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The national advice and advocacy safety net 
for children in and leaving care
The First 12 Months



ALWAYs HEArd is the national advocacy advice 
helpline and safety net service for children in and leaving 
care aged 0-25 in England. It is provided by Coram Voice 
on behalf of the department for Education to make sure 
that every child and young person gets the advocacy 
support they need and are entitled to.

Children and young people in care, leaving care 
and in need have a legal right to advocacy.1,2  
However, twelve months on it is clear that whilst many children 
and young people do receive excellent advocacy support there 
are many who struggle to access the support they need and 
the provision of advocacy services in England is inconsistent. 
ALWAYs HEArd exists to address this. 
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ALWAYs HEArd 
has developed a 
national picture of 
the barriers children 
and young people 
face when accessing 
advocacy across England 
and championed the rights of 
children to access advocacy 
wherever these barriers exist. 

‘‘ ‘‘“ Thanks for sorting 
this out, I am 
getting help now.”

   James*, a Looked 
After Child, after we 
connected him to his 
local advocacy serviceEstablished on the 1st July 2017 our ALWAYs HEArd Service is 

unique. We not only provide children and young people with information 
about their rights and help them access their local advocacy services but, 
when children and young people cannot get advocacy from their local 
service, also give them an Always Heard advocate to make sure they get the 
vital advocacy support they need.  Alongside this we alert local authorities 
when their children and young people are not getting the advocacy service 
they are legally entitled and ask them to resolve this issue.
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In our fi rst year ALWAYs HEArd has made sure that:

information and 
advice sessions 
online or via our 
helpline service 

helped young people 
understand their 

rights
1  The Children Act 1989, Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000, Adoption 

and Children Act 2002 and a range of statutory guidance has given, 
and extended, the legal rights of young people in England who are 
looked after, leaving care or assessed as ‘in need’, to advocacy support 
when they want to make a complaint or representation about their care.

2  The National Standards for the Provision of Children’s Advocacy 
Services (2002) set out the principles that should inform the delivery of 
this advocacy support. These include the key standards that advocacy 
is independent, young person led, easy to use, gives help and advice 
quickly, and meets the need of all young people.

young people 
were provided with 
intensive Safety Net 
advocacy support 
when no one else 

would help

young people 
were supported to 

access their 
local service

Children’s right to advocacy



Our specialist Always Heard helpline team is on hand 
Monday-Friday 9.30-6pm and Saturday 10-4pm 
to speak to children and young people online, 
by telephone, through emails or text and WhatsApp.

Trust the 
adults they 

live with

1 Free access to a helpline, digital resources 
and one-to-one advice and support

AdVICE ANd 
INFOrMATION
over the phone, on 
line and in person

Child 
needs an 
advocate
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Young 
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Young 
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Child 
is turned 
away
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recieves  
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support

EVErY CALL TO ALWAYs 
HEArd Is ANsWErEd
and all contacts responded to. 
Children and young people 
never get the engaged tone 
or are told we cannot help.

NO CHILd TUrNEd AWAY
• Our service guarantees that no child or young person is turned away.
•  Every child or young person who needs advice about their rights gets advice. 
•  Every child or young person who needs an advocate gets an advocate. HOW IT WOrKs

The ALWAYs HEArd Advocacy Guarantee is:

HELP!

Child 
contacts 
ALWAYs 
HEArd

‘‘ ‘‘“ Thank you for the 
information you have 
given me. I appreciate 
this conversation and 
your help more than 
you can know.”

    Yasmin* who called Always 
Heard to ask about her leaving 
care entitlements



Always Heard helps children and young people access and negotiate any initial 
barriers to advocacy and makes sure they are being supported by their local service.

Some children and young people are being refused advocacy support because of their care 
status, age, complex needs, where they live or simply because there is no advocate there to 
help them. When this happens Always Heard advocates provide safety net advocacy.

2 A single access point for advocacy

3 safety net advocacy - for when 
local advocacy is not there
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CAN’T 

HELP ME!

