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Executive
Summary
A young person who
runs away from home
or care and has no
safe place to go is
at risk of ending up
on the streets or in
other equally unsafe
places where they
are vulnerable to
abuse, exploitation,
or involvement in
crime.
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Railway Children has always focused on the plight of
children and young people who run away and end up on
the streets. In 2009 we published ‘Off the Radar’, an
in-depth study on the lives and experiences of over a
hundred children who were detached from parents and
carers and/or had spent four weeks or longer on the
streets. We responded to its findings by developing and
implementing the ‘Reach’ model, which provides services
before, during and after a young person runs away1.
By 2014 we were concerned that the closure of all but
one refuge for young runaways, and the inconsistent
use of local authority emergency accommodation was
leaving young people without a safe place at the time
they needed it most. Alongside this, outreach workers
were reporting that it was increasingly difficult to find
young people on the street, meaning that they were less
visible than ever.
This led us to conclude that we should be researching
young people’s journeys in more detail, both to identify
possible points of intervention and to establish what
factors helped or hindered the search for a safe
place. Only by doing this would we be able to make
recommendations that were rooted in young people’s
experiences.
The methods used were: Freedom of Information
requests to local authorities on the use of emergency
accommodation for young runaways aged under 16;
consultation with workers through learning sets and a
survey; and peer research interviews with young people
with relevant experience, followed by workshops and
a survey to test the findings. More detail about the
methodology is given in the full body of the report.

1 https://www.railwaychildren.org.uk/what-we-do/our-work-in-the-uk/street-level/

07

08

Findings from
the scoping
exercise
Out of 210 local authorities that replied to our Freedom
of Information request, 206 said they had accommodation
that they could use in an emergency, the majority citing
foster care and residential children’s homes. In just
under half of replies (n=96) the local authority advised
either that data was not held on the number of times
accommodation had been used for a young person that had
gone missing, or that to answer this would require a
manual examination of case files, the cost of which would
exceed the prescribed limit of £450. A number of local
authorities said that going missing was not of itself
a reason to accommodate a young person. This appears
to indicate an underlying assumption
that young people will only access
help retrospectively and that local
authorities do not view themselves as
having an intervention role during a
missing episode.

most young people
under 16 will be
reliant on the
local authority to
provide emergency
accommodation
when needed

The partial picture we have indicates
that 71 local authorities had not
provided accommodation to any young
people under 16 in an emergency in
2013/14 as a result of going missing, and
39 had done so. The total number of young
people accommodated was between 127 and 157.
The lack of refuge provision means that most young
people under 16 will be reliant on the local authority
to provide emergency accommodation when needed. Based on
these responses, we cannot state with any certainty that
there is an adequate safety net in place. Other research
suggests that the situation of 16-17 year olds is equally
bleak (Homeless Link, 2013).
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Findings from
the consultation
with workers
Respondents to the survey were predominantly based in
England and worked for charities. More of their services
were targeted at working with the young person before
and after they had run away; fewer offered a crisis
response while the young person was away from home or
care. This increases concern that young people may
struggle to find a safe place during the runaway journey.
Workers were asked in their experience where young
people went when they ran away. Four of the top five
locations identified were behind closed doors: the houses
of friends, family and acquaintances, and houses where
there were parties. The only place identified in the top
five where the young person would be visible to others
was outdoor areas such as the park, wasteland or the
streets. More public locations were chosen, but less
frequently: workers also identified shopping centres,
train or bus stations and takeaway/fast food places.
Young people behind closed doors will not
be visible to police or outreach workers,
and those in shopping centres, transport
hubs or takeaways may not immediately
appear vulnerable, especially if with
a group of friends. This presents some
challenges to service provision.

Four of the top
five locations
identified were
behind closed
doors

The most common methods used to ensure
that young people who had run away had
a safe place to go to were: negotiating
a return home; making a referral to social care for
emergency accommodation; or organising or suggesting a
temporary stay with extended family or friends. Despite
these efforts, workers reported that they struggled to
find safe places for young people because of a reduction
in services, funding cuts and high thresholds for
intervention. The services they most struggled to access
were suitable accommodation, counselling or CAMHS2, and
social care.
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Over three-quarters of those who commented on the
situation of 16-17 year olds felt that there were
significant differences in the service received compared
to under 16 year olds. A third highlighted the
difficulties in getting an assessment from
social care. There were also concerns
that this age group was considered to
be capable and making lifestyle choices
when in fact vulnerabilities had not
been properly assessed. The damaging
consequences of these assumptions have
been amply demonstrated in recent
inquiries into
child sexual exploitation (Berelowitz et
al, 2012).

Workers
highlighted the
difficulties
16-17 year olds
Had in getting an
assessment from
social care

Workers in the survey and the learning
sets felt that more creative ways of providing safe
places should be explored. Having someone to talk to
and having safe spaces available during the day were
highlighted as protective factors that may prevent
overnight absences. The desirability of some flexible
overnight provision for under 16 year olds that sidestepped the bureaucratic requirements of refuge, perhaps
similar to the Nightstop3 model, was also advocated.

2 Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services
3 Nightstop is co-ordinated by Depaul UK and provides short-term accommodation

for homeless young people in the homes of approved volunteer hosts. At present it
is only available to 16-25 year olds.
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Findings from the
peer research
The types and nature of the journeys
Two distinct journeys were identified: circular and
linear. In circular journeys the young person returned to
their starting point, which was usually the place they
lived before running away, whereas in linear journeys
they ended up in a completely different place. The former
was typical of, though not confined to, young people who
ran away before they were 16, and the latter more typical
of the 16+ age group. Some young people’s journeys
were made more difficult by their offending history or
immigration status, which placed restrictions on the
places they could go or the services they were eligible
to receive. The journey summaries below are not presented
as representative of all runaway journeys, but are
broadly representative of the ones we heard.
The circular journeys were usually of short duration,
but could be repeated multiple times. Young people
usually ran away suddenly, after conflict, although
some interviewees were running to an abuser or to meet
friends. Risky situations could occur almost immediately
and the people interviewees ran away with were a better
predictor of risk than the length of time they were
away. Many young people ran to or ended up in private
houses and would be difficult to locate while away. The
opportunities to intervene positively were generally back
at the start and end points, which was usually the family
home. The young people interviewed had been reported
missing and this had triggered a referral from the police
to services that could help, which had improved the
situation in most cases.
The linear journeys were usually more protracted. Some
young people interviewed who described linear journeys
had had a series of circular journeys prior to being
told to leave by parents or forced from home by criminal
conflict. Finding shelter was a priority, and this was
usually provided by friends in the early stages. People
who were travelling from abroad or to another city had
especially isolated journeys and started rough sleeping
at an earlier stage. Survival crime and drug use were
common features. Social relationships were the defining
feature of the journey, for good and ill, and finding help
and moving forward was sometimes associated with moving
away from a particular social group.
12
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What helps in finding a safe place?
When analysing what helped young people find a safe place,
peer researchers found that good relationships with people
who were a positive influence, life skills and resilience
were critical. These factors were seen as more important
than money or having a permanent place to live. Where
friends could not fill this role, workers with the time
and skills to engage with young people were seen as a
good alternative while new networks were built up. Peer
researchers also felt that some young people with good
life skills and networks would find a safe place if they
had practical help like somewhere to charge their phone
and information about services.
For young people who had circular journeys and ended up
back at their starting point, it was felt that early
identification and work in schools and youth centres,
alongside family support where appropriate, may prevent
further circular journeys as well as a
later linear journey. Being reported
missing was a route into services for
some young people, and the support they
then received from voluntary sector
projects was highly valued.

emphasis on social
relationships and
resilience does
not diminish the
importance of having
an effective crisis
response

The need for a safe location and the
importance of friendship and social
relationships were reinforced in the
‘sense-checking’ workshops and the young
people’s survey. Both workshops and survey
respondents scored ‘having somewhere safe
to go’ as the most important factor, and
survey respondents identified that ‘a friend to talk to’
was the help they would want most. The role of family was
a contentious issue in the workshops, and was also scored
variably in the survey, presumably reflecting a range of
positive and negative experiences, and suggesting that
family support will not be appropriate or effective in all
cases.

The emphasis on social relationships and resilience does
not diminish the importance of having an effective crisis
response that includes accommodation where necessary. This
will be especially important for those young people that
have a very isolated journey and an absence of positive
relationships. It does mean however that an emphasis on
empowerment through early development of personal skills
and effective signposting of services may enable some young
people to find safe places more easily.
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The distinctiveness of the
peer process
Peer researchers were all aged 18-21, but as well
as being closer in age to the young people they
interviewed, they had relevant experience to bring to
the research. Their different interpretations of the
language we use to describe running away, and preference
for the term ‘homeless’ made us reflect on our own
definitions and explore ways to enable all types of
runaway journey to be heard. Ultimately
the language they used built rapport with
many interviewees and yielded some very
empathetic and engaging interviews.

social relationships
and life skills were
at the heart of the
issue and money and
location were of
lesser importance

Some of their analysis and proposed
solutions challenged our assumptions.
Their confidence that social relationships
and life skills were at the heart of the
issue and that money and location were
of lesser importance was a surprise.
Equally, the prospect of phone charging
points that could prolong a runaway journey as well as
conclude it, and facilitate contact with negative as
well as positive people, presents some challenges but
has come through clearly as a peer recommendation.
Working with peer researchers has given us a layered
perspective that has been embedded in the design,
delivery and analysis, and made this element of the
research far richer.
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Summary conclusion
and recommendations
Providing a safe place
Legislation provides a safety net for those young people
who have run away and have nowhere safe to stay, but
only half of local authorities were able to report how
often they had used emergency accommodation to safeguard
a young person who had run away.
Those working with young runaways suggested some
social care departments were reluctant to accommodate
young people and that high thresholds for intervention
hindered their attempts to find safe places for young
people. They also raised concerns about the variable
treatment of 16-17 year olds and the lack of assessment
of their vulnerabilities.
In the workshops and young people’s survey, ‘having
somewhere safe to go’ was consistently
rated the most important thing, but it
is clear from the peer interviews that
many young people are struggling to find
that place, and that one type of place
will not meet everyone’s needs.

‘having somewhere
safe to go’ was
consistently
rated the most
important thing

Some form of overnight accommodation is
essential, but the provision of safe
places during the day may reduce demand
for such provision. Many young people
described a need for ‘breathing space’, and workers
believed that the timely intervention of a trusted
person who listens, and a safe place to go for a few
hours in the day, could prevent escalation and overnight
absence in some cases.
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In relation to the provision of
a safe place, we recommend:

1.

Ofsted should inspect and report on the effectiveness of
local authorities’ responses to young people aged under
18 who require accommodation in an emergency as a result
of running away or being forced from home.

2.

Local authorities should ensure that the vulnerabilities
of 16-17 year olds are assessed by social care when
section 20 of the Children Act (1989) applies, in
accordance with the decision in R(G) v LB Southwark,
and that housing services are included in multi-agency
safeguarding training to facilitate awareness and
referral.

3.

Local authorities should engage with the voluntary
sector to commission alternative accommodation options
for young people, such as Nightstop, flexible refuge
models or specialist private placements.

4.

The Cabinet Office should develop and fund a coherent
national programme of youth work and have a youth
work champion. Youth services must be protected and
built upon to provide safe places for young people not
engaging in school or with statutory services.

5.

The Department for Education should recognise the
importance of pastoral care and safe places in schools,
and the vital role that good PSHE lessons can play in
developing life skills and helping young people to stay
safe.
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Intervening in the journeys
Workers highlighted the very real problem of funding
cuts and there being fewer services available, but it
is important that young people are aware of those that
remain. A number of interviewees said that they had no
idea that there were services that could help, and they
wished that they had found help sooner.
This suggests some form of targeted
advertising may be effective during the
journey. Although many young people
stayed in their local area, some of the
more isolated journeys involved train,
coach and bus travel. This may present
opportunities for the delivery of some
positive messages or information.
Different types of journey need different
types of intervention. For young people
who have circular journeys, the best
place to create change seems to be back
at the starting point, which is usually
the family home. Without intervention,
these journeys are likely to be repeated.

interviewees said
that they had no
idea that there
were services that
could help, and
they wished that
they had found
help sooner

Peer researchers found that positive relationships,
resilience and life skills would help young people to
get through the journey and on to a safe place. They
wanted young people to be empowered to help themselves
where possible by being given good information and being
able to connect to their existing support network or
build a new one with the help of services.
Young people who take linear journeys and are old enough
to live independently will need support to manage this
transition. Peer researchers emphasised the importance
of having something to aim for to increase young
people’s chances of being around positive people.
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In relation to interventions and
service design, we recommend:

1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

Public transport providers and those who own and manage
public spaces such as shopping centres should ensure
that information is displayed about runaway services,
e.g. helpline numbers, and that staff have some awareness
of the issue. Information could be displayed alongside
phone charging points.
Police and Crime Commissioners and/or local authorities
should commission independent return home interviews
for young people who have run away, to identify the
reasons and offer follow-up support on a one-to-one or
family basis where needed. Local Safeguarding Children
Boards should ensure that information is shared
between partners to enable an effective response. It is
recognised that family support will not be suitable in
all cases, e.g. forced marriage, where the young person
will require other specialist support.
Commissioners of services
are sufficiently resourced
enough duration to enable
built between workers and

should ensure that services
and interventions are of long
positive relationships to be
young people.

