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CARE LEAVERS’ FINDINGS FROM  
THE BIG SURVEY 2021 

 

ABOUT THE BIG SURVEY 

The BIG Survey is an annual questionnaire sent to all care leavers (and looked after children) 

in Surrey. The survey is managed by the User Voice and Participation team and its aim is to 

gather feedback on the services that care leavers use.  

What has helped them to reach their goals? What improvements would make life easier? 

Are there any processes that don’t work as they should? The survey covers a lot of ground 

and looks not only at the circumstances and situations of care leavers, but also how they 

feel about what support they have (or have not) received.  

This year has seen a few changes in the survey. COVID has impacted all aspects of life and 

some of the questions have been tweaked to accommodate this and to allow care leavers to 

talk about how COVID has affected them and give us a better understanding of their views 

on services they have used. 

The survey has provided a snapshot of experiences, some of them positive, some not so 

much… Overall, the feedback has shown progress on previous years.  

The BIG Survey was open from April – June 2021 and there were 75 responses from care 

leavers (care experienced young people aged 18-25).  

 

HIGHLIGHTS AND TRENDS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

77% 

Have contact at 

least once a 

month with PA 

96% 

“My ideal PA is someone that is there when I need them. They 

help with what I need and support me in different ways. Not 

just physically but mentally. Someone that I can talk to 

without feeling scared to.” 

 

11% 63% 73% 17% 



 

MOVING ON 

These questions looked at the experiences of young people’s transition into adulthood. 

Coming into care 
This year 97% of care leavers said they knew the reasons they had come into care (last year 

this was 89%). This is one of the main topics of discussion for care leavers so the positive 

increase being nearly 100% is great news. 

 

 

 

Support from the care leavers’ service 
4% of care leavers were unhappy with the support they received, compared to 7% in 2020 

so there is a slight improvement but some still talked about struggling to get the right 

support from services.  

96% of care leavers said they felt completely or partially supported and 65% of care leavers 

also felt they had enough support given to them about living independently, 24% partly 

agreed, leaving only 11% who felt they did not have enough support. In 2020, although less 

young people completely agreed (60%), 33% partly agreed and 7% felt they did not have 

enough support. 

 

 

 

How often and how contact takes place with Personal Advisers 
77% of care leavers had contact with their personal adviser at least once a month; 47% had 

contact more than once a month and 31% had contact once per month. This shows a huge 

success from 2020 when only 36% of care leavers reported to have contact with their PA 

once a month or more often.  

75% of contact between care leavers and PAs is by text or phone. It’s important for workers 

to know that care leavers prefer to have contact this way and to meet individual needs.  

Ideal Personal Adviser 
This year more words were used to describe the ideal PA than in 2020. The ones that came 

up most often were “kind, helpful, understanding, listen, support, friendly, time”. It’s great 

to see that 73% reported they could completely trust their personal adviser, with a further 

16% reporting they could partly trust them. The remaining 10% did not feel able to trust 

them at all or were not sure. 

 

“The reason I came into care was because my mum had mental health problems 

and wasn’t able to cope and my Dad wasn’t able to look after me either.” 

 

“[…] I’ve not had any permanent PA’s. I don’t think I’ve had one stick with me for 

more than 5 months as they just end up leaving and giving me a new one. So that 

at times has left me without support and anyone to get support from.” 

 

“Available to talk when needed, ready to engage and help, firm but fair. They 

should be ready to help and educate when needed but also be open and kind.” 

 

 



 

 

Completing pathway plans 
It’s positive to see that 73% of care leavers said they had completed their pathway plan and 

60% received a copy of the plan, compared to 57% completing it in 2020 and 46% receiving 

a copy. This year 78% felt involved in their plan. Only 4% did not feel involved, and 16% 

were not sure, suggesting some uncertainty.  

FINANCES 
This section looked at how care leavers were managing with the financial support and 

advice available to them. 

Feeling able to manage money 
64% of care leavers felt completely able to manage their money and 32% felt partly able, 

giving a combined total of 96%. It is encouraging that only 4% do not feel confident in 

managing their finances. In 2020 the total number was 70% so this shows good 

improvement. 

Paying bills 
16% of care leavers did not know what bills they need to pay and a further 11% knew about 

only some bills. Although this is lower than 2020 there is still some work to do.  

 

 

Having enough money 
When asked if they had enough money, care leavers were most positive about having 

enough to cover their food (63% completely agreed).  

53% of care leavers completely agreed that they had enough money to cover education and 

52% for housing but 21% felt they did not have enough for education. There are some 

changes to the question from 2020 so it is hard to draw a true comparison. 

Getting money on time 
Only 43% of care leavers said they receive money they are due from Surrey County Council 

(SCC) on time. Just over a quarter (28%) reported to receive some of the money on time, 

and very few care leavers (5%) reported to receiving none of their money on time, with 24% 

being unsure.  

