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SWEET 16?
SCCYP is the office of 
Kathleen Marshall, Scotland’s
Commissioner for Children 
and Young People. Her job is 
to make sure children’s rights 
are respected in Scotland. 
To find out more, visit: 

www.sccyp.org.uk

What’s the issue?

The law says local authorities (Councils) 
have a duty to encourage young people 
to stay in care until they are aged 18.

Workers and young people told SCCYP 
that this does not happen in many areas 
of Scotland. 

Many people want to help young people stay
in care until they are ready to leave, and
know it can be difficult if they leave at 16.
SCCYP wanted to find out why young people
were leaving at 16 and to talk to them about
their experiences. 

We wanted to:

• See what age young people leave the
care system.

• Research young people’s experiences
and expectations of leaving the care
system.

• Know if the local authorities’ policies
(what they say should happen) match
their practice (what is actually
happening).

• Make young people, workers and local
authorities more aware of young people’s
rights on the age of leaving care.

What we did

• We wrote a letter to every local authority
in Scotland asking for examples of
written information for young people and
any other guidance for workers that work
with them. We also asked them if they
thought young people in their area are
expected to leave care at 16 and why
this happens.

• We visited 13 local authority areas and
spoke to 85 young people and workers
about their personal experiences.

• We developed a leaving care leaflet
which tells young people and workers
about rights and what to expect when
leaving care.

What we found out 

Some local authorities said that they did not
pressure young people to move on at 16 but
young people feel that they are being pushed
out at 16.

“I was saying I wasn’t ready but felt 
I had to go.” (Young Person)

There is an expectation and culture of young
people leaving at 16.
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“Even the units have to battle to keep
the young people after 16.” (Worker)

In certain areas, young people are being
placed in B&B and homeless hostels. 

“If  I was at home I’d be staying till I 
was 18 – I really don’t want to go to 
a B&B.” (Young Person)

Some areas supported young people really
well but this does not happen everywhere.

“I had a really good experience, but it
was hard when I left.” (Young Person)

A lot of workers and young people didn’t
know or were confused about young people’s
rights when leaving care. 

“It would make a difference if  you 
knew your rights.” (Young Person)

Many areas do not have enough suitable
accommodation. 

“We’ve got a young person but have
nowhere to send them.” (Worker)

Young people who have left care sometimes
want to return to where they used to live 
e.g. staying overnight, but they are not
allowed to do this. 

“What happens if  that young person 
has no family and no one else to turn
to? They should at least be able to
come back and stay a night or two.”
(Worker)

There is not enough information and support
available to young people when leaving care.

“What do you do? Where do you go?
When you are not in care, who actually
wants to help you?” (Young Person)

Many young people do not know that they are
allowed to stay until they are 18 or longer if
they need to. 

“They’ve told me that I don’t have 
to go at 16 but I haven’t been told 
I have the right to stay until I’m 18.”
(Young Person) 

Time for change 

There should be a BIG CONVERSATION 
about this so the message is loud and clear –
YOU DON’T HAVE TO LEAVE AT 16 IF YOU ARE
NOT READY.

Young people should be given enough
information about their rights so they can get
help to resist any pressure to move out at 16.

There should be more semi-independent
living units and supported accommodation.

The law should be changed to stop councils
putting young people into B&Bs and
homeless hostels.

If it all goes wrong, young people should have
somewhere to go back to, for a while at least.

Want to know more?

You can read the full report and download the
leaving care leaflet from the SCCYP website.

www.sccyp.org.uk 

Or you can contact SCCYP for a hard copy: 

SCCYP
85 Holyrood Road
Edinburgh 
EH8 8AU
Young Persons Freephone: 0800 0191179

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