Practitioners and commissioners of services that support
young people who are 16 or older and homeless should try
to include vocational opportunities like music, sport
and drama, alongside job search, or link up with others
who can, to strengthen social networks.
Those developing or commissioning services for children
and young people should involve them in the process and
ensure that their views help to shape provision.

19

1. Introduction
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1.1 Background to the research
After the publication of ‘Off the Radar’ in 2009,
Railway Children had a wealth of information about the
experiences and needs of young people who run away and
spend four weeks or longer on the streets. The ‘Reach’
model was developed as our practice response, and
was designed to provide services that meet the needs
of young people before, during and after a runaway
incident. The model was subsequently evaluated and found
to generate positive outcomes for young people and a
good fiscal return on investment (Starks et al, 2012).
An important element of the Reach model is having some
form of crisis response at the point that a young person
is alone and at risk, in the form of a helpline and/or
access to emergency accommodation if needed. When Reach
was first developed there were two refuges for young
runaways in the UK: now there is only one, providing
just two bed spaces. Although some runaways will be able
to stay safely with family or friends, those that cannot
find somewhere safe to stay and cannot return home will
be largely reliant on local authorities to provide them
with a safe place.
The Reach model also includes street-based outreach
work, engaging young people who are spending increasing
amounts of time away from home. Although this has been
successful in responding to young people on local
estates in disadvantaged areas, it has become more
difficult to find and engage young people in the cities
through this mechanism. As estimates of running away
rates have remained fairly stable, we know that a
proportion of young people will always be away from home
and at risk, yet refuge accommodation has reduced and
these young people are less visible than ever. This led
us to conclude that we needed to spend time exploring
young people’s journeys and the things that helped them
to find a safe place.
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1.2 Aims of the research
The research aimed to:
• explore young people’s journeys when they run
away from home or care, through the medium of
peer research
• establish how young people find safe places and
the barriers to doing so
• explore workers’ perceptions of the situation
and barriers that young people face
• establish whether existing emergency provision
is an adequate safety net
• recommend appropriate interventions based on
young people’s and workers’ experiences
• identify what needs to change within policy or
practice to ensure that young people who have
run away or been forced out find a safe place

22

1.3 Methodology
This mixed methods research used both qualitative and
quantitative data to elicit the views of young people and
workers. There were three distinct parts to the research.

Scoping of the use of emergency
accommodation for young runaways
Freedom of Information (FOI) requests were sent to 216 local
authorities, asking how many times in the year 2013/14 they had
placed young people under 16 in accommodation in an emergency as
a result of their going missing, and for how many bed nights.
Replies were received from 210.

Consultation with workers
Two learning sets were carried out with members of the English
Coalition for Runaway Children (ECRC) to explore their perception
of the safe and unsafe places that young people run to, and the
barriers to accessing a safe place. Based on these discussions,
a survey was compiled that was completed by 62 people whose job
brought them into contact with young runaways.

Peer research with young people
Peer researchers designed and carried out interviews with an
opportunity sample of 32 young people who had run away, been
forced out or been homeless, exploring their journeys and the
factors that helped them find a safe place. Interviewees were
aged 10-23 and sourced through voluntary sector projects. The
interviews focused on the first steps they took, how they found
shelter, their experiences during the journey, the role of social
relationships, and the ways that they found help and got to a
safe place.
Two ‘sense-checking’ workshops were carried out with 14 young
people with relevant experience, to see whether their views were
consistent with the peer researchers’ findings on what would
help. A survey about the findings was completed by 31 young
people, 19 of whom had direct past experience of running away or
homelessness and 12 of whom did not.
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1.4 AnalysiS
The themes that informed the various strands of enquiry
were the safe and unsafe places that young people go to
when they run away from home or care, the factors that
help them to find a safe place or prevent them from doing
so, and the extent to which there is an adequate safety
net in place for young people who need a safe place in a
crisis.
The Freedom of Information replies received from local
authorities were organised and analysed according to the
nature of their reply: disappointingly many said they
were unable to source the information within the time
and cost-limits prescribed.
The learning sets were analysed according to these
themes and used to construct the survey that was sent
out to professionals in relevant disciplines that had
occasional or regular contact with young people who run
away.
Peer interviews were analysed in facilitated sessions,
during which peer researchers grouped the journeys
that they learned about according to similarities in
narratives, agreed common features and influences shaping
these journeys, and identified factors that would make
accessing a safe place more likely. As noted, their
analysis of what would help was tested out by other
young people in two workshops and a survey.
Each of the research stages and their analysis are
described more fully in the sections that follow.

24
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2. The need for
safe places:
an overview of
previous research
This section reviews
previous research
on the nature and
extent of running
away and the need
for and provision
of safe places.
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2.1 Defining ‘running away’
‘Running away’ is the term favoured by Railway Children
as being more young person centred than ‘missing’ which
is defined by where others require or expect a young
person to be. Since only a third of young runaways are
believed to be reported missing, the term does not
reflect the experiences of the majority (Rees, 2011).
In our first facilitated session, the peer researchers
queried our use of the term ‘running away’, which they
did not think should be applied to young people who
had been forced out or told to leave. Most identified
strongly with the term ‘homeless’ rather than ‘missing’
to describe young people of all ages who were spending
time on the streets. In having this debate, we were in
good company: many researchers have themselves debated
these definitions.
Traditionally ‘running away’ has been considered an
overnight behaviour. The shortcoming with this definition
is that it does not explicitly apply to situations
where young people go missing for short periods of
time during the day. We know from recent research that
these patterns can conceal sexual exploitation and that
abusers have become adept at ensuring that absences
are short enough to escape the scrutiny of police and
statutory agencies (Barnardo’s, 2011; Jago et al,
2011; Berelowitz et al, 2012). It may also not readily
describe situations where the decision is not an active
one, as ‘running’ implies, but evolves from having an
unstructured lifestyle, being absent from school and
spending an increasing amount of time with a vulnerable
peer group or exploitative adults (Scott and Skidmore,
2006). This sense of drifting gradually out of contact
with a low-warmth or conflicted household is better
captured by the missing continuum (Biehal et al, 2003).
Its focus on intentional and unintentional actions
embraces a range of behaviours and motivations on the
part of the young person as well as others.
Whilst acknowledging these issues, running away is
Railway Children’s preferred term and is used in this
report to describe situations where a young person has
chosen to leave or been forced out, including those
incidents that happen during the day and are of short
duration. Missing is used to describe specific situations
where a missing person report has been made.
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2.2 The extent of running away
When young people under 16 were asked whether they had
run away and stayed away overnight without parental
permission, the results were
markedly different from official
statistics on young people
missing from home or care (Safe
on the Streets Research Team,
1999; Rees and Lee, 2005; Rees,
2011). Analysis of their replies
produced the commonly used
estimate that 100,000 children
and young people run away each
year, 18,000 sleep rough or
with someone they have just met
and 11,000 are hurt or harmed.
Running away rates are slightly
higher for girls than boys, and over a third of those
who run away first do so before they are 13. Although
most return within one to three days, 16 per cent stay
away for four weeks or longer (Rees, 2011).

100,000 children and
young people run
away each year, 18,000
sleep rough or with
someone they have
just met and 11,000
are hurt or harmed.

2.3 Reasons for running away
There are a number of recurring themes in the
experiences of young people that run away: family
instability, violence, abuse, neglect, drug misuse,
bereavement and problems at school are just some of
these (Macaskill, 2006; Smeaton, 2009b; Rees, 2011).
Young people may run or be forced from abusive or
chaotic homes and be exploited by people they meet on
the streets; they may also run to someone they believe
to be a boyfriend, who has been grooming them, or be
abused by their peers (Barnardo’s, 2011; Berelowitz et
al, 2012). Children who have experienced high levels of
family conflict and low levels of warmth are especially
likely to run away (Rees, 2011).
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Young people who are taken into care are assumed to have
been taken into a safe place; however some seek out
their own alternatives:

‘At the point when I was going missing, at 12 or
13, the safe place for me was these so-called
friends, that was my safe place... but I look back
now and it’s far from a safe place, it was like a
war zone a danger zone, it was far from a safe
place.’ (Storyworks, 2011:9)
Children in care may run away because of dissatisfaction
with their placement, the desire to see family and
friends, or to meet someone they believe they are in
a relationship with, but who may be grooming them for
group or peer abuse. These children are three times
more likely to run away than children not in care (The
Children’s Society, 2011). A project involving young
people as peer interviewers (Taylor et al, 2012) found
that the main reasons young people interviewed had
gone missing from care was because of tensions around
authority, friction with others, isolation and wanting
to be with their own friends or family and environmental
issues such as boredom. The importance of having
someone to talk to and sympathetic rather than punitive
responses is highlighted along with the quality and
stability of the placement. The detrimental effect of
multiple placements and many different social workers is
also identified by Berelowitz et al (2013) as compounding
a young person’s sense of abandonment and distrust of
adults.
This is echoed in a consultation with looked after
children in which ‘running to somewhere you feel safe’
was identified as a reason for leaving, either to bring
back happy memories or escape current unhappiness
(Morgan, 2012: 9-10 ). Running back to the people who
have caused you to be taken into care, and the potential
attraction and dangers of this was also acknowledged.
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Research has
found that young
people who choose
to seek help are
most likely to
approach friends,
followed by
relatives
(Rees, 2011).

30

2.4 Running to unsafe places
In a study of young people who had stayed away for four weeks
or more, all those interviewed had used drugs and alcohol, a
majority had experienced violence on the streets, and many had
survived by stealing, begging or selling sex (Smeaton, 2009b).
It is widely accepted that the streets can be dangerous places
for young people, and the Office of the Children’s Commissioner’s
interim report into child sexual exploitation in groups and gangs
highlights this, whilst also providing evidence of the unsafe
places that young people end up in that are behind closed doors
(Berelowitz et al, 2012: 41-42). The Inquiry was told of many
locations where young people were abused, including parties,
vehicles, streets and alleys, schools, private houses, parks,
shopping centres, and bus, train or tube stations.
Research has found that young people who choose to seek help are
most likely to approach friends, followed by relatives (Rees,
2011). However the same study found that young people who had
run away in the previous year reported poorer quality friendships
than those who had not, and that those who had experienced
changes in family structure in the last year had running away
rates three times higher than those who had had no change. Some
young people may find safety with family and friends, but others
may have family members and friends who present further risks
because they are abusive, have chaotic lifestyles, or are too
vulnerable themselves to offer support. This may particularly be
the case for young people who have been removed from their family
because of significant harm.
Ironically, there is evidence that when vulnerable young people
are taken into care and placed in residential children’s homes to
protect them, this placement can be a source of further abuse:

‘The OCC submitted evidence that it had
“been informed about children’s homes
being targeted by perpetrators of
child sexual exploitation, with multiple
children across extended periods of time
being groomed and abused by the same
perpetrators”.’
(Joint All Party Parliamentary Group Inquiry
into children missing from care, 2012).
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2.5 Providing safe places for young people
who run away
The challenge therefore is to substitute a safe place for the many unsafe
ones that young people may find or be offered. The best ways of doing this,
and the cost-effectiveness of different models, has been the subject of
considerable research.
Rees et al (2009) outline the need for a crisis response to young
runaways, located within a wider framework of services that includes
preventative work at one end, and longer-term follow up at the other.
Emergency accommodation would be one of the possible crisis responses,
but different types of emergency accommodation may be necessary depending
on young people’s needs and circumstances. It is suggested that local
authority foster care may be suitable for younger children or young
people who may be bullied in residential settings because of their
ethnicity or sexuality, whereas levels of security at children’s homes
may be more suited to safeguarding a young person who is escaping abuse
or forced marriage and at risk of ongoing violence. Voluntary sector
provision such as refuge4 may be particularly suitable for young people
who have had negative experiences of statutory services, whilst schemes
such as Nightstop5 may also have a role to play.
Missing People’s manifesto (2014) echoes the importance of Nightstop, but
highlights that it is not available to under 16 year olds and there is
also a need for flexible accommodation for this younger age group. Their
recent research confirms the challenges that their helpline staff face in
reconnecting vulnerable young people, sometimes because of a shortage
of safe places to refer them to when returning home is not an option
(Holmes, 2014).
Franks et al (2013) have looked again at the barriers to accessing safe
emergency accommodation, citing young people’s fears that they will be
returned or removed to a place they dislike. This makes them unwilling
to contact services, which in turn leads services to believe the need
does not exist. They argue that a ‘transitional person’ is an essential
component in helping young people to navigate services and find suitable
accommodation. This supports our peer researchers’ findings that a
positive relationship with a friend or worker is key to finding a safe
place.

