‘It’s been a massive struggle’: Exploring the experiences of young people leaving care
during COVID-19

Introduction

Transitions to adulthood take place from different starting points and with differential access
to available resources. Young people leaving care are often disadvantaged in these
transitions, which have been characterised as both ‘accelerated and compressed’ (Stein
2008: 400). Care experienced young people also need to negotiate inequalities in terms of
education, employment, and housing (Allnatt, 2019; Artamonovaa et al, 2020; Brady and
Gilligan, 2019; Girling, 2019; Hyde and Atkinson, 2019).

This article focuses on the experiences of Welsh young people leaving care during COVID-
19 and considers the ways in which the pandemic has affected these already difficult and
challenging pathways. Accordingly, the paper makes a contribution to both an established
evidence base concerned with transitions to adulthood for care leavers, and an emerging

literature concerned with understanding the impacts of the pandemic.

The paper begins by contextualising the experiences of care leavers within the wider
literature on transitions to adulthood. This is followed with a summary of the emergent
international literature in respect of the pandemic and the anticipated, or known, impact for
young people leaving care. An overview of the study is presented before data from care
leaver participants is introduced to highlight their concerns about to transitions to adulthood;
namely the safety and security of their ‘home’, engagement in education and employment,
maintenance of health and well-being and the availability of support. The findings highlight
how the pandemic has amplified disadvantage for care experienced young people in Wales

and made their transitions to adulthood a ‘massive struggle’.
Care leavers’ transitions to adulthood

There are debates about the extent to which pathways to adulthood have illustrated
continuity or become more prolonged and complex (Brooks, 2007). The train track analogy
represented linear trajectories between adolescence and adulthood, where young people,
often bound by expectation and precedent, progressed from education into employment and
from dependent living to independent living (Williamson 2004). In contrast, Arnett (2000)
suggested a period of ‘emerging adulthood’, which affords individuals more choice and
opportunity to experiment with their identity, relationships, and professions. However,
Arnett’s concept of ‘emerging adulthood’ as a new developmental stage between

adolescence and adulthood has been criticised on the basis that it fails to acknowledge the



diversity of young people’s lives and the inequalities that some young people have to

negotiate, particularly where their agency is fragile (Juvonen, 2014).

Rejecting notions of choice and experimentation, Cote and Brynner (2008) situate young
people as ‘floundering’ in unstable employment. Economic instability and competitive labour
markets mean that some young people face trajectories that are non-linear and reversible.
These can be characterised by yo-yo transitions and a simultaneous engagement with youth
and adult practices, with phases of independence and returns to dependence (Burnett
2010). Reflecting on the experiences of marginalised young adults, Green (2017: 155)
argues that “their lives are increasingly constrained by disadvantage, discrimination and poor
educational and occupational opportunities, whilst they are simultaneously presented with a

myriad of limitless choices and opportunities many will never be able to access”.

These accounts of instability in young people’s lives have resonance for care leavers and
the precarity of their lives (Berridge 2017; Wade et al 2011; Mannay et al 2017; Sebba et al
2015; Roberts et al. 2017; Roberts et al. 2019). However, transitions to adulthood are
intensified for care experienced young people who are often required to manage multiple
changes simultaneously, such as leaving education, leaving care, starting new education or
employment, and living independently (Atkinson and Hyde, 2019). Additionally, for care
experienced young people the ‘culture of parental dependence as a strategy...for coping
with risks in a precarious environment’ is often not an available or a viable option (Moreno,
2012: 19).

In a study of practice across 11 European countries, Stein (2019: 400) found that the
majority of young people left care by 18 years of age and transitions were “more
accelerated, compressed, and linear” with no opportunity to return to the care of corporate
parents if initial decisions proved problematic. In Wales, the geographical focus of this paper,
legislation provides that state support is available to care leavers up to the age of 21, or 25,
for those in education or training (Welsh Government, 2018) and provisions such as the
‘When I’'m Ready’ scheme! seek to counter such disadvantage by supporting young people
to remain with their foster carers post-18. Whilst these provisions may be considered well-
developed by international standards, as noted by Strahl et al. (2020) concerns about

disadvantage and inequality for care leavers remain consistent across diverse contexts.

