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About this research

Bright Spots 

This research is part of the 

Bright Spots programme: a 

partnership between the 

University of Bristol and 

Coram Voice. 

The programme aims to: 

• improve the care 

experience for all looked 

after children;

• give children a voice on 

their own well-being; and 

• highlight the ‘Bright Spots’ 

of practice that contribute 

to children flourishing in 

care. 

The project was funded by 

the Hadley Trust and the DfE 

Social Care Innovation Fund.

• Through the programme we developed the Bright 

Spots Well-Being Indicators, which put children’s 

experience and voices at the heart of how we 

measure subjective well-being.

• The indicators are measured by the ‘Your Life, Your 

Care’ survey – a tool grounded in research and 

comparable to national data sets.

• The survey was developed from literature reviews, 

roundtable discussions with professionals and from 

focus groups and individual interviews with 140 

looked after children and young people living in nine 

different local authorities.

• The survey identifies the areas where children 

appear to be flourishing and where things could be 

improved, providing an evidence base of children’s 

experience and well-being to inform service 

improvements.
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Section 1:

Summary of 

Key Findings
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In West Sussex, 42% of children and young 

people in care responded to the survey. 

The majority (85%) of children and 

young people in care (8-18yrs) felt 

that their lives were getting better. 

Three-quarters (75%) of young 

people aged 11-18 in West Sussex 

felt positive about their future, 

significantly higher than their peers 

(64%) in other authorities.

27% were unhappy with the way 

they looked compared to 16% in 

other LAs. Unusually, girls were 

no more likely to report this than 

boys. 

Only 57% in of young people felt 

that they had received a full 

explanation as to why they were 

in care compared to 82% in 

other local authorities. 

Young people in in West Sussex 

were less likely to say they were 

happy and that the things they 

did in their lives were worthwhile 

than looked after children 

elsewhere.  

Young people were significantly 

more likely than looked after 

children in other local authorities 

to say that they didn’t have the 

same opportunities as their 

friends & did not have Internet 

access. 

They were also less likely to 

report that they were able to 

practise life skills. 5
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Key findings (2) 

Only 63% of children and young 

people (4-18yrs) in West Sussex 

wrote that they ‘always‘ felt 

settled where they were living, 

compared to 78% in other LAs. 

They were also less likely to like 

their bedrooms 

In other local authorities, higher 

proportions of young people aged 

11-18yrs (92%) reported that their 

carers noticed how they were 

feeling. Feeling that carers did 

not notice how you were feeling 

was linked to low well-being. 

Almost all (97%) children and young 

people (8-18yrs) trusted the adults 

that they lived with and nearly all 

(97%) had a trusted adult in their 

lives. 

However, those with low well-being 

were less likely to trust carers and 

to have a trusted adult. 

Children and young people (4-

18yrs) in care in West Sussex were 

more likely than those in the 

general population to report that 

they ‘always’ felt safe where they 

were living. 

Higher proportions of young people (11-18yrs) in West Sussex had access to 

nature than their peers in the general population, but lower proportions of 8-11 

year olds spent time exploring the outdoors than in other local authorities. 
6
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Key findings (3)

Social workers

Comparatively few young people aged 

11-18yrs (20%) in West Sussex 

reported that they had had just one 

social worker in the last 12 months 

compared to their peers (34%) in other 

local authorities. 

Lower proportions of young people 

reported that they trusted their social 

worker compared to those in other 

local authorities

Higher proportions of children and 

young people (4-18yrs) in West 

Sussex found it difficult to contact 

their social worker compared to those 

in other local authorities

Low well-being was associated 

with not feeling included in 

decisions social workers made 

about their lives.

High proportions of children 

aged 4-7yrs (100%) and 

young people aged 11-18 

(84%) wrote that they liked 

school. 

95% of 8-11yrs and 96% of 

11-18yrs recorded that the 

adults they lived with 

showed an interest in their 

education. This is higher 

than children in the general 

population. 

However, comparatively low 

proportions of children aged 

8-11yrs (73%) reported that 

they liked school

Education

7
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Section 2:

Methodology



• Three online surveys were used to 

capture looked after children and 

young people’s views on their own 

well-being. The three versions were 

for:

a) younger children aged 4-7yrs (16 

questions);

b) children aged 8-11yrs in primary 

school (31 questions); and 

c) young people of secondary school 

age 11-18yrs (46 questions). 

• There was a common set of 16 core 

questions. 

• Paper surveys were also available and 

used in cases where no internet was 

available, or when the child preferred 

this method. 

• In West Sussex at the time of the 

survey 216 children and young people 

aged 4-18yrs were looked after and 

able to complete the survey.

• Children and young people completed 

the survey anonymously: individual 

identifiers such as name, school etc. 

were not collected in order to allow 

responses without fear of 

consequences.

• If children recorded names or any 

identifying information on the survey 

these were removed by the 

researchers.
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• The survey was distributed through the 

virtual school to head teachers and 

designated teachers in schools. Social 

care staff, including foster carers and 

social workers, were asked to 

encourage children and young people 

to complete the survey. Regular 

reminders were sent to head teachers 

and designated teachers and some 

schools were followed up directly. 

• The survey was promoted in training 

sessions for designated teachers. 

• The participation team also 

approached children and young people 

and supported them to complete the 

survey during children in care council 

meetings and events attended by 

children in care. 

• Information relating to the survey was 

distributed to all children by post.

• Social workers and IROs were made 

aware of the survey at team meetings 

and via the Children and Family 

Services Newsletter and as a result 

were able to promote completion of 

the survey.

• Children and young people were 

asked to complete the online survey 

over a seven week period in February 

and March 2018 with a trusted adult 

present. The trusted adult was usually 

the designated teacher, learning 

mentor, SENCO or participation 

worker. 
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Methodology 

11

• Where possible, LA data are compared to data on 

children in the general population, and to the average 

responses from 17 local authorities. 

• Data were weighted and tests run for significant 

difference between LAs. 

• In addition to questions that measure overarching well-

being indicators (happiness, life satisfaction etc.) the 

questions  cover four domains that are important to 

children and young people: Relationships, Resilience, 

Rights and Recovery. The report covers each of these. 

