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Commission on Young Lives - NYAS response 
 

Question 1: What leads to vulnerability and crisis and why aren’t services as effective as young people 

and families need them to be? 

 

In 2017 the Home Office listed the following factors as heightening young people’s vulnerability 

to county lines exploitation, which are highly relevant for the Commission to consider1: 
 

• Having prior experience of neglect, physical and/or sexual abuse.  

• Lack of a safe/stable home environment, now or in the past (domestic violence or parental 

substance misuse, mental health issues, or criminality, for example).  

• Social isolation or social difficulties.  

• Economic vulnerability.  

• Homelessness or insecure accommodation status.  

• Connections with other people involved in gangs.  

• Having a physical or learning disability.  

• Having mental health or substance misuse issues.  

• Being in care (particularly those in residential care and those with interrupted care histories). 

• Being excluded from mainstream education, in particular attending a Pupil Referral Unit. 

 

These indicators reveal the extent to which care-experienced children and young people can face 

a multitude of vulnerabilities, which do not appear to be effectively mitigated by the services and 

care they are offered. 

 

The primary reason 63% of children are looked after is because of neglect or abuse2. There is 

instability as 3 in 4 children in care move home, school, or change social worker every single 

year3. Economic vulnerability is demonstrated by 39% of care-experienced young people (aged 

19-21) not being in employment, education, or training, compared with 12% of their peers4. 1 in 4 

people who are homeless is care-experienced5. 

 

Children in care are 4 times more likely to experience a mental health problem compared to their 

peers6. Children in care are five times more likely to be temporarily excluded than their peers7. All 

these factors mean that children in residential care are around 10 times more likely to be 

criminalised than their peers8. Children in care living ‘out of area’ have even been described as 

‘sitting ducks’ for exploitation by the outgoing chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on 

Runaway and Missing Children Adults9. 

 

Services to address criminality or exploitation would be more effective if early intervention was 

better funded and prioritised as a policy option. The vulnerabilities listed above continue to exist 
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for care-experienced children and young people, despite local authorities acting as corporate 

parents. The state must do more to reduce the vulnerability of children in its care if it is to have 

any hope of reducing vulnerability for all children and young people. 

 

 

Question 2: How vulnerable families and communities living in high-risk situations can be supported to 

strengthen their home and support environment, providing strong support for parents who are 

struggling and building family resilience that gives teenagers more stability, guidance, and protection. 

 

Poverty is the biggest single factor behind wide inequalities in child safeguarding interventions. 

Children living in the most deprived 10% of small neighbourhoods in the UK are 10 times more 

likely to enter care or have a Child Protection Plan than children in the least deprived 10%.10 The 

state must protect children and families from poverty, not separate them because of it.  

 

Parent advocacy should be more widely available and freely accessible to parents in need of 

support. This can empower parents in their engagement with social services and improve 

outcomes for children. 

 

 

Question 3: What support young people need to ensure good mental health and wellbeing and the 

services and support that are needed to deliver it. 

Mental health matters to care-experienced children and young people. It is consistently raised as 

one of the key priorities from young people themselves, but their calls for action are not being 

taken seriously enough and they are often left waiting for the support they need.  

 

Discussing this question with NYAS’ campaigns advisers (a group of care-experienced 18-25-

year-olds across England and Wales), two key themes of ‘stigma’ and ‘accountability’ emerged. 

There must be a plan to remove the perceived dual stigma of mental health diagnoses and 

experience of care. It is also felt that local authorities as corporate parents must be more 

accountable when care-experienced children and young people are not getting the right support 

or are disproportionately experiencing a mental health crisis. 

 

We also need to move away from a mental health system that requires its patients to be in crisis, 

towards one that is truly proactive. 

 

NYAS’ ‘Looked After Minds’ campaign is calling for the Governments of England and Wales to 

take urgent action to protect the mental health and well-being of care-experienced children and 

young people. Our campaign recommendations offer practical ways to improve mental health and 

wellbeing and related services: 

 

NYAS ‘LOOKED AFTER MINDS’ CAMPAIGN RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. ADVOCACY 
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Our position: All children and young people have the right to have their voices heard in 
decisions made about them, including when understanding and navigating mental health 
services.  
 