4 Refuge for young runaways aged under 16, registered under s51 of the Children

Act (1989) or s38 of the Children (Scotland) Act 1995

5 Nightstop, co-ordinated by Depaul UK, provides short-term accommodation for
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homeless young people aged 16-25 in the homes of approved volunteer hosts.
http://www.depaulnightstopuk.org/

The fact that many young people are reluctant to engage with statutory
services and may be targeted by adults or already exploited peers
within statutory provision strengthens the argument for confidential
alternatives. These are particularly needed by the most vulnerable young
people, such as those who have been trafficked. Much of the relevant
literature about safe places looks at the effectiveness of refuge at
meeting the needs of young people who run away.
Although it has been persuasively argued that refuge is cost effective
when compared with the cost to society of not intervening (Smeaton,
2009a) it seems that cost has been a significant factor in the closure of
refuges. Between 2004 and 2006 the Department of Health and Department
for Education and Skills funded a pilot of six refuge schemes in different
parts of England.6 Flaws in the setting up and monitoring of this pilot
have been documented: no consistent evaluation framework was put in place
so projects all reported quite differently and none measured outcomes for
young people (Smeaton, 2008). Nonetheless, overall numbers were low and
this may have damaged the case for refuge funding going forward.
Evaluations that have taken an evidence-based approach and assessed
outcomes for young people have demonstrated the impact that refuge can
make (Smeaton, 2010). The importance of feeling safe, having breathing
space and a rapport with workers is clearly demonstrated, whilst at the
same time it is also acknowledged that the routine, rules and need to
keep the location confidential will not make it suitable for all young
people.
Although 16 and 17 year olds have more accommodation options set out in
legislation, research has found that practice is inconsistent (Homeless
Link, 2013). Responses to Freedom of Information requests made by Inside
Housing show that over half of 16-17 year olds contacting councils
surveyed were not properly referred to children’s services or assessed.7
Seventeen per cent were housed in unsuitable accommodation, including Bed
and Breakfast or sharing with adults. Analysis of earlier Serious Case
Reviews has highlighted the absence of effective protocols and working
practices for this age group (Shelter, 2011) but five years after the
Southwark judgement8 and four years after new guidance was issued (DCSF,
2010) there still appears to be a lack of assessment.
In addition, 16 and 17 year olds who are being groomed and exploited are
more likely to be considered to have given informed consent and therefore
less likely to be offered services that may support them (Jago et al,
2011; NSPCC, 2013). This makes it even harder for this group to reach a
safe place.

6 Although termed a refuge pilot, only one of the six was a registered refuge

complying with the terms of the Children Act (1989)

7 This does not represent all local authorities as not all were able to answer.
8 R(G) v London Borough of Southwark clarified that homeless 16 and 17 year olds are

likely to need more than just a roof over their head and, where other conditions
are met, should be assessed by social care.
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2.6 Young people’s perceptions of a safe place
It is reasonable to assume that many young people will run away from home
or care either because they are not experiencing that place as safe or
are running to a person or place that seems more attractive. They may
also be forced from home by abuse or coerced or manipulated into leaving
by an abuser.
Smeaton (2009b) gives an insight into the decisions taken by young
people on the streets, explaining that identifying safe places was part
of a young person’s survival strategy. Some young people said that they
preferred to stay in city centres, where there were places to get free
meals and more opportunities to survive through crime, whilst others
actively sought out secluded places.
Advice for those who run away suggested by a group of young people
(Missing People, 2013) includes staying with family or friends, or if
you have to be on the streets, staying in public places and away from
strangers, though it acknowledges the difficulties of that. Young people
warn others explicitly of the dangers of meeting people you had only met
online, and to understand that people who were ‘nice or flirty’ with you
may expect something in return.
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When the peer researchers discussed the concept of safe place they
focused on the relationships with others that were required to be safe:
the sense of belonging and emotion that was needed to want to stay in a
particular location, and the need to be able to see themselves grow and
move on from there. Their descriptions resonate with Billet’s concepts of
place and space for young people. Space is seen as a material location,
a functional construct with little emotional attachment for the young
person inhabiting it:

‘Place is a meaningful location... based on our
feelings of belonging, acceptance and sense of
ownership among others. It is the subjective and
emotional attachment to a physical or material
location... Spaces only become places when
they are vested with meaning – the empty room
becomes a bedroom and a vacant block becomes a
home.’
(Billet, 2014: 74)
Whilst spaces are simply functional, having access to meaningful places
can help a young person accumulate social capital.
Overall, there is relatively little written about what young people
themselves consider to be a safe place and the kinds of safe places they
would prefer. This was the reason for exploring this issue through peer
research.
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3. Legal framework
and provision
This section looks at
the duties and powers
that local authorities
and the police have
to safeguard children
and young people who
run away from home
or care by providing
accommodation where
necessary, and the
extent to which we
can test that this is
working effectively.

As the previous section illustrates, a young
person who runs away from home or care and
does not have a safe place to go is vulnerable
to abuse and exploitation (Smeaton, 2009b;
Berelowitz et al, 2012).
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3.1 The legal framework
The Children Act (1989) requires local authorities to identify children
in need and to safeguard and promote their welfare. This can include
providing accommodation in certain circumstances. If a young person has
run away from home and cannot safely return they can be accommodated
voluntarily in foster care or other local authority owned or commissioned
provision under section 20. Alternatively, they can be taken into police
protection under section 46 which places a duty on the local authority
to make accommodation available under section 21. Parental consent is
required for a section 20 placement where the child is aged 15 or under,
but young people aged 16 and 17 can consent themselves. Under s13 of
the Children Act (2004) safeguarding is overseen by Local Safeguarding
Children Boards that include representatives from relevant partners.
An alternative is for young people to be admitted to
a refuge. The term refuge is used here and throughout
to mean the provision of short-term accommodation to
young people under the age of 16 in accordance with
section 51 of the Children Act (1989) or section 38
of the Children (Scotland) Act 1995. Young people
can stay for up to 14 days without parental consent
at a confidential location and are able to selfrefer. Refuges have traditionally been building-based
services registered under the Children Act (1989), run by the voluntary
sector and staffed either continuously or on demand. The provision of
specialist foster care can also be considered a form of refuge. Refuges
aim to provide some breathing space for young people to resolve issues in
a safe environment while longer-term arrangements are made, and may be
particularly suitable for young people who are disengaged and distrustful
of statutory services. The Children’s Society opened the first refuge for
young runaways in 1985, and although others opened subsequently there
is now only one refuge left, based in South Yorkshire and providing two
bed spaces. This means that refuge is not a safe place accessible to the
overwhelming majority of young people.

Refuge is not
accessible to
the majority of
young people

In 2009 the House of Lords decision in the case of R(G) v London Borough
of Southwark9 clarified that homeless 16 and 17 year olds are likely to
need more than just a roof over their head and, where other conditions
are met, should be assessed by social care rather than by the local
authority’s homelessness service. Although the Children Act has always
provided for this, prior to the Southwark judgement it was usually only
young people who were already known to social care who were referred to
them; all other young people were dealt with by housing services under
homelessness legislation.

9The

full decision can be found at
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200809/ldjudgmt/jd090520/appg1.htm
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In 2014, the Department for Education
(DfE) issued new statutory guidance
on children missing from home or
care.
In relation to accommodation, this
states:
40. It is important that emergency accommodation can
be accessed directly at any time of the day or night.
Bed and breakfast (B&B) accommodation is not considered
suitable for any child under the age of 18 even on an
emergency accommodation basis.
41. The police have powers to take immediate action
to protect a child. Should it be necessary to take
the child into police protection, the child must
be moved as soon as possible into local authority
accommodation. The local authority should consider
what type of accommodation is appropriate in each
individual case. It is important that children are not
placed in accommodation that leaves them vulnerable to
exploitation or trafficking.
It is therefore clear that children and young people
under 16 who run away and are at risk should have
an appropriate ‘safety net’ in terms of emergency
accommodation provided to them by the local authority
where needed. Sixteen and 17 year olds should have an
assessment of need under section 20 where the other
conditions are fulfilled.
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3.2 Is the legal framework being
used effectively?
As previously outlined, legislation provides a safety
net for young people under 18 who may otherwise end up
on the streets or in other unsafe places. However it
is not easy to test whether that safety net is being
provided when needed.
In the past local authorities were required to report on
the actions they were taking to safeguard young people
who were running away through National Indicator 71.
Part of this was self-assessment on the effectiveness
of protocols for responding to urgent out-of-hours
referrals from the police or others. A local authority
could only give themselves the highest mark if the
following were in place:
• Out-of-hours referrals are made whenever any missing
young person is found or presents themselves, and
there is any reason to believe that their home or care
setting may not be an appropriate place for them to be
returned to.
• Multi-agency protocols for out-of-hours referrals
are in place. These protocols include a system for
monitoring whether each out-of-hours referral is
handled in line with the protocols, and a way of
ensuring that remedial action is instituted following
the identification that the protocols have not been
followed.
• The number of out-of-hours referrals is monitored and
recorded.
• Young people who need emergency accommodation are
placed appropriately, and the location of each
placement is recorded. Onward referral procedures are
in place.
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National Indicators were abolished in 2010. Since then
it has been hard to source meaningful data on emergency
responses to young runaways.
In 2012, The Children’s Society sent Freedom of
Information (FOI) requests to all Local Safeguarding
Children Boards in England and Wales asking what
emergency accommodation they had for young people who
had run away. They found that 107 did not have, or did
not report having, any form of emergency accommodation
for this group.
In June 2014 Railway Children
local authorities in England,
about emergency accommodation
young people under the age of

sent FOI requests to all
Scotland and Wales, asking
and its use in cases where
16 had run away. We asked

1. What types of accommodation
does your local authority own/
commission in an emergency to
accommodate young people aged
under 16? Please list.
2. In the financial year 2013/14,
how many young people aged under
16 were placed in accommodation in
an emergency as a result of going
missing from home or care?
A. How many were housed in 		
each type of accommodation?
B. How many were not already 		
Looked After?
3. In the financial year 2013/14,
what was the total number of bed
nights used for young people under
16 accommodated in an emergency
after going missing?
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We sent 216 requests and received 210 replies. The majority of local
authorities said that they could use foster care or residential
children’s homes, and some referred to the option of secure
accommodation. Only four local authorities said they had no provision in
an emergency.
In just under half of replies (n=96) the local authority advised either
that data was not held and could not be provided, or that to answer the
remaining questions would require a manual examination of case files,
the cost of which would exceed the appropriate limit of £450. Some
pointed out that ‘missing’ was not a specified category in the reasons
for accommodating that they sent to the DfE. The reason given would
therefore be a primary one, such as ‘abuse or neglect’ even if one of
the ways this manifested itself was through going missing. A number of
local authorities said that going missing was not of itself a reason
to accommodate a young person. This appears to indicate an underlying
assumption that young people will only access help retrospectively and
that local authorities do not view themselves as having an intervention
role during a missing episode.
Nevertheless, 110 answered the second question with a number. Two
indicated that the answer was anecdotal – members of staff were sure that
it had not happened and therefore the reply was zero – but in the other
cases it appears that relevant information could be retrieved without
exceeding the prescribed limit. In some cases the answer was given as
‘less than five’ to protect against the possible identification of young
people.

Table 1. Local authority Freedom of Information responses: numbers of young
people under 16 provided with emergency accommodation as a result of going
missing in 2013/14.
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Answer given

Numbers of local authorities
giving that answer

Have no accommodation

4

Cannot supply the data

96

0

71

1-4 or <5

30

5-9

6

10 or more

3

This data is of limited use on its own because we
cannot accurately compare it with levels of need. It is
also true that the same FOI request can be interpreted
differently by different local authorities. Nonetheless
this clearly demonstrates the difficulties inherent in
trying to establish whether the safety net that is
legally available to young people is actually being
used. The partial picture we have indicates that 39
local authorities have provided accommodation to young
people in an emergency as a result of going missing
and 71 have not. A larger number of local authorities
hold relevant information but cannot easily source
it electronically. The highest number of young people
accommodated for an individual authority
was 15 and the total number of young people
identified (given that some answered ‘less
than five’) was between 127 and 157.

It is not possible
to state with any
certainty that there
is an adequate
safety net in place

Even where figures are provided it is not
possible to know the numbers of young people
in each authority that needed or would have
benefited from accommodation as a result of
running away. Analysing data of young people
reported missing to the police would not give
a true picture, as only a fraction of these are likely
to need accommodation. This is because many will return
home of their own volition or stay safely with family
members or trusted friends. It would be useful to know
why some local authorities could search their data and
provide an answer within the FOI cost limit and others
could not, and whether this was about numbers of young
people on their caseload or data management.
The reason for asking about bed nights was to establish
how long young people stayed in emergency accommodation,
but the fact that some young people were placed in an
emergency in accommodation that then became a permanent
placement meant that it was not possible to interpret
this data usefully.
It is clear that it is not possible to state with any
certainty that there is an adequate safety net in place
for young people who run away and end up on the streets
or with someone they have just met.
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4. Consultation
with workers
Two learning sets were
held in London and
Manchester to explore
the issue of a safe
place with members of
the English Coalition
for Runaway Children
(ECRC).