On some pages of this report  you will 

see a ‘Bright Spots’ icon (shown left). 

This indicates a ‘good news’ story – a 

positive aspect of practice in your local 

authority. 

This is where children and young 

people are doing significantly better 

than children in care in other local 

authorities or report the same or higher 

well-being than their peers in the 

general population. 

Subjective well-being: 

Are children flourishing? 

• Subjective well-being in 

this survey refers to 

children’s own 

evaluations of how they 

feel about their lives. 

• There are questions in 

the surveys about affect 

(e.g. how happy a child 

feels now), cognitive 

judgements (e.g. 

evaluations of 

relationships) and the 

inner world (e.g. life 

having meaning). 

• All these elements help 

us understand whether 

children are flourishing. 
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Section 3: 

Survey results
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1. Demographics

• Sample sizes

• Age and gender 

• Ethnicity

• Placements

• Length of time in care



Sample sizes 

• 91 children and young people responded to 
the surveys from an eligible looked after 
population of 216. 

• The overall response rate was 42%.

• Those aged 11-18 were much more likely to 
respond to the survey than younger children. 

14

Age Care population 

n

Responses 

n

Response rate

%

4-7yrs 67 18 (27%)

8-11yrs 78 22 (28%)

11-18yrs 71 51 (72%)

Although the sample size must be 

borne in mind when considering 

the representativeness of the 

data, the response rate was 

significantly better than in some 

similar surveys. The State of 

Nation: Children in Care 2015, for 

example, had a response rate of 

3%. 
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Age and gender

• In West Sussex, 57% of the looked after population were boys. (DfE, 2017)

• Overall a slightly higher proportion of boys (53%) than girls (47%) completed the 

survey. 

• In the 8-11 age group, boys (64%) were much more likely to complete the survey 

than girls (36%) of the same age. 
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Age group
Girls

n (%)

Boys

n (%)

Prefer not to say/

no reply

n (%)

4-7yrs 8 (44%) 10 (56%) 0 (0%)

8-11yrs 8 (36%) 14 (64%) 0 (0%)

11-18yrs 27 (53%) 24 (47%) 0 (0%)

TOTAL 43 (47%) 48 (53%) 0 (0%)
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Ethnicity

• The majority (80%) of children and young 

people who completed the survey were 

white. 

Children of Asian, black, mixed and 

other ethnicities were slightly under-

represented in the survey as they 

make up 25% of the care population 

in West Sussex’s statistical return to 

the DfE (2017) compared to 20% in 

our sample. 

16

3% 3%
11%

80%

2% 0%
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The ethnicity of children who completed the survey n=91 
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Placements

• The majority (89%) of children and young 

people in the sample were living in foster 

care, 7% were living in residential care 

and a minority were living with friends or 

family (3%) or somewhere else (1%). 

In West Sussex 66% of children are 

placed with foster carers and 23% live 

in residential care. (DfE, 2017)

Children living in residential care are 

therefore under-represented in the 

survey sample. 
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Age 

group

Foster

care

%

Family or 

friends 

care

%

Residential 

care 

%

With 

parents 

%

Somewhere 

else

%

Prefer 

not to 

say

%

4-7yrs 89% 11% 0% 0% 0% 0%

8-11yrs 95% 5% 0% 0% 0% 0%

11-18yrs 86% 0% 12% 0% 2% 0%

TOTAL 89% 3% 7% 0% 1% 0%
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Length of time in care

18

63%

32%

6%

20%

41%

17%

12%

18%

67%

2%

9%

11%

11-18yrs

8-11yrs

4-7yrs

How long have you been in care?

Don't know Under a year 1-3yrs 3 or more yrs

Percentage of children 
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2. Relationships

• Family contact

• Good friends

• Pets 

• Adults you live with: 

Continuity and trust

• Social worker: 

Continuity and trust



Family contact

The youngest children (4-7yrs) were 

not asked questions about family 

contact, as it was thought that they 

might become distressed or anxious. 

• 4 (18%) children (8-11yrs) and 16 (33%) 
young people aged 11-18yrs had no face 
to face contact with either parent. This 
was broadly in line with other authorities 
where on average 17% of 8-11 year olds 
and 25% of young people (11-18yrs) had 
no contact with either parent. 

• For both age groups the proportion 
having no contact with fathers was 
particularly noticeable; over half were not 
able to see him. 

• The majority (91%) of children and young  
people had siblings. Half (50%) thought 
sibling contact was just right but 7% felt 
that they saw their brothers and sisters 
too much. This was most commonly 
reported by the younger (8-11yrs) group. 
9% of children and young people were 
unable to see their siblings. 
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Children and young people (8-18yrs) 

were asked whether they were 

content with the frequency of contact 

that was taking place with their 

mother, father, and siblings. 



Family 

member
Age group

Too 

much
Just right Too little

I am 

unable to 

see them 

Don’t have 

any

siblings

Mother 8-11yrs 

n=21   

1 

(5%)

7 

(33%)

6 

(29%)

7

(33%)

-------

11-18yrs 

n=49

2

(4%)

13

(27%)

13

(27%)

21

(43%)

-------

Father 8-11yrs 

n=22

0

(0%)

7

(32%)

4

(18%)

11

(50%)

-------

11-18yrs 

n=48

0

(0%)

10

(21%)

13

(27%)

25

(52%)

-------

Siblings 8-11yrs

n=22

4

(18%)

10

(45%)

4

(18%)

0

(0%)

4

(18%)

11-18yrs 

n=48

1

(2%)

25

(52%)

11

(23%)

9

(19%)

2

(4%)

Family contact (2)

21
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NB: May not add up to 100% due to rounding



Family contact: comments (8-11yrs)

• 13 children took the opportunity to write their thoughts and feelings about contact. 

• Nine wrote that they wanted more contact with at least one member of their birth family 
but 2 children wrote that they did not want contact. Examples are shown below:

22

I am generally 

happy with the way 

it is but would like to 

see my sister more.

Three hours is 

fine but I'd like 

to see her once 

a month.

I would like to see my 

brothers and sisters 

and my Mum and 

Dad 10 times a year.

