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Barriers faced by Looked After Children and Care Leavers in Wales: A Case Study
Introduction
The purpose of this case study is to examine the political, social, and economic barriers enacting control over Looked After Children (LAC) and Care Leavers in Wales.  As such, the policies, legislation and theory will be discussed; as well as the impact these have on people's attitudes and ambitions.  It is hoped that through this discussion, recommendations will emerge in order to minimise the barriers such individuals face in Wales.
The Children Care Act (1989) defines a LAC as any child who has been cared for by the local authority for more than 24 hours (legislation.gov.uk, 1989).  However, there are several different circumstances to which this could apply. They may be in such care with their parents’ consent, or have been forcibly removed with an order from the courts.  They may be living with a foster carer, in a care home, or even in a young offenders’ institution. As such, the term “LAC” covers a wide breadth of personal situations.  A “Care Leaver” is a LAC who has turned 18 and therefore legally left the guardianship of the Local Authority.  
As of 31st March 2017, there are 15,930 LAC in Wales (Statistics for Wales, 2018).  With anywhere between 700 and 900 such LAC leaving care every year (stats.gov.wales, 2016), it is likely there are between 5000 and 6000 young people aged 18-25 who are Care Leavers in Wales.  However exact statistics are hard to come by.
Breihal et al. (2014, cited in NSPCC, 2018) found that most young people say their experiences in care are positive, and that it was the correct choice to place them in care.  However, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) recommends that more is done to improve the health and safety of children, and to give them the same opportunities as their non-LAC peers (2018).  This is due to the fact that "looked after children are at greater risk than their peers" due to their unsettled or abusive early life experiences (NSPCC, 2018).
In fact, a study found that 34% of care leavers were not in education, employment or training (NEET) at aged 19, compared to only 15.5% of the general population (National Audit Office, 2014).  The NSPCC (2018) also claims that children in care are four times more likely to have a mental health difficulty than their peers.  Furthermore, a study in England found that 22% of girls in care became teenaged mothers, and 1 in 10 care leavers had their own children taken into care (Burns, 2015).  As Burns reports (2015), "the authors urge more support for teenage parents to break the "inter-generational cycle of disadvantage".
It is therefore clear that LAC and Care Leavers are at a substantial disadvantage compared to their peers, and as such, there are several forms of control enacted upon them.  Control is used in our society to obtain what is generally considered to be ‘the norm’.  In other words, if we do not achieve life’s milestones, we are at risk of being labelled socially deviant.
Informal control is focused on societal values and the response of the general population to one’s actions.  Our innate human nature calls for us to conform to social pressures, as being different is somehow marked as wrong.  Weber (1978) discussed this power as being “discipline”, in turn, being “disciplined” could be seen as conforming to societal norms.  In addition to this informal control enacted upon all young people, LAC and Care Leavers are also subjected to legal control.  Their paths in life have been dominated by laws and policies designed to protect them.  This case study will therefore examine these barriers in further detail and develop ideas for improving equality and social mobility within this group.
Political Barriers
There are several pieces of legislation relevant to LAC and Care Leavers in Wales.  As previously mentioned, these laws enact a type of legal control upon such individuals as their paths in life follow a path dictated by legislators.
The Local Authority is duty bound under the Children (Leaving Care) Act (2000) to support them until they are 21, however the support can continue until the age of 25 if the Care Leaver so wishes (gov.uk, 2018).  In 2014, the Children and Families Act was introduced which allowed Care Leavers to remain with their foster parents until the age of 21 - provided both parties are happy to do so – known as a ‘staying-put’ arrangement (legislation.gov.uk, 2014).  
However, Cameron et al. (2018) found that only 1230 young people aged 19-20 were doing so in England in 2016.  Such figures are likely to be similar for Wales and suggest that over 4000 Care Leavers are accommodated independently at a young age.  The report into Care Leavers’ transitions to adulthood conducted by the National Audit Office (2015) reports that 50% of young people still live with their parents at the age of 22.  Despite this, 33% of LAC leave care before their 18th birthday (National Audit Office, 2015) and less than a quarter remain with their foster families in ‘staying-put’ arrangments.  This difference in residential circumstances is likely to impact Care Leavers both economically and socially.
Furthermore, under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act of 2014, not only do Local Authorities have a duty under the aforementioned ‘staying-put’ arrangements, but also to carry out pathway assessments, provide advice, and ascertain the young person’s wishes for post-18 living arrangements (legislation.gov.uk, 2014).  Therefore, Care Leavers’ decisions are likely to be heavily influenced by Social Workers who are perhaps concerned with budgets and the cost of further support, rather than being emotionally invested in the young person in question as parents are likely to be for the general population.
Social Barriers
The National Audit Office (2015) reports that 62% of LAC are in care due to abuse or neglect.  This has a clear impact on their emotional well-being and mental health, in fact “only half of children in care have emotional health and behaviour that is considered normal” (National Audit Office, 2015).  Moreover, in 2012, the National Audit Office reported that LAC and Care Leavers “were between four and five times more likely to self-harm in adulthood” (2015).  Forrester et al. found that mothers of LAC who were Care Leavers themselves were more likely to have “diagnosed mental health problems” (2017, p.355).