The sessions explored workers’ perceptions of
the safety of the places that young people ran
to, the nature of the journey, and the barriers
that workers faced in trying to find a safe place
for the young people they worked with.
These provided the framework for the survey that
followed, which was targeted at workers in any
discipline who had contact with young people who
run away (Appendix A).
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4.1 Profile of respondents
The survey had 62 respondents, over half of whom specialised in work
with young people who run away, and/or are sexually exploited. These
categories together accounted for 58 per cent of all respondents (n=36).
A further 8 per cent (n=5) worked with parents or families, and 24 per
cent (n=15) had a social work or youth work role not specific to running
away or going missing.

Figure 1: Job role of survey respondents

Specialist runaway role 37%
Social worker/youth worker 24%
Specialist cse role 16%
Other 10%
Parent/family worker 8%
Runaway and cse role 5%

Over two-thirds of respondents (69%) worked for charities (n=43), 15 per
cent (n=9) worked in local authority social care departments and 8 per
cent (n=5) in other local authority departments. The remaining 8 per cent
(n=5) worked for the police, private sector and health service.
Three-quarters of the respondents (n=47) worked in England, with Scotland
and Wales each only accounting for 3 per cent of the total. Sixteen
per cent of the respondents had a national remit (n=10). Over half of
respondents (57%) had frequent or regular contact with young people who
run away or go missing, more than a quarter had occasional contact (27%)
and 16 per cent had contact less than once a month.
Overall, this is a very knowledgeable cohort: the majority of respondents
specialise in this area, have high levels of contact with relevant
young people, and work mainly for charities. They are mainly clustered
in England. This is not surprising given that although the survey was
promoted as widely as possible, respondents largely came through existing
contacts who are predominantly charities specialising in this area. It
does mean however that the views of those working in the statutory sector
are under-represented.
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4.2 Profile of services
Forty eight per cent of respondents said their service
covered urban and rural areas, 45 per cent worked in
mainly urban areas, and 7 per cent in a mainly rural
area.
Thirty four per cent of services were accessible by
agency referral only, while 58 per cent had some element
of open access or self-referral. Eight per cent of
respondents stated that young people were referred in
other ways.

Figure 2: Referral routes to services

Agency referral and
self referral 42%
Referral by agencies only 34%
Self referral/open access 16%
Other 10%

We were interested in knowing how young people might find
out about these services, especially where self-referral
was an option. Those that advertised their services
did so via leaflets, their own website and posters in
other agencies. These three methods were by far the
most popular, significantly ahead of helplines, social
networking and use of other websites. Word of mouth and
promotion in schools was mentioned by a minority.
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4.3 Hard to reach groups
Ninety per cent of respondents said their service
collected demographic information. Where services were
not targeted at a specific group, we asked workers’
opinions (not necessarily sourced from demographic data)
on whether their service users were representative of
the general population. Those that felt referrals were
not representative said that girls and children in care
were over-represented, especially those in out-ofborough placements.
When asked to name any groups of young people that they
had difficulty reaching, 11 out of 34 respondents said
black and minority ethnic (BME) young people. Those
that gave a reason suggested under-reporting of missing
incidents owing to cultural differences and distrust of
outside agencies, and the fact that BME young people
may be less likely to disclose sexual abuse because
of issues around honour and respect. This echoes
discussions in the learning sets, where it was pointed
out that asylum-seeking families were particularly
reluctant to involve the police for fear of jeopardising
their asylum application or because of bad experiences
in their country of origin.The other groups mentioned
more than once were disabled young people, travellers,
boys and young men and Looked After young people.
Respondents did not have to elaborate on their choice,
but those that did said that referring agencies had
different attitudes to risk when dealing with boys and
young men and were therefore less likely to refer them.
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4.4 Intervention points
More services identified themselves as working to support
children and young people before and after incidents of
running away had taken place rather than ‘during’ the
missing incident – i.e. helping to find a safe place or
emergency accommodation. Based on this sample, which is
of course significantly weighted towards charities in
England, there are fewer agencies providing services at
this point.

Figure 3: Services provided by respondents
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Services to try to
prevent young people
running away

Services when young
people are away from
home or care

Services when young
people return after
running away
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4.5 Patterns of behaviour
Workers were asked, in their experience, how often young
people ran to certain locations that had been identified
in the learning sets as common destinations. Friends’
houses (including boyfriends and girlfriends) were
ranked highest, followed by outdoor areas and houses of
family members.

Figure 4: Locations that young people go to when
they run away or go missing
Question 11. How often have you come across the
locations below as places that young people go to when
they run away or go missing?
Answered: 62

Skipped: 0

House of friend (inc
boyfriend or girlfriend)
Outdoor area:
park, wasteland, streets
House of
family member
House of
acquaintance/stranger
House parties
Shopping Centres
or arcades
Train or bus
station
Takeaway/fast food
place/Shisha cafes
Previous care placement or other
care home (not their own)
Other location
Youth project or
community centre
Hotels or B&Bs
0
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A worker in a mainly rural area said that farmland
and barns were used occasionally. Two respondents
highlighted that young people stayed within criminal
networks, where they were sent out to steal or trafficked
to work in cannabis factories and domestic servitude.
In terms of transport, the most
frequently reported option was for young
people to stay locally and to travel
on foot. The next most popular was to
use buses and get lifts with friends.
Bikes and scooters were mentioned in the
‘other’ category with one respondent
highlighting that bikes were particularly
important in rural areas where public
transport was poor. In the learning set,
the difference between rural and urban
transport options was discussed at some
length, with information being shared about young people
walking for miles along unlit country roads, at risk of
being knocked down by a car.

In terms of transport,
the most frequently
reported option was
for young people to
stay locally and to
travel on foot

4.6 Options used to find
young people a safe place
The most common methods used to ensure that young
people who had run away had a safe place to go to were:
negotiating a return home; making a referral to social
care for emergency accommodation; and organising/
suggesting a temporary stay with extended family or
friends. It was less common to refer to the local
authority homelessness services or to use Nightstop or
other charity-run provision. One respondent used refuge
where appropriate, though with the closure of refuges in
recent years this option was not available to the vast
majority of workers.
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4.7 Barriers to finding a safe place
When asked to choose what factors affect their ability to find a safe place
for young people, having fewer services to refer young people on to was
the most popular answer, followed by funding cuts to services and high
thresholds for intervention.
In the comments section, workers highlighted the difficulties of finding
suitable places for young people because of their vulnerabilities,
offending history and disengagement with services after multiple
interventions. A lack of hostel places, or places that are too far away,
problems with benefits, poor relationships with and access to social care,
and an expectation that young people were no longer vulnerable as they
got older were also cited:

‘The threshold for emergency accommodation
seems extremely high and we sometimes feel we
have to work really hard to evidence the need
for a safeguarding response.’
‘Social work teams attempt to persuade young
people to stay at home or stay with relatives in
order to prevent an assessment or placement in
care.’
When asked what services they have difficulty accessing, 18 people

mentioned suitable accommodation, 13 counselling and/or CAMHS10 and 12
social care. Despite it being free text, these three were by far the most
commonly mentioned services. Respondents defined suitable accommodation as
local, easy to access and capable of supporting young people with complex
needs.
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10Child

and Adolescent Mental Health Services

4.8 16-17 year olds
Respondents were asked whether the issues were different for young people
aged under 16 compared to those aged 16-17. Although 11 per cent (n=7)
felt there was no difference, 61 per cent (n= 38) detailed the difference
they saw. The most frequently mentioned difference was the response
from social care, the lack of other services and the suitability of
accommodation. Fifteen of those who highlighted the response from social
care, noted a reluctance to assess 16-17 year olds and disputes arising
between social care and housing about their respective duties that left
young people in limbo.

‘16/17 year olds often fall into the grey area
of potentially being considered both young and
adult and often providers (i.e. local housing vs
social services) are reluctant to take the lead.’
Ten people highlighted that there were fewer services generally for
this age group or that the response to them was variable in different
parts of the country. Eight mentioned issues with the suitability of
accommodation. Although there were theoretically more options for young
people from the age of 16, they could end up in Bed and Breakfast or
other unsuitable forms of accommodation, for example sharing with adults,
reflecting the findings of the literature review. Five people felt that
older age groups were more likely to be viewed as making lifestyle
choices and were therefore treated less seriously, and three felt that
family conflict was more likely to result in the young person being told
to leave home for good once they were 16 or older.

Figure 5: Issues facing 16-17 year olds
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4.9 Workers' views on effective
safe places
Respondents were invited to make any further comments
they wished about finding young people a safe place and
35 per cent (n=22) did so. The issue mentioned most
frequently here was the need to have a cooling-off space,
either in the daytime or evening or, in more severe
cases, overnight.

‘Whilst overnight refuge is needed,
a safe space in the day... would be
highly useful too. Often young people
go missing from home as they feel
they need space away from family
problems and arguments. A safe space
to do this and resolve any problems
would prevent overnight missings
and future episodes of missing.’
Suggestions varied from drop-in centres and crash pads
through to Nightstop-type hosts and specialist foster
carers. It was acknowledged that emergency overnight
accommodation is needed on occasion. In one of the
learning sets workers discussed the need for a more
creative approach to offer some form of shelter to under
16 year olds without the bureaucratic requirements of
refuge.
Another view expressed was the importance of
relationships and having a young person centred
approach, being accessible and building trust. It was
pointed out that a timely phone call or conversation
with a trusted adult could prevent a situation
worsening:

‘Young people tell us how important
it is for them to have someone to
talk to; someone who knows them
well, has time to listen to them
carefully and tries really hard to
see their point of view.’
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Four respondents mentioned the importance of early
intervention and prevention, and three highlighted
multi-agency working. A number of issues were mentioned
by just one person. These included: raise public
awareness, have mediation services, and offer a range
of complementary services. One person pointed out that
young people being sexually exploited may voice a desire
to stay with their abuser but were in need of protection
irrespective of age.
In the learning sets, we asked participants to write
down words that came into their mind when they thought
about a safe place. We also did this in the young
people’s workshops and survey. The workers’ version is
shown below and the young people’s version is in section
6.7.
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Figure 6. Word cloud: what a safe
place meant to workers
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5. exploring young
people's journeys:
a peer research
approach
One of the key aims of the
research was to explore and
better understand young
people’s journeys when they run
away or are forced out, and the
ways in which they find a safe
place. Given Railway Children’s
commitment to the meaningful
involvement of service users,
it seemed natural to approach
our project partners to work
with us in a participatory way to
explore these journeys.
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5.1 Participation and peer
research
From the outset we were interested in peer research as
a way of engaging young people in our partner projects.
Peer research is in one sense a turning of the tables:
those who would normally be the subjects of research
become the researchers themselves. Instead of being
analysed by an external expert, the group organises and
conducts research for the benefit of its own ‘community’,
and the experience and learning from the process
stays with them, alongside any wider benefits from
dissemination of the research findings.
As such, we were interested not only in the findings,
but also in learning from the process of involving peer
researchers in design, interviewing and analysis. The
community of interest in this case was young people who
had run away, been forced out, been homeless or been
street-involved: all of whom would have valuable insight
and contributions to make to an exploration of safe
places.
Although peer research is only one of a number of
participatory options, we felt that it fitted our
aspiration to get closer to young people’s journeys and
understand the drivers and decision points at different
stages. It also offered opportunities for genuine
partnership and shared ownership of this element of the
research.
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5.2 Overview of the peer research
methodology
This section summarises the methodology including the
nature of the partnership with the peer researchers, and
which decisions were made by the workers on the research
team and which by peer researchers. For brevity, these
are referred to as worker-led or peer-led decisions.
Subsequent sections explain and reflect on the process in
more detail.
The research question had been decided by Railway
Children, as it needed to complement the other
components within the research. It was:

‘What journeys do young people go
on when they run away from home
or care and how can we ensure
that those young people find a safe
place?’
The aim was to understand:
• the nature of the journeys young people took
• the ways in which they found a safe place or were
prevented from doing so
• their views on what constituted a safe place
Alongside this we highlighted two areas that were of
particular interest to us: the beginning, middle and end
of the journey and the differences between adults’ and
young people’s views on risk.
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The original methodology we planned was:
• to recruit and support peer researchers aged 16-21 from a
partner project to explore the research question and design
the method of enquiry
• to source an opportunity sample of participants aged 13-19 who
had had relevant past experience and were willing to share
their journeys
• to source participants through projects so that ongoing
support was available to them
• to facilitate the grouping and analysis of the transcribed
journeys by peer researchers
• to identify suggested interventions based on the analysis
• to sense-check the findings through a young people’s survey,
distributed to those with and without relevant experience of
running away
The peer researchers chose one-to-one semi-structured interviews
as the method of enquiry and carried out 34 interviews with 32
young people aged 10-23 in London and two other cities. Further
details about the sample are given in section 5.5.
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Some adaptation of the original
methodology was needed as the project
progressed. The changes we made were as
follows:
• the age range of participants was extended to reflect the
sample of young people that were interested in the research
and had relevant journeys to contribute
• one peer researcher interviewed with a worker in the
background as he had difficulties obtaining the identity
11
documents needed for a DBS check
• young people in one project were interviewed with one of their
own workers in the background, at the request of that project
• sense-checking workshops were added, at the suggestion of a
peer researcher at the interim analysis session. These tested
the findings with young people with relevant experience.
• additional analysis was carried out by the author on the key
influencing factors in the journeys, as the sessions we had
were not sufficient to draw out the richness of the material

11DBS

60

checks have replaced Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks. People who have
unsupervised contact with young people are required to obtain this clearance.