I would like to 

see them more 

except my 

mum.

I want to see 

my other mum 

when I'm a bit 

older.

Children were also given the option of providing comments about contact.
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I do not 

want 

contact.



Family contact: comments (11-18yrs)
• 25 young people took the opportunity to write their thoughts and feelings about 

contact. 

• 16 wrote that they wanted more contact with their birth family but 4 wrote that they did 

not want contact. Example quotes are shown below:
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I would like to see my 

three sisters and my other 

brother – I have never had 

any contact with them 

which upsets me.

I feel that I should be 

able to see my cousins 

and uncles as well as my 

mum and brother.

I need to see them 

more, social workers 

are too slack with 

arranging contact.

No, my mum 

died and I 

choose not to 

see my dad. 

I need to see 

them more.
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• Most of the children and young 

people stated that they had at least 

one good friend but 8 (9%) did not. 

This was higher than young people in 

the general population where 3% are 

friendless.  

Good friends

• All children aged 4-7yrs reported that 

they had a good friend.

24

Age group

Yes I have a really 

good friend

n (%)

No, I don’t have a really 

good friend

n (%)

4-7yrs 18 (100%) 0 (0%)

8-11yrs 19 (86%) 3 (14%)

11-18yrs 45 (90%) 5 (10%)

TOTAL 82 (91%) 8 (9%)

General population: The Millennium 

Cohort Study (2015) of young people aged 

14yrs found that 3% of young people did not 

have a good friend. 

A lack of friendships is 

associated with loneliness and 

anxiety. All children and young 

people were asked whether 

they had a really good friend.
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Pets

• 82% of the 8-11yrs children lived in a 

household with a pet. 

• In the older (11-18yrs group), 73% of 

young people had a pet where they 

lived. 

• 3 children (8-11yrs) were not allowed 

to have a pet where they lived.

25

Pets were important 

to children in all the 
focus groups we ran. 

Children and young people said that 

pets are non-judgmental – they love 

you no matter what and are always 

pleased to see you. They can also 

give children an opportunity to take 

responsibility.

Children and young people aged 

between 8-18yrs were asked if they 

had a pet in the home they lived in.
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• All children aged 4-11yrs answered that 

they trusted the adults they lived with. 

This is a Bright Spot of practice. 

Adults you live with: Continuity & trust

Almost all (97%) children and young people 

trusted the adults they lived with: 

• 100% of the youngest children (4-7yrs); 

• 100% of children aged 8-11yrs; and 

• 94% of young people (11-18yrs) trusted 

their carers.

26

Placement moves Trust

Young people (11-18yrs) 

were asked, how many 

placements have you had 

since coming into care?  

Children and young people 

were asked whether they 

trusted the adults they lived with 

(i.e. carers, parents).

Number of placements Percentage

1 placement 37% 

2-4 placements 53% 

5-7 placements 8% 

8-10 placements 0% 

11+ 0%

Don’t know 2%
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• No children or young people reported 

having had more than 7 placements. 



• Significantly lower proportions of young 

people (11-18yrs) in West Sussex 

reported that they trusted their social 

worker compared to their peers (89%) in 

other local authorities.

Social worker: Continuity & trust

• The level of trust in social workers was 

high among the two youngest age 

groups but lower among young people 

aged 11-18yrs:

‒ 100% of children (4-7yrs);

‒ 94% of 8-11yrs; and

‒ 73% of young people (11-18yrs) 

trusted their social worker. 
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0%

20%

45%
35%

How many social workers 
have you had in the last 12 

months?

None One Two Three or more

11-18 year olds were asked: 

how many social workers have 

you had in the past 12 months? 

Changes in social workers Trusting social worker

Children & young people (n= 80) 

who knew who their social 

worker was were asked if they 

trusted their social worker. 
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• Significantly lower proportions of 

young people (20%) in West Sussex 

had kept the same social worker over 

the last year compared to their peers 

(34%) in other local authorities.  

• Approximately a third (35%) answered 

that they had had three or more social 

workers in the previous year. 
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3. Resilience

• Trusted adult

• Being trusted & helping out 

• Liking school

• Adults you live with: 

Support for learning

• Having fun & hobbies 

• Access to nature

• Second chances

• Life skills

• Access to the Internet at home



• 100% of children (8-11yrs) in West Sussex 

reported that they had an adult in their lives 

they could trust. This is a Bright Spot of 

practice. 

Trusted adult

• Almost all children and young people wrote 
that they had a trusted adult in their lives.

• 96% of young people (11-18yrs) in West 
Sussex reported that they had a trusted 
adult in their lives. Two young people 
answered that they did not.

29

A key turning point

The availability of one key adult has 

been shown to be the turning point in 

many looked after young people’s 

lives. (Gilligan, 2009)

Having a trusted adult has been 

shown to be the main factor in helping 

children recover from traumatic 

events.
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Children and young 

people aged between 8-

18yrs were asked, do 

you have an adult who 

you trust, who helps you 

and sticks by you no 

matter what?



Being trusted & helping out

• 51% of young people (11-18yrs) thought 

they were given opportunities ‘all or 

most of the time’ to show they could be 

trusted and 37% were given them 

‘sometimes’.

• 8% reported ‘hardly ever’ and 2% 

‘never’.

• 32% of children (8-11yrs) responded 

that ‘all or most of the time’ they were 

asked to help and 41% answered 

‘sometimes’.

• 27% wrote ‘hardly ever’ or ‘never’. 
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We asked young people, how 

often do you get the chance 

to show you can be trusted? 

Having trusting relationships and being 

trusted were key issues raised by the 

children in the focus groups that 

underpinned the development of this survey. 

Younger children (8-11yrs) were asked if 

they got the chance to help the teacher.

Children had said in the focus groups that 

they were never trusted to show visitors 

around school or deliver a message 

because they were looked after.
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• All children aged 4-7yrs (100%) liked school, 

compared to 90% of their peers in other local 

authorities.

• 84% of the 11-18yrs group liked school or 

college ‘a lot’ or ‘a bit’, comparable to the 

general population. These are Bright Spots of 

practice. 

