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Who are looked-after children? Some facts and figures 
 
Definition  

"Looked-after children" here means all children and young people who are looked 
after by a local authority in accordance with the Children Act 1989.  

“Under the Children’s Act 1989, a child is looked after by [a local authority] if 
he or she is in their care or is provided with accommodation for more than 24 
hours by the [local authority].  They fall into four main groups: 

 children who are accommodated under a voluntary agreement with 
their parents (Section 20) 

 children who are the subject of a care order (Section 31) or interim 
care order (Section 38) 

 children who are the subject of emergency orders for the protection of 
the child (Section 44 and 46) 

 children who are compulsorily accommodated.  This includes children 
remanded to the LA or subject to a criminal justice supervision order 
with a residence requirement (Section 21).”1 

 
Local authorities also have a responsibility for ‘eligible’ children and young people:  
 

“An ‘eligible’ child is a child who is looked-after, aged 16 or 17 and has been 
looked after by a local authority for a period of 13 weeks or periods 
amounting in total to 13 weeks, which began after they reached 14 and 
ended after they reached 16.”2   

 
Local authorities’ definitions of “looked-after” vary; for some, it may not include those 
children and young people who are:  
 

 in respite care  
 disabled and in residential provision where parental responsibility does not lie 

with the local authority  
 living with people other than their parents, but not under the supervision of 

social services  
 on remand in, or sentenced to, local authority secure units – as opposed to 

welfare cases.3  
 
In addition:  
 

“In Scotland children looked after at home are included in the definition and in 
the statistics. In the England and Wales statistics children looked after at 
home are usually excluded. As a result, simply comparing the rate of children 
looked after gives figures for Scotland which are much higher than the rest of 
the UK.”4 

 
The Scottish Social Work statistics report also includes a very useful listing of the 
types of placement for children/young people in care: 
 

 “At home with parent(s): at home with parent(s) or ‘relevant person(s)’ as 
defined in Section 93(2)(b) of the Children’s (Scotland) Act 1995 
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 With friends/relatives: placed with friends or relatives who are not approved 
foster carers. Also referred to as ‘kinship care’.  

 With foster carers provided by the local authority  

 With foster carers purchased by the local authority  

 With prospective adopters  

 Other community: such as supported accommodation, hospital (e.g. at birth)  

 Local authority home: in local authority children’s home/hostel, local authority 
home/hostel for children with learning disabilities, local authority home/hostel 
for physically disabled children  

 Voluntary home: in voluntary children’s home/hostel, in voluntary home/hostel 
for children with learning disabilities, in voluntary home/hostel for physically 
disabled children  

 Residential school: in local authority residential school (home/hostel), in 
voluntary residential school (home/hostel), in private school, in independent 
school  

 Secure accommodation: “Secure children’s homes are children’s homes 
which provide a locked environment and restrict a young person’s liberty. 
They provide care and accommodation to children and young people who 
have been detained or sentenced by the criminal courts and those who have 
been remanded to secure local authority accommodation. They also 
accommodate and care for children and young people who have been placed 
there on welfare grounds by local authorities and the courts.” At 31 March 
2015, there were 194 young people in secure homes in England and 11 in 
Wales5.  

 Crisis care: for example: in women’s refuge, in local authority hostel for 
offenders, in voluntary hostel for offenders, in local authority hostel for 
drug/alcohol abusers, in voluntary hostel for drug/alcohol abusers  

 Other residential: a known residential setting but does not fit with one of the 
above.”6 

 
Statistics – who's in care?  
 

 At 31 March 2015: 
o 69,540 children were in care in England, an increase of 1% since 

2014, and 6% compared to 2011.7 CAFCASS have noted that the 
number of applications for children to enter the care system in England 
is continuing to rise, with the figures for September 7% up on the 
same period last year. The court advocacy service received a total of 
979 care applications in September 2015, up on the figure of 913 for 
September 2014.8 (In total, throughout the year 2014-2015, some 
99,230 children were in care.9) 

 At 31 March 2015: 
o 5,617 children were in care in Wales, 128 fewer than the previous 

year10  

 At 31 March 2014: 
o 2,858 children were in care in Northern Ireland11. 

