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Foreword
At Barnardo’s we 
believe that every 
young person 
deserves the chance 
to thrive. We 
support more than 
240,000 children, 

young people, parents and carers 
across more than 960 services 
around the UK. For almost 150 
years we have been committed to 
supporting those who need us most. 

I know, from our work in 
communities across the country, 
that young people today face 
significant pressures, as well 
as fantastic opportunities: from 
exams to youth unemployment; 
affordable housing to online 
safety. Some groups – for example 
children growing up in poverty, 
young people who have been in 
care, those who care for relatives, 
and those who are disabled – too 
often miss out on the chance to 
fulfil their potential. 

Barnardo’s policy work is directly 
informed by our understanding of 
the challenges faced by the families 
who access our services, and we 
bring the experiences of those we 
support to the attention of decision-
makers, at national and local level. 

This report is special, because it 
does more than just capture what 
young people think about their 
future. Through this research 

with Ipsos MORI, we have opened 
a window on the views, hopes and 
concerns of people whose voice is 
rarely included in public debate – 
young people from disadvantaged 
backgrounds.

Generally speaking, politicians 
only hear from those who shout the 
loudest. Meanwhile, those who are 
often most affected by government 
decisions are left unheard. 

This unique research is an 
opportunity to change this, and to 
give disadvantaged young people 
in the UK a voice. 

Javed Khan 
Barnardo’s Chief Executive

Comment on the findings  
by Ipsos MORI
This study provides a fascinating 
insight into young people today; 
their hopes for the future, feelings 
of safety and their views on sex 
and relationships education. 
Importantly, it shines a light on 
the disparities between those who 
feel best and worst off in British 
society. These findings are helpful 
to anyone involved in decisions or 
policies which affect young people 
in the UK.

Sarah Knibbs, Research Director  
at Ipsos MORI.
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Note on the research 
Methodology
Fieldwork was carried out using Ipsos MORI’s online panel between 13 
and 30 August 2015. Quotas were set on age within gender, region and 
education/work status. Additional online interviews were carried out with 
young people aged 14-22 in England and Wales who report qualifying 
for or having ever qualified for Free School Meals in secondary school. 
Responses were received from 975 young people in total. 

Data are weighted by age within gender and region to the UK population 
(based on Office for National Statistics data) and the proportion of young 
people who report qualifying for or having ever qualified for Free School 
Meals in the survey. 

Defining disadvantage
Two measures of disadvantage were used in the survey: 

The first measure is whether respondents reported qualifying for or having 
ever qualified for Free School Meals while at secondary school in England 
and Wales. Some young people are eligible for Free School 
Meals at secondary school if their parent(s) or carer(s) 
receive certain types of benefits. The second measure looked 
at how respondents in the UK defined their own position in 
society. Young people were asked: 

Imagine this ladder pictures how British society is set up.

At the top of the ladder are the people who are the best 
off – they have the most money, the highest amount of 
education, and the jobs that bring the most respect.

At the bottom are people who are the worst off – they have 
the least money, little or no education, no job or jobs that 
no one wants or respects.

Now thinking about your family, where do you think your 
family would be on this ladder.1

1 This is based on the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status: 
http://www.macses.ucsf.edu/research/psychosocial/subjective.php. 
Respondents who selected the top four rungs of the ladder were 
classified the ‘best off’, those who selected the fifth and sixth rungs were 
classified as ‘medium’ and those who selected the bottom four rungs of 
the ladder were classified as the ‘worst off’.
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Introduction: Listen to us!
Barnardo’s vision is of a society in which every child has the chance to fulfil 
their potential, and realise their ambitions. In order to achieve this, we 
must make sure young people’s voices are heard by decision makers. 

It’s all too easy for politicians to overlook young people’s views: children 
under 18 can’t vote, and too many under 25s choose not to.2

Our research confirmed that young people feel disconnected from the 
democratic process. 

Just 9% of the 14-21 year olds surveyed 
agreed that politicians at Westminster 
represent the views of young people of  
their age. 

Those who perceived themselves and their families as “best off” in 
society were more likely to feel represented (20%), compared with those 
who saw themselves as “worst off” (4%). 

This report sets out the findings from our research, revealing what 
young people surveyed thought about a range of issues: how confident 
they were about their future; how safe they felt in their local area; and 
whether they were given the tools they needed at school to form safe and 
healthy relationships.

2 Turnout amongst 18-24 year olds at the General Election in May 2015 was just 43% 
compared with 66% of the general population.
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How bright is the future? 
We asked young people how confident they were that they would be able 
to achieve a number of common goals. 

Thinking about the future, how confident, if at all, are you 
that you will be able to…

of respondents 
were confident

Earn enough money  
to support a family Own your own home

How much do you agree or disagree with the following…

I can pretty much decide 
what will happen in my life:

61%

77%

of respondents 
were confident51%

Even if I do well at school, I’ll 
have a hard time getting the 
right kind of job:

45%
of those who 
thought they were 
“worst off” were 
confident

of those who 
thought they 
were “best off” 
were confident

69% 34%
of those who 
thought they were 
“worst off” were 
confident

of those who 
thought they 
were “best off” 
were confident

of respondents 
agreed overall53%

43% 63%
of those who 
thought they were 
“worst off” agreed

of those who 
thought they were 
“best off” agreed

of respondents 
agreed46%

58% 36%
of those who 
thought they were 
“worst off” agreed

of those who 
thought they were 
“best off” agreed
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Does disadvantage affect 
young people’s outlook? 

