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Making a Difference 

Kent County Council’s Children and Young People in Care Survey  

 Project Report 

 

1. Introduction 

KCC commissioned the Young Lives Foundation (YLF) to develop a survey by working with children 

and young people in care which would record their views and experience of what it is like to be 

looked after by KCC.  The project was to ensure that a range of key survey areas and questions were 

developed in conjunction with the children and young people which will become an annual KCC 

survey.  This was to complement other surveys run at a local and national level which provide KCC 

with data.   

 

2. Methodology 

The YLF researcher initially met with the 16+ Forum to identify the areas and statements which 

should be included in the survey. Research was also undertaken into local and national 

documentation including the Children in Care Strategy 2011 – 14 and the Children in Care Monitor 

2011.  A draft questionnaire was then drawn up which was shared at the next meeting of the 16+ 

Forum.  The enquiry areas were deliberately phrased as positive statements in order to avoid the 

possibility of leading responses from the children and young people.  The questionnaires include a 

section indicating the District in which the young person is living so that analysis can be undertaken 

into team performance, availability of activities etc. 

Two questionnaires were trialled with children aged 7 – 10 and young people aged 11-16 years at 

the Participation days in East and West Kent.  The questionnaire for those living independently was 

developed with the 16+ Forum.  The subsequent drafts were discussed with the Our Children and 

Young People’s Council meeting on November 13 where the final formats where agreed.  (See 

Appendices 2, 3 and 4) 

 

3. Findings 

The major areas to be included in the survey were identified as: 

3.1 Confidentiality 

There was much concern about confidentiality raised by the children and young people completing 

the survey – would what they had written be shown to their social workers or foster carers?  One 

young person commented that he wouldn’t normally write anything down in case his carer saw it.  

This showed that it is important that the survey should be anonymous, although a facility has been 

added so that children and young people can add their details if they have concerns as a result of 

completing the survey and would like some-one to contact them 
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3.2 Sensitive areas 

Important areas were identified during the project but it was agreed that the associated statements 

were too sensitive to ask in surveys e.g. I know why I am in care; I have sufficient contact with my 

family and the people that matter to me.  These areas must not be lost but should be investigated in 

a safe way.  Therefore a menu of face-to-face statements has been developed for use with groups 

and individuals (See Appendix 5).  This will also address the concerns that some young people have 

in committing any views to paper or on line for fear that carers or social workers would know what 

they had said. These areas were raised as being the most important issues identified in the research 

so it is crucial for Members to hear from the children and young people through facilitating 

discussions about how they feel and the circumstances leading to their current position – see 3.3 

and 3.4 below. 

 

The researcher offered the facility to record any views anonymously during meetings but found that 

usually, young people were happy to talk about their situations in front of others. 

 

3.3 Social workers 

Issues raised about social workers included: 

 Frequent changes or lack of an allocated social worker 

 Poor quality handing over of cases to a new social worker 

 Lack of trust and ability to listen  

 Consistency of decision making by different social workers. 

 

Although many young people responded that they had a named social worker, a number of young 

people reported that they were sometimes without one.  One said that she hadn’t had a social 

worker for the 6 months before her 18th birthday which caused her concern about what would 

happen.  However, a social worker was appointed about a week before and resolved the issues 

quickly and effectively. 

 

It is important that an effective handover takes place when one social worker leaves and another is 

allocated.  Young people have asked for an informal meeting with both social workers before the 

change takes place.  Also they have quoted instances when the new social worker knows nothing 

about them and they have to start again explaining their situation which can sometimes be 

distressing.  They have asked that the new social worker familiarise themselves with the case before 

talking to the young person – as a minimum, they should have read the case file. 

 

Approximately 60% of young people responded that they had trust and confidence in their social 

worker; others said that they didn’t have this. Some children and young people reported that they 

had not been told the truth about being taken into care e.g. told they were going for a holiday for 

three days and then being confused when they weren’t returned home. There was a comment that 

“KCC gets rid of the good social workers but keeps the ‘crap’ ones”.  “A lot of them (social workers) 

don’t have their own children and just read from the book.”  This area needs to be tested in view of 

the concerns regarding confidentiality explained in 3.1. 
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Young people also asked if they could have a choice of a male or female social worker. 

 

65% of young people said that they either did not have a copy of their care plan or have a say in 

what goes into it.  This needs to be investigated with the wider population as it has been identified 

as an important issue at a national level.  “If their views are not included, or not taken into 

consideration, decisions can be made that are not in the best interests of the child. This puts children 

at risk of being spectators of their own care rather than active participants who feel that they have 

control over their lives.”  The Entitlements Inquiry, APPG for LACs and Care Leavers November 2013 

 

3.4 Contact with natural family 

This was an area of concern at all meetings.  One girl reported that social workers had not been 

consistent about whether she could see her Grandmother at Christmas.  One had promised that she 

could but this had then been cancelled.  She didn’t see her Grandmother at Christmas and her 

Grandmother died later the next year without a visit having been arranged.  She said “There needs to 

be one clear line about seeing people.”  Another girl reported that there was inconsistency as to 

whether or not she could see her younger brother and sister – one social worker had said she could 

see them but another had said she would probably not be able to see them until they were 18 years 

old.  She commented that seeing them meant “the most in the world to me.”  Her sister has been 

asking to see her for two years.  “If siblings are asking for you, nothing should stop them seeing you.”  