• Only 73% of those aged 8-11yrs reported 

that they liked school ‘a lot’ or a ‘bit’ and 14% 

of this age group wrote that they did not like 

school at all. 

All the children and young people 

were asked how much they liked 

school or college. 

General population: Liking school
The Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children 
Survey (2015) of 5,335 young people (11-15yrs) 
reported that 80% liked school ‘a lot’ or ‘a bit’ 
and 20% ‘not very much’ or ‘not at all’. Liking 
school decreased with the child’s age and girls 
were more likely to say they enjoyed school ‘a 
lot’ in comparison with boys.

Liking school

31

1
0
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0
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4-7yrs 8-11yrs 11-18yrs

Do you like school? 

A lot/Mostly yes

A bit

Not very much

Not at all/Mostly no
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Adults you live with:  

Support for learning

• 95% of 8-11yrs and 96% of 11-18yrs 

recorded that the adults they lived with  

showed an interest in their education 

‘all or most of the time’ or ‘sometimes’. 

This is higher than children (90%) in 

the general population. This is a Bright 

Spot of practice. 

General population: 

Support with learning

In comparison the Health Behaviour in 

School-Aged Children Survey (11-15yrs) 

reported that 90% of children in England 

said their parents were interested in what 

happened at school.

32

Children in the 8-11yrs and 11-

18yrs surveys were asked 

whether the adults they lived 

with (e.g. carers, parents) 

showed an interest in what they were 

doing in school or college. 
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My carer is nice [and] 

helps me a lot especially 

when it comes to 

[home]work.

8-11yrs



Having fun & hobbies

Children aged 4-11yrs were asked if 

they had fun at the weekend. 

• The majority of children and young 

people did have fun outside of school. 

• 7 children and young people rarely had 

fun or took part in their own activities; 

most (6) were young people aged 11-

18yrs. 

• All children aged 8-11yrs had fun at 

least ‘sometimes’. 

33

Age 

group

Yes, I have fun/take 

part in activities

n (%)

Sometimes I have fun/ 

take part in activities

n (%)

No, I don’t have fun or 

take part in activities

n (%)

4-7yrs 17 (94%) -- 1 (6%)

8-11yrs 15 (68%) 7 (32%) 0 (0%)

11-18yrs 27 (55%) 16 (33%) 6 (12%)

TOTAL 59 (66%) 23 (26%) 7 (8%)

The 11-18yrs survey 

asked young people if 

they were able to spend 

time on their own 

hobbies or activities 

outside of school. 
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• 92% of young people (11-18yrs) 

answered that they had opportunities to 

explore the outdoors ‘all or most of the 

time’ or ‘sometimes’. This compares 

favourably with children in the general 

population where lower proportions 

(89%) reported that they regularly 

enjoyed nature. 

• However only 77% of children (8-11yrs) 

in West Sussex reported that they  

regularly had access to nature 

compared to 90% of children in care in 

other local authorities. 

Access to nature

34

Contact with nature can 

reduce stress and improve 

mental health. (Play England, 

2012)

We asked whether children and young 

people had opportunities to explore the 

outdoors, such as visiting parks, beaches, 

fields and forests. Some of the children in 

our focus groups said safeguarding fears 

limited their opportunities.

General population:

About 11% of children (6-15yrs) had not 

visited  the natural environment in the last 

year. (Monitor of Engagement with the 

Natural Environment (MENE) survey, 

2016)  
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Second chances

All children make mistakes and need a 

second or many more chances. It is part 

of learning and growing up. Many 

children involved in the focus groups 

stated that looked after children were too 

readily refused a second chance. 

Young people aged 11-

18yrs were asked if they 

felt they got a second 

chance if they did 

something wrong.

• 43% responded ‘all or most of the time’;  

• 49% answered ‘sometimes’; and 

• 8% thought they ‘hardly ever’ or ‘never’ 

got a second chance. 
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• Higher proportions (88%) of young 

people in care in other local authorities 

reported that they were able to practise 

life skills. 

Life skills

• 78% of  young people answered that 

they were taught independence skills 

‘all or most of the time’ or ‘sometimes’ 

but 22% wrote that this was ‘hardly 

ever’ or ‘never’ true.
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This question was asked as many young 

people in the focus groups thought that they 

had been insufficiently prepared for 

independence.
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We asked the young people 

in the 11-18yrs group, 

how often do you get to 

practice life skills like 

cooking healthy food, 

washing  clothes or going to 

the bank? 



• In other local authorities, higher 

proportions of young people (91%) 

had access to the Internet than 

looked after young people in West 

Sussex. 

Access to the Internet at home

• The  majority (82%) of young people 

reported that they did have access to 

the Internet. 

General population: Access to the 
Internet

• In the UK, 98% of  households with 

children have an Internet connection. 

(ONS 2017)

• The Millennium Cohort Study of 

children aged 11yrs old found that 

children who never used the Internet 

outside school had a high probability of 

low well-being. (The Children’s 

Society, 2014)
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Young people 11-18yrs 

were asked if they could 

connect to the Internet from 

home.  R
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4. Rights

• Included in decision-

making

• Feeling safe in placement

• Bullying

• Knowing identity of social 

workers

• Contact with social 

workers

• Stigma of being in care



Included in decision-making

• 77% of 8-11yrs ‘all or most of the time’ 

or ‘sometimes’ felt included. 

• 78% of 11-18yrs ‘all or most of the time’ 

or ‘sometimes’ felt included.
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Children aged 8-18yrs were 

asked, do you feel included in 

the decisions that social 

workers make about your life?
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Age 8-11yrs Age 11-18yrs

Do you feel included in the 
decisions that social 

workers make about your 
life?

All/most of the time
Sometimes
Hardly ever
Never

Sometimes I feel that I 

should have a say in 

what I do at school and 

where I want to go to 

school. Also, I feel as if I 

need to have a say in 

contact with my mum.

11-18yrs



• All of the 4-7yrs group felt safe in their placements. This 
is a Bright Spot of practice.

Feeling safe in placement

• Overall, 88% of children and young people (8-18yrs) 

reported that they ‘all or most of the time’ felt safe in 

their placements. 