 At 31 July 2013: 
o 16,041 children in care in Scotland12 

 In England, 75% were looked after in foster placements (at 31 March 2015, 
there were 52,050 children in fostering placements13]; 9% in secure units14, 
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children’s homes & hostels15; 2% in other residential settings (eg residential 
care homes); 5% with parents, 5% placed for adoption, and 3% in "other" 
care (including residential schools, lodgings and other residential settings). 
Worryingly, there were also 110 young people who were “missing, 
whereabouts unknown”, although recent research suggests that this estimate 
is far too low: “police data shows that there are an estimated 10,000 
individual children going missing in a year from care”16. The most recent 
statistics on adoption also highlight the number of young people who went 
missing: “There were 13,305 instances of children going missing during 
2013-14; an increase of 36%. The large majority of this increase was 
attributed to children going missing in Independent Fostering Agencies […]”17 
 

 In 2011, 11% of the children in foster care were with family or friends18. “A 
family and friends carer is a relative, such as a grandparent, aunt, uncle or 
older sibling, or a friend who is raising a child who is unable to live with their 
parents. They are also sometimes known as kinship carers. There are 
estimated to be around 200,000 children being raised by family and friends 
carers. Children may be living with the family and friends carer for a range of 
reasons, including parental death, imprisonment, divorce, mental and/or 
physical ill health, alcohol and/or drug misuse, learning disability; a 
breakdown in relationships between child and parent; and child abuse.”19 “But 
add in guesstimates of informal arrangements, and there are probably 2-
300,000 children in kinship care, or a huge 1.7 - 2.5% of the whole UK child 
population. There are probably around 100,000 grandparents caring for 
children under 13.”20, 21 In addition, only 6,800 of the children in kinship care 
are actually looked-after children22. Research based on analysis of 2011 
Census data and published in 2015 estimated that 152,910 children – 1.4% 
of the 11.3 million children in England in 2011 – lived in kinship care; 
however, 76% of kinship children were living in a deprived household.23 

 In Northern Ireland, “… kinship care means children who are cared for by a 
‘relative’ [a grandparent, brother, sister, uncle or aunt (whether of the full 
blood or half blood or by marriage or civil partnership) or step-parent] … or by 
a family friend who has a prior connection to the child.” In 2011, there were 
8,655 children living in households in Northern Ireland without their birth 
parent present24. 

 In England, 5,330 children were adopted during the year 2014-201525. During 
the year 1 April 2013 to 31 March 2014, there were 84,450 children and 
young people who lived in fostering placements at some point in the year; 
and, as at 31 March 2014, there were 51,315 children in fostering 
placements; a 1% increase on the previous year’s figure (50,617)26 

 Again in England, in the year ending 31 March 2015, 29% of children starting 
to be looked after were 10 to 15 years old; and 4,870 children aged 16+ 
started to be looked after.27  

 In England, the largest category of need for looked-after children was 'abuse 
or neglect', with an estimated 61% (42,710 children) of the total being in this 
category. The second largest category was 'family dysfunction' (11,000 
children, 16%). Other categories include: child’s disability (3%); parents’ 
illness/disability (3%); family in acute stress (9%); absent parenting (5%)28, 29, 
30 

 Just 2% are in care because of “socially unacceptable behaviour”31  
 30% of children in England placed in regulated children’s homes are outside 
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their local authority area32; 16 local authorities placed all their children outside 
the local authority area33; in 15 local authorities, the only children living in 
children’s homes in their area were the responsibility of other local 
authorities34. According to a Freedom of Information request, in September 
2014, 1,931 (37.7 per cent) of the 5,122 children in care in Greater 
Manchester had been placed outside their local area35 

 Children who live in children’s homes have high levels of emotional and 
behavioural difficulties. A recent research study36 found that 38% of children 
living in homes had a statement of special educational needs; 62% had 
clinically significant mental health difficulties; 74% were reported to have 
been violent or aggressive in the past 6 months. Children who live in homes 
were found to have achieved lower attainment levels in Key Stage 
examinations than other children37 

 Again in England, some 53,600 (77%) of the looked-after children were white; 
6,170 (9%) were mixed-race; 4,920 (7%) were Black; and 2,660 (4%) were 
Asian38. 