Yet whilst transitions to adulthood are acknowledged to be particularly challenging for young
people leaving care, it has been argued that the COVID-19 pandemic has amplified the

precariousness of care leavers’ positions and their access to support and services (Scottish




Care Leavers Covenant Alliance, 2020). A survey of professionals (n=95) from 20 European
countries suggested that care leavers faced additional challenges in respect of education,
care and safety, mental health and wellbeing, isolation, participation, and involvement in
decision making, exposure to violence and abuse, family life, income and employment,
inaccessible services and securing basic essentials (Larkins et al, 2020). Evidence from both
within and outside of the UK nations has also highlighted concerns in respect of loneliness,
social and digital exclusion, mental health, food poverty, financial precarity, and childcare
provision for care-experienced parents (Kelly et al., 2020; Lotan et al., 2020; NYAS, 2020;
O’Higgins et al., 2020; McGhee and Roesch-Marsh, 2020; Staf, 2020).

The Study

In exploring the impact of COVID-19, this study sought to offer a platform for the voices of
young people and provide opportunities for them to share their experiences of the pandemic.
The data presented were generated as part of a study commissioned by [REMOVED FOR
PEER REVIEW] to explore the experiences of young people who had left or were leaving
state care during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study featured data generated with young
people, which is the focus of this paper, and a survey with social care practitioners (n=23)
(see REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW).

In total, 21 young people participated in the study, 17 were female and four were male.
Interviews were conducted by the research team (n=6) who had all previously worked with
care experienced children and young people. The sample did not directly reflect the gender
balance of the public care population in Wales, which in 2019 was closer to an equal gender
distribution, 3,695 boys and 3,150 girls (Welsh Government, 2019). Two participants were
aged 17 (n=2) and the remainder were aged 18 to 24 (n=19). Participants were living in
areas of north, mid and south Wales (n=17) and England (n=4)2, the majority of participants
resided in their own or in shared accommodation (n=14), while others lived in hostel
accommodation (n=4) or post 18 placements (n=2). One young person remained with foster
carers (n=1) and another was temporarily living with her partner’'s mother whilst awaiting

more permanent accommodation (n=1).

Ethical approval for this study was provided by [REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW] and the
study design considered the precarity and vulnerability of care experienced young people
(Shaw and Holland, 2016; Bengtsson and Mglholt, 2016). Participants were purposively
recruited via local authority and third sector organisations to ensure continued access to
support. They were invited to contribute to the study via an individual interview (n=17) or
group interview (n=3), and/or by sending in a written response (n=1), poetry (n=2), or

artwork (n=2). This multimodal approach drew on previous studies that had attempted to



enable participants to take part in the research in a meaningful way that was led by their

preferences (see Mannay et al., 2019; Smith, 2019).

The research commenced nine weeks into the first ‘lockdown’ in Wales, at a time when
restrictions on business, travel and contact with other households were beginning to ease
(see Senedd Research 2021). In accordance with Welsh Government restrictions at the time
of data production (26 May — 14 July 2020), the research was conducted remotely.
Communication took place over online platforms such as Zoom, email and phone, being
mindful of the digital divide that impacts on the lives of many care-experienced young people
(McGhee and Roesch-Marsh, 2020). Young people were given a gift voucher of £20 as an

appreciation of their time participating in the study.

Interview and focus group data were transcribed verbatim and analysed concurrently
throughout data production. Data were analysed using an inductive and deductive approach
(Fereday, 2006) whereby interview transcripts were individually coded and themes
generated from patterns emergent within and across the data. In addition, data was
examined using a deductive approach, which involved considering participants responses
through the lens of transitioning to adulthood. The visual materials and poetry submissions
were also considered in the analysis to clarify and extend the associated themes generated

in the interviews.