Making it happen: All children and young people receiving any tier of mental health support 
services should have an active (opt-out) offer of independent advocacy services, enshrined 
in legislation through amendments to the Children Act 1989 or Mental Health Act 1983. This 
offer of advocacy should also be available to all young people throughout their transition 
from Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) to Adult Mental Health 
Services or support in the community. 
 

2. ENTERING ADULTHOOD 
 
Our position: When care-experienced children grow up, they continue to deserve the best 
possible protection and support for their mental health and wellbeing. 
 
Making it happen: Every care-experienced young person’s Personal Adviser should 
prioritise support for the young person’s mental health and wellbeing as a key performance 
indicator. Mental health support must be proactive, preventative, and meet the mental health 
needs of the individual as they are leaving care. Where a child or young person is waiting 
for or denied access to CAMHS or adult mental health services, other support options must 
still be timely, tangible, and led by a genuine dialogue with the young person.  
 

3. RESPONDING TO TRAUMA 
 
Our position: Every opportunity must be taken to address and minimise the impact of 
traumatic experiences on the mental health and wellbeing of care-experienced children and 
young people. 
 
Making it happen: Every care-experienced child and young person must have timely 
access to evidence-based support and understanding for trauma-related mental health 
needs. Social care staff should receive mandatory evidence-based training around the 
potential influence of trauma exposure on children’s development and wellbeing. Further, 
any service offering trauma-related mental health support to care-experienced children and 
young people should ensure assessments and treatments are evidence-based, including 
as set out in NICE guidelines. 
 

4. POSITIVE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES 
 
Our position: Everyone must have the opportunity to enjoy their childhood, not just survive 
it. We must build resilient networks and strive to enable positive experiences for care-
experienced children and young people. 
 
Making it happen: The Department for Education (England) and the Welsh Government 
(Wales) must create statutory guidance for professionals and carers on Positive Childhood 
Experiences. As part of that guidance, a ‘do no harm’ principle for services working with 
care-experienced children and young people should be introduced that recognises which 
professional decisions can harm mental health. This guidance should have an explicit focus 
on supporting care-experienced children and young people to lead fulfilling lives and reach 
their potential.  
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Full ‘Looked After Minds’ report available here: https://www.nyas.net/wp-
content/uploads/NYAS-looked-after-mind-report.pdf  

 
 

 

Question 4: How schools and colleges can be inclusive, can identify and can respond positively and 

proactively to young people who are at risk, and how they can support these children to progress and 

achieve in school, including those children with poor communication skills and/or special educational 

needs. 

 

The rise in school exclusions over recent years must be reversed, and school exclusions only 

considered as an absolute last resort. Looked-after children are five times more likely to be 

temporarily excluded than pupils overall11. Pupils with special educational needs (SEN) support 

are almost seven times more likely to be permanently excluded than pupils with no SEN12. 

Children excluded from school by age 12 are 4 times more likely to be in prison by age 2413. 

 

Mental health support in schools does appear to be improving, as well as trauma-informed 

practices, but these are no substitute for proper clinical treatment when it is needed. Schools and 

teachers cannot be expected to achieve excellent educational outcomes against a backdrop of 

long mental health service waiting times and families living in poverty. 
 

 

Question 5: Why a disproportionate number of children in care are getting into trouble with the law 

and what needs to change to prevent this and help them flourish. 

Care-experienced children and young people should not be disadvantaged by their care status. 

However, NYAS’ research has found them to be at significant risk of criminal exploitation and 

vastly over-represented within the criminal justice system. Through NYAS’ ‘Trouble with the Law’ 

campaign, we have been calling on Police and Crime Commissioners across the country: 

 

1. To work to keep care-experienced young people out of the criminal justice system. 

2. To never make policies about young people, without young people. 

3. To protect victims of exploitation and missing children. 

4. To campaign to end the life-long stigma of criminal records. 

 

Many children entering care are victims of abuse or neglect, but before long they can also find 

themselves treated like criminals. Sometimes this is because untreated mental health problems 

or previous abuse leads the young person to react in a way that seems inappropriate for particular 

situations. Often, it is because predatory organised crime groups target care-experienced children 

and young people for criminal exploitation. With these recommendations, we could stop children’s 

future opportunities from being written off at such an early age and shift the national debate 

towards protecting and improving outcomes for care-experienced children and young people. 