 “Black and Black British children who are looked after are more likely than 
children of other ethnicities to live in secure units, Young Offenders 
Institutions, or in prison. As at 31 March 2014, one fifth (20%) of children 
placed in secure units, YOIs or prisons were Black or Black British, though 
only 7% of all looked after children were of this ethnic group.”39  

 Boys40, children from some ethnic minority groups, disabled children and 
those from lower socioeconomic groups are over-represented in care41  

 Most unaccompanied asylum-seeker children aged under 16 are taken into 
care on arrival, and now represent about 4% (2,630) of all children in care42 

 “There were 2,060 looked after children aged between 10 and 17 years who 
had been convicted or subject to a final warning or reprimand during the year 
ending 31 March 2012. This represents 6.9 per cent of all looked after 
children aged 10 to 17 years, compared with 7.3 per cent as reported in 
2011. Offending was higher amongst older children and more frequent 
amongst boys.”43 

 The Children (Leaving Care) Act 2000 aims to ensure that a local authority 
will provide help until a young person reaches the age of 21 and in some 
cases 2444. Under new laws included in the Children and Families Act 2014, 
local authorities have a duty to support care leavers who wish to continue to 
live with their foster carers when they reach 18. The “Staying Put” 
arrangement continues until the young person reaches age 21, or stops living 
in the household before then45. However, there is a continuing culture of 
young people feeling that they have to leave care at 16, for example if they 
are moved into a hostel46 

 At the same time, in England for the year ending 31 March 2010, over 3,200 
16- and 17-year-olds were taken into care (the major reason being ‘absent 
parenting’)47 

 The DfE has recently described the difference in performance for children in 
care between some local authorities as “startling” (eg the number of 
placements a young person has; the number of young people leaving care 
who are NEET, which ranges from 15% to 69%)48.  

 Worryingly: “There was a large increase in the instances of children going 
missing from foster homes last year, Ofsted statistics show. Children went 
missing from foster care on 13,305 occasions in 2013-14 - a 36% rise on the 
previous year. Nearly six out of 10 missing cases were from independent 
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fostering agencies, rather than a local authority, which have just under a third 
of placements.”49 

 
Independent Fostering Providers [IFPs] 
 
According to The Fostering Network50, where a local authority does not have any 
spaces left with their own foster carers or does not have a foster carer who is a 
good match, they do then go to independent fostering providers51 who have their 
own foster carers and who the local authority then pay to provide the placement.  
 

“All IFPs have to be registered with Ofsted and follow the same standards 
and regulations as local authorities. Some of the largest IFPs such as Foster 
Care Associates and NFA are profit-making companies although many are 
not-for-profit organizations or charities. In Scotland, all IFPs must be charities 
or not-for-profit organizations.” 

 
In some areas, eg London, some 40% of foster care may take place with IFPs52.  
 
In England, “During 2013-14, two thirds of children were reported in placements 
within LA fostering services while children in IFAs accounted for one third of 
placements: 56,470 and 27,980 children respectively.”53 
 
Private fostering 
 

“Private fostering describes an arrangement that lasts for 28 days or more, 
where a child is cared for by someone who isn’t a close relative. This means 
someone who isn’t a grandparent, uncle, aunt, step parent or older brother or 
sister. By law, parents and carers must notify their local authority of any 
private fostering arrangement. 
 
Privately fostered children include trafficked children, unaccompanied asylum 
seekers, runaways and teenagers estranged from their parents who are 
sleeping on someone else’s sofa.”54 

 
The official statistics show: 
 

 At 31 March 2015, 1,560 children were reported as being cared for and 
accommodated in private fostering arrangements in England.55 (“The 
numbers have fluctuated between 1,250 and 1,650 over the past 9 years but 
overall are generally quite stable. The regions with the most children reported 
in these arrangements continue to be London and the South West.”) 

 
However, according to the Somebody Else’s Child campaign, the true figure may be 
between 8,000-10,00056; according to the Fostering Information Line: 
 

“There are probably over 10,000 children in the UK who are currently being 
privately fostered. Very often circumstances can arise where a birth parent 
feels that it would be best for them to make an arrangement for their child to 
be cared for (often temporarily) by someone else. For example, when a 
couple separate or divorce, or where a single parent takes up employment 
away from home or abroad. There are also children who come from abroad, 
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for instance, to study and who are cared for by others whilst their birth 
parents remain overseas.”57 

 
Common situations when children are privately fostered include: 
 

 African and African Caribbean children with parents or families overseas  
 Black, white and minority ethnic children with parents working or studying in 

the UK  
 Asylum-seekers and refugees  
 Trafficked children  
 Local children living apart from their families  
 Adolescents and teenagers  
 Children attending language schools, at independent boarding schools who 

do not return home for holidays  
 Children brought in from abroad with a view to adoption  
 Children of members of the Forces58. 

 
Research by Ofsted suggests that the main categories are: 
 

 Language college students, intending to return to their own countries  

 Other educational placements  

 ‘Sofa hoppers’ or those making alternative family arrangements 

 Children who have been sent to England to live and intend to stay, often with 
relatives and/or for religious reasons59. 

