enough to look after 
themselves and three quarters 
agreed that 16–17 year olds 
are still children who should be 
protected from harm. In fact, 
most parents thought that young 
people are already protected from 
cruelty and neglect in law up to 
the age of 18 and that parents 
can be prosecuted in such cases, 
which is not the case.

‘Because I’m 16, it will  
be quite difficult to get 
my own place, because 
of course you can’t get 
a tenancy agreement 
unless you’re 18’
Male aged 16–17

Summary of key findings

i For the purposes of this report we define a vulnerable 16–17 year old as someone who is unable to keep themselves 
safe and is at risk of harm or who is at risk of not reaching their potential and achieving their outcomes. In many 
cases these risks go hand in hand. For more details of this definition, see the Methodology section.
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Absence of age-appropriate 
support 
The needs of vulnerable 16–17 
year olds are particularly acute 
and they are more at risk of 
neglect and abuse at home,4  
sexual exploitation5 and domestic 
violence6 than any other age 
group, but too often these needs 
are overlooked by professional 
agencies and services that 
see them as someone else’s 
problem or whose statutory 
responsibilities reduce at 16. 
In addition, 16–17 year olds 
can struggle to access the 
support they need due to their 
age, and when they do access 
services, they are often not age 
appropriate.

Our poll revealed that families 
play a crucial role in helping 
young people stay safe 
and providing support and 
information on important aspects 
of life. However, one in every 25 
young people we polled did not 
feel safe at home.

Our interviews with practitioners 
and case studies show how 
support services too often fall 
away at 16, with professional 
attitudes compounding the 
problem, as vulnerable older 
teenagers are deemed to be 
exercising their choice and 
independence, and are left to 
their own devices just when 
they need support even more to 
navigate the risks of adulthood.

Lack of understanding
Often teenagers’ reluctance to 
engage with statutory services 
is mistakenly perceived by 
professionals as a signal that 
help is not needed or that a 
young person is resilient enough 
to cope on their own. In the 
worst cases they can be seen 
as beyond help and left to go it 
alone, even when they do not have 
family support to help them get 
through difficult circumstances 
in life3. Practitioners we spoke 
to described having to confront 
attitudes of ‘they can look after 
themselves’ from some staff 
supposed to be providing support 
to vulnerable 16–17 year olds.
The majority of parents feel that 
life is harder today for 16–17 year 
olds than when they were that 
age. Young people echoed the 
views of their parents with nearly 
nine out of 10 (87%) agreeing 
that they feel judged by society 
just for being a teenager, with a 
third stating that they feel judged 
all the time or often.

Key concerns facing older 
teenagers

Family, relationships, and support

 ■ Almost half of 16–17 year 
olds in our poll who feel 
under pressure to take part in 
activities such as drinking and 
drug use said that their family 
helped them to withstand that 
pressure.

 ■ Our poll of 16–17 year olds 
showed that a small but 

nevertheless significant group 
of them experience worrying 
issues at home. Around 4% 
of those who took part in our 
poll reported that they do 
not feel safe at home. This 
number is worrying but not 
surprising considering that 
around 2% of 16–17 year 
olds are ‘children in need’ 
because of neglect and abuse 
experienced at home. 

 ■ Also in our poll around 6% 
reported that they never or 
rarely felt cared for and loved 
and 8% did not feel happy 
about their relationships 
with their families. Again, this 
does not come as a surprise. 
Our forthcoming research 
on adolescent neglect 
shows that around 1 in 12 
adolescents aged 15 (8.3%) 
are not receiving the most 
basic forms of emotional 
care from their parents.  They 
rarely, if ever, get help when 
they have a problem, support 
when upset or positive 
encouragement. The same 
proportion are inadequately 
supervised.  Their parents 
hardly ever want to know 
their whereabouts, or seem 
concerned if they are late 
home.

 ■ Our poll shows that 16–17 
year olds are unlikely to turn 
to professionals for support 
and information if they are 
worried about themselves or 
someone close to them.
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Health and well-being 

 ■ The Understanding Society 
survey analysis shows that 
around 7% of 16–17 year olds 
report their health as not 
being good. 

 ■ In our poll with 16–17 year 
olds a significant number of 
those polled had felt a range 
of negative emotions over the 
last 12 months. One in four 
said they often or always felt 
low, with 38% sometimes 
feeling this and only 9% never 
experiencing these negative 
emotions.

 ■ Both 16–17 year olds and 
parents identified a need for 
more information and support 
on mental health issues. 

 ■ A fifth (19%) of 16–17 year 
olds said they don’t have 
the information they need 
regarding mental health 
issues and one in ten (11%) 
said they were unhappy with 
the choices they have made 
with mental health issues.

