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SWEET 16?
Summary of a report laid before
the Scottish Parliament by
Kathleen Marshall, Scotland’s
Commissioner for Children and
Young People, on 25 March 2008. 

The Issue

This report shows that many young people 
in Scotland are leaving care aged 16 or 
17, when they are not ready to face the
challenges this presents. Problems include
getting into rent arrears, becoming involved
with drugs/alcohol, difficulties with
neighbours, threat of eviction which
sometimes leads to homelessness, and
difficulties sustaining education. 

The Research

This report involved desk research as well as:

• A review of information from all 32 local
authorities about their policies and
material about leaving care;

• Interviews and focus groups in 13 local
authority areas. (These involved a total
of 85 people: 54 young people and 31
workers. Half of the young people were
still in care and half had left care); and

• More extensive work in two areas
(Comhairle nan Eilean Siar and
Highland), involving meetings with
representatives of those authorities.

Law, policy and practice

Scottish law and policy strongly advise that
young people should be encouraged and
supported to stay in care until 18 years of
age where their welfare requires it. But
government statistics show that eight times
as many young people leave care at 16 as
leave at 18. 
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Reasons for leaving care before 18

The report explores some of the reasons 
why young people leave care before 18, 
for example:

• Young people want independence:
Young people sometimes say they want
their independence at 16. For some this
is true. They may resent the rules in 
a residential unit and the presence of
younger children. But it is important to
explore what lies behind the expressed
desire and not take it at face value.
Sometimes the “desire” is a result of
pressure exerted on the young person by
staff who believe 16 is the appropriate
age and suggest through their words or
actions that it is time for a young person
to move on. Many of the young people
we spoke to had expressed a similar
desire, but later regretted leaving care
so early. They were very keen to work
with us to ensure that other young
people learned from their experiences.

• Age of admission to care: Young people
who enter the care system aged 15 
may see themselves as just passing 
time until they are 16. There is little
time to prepare for leaving care in a
meaningful way.

• Contact with birth parents: Some young
people have sadly unrealistic hopes
about fitting back in with their families.
They convince themselves that things
will be better than they were before.
Sometimes parents too collude in what 

turns out to be wishful 
thinking. 

• Challenging behaviour and high level
support needs: We were told that young
people whose behaviour caused
difficulties were often helped to leave
the system early. Yet these are the ones
who need the support most. Where a
young person’s behaviour was difficult,
staff might heave a sigh of relief at any
expressed desire for independence and
encourage them towards that. 16-18
can be a difficult time for all young
people, but for those in care, the
consequences of challenging behaviour
can be dramatic and highly detrimental.

• Culture and practice: Time and again,
young people and workers told us about
a strong culture that assumed 16 was
the age at which young people should
leave care. This was reinforced by
language about “moving on” introduced
before the young person was 16 and by
practices such as filling out housing
applications forms soon after their 
16th birthdays.

• Type of placement: Young people in 
foster care were less likely to leave
before 18 than young people in
residential units. There were particular
problems associated with residential
schools where education funding may 
be withdrawn once the young person
reaches school leaving age. These 
young people have often been placed
outwith their local authority area and
may not have retained strong links with
their home town. This can make it
particularly difficult for them to settle
down in a supportive environment in
their home town.
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The threshold for aftercare

Young people are entitled to aftercare only if
they were looked after by the local authority
on or after reaching the minimum school
leaving age. This is not widely understood.
Some young people are discharged from
supervision requirements shortly before
reaching this threshold, thus making them
ineligible, even though they may have spent 
a substantial or significant part of their life 
in care.

A staged approach or abrupt transition?

For most young people who live with their
families, there can be “trial” periods of
independence. If it all goes wrong, they can
return home, for a while at least. Young care
leavers generally do not have this option.
There are both resource and regulatory
barriers to them returning to their former
place of care. The report discusses this, 
but also identifies some examples of good
practice that others might wish to follow. 
The report suggests there should be more
investment in semi-independent living 
units that act as a staging post towards
independence and may provide somewhere 
to come back to when things go wrong. 

Inappropriate placements

The report shows that too many young people
are still being placed in B&B establishments
and homeless hostels, despite official
guidance to the contrary. Examples are given
of some of the dangers young people have
faced in these placements, including one
where a young person was in a B&B with a
convicted murderer as a fellow guest. The
report recommends that recourse to these
options should be forbidden.

Lack of information and training

It became clear that too many workers and
young people lacked accurate information
about what young people were entitled to and
should expect. As part of this project, SCCYP
worked with Who Cares? Scotland to produce
a leaflet on young people’s rights on leaving
care. Both the content and design were
shaped by young care leavers and the leaflet
has been very well received. However, more
needs to be done. Training on aftercare rights
should be extended beyond throughcare and
aftercare teams to include, for example,
housing staff.

The Corporate Parent

In April 2007, the Scottish Executive
Education Department issued guidance for
local authorities on the exercise of their
corporate parenting role in relation to
children and young people looked after 
by them. It encouraged them to develop 
a council strategy on corporate parenting,
backed up by political scrutiny. It suggested
ways in which awareness could be raised
amongst elected members, including 
some suggested induction material for 
new members. The report welcomes 
this development.

Conclusion

Turning 16 should be a sweet and exciting
prospect, not a source of anxiety. It should
not be the end of “care”. 
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Recommendations

The report makes 23 recommendations
aiming to:

• Encourage strong action to change the
culture that assumes 16 as the age for
leaving care;

• Ensure workers are trained and informed
about young people’s rights and are 
able to pass this information to 
young people;

• Increase awareness of the reasons why
young people leave care early so these
can be tackled;

• Encourage the provision of more
semi-independent living units;

• Prohibit the use of bed and breakfast
establishments and homeless hostels 
as accommodation for care leavers;

• Help local authorities to fulfil their
obligation to care leavers by requiring
Registered Social Landlords to
co-operate with them;

• Encourage elected members of local
authorities to enquire into leaving care
arrangements as part of their corporate
parenting role;

• Remove barriers to young people
returning to their former place of 
care for overnight stays;

• Encourage the Scottish Government to
consider amending the legal threshold
for aftercare; and

• Ensure that additional statistics 
are gathered to help monitor what 
is happening.

