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LOOKED AFTER CHILDREN’S FINDINGS 
FROM THE BIG SURVEY 2021 

 

ABOUT THE BIG SURVEY  

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

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

gather feedback on the services that looked after children 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 looked after children, 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 looked after 

children 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 57 responses from children 

aged 5-10, and 47 responses from children aged 11-17. 
 

 HIGHLIGHTS AND TRENDS 
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Do not see their 

family as often 

as they would 

like to 

76% 
54% 65% 89% 

42% 

“Listen to each child and their needs not just have a set of rules for 

all children everyone is different and affected by things different 

ways some of us don’t have no family and have a life pictured we 

want to live help us to live that life!” 

 



 

 

PLACEMENT & CARE 

This section looks at how children feel about being in care and their placement. 

Coming into care 
It’s positive to see that the number of children who know why they came into care has 

increased to 97%, compared to 85% in 2020. However, it’s worth noting that 70% of 

secondary aged children completely agreed that they knew why they came in to care, 

compared to only 44% of primary aged children, suggesting that the younger group are less 

likely to know the reasons. 

Placement moves 
There was a 4% increase in looked after children moving house/placement, rising to 66% in 

2021 – this increase is concerning as it suggests more placements have broken down (COVID 

could be a factor here). Worryingly, of the 66% children that moved, only 37% felt they were 

listened to about the move. Although this is higher than in 2020 (30%), it suggests that more 

work needs to be done to listen to young people’s views and feelings, and more support 

should be offered to foster families/placements.  

Views among secondary aged children about being placed out of county were mixed, with 

some feeling supported and others reporting issues – particularly around communication. 

 

 

 

 

Feeling happy in placement 
It’s good to see that no primary aged children were unhappy or very unhappy with where 

they live, and only 9% of secondary aged children are unhappy! This shows that young 

people are settling into placements and being matched better. The results are similar to 

2020, where 64% of children were very happy and 24% were happy with where they live; 

both in 2020 and 2021 only 4% did not know if they were happy or not. 

 

 

Seeing family 
Half of the looked after children from both age groups would like to see their family more 

often; this is slightly more than in 2020 (43%). It’s important to note that 60% of primary 

aged children said they would like to see their family more. There is no real change in the 

number of children who said they see their family as much as they would like (34%), those 

that want to see their family less (2%), or those who were not sure (14%).  

“I’m happy with the people I live because they love me.”  

 

“I've asked to move multiple times, and this has not been listened to. I did not 

want to move to a residential home with so many other young people to begin 

with, as I feel like it does not meet my needs.” 



 

 

SUPPORTING YOU 
This section looks at the relationship between children and their social worker and their 

views on support around education, careers and achieving goals. 

Contact with your social worker  
As with 2020, half of the looked after children said they see or speak to their social worker 

once every 6 weeks, while 34% see their worker once a month or more. Although the 

wording was different in 2021, it seems that more children are having more frequent 

contact with their social worker. Contact tends to be face to face, but children of both age 

groups report communicating with their worker over the phone (27%) and video call (23%), 

and secondary aged children via text (34%) and WhatsApp (11%). 

This year 71% of children feel they see their social worker as much as they would like to; 

15% would like to see their worker more and 13% would like to see their worker less often. 

The results cannot be compared to 2020 as the answer options were changed. 

 

 

 
 

Trusting your social worker 
We asked for the first time if looked after children felt able to trust their social worker. It’s 

positive to see that 76% of young people do, while 18% were not sure. Only 6% felt they 

were completely unable to trust their social worker, interestingly they were all secondary 

aged children. 

It was requested by children that social workers are ‘super truthful… about everything’ and 

get to know the children better to build trust. They do not want their social worker to lie, 

break their trust or act unlawfully. 

Seeing and speaking to your social worker 
37% of young people found it easy to speak to their social worker, 39% found it ‘ok’, 11% 

found it difficult and a further 11% did not know. In 2020 the wording of the question was 

different but more young people (48%) said they found it easy, 23% found it ‘ok’ and 12% 

found it difficult, suggesting young people are finding it harder to speak to their worker. 