Risks that may lead  
to exploitation

 ■ The majority of 16–17 year 
olds polled did not report 
feeling under pressure to 
engage in activities such 
as drinking or taking drugs. 
However, this was not 
universally the case – the 
three activities that young 
people most frequently feel 
under pressure to engage 
in are: spending time with 
people they do not feel 
comfortable with; attending 

events and parties where they 
do not feel comfortable; and 
drinking alcohol. 

 ■ Where they did feel under 
pressure, 16–17 year olds 
most frequently reported that 
this pressure comes from 
friends their own age and 
peers in school or college. The 
only exception was pressure 
coming from people they got 
to know online to take and 
send explicit pictures. 

 ■ Parents underestimate some 
of the pressures facing young 
people – for example, to take 
and send explicit photos 
of themselves. Just 13% of 
parents thought pressure 
to do this came from online 
contacts, but of 16–17 year 
olds who felt under pressure 
to do this, 38% said they felt 
this pressure online.

Poverty and inequality 

 ■ From the Understanding 
Society survey statistics we 
estimate that 1 in 5 young 
people aged 16 or 17 are living 
in poverty.

 ■ 16–17 year olds from poor 
backgrounds on average have 
fewer friends than those from 
better off families – nearly 
a quarter (22%) of those in 
the poorest families have less 
than two close friends they 
could talk to if they were in 
trouble, compared to less 
than one in 10 (8%) of those 
in better off families.

 ■ 16–17 year olds from poor 
families report feeling a 

lot less safe in a range of 
environments. For example, 
in the school environment 
– 92% of those who said 
their family is ‘very well off’ 
reported feeling completely 
safe, compared to just 45% of 
those from families who said 
their family was “not well off 
at all”. 

 ■ 16–17 year olds from the 
poorest backgrounds were 
less likely to be happy with 
their life overall – with more 
than half (54%) of 16–17 year 
olds reporting their family was 
‘very well off’ saying that they 
were very happy with their life, 
compared to less than one 
in 10 (9%) of children saying 
their family was ‘not well off 
at all’.

Future prospects

 ■ The Understanding Society 
analysis shows that around a 
quarter of 16–17 year olds do 
not feel optimistic about their 
future. 

 ■ Two of the areas where 16–17 
year olds feel least happy 
are in relation to how much 
choice they have in life, and 
how happy they are with their 
education.  

 ■ 16–17 year olds from families 
who said that they were ‘not 
well off at all’ are significantly 
less likely to report that they 
are happy with their future 
prospects. Only 39% of them 
are happy with this compared 
to 81% of young people 
whose families are ‘very  
well off’. 

All quotes are from consultation (interviews or focus groups) held with vulnerable young people carried out by The 
Children’s Society in 2014-15. The young people were either aged 16–17, or reflecting on their experiences at that age.
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The UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child  (UNCRC) clearly 
defines a child as anyone under the 
age of 18 and states they must be 
afforded rights to protection from 
harm, provision of services and 
participation in decisions about 
their own lives7 – this is as true for a 
17 year old as for a younger child.

The government, local government, 
and service providers all have a 
duty to protect the most vulnerable 
in society. Our report shows that 
all 16–17 years olds face increased 
risks and less protection due to 
their age – but this situation is 
even worse for the most vulnerable 
teenagers.

We all have a role to play to improve 
the situation for older teenagers 
including parents and charities, like 
The Children’s Society. In particular, 
in this report we are calling for: 
 
1. Better legal protection for 
16–17 year olds

The new government should rectify 
and streamline the legislative 
framework which currently fails to 
protect the most vulnerable older 
teenagers, by conducting a full 
review of relevant legislation and 
ensuring that vulnerable 16–17 
year olds are fully protected from 
risk of harm and exploitation.

2. Increased and more flexible 
service provision for vulnerable 
16–17 year olds

The government should change 
the law to recognise the specific 
vulnerabilities faced by older 
teenagers and create a new status 
specifically for vulnerable 16–17 
year olds, which would entitle them 

to additional and flexible support 
during these late childhood years 
and post-18, to ensure that they 
are not abandoned when they are 
most at risk.

3. Greater involvement and 
participation in decisions that 
affect their lives

We can all do more to listen to the 
concerns of young people and 
support a successful adolescence.

The government and local 
authorities should ensure 
vulnerable 16–17 year olds have 
a right to advocacy, so they are 
supported to make fully informed 
decisions.

We would also like to see a number 
of specific changes related to 
specific themes highlighted in  
this report:

 ■ Protective relationships  
The government should raise 
the age of a victim of child 
cruelty and neglect from 16 to 
18 in the Children and Young 
Persons Act 1933, to ensure 
that 16–17 year olds living at 
home are offered the same 
protection as younger children. 
 
The Housing Act legislation and 
guidance should be amended 
to ensure that 16–17 year olds 
at risk of homelessness can 
never be evicted from their 
accommodation and become 
‘intentionally homeless’.