Not all peer researchers were involved in all stages and this was
expected and allowed for in the research design.
Table 2. Worker-led and peer-led decisions
worker-led decisions

Peer-led decisions

Research question

Method of enquiry

Recruitment process

Themes to explore

Nature of facilitation and training

Interview questions

Approximate number of researchers

Categories of journey

Approximate number of interviewees

Peer recommendations

Ethical framework

Role in writing up findings

Timescale

Inclusion of sense-checking workshops

Budget

Extent of involvement

Structuring of final report
Design of young people’s survey

The design of the final reports and the structuring of the launch event
were decisions that were taken jointly, in collaboration with a designer
and the Research Advisory Group.
The following sections describe and reflect on the process of undertaking
the research.
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5.3 Recruitment of the peer
researchers
Six peer researchers aged 18-21 were recruited from one
of Railway Children’s project partners, New Horizon
Youth Centre in London. Posters advertising the
opportunity were displayed in the centre, but workers
were also asked to identify young people they felt
would be particularly suitable and encourage them to
apply. The aim was to recruit young people who would
have empathy with others who had run away, but were not
in immediate crisis themselves and therefore likely to
stay with the project for its duration. We offered the
opportunity to another project partner as well, but they
did not have the capacity to support peer researchers
at that time. The recruitment was therefore carried
out exclusively within New Horizon. Prior to this a
nominated youth worker in the project had been identified
who would support the research and be easily accessible
to the peer researchers from start to finish.
Young people were not asked about their own personal
experiences, but some chose to talk about these as their
motivation for wanting to be involved. Although it
had initially been hoped to offer this as a paid role,
it became clear that the work would not be regular
enough to make this practical, and registering as selfemployed could have benefit and tax implications. The
peer researchers were therefore recruited as New Horizon
volunteers.
Two were happy to provide some more detail.

Dionne
in voluntary work, then when I found
‘‘ Ioutwastheinterested
cause and what you were trying to achieve it

made me want to help and be part of it. I was 21 when
the research started and things are good for me now but
in the past I’ve been homeless so I know what it’s like.
I think it’s good to talk about your experiences because
it helps you to move on.

’’

Aklilu
21 when the project started and I found
‘‘ Iitwas
through New Horizon Youth Centre. I wanted

out about
to do it
because it was about people running away and I could
relate to it because I ran away when I was 12. I’ve been
helped a lot of times and the fact that I could do this
and give something back means a lot to me.

’’
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5.4 Creating the method of enquiry
Peer researchers attended a bespoke safeguarding session followed by two
facilitated training days in which they explored the research question,
decided on appropriate methods of enquiry, and practised their chosen
method. All work undertaken was accredited through AQA unit awards.
Training days were led by a consultant with extensive experience of
participatory methods and peer research, and supported by New Horizon
Youth Centre and Railway Children staff.
After a day discussing and mapping out what the journey of someone who
runs away or is forced out might entail, the peer researchers identified
six key areas. The list below reproduces the terms used on the day.

First steps towards homelessness

Why did you run away?
How old were you? What plans did you have?

Finding Shelter

Where did you go?
Which places were safest?

Experiences in ‘the middle’12

What did you come up against?
How did you cope?
Did drugs and crime affect you?
Did you experience anything that was a first?
What stopped you coming out of ‘the middle’?

Social experiences and relationships
How did your friendships and social groups change?
Did you stay in touch with people from your past?

Finding help

Did you know about services?
How did you find them?

Moving forward and new beginnings
Where are you now? Where are you hoping to be?
How did this change you?

12‘The
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middle’ was identified by the group as the point when favours start to run
out and young people are thrown onto their own resources. We tried out different
terms over the two days, but this was the one the group kept returning to.

The group discussed and tested out two different options for finding out
about other people’s journeys. First they tried interviewing each other
and then tried running part of a focus group. They were unanimous that
the sensitive subject matter was better suited to one-to-one interviews.
From the themes, a list of questions and prompts were compiled with an
acknowledgement that not all interviews would
progress in a linear manner or indeed cover all
areas. These are shown in full in Appendix B.

The sensitive
subject matter
was better suited
to one-to-one
interviews

After ten interviews had been completed, an
interim analysis was held where the group
reviewed the questions. It was agreed to ask
about going missing as well as running away and
homelessness at the beginning, as some young
people who had been reported missing identified
with this term. The questions on social relationships and the way they
changed during the journey were slightly refined as early indicators were
that this was very influential.
The possibility of using creative methods to draw the journey or encourage
the interviewee to do so were discussed, but the peer researchers were
clear that they felt that interviewing people for the first time was
challenging enough. In view of this we opted to visually map the journeys
at a later stage.

5.5 Fieldwork
Workers on the research team contacted projects to arrange interviews. We
aimed to interview an opportunity sample of at least 30 young people from
projects running services for those who ran away, were sexually exploited
or were homeless. We expected that they would have relevant journeys to
share and valuable insight into the concept of a safe place. Interviewees
were sourced through projects to ensure that ongoing support was available
from workers if needed, though we asked specifically for young people to be
put forward who were not in crisis. It was recognised that this would give
the research some inherent bias as it would not reach young people who were
completely detached from services, and may reach a slightly older group of
young people but these limitations were accepted. An ethical framework for
the involvement of young people, both as researchers and interviewees, was
approved by the Research Advisory Group and is shown in full in Appendix C.
Interviews ran from March to June 2014.
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A total of 34 interviews were carried out with 32 young people
aged 10-23 in London and two other cities. They were accessed
through projects run by Barnardo’s, The Children’s Society,
Depaul UK, New Horizon Youth Centre and SAFE@LAST. Thirteen
interviewees were female and 19 male. Ten young people were aged
17 or under at the time of the interview, 21 were aged 18-21 and
one was 23. Eighteen young people described their ethnicity as
White British and four preferred not to answer the question. The
remaining ten described their ethnic backgrounds as Albanian,
Asian Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean (2), English, Mixed/other,
Turkish, White (2), and White British/Irish. Two young people
described themselves as gay and one as lesbian and four young
people considered themselves to have a disability.

Table 3. Age that interviewee ran away or became homeless
13 or under 14-15

16-17

18 and
over

Not known

4

8

4

1

Male

2

Female

4

5

3

0

1

Total

6

9

11

4

2

Four peer researchers undertook the fieldwork. Three were able
to obtain DBS clearance after a small delay and the fourth
interviewed with a worker in the background. Those interviewees
who gave feedback commented very positively on the process, and
two asked to be interviewed again.

66

5.6 Analysis
Interviews were transcribed verbatim and peer researchers spent
time reading them and completing summary journey sheets (Appendix
D) before the analysis sessions. To begin the analysis, the
researchers grouped the journey summaries using the Consensus
Workshop Method (Thayer-Hart, 2007: 16-17). Parts of the sessions
were recorded, and excerpts are used here to highlight the
group’s thinking at different points.

‘The categories we split them into is just
how the journey went overall, not actual
exact details just the similarities between
the journeys. So we categorised under 16s,
people that come from abroad, people that
their journey started in jail, and over
16s.’ (Peer Researcher)
Originally, peer researchers referred to ‘under 16’ and ‘over 16’
journeys. When the grouped transcripts were checked it became
clear that not everyone in these categories fitted the age profile,
so from this point on these journeys were called circular and
linear journeys, as the endpoints were the defining difference.
The circular and linear journeys accounted for 29 out of 34
journeys. In circular journeys the young person returned to
their starting point, and in linear journeys they ended up
in a completely different place. As the peer researchers had
highlighted, the former was typical of, though not confined to,
young people who ran away before they were 16, and the latter
more typical of the 16+ age group. Two young people described two
distinct journeys – one before they were 16 and one after. These
have each been counted in their own right, giving a total of 34
journeys.

Table 4. Types of journey
Circular

Linear

Jail

Abroad

13

16

2

3

It was recognised that the journeys where young people had been
released from prison, and where they had travelled across borders
to reach the UK, had distinct identities but the small numbers
made it impractical to describe and map reliable journeys. From
this point on the journeys were incorporated into the linear
category, as the destination was different from the starting
point, though their distinctiveness was highlighted where
appropriate.
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The peer researchers identified that circular journeys often began
with family conflict or miscommunication, that young people were
mostly under 16 and sometimes ran away with friends. Generally,
someone cared and was trying to find them:13

‘We found that most of them when they
did run the police or someone found them
and took them back. There was some sort
of care and some sort of help.’ (Peer
Researcher)
Friends were important, but not all friendships were positive.
Young people ended up back where they started, partly because of
their age and limited options:

‘You’re a minor still, yeah, so it’s going to
be forced on you whether you like it or
not, you can’t just walk out the door at 11
o’clock at night.’ (Peer Researcher)
Nonetheless, they were offered services when they returned, and
peer researchers felt the act of running could be seen as a cry
for help: ‘if they run, people ask “why did you run?"'. Good
relationships were a protective factor in the future, but without
that the journey could happen again.
The linear journey struck a chord with most of the peer
researchers. This was not surprising as we had recruited in a
project that provides help for young people who are homeless or
have housing problems:

‘This is just the journey for, well can’t
say everyone because everyone’s different,
but the typical journey for the 16-25 year
old guy out there.’ (Peer Researcher)

13Interviewees
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in this sample had been reported missing to the police. It
is acknowledged that this will not be the case for many young people who
run away or are forced out.

The common features of the linear journey were that
family were not supportive and in many cases had told
the young person to leave. Friends were helpful at first
but as time passed these relationships could become
strained. Drugs and crime were seen as major issues and
were strongly linked to the young person’s associates
and their attitudes. There was unanimity that moving on
meant taking a conscious decision to stay away from some
people and situations:

‘You’re like seeing how others react
in the same situation but you yourself
do not feel comfortable so you’re like
“No, I’m going to change”.’
(Peer Researcher)
Most people found some sort of help eventually, but they
were expected to be able to sort things out themselves
and had often struggled to do so.
Although the ‘jail’ and ‘abroad’ journeys were
incorporated into the linear category, their distinctive
features were discussed during analysis. Peer
researchers identified that in the jail journeys families
had become alienated by the offending behaviour and the
young person had to find their own way. Sometimes they
had to stay out of certain areas for their own safety
or as a condition of their licence. In the ‘abroad’
journeys, two young people had issues with their
immigration status and that was an added difficulty and a
barrier to finding a safe place.
After the first analysis session, these descriptions were
expanded upon by workers in the research team, using
details from the transcripts, and reflected back to the
peer researchers at the start of the second day. During
the second day, verbal analysis was captured visually by
a graphic illustrator working alongside the group, and
her illustrations feature throughout this report.
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5.7 Outlining the circular journey
a. First steps
This is usually a very emotionally charged time,
when conflict builds up, usually with parents and/or
siblings, but occasionally within school or the local
neighbourhood. Sometimes there are external factors such
as bullying. The decision to go is usually made suddenly
and in most cases there is no clear plan in place, just a
need for breathing space.

‘I just felt like everything were
going against me and my world just
came crashing down and that's the
only thing I could think of, to escape
and run away...I wanted to go, I didn't
care what happened, I just wanted to
be away from home.’ (Olivia)14
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14All

names given are pseudonyms.

The trigger in these journeys is often family conflict,
supporting what is already known about the relationship between
this and running away (Rees, 2011).
Most of these journeys are of relatively short duration and
seeking overnight accommodation is not a common feature. Those
who stay away overnight are often with friends or family, though
strangers’ houses and parties also feature.
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If running away with a group of friends, the peer group are the main
trigger rather than a specific moment of conflict. In other cases, the
young person is running to something – an exploitative adult who they
believe they are in a relationship with:

‘I just used to always run to...this male who I
felt that I was in a relationship with. I called
him my boyfriend and, but then after, you know,
knowing him for a while... I had a new network
of friends and a new network of kind of adult
men who were exploiting me and other young
people and, you know, I would go missing for
days at a time.’ (Jack)
It is unusual for young people to travel long distances unless they are
travelling to family, travelling as a group of friends or travelling
to an abuser. The places people go to and the people they are with are
better predictors of risk than the length of time they are away.
This is often part of a pattern of behaviour which recurs.

