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Abstract

Leaving care marks an important change for young people. This article considers the 
journey from leaving local authority care to becoming a ‘care leaver’, using data from re-
search with 234 care experienced university students. Although this cohort is celebrated 
as representing sector success, their narratives reveal that they struggled at key points, 
particularly around their eighteenth birthday. Participants noted that there were chal-
lenges in becoming a care leaver, namely, staying in or securing new accommodation, 
adjusting to new financial arrangements, changing relationships with social services 
and securing long-term support. These difficulties were often distressing and, for some, 
shortfalls in support led to significant upheavals, including homelessness. Entering uni-
versity was felt to offer a reprieve due to more certain finances and predictable housing. 
Focusing on the pre-university period, this article highlights the ways in which systemic 
issues, including service cut-offs and financial hardship, impact on young people leaving 
care. Our findings suggest that support was often lacking and that educational success 
was often achieved in spite of the additional barriers that they faced as care leavers. 
The article concludes with recommendations aimed at improving care-leaving transi-
tions to better protect and support young people’s continued educational journeys.

Keywords: leaving care; personal advisors; social workers; students; support; transitions 
to independence.
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Introduction

Attending university can significantly increase job opportunities, improve 
earning potential and lead to improved health outcomes in adulthood (Liu 
et al. 2024). Yet, statistics from the Department for Education (2025) show 
that 13 percent of young people in care and care leavers progress to higher 
education compared to 46 percent of all young people. The government’s 
commitment to widening participation, such as increasing the age young 
people are expected to remain in education or training to 18 (DfE 2024b), 
further supports these aspirations. Research confirms that although care- 
experienced students sometimes take nonlinear routes to university, 
they achieve similarly positive outcomes to other graduates (Harrison 
et al. 2022).

In a recent review in which considerations of ‘success’ were explored by 
academics and care-experienced consultants, it was suggested that whilst 
being in higher education is measured in government care leaver statistics, 
factors such as emotional well-being and support are not measured (Kelly 
et al. 2025). Hence, transitioning from care to university highlights only 
one pathway available to young people leaving care. On 31 March 2024, 
there were 83,630 children and young people living in state care in 
England, 27 percent of whom were aged 16 and over (DfE 2024a). There 
were 33,620 children who left care during the year ending 31 March 2024; 
39 percent of those changed status from ‘Looked after Child’ to ‘care 
leaver’ when they turned 18, 16 percent remained with their current carers 
and 13 percent moved into supported independent living (DfE 2024a). 
Although local authorities are expected to prepare children and young 
people to live independently, research has shown that young people feel 
unsupported when making this transition (Dixon et al. 2006; Stein 2012; 
Woodgate et al. 2017; Cameron et al. 2018; Ellis and Johnston 2020; Field 
et al. 2021).

Research reports that typically, young people are staying with their fam-
ilies for longer and receiving increased financial support (Hill et al. 2017; 
Kalmijn 2024). For those living away from their families and without fa-
milial support, housing conditions are precarious and further complicated 
by the lack of opportunities for secure employment, work contracts and 
wages (Bell and Blanchflower 2013; Ellison 2017). Research indicates that 
those with care experience are also likely to encounter difficulties with 
their mental health (Baker et al. 2019; Roberts et al. 2021). A survey of 
1,804 care leavers found that about a quarter had low wellbeing compared 
to 3 percent of the general population (McGrane et al. 2024). The same 
study reported that loneliness and a lack of trusted relationships or 
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friendships contributed to low wellbeing. Against this background, the 
‘cliff edge’ experienced by young people transitioning from care is even 
more stark (Field et al. 2021), potentially denying important liminal space 
between childhood and adulthood, in which mistakes can be made, and 
independent living skills can be practiced (Glynn 2021).

Leaving care is complex; while a young person’s care order ends at the 
age of 18, some will leave care at 16 or 17. Research suggests that some 
young people feel rushed into leaving care (Ofsted 2022), often due to a 
lack of suitable accommodation (Ellis and Johnston 2020). The transition 
to adulthood is planned for children in care and care leavers through the 
Pathway Plan which is undertaken when they turn 16 (The Children Act 
1989: V3). Whilst the number of young people staying with their carers af-
ter they turn 18 is increasing, there remains a significant number of young 
people who leave care under the age of 18. In the year ending 31st March 
2024, 7 percent of seventeen-year-old care leavers were living in accommo-
dation considered unsuitable and the living circumstances of 28 percent of 
seventeen-year-old care leavers was unknown (DfE 2024a). Becoming a 
care leaver before the age of 18, or upon turning 18, means that significant 
changes occur in a young person’s care plan. At this point, local authori-
ties are no longer required to provide a social worker to support young 
people’s care plans, but instead must assign a leaving care ‘personal advi-
sor’. Personal advisors provide advice and support, revise Pathway Plans 
when necessary, support young people to attend services and stay in-
formed of young people’s progress and wellbeing (DfE 2025).