MY LOCAL 
sErVICE 
CAN’T 

HELP ME! ALWAYs 
HEArd

approaches 
local service to

broker their 
support

Young
person 

contacts
ALWAYs 
HEArd

Local service 
advises that 

they are unable 
to provide 
advocacy 
support

Young 
person 

contacts 
ALWAYs 
HEArd

ALWAYs 
HEArd

approaches 
local service to

broker their 
support

Local 
service 

agrees to 
provide 
support

We check 
that young 

person 
is getting 
support

Advocacy 
issue 

resolved 

systemic 
barrier to 
advocacy 
removed 

ALWAYs
HEArd

provides a 
safety Net 
advocate

 1  Contact
Local Authority 
to raise concern 

about barrier 
to advocacy 

2  shares information 
about barrier with 

dfE, OCC and 
Ofsted

Advocacy 
issue 

resolved 



50% of local advocacy 
services are unable to 
provide freephone access to 
children and young people.

“I don’t
 have any
 credit.“

1

£

At least 22% of local 
advocacy service unable 
to provide help and 
advice quickly.

“I’m being 
moved in 
2 days, I 

need help 
now.”
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HEL
P!‘‘

‘‘

“ My advocate has been very helpful and 
knowledgeable as well as supportive. she always 
goes an extra mile and I believe she tries very hard 
for myself as well as for other young people.”

   Leticia*, a Looked After Child

What we hear from children and young 
people through ALWAYs HEArd has 
confi rmed our fears that many are not able 
to access the support they are entitled to.
Over the last 12 months we have gathered 
unique data on the barriers for children 
and young people accessing local authority

THE
BARRIERS

TO
ADVOCACY

advocacy services, receiving responses 
from 131 of the 152 local authorities. This 
information has been shared with the 
department for Education, Offi ce of the 
Children’s Commissioner and Ofsted to 
support their efforts and ensure that 
young people’s voices are heard.

service NOT COMPLIANT 
with National standards 

(including instances of issues identifi ed below)

82 -- 63
%

HELP!



At least 13% of local 
advocacy services are 
unable to support young 
people placed outside of 
the authority area.

“I called 
up and they 

told me I lived 
too far away 

to help.”
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At least 24% of advocacy 
services do not offer 
advocacy support to the 
full age range of children in 
care and care leavers (0-25).

“I was told 
that she is 
too young 

for an 
advocate.”

X
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At least 35% of local 
advocacy services 
are unable to provide 
interpreters for young 
people who are 
refugees or migrants.

“I didn’t 
understand 
what they 

 said to me.”
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At least 10% of advocacy 
providers are unable to 
provide Non-Instructed 
Advocacy to young people 
with disabilities who need it.

“It’s too 
complicated 
and we don’t 

have the 
skills.”
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At least 19% of local 
advocacy services are 
unable to support Care 
Leavers (18- 25). 
In some cases they can’t 
help any Care Leaver!

 “They are
 telling me
 I’m too old

 to help.”

3
X

‘‘

‘‘

“ Thanks for listening to me. I 
know now where to go for help 
and feel more confi dent about 
speaking up for myself.”

   Sara*, a Care Leaver

Whilst this report highlights the barriers we are aware of and which services and young people report it is very likely that this is an underestimate.

THE
BARRIERS

TO
ADVOCACY



No help for homeless children

“ I have nowhere to go 
tonight and no one 
is helping.”

10 hours is not enough
We are aware of increasing restrictions 
being placed on independent advocacy 
providers. Some commissioners are 
insisting that support should be restricted 
to 10 hours of an advocate’s time. We 
believe that for many children and young 
people with complex disabilities, or who 
need support with diffi cult issues, or 
simply need time to be listened to and 
supported to speak out for themselves - 
10 hours is not enough.

 10
HOUR
LIMIT

Issues Issue still 
unresolved/

child not 
supported

We work across the country to make 
sure that homeless children get the support 
they need. Always Heard advocates 
worked with 7 homeless children aged 16-
17 in a single local authority in the north of 
England. These children were seeking to 
become Looked After but had been refused 
this support by Children’s Services. There 
was no locally commissioned advocacy 
support available to support them. That’s 
why we stepped in and provided Safety 
Net support.

After our advocate’s interventions 5 of the 
children were taken into care.

We highlighted the situation with the 
local authority’s Director of Childrens 
Services and are pleased to report that 
following this it was agreed that advocacy 
support should be made accessible by all 
homeless children.

