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Lives transformed, potential fulfilled: 

why mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people need to change.

Steve McCabe MP, Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group for 
Looked After Children and Care Leavers

For much of my life, I have worked with looked after children or on issues 
affecting them. Initially, as a social worker and social services lecturer, 
and later in Parliament where I have also served as Chair of the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group (APPG) for Looked After Children and Care Leavers. It has 
always been a great privilege to lend my voice to represent some of this country’s 
most vulnerable young people.  

As more and more children enter the care system – over the past ten years alone this number has increased by 
25% – it must surely be an increasing priority of the government to ensure these young people’s life chances 
are not adversely affected by their experience in care. Sadly, this report shows that the opposite is true.
 
For too long now, looked after children in the care system have been disregarded and written off by 
society, and funding to support them has been cut. What this creates is an environment and mentality of 
apathy: viewing these children, who are already vulnerable and have suffered the trauma of requiring state 
intervention for their care, as inevitable problems.

This mentality creates a self-fulfilling prophecy: when looked after children are seen as ‘beyond help’ from 
the highest level, this filters down through the system, making it incredibly difficult for those working with 
these children to provide them with the support they so desperately need. It has also allowed the brutal and 
unnecessary practice of physical restraint and handcuffing of children to become rife. The impact is clear: 
with looked after children far more likely to end up homeless, in prison or out of work with no training or 
education. 

This report is hugely important for ensuring that we as a society help looked after children reach their full 
potential. Firstly, it shines a light on the dangers of current attitudes and their impact on looked after children’s 
life chances, quantifying what can be a tricky subject matter and proving that there are financial, as well as 
moral, benefits to be had from properly supporting vulnerable children. Secondly, it provides expert advice, 
based on years of first-hand experience, on how this change in mindset can be transformed into practical 
action – with advice on earlier interventions and investment in crucial, yet often overlooked, mentoring 
support schemes. 

Ultimately, this report raises serious concerns about the treatment of our society’s most vulnerable young 
people, which the government must address. With the full impact of COVID-19 on the children’s welfare 
system currently unknown but predictably challenging, there has never been a more important time for 
ministers to act and safeguard the futures of these children.  

We owe it to these vulnerable young people to ensure that they have a fighting chance to achieve their full 
potential. Growing up in the care system should not equate to a life sentence of despair and hopelessness. 
I sincerely hope my fellow MPs and Peers will join me in lending their support and voices to ensure 
these children are heard. 

FOREWORD
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Serenity Welfare was set up to change things. 

In the five years we have been operational, we have done just that. 

We provide secure transportation for children and young people in local 
authority care. The journeys we undertake include going to and from foster 
homes, care homes, hospitals, schools, and courts. Should a difficult situation 
arise with someone we are transporting – which they sometimes can – our focus is 
on de-escalation and mentoring, and providing emotional support and a sense of self-worth. 

Our model is based upon the principle of treating people how we ourselves would want to be treated. 
We undertake transportation in prestigious and comfortable vehicles. We offer reading material, comfort 
and nutritional provisions as simple, effective and low-cost investments that allow children to feel safe 
and considered for journeys. Handcuffs are never used. Restraint is always a last resort. 

While this approach to difficult situations might take slightly longer to diffuse, our system preserves 
the dignity of those for whom we are responsible. In providing transportation in the way that we do, we 
have shown that some of the most vulnerable people in society – such as those who are in care, who 
have a history of mental health problems or who have been exploited by gangs – do not have to endure 
a dehumanising experience. 

But Serenity Welfare is the exception and not the rule.  

The use of caged vehicles and handcuffs in the secure transportation of children and young people is 
widespread but under the radar. Too many times, we have had to pick up the pieces by helping children 
who have been traumatised by their treatment whilst being transported.  To be clear, we are not 
referring to young people in the youth justice system.

We see this as a specific example of a much wider issue – deeply embedded negative mindsets that 
result in vulnerable children and young people in the care system being written off, and treated without 
kindness or empathy for their situation. 

This report argues that these mindsets need change.  