In 2020 this question was asked slightly differently but it seems that the figures are slightly 

down from then. Previously it was 50% and 34% who strongly agreed or agreed that they 

were getting money on time. We do not know what timescales care leavers are advised to 

expect when receiving money, this may be an area to further explore. 

 

“I am unsure about the bills I have to pay and how to pay these.” 

 

“I’m slowly learning to budget but I still could be way better.” 

 
“I have missed loads of payments towards my housing...” 

 



 

INFORMATION AND ADVICE 
This section covered care leavers knowing where to find information and advice and if this 

was available to them.  

Who to speak to about interests and jobs… 
A high percentage of care leavers (60%) completely agreed that they know who to speak to 

or where to go for support and just over a quarter (27%) were only partly sure. Although 

this shows that a lot of care leavers know where to go or who to speak to (and 

demonstrates a slight increase from 2020) there is still room for improvement.  

Career and education opportunities 
65% of care leavers completely agreed that they have enough information on career and 

education opportunities. This is a slight improvement from 2020, when 3 in 4 care leavers 

agreed or strongly agreed, but a direct comparison cannot be made due to different answer 

scales used. There was also a suggestion that SCC could send out a regular email with 

recommended jobs and opportunities – UVP are currently doing this with those who have 

signed up to be contacted. 

Help to achieve goals 
There was an even divide in care leavers when asked if they would like support to reach 

their goals, 51% wanted support and 49% did not. Lots of suggestions were given from those 

who wanted support e.g. education, paperwork, mental health support, finances and more. 

We cannot draw a comparison to 2020 as we only asked for suggestions last year. 

 

 

 

 

Surrey Police  
Nearly three quarters of care leavers (73%) would contact the police if they needed to and 

63% felt listened to by Surrey Police. In 2020 the question structure was slightly different, 

however a similar proportion felt heard.  Those who said no to contacting the police if they 

needed to has slightly dropped, 9% said no in 2021, 14% said no in 2020.    

Feeling Safe 
Positively there has been a decrease in the number of care leavers being contacted in a way 

that makes them feel uncomfortable. In 2021 84% said they had not experienced this, 

compared to 74% in 2020 and this is despite the increase in using phones and computers 

during lockdown. 

 

“I have many big goals, l am confident of my goals and l can do it because l am a 

fast learner and my goals is to become a doctor or something like that to help 

people in these country. l live by the motto "Forgive and Forget" but l can't do 

that because UK home office didn't let me do anything.” 

 



 

Trusted Adult You can Turn To 
This year we asked care leavers if they had an adult in their life that they trusted and could 

turn to, fitting with the Time for Kids principles around trust.  

Just under two thirds of care leavers (63%) completely agreed that they have an adult in 

their life that they trust and can turn to. A further 20% of care leavers partly agreed, but a 

slightly smaller proportion (17%) reported that they do not at all have an adult they can 

trust and turn to. This is higher than the proportion of care leavers who responded that they 

did not trust their personal advisor (4%) or health professionals (7%), suggesting care 

leavers may be thinking of other adults than professionals. 

86% of care leavers who completed the Coram Bright Spots ‘Your Life Beyond Care’ survey 

reported that they had a person who they trusted, helped them, and stuck by them, no 

matter what. This is similar to our care leavers when responses from those who completely 

and partly trusted are combined (83%). However, this is lower than Surrey’s general 

population data from the ‘Our Voice Matters’ survey in 2020, where 96% of young people 

aged 16-24 agreed they have someone to turn to if they need help. 

 

 
 

Improving care 
Some great suggestions were provided by care leavers on how the leaving care system could 

improve, these included; more opportunities for studying, greater financial assistance, being 

paid weekly, supporting individual needs, more funding from the government, improved 

mental health support and better independence skills.  

 

 

 

 

 

How to Complain 
More than half of care leavers (60%) completely agreed that they knew how to complain 

about the services or a worker, while nearly a quarter (23%) only partly agreed with this. 

The remaining 17% reported they did not know how to complain which is a 10% increase 

from 2020 results. However, a higher proportion of care leavers (72%) felt they would be 

able to complain if they wanted to, suggesting that care leavers do feel able to complain, 

but possibly only about some services or workers. 
 

“More funding for people when they first move in with food and shampoo and 

basic products because I remember starving with nothing in the cupboards with 

no help” 

 

“I know who to turn to most of the time, but there are those moments where I get stuck” 

 



 

HEALTH AND WELLBEING 
These questions looked at how care leavers felt about their health and wellbeing support.  

Trust in healthcare professionals 
2021 has seen an increase in care leavers completely or partly trusting healthcare 

professionals, 92% in 2021 vs 82% in 2020. For those who said they did not trust healthcare 

professionals (8%), there were serious worries about not being listened to and being 

undermined.  

Over three quarters (76%) of care leavers know who to contact if they had worries or 

needed more health information, leaving 20% who partly agreed with this statement and 

only 4% who did not know. 