• 1 (5%) of the 8-11yrs group and 10 (20%) of the 11-

18yrs group ticked the ‘sometimes’, ‘hardly ever’ or 

‘never’ boxes.

• In other local authorities, higher proportions of 11-18yrs 

(89%) reported that they ‘all or most of the time’ felt 

safe but this difference was not statically significant. 
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General population: 

The Children’s Worlds survey found that 75% of children (8-13yrs) in the general population 

felt ‘totally safe’ at home. (Rees et al., 2014) Not feeling safe is associated with raised 

cortisol levels and difficulty in learning and concentration. (Harvard University, 2012)

100%
95%

80%

4-7yrs 8-11yrs 11-18yrs

I feel safe in the home 
I live in all or most of 

the time

All children were asked whether they felt safe

in the home they lived in now. It is difficult to 

know what children were thinking about when 

answering, but feeling secure is about how 

the world feels, not necessarily how it is. 
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Bullying
Our question asked if children felt afraid 
of going to school because of bullying 
and if they were bullied were they getting 
support from an adult. 

General population: Bullying

• The analysis of the Children’s Worlds 
surveys in 22 countries has shown 
that being free from bullying is one of 
the most important factors in 
children’s well-being. (Rees et al., 
2010)

• About 12% of children in England say 
they are regularly bullied at school. 
(ONS 2016b)

• Over half (55%) of children and young 
people (8-18yrs) wrote that they never 
felt afraid of bullying at school. 

• However, 30% reported that they felt 
afraid ‘sometimes’ or ‘all or most of the 
time’. 

• Children aged 8-11 years old were more 
likely to report this than young people (11-
18yrs) reflecting wider trends in other 
authorities. 

• Of the 20 children and young people who 
reported that they were bullied, 4 were not 
receiving help. 
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5%

27%

32%

18%

9%

55%

55%

11-18yrs

8-11yrs

All or most of the time Sometimes Hardly ever Never

Do you ever feel afraid of going to school or college because of bullying?
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Knowing identity of social workers 

• Overall 9% did not know their social 

worker.

• Children aged 8-11 years old were most 

likely to report that they did not know 

their social worker. 
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Age group Know social worker

n (%)

Don’t know

social worker

n (%)

4-7yrs 16 (89%) 2 (11%)

8-11yrs 18 (82%) 4 (18%)

11-18yrs 46 (96%) 2 (4%)

TOTAL 80 (91%) 8 (9%)
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All the children and 

young people were 

asked if they knew their 

current social worker. 



• In other authorities higher proportions of young 

people (84%) reported that they could contact 

their social workers easily. 

Contact with social workers

• In West Sussex 69% of young people (11-18yrs)  

reported that they could get easily get in touch 

with their social worker ‘all or most of the time’ or 

‘sometimes’. 
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91% 94%

9% 6%

8-11yrs 11-18yrs

Do you know you have 
the right to speak to a 
social worker on your 

own?

Yes I do know this

No I do not know this
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Children and young people (n=80) in the 

8-18yrs group who knew their social 

worker were asked, how easy it was to 

contact them.

Children and young people (8-18yrs) 

were also asked whether they knew they 

could speak to their social worker on 

their own. 

• The majority of children (8-11yrs) and almost all of 

those aged over 11yrs knew they could ask to 

speak to their social worker on their own.



Stigma of being in care

• 16% of young people recorded that 

adults did things that made them feel 

embarrassed about being in care. 
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When I'm out in 

public they always 

make a scene 

about me being in 

care and I hate it.

11-18yrs

If we go out on 

activities they say out 

loud we are a care 

home and it really 

annoys me and 

embarrasses me.

11-18yrs

Younger children were not asked these 

questions, as the focus groups suggested 

that being made to feel different was of 

much greater concern in adolescence.
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The 11-18yrs age group 

were asked a question in 

the survey about feeling 

different, do adults do 

things that make you feel 

embarrassed about being 

in care? 

Comparing you 

to other children 

they’ve had.

11-18yrs
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5. Recovery

• Knowing reason for being in 

care

• Feeling settled in placement

• Liking bedrooms

• Adults you live with: 

Sensitive parenting

• Adults you live with: 

Sharing confidences

• Support with worries

• Parity with peers 

• Happiness with appearance



• Only 57% of young people (11-18yrs) in West 
Sussex felt that they had received a full 
explanation as to why they were in care, 
compared to 82% in other local authorities.

5
9

%

7
7
%

5
7

%

1
2

% 2
3
% 3

5
%

2
9

%

0
% 8

%

4-7yrs 8-11yrs 11-18yrs

Has someone explained why 
you are in care?

Yes

Yes, but I'd like to know more

No

Knowing reason for being in care

• The majority (62%) of children and young 
people reported that someone had explained 
to them the reasons why they were in care. 
However, 27% wanted to know more about 
why they were in care and 10% felt that no-
one had explained to them why they were in 
care. 
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All the children and young people 

were asked if someone had 

explained why they were in care. 

Important for recovery

Having a coherent account of one’s history and 

understanding the reasons that led to becoming 

looked after are important in the development of 

an integrated identity and in recovery from abuse 

and neglect. (Adshead, 2012; Adler, 2012)



• Young people were the least positive. In West 

Sussex, 63% wrote that they ‘always‘ felt 

settled, compared to 78% of young people in 

other local authorities.

Feeling settled in placement

We wanted to know if children 
felt a sense of belonging and 
felt at ease in their 
placements. Based on the 
advice from our focus groups, 
children and young people 
were asked, 

do you feel settled in the home you live in now? 
(do you feel comfortable, accepted and at ease?) 

Answer options 

Children (4-7yrs) could answer ‘mostly yes’ or 
‘mostly no’. Children (8-11yrs) and young people 
(11-18yrs) could answer: ‘all or most of the time’, 
‘sometimes’, ‘hardly ever’, or ‘never’. 

• The majority (75%) of children and young 

people reported that they felt settled in their 

placement ‘all or most of the time’. 
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Feeling settled 

All or most of the time/Mostly yes
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Hardly ever/Never/Mostly no
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• Lower proportions of young people 

(11-18yrs) liked their bedroom. In 

other authorities 94% of young people 

liked their bedroom compared to 86% 

in West Sussex.