It uses case studies and statistics to describe the issue. It quantifies the economic and social 
opportunity of adopting a more positive mindset. A mindset that could benefit individuals, but also 
society as a whole. It presents policy ideas that, if implemented, would be a bold statement of intent 
that policymakers want to improve the life chances of vulnerable children and young people in the care 
system. 

The following chapters are the latest activity in Serenity Welfare’s “Hope instead of Handcuffs” 
campaign. The purpose of the campaign is to highlight the negative consequences of handcuffing 
children and young people whilst they are being securely transported, and to ensure that the 
government works to end the practice altogether.      

We will continue to campaign until every vulnerable child and young person in the country is 
seen as a person and not a problem.     

Emily Aklan
CEO, Serenity Welfare

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Why politicians and policymakers need to listen.

This report is about England’s vulnerable children and young people in the care system. It describes why 
mindsets towards them need to change, the opportunity this change could bring and how government 
investment could catalyse such a change.  

There is lots of evidence that shows vulnerable children and young people in the care system do not receive 
adequate access to public service provision and experience stigma because of their situation. Too often they 
are treated as a problem and not a person.   

Of course, vulnerable children and young people in the care system represent a wide variety of 
circumstances.1 But the central argument of this report is that there is a general state of mind that treats these 
children as problems to be managed, rather than as human beings who need to be helped.        

As the foreword to this report explains, the use of restraining techniques – particularly handcuffing – during 
the secure transportation of vulnerable children and young people in the care system is symbolic of why 
mindsets need to change. Although action has already been taken on the use of restraining techniques in 
the youth justice system, much more must be done to understand the extent of the use of handcuffs by 
private contractors that transport children who have committed no crime (see Box One, below) – remember, 
we are not talking about children who have been or are suspected of being involved in criminal activity 
being handcuffed by the police. We are talking about children being handcuffed by private providers of 
transportation services. Because of this, the issue of restraint is referenced across the following chapters and 
in the report’s recommendations.  

The ultimate purpose of this report is to raise awareness among politicians and policymakers – both at 
a local level and a national level – about why change is necessary, both for the individuals themselves and for 
society as a whole. 

There are three main reasons why politicians and policymakers should listen: 

1. Changing mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people in the care system can 
provide better life chances in every part of the country.  
The rates of care leavers not in education, employment or training (NEET) shows how their life 
chances are harmed. In every one of England’s regions, the percentage of care leavers recorded 
as NEET was at least two and a half times greater than the percentage of young NEETs more 
generally. The government wants to ‘level-up’ those communities that are currently economically 
underperforming. Levelling-up the economic outcomes of vulnerable children and young people in the 
care system – which can vary significantly across the country – would see many more people being 
given a better chance to fulfil their potential.  

2. Changing mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people in the care system can help
councils make more successful interventions and unlock billions in savings.  
If the regions that have above average-rates could reduce their rates of looked after children to the 
average across England then it could mean a collective saving to councils in those regions – in the 
North East, North West, Yorkshire and The Humber and West Midlands – of over £7bn in the decade 
to 2030.  Working to find more successful interventions – which is obviously easier said than done – 

INTRODUCTION
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would mean councils saving money to reinvest in their local communities. A good starting point for 
finding more successful interventions would be to scale-up the use of mentoring techniques to help 
vulnerable children and young people in the care system.

3. Changing mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people in the care system is the 
right thing to do. 
Vulnerable children and young people in the care system are, by definition, those most in need of 
society’s support. The statistics recording their outcomes starkly demonstrate that, year after year, 
they are being failed. There is a moral obligation to try and improve how they are helped. 

The rest of this report develops these arguments in the following sections: 

• Describing the issue – why mindsets need to change. Setting out the social and economic 
outcomes of vulnerable children and young people in the care system and explaining the mindsets 
that contribute to those outcomes. It includes case studies provided by Serenity Welfare’s staff and 
clients who have witnessed the challenges first-hand and have seen the powerful influence that 
mentoring could have.  

• The opportunity of changing mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people in the 
 care system. Presenting new illustrative analysis that quantifies what improved outcomes could mean 
 for the economy and for society.  

• Conclusion and recommendations – a plan to change mindsets. Setting out the three policies that 
 the government can enact to catalyse mindset change.