‘Staying Put’ arrangements were brought in by the DfE in 2014 with a 
view to alleviating the ‘care cliff’ for those in foster care. A staying put ar-
rangement refers to a situation in which a young person aged 16 or 17 
who has been ‘looked after’ for a total of at least thirteen weeks since the 
age of 14, is able to stay living with their foster carer (where both the 
carer and young person agree). Those taking part in the Staying Put 
scheme are still considered ‘care leavers’ but the legal nature of the rela-
tionship with the foster carer changes. In staying put arrangements the 
carer becomes a ‘former foster carer’ whose home the young person is still 
living in. Alongside this change in status, foster carers also experience a 
drop in income. Staying put may reduce the risk of homelessness for care 
leavers (Picker et al. 2024) and those who ‘stay put’ are significantly more 
likely to be in full-time education at the age of 19 than those who do not 
take part in the scheme (Van Breda et al. 2020). Yet staying put is not 
available to all young people and favours those with less complex histories 
(Van Breda et al. 2020), has been inadequately funded by central govern-
ment, and can be further compromised by the drop in income experienced 
by foster carers (Picker et al. 2024), as our research emphasizes.

International comparisons of care leaver outcomes are fundamentally 
complex due to a lack of global consensus around what constitutes a ‘care 
leaver’, largely because countries have different welfare systems and 
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different understandings about transitions to adulthood (Strahl et al. 
2021). A survey of thirty-six countries found that only 47 percent had leg-
islation related to support for care leavers, and only 22 percent had legisla-
tion that was well-developed for care leavers (Strahl et al. 2021). The 
survey found disparity between the legal provisions for support and the 
level of practical support offered, with 75 percent of countries offering 
some form of education and employment support to care leavers (Strahl 
et al. 2021). However, almost all countries surveyed were in agreement 
that employment, followed by education, housing and poverty were the 
biggest challenges faced by care leavers. Studies in Australia (McNamara 
et al. 2019) and Finland and Germany (Cameron et al. 2018) reported that 
care leavers are less likely to go on to higher education than their peers. 
An Austrian study demonstrated that lack of educational achievement can 
also be compounded by low expectations of care leavers held by professio-
nals, despite care leavers being motivated and capable of accessing higher 
education (Groinig and Sting 2019). Whilst this article focuses on those 
leaving care in England and Wales, research from international scholars 
suggests that these findings are applicable to young people leaving 
care globally.

This article shares findings from research conducted with care- 
experienced students about their transitions to university from care. 
Research shows that transitioning to university can be challenging for all 
students, causing anxiety, stress and loneliness due to accommodation 
concerns, relationship transitions and academic challenges (Hughes and 
Smail 2014). Yet, research shows that parental support can help students 
to successfully negotiate and overcome challenges (Benito-Gomez et al. 
2022). This article considers the experiences of those transitioning to uni-
versity from care to highlight the barriers and enablers that these educa-
tionally high-achieving young people experienced in their leaving care 
journey. Through this exploration, we make a critical contribution to ad-
dress significant gaps in research regarding the lived experiences and sup-
port needs of care-experienced young adults accessing higher education. 
In doing so, we highlight important gaps in support that must be 
addressed to help more young people to access higher education in 
the future.

Methods

This article shares select findings from the Leverhulme-funded research 
project ‘Pathways to University from Care’. The project was supported by 
a steering group of three care-experienced students, who were employed 
by the University of Sheffield as researchers and provided insight and ad-
vice on all stages of method design, data collection, analysis, and report-
ing. Ongoing engagement with our steering group enabled continual 
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reflection within the research process, ensuring that the research and its 
outputs emphasized the voices of those with care experience.