Liking bedrooms
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• 83 (91%) children and young people 

liked their bedrooms. 

• Every child aged 4-7 years old 

reported that they liked their 

bedroom. 

100% 95%
86%

5%

14%

4-7yrs 8-11yrs 11-18yrs

Do you like your bedroom? 

Like Dislike

Liking your bedroom 

was an important 

feature for the focus 

groups we ran. 

Young people reflected that their 

bedrooms were a place for being on your 

own in busy homes. It is linked to safety, 

sense of identity and feeling a sense of 

belonging.
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• In other local authorities, higher 

proportions of young people (92%) 

aged 11-18yrs reported that their carers 

noticed how they were feeling.

Adults you live with: 

Sensitive parenting

• 89% of the youngest children (4-7yrs), 

95% of children (8-11yrs) and 82% of 

young people (11-18yrs) thought their 

carers noticed how they were feeling 

‘all or most of the time’ or ‘sometimes’. 
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I really like [care] 

because people 

care about me. 

8-11yrs

All children were asked if  

the adults they lived with 

noticed how they were 

feeling.
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My foster carer 

needs to listen more 

to my feelings. 

11-18yrs
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General population 

The Understanding Society survey (2017) 

found that 66% of children (10-15yrs)  

talked regularly to a parent.   
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Y • 67% of young people talked regularly 

with their carers/parents about things 

that mattered to them. 

• This is in line with the experience of 

their peers in the general population.

Adults you live with: 

Sharing confidences

43%

25%

18%

14%

Speaking to adults about things 
that matter

Most days

More than once a week

Less than once a week

Hardly ever

Young people were asked 

how frequently they talked 

to the adults that they 

lived with about the things 

that mattered to them. 



Support with worries

General population & other comparative 

data: Mental health

• Studies of looked after populations 

show that children’s level of difficulties 

are much higher, ranging from about 

45% of  children in foster care to 75% of 

those in residential. (Ford et al., 2007)

• In the general population, 13.5% of 

children have SDQ scores that suggest 

they have a clinical level of mental 

health difficulties. (ONS, 2016b)

• 27% children (8-11yrs) worried ‘all or 

most of the time’ and 36% 

‘sometimes’. 

• 100% of children who reported 

worrying felt that they were getting 

help from an adult. 

• 16% of young people (11-18yrs)    

worried ‘all or most of the time’ and 

49% ‘sometimes’. 

• 88% of young people who reported 

worrying felt that they were getting 

help. 
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Children and young people 
(8-11yrs and 11-18yrs) 
were asked if they worried 
about their own feelings or 
behaviour and, if they did 
have concerns, were they 
receiving support.
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Nanny and Grandad 

help me with my 

worries and they know 

when I’m sad. 

8-11yrs



Parity with peers

• 75% of young people reported that ‘all 

or most of the time’ or ‘sometimes’ 

they did similar things to their friends. 

This is a lower proportion than in other 

local authorities (83%) but this does 

not represent a statistically significant 

difference. 

• In West Sussex 12 (25%) young 

people reported that they could ‘hardly 

ever’ or ‘never’ do similar things to 

their friends. 
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You don't want to be 

excluded from social 

media – like I currently 

am. I know other kids in 

care that have social 

media, it makes me feel 

left out.

11-18yrs

Young people (11-18yrs) were 

asked if they got the chance to 

do similar things to their friends. 
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• However 27%* of young people in West 

Sussex were unhappy with the way they 

looked. This is a higher proportion than 

in other local authorities, where 16% 

wrote that they did not like their 

appearance. 

Happiness with appearance 
Studies have shown that poor 
body image is associated with 
low self-esteem, depression 
and self-harm. (Cash and 
Smolek, 2011)

• The majority of young people (56%) 

were happy with their appearance 

(score of 7-10).
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General population: Happiness with 
appearance 

• 10% of 10-17 year olds in the general 

population are unhappy with their 

appearance. Girls are more likely to have 

a lower opinion of their appearance than 

boys. (The Children’s Society, 2017)
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2% 4% 6% 6% 8% 8% 8% 8%
15%

8%
25%

0 - Very
unhappy

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 - Very
happy

How happy are you with the way you look?

*displayed as 26% in chart due to rounding

• In West Sussex, girls were not statistically 

more likely to dislike their appearance 

than boys. 
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6. Well-being

• Happiness yesterday – affect 

• Life satisfaction – overall 

evaluation

• Are the things you do 

worthwhile? – psychological/ 

eudemonic well-being

• Positivity about the future 

• Comparisons with other LAs 

and general population

• Gender differences (11-18yrs)

• Life is improving

• Low well-being



Happiness yesterday

• Children (4-7yrs & 8-11yrs) were asked to 
rate how happy they were yesterday on a 
five-point scale, from ‘very sad’ to ‘very 
happy’. 

• Young people (11-18yrs)  selected a point 
on a 0-10 scale with 0 being ‘very sad’.
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Happiness yesterday 

Low Medium High

The decrease in happiness with age occurs in 

all surveys. Well-being decreases from school 

year 5 onwards with age 14-15yrs being the 

lowest point. It then starts to rise again. (Rees 

et al., 2010)W
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It is really fun. I 

just like [care] how 

it is. 4-7yrs

• The majority (63%) of children and young 

people had been happy the previous day.

• 3 (8%) children (4-11yrs) and 12 (25%) 

young people (11-18yrs) reported that 

yesterday they had been ‘quite sad’ or 

‘very sad’.



Life satisfaction

This question exactly replicates The 

Children’s Society survey question. A score 

of 7 or more is considered to be high life 

satisfaction. (The Cabinet Office, 2012)

• 56% of young people reported high life 

satisfaction (score 7-10). 

• Unlike the general child population in 

England there was no positive 

correlation between high life 

satisfaction scores and being happy at 

school.  
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2% 0% 4% 6% 4%
15% 13% 15% 13% 17% 13%

0 - Not at
all

satisfied

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 - Very
satisfied

How satisfied are you with your life?*
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Young people (11-18yrs)  were 

asked how satisfied they were 

with their life on a 0-10 scale.