Reading the young people’s comments, it seems that the issue is not to do with seeing or 

getting hold of the worker, but more around the young person’s ability to communicate 

their emotions and feel listened to by their worker.  

The ideal social worker 
Younger children commonly felt that the best social worker in the world would be kind, 

funny and happy; while older children used words such as: kind, caring, and easy to get 

along with. It seems important that social workers are friendly, helpful and listen to young 

people’s needs and wishes, but also show that they are reliable by doing what they say they 

“I understand that it is hard from where I am, but I would like to see / speak to my 

social worker more often as I would then feel as if they are there for me.” 

 

 



 

 

will do. Some children wrote that the best social worker would be like their current social 

worker, but others did not know, or did not want a social worker at all. 

 

 

 

Child looked after review meeting 
For the first time we asked if children had attended a review meeting. 21% of younger and 

11% of older children were not sure if they had been to one suggesting that this may need 

to be explained better (particularly to younger children). 61% of children from both age 

groups had attended a review meeting whilst 23% said they hadn’t.  

Of those who had attended their review meeting, 80% of primary aged children and 42% of 

secondary aged children felt all of their views were listened to. One primary aged child and 

four secondary aged children felt none of their views were listened to. It is hard to track 

progress on this as the question was asked differently in 2020. 

 Surrey Virtual School 
There is an increase in the number of children from both age groups not knowing what 

Surrey Virtual School is: 58% compared to 48% in 2020. In addition, 63% of children do not 

know how Surrey Virtual School can support them with education. As Surrey Virtual School 

supports young people through professionals, rather than directly, we are keen to 

understand if more young people should be aware of the Virtual School offer. 

Personal Education Plan (PEP) 

Half of secondary aged children agreed their PEP helped their education, but 28% felt it did 

not and 21% were not sure. 33% of primary aged children were also not sure if their PEP 

helped them, and 44% either completely or partly agreed that it did. We cannot draw a 

comparison as the answer options in 2020 were very different. 

Support with education, careers and jobs 

We asked primary aged children if they knew what support and activities were available to 

help with their education. 44% did not know, while 56% completely or partly knew what 

was available to them. This was a new question for 2021. 

We asked secondary aged children if they knew who to speak to or where to go about their 

interests in careers and jobs. 85% of young people reported they did, while 15% did not 

know. We also asked if they felt they had enough information on education and career 

opportunities: 87% of young people either completely or partly agreed, while 13% did not 

feel they had enough information. These results cannot be fully compared to 2020 as the 

questions have changed, but last year 20% disagreed compared to 13% in 2021. 

Working and volunteering 

We asked older children what may stop them from finding work or volunteering 

opportunities in usual circumstances (i.e. not in a pandemic). Answers included mental 

health and wellbeing, lack of confidence and self-doubt, transport, qualifications, feeling too 

“listening to my views and let me make more decisions for myself. Someone that 

listens properly and gets back to me when they say they will.” 



 

 

young, not knowing what options are available, behaviour, and the location of the job. The 

wording of this question was different in 2020, so no comparisons can be made. 

 

 

 

Support in achieving goals 

When asked if they would like support achieving their goals, looked after children were split: 

43% of older children would not like support whereas 57% would. 51% of younger children 

would like support with this, while 49% do not. This shows an increase from 2020, when 

44% of children said they would like support. Younger children said they would like help 

with education. Older children want help with GCSE subjects, maths, finding jobs, 

apprenticeships, careers, learning how to drive, cooking and to live independently abroad.  

 
 

HEALTH AND WELLBEING 
This section covers how children feel about health services. It also covers things like 

bullying, worries and happiness as well as the impact of coronavirus. 

Trusting health professionals 
74% of children from both age groups feel completely able to trust health professionals, and 

only 7% do not. Complete trust in health professionals is higher among primary aged 

children than secondary aged children (82% vs 64%).  Although the question answer options 

were different in the 2020 survey, more children (11%) responded they do not trust health 

professionals. 

Experience of being bullied 

54% of children reported to have not experienced bullying in the last year, this is similar to 

2020 (52%). Younger primary aged children were less likely to have experienced bullying 

than older secondary aged children (47% vs 64%). 