Following best practice models from previous studies (Staples et al., 2019), we consulted
with the research advisory group [REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW] during the study®. This
included seeking young people’s advice in the development of the research design and
providing the group with an outline of the initial findings. The findings were validated by
group members, who confirmed they resonated with their reflections as ‘experts by
experience’ (Preston-Shoot, 2007). Discussions related to the research findings assisted in
generating recommendations for policy and practice and members asked us to emphasise
the importance of face-to-face support following the easing of restrictions and to highlight the
need for clearer signposts alerting young people to sources of support within and outside of

office hours.

Findings
The significance of ‘home’ in the pandemic

The increased need to stay at ‘home’ during the pandemic was a recurrent focus of the
interviews. Young people’s reflections varied depending on the extent to which home was

imbued with feelings of safety, belonging, and stability. For young people happy at ‘home’,



this had the potential to moderate some of the stresses of living through the pandemic.
However, for young people in temporary or unsafe accommodation, being confined to ‘home’

amplified their anxieties.

Some young people discussed their home as a supportive and safe space. Cooking and
watching films featured in activities for young people, especially for those with a co-habiting
partner. Similarly, one young person reflected on new routines within her foster family where
she supported efforts to entertain younger children. Despite these positive reflections about
staying at home, the model scene below illuminates more unsettled feelings connected to
the pandemic. The scene was created by a young person to depict the virus in their

hometown, hovering above and casting a shadow over the deserted neighbourhood.
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Figure 1: A young person’s representation of COVID-19 in their locality

For those in stable accommodation, the shadow of uncertainty still had an effect but for
those in more precarious accommodation, this shadow became all encompassing. The
impacts of moving from place to place are a predominant feature in care experienced young
peoples’ lives (Cunningham and Diversi, 2012; Girling, 2019), and research by Baker at al.,
(2019) reported that only half of care leavers felt settled about where they lived. The Welsh
Government (2020) has acknowledged the need to delay move-on arrangements,
nonetheless, some participants experienced urgent accommodation needs and in the
pandemic the consequences of housing instability were more keenly felt. For example, Tracy

shared her challenging living situation.

Tracey: ‘Got kicked out my foster carers in March®. | stayed with one of my friends ...

then the local authority of [name of local authority] me in [name of hotel] ... then went



to live with my sister in [name of place] ... then found out that I got the flat, | then

moved in | think it was four weeks ago’.

This form of instability is difficult to negotiate at any time, but in lockdown where it was
advised that everyone should self-isolate and stay at home, this five-step series of moves to
permanence was particularly difficult. The urgency to accommodate young people during the
pandemic led to inappropriate placements such as bed and breakfast provision for Tracy.
Amy similarly discussed being moved to an adult hostel at the start of the lockdown, which
was populated by much older adults with a range of mental health issues and problems with

addiction.

Amy: ‘There are still a lot of people drinking in each other’s rooms. There’s also
different types of illegal substances getting into the building, cos a couple of nights
ago there was an incident where police got called cos three people claimed they had
been spiked by a resident from an illegal substance... then there was another
incident where [a female] was messaging me nasty things and stuff. It's got to the

point where | am just in my room all the time.’

Arguably, the unsuitable nature of Amy’s ‘home’ would be felt outside of the COVID-19
pandemic, however the lockdown restrictions limited Amy’s ability to escape her

surroundings and access support in dealing with these difficult situations.