Focus on one Local Authority

‘‘

‘‘

“  They gave me help and good advice.”
    Oliver*, a Looked After Child, about support from our Helpline 

              Many children who say 
            they are homeless or 
not safe at home are being 
turned away by Children’s 
Services or not being given 
the proper support they need. 
These children are at their 
most vulnerable as they have 
yet to access the support and 
security of being in care. 

At least 71% of local 
children’s advocacy 
services are unable 
to provide advocacy 
to homeless children 
despite them being 
entitled to this 
independent support.

Advocacy for children and young people is provided by local and 
national charities commissioned by local authorities or in house by 
advocates employed by the local authority. This table provides an 
overview of the breakdown of who provides advocacy in England.

Who 
provides 
advocacy?

TYPE OF AdVOCACY PrOVIdEr %

Independent National  58
Independent Local or regional  14
In-House  27
No service in place 1



Children and young people seek advocacy support for a range of 
reasons… like wanting support at important meetings, making a 
complaint about an unwanted placement move or because they are 
unhappy about they support they are getting from their social worker. 

These are issues that are important to young people, so it’s 
important they are able to access independent advocacy that 
can help them resolve these issues. 

Advocacy Matters

YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/user/voiceyp 

Keeping 
Children 
safe

Lisa*, a 21 year old Care Leaver who called Always Heard to say that she 
was deep in debt, had no money for food or travel to college, and was being 
threatened with eviction. She said Children’s Services were not helping her. 
Lisa had been trying to reach her local advocacy service for 4 days but had 
had not response to her messages. 
Our advocate provided Lisa with advice about her leaving care entitlements 
and right to make representations and complaints - and her right to have 
an independent advocate to assist her to speak out. At Lisa’s request we 
contacted the service and found that we could not reach them directly either. 
After several hours of searching for alternative contacts to escalate the referral 
our advocates were able to reach the responsible manager who said that the 
service only had one advocate, and they were on a two week holiday. 
As Lisa’s problems were urgent we provided Safety Net advocacy to make 
sure that she was supported to obtain the assistance she needed from 
Children’s Services. This resulted in Lisa being provided with emergency 
funds to buy food and attend college and support to manage her debts and 
stabilise her housing situation. 

“Please help me now!” “ This situation is just too much for 
me to handle.”
Omar * is a 14 year boy who contacted Always Heard to ask 
for help. Omar told us that he hated it at his children’s home 
and that he had run away. He told us that no one listened to 
him.  Omar said he had asked for an advocate to meet with 
him but had been told he was placed too far away from his 
local authority for them to work with him.
On the call we worked with Omar to make him safe, making 
sure that Children’s Services and police knew where he was 
and reassuring Omar that we would support him to speak out 
about how he felt once he was home. 
Once Omar was home we supported him to give voice to his 
feelings about his placement and after making representations 
a plan was put in place for him to be moved to a new home 
closer to his local authority.

Always Heard advocates shared 200 safeguarding 
concerns with Children’s services in 65 local authorities. 
We support children through the process working with 
them to make sure they understand what is going on, 
they feel safe and feel supported.



     Young people value advocacy support which is independent, 
quick and responsive, and gives effective support which allows 
them to resolve their problems

   The awareness raising work of Always Heard has been effective 
but more children and young people need to be aware of their  
right to advocacy - and how to access this vital support

   Local Authorities will respond when alerted to the barriers their 
children and young people face when seeking advocacy support

   Many of the barriers identified to advocacy can be easily addressed 
others will need the concerted and collective efforts of government, 
local authorities and children’s rights sector to remove.

Gregory House, Coram Campus, 49 Mecklenburgh Square,  
London  WC1N 2QA  www.coramvoice.org.uk 
Phone: 020 7833 5792. Registered Charity Number 1046207   
Company Reg. No. 3050826

*We have changed names and other identifying details to protect young people and others anonymity
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Always Heard is here to help children and young 
people in, and on the edges of, care with advice 
about their rights and how to get the advocacy 
support they need.   

Freephone helpline: 0808 800 5792
Email: help@coramvoice.org.uk
Text & WhatsApp: 07758 670369
www.coramvoice.org.uk/alwaysheard
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/user/voiceyp 

Contact ALWAYs HEArd