 

The 16+ Forum said that young people should always have contact with their family which could be 

supervised if necessary.  If, for some reason, this isn’t possible, the situation should be explained to 

the child/young person so that they understand. 

 

In the trials, the younger children (7-10 year olds) said that more contact with their parents, 

brothers, sisters, grandparents etc. was the thing that could be made better for them in terms of 

being in care.   

 

It was decided that this was a sensitive area and would only be questioned in face-to-face sessions. 

 

3.5 Foster carers 

The responses to the trial indicated that young people are mostly living with a caring and supportive 

family.  However, one young person commented that children and young people say they are happy 

in their placements when they are not.  In some cases, concerns raised with social workers are then 

repeated to the carers causing tension for the young person – it is easier to say they are happy 

rather than face the consequences of speaking out.  In talking to young people, there were concerns 

that anything they wrote in a survey might be sent to their foster carers. 

One young person commented “They say you have a choice but when it comes down to it, you 

don’t.”  They asked for respite stays to be arranged so that they could get to know the foster family 

before they moved in on a permanent basis.  They commented that the experience is always 
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different to what they expected before moving in but also commented “We understand that they 

are trying to do their best for you but we feel pressured to go to the place once you visit.” 

Also tension was reported when additional young people were placed in the foster home and the 

young people asked that they be consulted before such decisions were made.  If problems arise they 

should be sorted out rather than leaving the young people to live in stressful situations. 

This being the case, only one statement is made in the questionnaire – “I am living with a caring and 

supportive family” but others e.g. I was able to get to know the foster carers before the decision was 

made that I would be placed with them, my views on the placement were listened to before the 

decision was made are included in the face-to-face agenda.   

 

3.6 Accommodation 

The 16+ Forum worked with the researcher to develop the questions for those living independently 

to ensure that they are feeling safe and supported in developing the skills to manage their lives. 

 

3.7 School/college 

This issue was raised as one of the elements of the Children in Care Monitor 2011.  There were a few 

negative comments about being treated differently, but on the whole, positive comments were 

received regarding support and encouragement experienced at school or college.   

 

3.8 Support Services 

The main issue was that young people did not know about the Independent Reviewing Officers, or 

understand the role.  It may be that they know individuals undertaking the role and not the title but 

very few were able to answer questions about the support they receive from this group.   

 

The comments about LAC nurses were mostly positive but there was concern that visits were 

concerned with a Health agenda rather than the young people.  Also they were nervous that their 

care status and anything they reported would be on their records for ‘life’.  There were reports of a 

lack of privacy when foster carers and siblings were present. 

 

3.9 Survey methodology  

It is clear from the concerns regarding confidentiality and also ease of completion, that the survey 

should be carried out on line.  However, as mentioned above, there are some essential areas that 

need to be raised face to face.  In addition, paper survey should be available for those who are 

unable to complete online. 

 

The evidence which supports the inclusion of the statements used in the surveys is attached at 

Appendix 1. 
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4. Conclusions 

It will be possible to get the views and understand the experience of children and young people in 

care in Kent through a dual approach of asking them to complete the survey online but at the same 

time, having group discussions about the survey areas and also the sensitive elements that are 

critical to ensuring that this vulnerable group are supported during their time in care.   Children and 

young people will need to be re-assured that their responses will remain confidential; any failure in 

this respect will mean that they will not be able to be honest.  Opportunities should also be given for 

young people to submit their views anonymously/confidentially during face to face sessions. 

 

5. Recommendations 

5.1  It is recommended that an on line survey be conducted on an annual basis with all children 

and young people in care in Kent.  In addition, interviews should be carried out with groups of young 

people.  These could include existing forums, e.g. 16+ Forum and OCYPC and other randomly 

selected groups of children and young people brought together as focus groups to get a balance of 

those that are active and those whose voices are not usually or consistently heard. Consideration 

should be given to make use of independent facilitation to ensure confidentiality and impartiality.  

When asking young people to complete the survey, it should be made clear how their responses will 

be used and reassurance should be given that no individual responses will be made available to 

social workers, carers etc. 

5.2  Members of the Corporate Parenting Panel should attend meetings and activities to have 

face-to-face discussions with young people whenever possible to hear their experiences of life in 

care in Kent. 

5.3  Many children and young people have been involved in developing the survey and once 

rolled out, there will be an expectation that their views will result in changed working practices.  

They feel that they are asked to complete too many questionnaires so it is critical to the success of 

the project that they see that this survey makes a difference to their lives.  The results of the survey 

and resulting changes should be publicised and discussed with the 16+ Forum and OCYPC. 

5.4  Given the concern that this exercise has produced concerning the working practice of social 

workers, consideration should be given to developing a document, in partnership with young 

people, setting out what they can expect from their social worker. This has been successfully put in 

place with other local authorities eg Medway Council. This could include commitments such as social 

workers will be non-judgemental, honest, consistent etc. 

5.5  Although the trial was carried out with a small number of young people, it seemed that 

young people didn’t always know named contacts eg social workers and IROs or contact details.  

Consideration should be given to developing contact cards showing important details such as name, 

telephone number and email address of social worker and IRO, Voice advocates, details of the Out of 

Hours team etc.  This would be in line with recommendations in The Entitlements Inquiry, APPG for 

LACs and Care Leavers November 2013. 
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Appendices 

1. Evidence supporting statements used in surveys 

2. Survey for Young People 11 years + 

3. Survey for those living independently 

4. Survey for Children 10 years and under 

5. Questions/discussion areas for groups 
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