Politicians and policymakers have indicated some interest in the subjects covered by this report. The new 
Children’s Commissioner has promised to listen to, and act on, examples of unmet need for children.2 The 
terms of reference for the independent review of children’s social care states that it will take a fundamental 
look at the needs, experiences and outcomes of those children supported by the system.3

 
These are positive signs, but they do not recognise the urgency or the scale of the challenge to change 
mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people in the care system. This report hopes to 
change that.      



7
Lives transformed, potential fulfilled: 

why mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people need to change.

The use of restraint on children and young people –  
a problem beyond the youth justice system

The use of restraining techniques on children is a highly controversial and emotive issue. 

In recent years, there have been significant debates and developments around the use of restraint in the 
youth justice system. While the use of restraint within the youth justice system is becoming an increasingly 
recognised issue, Serenity Welfare believes that the use of restraint beyond the youth justice system 
needs to be given more widespread attention. The government has introduced the Minimising and 
Managing Physical Restraint (MMPR) framework in all secure training centres (STCs) and young offender 
institutions (YOIs). Each STC and YOI are required to implement a ‘Restraint Minimisation Strategy’. A 
review has been undertaken on the use of force to improve the recording and reporting of the practice. 

In the last year, a review of the use of pain-inducing techniques in the youth secure estate has been 
published. It concluded that: 

“Overall there is a substantial gap between the high-end needs of many  
of the children in YOI and STC and the ability of staff and leaders in the  

secure estate to meet them…This has led to completely  
unacceptable levels of violence in STC and YOI and the frequent use  

of inappropriate restraint on children that cannot be justified in any framework.

More generally, restraint in the youth justice system is becoming more widespread. The former Children’s 
Commissioner highlighted that restraint was used to overpower children around 6,300 times last year –  
a 16% increase from the previous year and the highest level in the last five years. 

Moreover, in 2018-19, half of all children in YOIs and STCs reported that they had been restrained during 
their time in detention. This is the highest figure since episodes of restraint began to be recorded in 2002. 

While the use of restraint within the youth justice system appears to be a growing issue, it is the 
contention of Serenity Welfare that the use of restraint should be given more widespread attention. 

The Hope instead of Handcuffs campaign argues that restraint is unnecessarily used in the transportation 
of children. Not only is the practice of handcuffing widespread but it is completely unmonitored – unlike 
its use in YOIs and STCs, there is no obligation to report any instances and circumstances when a child is 
physically restrained. 

There is no official data on the subject. But it is possible to illustrate the circumstances whereby 
handcuffing and other restraint may have been used. The last year of data on children in care shows 
that children and young people changed care placements a total of 56,330 times. Of these placement 
changes, 6,230 were due to the child’s behaviour. 

This is not to say all of those placement changes would have involved restraint, but it is at least a 
possibility. The point is that we do not know if restraint was used or not – an alarming 
oversight that needs correcting with proper regulatory intervention. 

Without data being collected on the subject, and without it even being a recognised issue in the debate 
around the restraint of children and young people, more needs to be done to understand it. Only then can 
the scale of the problem be understood and solutions to it be found.  

”

Sources4
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There are plenty of statistics to demonstrate how vulnerable children and young people in the care system in 
England are more at risk of experiencing poor life outcomes. Examples of these statistics include:

Despite this evidence of poor life outcomes, the amount spent on some policies that can help vulnerable 
children and young people in the care system has shrunk in recent years. For instance, funding for early and 
preventative interventions – such as Sure Start and young people’s services – was cut by around 60% in real 
terms between 2009–10 and 2016–17.8 Over the past decade, there has been a 25% increase in the number of 
children in care. In this same time period, an estimated £2.2bn has been cut in funding, which has particularly 
impacted early intervention services.9

Findings from numerous pieces of research also point to a raw deal for vulnerable children and young people 
in the care system. These findings include: 

• Provision for looked-after children with mental health issues is poor in many areas 
across England.10

• There are questions over how well youth courts are able to support children to participate in 
proceedings to ensure their needs are fully met.11

 

• Data from hospitals and custody suggests potentially thousands of unjustified restraints each year.12

• A survey for Become – a charity for children in care and care leavers – found that 50% of children in 
care and 51% of care leavers agreed that, ‘People think that it is children’s fault that they are in care.’13

Children who have been 
in care make up...