Whilst shifts in the economy may have disrupted stable patterns of early adulthood for a
wide demographic of young people (Brooks, 2007; Burnett, 2010; Cote and Brynner, 2008),
stability was particularly problematic for the participants in this study. The option of yo-yo
transitions that rely on the option of returning to the family home (Burnett, 2010) or the
protective factors associated with delayed departures from the parental home (Moreno,
2012), discussed earlier in the paper, are often removed for care experienced young people
who have experienced early separation from parents, siblings, and wider kinship support
systems. Consequently, their transitions to adulthood are accompanied by additional layers
of complexity and uncertainty (Atkinson and Hyde, 2019), to which the COVID-19 pandemic
has added further change, flux, and insecurity. As such, constructions of an ‘emerging
adulthood’ (Arnett, 2000), which afford individuals more choice, do not align well with the
accounts of the young people who we worked with during the pandemic, whose precarious
and potentially damaging ‘homes’ limited choices and undermined their wellbeing. The
following section will move from the space of the home to consider young people’s accounts

of education and employment.



Education and employment - uncertainty in the pandemic

The pandemic brought change and disruption to young people’s education and employment.
Positive engagement in education and employment had the potential to mitigate stresses
and uncertainties. Nonetheless, for the majority of young people in this study, the pandemic

created additional practical, financial, and health-related difficulties.

For young people in education, there were reports of disruption and abrupt endings. In some
cases, courses finished prematurely, or educational provision moved online. Some
participants discussed how being able to continue with their education provided a valuable
focus during the pandemic. However, the challenging circumstances of the pandemic
sometimes inhibited young people’s ability to engage with study. For example, Bethan talked

about the difficulties she faced in adapting to online learning.

Bethan: ‘Like | would not really know what to do. And that frustrated me
quite a bit....... in the class we had like a support worker thing like she’d be
there helping us if we needed it but obviously like when we’re working from

home she wasn’t able to do that. And it just got a bit too difficult’.

Bethan'’s frustrations in respect of online learning may have been shared with many young
people, regardless of care-experience. Yet such difficulties need to be considered in addition
to the range of educational barriers already known to impact the care-experienced
population (Emond, 2012; Mannay et al., 2015). These barriers include professionals having
low expectations of care-experienced young people’s educational potential, as well as
inconsistency in access to support and resources. Such factors have the potential to be
intensified during the pandemic and disparities in educational outcomes further widened
(Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2020). Related to this, some young people in this
study expressed anxieties about the impact of disruption and brusque endings on their
futures. For example, Bev’s degree course ended abruptly and any planning for the future

was halted:

‘It just makes me really nervous because | don’t know what I’'m doing. We didn'’t
really wrap up uni, like we just, they told us that it was going to close, but it closed
like a lot earlier than it was supposed to. Now we have got a degree but ... | guess
we didn’t ... like plan our future, or get any ideas, meet with anyone, we didn’t get any

of those opportunities.’



With limited social capital (The Children’s Society, 2020), young people’s ability to
compensate for missed opportunities or find alternative sources of support were and will

continue to be constrained.

For young people in employment, reports were similarly characterised by anxiety and
uncertainty. Some young people discussed managing losses in income as a result of being
furloughed® or having to take sick leave. For example, Paul was required to self-isolate as he

experienced COVID-19 symptoms but lost income as a result.

Paul: ‘So obviously that impacted a lot on paying my rent and stuff like
that. So it's been a lot of stress then, stuck in on my own in a lot of debt.
It's stressful. I'm still in debt now. | got statutory sick pay, but my rent costs

more than what | get for sick pay so it doesn’t really help.’

In another example, Tracy was pregnant and as a carer, was especially anxious about the
risk of contracting COVID-19. Tracy described multiple and competing demands as she
wanted to prioritise the health and development of her unborn child, yet simultaneously felt
under pressure to ensure sufficient income to prepare for her baby. Such dilemmas were
further compounded by her having no access to company sick pay as an agency worker, as

well as a reduction in work opportunities.

Tracy: ‘With the virus, they don’t really want agency workers, they want
permanent staff so we are not moving from one home to another and

possibly spreading it’.