The National Children’s Bureau (2017) discussed that there are “clear links” between improving mental health and higher academic attainment.  In turn, there are links between academic attainment and what they term “successful transition into adult life” (NCB, 2017).  Therefore, this heightened level of mental health issues in Care Leavers is likely to lead to a less successful transition to adulthood.
Furthermore, Samuels (2009 cited in Benbenishty and Melkman, 2018, p.178) discussed how many Care Leavers are left “without the long term multidimensional supports typically available for other young adults” such as family and friends.  As previously discussed, this can leave Care Leavers without the economic and emotional support afforded to their non-Care Leaver counterparts, and are therefore at a substantial disadvantage when their peers are using family support as a step-ladder to full independence and success.
However, family ties are not the only weak link in a Care Leaver’s social circle.  Hiles et al. (2013, cited in Refaeli, 2017) described how Care Leavers encounter obstacles when forming new friendships.  Firstly, they are likely to be more wary of peers following abusive relationships in their early years, but additionally they are often subjected to the stigma of being a former LAC.  However, should they form these relationships and gain peer support, they are less likely to partake in risky behaviours and more likely to enrol in, and complete, higher education (Munson et al., 2010 cited in Refaeli, 2017).  Therefore, there is a clear link between social support and reaching the milestones of adulthood dictated by the social norm.
Interestingly, Cameron et al. (2018) found that Care Leavers were more likely to be parents by the age of 31 than their non-Care Leaver peers.  However, perhaps more worryingly, in 2014 22% of female Care Leavers became teenage mothers (National Audit Office, 2015).  While often associated with social deprivation (Mezey et al., 2017, cited in Cameron et al., 2018), becoming parents at a young age is perhaps an attempt at following societal family norms for Care Leavers.  Cameron et al. (2018) discussed the notion of children bringing emotional meaning into Care Leavers’ lives by giving them “someone to love”.
Forrester et al. further discussed the idea of “an increased risk of intergenerational state intervention” (2017, p.355) – more specifically, 27% of birth mothers and 19% of birth fathers of LAC placed for adoption were Care Leavers themselves.  This is not only true of the UK.  A US study found that 9% of Care Leaver parents had a child in care, compared to only 1.1% of the general population (Beadnell & Pecora, 2015 cited in Forrester et al., 2017).  It therefore seems that once an individual has become a LAC themselves, a self-perpetuating cycle of state intervention in childcare often begins, possibly due to the factors linked to Care Leavers attainment in adulthood, such as increased mental health risk and unstable unemployment.  One must question however, whether Care Leavers are suitably prepared for parenthood, perhaps never having had experience of healthy parenting themselves.
Care Leavers also appear to be more likely to be drawn into crime.  The National Audit Office found that 49% of young men under 21 years of age who were known to the criminal justice system had at one point been LAC or were Care Leavers (2015).  This indicates that there is substantial impact on young men leaving care.  Perhaps they are motivated by their weakened economic status, however, Toby (1957) found that young men who chose not to take part in crime had an increased sense of identity as a resident in their local area.  This identify led to an increased desire to conform to societal expectations to be upstanding citizens.  Therefore, it could be argued that Care Leavers lack this sense of identity due to their unsettled upbringing and are therefore less likely to conform.
Economic Barriers
Wade believed that due to more pressing immediate economic concerns, Care Leavers usually have “fewer options open to them to explore and from which to choose a future” (2008, cited in Refaeli, 2017, p.1).  Cameron et al. points out that “youth transitions are now considerably extended” (2018, p.164).  They are spending longer in education, taking longer to enter regular employment, and relying on their parents for longer than in the past.  Having said this, one must wonder where Care Leavers turn for such support.
Pecora et al. (2006, cited in Refaeli, 2017, p.2) stated that many Care Leavers live in “poverty and economic distress”.  They are also likely to have “unstable employment patterns” (Benbenishty and Melkman, 2018, p.176).  While Schoon and Bynner (2017, cited in Cameron et al., 2018) point out that young people in general are increasingly reliant on temporary or irregular employment (such as the increase in zero hours contracts in the UK), Cameron et al. (2018) found that only 66% of Care Leavers are in employment by the age of 30 compared to 82% of non-Care Leavers.  Forrester et al. (2017) found Care Leaver parents were more likely to be in receipt of benefits, clearly indicating a lower economic standing.
This is likely to be a multi-faceted issue, with increased risk of mental health issues impacting on educational attainment and therefore career prospects.  Furthermore, Care Leavers’ lack of identity in the local community in which they find themselves may lead to the aforementioned lack of desire to conform.  In other words, they may be less likely to strive for the socially expected adulthood milestones such as a secure job.
Furthermore, 25% of the homeless population in 2010 had been LAC (National Audit Office, 2015).  In the UK, 56% of young people aged 20-24 still lived with their parents in 2013 (Eurostat, 2015, cited in Cameron et al., 2018).  Therefore, it is likely that this lack of familial support impacts on Care Leavers’ increased likelihood to find themselves homeless.  