Throughout the project we used the term ‘care experienced’ to refer to 
those who have spent any length of time in care as a child, with the inten-
tion of including the experiences of those who fall outside of the statutory 
definition of ‘care leaver’. The Children (Leaving Care) Act (2000) defines 
a ‘care leaver’ as someone who has spent thirteen weeks or more in care, 
covering the period of their sixteenth birthday. The term ‘care experi-
enced’ is widely recognized as a more inclusive term (Hugman 
et al. 2019).

The Pathways study comprises data from 234 care-experienced students 
in universities across England and Wales. Data were collected via in-depth 
qualitative interviews with 42 students from four universities and qualita-
tive survey responses from a further 192 students from 29 universities. 
Ethical clearance was obtained prior to data collection from the University 
of Sheffield Research Ethics Committee.

In the first phase, we conducted in-depth qualitative interviews with 
forty-two care-experienced students to explore their experiences of being 
in care and subsequent transitions to university life. Participants were be-
tween the ages of 18 and 26, three were studying for foundation level 
degrees, thirty-eight were studying at an undergraduate level, and one was 
studying for a postgraduate qualification. We interviewed 26 female and 
16 male students and most (n¼ 29) indicated that foster care had been the 
main form of care placement they had experienced, though five had been 
primarily in kinship care, five primarily in residential care, and three had 
been adopted. We used an appreciative inquiry method of interviewing to 
explore the complexity and diversity of experiences by investigating posi-
tive aspects of their experiences (Liebling et al. 1999). Since the research 
explored sensitive issues, we sought to work alongside participants, focus-
ing on their strengths and positive experiences, thus providing an impor-
tant contrast to existing narratives in this area. Students were invited to 
take part in the research via their university’s widening participation 
team. Students who opted into the study and contacted the research team 
were sent an information sheet, consent form and interview invitation. 
Participants were assured that taking part was voluntary, and that they 
could withdraw freely prior to data analysis, without explanation 
or judgement.

Audio interview files were transcribed and anonymized before being 
uploaded to NVivo for analysis. Findings were initially coded deductively 
according to the themes explored in interviews, for instance, ‘going into 
care’, ‘placement changes’, ‘leaving care’, and ‘practitioner relationships’. 
Each of the codes generated was then subjected to further manual the-
matic analysis, producing a series of sub-themes; for example, the code 
‘practitioner relationships’ contained sub-themes such as ‘supportive rela-
tionships’, ‘difficult relationships’, and ‘bureaucratic process’.
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In the second phase, data were collected from a larger sample of care- 
experienced students through an online qualitative survey, designed to ask 
students about their experiences of university support. The survey was 
shared via Widening Participation teams at twenty-nine universities across 
England and Wales. One hundred and ninety-two students responded and 
confirmed their consent by ticking a box at the beginning of the survey. 
Over two-thirds of survey respondents were female (71 percent). Over 
80 percent were undergraduate students, 13 percent were undertaking a 
foundation year, and 4 percent were studying at a postgraduate level. 
Sixty-three percent of our sample were aged between 18 and 21, 30 percent 
were aged 22–25, and 7 percent were aged over 26.

The survey generated qualitative data, collected via free-text boxes, 
which were subject to deductive thematic analysis using the codes gener-
ated during phase one. Closed-ended questions were used to gather basic 
demographic information and descriptive data around arriving at univer-
sity and university supports. Students were not asked to share sensitive in-
formation in the survey.

Findings in this article are based on qualitative interview data and sup-
plemented by basic background information collected via the survey. 
Findings have been compiled from data analysed under the themes of 
‘leaving care’ and ‘practitioner relationships’, focusing on participants’ 
experiences of the transition from care. Other outputs describe findings re-
lating to participants’ early educational experiences (Ellis and Johnston 
2024) and experiences of transition and settling into university life (Ellis 
and Johnston 2024). All participants have been given pseudonyms to pro-
tect their identity. This article explores three themes relating to leaving 
care, which were discussed during in-depth interviews: changing financial 
support, changing relational support and the importance of informal sup-
port networks. Whilst participants varied in age, this article focuses specifi-
cally on their reflections of leaving care and transitioning to independence 
between the ages of 16–19.

Becoming a ‘care leaver’: changes in status and financial support

It has been documented that care-experienced students sometimes take 
nonlinear routes to university (Harrison 2020) and in line with this, some 
of our sample left care several years before becoming a student. In this 
section we share participants’ reflections of leaving care, their changing 
relationships with professionals and the financial implications of transi-
tioning to independence.