Local authorities were in touch 
with 31,260 people aged 19-21 

who had left care...

25% of the homeless. 39% were not in education, 
employment or training

13% of all young people 
aged 19-21 were not in 

education, employment or 
training7

24% of the prison  
population5

By age 19...

13% of care leavers 
progressed to Higher 

Education 

43% of all other pupils 
progressed to Higher 

Education6
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In summary, there is lots of evidence to suggest that vulnerable children and young people in the care system 
suffer from inadequate service provision and stigma. Some of the consequences are the suboptimal life 
outcomes that they experience, which has a social and economic cost.   

A new mindset is required to ensure these vulnerable children and young people in the care system receive 
the support they require early on, so that they can reach their full potential. Not only will this make it more 
likely that individual young people will be able to lead fulfilling lives, but it will also improve value for money 
for the taxpayer in the long-run. 

Serenity Welfare’s own staff – who themselves have worked in services that support vulnerable children and 
young people in the care system – and clients have their own experiences of a system that they believe to 
unfairly treat young people in general. The perspectives of two of these staff and one client are set out in the 
case studies below. 

The experience of Peter, who works delivering Serenity Welfare’s services

Peter previously worked as a police officer in child criminal exploitation for over 30 years, including 
leading specialist youth violence operations in and around London. Peter’s work involved protecting 
children and young people in high risk life-threatening and life-altering situations, providing them with 
safety and protection. 

He now works for Serenity Welfare, conducting talks and presentations on the importance of 
prevention in gang exploitation.

Peter has seen first-hand how attitudes to young people need to change. For instance, he thinks 
that the police can be too heavy handed and too focused on performance indicators, automatically 
assuming the young people they deal with are a problem rather than a person. 

The impact that negative attitudes can have on a young person can be significant and long-lasting. 
A symptom of the current mindset, the use of unnecessary physical restraints, can have a knock-on 
effect on the young person, causing further trauma and even PTSD. Finally, it can cause increased 
distrust towards public sector figures, leaving these vulnerable children more open to exploitation by 
gangs. 

He believes there is an alternative approach.   

Peter argues that mentoring – as well as educating parents and teachers about the warning signs of 
criminal behaviour – shows what can be done to transform people’s lives. He says that troubled kids 
need attention, support and someone to believe in them if they are to ever reach their full potential.
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The experience of a 19-year old care leaver

My experience in the case system has been mixed – good times and bad. I’ve learnt to be 
independent, but there’s times when I’ve been really lonely and, at times, feeling like my social 
workers just didn’t care and were just ‘doing a job’. When I was taken to my care home, I was 

put in handcuffs and put in the back of a van by the transport provider – apparently because they 
didn’t have any other vehicles available. After this, I actually had to spend two nights in police 

custody because they couldn’t find me a place to stay. 

I felt utterly uncared for. None of my questions were being answered, and having to stay at a 
police station made me feel like a criminal – but I hadn’t done anything wrong. I felt so lost. 

Serenity Welfare is so different. They helped me to see that there are people who do care about 
me, and are willing to help me and guide me on a positive path – not just ‘doing their job’. They 

bought me food, blankets and clothes and provided me with a mentor which gave me someone to 
talk to when I felt low and lonely and to show me different positive avenues to take in the future.”

”
”

”
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The care experience of ‘David’, a former Serenity Welfare worker

We’ve been talking about the use of handcuffs in the care system – not justice system. But we 
recognise that there is some overlap between the two systems, particularly in how vulnerable 
children are treated. David – a pseudonym - went into care aged eight, which created resentment, 
neglect, fear and anger. 

During his time in care, David experienced numerous different placements – long-term / short-term, 
state run and privately run. There were good experiences. But there were also terrible experiences. 
He was subjected to bullying and violence. Kids tried to set him on fire, and he was hung off 
buildings.

At certain points, David genuinely feared for his life.

He met a mixed bag of care workers along the way. Some he trusted, some he did not. There were 
those that treated him as a younger sibling, and those that were clinical. He remembers the good 
ones and bad ones.