Several Local Authorities in Wales have now abolished council tax for Care Leavers, however there is inconsistency across the nation (Ryall, 2018).  In some areas they are exempt until the age of 21, where in others they receive this help until they turn 25.  Furthermore, fifteen Local Authorities still charge Care Leavers council tax despite charities advising this exemption is brought in nation wide as is the case in Scotland (Ryall, 2018).  
This post code lottery on council tax exemption further exacerbates financial difficulties for Care Leavers who are already struggling to gain meaningful employment.  It is therefore clear that Care Leavers are at increased risk of homelessness, especially with increasingly unaffordable rents nationwide, a fact supported by the aforementioned statistics.
Another barrier to economic security is a lack of education.  As previously mentioned, education often increases the chances of stable employment.  However, only 6% of Care Leavers were in higher education in 2013-4, compared to 33% of all 19-year-olds (National Audit Office, 2015).  Additionally, Care Leavers have a high drop out rate when compared to their peers (Benbenishty and Melkman, 2018).
While Care Leavers are offered increased bursaries, loans and grants by universities and the Student Loans Company, as well as potential help from the Local Authority with regards to accommodation they are still six times less likely to attend university (The Complete University Guide, 2018).  Worryingly, one potential reason for this difference in attendance rates may be a lack of information available to Care Leavers about financial support as well as other types of support available to them (The Complete University Guide, 2018).  For example, The Complete University Guide (2018) states that 84% of universities will offer year round accommodation to Care Leavers (as opposed to the academic year only), and that several charities offer advice and social support for Care Leavers.  Despite this, this perceived lack of support is clearly impacting on Care Leavers’ application and attendance rates.
Recommendations & Concluding Thoughts
Forrester et al. described the need for reform as “urgent” (2017, p.360).  In their view, LAC need to be prepared for adulthood and parenthood, and be supported beyond their time in care.  As it stands, it is clear that current legislation is not allowing for LAC to be adequately prepared for several important areas of adulthood from money management to parenting.
This sentiment is echoed by Cameron et al. who found that “a disproportionate number of care experienced adults shift from one welfare arena to another” (2018, p.170).  That is to say there is a clear link between a childhood as a LAC and a dependency on state support as an adult due a lack of social and economic independence.  This can take the form of anything from benefit dependencies to their own children becoming LAC to imprisonment for crime.
The National Audit Office (2015) made a series of recommendations to counteract the barriers faced by Care Leavers:
· Improve integration between government departments;
· Track Care Leavers to build data regarding their progress;
· Use this data to inform decisions on Care Leaver support;
· Use this data to inform Local Authorities on cost-effective practice.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Benbenishty and Melkman make further recommendations when they say that Care Leavers need:
“resourceful social networks that can provide information, guidance and instrumental aid to support both their educational and occupational development and ensure their basic needs for housing, financial security and emotional support are met.” (2018, p.185)
They go onto recommend that the foundations for such support are laid during a LAC’s time in care, rather than as a last-minute initiative before they turn 18.  They further recommend improving LAC’s ties with relatives and other adults in order to provide a level of social support around the young person when they leave care.  Their final recommendation is to invest in Care Leavers’ social skills to enable them to improve their current social ties and add to their social circle over time.
Refaeli (2017, p.4) identified two key groups in her study: “struggling to survive” and “surviving through struggle”.  The resilience of the latter group was key in their success, whereas the former group took a victim-like stance on their life story.  It is clear that timely interventions and preparations for adulthood “promote resilience in the face of adversity” (Masten, 2001 cited in Benbenishty and Melkman, 2018, p.177).  Therefore, it would be beneficial to Care Leavers to promote the development of not only their social skill set, but also a plethora of other skills such as money management and parenting skills.  As a result, it is likely that a higher proportion of Care Leavers would relate more to the “surviving through struggle” group of Refaeli’s study.
Stein (2006, cited in Cameron et al., 2018) stated that Care Leavers lack the opportunity to make mistakes and reflect upon them.  They run much larger risks if they do so and are therefore less likely to take any risks at all.  A negative outcome of such a risk would have a much more substantial impact upon a Care Leaver than a young adult with family support.  Therefore, it could be argued that Local Authorities should provide more longer lasting support for Care Leavers.
As previously mentioned, additional support is offered in terms of finding housing, student finance, and council tax, however it is clear this is not enough to counterbalance the various barriers Care Leavers face.  Benbenishty and Melkman (2018) found that emotional support and guidance had greater impacts on Care Leavers when transitioning to become an independent adult, and in turn, improved economic well-being.  Therefore, while legislation requires Care Leavers receive support until they turn 21, it is clearly not sufficient.  It is therefore reasonable to recommend this support not only be extended, but that it becomes more in-depth, individual, and personable.
Unfortunately, this case study agrees with the National Audit Office’s findings in 2015: “the poor life experiences of too many care leavers are a longstanding problem.”  Care Leavers require well-targeted support to succeed in adulthood, and at this moment in time, the legislation and policies are clearly not working effectively to support Care Leavers effectively in their transition to adulthood.  As such, I am in agreement with Forrester et al. (2017)’s judgement of the need for urgent reform on a multi-organisational level.
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