In common with most young people leaving care, participants experi-
enced different routes to becoming a ‘care leaver’. Some participants had 
lived independently or semi-independently from the age of sixteen, some 
remained in care until their eighteenth birthday and others stayed with 
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their current carers under ‘staying put’ arrangements. Despite these differ-
ences, one of the main changes that young people experienced upon be-
coming a ‘care leaver’ was a significant drop in their finances. Those 
participants who lived in independent or semi-independent contexts from 
the age of sixteen expressed a sense of regret at having to ‘grow up’ at a 
young age, and a need to manage alone, as they received little financial 
support and limited contact from key services. 

I did like the children’s home, I didn’t want to leave til I were 18. I did 

think ‘oh it’s time to grow up now’ … I had my own house, it felt good in 

that way but then I think you’re a bit gutted as well because you are leaving 

your home—that’s what it is—your home, behind. (Jayne)

For those who remained in care until their eighteenth birthday, the 
transition from care was approached with similar trepidation. Although 
many teenagers look forward to their eighteenth birthday as a cultural 
milestone, for a significant number of our participants turning 18 became 
a source of anxiety. In common with several participants, Ada highlighted 
reductions in financial support as a particular area of concern: 

I think once you’re 18, the support drops a whole lot, drastically, then it’s 

like ‘oh wow, you’re an adult now, you’ve got to figure it out’ (Ada)

Having a birthday earlier in the academic year was considered a disad-
vantage and meant that support would reduce whilst participants were at 
school or college, still working towards their A-levels: 

I turned 18 in October whereas some people might not turn eighteen till the 

following July, so they’ll get that support until their birthday. (Charlotte)

For Charlotte, turning 18 meant that her foster carers received less fi-
nancial assistance to support her, which in turn meant that she had to ap-
ply for welfare benefits between leaving college and starting university. 
For others, like Jayne, reductions in finance meant that the benefit of at-
tending school or college was measured against its cost in immediate fi-
nancial terms: 

[Transport] was like £4 a day … if I knew college weren’t going to be 

productive that day … I’d rather save £4. (Jayne)

Having to make a choice about whether to attend college could have a 
significant impact on young peoples’ educational outcomes and life chan-
ces. This could be particularly challenging for those participants who lived 
independently, who experienced a significant drop in the financial support 
they had previously received as a ‘looked after’ child. There was an expec-
tation that they should become more financially self-sufficient. Working to 
cover monetary shortfalls during school or college courses was reported as 
incredibly stressful: 
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I had to leave [work] because it was too stressful … they were basically 

pushing me to do full time, during doing full time college, like ten hour 

shifts. It was horrendous (Dawn)

The UK government now requires all sixteen to eighteen year olds to be 
in some form of education or training. Yet, managing this is difficult for 
care leavers who are living independently and expected to manage their 
own finances. Participants who remained with their current carers under 
the ‘staying put’ scheme were not immune from financial struggles and 
reported that they were often expected to make up for financial shortfalls 
experienced by foster carers when transitioning to ‘staying put’ arrange-
ments. Participants accounted for these shortfalls by working or claiming 
welfare benefits: 

When you turn 18, your support stops … they was like ‘yeah, but we’re not 

getting paid for you now … I had to pay them money. (Ben)

Financial shortfalls were experienced by several of our participants as 
being detrimental to the relationships that they built with their carers. 
Difficult conversations surrounding changes in financial support were felt 
to highlight the transactional nature of care, which could be challenging 
to come to terms with. Charlotte describes the detrimental impact that 
these financial changes had on her confidence: 

At first, I was kind of like, ‘if you care about me so much you wouldn’t 

make me claim Jobseeker’s’, but obviously I know it’s not their fault. If 

they’re not getting money for you then they’ve got no money to give you … 

at the time I felt really worthless. (Charlotte)

Conversely, for Chaman, her experiences of ‘staying put’ confirmed her 
suspicions that her foster carers were financially motivated in their care 
for her. This reflected the view of many participants who saw their care 
as contingent and commodified, rather than unconditional: 

They’d been very sugar and sweet right up until I turned 18 and then they 

just didn’t give a crap … they were in it for the money. I guess it was a 

learning curve for me as well so it kind of pushed me to be more 

independent. (Chaman)

For those not able to stay with foster carers, securing alternative hous-
ing could be challenging. A minority of interview participants reported 
that they had become homeless while seeking to make the transition from 
being in care to becoming a care leaver: 