‘Well my mum used to beat me so like I didn't
want to live there anymore but every time I ran
away I just got taken back.’ (Emily)
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b. Experiences of ‘the middle’
The circular journeys have some quite different ‘middles’. There were
three interviews where the journeys were significantly less risky than
others. These all involved young people aged 15 and 16 who were walking
out as a result of family tensions but either had plans to go to a
friend or family member, or decided this very quickly after leaving. One
returned within hours, and two stayed with relatives.
In the majority of circular journeys, the risks were far greater and
became so quite quickly. In two cases in which sexual exploitation was a
factor the risks were immediate. One girl aged only 11 went with friends
straight to a house containing older men and did not wish to discuss what
happened. A 13 year old boy had been groomed and then ran away repeatedly
to his abuser.
In other cases there appears to be an escalation over time, linked to
associating with a riskier group of people. One young woman began running
away aged 14 because she felt trapped at home, but as a result of being
out met drug dealers, increased her own drug use and met a friend who
took her to a house with older men and locked the
door:

‘I weren't having none of it. I got
out, I climbed out of this window...
it were a really small gap, I got
out, because I were real small at
that time, I were right skinny so
I could just manoeuvre myself, I
got out and I found a riot van, so
I knocked on window, I told them
about it and that's when they took me home.’
(Megan)
Another ran away aged 13 because of tensions with her step-father but
ended up staying with acquaintances who introduced her to others who
were involved in crime.
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In two journeys, both made by young women aged 13 and 14 there
is a strong element of running away with friends for excitement
and escapism. One stayed out in a party culture, going to clubs,
using drink and drugs and waking up with strangers:

‘Getting blitzed... I'd say for a week, just
dotting about at different pal's houses,
different parties, different sessions.’
(Courtney)
The other sofa-surfed, travelled by train to nearby places with
friends, and once stayed away for as long as two weeks. Being
with friends seems to give the journey momentum and make it last
longer. One young person who had been running away since he
was eight described going into derelict buildings used by drug
takers, and people avoiding the police. A 14 year old female went
to parks and fields on her own but felt scared and did not stay
out overnight. A male of 14 stayed with friends when he could but
had spent a few nights sleeping rough when favours had run out.
Sleeping rough was not a common feature of the circular journeys
and was mentioned only one other time by a young woman who had
slept in an empty van with friends.
High risk in these journeys is strongly associated with the
people you are with, and the nature of the peer group before
running seems significant. Being part of a risk-oriented group
makes it more likely that you will be introduced to a wider group
of risk-taking people. Most of the highest risks described take
place at private houses and would not be visible unless reported.

e)
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c. Finding help
As the circular journey returns to its starting point, help
is usually focused on preventing the cycle repeating itself.
In many cases help came after referral to a project and as a
result of being reported missing to the police. This included
support with addiction and drug use, managing emotions and
family dynamics.

‘When I think back on it I wish I hadn't
done it, but if I hadn't I wouldn't have
got the staff at [project name].’ (Paige)
In some cases a change in family composition or change of
friends was a factor. In three cases a series of circular
journeys ended with placements in foster care or with extended
family, arranged or endorsed by social care.

With the support of peer researchers, a journey was
constructed that reflected some common themes in the circular
journeys. It is recognised that every young person’s journey
is unique to them and a composite journey cannot possibly
reflect the range and depth of this experience. It is useful
however to highlight common themes when thinking about
interventions that may help young people find a safe place.
The researchers wanted the journey to be told in the first
person, as this was how journeys were described to them in
interviews.
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hannah's journey
How did it start? I guess it was a build up of so many things – my mum
being stressed, and always taking my sister’s side. Ringing my dad saying
Hannah’s done this, and Hannah’s done that and getting him all stressed
as well, so when I did see him he was always on about it. And that was
when she was having a good day. Dad left on my 14th birthday and after
that she just stayed in bed some days, just crying all the time.
Then the girls at school, meant to be mates but always backstabbing,
sending messages then pretending it wasn’t them. Teachers saying ‘I know
what you’re going through, I know what it’s like’ when they don’t, they
don’t know what goes on in my head. I just lost it and walked out, didn’t
know where I was going, just had to get away. They’re not allowed to stop
you so I just walked.
Ended up in town in a right state and this girl comes over says ‘it’s
Hannah isn’t it, remember me, Kelly?’ and I started talking to her,
hadn’t seen her since primary, but she was like ‘yeah they’re all muppets
aren’t they’ and it kind of cheered me up and I hung around with her for
a bit. She said she was getting the bus to her sister’s and I went along.
There were a few of her sister’s mates there, and some cans of cider and
a bit of weed going around. I was that wound up it just relaxed me a bit.
One of her mates, Shaun, was dead nice, really listened to me and knew
what a bad time I was having. His parents had split up as well. Said
anytime school was getting too much I
could just come round to his.
I stayed there a couple of hours and
then went back home. Mum was hysterical,
had the police out and everything but
she calmed down eventually. The police
came round, just to see if I was okay,
and I said yes and they tried to get me
talking, asking where I’d been but I just
said ‘walking round town’ and they said
I’d really worried my mum and then went
away.

76

I just lost it and
walked out, didn’t
know where I was
going, just had to
get away. They’re not
allowed to stop you
so I just walked.

After that I spent more and more time with Kelly and her mates, round at
different people’s houses. Set off as if I was going to school but mostly
didn’t go. Just sat around with that lot and took anything I could get
my hands on – mcat, ket, my mum’s anti-depressants. I sold my phone
to get the money for it first off. It felt good at the time, especially
when me and Shaun got together. He was
so different, always buying me little
presents. Sometimes I stayed at his
because I didn’t want the hassle of going
home and police coming round again, then
listening to Mum, calling Dad going
‘she’ll have to live with you’ and him
making excuses.

I got so messed up
with the drugs that I
didn't know what I was
doing half the time

My dad didn’t like Shaun, he was on to the school asking them to talk to
me. The head of year tried to tell me that Shaun was too old, that 25
was too old for me, but I didn’t want to listen. I got so messed up with
the drugs that I didn’t know what I was doing half the time. One night
about three months after I met him Shaun had a big party and I was in the
bedroom with him and his mate when I started being sick everywhere and my
heart was pounding and I couldn’t walk, so they got me out the flat and
got Kelly to ring 999. I woke up in hospital hooked up to a drip and I
still felt like I was floating. Mum and Dad were in bits.
When I got home we got a letter saying I could talk to someone at this
runaways project if I wanted to. I just left it, but then they rang and
they sounded alright so I was like yeah why not. Then I started to see
Lucy and after a while things started to change. We met up every week
and she really listened to me. I told her stuff I hadn’t told anyone like
how I felt about mum and dad splitting up, and about Shaun and the way
he treated me sometimes. We talked about what a good friend was and what
a good boyfriend was and it made me think a bit. She got me referred to
a drugs and alcohol project as well and I saw a worker from there – she
was brilliant, didn’t judge me at all. Then they had a family worker who
talked to Mum as well and she was a bit different after that and we got on
better. We still argue but I don’t take off any more, I just go to another
room.
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5.8 Outlining the linear journey
A. First steps
In the linear journey, young people are usually told
to leave the family home because of ongoing conflict,
either with parents or siblings, but in some cases they
leave the area for their own safety after conflict with
criminal associates or rivals:

‘I was kind of forced to leave
because of the situation I was in, I
got violence off, you know, other
gangs and things like this, so I was
forced to leave.’ (Matt)
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Lifestyle, including offending, is a key factor in many
interviews. Most young people describe a build-up of tension
rather than one defining incident, and in some cases there have
been earlier periods of running or being forced out:

‘I was getting thrown out my house from
a young age, like from fifteen, sixteen... I
won't go into deep things but it's mostly
just crime and that...kind of hanging
around with the wrong people and doing
the wrong things and the usual story.’
(Kyle)
Being told to leave happens mostly when 16 or older, but two
young people chose to leave at 15 and did not return.
In the early stages young people usually go to family or friends
and maintain the same friendship networks. This is not the
case for young people who leave their home town, who have a
more isolated journey, or for those who travel through other
countries, where rough sleeping is a common feature and groups
of ‘friends’ form and change quickly.
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B. Experiences of ‘the middle’
In the linear journey, returning to the starting point is not an
option so finding alternative shelter becomes a priority. Sofasurfing is common in the early stages for people with friendship
networks, but in the middle there is usually a point where
continuing to rely on favours is problematic. Only two journeys
appeared to be low risk. One young woman of 17, at risk of harm
from her family, used the internet to research her options and
was accepted into a hostel. A young man who was forced out after
family conflict stayed with friends for over a year, and although
depressed by his circumstances, said he had not slept rough or
been affected by crime or drugs.
These low risk journeys are the exception. Many young people
describe feeling depressed, overwhelmed, and doing things they
would not normally have done. Sleeping rough, committing crime
and problematic drug and alcohol use are common:

‘It actually changed me, my behaviour
changed, everything about me just changed.
I have a lot of friends and I ended up
obviously telling them to, yeah, you know
what I mean, because of drugs, I wanted to
be with drugs, I didn't want nobody around
me, I just wanted drugs and, drugs were
like my best friend.’ (Sabrina)
Rough sleeping is particularly prevalent in the young male
journey. Of 15 young men who described a linear journey, ten had
slept rough at some point:

‘I was sleeping rough here for like
another month or two, and I was using
places like, you know, Hyde Park? Like
places like that, but you didn't get much
sleep there because, you know, there's a
lot of weird people that come at night time
there.’ (Matt)
‘What's going to happen to me, I don't
know, someone going to knock me out or
something, drug me or rape me or, I don't
know, anything.’ (Jozef)
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It was less common for young women to sleep rough, but some did
so when other options had run out:

‘I started sleeping at the back of shopping
malls because I didn't have anywhere to go,
no-one to help. Then I started sleeping on
buses as well.’ (Femi)
‘I had to wake up off of bench, go into bus
station toilets, put my make up on and go
to college and I felt, it felt horrible, do
you know what I mean?’ (Sabrina)
Another young woman had slept
on the balcony rather than
inside the house to avoid
abuse.
Most young people with
linear journeys were 16
or older and entitled to
some benefits, though many
described problems claiming
them. Offending is a recurrent
theme, both as a reason for
family estrangement and
a source of income. Two
young males who left home
permanently aged 15 supported
themselves entirely through
crime, though it is worth
noting that at that age they
had no legal entitlement to
benefits.
In the journeys that the peer researchers originally classified
as ‘jail journeys’ offending was the reason for being homeless.
Both young people had been released from prison with nowhere to
stay and were unwelcome back home. Other young people involved in
offending described being banned from an area as a condition of
their licence, or making a decision themselves that returning to
an area will mean returning to gang involvement. This weakened
their social networks, but could be a positive move.
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c. Finding help
The first stage of moving forward is usually a
resolution of the immediate need for shelter.
For rough sleepers this may be referral to a
shelter or crash-pad, leading on to supported
accommodation and/or referral to other services
such as New Horizon Youth
Centre. This is not in
itself a satisfactory
endpoint but a stepping
stone or interim safe
place. Relationships are
a recurrent theme in this
stage. Having a new partner
or expecting a child are
factors that motivate
young people to leave more
negative relationships and behaviours behind.
In many other cases there is a recognition that
they don’t want to stay in ‘the middle’ and by
making a conscious effort to seek help they move
away from existing friendship groups. This seems
to be pivotal to finding a genuine safe place.

The first stage of
moving forward is
usually a resolution
of the immediate need
for shelter.

A composite linear journey was created, in the
same way as Hannah’s circular journey, and
checked by peer researchers. As noted earlier,
these composites cannot fully reflect the
range of experiences we heard, but are useful
for highlighting common issues and possible
interventions.
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Nathan’s journey
I think all the mates I’ve ever had have been the same – just into
messing and having a laugh and all that. Got excluded when I was 14 and
got into weed, stupid amounts of weed, but we were all doing it. I’ve
cut right back now, right back, I mean just a bit of weed lasts me days,
but back then I was a bit crazy. I was into this and that, you know,
finding ways to make money, and my mum couldn’t do nothing. Reckon if my
dad was still here it’d be different like he’d have never put up with it,
but he died when I was 7, so. Mum used to go off on one when the police
came round and kick me out, she’s been kicking me out since I was 15 but
I just used to go to mates for a couple of nights, let things calm down
and go back. Then when I got charged with burglary she just says I’ve got
your brother to think of, you’re 16 now and you got to go.
First week or so was sweet really – chilling with mates, sitting up
all night in someone’s place. Then it got a bit tricky you know, their
girlfriends saying ‘he can’t stop here again’, mates getting a bit
touchy, money pretty much gone and there were a few nights I couldn’t get
anywhere. Walked round half the night and then got my head down in the
park, the wooded bit where we used to make dens when I was a kid. Not
easy to find so I was safe enough like but it was cold. Did that a bit
but it was really getting me down, stopped looking after myself, just
smoking all the time not even eating, it’s miserable just waking up on
your own. Weed takes the edge off, yeah,
you’ve got no problems, then you wake up
and the problems are back, and you got no
money for more. So, not going to lie to
you I got a chance to make some money and
I took it. Got arrested and remanded but
I’d rather be in prison than be homeless.