*chart adds to 102% due to rounding 



• Elsewhere in other authorities 65% of 

young people in care reported ‘very 

high’ or ‘high’ scores, a significantly 

greater proportion than in West Sussex. 

Are the things you do worthwhile? 

95%

85%

5%

15%

General child
population (The

Children's Society,
2017)

West Sussex CLA
11-18yrs

Overall, to what extent do you 
think the things you do in 
your life are worthwhile?

High/Medium Low

• 48% of young people scored high or 

very high (score of 7-10); 

• 38% medium (score of 5-6); and

• 15% low (score of 0-4). 
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Young people (11-18yrs) were asked, are 
the things you do worthwhile? 

Importance of purpose
Having a meaning or a purpose to life is 
strongly associated with well-being. (ONS, 
2014)

Young people (11-18yrs) completed the same 
0-10 scale as used by The Children’s Society 
(2017) in their household survey with 3,000 
young people aged 10-17yrs.
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Positivity about the future

• 36 (75%) were positive about their future. 

In other local authorities, significantly lower 

numbers of young people (64%) reported 

this. 

• 3 (6%) had low scores and did not feel 

positive about their future, a lower 

proportion than their peers (7%) in the 

general population. 

These are Bright Spots of practice. 

7% 6%

General population
The Children's
Society 2017

West Sussex

Young people who were 
pessimistic about their 
future: comparison of  

West Sussex’s (11-18yrs) 
looked after children with 

the general child 
population   
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Optimism about the future is 

linked with happiness and 

resilience (Conversano et al., 

2010)  Young people were asked 

on a scale of 0-10, how positive 

they were about the future
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Levels of well-being – West Sussex’s looked after young people (11-18yrs) compared to 

peers (10-17yrs) in the general population (The Children’s Society, 2017) and to the 

average scores of looked after young people in 16 other LAs. 
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Comparisons
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Life 

satisfaction 
Happiness 

Life 

worthwhile

Positivity

about future

West Sussex

% with very 

high scores
29% 15% 25% 38%

% with low 

scores
17% 25% 15% 6%

2018 average 

in 17 LAs

% with very 

high scores
34% 39% 36% 35%

% with low 

scores
15% 19% 12% 11%

Peers in 

general pop. 

(10-17yrs)

% with very 

high scores
27% 26% 29% 19%

% with low 

scores
5% 8% 6% 7%



Gender differences (11-18yrs)

The Children’s 

Society (2017) 

reported that in 

the general 

population one in seven (14%) 

girls (10-15yrs) were unhappy 

with their lives as a whole as were 

one in ten boys. 

Examining gender differences in 

our surveys in 2017, we found no 

gender difference in the surveys 

for 4-7yrs and 8-11yrs but girls 

aged 11-18yrs were more likely to 

report low well-being. Girls were 

four times more likely to be 

unhappy with their appearance 

and this contributed to gender 

differences in well-being. 
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• Girls were more likely to have low well-

being than boys.

• A third of girls (33%) in West Sussex 

reported that they did not feel involved 

in social workers’ decisions compared 

to 8% of boys. 

• 48% of girls reported that they ‘hardly 

ever’ or ‘never’ trusted their social 

worker compared to 5% of boys.

• Half of the girls (50%) reported that 

they could rarely get in touch with their 

social worker compared to 10% of 

boys. 

• 89% of boys reported that the level of 

contact with their mum was not right 

compared to 37% of girls. 



Life is improving

• The majority (85%) of children and 

young people in West Sussex felt that 

their lives were getting better.  
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0% 0%

23% 27%

50%

0% 2%
10%

48%
40%

A lot worse A bit worse No change A bit better Much better

Is your life improving? 

8-11yrs 11-18yrs

Children and young people aged 8-18yrs 

were asked whether they thought their 

life was getting better, and could choose 

from a five point scale ranging from ‘A lot 

worse’ to ‘Much better’.  
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Low well-being: 4-7yrs

• Out of the 18 children in the 4-7yrs group, one boy (6%) described himself 

as ‘very sad’. 

• He had been living with his foster carers for less than a year. 

• No one had explained to him why he was in care.

• He wrote that the adults he lived with did not notice how he was feeling.

• He did not often get to have fun at the weekend.

• When asked what could make care better, he responded ‘If I went back 

home’. 
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Low well-being: 8-11yrs
• 2 (9%) of the children in the 8-11yrs group described themselves as ‘sad’. 

One was a boy and one was a girl. 

• Neither child knew that they could speak to their social worker on their own 
and the boy did not know who his social worker was. 

• Neither child liked school and both wrote that they ‘never’ got the chance to 
help the teacher. 

• The girl wrote that she saw her mum and her siblings ‘too little’. The boy 
wrote that he saw his mum and dad ‘too little’ but that he saw his siblings 
‘too much’. 

• The girl also wrote that the adults she lived with ‘hardly ever’ noticed how 
she was feeling.

• The boy wrote that:

– He did not like his bedroom.

– He wanted to know more about the reasons why he was in care. 

– He ‘never’ felt included in social worker decisions. 

– He ‘sometimes’ worried about his feelings or behaviour although he was 
receiving support. 

– He did not have a really good friend. 

– He ‘hardly ever’ got to explore the outdoors. 

– He was ‘sometimes’ afraid of bullying and he was not receiving support 
from an adult about this. 
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Low well-being:11-18yrs

• 8 (17%) young people had low well-being (i.e. scored 4 or less on two or 

more of the 0-10 well-being scales). 6 were girls and 2 were boys. 

• There was no correlation between well-being and length of time in care, or 

number of placements.

• The factors contributing most strongly to low well-being was: 

‒ not trusting their carers; 

‒ carers not noticing young people’s feelings; 

‒ young people not being given second chances; 

‒ not having a trusted adult; and

‒ not feeling included in decisions. 

• Also contributing to young people’s low well-being was:

‒ not feeling safe where they were living; 

‒ not feeling settled where they were living; 

‒ not liking their appearance; 

‒ not being able to do the same things as their friends; and 

‒ not being given opportunities to be trusted. 
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Section 4:

Children and 

young people’s 

comments
Is there anything else you 

would like to tell us? What 

would make being in care 

better for you? 