They pass you from one person to another … I was homeless for a few days 

… I didn’t have a hostel … I didn’t literally have anywhere to stay … I 

didn’t have many friends … I went to the Job Centre and … they just give 

you a number … no one really cared that much. (Gulru)

Despite the challenges highlighted above, there were instances of best 
practice, where appropriate support was given in key moments. For 
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instance, Peter demonstrates the value of pathway planning and shares 
how it later aided him in accessing financial support, through maintaining 
institutional memory: 

I rang up social services to ask about a guarantor and that’s when they were 

like ‘oh we’ll reopen your case and we’ll help you’ … they pay my rent 

now. (Peter)

This section highlighted the different financial challenges faced by 
young people transitioning from care whilst in education. Our data show 
that despite utilizing different pathways for leaving care, young people 
faced similar barriers in securing financial security to enable them to pri-
oritize their education and to transition smoothly between further and 
higher education. Similar issues were faced by those living independently 
as well as those remaining with their foster carers. Participants also noted 
challenges in accessing emotional support, which we discuss in the follow-
ing sections.

Relationship transitions: from social workers to personal advisors

The journey to becoming a care leaver signalled significant transitions in 
participants’ relationships with their local authorities, as their support was 
handed over from social workers to personal advisors. Emotional and 
practical support was variable within and between local authorities, with 
service received dependent on the individuals responsible for delivering 
care and the structural aspects which determined caseloads, allocations 
and staff movements. Some participants recounted positive experiences of 
social work relationships that supported them as a child in care before 
they transitioned to becoming a care leaver: 

I’ve had quite a positive experience of the care system … I saw all the good 

they were doing with me … they’ve helped me get to a place I never thought 

I would be in. (Gabriella)

Other participants reported that the support they received in care was 
less positive, suggesting that not all professionals offered the same level 
of care: 

There was one and she was like an angel … she was awesome, she actually 

tried really hard and genuinely cared about us. The others I just don’t think 

really gave a shit, I think they kind of just done what they were told to do 

by their superiors and nothing more. (Arlo)

While support experienced as a child in care was variable, there was a 
marked negative change in the support offered by local authorities as 
young people were transitioned into becoming a ‘care leaver’. Some partic-
ipants expressed confusion about what support was available after turn-
ing 18: 

‘The door closes and that’s it’ Page 9 of 20 
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I’ve got my social worker, my leaving care worker or whatever they call it. I 

don’t know … you can speak to them until you’re 25 but they don’t fund 

you after 21. (David)

Participants who left care at 16 also described receiving less practical 
and emotional support from social care professionals. Kamran recalls liv-
ing with others who were clearly struggling but were not offered appropri-
ate support: 

When I was 16 I used to get one call [per month] from social services 

[asking] how I am. I was living in a shared accommodation house with four 

of us in the same position. I’m sure some of them were not coping … like 

the[ir] room is dirty, for example or [they] don’t have food … when I was 

16 I realised I should not ever rely on them. (Kamran)

As the age in which people leave home is rising (Pereira 2024), findings 
that participants as young as 16 were struggling to manage independent 
living alongside full-time education were disappointing. Furthermore, rela-
tionships with professionals in leaving care services were described less 
positively than their previous social workers and participants reported re-
ceiving minimal support from their local authorities. Participants de-
scribed these interactions as performative or lacking care: 

They said that if something goes wrong you can call us … you just never 

would, because you know it would take them four months to get back to 

you. (Julia)

Participants described the process of switching from being supported by 
a social worker to being supported by a personal advisor as confusing and 
poorly managed. Some felt sharply cut off from relationships that they 
had come to rely on: 

The second I got to university, [they said] ‘don’t ring your social worker no 

more, don’t ring your care worker no more, don’t ring none of them no 

more’. That was it, I’ve not heard from them since. (Marcus)

Participants reported experiencing huge transitions in early adulthood, 
such as moving house, leaving carers behind and becoming financially in-
dependent. Due to this, the leaving care period was felt to be the time 
that support was most necessary. Yet some participants described feeling 
‘abandoned’ when support was withdrawn. Furthermore, the personal ad-
visor relationship was different to a social work relationship and care leav-
ers did not feel adequately prepared for this change. For those young 
people who have experienced trauma, feelings of abandonment may be 
heightened (McCormack and Issaakidis 2018), this was reflected in 
our findings: 