There were a few
nights I couldn't get
anywhere. Walked
round half the night,
then got my head
down in the park.

When I got out I didn’t have nowhere to
go. Youth Offending worker told me to
go to this place other side of London
that helps people get into shelters and
hostels and that. Went along and it was
like a youth centre but with food and showers and everything – never
seen anything like it, the one by us was just a room with a pool table.
They should have them all over. They got me a place in a crash pad until
I can get something else. They sorted my benefits, I used the gym and
everything, went every day and started to get to know the people there.
A couple of weeks later I got onto a training scheme in a cafe. I fancy
being a chef now – always liked cooking, so looking to get into college
next year. I don’t blame my mum like, I know why she told me to get out.
We talk a bit now, you know, on and off.
She can see I’m starting to sort myself out.
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5.9 Risk and protective factors
The table below was prepared by workers in the research team and
used to highlight the frequency with which these risks happened
during the journeys. The group matched the risks with factors
that increased them. They were then asked to reverse this and
identify factors that reduced risk and made progress to a safe
place more likely, based on their knowledge of the transcripts
and the journeys that interviewees had described.

Table 5. Risk taking or exposure to risk

Male
n=19

Female
n=13

Drug use (extensive/problematic)

6

3

Drug use (self described as low level)

4

1

Gang related crime or threats

4

0

Rough sleeping

10

3

Self-harm/mental health

4

3

Selling drugs

2

0

Sexual exploitation

1

4

Sleeping at strangers’ houses/parties etc

2

5

Survival crime (stealing, burglary etc )

5

1

Unsafe locations (other than above)

1

4

Use of alcohol

2

2

Violence during the journey

1

1

Peer researchers and support staff each identified the three things
that they considered most important in reducing risk and making
progress to a safe place more likely, giving their reasons. There
was consensus on a number of factors and these were organised
afterwards by the workers in the research team into three groups:
people, places and practicalities, and self.

Table 6. Things that help young people get to a safe place
People

Places and
practicalities

Self

Having friends that are a positive
influence

Knowing about services and
where to go for help

Feeling positive about yourself
(self esteem)

Having a good relationship with a
parent/carer or family member

Having internet access and
somewhere to charge your
phone

Being able to cope with difficult
situations and bounce back

Knowing a positive adult

Having somewhere safe to go

Having future plans

Having someone to talk to (a worker
or friend)

Knowing the area you are in

Being able to assess whether
people and places are risky

Having enough money to meet
your basic needs
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The group discussion focused primarily on the difference that people made
to the journey – family, friends and workers – and the importance of
resilience and awareness of risk. This was pointed out by the facilitator
and peer researchers were asked for their opinion on practical things,
and specifically ‘having enough money to meet your basic needs’ which had
had little attention. The peer researchers thought that it was of low
priority if you have some support from people:

‘You can crash anywhere...it’s important, but it’s
not primary.’ (Peer Researcher)
‘It depends on the journey...there’s places where
you can get food in London and there’s people
that are willing actually to buy you food rather
than give you money if you ask them.’ (Peer
Researcher)
It was further pointed out that without life skills, money would soon run
out, leaving you back in the same situation:

‘If you’ve got some money for accommodation
but you don’t know how hard it is out there
and what to do and what paths you should be
taking... you’re going to spend your money on
something that ain’t necessary and then two
days come and you’ve got nothing left and you’re
going into unsafe locations because you don’t
know any better.’ (Peer Researcher)
Potentially this challenges established thinking about the kinds of
services that young people need, with money to meet basic needs seen as
less important than life skills and building strong relationships with
others. These are the true currency in this context, and need to be
developed both within and beyond service provision. As a group, we were
unsure whether free food was as readily available outside London, so
decided to keep ‘having money to meet your basic needs’ in the categories
for the sense-checking workshops and young people’s survey that followed.
The final task was to translate the risk reducing factors into possible
interventions. In doing this the group drew on their own experiences as
well as the transcripts.
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5.10 Suggested interventions
The discussion of interventions again focused on people and how to get
the right people around you. It was pointed out that developing goals and
future plans can give a young person the motivation to move away from
people or situations that are unhelpful or damaging. Peer researchers had
only interviewed young people who had found help through projects, and it
is fair to say that the suggested interventions are mostly reflective of
the services that they had seen and heard about.

Improve young people’s access
to information about services
• use posters, the internet and information in
schools
• have publicity that is easily carried around
or easy to find
• don’t advertise the location to everyone as
it might attract the wrong people
• make sure agencies know about each other so
they can tell you the ones you need

Improve young people’s ability
to help themselves and develop
their own skills
• understand healthy relationships and which
people are good for you
• help to look differently at the situation you
are in
• build self esteem and confidence
• help to make plans and have something to aim
for
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Provide help to sort out
family problems
• make home a ‘safe place’ so you don’t
want to run away

Identify young people who are
having problems early on
• if you do this the circular journey might
only happen once, or not at all
• if you don’t it is likely to keep happening
and lead on to a linear journey when older

Have centres that offer the
services young people need if they
are not going to return home
• positive people/adults to talk to
• food, showers, laundry and storage
• help with finding a place to stay and a job
• sports, music and arts activities

We were conscious in moving on to check the findings with other young
people that the peer researchers had been through a journey themselves
during the research process and that the depth of their thinking may
need to be put into context to be fully understood by others. Although
we had originally planned only to do a young people’s survey to test the
findings, a peer researcher suggested that a group session would be useful
so two workshops were arranged, one in a project where the young people’s
journeys were more likely to be linear and one where they were more
likely to be circular.
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5.11 Checking the findings
Two ‘sense-checking’ workshops were held, one in New Horizon
Youth Centre and one in SAFE@LAST to test whether other young
people with relevant experiences agreed with the peer analysis of
what would help. A total of 14 young people aged 9-22 attended,
and two peer researchers attended the first of the two workshops.

Table 7. Age that workshop participants first ran away or became homeless
13 or under

14-15

16-17

18 and over

Not applicable

6

2

2

1

1

The sessions were activity-based, asking participants to rank the
things that had been identified as helping (detailed in section
5.9) in order of importance and then think about whether the
proposed interventions would be a good way of delivering that
help.
Although the ranking was interesting, the purpose was really
to generate debate and identify disagreement and gaps. These
groups were also used to check the wording of the young people’s
survey that followed, to minimise the chance of terms being
misunderstood or misinterpreted.
Both groups felt that ‘having somewhere safe to go’ was the most
important. ‘Having a good relationship with a parent/carer or
other family member’ was the most contentious. The first group
started by saying that this might stop you ending up homeless,
but this led onto further discussion of how capable or willing
some parents would be to support you even if you had a reasonable
relationship. It was clear that some young people felt let down
by the lack of support and care they had had in childhood. In the
second group, this also generated debate and was ranked lower
down.
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‘Having someone to talk to’ was also fiercely debated in the first
group. One person was dismissive of this, saying when he was
on the streets he needed practical help to find shelter, not a
conversation, and maintained this position strongly. Others felt
people were essential in getting you through difficult situations,
but the kinds of people you were around were critical, as if
their lives and behaviours were chaotic you could start mirroring
them and end up seeing that as normal. This strongly echoed the
peer researchers’ early discussions about the difficulties of
shared living spaces and the need to make conscious decisions
about the people you associated with,
especially in the critical ‘middle’
period. This was reflected in one of their
priorities: ‘having friends that are a
positive influence’.

People were essential
in getting you through
difficult situations, but
the kinds of people
you were around were
critical. If their lives
and behaviours were
chaotic, you could start
mirroring them.

The importance of being able to charge
your mobile phone resonated with the
older age range but was not of relevance
to the youngest participant, who did
not have a phone. Responses to internet
access were also mixed, with some not
identifying with this as a way to find out
about services and seeing it instead as a
luxury.

‘Having money to meet your basic needs’ divided opinion, as it
had during analysis. Young people in both groups said initially
that of course you needed money, but as the discussion developed
the first group started listing cafes and churches that would give
you free food and ways you could travel free of charge. This led
to debate about how important it was compared to having somewhere
safe to go and positive friends. Money was not dismissed entirely
but after discussion it was ranked quite low.
There was general agreement about the interventions, although the
second group said that they would not want to be in a hostel.
After discussion, they decided that they would consider it if the
only alternative was being on the streets. None of the suggested
interventions were considered inappropriate or unhelpful.
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Young people’s survey
A survey was constructed based on the peer findings about the people, places and
personal skills that could help you get to a safe place, and the interventions
they had suggested, alongside other interventions such as local authority
emergency accommodation and flexible Nightstop-type provision.15
It was necessary to simplify the language
slightly after feedback from young people and
adults, but it was kept as close as possible
to the terms used by the peer researchers. The
survey is shown in Appendix E.
Forty-three young people started the survey but
12 did not carry on after entering their age
and gender. There are therefore 31 responses
that can be analysed.

19 respondents
had run away,
been forced
to leave, been
homeless or
street-involved

Twenty one females, nine males and one trans* young person completed the survey.
Ten were aged 17 and under and 21 were aged 18-25. Twenty-five people gave their
ethnicity and they were all White British. Three people considered themselves
disabled, out of 28 that answered; three people identified themselves as gay, one
as bi-sexual, and 22 as heterosexual or straight, out of 26 responses. It is
clear therefore that young adults and White British people figure prominently in
this sample.
Respondents were asked to identify their experiences based on the categories
below, and to select all those that applied.
- Ran away from home or care before you were 16
- Ran away from home or care when you were 16 or older
- Told or forced to leave home before you were 16
- Told or forced to leave home when you were 16 or older
- Been homeless
- Spent a lot of time hanging around on the streets
Nineteen respondents had had one or more of the experiences listed and 12 had
not. The results were analysed overall, and checked to see if there were any
differences in the responses between those with and without personal experience.
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15Nightstop

is overseen by Depaul UK and provides short-term accommodation for
homeless young people aged 16-25 in the homes of volunteer hosts.

Things that would help you if you had run away or were homeless
Overall, ‘having somewhere safe to go’ and ‘knowing about services’ were rated
most highly. These categories were the same in the groups with and without
personal experience. Interestingly, both groups also chose ‘having money to meet
your basic needs’ next, which the peer researchers and young people in workshops
felt was less important. Having future plans was regarded as of lesser importance
by both groups. The only categories that were considered ‘not important at all’
by anyone were being able to charge your phone (n=3) and self-esteem (n=1).
In terms of practical help, staying with a friend or in a hostel was the joint
top choice overall. This was the same for the group who had not had one of the
experiences listed, whilst the other group ranked hostel accommodation and dropin centres marginally higher than staying with a friend.

People that would help you if you had run away or were homeless
When asked what kind of people you would want around you, ‘friends that are a
positive influence’ was the joint top choice overall, together with ‘a member of
the family you get on with’ for those without personal experience. For the other
group ’having a parent or carer you get on with and can trust’ was marginally
ahead of friends. Both groups highly rated having a friend to talk to. The group
without personal experience then wanted there to be someone to talk to at school
or college, whereas the other group wanted someone that could help with things
like drug use, self-harming and similar issues.