David had a couple of run-ins with the police, both relating to minor incidents. He was put in 
handcuffs for no justifiable reason – once when he was just 11 years old. He believes the police 
have a mindset of guilty until proven innocent.

He felt it difficult to comprehend why he deserved to be treated in the way that he was. It severely 
affected his confidence. He believes that the way handcuffs are a “go-to” is shocking. But that 
when a child is scared, they are easy to control.

David firmly believes that vulnerable children need nurturing and understanding. Yet people are 
surprised by the Serenity Welfare approach of offering love and kindness – genuinely being there 
for the child.

He argues that today children are being kept in hotels, hostels, caravans, tents, boats and halfway 
houses rather than permanent care homes.  Money needs to be spent on ensuring children are 
kept in the same home, and that they are safe and secure.

David says that the care system will change, it will evolve. But people need to whistle blow bad 
practices and bring it to light.
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If the life outcomes of vulnerable children and young people in the care system can be improved by changing 
mindsets towards them it would mean that not only are they better off themselves, but so too is our economy 
and our society. Here we present new quantitative analysis that illustrates the opportunity of improving the life 
outcomes of vulnerable children and young people in the care system.  

The starting point for our analysis was to identify the key costs associated with vulnerable young children and 
young people. To do this, we used the Greater Manchester Combined Authority Cost Benefit Analysis model, 
the credibility of which has been recognised by HM Treasury. A selection of these costs related to vulnerable 
children and young people in the care system are as follows:14

Looked after children
The average annual cost of a child taken into 
care – taking account of different care settings 

– is estimated to be £58,664.

Not in education, employment of training (NEET) in adulthood.
The annual cost of an 18-24 year-old who is NEET is £4,952.

Youth offending
The average cost of a young person entering 
the Criminal Justice System for the first time 
– in the first year following their offence – is 

estimated to be £3,787.

Mental health.
The average per person annual cost of 

services for children suffering from mental 

health disorders is estimated to be £284.

School exclusion.
The cost of permanent exclusion  

from school is estimated to be  
£12,007 per person per year. 

THE OPPORTUNITY OF 
CHANGING MINDSETS 
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The principles of good mentoring design

The following are the Children’s Commissioner’s conclusions on how to design mentoring programmes so 
that they have the best chance of success:

• Prepare mentors and mentees beforehand, through training and clear expectations of  
 the relationship;

• Take a flexible approach to their mentoring agenda, allowing the young person’s needs and 
 interests to come to the fore;

• Ensure that the young people embarking on the programme are motivated and prepared to take 
 part, and do not feel pressured into a mentoring relationship;

• Provide ongoing support and training for mentors, particularly in preparing mentors for the reality of 
 working with vulnerable teenagers and training in techniques to develop listening and empathy; and

• Ensure that parents are involved in the programme, and that they have opportunities to get to know 
 their child’s mentor.

These costs arise in different ways. 

There are costs arising from addressing issues that are inevitably going to arise in any society. Regardless 
of how effective state interventions are, there will always be some children or young people who need to be 
taken into care or develop mental health disorders.  

There are costs arising from a failed system. The prevalence of youth offending, school exclusion and 
becoming a NEET could potentially – although clearly not in every instance – be addressed through new or 
better interventions. 

However costs arise, there is an argument to say that they can be reduced with greater investment in 
preventative interventions. One intervention of this kind is mentoring, which is an approach that Serenity 
Welfare believes is a way to help vulnerable children and young people in the care system. This mentoring 
could be provided by a range of different state, private or third sector organisations. 

It is important to note that mentoring programmes are not guaranteed to be successful, but there are features 
of their design that give them a greater chance of making an impact. Following Box Five, below, our analysis 
looks at two examples of what greater investment in these preventative interventions could mean from a 
quantitative perspective. 