Recommendations 

Recommendation 1

Local authority statistics should be further
broken down to show the numbers of 15 and
16-year-olds leaving care before and after
minimum school leaving age. These should
be forwarded to the Scottish Government to
be included in the annual analysis.

Recommendation 2

Local authorities should record the details 
of children and young people placed in other
areas, along with information about their
contact with social workers or children’s
rights officers from their home areas while
they were placed away from that area, 
and information about what happened 
when they left care. Statistical information
extracted from this should be forwarded to
the Scottish Government to be included in
the annual analysis.

Recommendation 3

Firm steps must be taken to change the
culture that expects young people to leave
care at 16. Local authority policy and
practice should emphasise that proper care
until 18, and appropriate support thereafter,
is a right and not an option. Elected
members should be advised to ask for
information about the ages of young people
leaving care in their area as part of their
corporate parenting role. 

Recommendation 4

Workers and young people should be given
clear statements of young people’s rights on
leaving care and how to pursue them. 

Recommendation 5

Care should be taken to ensure that
professional language and practice do not
create an expectation that a young person
will leave care at 16.
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Recommendation 6

Local authorities should consult young
people in residential care about the rules 
that apply in their units in order to ensure
that they are appropriate.

Recommendation 7

Local authorities should consider developing
more semi-independent living units, as well
as supported accommodation where care
leavers who are parents can be taught and
supported to care for their children. 

Recommendation 8

Local authorities should analyse the patterns
of behaviour of those who leave before 18 
as compared with those who stay and take
steps to respect the rights of young people
with high level support needs and
challenging behaviour.

Recommendation 9

The Scottish Government should be
encouraged to pursue its expressed intention
to help young people to remain with their
foster carers after their 18th birthday.
Consideration should be given to extending
this to those not in education or employment.

Recommendation 10

When local authorities place young people in
residential schools, they should think ahead
to what will happen when the young person
reaches school leaving age. They should take
steps to allow the young person to continue
to live at the school at least up to age 18 
or prepare the way for a smooth return to 
a supportive placement in the home area.

Recommendation 11

The Scottish Government should consider
adding Registered Social Landlords to the list
of agencies subject to the duty under section
21 of the Children (Scotland) Act 1995 to
assist local authorities in carrying out their
statutory duties.

Recommendation 12

As part of its corporate parent role, local
authorities should ensure that housing
officers, as well as social workers, residential
workers and throughcare and aftercare
teams, are trained to understand the local
authority’s responsibilities towards young
people leaving care. There may be
advantages in training them together.

Recommendation 13

Young people leaving public care should not
have to be made “homeless” in order to be
regarded as a priority for housing allocation.
Local authorities should ensure that their
housing policies give priority to these young
people merely as an aspect of their corporate
parenting responsibility.

Recommendation 14

Young people should not be placed in 
Bed and Breakfast accommodation. 
The Homeless Persons (Unsuitable
Accommodation) (Scotland) Order effectively
bans the use of such accommodation for
families with children. The Scottish
Government should consider banning its 
use for young people leaving care.

Recommendation 15

Young people should not be placed in hostels
for the homeless.

Recommendation 16

As corporate parents, local authorities should
make provision for care leavers to be able to
return for short periods of support, 
preferably to the accommodation 
they had before leaving care. 
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Recommendation 17

The Scottish Government should consider the
need for clarification or amendment of child
protection regulations and policies to ensure
that unnecessary barriers are not put in the
way of care leavers staying overnight in
residential or former foster placements.

Recommendation 18

The Scottish Government should review the
eligibility threshold for aftercare. Currently, a
young person would not qualify for aftercare
where he or she ceased to be looked after
before reaching school leaving age, even
where they had spent a significant amount of
time in the care of the local authority. In the
meantime, local authorities and children’s
panel trainers should ensure that workers 
and panel members are aware of the
eligibility criteria and the relevant dates 
so that they do not inadvertently close off
options for aftercare support. 

Recommendation 19

The Scottish Executive commitment to more
robust and comprehensive data collection
and reporting in relation to educational
outcomes for looked after children and young
people should be extended to cover the
implementation and impact of the Pathways
planning legislation, policies and practice.

Recommendation 20

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar should examine
the reasons for the high number of young
people leaving care before the age of 18, 
and in particular, the high number leaving
residential care at 15.

Recommendation 21

Elected members in Comhairle nan Eilean
Siar should, as part of their commitment to
corporate parenting: monitor the number of
care leavers living in B&B establishments;
visit the area where the chalets used for 
care leavers are located and assess their
desirability, taking account of information
from the police; and take steps to ensure 
that there is appropriate accommodation 
for care leavers in their area.

Recommendation 22

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar should check
whether their written polices on throughcare
and aftercare are known to workers, young
people and appropriate external agencies 
and are considered adequate.

Recommendation 23

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar should be
encouraged to pursue its plan to formalise its
relationship with those contracted to provide
its Pathways service through the conclusion
of a service level agreement.

Full copies of the report are available from: 
SCCYP
85 Holyrood Road
Edinburgh
EH8 8AU
Tel: 0131 5583733
Fax: 0131 5563378
Website: www.sccyp.org.uk
Email: info@sccyp.org.uk

© March 2008, SCCYP
Illustrations by Alex Leonard,
www.tambo-illustration.com
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