68% of looked after children said they completely knew what to do if someone’s behaviour 

or actions made them feel uncomfortable, scared, or in danger.  

Trusting an adult 
This was a new question for 2021, fitting with the Time for Kids principles around trust. The 

majority of looked after children (89%) completely agreed that they have an adult in their 

life that they trust. This was nearly all primary aged children (98%), and 79% of secondary 

aged children. 15% of secondary aged children felt they could partly trust an adult, and only 

a small number of primary and secondary aged children (4 in total) felt they did not have an 

“It would be awkward and they might not believe me.” 

 

“I want people to motivate me and just let me know that they are here for me.” 

 

“This may be affected due to a confidence thing that I have where I struggle to 

accept that I am able and can do things [sic], I can work on this with the support 

of those around me.” 

 



 

 

“I made some friends during lockdown at school and my relationship with my 

foster carers has been positive we bonded.” 

 

 

“I have 2 brothers who can play with when I’m bored. My family and my dad make 

me happy as well.” 

 

 

adult they could trust. Looked after children were more likely to completely agree that they 

have an adult they can trust compared with care leavers (89% vs 63%). 

The majority of looked after children knew who to contact if they had a problem with school 

(87%), their health (83%), and feeling safe (87%), although primary aged children reported 

higher awareness of this than secondary aged children. The question answer options 

changed this year, so results are not directly comparable with 2020. 

Happiness and worries 
The majority (81%) of looked after children were either very happy or happy with their life. 

However, these rates were higher in primary aged children than secondary aged children 

(91% compared with 68%). 

When asked what things make them happy, family (incl. foster family and extended family) 

was regularly mentioned by both groups. School was also brought up, and primary aged 

children mentioned sports and games, while older children wrote about friends and pets. 

When asked what makes them worried in life, both age groups again mentioned family 

(particularly around contact), and education. Happily, a large number of primary aged 

children said nothing makes them worried! Interaction with new and known people was 

also mentioned by both age groups, as were coronavirus, moving, and the future. 

 

 

 

The impact of coronavirus 
We asked looked after children what impact coronavirus has had on some areas of their 

lives, this was a new question for 2021 and the responses are very mixed… 

More than half of primary aged children felt their education was impacted in a good way, 

while 38% of secondary aged children felt that the pandemic had a negative impact.  

Nearly half of primary aged children felt their wellbeing was impacted positively, but only 

4% of secondary aged children felt the same, in fact 40% in the secondary aged group felt 

their wellbeing was not impacted at all. 37% of primary aged children felt seeing friends and 

family was negatively impacted, and similarly 38% of secondary aged children felt their 

social life had been impacted.  

Interestingly, access to services was not at all impacted for 47% of secondary aged children 

and 28% felt it was positively impacted. It’s also positive to see that 47% of primary aged 

looked after children reported that seeing and speaking with people who support or look 

after them was impacted in a good way, while 49% of secondary children reported that their 

support network was not at all impacted. 



 

 

Primary aged children tended to be more excited or happy (54% and 51%) than secondary 

aged children (32% and 30%) about coronavirus restrictions being lifted. 7% of primary aged 

children felt worried and 15% unsure, while 11% of secondary aged children felt worried 

and 15% unsure, leaving 7 children who felt stressed. 

 

INFORMATION AND ADVICE 
This section looks at how well-informed children are about services available to them. 

Celebration Fund 
This is a fund for looked after children and care leavers that can go towards things like trips, 

equipment, lessons/training to help spark a positive change to the young person’s life. A low 

number of children knew what the Celebration Fund was, only 28% of secondary aged 

children and 5% of primary aged children. This was a new question for 2021. 

 

 

Police 
Most secondary aged children were not sure that Surrey Police listens to young people. 

Although 23% did feel Surrey Police completely listens. The majority (83%) also felt they 

would call the police if needed. We cannot compare the results to 2020 as the answer 

options were different.  

We asked secondary aged children how the police could keep them safe if they felt they had 

no option but to run away. Children thought the police would help by listening and talking 

with them in a calm way to understand the situation. However, some felt that the police 

would do nothing, or would just take them back to where they had run away from. Our 

team is currently delivering training for police to help them understand what might be 

happening in the lives of young people who run away. 