As noted earlier, Green (2017) has questioned the extent to which discourses of young
adulthood being defined by limitless choices can marry with the realities of poor educational
and occupational opportunities. For care experienced young people this alignment is further
weakened, and the accounts of Paul and Tracy exemplify an additional barrier relating to the
disproportionate impact of COVID-19. As argued by Blundell et al. (2020, pp. 292) the
pandemic does not impact on individuals in the same way and ‘the most vulnerable groups
by socio-economic background and health status are also those that may be hit the hardest”.
Analysis by the Equality and Human Rights Commission (2020) anticipates young people
are particularly at risk of increased poverty and hardship as a result of reduced employment
opportunities and losses of income. For care-experienced young people in low paid and
insecure employment, the pandemic has the potential for catastrophic consequences, with

young people facing choices between prioritising health (their own and others) or being able
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to sustain the costs of daily living. Viewed in this way, the support young people have access
to during these challenging times is likely to be crucial, and sources of support will be further

explored in the following section.

Young People and ‘remote support’ in the pandemic

The pandemic prompted a shift in routine support, with a move from face-to-face to
telephone or online contact. Young people reflected on their changed access to professional
support, highlighting benefits, challenges and considerations for future practice. Friendship
can act as a protective factor for care experienced young people (Ulset, 2016); yet the lack
of access to friends and loved ones, combined with lost routines of education and
employment, had the potential to be a ‘doubly isolating experience’ for care leavers, who
may already have been suffering from loneliness and disconnection (Mike S, 2020).
Consequently, contact from social workers and personal advisors became even more
important to some young people during the COVID-19 pandemic. This shift was explained in

a poem written by one of the participants.
Times have changed, time is passing,
But our need for you to care is not lapsing,
We may whinge and shout and say we don’t want,
But we do, we really want you to.
We are isolated, changed and really not sure,
We need that face, the one we say we dislike,
We need those texts that we never reply to,
We need the language that you share, they hey,
"How are you doing, | am still here’,
This is the real language that cares, the language we need,
The language which shows us not everything has changed,
The language that comforts us, like a weird aunt would send
Which would make us cringe, and smile,

A smile which means something hasn’t changed



The language you use to show us you care.

The poem highlighted how the need for contact was accentuated by the COVID-19
pandemic, as it reflected on how isolation, change and uncertainty shifted the relationship
with, and expectations of social services. Prior to the pandemic, contact from social services
may have been regarded as unnecessary ‘we don’t want’, or undesirable ‘dislike’ and ‘never
reply’. However, with this unsettling change in circumstances, there was a ‘need’ for contact,
communication, reassurance and ‘comfort’, and a desire for a ‘language that cares’. As
noted in the poem, this could be face-to-face, or remote. The usefulness of remote contact

was noted by Ceri, who experienced lockdown in her student residence.

Ceri: ‘My PA [personal advisor] should come to see me every six weeks. But in my
whole university time, she only came up once ... She can just call me for half an hour
and talk to me instead of all the travelling ... We probably message more now than
we did prior to the lockdown ... It's good, and | hope it continues that way after the
lockdown has been lifted ... hopefully after lockdown has been lifted, phone calls or

video calls will not be pushed aside [laughs] because | think they are great [laughs].’

Later in her interview, when reflecting on her care experienced sibling, and the less positive
relationship between her sibling and their personal advisor, Ceri discussed the importance of
these calls and how these contacts could be essential for some young people in the

lockdown period.

Ceri: And, you may not think that it means much, like a lot, but it does. For
somebody, especially in lockdown when you think that you’re all alone, and to have a
message saying ‘how are you doing’ or ‘just wanted to check up on you’ or
something, it gives you a boost of confidence to know that there are people out there

that are willing to help you if you are struggling.

Ceri’s comments are consistent with pre-pandemic findings highlighting the importance for
young people of being supported by caring and invested professionals (Brown et al. 2019;
Rogers 2011). Ceri’s report of increased frequency in her contact with her personal advisor
also support the findings of the professional survey connected to this study (see REMOVED
FOR PEER REVIEW), which noted remote communication methods have the potential to be

more efficient, enabling more frequent and meaningful contact.
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Nonetheless, criticisms of remote contact were also reported, including the potential for
insensitive contact which illuminated material inequalities. For example, Mary discussed how
the background on her social worker’s video call acted as a semiotic visual signifier of the

inequalities in their different living arrangements.