The social worker leaves when you’re 18, so the PA is there for those three 

years after when it’s all really crucial and the social worker’s 

Page 10 of 20 Katie Ellis et al. 
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abandoned you … they’ll help you go to the Job Centre, sort out benefits, set 

up bank accounts and different things like that. (Jill)

Although local authorities and social workers had played a key part in 
young people’s pathways to university, at the point of turning 18, young 
people often felt like they were dropped suddenly. At the point of transi-
tioning to leaving care services many felt unsupported, these feelings were 
exacerbated by the transient workforce that made their ‘leaving care’ sup-
port patchy and inconsistent: 

Well, they [Personal Advisor] changed loads, like four, five times. The one 

I’ve got at the moment, she’s OK. I’ve met her once, but I guess I’ll never 

meet her again. (David)

Participants described being reluctant to spend time investing in rela-
tionships with their personal advisors when they did not know if they 
would meet the same one again in the future. Some participants were 
sceptical about the use of personal advisors, and saw the transition to per-
sonal advisor support as indicative of an overstretched service: 

[Personal advisors] are not qualified social workers … they’ll get rid of 

[them] soon … it’s all to do with cuts … you’re not going to get a good 

service. (Ben)

Others felt that personal advisors were not appropriately trained and 
were left inadequately equipped to do the job they were given: 

I was seen by two on-call personal advisers, they both said different 

things. (Kiran)

As with previous care relationships, the level of support received 
seemed to depend on the luck of the draw. A minority of participants 
felt that their personal advisor offered them an important lifeline, above 
and beyond what was expected: 

My personal advisor has been the only person I know that I can speak to 

about anything without judgement. She fights my corner in every matter … 

she deals with the financial side of things … even though that is someone 

else’s job … I don’t think I would have went to university if it wasn’t for 

her. (Heather)

For those participants who felt that they did get a good service from 
their personal advisor, this support was invaluable and a stark contrast to 
the feelings of abandonment reported by others: 

We’ll go and have lunch and we’ll have a lovely time. I see her eight weekly 

and when I see her, we’re discussing how uni’s going, what I need to do, we 

do my pathway plan, we’re sorting out me getting a work experience and 

we’re working towards an end goal that is eventually going to get me where 

I need to go. She also tells me off if I’ve not done something. She’s the only 

‘The door closes and that’s it’ Page 11 of 20 
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one that’s actually felt like a corporate parent. Forget the corporate … she’s 

the first person I call. (Jill)

Nonetheless, changing social work relationships could mean that prom-
ises made under previous care plans were unfulfilled, as practitioners that 
had worked with participants previously had changed and were now no 
longer in contact, meaning that institutional memory was lost. Michael 
gave an example of this: 

The council said that they’d pay my fees. Then when it came to that day, it 

was ‘Oh no I never said that’. (Charlotte)

Participants who felt unsupported by their personal advisor found sup-
port in more informal relationships, which the next section explores.

Informal influences

Informal support was rated highly and appreciated by participants. It was 
common for participants to report that they had fallen out of touch with 
foster carers, social workers and others who had provided care and sup-
port during their childhood. In fact, 41 percent of those who took part in 
our survey reported that by the time they were at university, they were no 
longer in touch with any of their carers. Sometimes this was by choice, 
with participants feeling the relationship had run its course, or that they 
wanted a fresh start. However, for some, ties were cut by others. In these 
cases, the impact of losing contact could be devastating for feelings of 
wellbeing and stability: 

You have all these people in your life, you get attachments, and then … you 

can’t have nowt to do with them again so it’s like grief … another person 

who’s just going to go. (Jayne)

Some participants maintained strong relationships with previous carers 
even after leaving care. For these participants, foster carers went above 
and beyond what was expected of them in times of need, even after their 
official duty of care had ended: 

If it hadn’t been for that foster carer, I’d have been on the streets … she 

said ‘you get on a train and you come to me and we’ll sort you out’. (Jill)

For participants who were unable to develop meaningful long-term rela-
tionships within the care system, informal support could be invaluable: 

[My friend’s mum] just fully supported me … there was no obligation at all 

for her to look after me, or even care … she were going out of her way to 

help me. (Harry)

These informal relationships could offer an important lifeline when 
young people were experiencing distress. While not everyone had informal 
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networks that they could draw on, those who did appreciated the huge 
difference that they made: 

I was living out of halls at £111, plus gas and electric a week, so stupid … I 

ended up crying to my boyfriend’s parents and I was like, ‘I just can’t do 

this anymore; it’s really stressing me out’ … They were like, ‘You’re coming 

to live with us’. (Lydia)