 

 

Question 6: Who should be protecting vulnerable young people from exploitation and violence? What 

do young people at risk need and how can this be delivered at scale? 

https://www.nyas.net/wp-content/uploads/NYAS-looked-after-mind-report.pdf
https://www.nyas.net/wp-content/uploads/NYAS-looked-after-mind-report.pdf
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Everyone in society has a responsibility to protect children and young people, however, for those 

who are care-experienced, there must be specific responsibility for local authorities as corporate 

parents. Corporate parenting strategies to support young people away from violence and 

exploitation, and reduce unnecessary criminalisation, must include care leavers as well as 

children in care. The existing national protocol on reducing the unnecessary criminalisation of 

looked-after children must be consistently delivered and monitored in every part of England14. 

 

Charities also have an important role in safeguarding and independent support. However, this 

must be properly funded. There are limits to innovation and early effective intervention when 

overstretched public sector budgets struggle to deliver the bare statutory minimum. 

 

NYAS welcomes the new public health approach to violence offered by Violence Reduction Units 

(VRUs) across the country. However, these units do not exist in every area, so children and young 

people may be receiving an unequal service depending on where they live in England. 

 

 

Question 7: How can the criminal justice system work more effectively to improve outcomes for 

vulnerable young people? 

Working to keep care-experienced children and young people out of the criminal justice system 

where they are currently overrepresented should be a priority. NYAS’ Trouble with the Law 

campaign highlights practical recommendations to keep young people out of the criminal justice 

system.15 

• Best practice is intervening early to prevent care-experienced young people from entering 

the criminal justice system for the first time.  

• Championing restorative justice can also be key to ensuring that young people are able to 

shape their own outcome.  

• Collaboration between the police and social care organisations is important – for example 

in Surrey, effective collaboration has seen a 92% decrease in first time entrants to the 

youth justice system.  

• Partnership working with children and young people to understand why looked after 

children from ethnic minority backgrounds are overrepresented in custody and the wider 

criminal justice system is also important. 

NYAS is a member of the Alliance for Youth Justice (AYJ), and we support their calls for 

government to: 

• Increase the Minimum Age of Criminal Responsibility (MACR) from 10 to at least 14. The 

MACR in the UK is the lowest in Europe. The current law breaches international children’s 

rights and is inconsistent with evidence on child development.  

• Restructure government departments and ministerial briefs such that one department or 

body holds responsibility for all key elements of children and young people’s lives, whether 

they are in contact with the law or not. 

• Incorporate the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child into domestic legislation. 
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Question 8: The Commission on Young Lives will design a national strategy to prevent crisis and help 

young people to succeed. We want to learn more about the systemic issues that drive risk and what 

you think can be done to reform the system nationally and locally. 

The strategy should draw on the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

through its working methods, analytical framework, and proposals for change. This includes 

making sure children’s meaningful and effective participation is at the heart of the strategy. 

Conducting a Child Rights Impact Assessment of any new strategy should be considered. 

 

Care-experienced children and young people are rarely given a meaningful platform to have their 

say within the criminal justice system. Policies are often developed without any input from the 

children and young people that they directly affect. This is a missed opportunity.  

 

Police and Crime Commissioners, for example, could empower young people to directly 

contribute to their Police and Crime Plans or join recruitment panels for new Chief Constables. 

Practical involvement will build trust and openness, which longer-term can be vital in giving 

children and young people the confidence to contact the police when they need to. 

 

 

Question 9: The Commission aims to address both costs and value for money. We want to bring together 

work that has been done on how prevention and early intervention be valued in terms of a sustainable 

outcome, as well as make compelling arguments for where additional investment is most needed and 

possible routes to that investment. 

 

The National Audit Office found in its most recent assessment that spending on preventative 

children’s services fell to 25% of total local authority children’s social care budgets in 2017-18, 

down from 41% in 2010/11.16 

 

The Early Intervention Foundation concluded in 2017 that the costs of late intervention for children 

and young people amounted to at least £17 billion a year across England and Wales.17 Accounting 

for inflation, that is £18.5 billion today. This includes the cost of children taken into care, the cost 

to the health system of youth drug and alcohol abuse, and the cost to the criminal justice system 

of youth offending. 

 

 

Question 10: Please add any additional questions that you think the Commission should be addressing 

or additional information that you think will help us in our deliberations 

 

We believe that it would be an incomplete analysis if ethnicity is not considered. While many have 

explored this before, the Commission should continue to challenge the disproportionate 

criminalisation of children from black and minority ethnic backgrounds, who currently make up 

half of those in youth custody. 
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