Respondents who 
perceived themselves 

amongst the “best off”

Respondents who 
perceived themselves 

amongst the “worst off”

They will be able to 
earn enough money 

to support themselves 
without relying  

on benefits.

They will be able to 
earn enough money to 

support a family.

They will be able to 
own their own home.

87% 59%

77% 45%

69% 34%

Disadvantaged young people were less confident that...
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They will be able to own their  
own home.

They will be able to earn enough  
money to support a family.

They will be able to earn enough money to 
support themselves without relying on 

benefits.

Is London special?
Young people in London were more confident about their future than 
young people overall:

UK-Wide: 72%

£

83%

74%

UK-Wide: 61%

61%
UK-Wide: 51%

This may reflect the economic and social 
differences between London and the rest 
of the UK.
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Are young people from BME 
communities more confident? 
Young people who identified as BME (black or minority ethnic) were more 
confident about some aspects of their future. They were more confident 
than young people overall that they will be able to: 

This does not account for differences between different BME groups, and does not mean that 
young people from BME communities do not face barriers to achieving their goals.

earn enough money to  
support themselves without 

relying on benefits

 (80% compared 
with 72%)

earn enough money to  
support a family

 (70% compared 
with 61%)

own their own home

 (65% compared 
with 51%)

£ £
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How safe do young people 
feel in their communities?
The research found that young people overwhelmingly feel safe in their 
local area; 86% of respondents feel safe within a 15 minute walk from 
where they live. However, those who considered themselves “worst off” 
feel less safe than those who feel “best off” (76% compared with 90%).

Despite feeling safe, young people did not have an equivalent degree of 
confidence in the police. 

61%
of young people were confident 

that the police in their local  
area would keep them safe.

64%
of those who had never 

qualified for Free School Meals 
had confidence in the police.

54%
of those who had qualified 
for Free School Meals had 
confidence in the police.
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How safe do young people 
feel online? 
We know that young people are spending more and more time online – to 
learn, to work, and to socialise. 82% of those surveyed said they used the 
Internet several times a day. 

The Internet provides opportunities unthinkable to previous generations 
– to start with – all the world’s knowledge is at the click of a button. 
Yet along with these opportunities come significant risks – such as 
“meeting” strangers. 

How much, if anything, do you think your parent(s) or 
carer(s) know of what you do on the Internet?

11%
of young people said  
“none of what I do”

48%
of young people said  
“some of what I do”

38%
of young people said  

“everything” or  
“most of what I do”

A third of young people (33%) reported finding it easier to show their real 
personality on the Internet than with people face-to-face.



11

There is strong support among young people for relationships 
education. 78% agreed that all young people should have education about 
relationships with boyfriends or girlfriends at school. 

Respondents who had the following at secondary school:

Lessons  
about sex

Lessons about 
relationships

81%

49%

Sex vs relationships 
education

54%
said these lessons 

were “useful”

60%
said these lessons 

covered how to 
ask for help if a 

relationship with 
a boyfriend or 
girlfriend was  

not safe

63%
said these lessons 

covered how to 
know whether a 

relationship with 
a boyfriend or 

girlfriend is safe

Of the young people who reported having had lessons about relationships:
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“In their own words”
What do you think are the biggest challenges facing people 
your age in the UK today?

Beating 
stereotypes 

of the “youth 
today”

Unemployment

Peer pressure

Not being given 
a chance.

Getting a job that pays 
enough to get on the 

property ladder

Becoming 
financially 

independent

Being able to  
express who 

we are

Pressure  
from exams

Being 
listened to

You need experience to 
get a job, but you need a 

job to get experience
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This is a selection of verbatim responses to 
the survey, in answer to the question: What 
do you think are the biggest challenges 
facing people your age in the UK today?

Bullying 
relationships

Debt

Student 
fees

Getting a job if you 
haven’t gone to 

university
Being judged 

for my race

Fitting in
Self-

confidence

Schools don’t 
prepare us for life

Pressure to look 
a certain way

Mental health 
problems

Deciding what to 
do with your life
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Conclusion 
This research provides important insight into how young people think 
about their future, and the world around them. One of the key lessons is 
that there are important differences between the perspectives of young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds and their peers. 

Whilst overall, respondents were confident that in the future they would 
earn enough money to support a family and be able to own their own 
home, there were telling differences between the attitudes of young people 
who considered themselves some of the “best off” in society, and those 
who thought they were “worst off”. Young people who saw themselves 
at the bottom of the social ladder were less confident about their future 
prospects. This has important implications for decision makers who believe 
in social mobility. 

The vast majority of young people feel safe in their local area, although 
they did not express correspondingly high confidence in the police. Young 
people who had qualified for Free School Meals felt significantly less safe, 
and were less confident in the police. 

The report also sheds light on challenges facing young people from all 
backgrounds, including the reality of growing up in the online age. A 
third of young people said they find it easier to show their real personality 
on the Internet than when they are with people face-to-face. Meanwhile, 
fewer than half of young people reported that they were taught about 
relationships (not just sex) at school, yet almost 80 percent thought they 
should be. This raises questions about the support young people need to 
keep themselves safe and prepare for adulthood.
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About Barnardo’s and 
contact information
Barnardo’s supports more than 240,000 children, young people, parents 
and carers across more than 960 services around the UK. This experience 
directly informs our policy positions.

For more information about the information in this report or about 
Barnardo’s, please contact: 

Debbie Moss
debbie.moss@barnardos.org.uk

www.barnardos.org.uk

www.facebook.com/barnardos

www.twitter.com/barnardos
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