In these cases, informal support networks acted as a replacement for 
the formal leaving care services that young people are entitled to. 
However, as participants recognized, this did not always detract from the 
need for support from the local authority: 

I live with my boyfriend’s family and they’re very supportive … but, the way 

you kind of transition out of care, if that’s the right way to put it, I don’t 

think that’s as helpful as it could be … I wish there was just a bit more 

support. (Willow)

This section has shown the importance of informal connections from 
friends and previous foster carers. Nearly half of participants were not 
able to maintain relationships with previous foster carers, but for those 
that did, these relationships were an important lifeline during times 
of difficulty.

Discussion

This article explored the perspectives of young people who successfully 
transitioned from care to higher education, showing that participants suc-
ceeded in circumstances where they often felt unsupported, both emotion-
ally and financially. It is important to reiterate that our findings highlight 
the barriers faced by those who are celebrated by care services as having 
‘made it’. Through highlighting these barriers, our findings help to illumi-
nate why fewer care-experienced adults go on to higher education than 
their non-care-experienced peers, despite research suggesting that those 
who do attend achieve similar outcomes to other graduates (Groinig and 
Sting 2019; Harrison et al. 2022).

Findings align with wider research that notes that poverty is a challenge 
faced by care leavers internationally (Strahl et al. 2021; Palmer et al. 2022; 
O’Kane and Brady 2025). Whilst the positive examples of individual sup-
port from carers, social workers, and personal advisors are not to be mini-
mized, our overarching findings were of a system in which care leavers 
felt unsupported financially, practically and emotionally. As noted by 
others (Adley and Jupp 2017; Bengtsson et al. 2020), young people’s expe-
riences of ‘in care’ and ‘leaving care’ support varied drastically. Kamran 
notes, ‘if you get a good person, you’re sorted’ and this seems to be re-
peated across all our data. It is the individuals working to deliver services 
that have the most impact on the lives and experiences of young people in 
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care. While this has been noted elsewhere (Winter 2009; Gaskell 2010), we 
can see that despite the challenges facing professionals and services, a cer-
tain few are able to inspire the confidence of those that they are working 
to support. While we applaud the work of these professionals, we do so 
with the caveat that support for children in state care should not be de-
pendent on the personal motivations of professionals who are able to de-
liver above and beyond what is expected of them by their employer.

The absence of long-term formal support was felt keenly by participants, 
who were well engaged in full-time education and committed to their goal 
of attending university. Lack of formal social service support was in part 
due to transitions when changing from being supported by a social worker 
to receiving support from a leaving care personal advisor. Participants 
lacked clarity about where support could be accessed and noted an overall 
lack of dissatisfaction about the levels of support provided. Despite expec-
tation from the DfE to remain in full-time education until the age of 18, it 
was clear from participant narratives that the cliff edge of care is still felt 
very strongly. Indeed, findings illustrated that participants sometimes 
turned 18 before completing necessary qualifications to attend university. 
Those in our sample were fortunate that they could either stay with foster 
carers or receive unofficial support from their personal networks. Yet, a 
minority revealed that they experienced homelessness in the transition be-
tween leaving care and going to university. Despite the implementation of 
‘Staying Put’ seeking to bridge this gap (Picker et al. 2024), our findings il-
lustrate the use of personal networks which may account for some of the 
young people who are living in situations which are reported as being 
‘unknown’ (DfE 2024a).

The need to enhance the support networks of children in care and care 
leavers has been highlighted by Lifelong Links, the Family Rights Group 
initiative that aims to re-engage supportive networks whilst children are 
still in care, and for that support to continue into adulthood (Porter and 
Fowler 2024). Indeed, when other support was perceived to be lacking, 
participants turned to informal support networks such as their former fos-
ter carers, and friends’ family. Whilst helping care leavers to develop their 
own informal support networks is important, it does not negate the need 
for formal support. While assistance offered by external networks could be 
life changing, it was often also offered on conditional terms that coincided 
with participants’ own relationships with friends and partners their own 
age. For example, Lydia was invited to live with her boyfriend in his fam-
ily home. While support was appreciated, we caution that such support 
also renders young people vulnerable and potentially bound to relation-
ships that they may not wish to continue (Coy 2009; Ellis 2019). 
Therefore, as well as being supported informally, young people transition-
ing from care must also have access to more formal and unconditional 
channels of support. Indeed, research shows that those who struggle most 
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when leaving care are those who also have gaps in formal support during 
their transition to becoming a ‘care leaver’ (Prendergast et al. 2024).