Comments: 4-7yrs
• 12 (67%) children (age 4-7yrs) gave text 

responses on: What would make care 

better/ anything else you want to say? 

• 3 children wrote that they were happy.

• 3 children wrote that they wanted to go 

home.  

• 4 children wrote about toys they wanted 

or activities that they wanted to do more 

of. 
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I like going 

swimming. I'd 

really like a 

trampoline in 

the garden.

I like being in 

my new home 

but I like living 

with my mum.

The social worker 

could let me go 

home.

[I] would like 

monkey bars 

and a 

skateboard.

Having my 

tablet and iPod 

in my bedroom.

If I could 

play football 

every single 

day.

I want to see 

my mum [and] 

to go home.

If I could be 

a princess.

It’s a good 

thing.

I am 

happy.

If I went 

back home.



What could make care better and other 

comments: 8-11yrs
• 16 (73%) children gave text responses 

on: What would make care better/ 
anything else you want to say? 

• 4 children wrote that there was nothing 
they wanted to change or that they were 
ok.  

• 3 children wrote that they wanted to see 
their families more and 1 child wrote that 
they wanted to go home.   

• Others wrote: 
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They let me play on my 

Xbox for a while and 

have good games. I 

play outside. I'm happy 

there.
For school to 

have more 

playground 

equipment and 

to be more fair.

I want to sleep 

all the time and 

watch Pirates of 

the Caribbean.

I’m happy in 

care.



What could make care better and other 

comments: 11-18yrs 
• 35 (69%) young people gave text responses on: What would make care better/ 

anything else you want to say? 

• 13 young people recorded that there was nothing they wanted to change or that they 

were okay.  

• 4 young people indicated that they were happy and / or that they enjoyed being in 

care. Examples included: 

– It’s amazing and I feel special.

– It is fun.

• 5 young people indicated that they missed their families and/or wanted more contact:  

– I just want to be left with mum and dad and [name of family member], my carers.

– I don’t like it and want to move to my aunties.

– I love my family and if anyone tries to stop me going home they will have to deal 

with my s**t that I go through on a daily basis because of the s**t my care home 

do. I self-harm because of my care home.

– I feel I would do a lot better in life if I was living with my family.

– I am doing good hamdulillah. I see changes since I was here about how I feel. I 

just remember a lot about my family. That is biggest problem which I have now.
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More choices 

about what 

goes on in my 

life.

Not to have a 

horrible social 

worker.

What could make care better and other 

comments: 11-18yrs (2)
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• 5 young people commented that they 

wanted more freedom or to be more 

included in decisions made about their 

lives, writing for example: 

‒ Anybody who is 15 and up should 

be allowed a free time, internet and 

a f***ing phone so you can talk to 

your friends without staff listening to 

you chat. That is not right at all. 

F**k you all children homes, you 

are all s**t.

‒ More freedom to see friends. More 

control over who finds out 

information about me/ more privacy.

• 5 young people reported dissatisfaction 

with their social worker. Examples 

included: 

‒ The social workers are sometimes 

rude and go upstairs in the house. 

Even when I told the social worker I 

did not want to see her, she still came 

and saw me

‒ My social worker, [name of social 

worker] has failed to arrange a 

meeting which I called for over 2 

weeks ago about a care plan to go 

home. I have been in care for 1 year 

and still don't have a date to go 

home. Sort it out.



What could make care better and other 

comments: 11-18yrs (3)

• Other comments included: 

– Not have a court case from the past dragging on.

– More support in school with learning English (EAL).

– To be able to see my friends from school more when it is school holidays, 

because being in care and so far away I don't get the chance to see my friends 

outside of school.
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Section 5:

Positive aspects 

of practice and 

areas for 

improvement



What’s working well
• Nearly all children and young people (4-18yrs) in West Sussex trusted the adults 

they lived with.

• Almost all children and young people wrote that they had a trusted adult in their 

lives.

• In West Sussex all children aged 4-7yrs (100%) liked school, compared to 90% of 

their peers in care in other local authorities. Of the 11-18yrs group, 84% liked school 

or college ‘a lot’ or ‘a bit’, comparable to the general population (80%).

• Compared to other children in the general population, higher proportions of children 

and young people (8-18yrs) in care in West Sussex reported that their carers took 

an interest in their education. 

• Higher proportions of young people (11-18yrs) in West Sussex had access to nature

than their peers in the general population. 

• Children and young people in care in West Sussex were more likely than those in the 

general population to report that they ‘always’ felt safe where they were living. 

• Young people in West Sussex were significantly more likely than their peers in other 

local authorities to report that they felt positive about their future. 

• The majority of children and young people in West Sussex (8-18yrs) felt that their 

lives were improving. 
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What could be improved
• Reduce changes in social workers and help workers build trusting relationships by 

being more accessible to young people and involving them in decision making.  

Lower proportions of young people had had just one social worker, trusted their workers 

and felt it was easy to contact them compared to looked after children in other local 

authorities. Low well-being was associated with not feeling included in decisions.

• Support carers to be sensitive to young people’s feelings and help them settle in 

placements – fewer young people felt settled and liked their bedrooms than in other areas 

and low well-being was linked to not trusting carers . 

• Ensure contact arrangements are regularly reviewed and reasons for decisions 

explained to children and young people. Many wanted to see their families more often. 

• Ensure that all children and young people understand why they are in care.

Compared to the local authority average, much lower proportions of young people in West 

Sussex felt that they had received a full explanation of why they were in care. 

• Provide young people (11-18yrs) with more of the opportunities open to their peers. 

In other local authorities young people were more likely to be able to do similar things to 

their friends, have access to the internet, and feel the things they did were worthwhile.  

• Give young people opportunities to practice independent living skills - Fewer young 

people, got a chance to practise life skills than in other local authorities. 

• Work with young people (11-18yrs) to boost their self-esteem. High proportions of 

young people were unhappy with how they looked and this was linked to low well-being. 

• Support carers to take children outdoors – e.g. to parks, beaches, woodland. Lower 

than average proportions of those aged 8-11yrs regularly spent time in nature.
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