‘Yeah and | got a video call from one of the social workers and she was in her nice
house, in the garden in a summer top, and I’'m stuck here in the flat. | just think
consider going inside in your bedroom... And things like that just make you feel shit
so you get off the phone and you are left in a shit flat, thinking well they’ve got a nice

home’.

Furthermore, while the need for remote contact was often accepted as necessary in the
pandemic, the importance of face-to-face contact was also repeatedly highlighted. Many
young people reflected on the significance of in-person contact and felt that virtual contact

should not come to replace face-to-face visits after the pandemic.

While many young people discussed positive, and less positive, communications with social
workers, personal advisors, and advocates from charity organisations, it is important to note
that not all young people experienced increased remote support. As discussed in the earlier
account from Jemma, some felt deserted and reported increased difficulties in accessing

support because of remote working. For example, Paul reported receiving no support during

the pandemic:

‘| have tried ringing everyone in the office, but | still can’t get hold of my

social worker to this day. | haven’t spoken to him in 5 - 6 months’.

Paul’s comments stand in contrast to policy commitments prior to and during the pandemic
to maintain support to young people post-18 (Welsh Government 2018; Welsh Government
2020). This highlights the importance of pro-active and regular professional contact when
adopting remote contact methods. In contrast to notions of ‘independence’, young people
were increasingly reliant on professionals initiating contact as they had lost the ability to seek
support through a call or visit to their local office. This positioning aligns with
conceptualisations of adulthood that recognise phases of independence and returns to
dependence (Burnett 2010); but not those which centralise increased choice and autonomy

as key feature of young adulthood (Arnett, 2000).
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Young people emphasised the importance of professional support during the COVID-19
pandemic and the potential for relationships to be maintained, if not strengthened, despite
the challenging circumstances (Pitt 2020). Yet their comments also highlighted the potential
for relationships to be damaged or neglected. This theme will be explored further in the

following section.

Young People, parenthood and ‘surveillance’ in the pandemic

For young people who were pregnant or parenting, the pandemic created additional
concerns related to the health, well-being, and the care of children. Pregnancy and
parenthood had the potential to exacerbate young people’s stresses in relation to housing,
support, and the availability of resources. Yet the ways in which young people described
responses to their needs from corporate parents were more typically characterised by
monitoring and surveillance, as opposed to meaningful help to negotiate the conditions of

the pandemic.

Parenthood is a ‘complex transition process that young adults have to pass through and
have to manage’ (Du Bois-Reymond, 2009: 265); and young people who become parents
are often impacted by discourses of stigma and blame, and higher forms of surveillance of
their parenting practices (Brady and Brown, 2013; Mannay et al. 2018a). For care
experienced young people that become parents these forms of judgement and surveillance
are even more significant (Roberts, 2017; 2019). For example, Paula described multiple
challenges caring for her daughter in the pandemic, including financial concerns, being
confined to a home with in a state of disrepair, accessing basic supplies whilst being a sole
carer, and being required by social workers to limit contact with her child’s father. Yet rather
than responding to her heightened support needs, Paula stated the “support available from

the system is basically non-existent as usual’.
Consistent with Paula’s comments, Julie stated:

I might as well have no fucking support off them... d’you know what | mean? The
most support | need is money, that’s what | need, people say ‘what’s money, you

don’t need money’, that’s the only support | need, for someone to help me.

Julie felt that on the one hand the basic resources she was requesting were difficult to

negotiate, while on the other hand social services were keen to class her as vulnerable.
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Julie: Then they start telling me that | can’t cope... So I'm thinking well the one minute
you’re saying you can’t help me and the next minute you’re saying | can’t cope with

anything.