 
Statistics – education   

According to the latest DfE figures for England60: 

 The percentage of looked after children achieving 5+ A*-C GCSEs or 
equivalent including English and mathematics (the headline measure) was 
12.0 per cent in 2014. However, in 2014 there is a difference of 40.1 
percentage points between the rates of looked after and non-looked after 
children achieving 5+ A*-C GCSEs and equivalents including English and 
mathematics.  

 68 per cent of looked after children eligible to sit GCSEs have a special 
educational need. The percentage of looked after children with a special 
educational need achieving 5+ A*-C GCSEs or equivalent including English 
and mathematics was 8.0 per cent in 2014, compared to 28.1 per cent for 
those without a special educational need. In 2014, 17.9 per cent of all 
children had a SEN which consisted of 2.8 per cent with a statement and 
15.1 per cent without a statement.”61 

 
In addition: 
 

 Children in care have poor results in Key Stage tests. For example, at Key 
Stage 1, the attainment gap between looked-after and non-looked-after 
children is largest for writing at 25 percentage points62; at KS2, 48% of 11 
year-olds achieved the expected level in reading, writing and maths, 
compared with 79% of non-looked-after children63.  

 Only just over 6% of care-leavers went to university in 201464. However, the 
proportion of young people who have arrived in the UK as unaccompanied 
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asylum-seekers who go on to university is increasing – “By the time most 
refugees leave for Britain, they are in their mid-teens: old enough to have 
internalised their parents’ ambitions. For them, university is simply part of the 
educational idiom.”65 

 
In Northern Ireland, in 2013-2014, 72% of care-leavers aged 16-18 achieved 
GCSEs or other qualifications whereas 28% had no qualifications. In addition, 21% 
of care-leavers left care with 5 GCSEs (grades A*-C) or higher, compared with more 
than three-quarters (79%) of general school-leavers. Just over a quarter of all care-
leavers (28%) left care with no qualifications, compared with 1% of general school-
leavers66. 
 
Again in 2013-2014, some 7% of care-leavers in Northern Ireland were in higher 
education.67 
 
An investigation by the Centre for Social Justice published in 2015 has shown that: 
“Almost a thousand children in care have attended three or more schools in a single 
year, while more than 6,000 have moved at least once.”68  
 
Health needs of looked-after children 
 
A briefing from the National Children’s Bureau69 outlines key issues, including: 

 Two-thirds of all looked-after children have at least one physical health 
complaint70 

 Looked after children are more likely than their peers to experience problems 
including speech and language problems, bedwetting, co-ordination 
difficulties and eye or sight problems71  

 About 60% of those looked after in England have been reported to have 
emotional and mental health problems, around four times the rate for children 
generally72 

 Looked after children and young people are more likely than their peers to 
have experienced the death of a parent or sibling73 

 Looked after children are around ten times more likely than their peers to 
have significant learning difficulties, which for many will have implications for 
how they are best supported to understand health messages, manage risk, 
and be engaged in decisions about their health  

 Looked after children and young people are around 3 times more likely to 
drink regularly and more likely to smoke than their peers. They are around 
four times more likely to simultaneously be a smoker, regular drinker and 
drug user74. 

 
Other impacts on future life  

 In 201475, 38% of care-leavers in England were not in education, employment 
or training (NEET), far more than the overall rate amongst young people of 
13%76.  

 Looked-after children and care-leavers are between four and five times more 
likely to attempt suicide in adulthood. They are also at five-fold increased risk 
of all childhood mental, emotional and behavioural problems, and at six to 
sevenfold increased risk of conduct disorders77 

 Children in care are three times more likely to run away than other children.78 
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According to the NSPCC (based on police information supplied via a FOI 
request), “A total of 7,885 children went missing during [2012 in England & 
Wales] at least once and 2,959 ran away more than once.”79 

 A third of homeless people were formerly in care80  
 Children who have been in care are two-and-a-half times more likely to 

become teenage parents81  
 At 31 March 2015, “there were 260 looked-after children in England's YOIs 

out of a custodial population of 706 – a proportion of 36.8 per cent. The 
proportion represents the highest level in the past five years. In 2011 it stood 
at 8.7 per cent (140 children in care out of a total number of 1,601).Since 
then the number of children in custody who are in care has risen, despite the 
overall number of under-18s in custody in YOIs dropping markedly in recent 
years.”82 

 Young people who have been in care are disproportionately likely to end up 
in prison: 23 per cent of the adult prison population has previously been in 
care83, even though children in care and care leavers account for less than 
1% of the total population. 

 
 

3 November 2015 
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