Sources 15 
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Number of looked after children Rate of looked after children

2018 2019 2020 2018 2019 2020

North East 5,040 5,340 5,730 96 101 108

North West 14,050 14,660 15,130 91 94 97

Yorkshire and the Humber 8,190 8,570 8,970 71 74 77

East Midlands 5,620 5,840 6,110 57 59 61

West Midlands 10,060 10,560 10,700 78 82 82

East of England 6,530 6,740 6,710 49 50 50

London 9,880 10,020 10,010 49 50 49

South East 10,000 10,270 10,450 51 52 53

South West 6,010 6,140 6,280 55 56 57

England 73,370 78,140 80,080 64 65 67

The opportunity to reduce the cost of care 

As noted above, it has been estimated that the average annual cost of taking a child into care is nearly 
£60,000. Applying this figure to the number of looked after children for more than 12 months by the end of 
March 2020 suggests that this generated an annual cost of around £3.3bn. 

Councils have indicated how they intend to reduce these costs associated with care. A survey conducted by 
the Local Government Association in 2019 found that four in every five councils expected to make savings 
from children’s social care budgets by developing early help / edge of care services to reduce pressure 
on child protection services. The result would be reducing demand – and therefore costs – on children’s 
services.16

It is possible to illustrate what this would mean for reduced costs if this approach were to be successful.

Table One, below, sets out the number of looked after children by English region across the last three years. It 
also sets out the number of looked after children per 10,000 children in the region. The table cells shaded in 
dark green are the regions that have a higher rate of looked after children than the average across England.  
The table cells shaded in light green are the regions that have a lower rate of looked after children than 
average across England.   

If the regions that have above-average rates of looked after children 
could reduce their rates of looked after children to the average across 
England then it could mean a collective saving to councils in those 
regions – in the North East (£1.5bn), North West (£3.3bn), Yorkshire 
and The Humber (£0.8bn) and West Midlands (£1.4bn) – of £7bn in 
the decade to 2030.

£7 Bn
savings
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Chart One: % of care leavers NEET and % of wider young 
population NEET, split by region 

% of the wider region 18-24 year olds who are NEET

% of 19-21 year old care leavers classsified as NEET

Sources 17

0%    13%       25%           38%             50%
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East of England
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West Midlands

East Midlands

Yorkshire and  
the Humber

North East

North West

The opportunity to reduce the costs of NEETs

The latest data shows that English local authorities were in contact with a total of 15,620 care leavers – aged 
between 18 and 21 – who were classed as NEET.

In every one of England’s regions, the percentage of care leavers recorded as NEET was at least two and 
a half times greater than the percentage of younger NEETs more generally. In the most extreme example, 
the South West recorded a percentage of care leavers classed as NEET at almost five times the level of the 
percentage of young NEETs more generally (see Chart One, below).

Our analysis finds that:

• The annual fiscal cost – the cost to the public sector – of care leaver NEETs is £77m, reflecting 
 increased benefit payments and lost tax revenue. 

• The annual economic cost – from lost earnings or local economic growth – of care leaver NEETs 
 is £163m. 

• If each region of England could reduce care leaver NEET rates to the NEET rates of the wider young 
 population, it would reduce annual fiscal costs by £24m and increase economic value by £50m. 

These figures represent the loss of human potential. Ultimately, regional labour markets are left weaker 
because of it. 
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CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

A plan to change mindsets

This report has argued that mindsets to vulnerable children and young people in the care system need to 
change. It has shown that the life outcomes of vulnerable children and young people in the care system 
are materially worse than those of their peers. It has argued that mentoring is a way of providing positive 
interventions for vulnerable children and young people in the care system. It has illustrated the opportunity of 
realising better outcomes for vulnerable children and young people in the care system.  

More specifically, this report has argued that the practice of handcuffing children whilst they are being 
securely transported symbolises why mindsets towards vulnerable children and young people in the care 
system need to change. On this subject, and as part of the Hope instead of Handcuffs campaign, Serenity 
Welfare is calling on the government to:

• Ban the handcuffing, restraining, or caging of children except when there is 
 considerable risk of the child harming themselves or others. 

• Allocate a minister to have specific governmental responsibility for supporting the mentoring of 
 vulnerable and at-risk children.  

This would represent a change in mindset towards vulnerable children and young people in the care system.

But negative mindsets are deeply ingrained and will be slow to change. Hence, there are other actions 
that the government can undertake to speed up this change.