 

 

 

Making a complaint 
76% of looked after children felt they would be able to tell someone if they were not happy 

with a service or a worker. 12% reported they would be able to some of the time, and 13% 

would not feel able to. We cannot draw a direct comparison to 2020 due to different 

answer options, however in 2020, 58% of children said they would feel able to complain.  

 

“It made me able to afford a camera and do photography which I love.” 

 

“I think that I would like them to at least talk to me and say that they are there to 

help and not make me feel rubbish in the way that they are talking to me.” 

 



 

 

Suggestions for improvement 
We asked children for suggestions on how staff can improve their care experiences. All 

children suggested fewer changes in social workers/professionals. Younger children also 

asked for better communication; staff to introduce themselves and call children individually; 

workers to be truthful, get to know young people better, listen to them, believe in them and 

to make visits more fun. Older children suggested: better preparation and support for 

leaving care, more contact with family and workers; taking time to get to know young 

people; more mental health awareness, and support with money and accommodation. 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

Over a third (38%) of looked after children answering the survey were aged 8 - 10, followed 

by 15 – 17-year-olds (25%). The gender split was 50% male and 47% female; this proportion 

is not representative of the looked after children population, which is 44% female and 56% 

male.  30% of children say they are disabled or have an additional need which is slightly less 

than in 2020. The majority of looked after children (74%) identified as White British, which is 

similar to results in 2020 (73%) and reflects the Surrey looked after children population 

data. Further information on demographics can be found within the report appendix.  

 

ACTIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS  

Communication - Getting the best out of every contact 
▪ Discuss what makes children feel comfortable, so every contact counts. 

▪ Know their wishes, hopes and interests and take an interest.  

▪ Share information and signpost using a range of communication tools, for example 

visuals, infographics and pictorials as well as reinforcing messages via WhatsApp or 

texting.  

 

Education – Raising the bar  
▪ Actively include young people in their PEP meeting and talk to them in advance so 

they can think about future goals.   

▪ Professionals to know what help they can access while at school, higher education 

and jobs.  

▪ Professionals to keep children and young people up to date about information 

sharing with educational staff and in a manner that younger people will understand. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Happiness and Worries 
▪ Help young people to understand their feelings and worries, especially around 

contact with family.  

▪ Workers to be consistent and attentive with their contact and that following a 

conversation with the young person, workers repeat what was discussed and 

provide reminders to help them take in information. 

 

Family and placements 
▪ Lower the chance of placement breakdowns by spending more time understanding 

what is happening for the child. Remember that everyone needs to feel listened to if 

relationships within the household are to succeed.   

▪ Hold discussions outside of the home or placement, so children and young people 

feel able to openly talk about how they are feeling and what is happening for them.  

▪ If requests from children and young people cannot be met, we recommend that 

workers take the time to explain the reasons to the young person and follow this up 

with them via a written or visual communication method that works for the child or 

young person.  

Recommendations from the Big Survey will be built into Surrey’s Getting To Good 

improvement plans and service planning with front line teams and our Corporate Parents.  

MORE INFORMATION 
Care experienced young people, 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.  

Career: A career is the job or profession that someone does for a long period of their life. 
For example: ‘She is now concentrating on a career as a teacher’. 

Celebration Fund: A fund for looked after children and care leavers that can go towards 
things like trips, equipment, lessons/training to help spark a positive change to the young 
person’s life. 
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Child looked after review: This is a meeting in which professionals involved in the life of a 
looked after child get together to discuss the child’s care plan, progress and make plans for 
the future. The child can attend these meetings if they wish to. 

Contact: This can refer to the time a looked after child spends with their birth family, but 
also to the communication between a child and their social worker.  

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 of 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.  

PEP (Personal Education Plan): A PEP is a document that includes any additional support 
you may need; your school history; the targets you want to achieve and how these will be 
met; your views about your own education goals for the future. This document is discussed 
by you, your social worker and your parents/carers.  

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

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. 

Volunteering: Doing an activity in your free time without receiving payment, and without 
being forced or asked to do it. These activities might benefit someone or something, or they 
can help the volunteer learn skills that will be useful to find work.   