For Julie, her positioning as ‘vulnerable’ was directly related to and made worse by the
COVID-19 pandemic. However, rather than providing her with the financial support she
needed, Julie felt that the label of ‘vulnerable’ was attached as a way for social services to
infantilise and monitor her; and to increase their mechanisms of surveillance to a point where
she ‘wouldn’t be able to do anything without informing them’. Julie’s concerns about this
heightened surveillance and the associated threats of her own child being taken into care
had a significant impact on her experiences during the lockdown period. As well as going
without adequate essential resources, Julie was reluctant to get help with her mental health
issues as she felt that this would be reported, as a previous appointment with her doctor for
issues with anxiety had been passed to social services. Consequently, for Julie asking for
help during the pandemic was met with both a lack of practical and emotional support, and

the threat of increased surveillance®.

Motherhood can be positioned as a source of pride and respect, marking an important
transition to adulthood (Gillies, 2007). However, this pride and respect can become
contaminated by discourses of stigma often attached to young parents (Mannay et al,
2018a), parents living in poverty (Tyler, 2008), and care experienced parents (Roberts,
2017; Morriss, 2018). These accounts raise questions about the extent to which markers of
adulthood, such as parenthood, become overridden by conceptualisations of the care child
and its associated stigmas; and the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic may have
accentuated ideas of vulnerability that further undermine the status of adulthood for care

leavers who are parents.

Young People and mental health in the pandemic

The issue of mental health, as highlighted in Julie’s account, is particularly concerning as
care experienced young people are more likely to have issues with mental health (Smith,
2017) and 23% of care leavers have reported low wellbeing (Baker et al., 2019). Mental
health in the UK in the general population has deteriorated compared with pre-COVID-19
trends (Pierce et al., 2020), and the negative impact of COVID-19 on care experienced
young people’s wellbeing has been recognised in recent studies (Staf, 2020; NYAS, 2020).
Therefore, it is unsurprising that many young people who participated in this study raised

issues around mental health and wellbeing.
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Holly: ‘I haven’t been leaving my bedroom... because | have been like, really bad in
my depression. So, | haven't really been leaving my bedroom.... | think today is the

first day | left which is quite good, it's a big step for me’.

Charlie: ‘It's been hard. | suffer with mental health and going to work, going to the
gym, seeing friends, helps with mental health. Because obviously during lockdown |
can’t work, | can’t go to the gym, | can’t see as many friends as I'd like to. The whole

experience has been weird. It's been a massive struggle’.

Tom: ‘I suffer from serious mental health, | suffer from ADHD and suffer from
autism... and when they start kicking in, they, it, | start getting worked up... the first
few weeks, once it had been a month | was like, this is getting boring. This is really
boring now. It’s ridiculous. And | was like getting all stressed, like | can’t do this

anymore, | can’t do this, | hate being, | hate not being, going places’.

Jane: ‘Absolute nightmare, that's one way of putting it. An absolute nightmare, that’s
the only way to put it... its good for my mental health to be out and doing something

every day. But obviously, | can’t get out now much’.

These comments are indicative of those across the data set where young people lamented
the loss of previous routines and contact with others (see REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW).
For many young people, the losses coupled with extended periods of confinement in their
homes resulted in their mental health difficulties becoming more pronounced. It has been
previously reported that there is ‘significant unmet need amongst care leavers who require
mental health support’ (Smith, 2017) and diminished mental health services during the
COVID-19 pandemic likely accentuated their already precarious position. Supportive
relationships are created and sustained through a number of mundane, yet important
practices such as eating together and preparing food (Rees, 2019), being part of organised
sport and arts activities (Gilligan, 1999; Mannay et al., 2021), and being able to stay in
contact with peers via social media (Hammond et al., 2018). However, we can see from
these accounts how being isolated closes down opportunities for socialising and going to the
‘gym’ or ‘work’; and given the digital divide for care experienced young people (McGhee and
Roesch-Marsh, 2020), even remote forms of online contact were not always accessible as a

mechanism to combat the physical isolation of lockdown.