 ■ Health and well-being  
The government should 
establish a right for 16–17 year 
olds to be entitled to support 
from Child and Adolescent 

Mental Health services 
(CAMHS) when they need it. 
This support must be available 
as early as possible, and long 
before mental health needs 
turn acute.

 ■ Risks of exploitation  
The government should raise 
the age for Child Abduction 
Warning Notices from 16 to 18, 
to ensure that the police can 
intervene where vulnerable 
16–17 year olds are targeted 
by predatory adults for the 
purposes of exploitation, 
either of a sexual or otherwise 
criminal nature.

 ■  Poverty and inequality 
The government should 
change the law so that families 
are automatically entitled 
to continue to receive child 
benefit and child tax credit for 
children living with them until 
they reach 18.  

 ■ For those in Apprenticeships, 
the minimum rate of pay 
should be aligned with the 
under 18 rate of the Minimum 
Wage.

 ■ Future aspirations  
The government should extend 
eligibility for the Bursary Fund 
so it benefits more 16–17 
year olds who are from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds 
and/or face vulnerabilities 
beyond the current group. 
Automatic entitlement should 
be extended to those living in 
families with an income below 
£16,000 and to all those known 
to the Local Authority as a 
‘child in need’. 

Key recommendations
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‘Give us a focus and a 
goal and give us as much 
support as is needed for 
young people to succeed’
16–17 year with experience  
of being in care 

This report draws together a 
number of different data sources 
to provide a thorough analysis of 
the risk factors faced by 16–17 
year olds across Britain. This 
includes:

 ■ Analysis of the Understanding 
Society survey to estimate 
the number of vulnerable 16–
17 year olds in the UK and the 
range of challenges they face 
across a range of different 
areas including health, risky 
behaviours, family and 
relationships, poverty and 
home, and education and 
aspiration.

 ■ Although the analysis does 
not contain an exhaustive list 
of criteria that determine the 
extent to which young people 
aged 16–17 are vulnerable, 
the issues covered present a 
broad enough spectrum to 
determine the prevalence of 
factors that impact negatively 
on young people’s lives.

 ■ Analysis of a new poll of 
1,004 16–17 year olds and 
their parents to establish 
the issues, pressures and 
responses of teenagers and 
their families to different 
issues they face. We also 

polled 1,000 young people 
aged 10 to 17 in order to 
compare the prevalence of 
issues affecting young people 
at different ages.

 ■ Analysis of official data on a 
number of issues experienced 
by young people and of the 
legal framework in place to 
protect young people from 
risks they face at this age.

 ■ Interviews with and case 
studies from practitioners 
in The Children’s Society’s 
services to explore the 
additional challenges faced 
by the most vulnerable 16–17 
year olds.

 ■ Consultation with young 
people which explored the 
challenges faced by the most 
vulnerable older teenagers. 
This includes some children 
supported by The Children’s 
Society services as well as 
young people in care, young 
people and families living in 
debt and homeless teenagers.

Criteria of vulnerability used for 
Understanding Society analysis:

 ■ 24 different risk factors 
were identified using 
the large survey dataset 
‘Understanding Society’

 ■ The 16–17 year old 
respondents to this survey 
were then identified and 
isolated within the sample, 
and the numbers facing each 
of the 24 risk factors were 
analysed.

 ■ Respondents were then 
grouped together according 
to the number of risk factors 
they faced.

 ■ In the first band, all cases 
where there were no criteria 
matched were grouped 
together with cases where 
the criteria score was less 
than 5. Around 65% of all 
Understanding Society 
surveys completed by 16–17 
year olds fell into this band.

 ■ In the second band, all cases 
were grouped where the 
scores ranged from 5 to 9. 
This group have matched 
vulnerability criteria across 
two or more areas and 
therefore includes young 
people who may find 
themselves in need of support 
and guidance to overcome 
several difficulties they face. 
32% of cases with matched 
criteria fell into this band.

 ■ The third group included 
cases where the highest 
number of vulnerability 
criteria were matched that 
scored 10 or more. This 
group includes young people 
who are vulnerable due to a 
high number of risk factors 
present in their lives. They 
may be expected to require 
more intensive support from 
services. 4% of cases fit into 
this band of vulnerability.

Methodology
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Appendix

How the legislative framework defines a child

This is not an exhaustive list, but gives a snapshot of some of the 
inconsistencies that exist and currently mean vulnerable 16–17 year 
olds are not fully protected from harm and neglect.

O = it’s awkward – the legislative framework is complex and treats 
16–17 year olds in some cases as a child and in some cases as an adult, 
or only provides protection or eligibility for certain narrowly-defined 
groups, even within one piece of legislation or guidance.

Legislative framework
A child is 
up to 16

A child is 
up to 18

(we will need to add in page number link 
for more information?)