 

 

Health information 
Care leavers mostly felt that they had enough information about different areas of health 

(mental health, weight and nutrition, smoking and substance abuse, additional needs and 

disabilities & sexual health). However, there were improvements comments that included 

more signposting to services which would be helpful. This was a new question for 2021. 

Out of county care leavers  
Care leavers who had been placed out of county had very mixed views on the level of 

support they received. Some felt they were not getting emotional support to help them 

settle in another county. This question is similar to one asked in 2020 but no comparison 

can be done due to the variation in answer options.  

 

 

 

 

 

Happiness and worries 
Care leavers were asked what made them happy, lots of examples were given which is 

positive and the most common themes were: “living, being happy, friends, family, working”. 

We also asked what caused them stress or anxiety and the most common responses were: 

“living, work, job, COVID, housing”. This shows us that more work needs to be done in 

supporting care leavers with their emotional wellbeing and mental health, housing and 

employment. These were new questions for 2021. 

 

“I feel doctors don’t listen without my personal adviser there to back up what I’m 

saying.” 

 

“I am not out of Surrey, but I was placed out of Surrey when I turned 18 and I 

wasn’t listened to and had no support, I had no family/friends nothing. I was 

never visited by the PA that put me there too.” 

 



 

Covid-19 impact 
Over a third (37%) of care leavers said that their social life had been negatively impacted by 

COVID, followed by wellbeing (35%) and relationships (31%). Employment and finances 

were not impacted at all for half of care leavers and surprisingly 47% felt no impact on their 

education. In terms of accessing the services needed, responses were very mixed with 24% 

positively impacted, 25% felt it had been negatively impacted, 24% thought it had been 

positively and negatively impacted, and 27% felt it had not been impacted at all.  

Demographics 
The gender, age and location of our care leavers completing the Big Survey has not changed 

much from last year. However, we have seen a 17% increase in those selecting ethnicities 

that are not White British, showing a broader reach of the survey.  

ACTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS  

Communication, information & support   
We recommend that support needs are more frequently discussed and reviewed with care 

leavers and that the information being signposted is shared in a more accessible way.  This 

would include more care leavers receiving a written copy of their pathway plan, more visual 

documents, such as action plans for career pathway planning and translated complaints 

procedures. Overall, it’s felt many improvements could be achieved through a greater variety 

of communication tools being used.   

 

We would like to hear that more care leavers are receiving the Care Council magazine or the 

Jobs & Opportunities email, both of which require the care leavers consent via workers before 

they can be added to the UVP distribution lists.  

 

Getting money on time 
We recommend that workers provide care leavers with opportunities for conversations and 

clarification around payments from the council and support care leavers with budgeting. 

 

Covid-19 impact 
We recommend that workers consider the impact of the pandemic and how this affected each 

young person. It is important that workers discuss this with the young people to understand 

how they were affected and what the Care Leavers’ Service could have done differently.    

 

 



 

More Information 
Care Leavers, employed within the UVP Team, led the writing and production of this report. 

The appendix to this report that contains the raw survey data is available upon request via 

User.Voice@SurreyCC.gov.uk .  

GLOSSARY 
Below are some explanations of words, phrases or abbreviations that we might have used. 

Care Leavers: A care leaver is someone who has / had spent time living in care, either with a 
foster family, in a Children’s Home, supported housing arrangement or under another 
arrangement.  

Care Leavers’ Service: The Care Leavers' Service is the team that supports young people in 
care transition into adulthood and independent living. 

Contact: Contact with your social worker or PA could be either, a phone call, a text message 
or a meeting.  

Independent Living: This refers to all the support a young person gets in their move towards 
living as an independent adult. 

Looked After Child/ren: A looked after child/ren, or young person is under the care and 
being looked after by a local authority (for example Surrey County Council).  

Out of County Placement: A placement outside the area of the responsible local authority. 

PA (Personal Adviser): When you enter care, you are allocated a social worker. When you 
turn 16, you will be introduced to a personal adviser (PA) who will work alongside your 
social worker until you reach the age of 18. Once you turn 18, your PA will become your 
worker and you will no longer have an allocated social worker.  

Pathway Plan: A pathway plan is a document that you will complete with your social worker 
or personal adviser between the ages of 16 and 21. Your pathway plan will set out your 
needs, your views, any future goals, and what support you will receive.  

SCC: SCC is a shorter way of saying Surrey County Council. 

Setting Up Home Allowance: A government grant to help you buy essential things when 
moving into your own home. 

SW (Social Worker): A professional who works with a child/young person and their family to 
ensure the child’s basic needs are met, they are protected from harm, and that they thrive. 

Transition: A transition is when you move from one service to another, for example moving 
from a social worker to a personal adviser.  

User.Voice@SurreyCC.gov.uk  

Twitter & Instagram: @OurVoiceSurrey 
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