Conclusion

The accounts that young people chose to share with us in this study align with the

established evidence base regarding difficult and disadvantaged transitions to adulthood for
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individuals who are care experienced. Unfortunately, challenges and inequalities in relation
to health and well-being, housing, parenting, access to informal and formal support,
education and employment are not unique to the COVID-19 pandemic. Nevertheless, the
study has illustrated the ways in which the pandemic is making already difficult transitions to

adulthood, ‘a massive struggle’ and ‘a constant battle’.

The accounts of the young people we spoke to were not illustrative of the choice and
opportunity associated with the period of ‘emerging adulthood’ (Arnett 2000). They did
highlight aspects of prolonged and complex journeys (Brooks, 2007) phases of
independence and returns to dependence (Burnett 2010), and disadvantage (Green 2017).
However, while these may be experiences shared by many young people who are
transitioning to adulthood, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, for individuals in and
leaving care arguably these challenges are accentuated and at the same time the necessary

resources for security and support are fewer and more difficult to access.

Whilst working practices under Covid-19 had provided some surprising but welcome
opportunities for increased and meaningful contact with supporting professionals, in too
many instances the young people in our study faced increased challenges in their transitions
to adulthood, compounded by diminished service availability and individual ability to
influence their situations. Of particular concern were the themes presented here in relation to
access to basic provisions, being able to sustain the costs of daily living, residing in
inappropriate accommodation, and struggling with the absence of both practical and
emotional support. Such findings highlight the potential for young people’s needs to be
unmet in unprecedented and highly challenging circumstances. However, the findings also
prompt consideration of the longer-term impact of COVID-19; for example, with
deteriorations in mental health and well-being, and increased barriers to education and
employment having the potential to further entrench and exacerbate existing disparity and

inequality.

This study has provided an opportunity for young people to voice their concerns, but it is also
important to consider the question, ‘what impact does voice have if no one is listening?’
(Alexandra, 2015: 43). As such, the research team have worked with care experienced
young people in the [REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW] research advisory group to clarify
recommendations which promote positive transitions and parity of support (see REMOVED
FOR PEER REVIEW). The report has been shared with policy makers, practitioners, and a
range of other key stakeholders. Additionally, to move ‘beyond the academic article’

(Mannay, 2019: 659) the data produced with young people has been promoted with a blog,

15



via social media and in a short film, in an attempt to increase accessibility, engagement and

impact.

As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to cast a shadow over the lives of care experienced
young people it is important to acknowledge that this has ‘been a massive struggle’. It is
imperative that corporate parents commit to increased resources to sustain ‘their’ children
leaving care, to ensure the provision of appropriate accommodation which feels like ‘home’
and provide responsive mental health services, so that young people feel valued and
supported. It should be the legislative right of young people to access leaving care services
so they cannot be withdrawn in a crisis. For young people who have left care during COVID-
19 immediate funding is required to ward against further cumulative disadvantage in the
longer-term. This paper has evidenced the problematic nature of transitions to adulthood for
care experienced young people and emphasised the need for effective support for young
who people left care during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Endnotes

1. The ‘When I'm Ready’ scheme was created by the Welsh Government in 2015 for
young people to stay in their foster placements beyond the age of 18 and up until the
age of 25 if they are involved in a programme of education or training.

2. Although the study was mainly focussed on young people in Wales, the research
team were contacted by a Local Authority in England who requested opportunity for
young people in their area to participate. As a result, four young people engaged in
interviews and / or submitting poems or artwork.

REMOVED FOR PEER REVIEW

The first lockdown in Wales began on 23rd March 2020.

‘Furlough’ refers to a UK job retention initiative whereby employees placed on leave
during the COVID-19 pandemic were paid 80% of their wages by the Government.

6. Given the significant issues raised by this participant there were follow up telephone
calls after the interview, the participant was put in touch with relevant support
services and their advocate from a charitable organisation, who they had established
a good relationship with, was also contacted with an update with the participant’s

permission.
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