United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of a Child

Yes Yes Ratified by the UK in 1990

The Children Act 1989
 
Section 17: Duty on local authorities to 
safeguard and promote the welfare of 
children  
 
Section 25: Restriction of liberty if they are 
likely to cause significant harm to themselves 
or injure others.
 
Section 47: Duty on local authorities to 
investigate where they are informed that 
a child is suffering, or is likely to suffer, 
significant harm

 
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Civil law does recognise a child as anyone 
under 18
 

A person under 18 can be kept in secure 
accommodation 

The Children and Young Persons Act 1933
 

Section 1: Criminal offence of child cruelty
 

Section 7:  Use of tobacco products

Yes

Yes

No
 

No

Criminal law only recognises a child as 
under 16

An adult cannot be prosecuted for cruelty to 
a child aged who is 16 or 17

16–17 year olds can use tobacco products, 
but under the Licencing Act it is illegal to sell 
them these products

The Marriage Act 1949 Yes O 16–17 year olds can only get married with 
consent of responsible adults
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Legislative framework
A child is 
up to 16

A child is 
up to 18

(we will need to add in page number link 
for more information?)

The Anti-Social Behaviour, Crime and 
Policing Act 2014
 
Section 121: Offence of forced marriage
 
Section 103: Sexual Harm Prevention Orders

Child Abduction Warning Notices 
– Section 2: Child Abduction Act
 

– Section 49: Children Act 1989

 

Yes
 
 Yes
 
 
Yes

Yes

Yes
 
Yes
 
 
No
 

O

Protecting all children under 18 and 
vulnerable adults from harm and risk of 
sexual exploitation
 

These tools cannot be used to protect 16–17 
year olds who are at risk
 
Only applies to 16–17 year olds who are in 
the care of local authority – this protects a 
very small group

The Housing Act 1996 Yes O Helps 16–17 year olds at risk of 
homelessness get access to housing but 
does not offer any additional protections

Mental Health Act 2007 Yes Yes Stipulates that children under the age of 18 
who need to stay in inpatient settings for 
mental health reasons should stay in age 
appropriate environment

The Mental Capacity Act X O Allows 16–17 year olds who are deemed 
to have capacity, to be able to consent or 
refuse informal admission in the same way 
as adults

The Domestic Violence, Crime and Victims 
Act 2012
 
Section 1: Offence of causing or allowing the 
death or serious physical harm to a child or a 
vulnerable adult. 

Yes No Only protects children under 16 and 
“vulnerable adults” who cannot protect 
themselves due to disability, illness or old 
age, leaving most 16–17s unprotected

The Sexual Offences Act 2003
 
Sections 9 – 12: Sexual Offences against 
children 
 
Sections 16 – 19: Incitement to engage in 
sexual activities by a person in a position of 
trust
 
Sections 25 – 27: Protection from sexual 
abuse within the family
 
Section 45: Provision around indecent 
photographs of a child
 
Sections 47 – 50: Involving a child in sexual 
exploitation

Yes
 
 
Yes
 
 
 
Yes
 
 
Yes
 
 
Yes

No
 
 
Yes
 
 
 
Yes
 
 
O
 
 
Yes

Due to the age of consent being 16, this is a 
complex and grey area. Children aged 13-16 
are only protected if the defendant could 
not reasonably believe the child was 16, so 
protection for those aged 16–17 is even less 
clear.
 
 

In married relationships photos may be 
taken but only with consent and not shared
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Legislative framework
A child is 
up to 16

A child is 
up to 18

(we will need to add in page number link 
for more information?)

Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment 
Offenders Act 2012 (LAPSO)
 
Looked after status to remanded young 
people 

Yes Yes 17 year olds are subject to the same remand 
framework as 12 to 16 year olds 

Licensing Act 2003
 
Section 146: Selling alcohol
 
Buying cigarettes or tobacco products

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

New powers in the Children and Families 
Act 2014 allow for the introduction of a 
ban on selling e-cigarettes to under 18s. 
These regulations are subject to future 
consultation.

Welfare Act 2012
 
Basic condition of entitlement for Universal 
Credit

Yes O In exceptional circumstances where 
16–17 year olds can claim benefits their 
entitlements are different to those of other 
age groups (see table below for details).

The Children and Families Act 2014
 
Parents can receive a penalty notice if they 
smoke in the car with their children.  

Yes Yes Regulations were approved in February 
2015 and the law will enter into force on 1st 
October 2015.

Benefits Applies to under 16 Applies to 16–17 Applies to adults over 18

Job Seekers Allowance No O Yes

Income Support No O Yes

Working Tax Credits No O Yes

Bursary Fund (replacement for 
Education Maintenance Allowance)

No Yes – but only 
those leaving care 
or claiming certain 
benefits

No

Employment Support Allowance No O Yes

Housing benefit No O Yes

Benefits system
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