Participants who reported positive relationships with social workers and 
personal advisors highly valued those relationships and the support that 
they received. However, positive relationships with practitioners can only 
go so far and it is vital that policy and legislation are robust to ensure that 
professionals are adequately equipped to provide appropriate resources 
(Strahl et al. 2021). As corporate parents, the state has a duty of care to 
children in care and care leavers. Researchers have remarked on perceived 
gaps in leaving care provision over many years (Aldgate 1994; Gaskell 
2010; Adley and Jupp Kina 2017; Field et al. 2021) and yet similar strug-
gles are still being reported by young people leaving care. Whilst our sam-
ple is made up of those who attended higher education, it is highly 
plausible that other young people facing these challenges struggled to 
achieve their education goals due to lack of support. These findings are in 
direct contrast to government aims of ensuring that all young people re-
main in some form of education or training until the age of 18 (Education 
and Skills Act 2008), and the statutory duty for different parts of the local 
authority to work together to support care leavers to remain in education 
or training (DfE 2024b). It is important to note that our participants were 
university students and that as a cohort, they are often considered to rep-
resent sector success, yet despite this, these participants describe difficult 
transitions through education, which are exacerbated by financial loop-
holes and changing expectations.

To address these challenges, local authorities must provide greater clar-
ity and support to help young people understand changes in finances and 
supporting relationships during key transitions. While these conversations 
are supposed to happen already, participant responses suggest that infor-
mation is not provided in a meaningful way that is properly understood 
by young people. There is a stigma around claiming welfare benefits 
(Baumberg 2016) and this undoubtedly adversely affected those who were 
encouraged to claim them while still in full-time education. Furthermore, 
being asked to contribute to household expenses or to access benefits 
highlighted the perceived transactional nature of state care. To mitigate 
this, we generated a series of recommendations for local authorities, to aid 
transitions from care (Ellis and Johnston 2020) and called on social work-
ers and personal advisors to work with young people to support transi-
tions, making clear why financial changes occur and helping young people 
to secure finance through appropriate channels. Although going to univer-
sity is celebrated as being a ‘successful’ outcome for those leaving care, we 
caution that there are many ways to measure success that do not result in 
higher education (Kelly et al. 2025). So, whilst going to university should 
not be the only way that we consider success, for those who aspire to go, 
it is important there is appropriate support to facilitate this transition.

‘The door closes and that’s it’ Page 15 of 20 

D
o
w

n
lo

a
d
e
d
 fro

m
 h

ttp
s
://a

c
a
d
e
m

ic
.o

u
p
.c

o
m

/b
js

w
/a

d
v
a
n
c
e
-a

rtic
le

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

0
9
3
/b

js
w

/b
c
a
g
0
5
3
/8

6
7
1
2
8
1
 b

y
 g

u
e
s
t o

n
 1

1
 M

a
y
 2

0
2
6



Conclusions

This article highlights the achievements of care-experienced university stu-
dents, exploring the barriers and enablers that impacted them on their 
transition to higher education. The study explored the views of care- 
experienced students through qualitative interviews and an online survey. 
Our findings illustrate that whilst some young people reported good rela-
tionships with personal advisors and smooth transitions to university, for 
most, transitions were extremely difficult due to reductions in the levels of 
financial and emotional support that they received from carers and their 
local authority. Young people who left care before the age of 18 reported 
challenges in continuing their education, whilst balancing work or bene-
fits. Those who remained in ‘staying put’ placements felt inadequately pre-
pared for the associated changes to their finances and the subsequent 
impact that this might have on their relationships with carers. These find-
ings therefore illustrate some of the barriers that impact care leavers, who 
otherwise may be motivated to go on to higher education (Groinig and 
Sting 2019). While creating significant distress to young people preparing 
to leave care, these issues could be readily overcome through close collab-
orations between social workers, foster carers and personal advisors, work-
ing together with young people to facilitate transitions. In addition, local 
authorities must help young people understand the reasons for changing 
financial circumstances and provide support to maintain positive relation-
ships between carers and young people.

Our findings have highlighted that care leavers are resilient and have 
overcome significant challenges to attend university, achieving success in 
spite of, rather than because of, the care system. However, there is a need 
for equity to boost care leavers chances and support them to thrive.
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