Three other areas of action that can be taken are as follows:

1. Mandate the collection of data related to the use of handcuffing and restraint in the  
transportation of vulnerable children and young people in the care system by private 
contractors. 

A lack of consistent data on interventions related to vulnerable children is a problem in many areas. 
For instance, there is a lack of national data that allows systematic analysis of local programmes 
designed to divert young offenders from custody.18 There has been a focus on the use of restraint on 
child offenders in recent years, and there is some data on the restraint used in YOIs as a result. This 
data includes the number of planned and spontaneous use of restraint, the reason for their use, the 
position of their use (such as seated or standing) and the duration of their use. 19 
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But the pre-existing data on restraint in the youth justice system does not cover the use of restraint 
and handcuffs, which is an all too frequent feature of transporting vulnerable children and young 
people in the care system as opposed to the youth justice system. More data would tell us how 
widespread the practice is and allow us to monitor it to understand if the practice is becoming more 
or less common. The data would be submitted by private contractors to councils, and ultimately be 
submitted and collated by the Department for Education or Ministry of Justice.

2. Use the experiences of vulnerable children and young people in the care system to 
 change mindsets. 

It is those with first-hand experience of negative mindsets that are best placed to explain how 
they are affected by them. The Department for Education should undertake an annual exercise to 
interview vulnerable children and young people in the care system to try and better understand 
their experiences, and how systems and training can be adapted to reduce negative experiences. 
Moreover, the outcomes of these interviews should be a mandatory part of training for anyone whose 
job puts them in direct contact with vulnerable children or young people.

3. Provide funding for local authorities to pilot more mentoring programmes to support 
 vulnerable children and young people in the care system. 

Mentoring schemes should be recognised as a cost-effective and successful solution to help children 
and young people on the edge of the care system. Funding would support the design of intensive 
mentoring interventions for vulnerable young people. These interventions could also support care 
leavers into career paths whereby they themselves mentor children in care. Serenity Welfare has 
experienced how care leavers have a unique understanding of vulnerable children, which can help 
strengthen a connection between mentor and mentee. There are numerous types of organisations 
that can deliver mentoring schemes at a local level across the country, but the government needs to 
commit long-term funding to the exercise and increase the number of schemes available throughout 
the country. 
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1.   A list of those classed as vulnerable children and young people in the care system can be found here:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-maintaining-educational-
provision/guidance-for-schools-colleges-and-local-authorities-on-maintaining-educational-provision 

2.  Children’s Commissioner, 1st March 2021, Dame Rachel de Souza’s first message as she begins her 
term as Children’s Commissioner for England, 
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/2021/03/01/dame-rachel-de-souzas-first-message-as-
she-begins-her-term-as-childrens-commissioner-for-england/

3.  Terms of reference for the independent review of children’s social care: a bold and broad approach to 
support a fundamental review of children’s experiences, 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/952624/terms_of_reference_independent_childrens_social_care_review.pdf 

4.  Children’s Commissioner: 
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/cco-injustice-or-in-justice.
pdf. Description of Government action: https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/
detail/2019-07-02/272273; Review of pain-inducing techniques: https://www.childrenscommissioner.
gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/cco-injustice-or-in-justice.pdf; Children changing placement 
data - https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/children-looked-after-in-
england-including-adoptions/2020

5.  Independent Review of Children’s Social Care Terms of Reference, January 2021, https://assets.
publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/952624/terms_
of_reference_independent_childrens_social_care_review.pdf

6.  Ibid

7.   DfE, December 2020, Children looked after in England including adoptions, https://explore-education-
 statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/children-looked-after-in-england-including-adoptions/2020

8.  Children’s Commissioner, June 2018, Public Spending on Children in England: 2000 to 2020, https://
www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Public-Spending-on-Children-in-
England-CCO-JUNE-2018.pdf

9.  Barnado’s talk at this year’s Children in Care conference

10.  Education Select Committee, April 2016, Mental health and well-being of looked-after children, 
 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmeduc/481/48103.htm#_idTextAnchor003

11.  Children’s Commissioner, December 2020, Injustice or In Justice, 
https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/cco-injustice-or-in-justice.
pdf
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