What would make things safer for young people?
When asked to say what one thing they thought would make things safer for young
people who had run away or were homeless, the most common response was having
somewhere safe to go. Well-signposted and accessible services and having someone
to talk to that you could trust were also mentioned several times. Two people
felt that being able to charge your phone would keep you safe and one person felt
that young people should be able to access free bus travel in an emergency so
that they could get to services.
Broadly speaking, the ‘sense-checking’ process substantiated the peer
researchers’ findings. Although some of the proposed help generated considerable
debate in the workshops, there was consensus on the importance of people and the
need to have somewhere safe to go. The survey also highlighted the importance
of having a friend to talk to, whilst confirming that a safe place to go was
fundamental. These preferences remained the most important when results were
analysed by gender and by age (17 and younger vs 18 and older).
As previously discussed, the peer researchers had reflected on what a safe place
was for some time, and it was hard to do justice to some of their thinking in
a survey format. The importance of ‘having future plans’ was not rated highly
in the survey, but was something peer researchers described repeatedly as being
the thing that would move you forward, away from negative influences and towards
positive people and the creation of a safe place.
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5.12 Reflections on the peer
process
Qualitative interviewing is always influenced by the
researcher, their subjectivity and the experiences they
bring. In one sense, this is bias, which is a term
usually used pejoratively, but an awareness of this
personal position and vested interest can also bring
extra depth to qualitative research. Peer researchers
told us that they were used to being assessed by
workers, and it was interesting to see things from the
other side. In a couple of early interviews, trying hard
to be professional and to get things right created some
distance and the interviewees were less forthcoming.
This was quickly overcome and subsequent interviews were
generally empathetic, though some interviewees chose
to share less than others. One peer researcher felt
that meeting different people and getting to chat to
them before and after the interview was one of the best
parts.
In the event, some compromises had to be made regarding
the conduct of the peer interviews. As already noted,
one peer researcher was unable to obtain DBS clearance
and interviewed with a worker in the background
throughout, and one project asked to sit in on the
interviews with young people, potentially impacting on
the true peer to peer nature of some interviews. Whilst
peer researchers had had some similar experiences to
those they were interviewing, there were clearly going
to be age, gender and cultural differences at various
points. Despite this, peer researchers felt there was
still a shared language, compared to the way in which
they would talk to older adults. This was felt to be an
important factor in the way that peer interviews were
conducted and the way that interviewees responded:

‘You’re able to relax more because
you know they’re going to understand
what you’re saying.’ (Peer Researcher)
In the earliest interviews, the researchers’ preference
for the term ‘homeless’ led to hesitancy from one
interviewee at a project working with young people who
had been sexually exploited. We realised after this that
the peer researchers needed more background information
about the projects they were going to, and we agreed
at the interim analysis that researchers would use
all three terms at the beginning – running away, going
missing and being homeless – and see which one the
interviewee identified with.
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Researchers approached the interviews in their own different ways. Some were
particularly good at making interviewees feel at ease by talking about a shared
interest:

Q
A

‘Yeah, I've got like a few jackets like that, got 		
studs, like literally.’
‘Yeah, I like getting stuff like this, like even if
it's a full sleeve one, you just take the sleeves
off it’

At other times, conversation like this leads directly into more sensitive topics.
A discussion about tattoos leads naturally into the problem of not being able to
have tattoos where there are scars from self-harming, which in turn leads on to
the reasons for the self-harm.
In one interview a discussion of what the project was like led seamlessly into
the reasons that the young person had needed the service. After around 20 minutes
the interviewee seems to suddenly realise this is meant to be ‘an interview’ and
asks if they have specific questions.
There are examples within the interviews of a particular word or phrase
triggering a positive response and demonstrating a shared language. In this
example, the use of the word ‘random’ seems to trigger a shared understanding and
a very honest response:

Q

A

‘You said you were away, round at people's houses,
have you experienced anything, like anything 		
random happened, not just for you, other people
like?’
‘Er, I've been at parties before where I've woke
up and there's been like three or four people in
the bed and I've had like naked people behind us
and stuff and I've been like, oh.’

Key:
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Q: Question		

A: Answer

An older interviewer may well have got a similar response in another way, but the
reaction to the word ‘random’ seems to bear out researchers’ earlier comments
about feeling relaxed around people who share the same language. This is further
demonstrated in a different interview when researcher and interviewee echo each
other:

A

Q
A

‘The only friends I had at school were these
girls trying to be my friends for the pure fact
that I came out as gay which I wasn't going to, you
know, I was like I'm not...’
‘You're not about that.’
‘I'm not about that, yeah, and, you know, I was not
about going shopping with you and whatever.’

In the course of exploring the young people’s journeys, peer researchers were
told about sexual and physical abuse,16 crime, domestic violence, self harm,
bereavement and excessive drug and alcohol use. We had anticipated this and
had built in support from a worker in New Horizon Youth Centre. Although
this supportive relationship worked well, researchers did not seem to become
distressed by what they heard, and echoed some interviewees’ views that talking
about it was a positive thing:

‘It’s quite a tough conversation; it’s not easy to talk
about your past...but sometimes talking about hard
stuff is better than just keeping it to yourself’ (Peer
Researcher)
The peer researchers also got support from one another:

‘Every time I say something negative about myself they
tell me no, that’s not right.’ (Peer Researcher)
The peer researchers’ own experiences shaped the method of enquiry and brought
perspectives to the analysis that were rooted in their lived reality. This
layering was illuminating and beneficial to the research, even though on occasion
the language of homelessness threatened to overwhelm the narration of earlier
runaway journeys. Their focus on positive relationships and personal skills and
their relative disregard for money challenged our thinking, but was reflected in
many journeys. However, those young people who were least able to use networks
of friends to support them had the most isolated journeys, so there is clearly
a need for information and services to be targeted at the most vulnerable,
alongside the adoption of some ‘self-help’ measures.

16Researchers

had received appropriate training in safeguarding and the limits
of confidentiality. In the event, all situations discussed had been previously
disclosed and acted upon by other professionals.
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6. Further reflections
on the journey
After completing the
peer analysis, it was
recognised that there
were a number of
influencing factors on
the journey that had
been touched upon but
would benefit from
further analysis. This
section is informed by
the peer researchers’
original analysis,
but is the author’s
assessment.

96

6.1 The influence of social relationships
Social relationships are one of the key determinants of the journey. This
was identified in the very first session with the peer researchers and
continued to be a major theme. As previously discussed, the first step
in both circular and linear journeys is often to seek out a friend for
consolation, excitement, or practical help. Those young people who do not
have these social networks experience high levels of isolation and higher
risk from the start. This is especially obvious in the journeys of young
people who travel to London from other cities:

‘I just laid there on my own and I woke up in
morning on my own... it's grim, man, it's grim.’
(Liam)
Some of the most isolated young people remain alone until they find a
service that can help. In the longest journeys where young people are
travelling alone across borders, one survival strategy is to link up with
others, to pool knowledge and resources. Casual groupings and regroupings
are common:

‘They are not being the good friends because
they said okay if you want eat something, or
you need music or anything, you must steal from
the shops and also I start with these guys to
collect money on the street and it wasn't a
good idea, it was just going down, down, deeper.’
(Bartek)
The nature of the group that you meet on the journey is critical, as is
the subsequent decision to stay with or leave that group. In the circular
journeys, young people may leave with a group of friends or meet up with
a group quickly afterwards: this strongly influences the course of the
journey, the locations and the nature of subsequent risks:

‘I were proper stressing, I were punching things,
and I were getting really agitated, and some
lass come up to me and says are you alright
love? I says no, I need a fucking joint. She went
have you got it? I says yeah, I just can't roll
it... So obviously she rolled it for me, we became
friends, she introduced me to her friends and
then that's how I got to meet all them, so it
was a random person at bus station.’ (Megan)
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The young people making circular journeys stayed away longer
when they were in groups or with friends who were relatively
new acquaintances. These situations seemed to give the journey
momentum and cause it to last for longer as it opened up more
networks and potential destinations:

‘Like say if I knew them and my friends
didn't, I would introduce them and like they
would come with us but if I didn't know
them my friends would introduce me. ...
That's like the other people, like five or
six people, that's how I got to know them.’
(Paige)
At the time, these experiences are not necessarily seen as
negative, making intervention a challenge. One young person who
left home at 15 supported himself by crime, as did his friends,
and was satisfied with that lifestyle at the time.
In some cases the nature of the journey strains or severs
existing friendships. Sometimes this is a gradual and sometimes a
conscious break. Two young woman had conflict with friends because
they had told family of their whereabouts or refused to help
them, another described feeling judged by her friends after being
forced out of home:

‘I lost my friends, like some friends left
me because they didn't want to be friends
with a homeless person... especially if
you've got like immigration problems and
you're homeless as well.’ (Femi)
In contrast, those who have a network of trusted friends to call
on and stay within that local area face less immediate risk, and
the early stages of the journey are generally more manageable.
Even in these cases there is usually a point when favours run out
and alternatives need to be sought:

‘It makes it all good for a little while but
like I said you start invading their space
and that, they start getting a bit touchy
about it, yeah.’ (Connor)
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At this point, the change in your situation can mean a new friendship
group, who are acquaintances rather than friends and are not necessarily
positive. These may be people you undertake short circular journeys
with, or people who you meet in parties, shelters or other types of
accommodation:

'They weren't my friends no, because a lot of
them screwed me over in one way or other, so.
No, I wouldn't say they were my friends, they
were just people that I lived with that got me
on to drugs.’ (Sabrina)
Who you choose to associate with at this tricky transitional time is an
issue that is often returned to in the interviews, and can determine how
successfully you manage to move on:

‘Some people are good, respect you and that's it,
but some people just looking to get you into
trouble, like weed and stuff like this.’ (Jozef)
For many young people moving on means rejecting the social networks that
characterised the journey’s middle. In the circular journeys this can
mean refusing friends’ requests to keep running away, and in the linear,
consciously positioning yourself with the ‘positive’ people and making
future plans:

‘I need to settle down and be a better man, you
know, all these gangs and all that, they're
little kids stuff man, so. I have no contact, they
do try and get in contact with me but obviously
like it's blocked all my Facebook and all that
now in‘it?’ (Najam)
Sometimes the trigger for this is a new relationship or pregnancy. In one
case of sexual exploitation, only a prolonged stay in hospital broke the
link with the chaotic middle, as the young person’s abusers did not know
his whereabouts and could not contact him.
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6.2 The influence of parents, carers and
family members
With few exceptions, conflict with a parent or carer was the reason for
starting the journey. In some cases this was linked to physical violence
from the parent, and in others to ongoing verbal conflict or rejection:

'Sometimes she's nice to you, she sucks you
in, and then she just pushes you away, and
sometimes you, you just run off when she pushes
you away.’ (Ethan)
There was a distinct sub-group of young males who were told to leave
directly because of their offending behaviour and its impact on the
family. Family composition was not always discussed, but where absent
parents were mentioned, the impact was great:

‘That's probably one of the reasons why I went
downhill as well in‘it because my dad, like he's a
straight geezer, don't drink, nothing, and, yeah,
if my dad was still living with me I wouldn't be
where I am in‘it.’ (Kieran)
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The presence of an oppositional parent or the
absence of a positive one can therefore be seen
as a key factor at the start of the journey.
In some cases staying away was a pattern of
behaviour that had begun with older siblings and
continued with younger ones.
The journeys that do not fit this pattern are
ones where the young person was actively seeking
something: excitement, escapism or a loving
relationship. In these cases the relationship
with the parent was not the primary factor, but
was also not sufficiently strong to prevent the
journey. Young people in these interviews talked
about becoming heavily involved in drugs and a
party lifestyle. One young person who became
heavily dependent on drugs had been abused in an
intimate relationship when only 14 and had felt
unable to talk to her mother about it.
The presence of positive family members also
shapes the journey and can accelerate its safe
conclusion. In the lower risk journeys, the
young person runs to a grandparent
or older sibling and does not
experience significant risk. Even
those young people on linear
journeys who will not return to the
family home usually maintain some
contact with siblings and seem to
find this positive. Two talk about
the importance of trying to be a
role model for younger siblings and
not wanting them to follow in their
path, and in some cases this is an
incentive to change.

The presence of an
oppositional parent
or the absence of
a positive one can
therefore be seen
as a key factor at
the start of the
journey.
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6.3 The influence of technology
The use of smartphones and the internet can have a positive or
negative effect on the journey and the ability to find a safe
place.
On the positive side, mobile phones contain contact lists of
friends who may help a young person, and can also be a way of
accessing the internet to find out about services. One young man
on an isolated journey, unhappy with the casual friends he had
met, was able to get in contact with a
real friend via Facebook, who helped him
get to England. Another young person aged
17 researched her options on the internet
at the library, and was accepted into a
hostel. Peer researchers viewed mobile
phones as being an essential factor in
maintaining social networks and improving a
young person’s chances of having somewhere
safe to stay.
However, a mobile phone can also be the
way that an abuser contacts and controls a
young person, and Facebook can be used in a
far riskier way:

‘Then go on Facebook or something, just be
like anybody round this area got a house I
can crash at?’ (Courtney)
One young woman told of a friend taking her phone and texting
abusive messages to her mother, to cause more conflict and
prolong the journey. Another had to block friends who were
gang-associated in order to be able to move on. Workers in the
learning sets raised concerns that some young people would think
of Facebook friends as genuine friends, even if they had never
met them. They also noted the way in which technology was used to
arrange parties with particular dress codes and that young people
seeking same-sex relationships via websites could be particularly
vulnerable to abuse.
Friends or acquaintances contacted virtually can be a good or bad
influence, just like friends in real life. Although the internet
is potentially a source of useful information about services, and
most services have a website, it was rarely used to bring the
journey to a safe conclusion. Peer researchers felt that properly
targeted advertising was important, and it may be that there is a
challenge here to use technology more effectively to get relevant
messages to young people.
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6.4 The role of transport in the
journey
The majority of young people stayed locally in networks they
knew, on foot or on local public transport. Those travelling
around Europe across borders had the longest journeys, and used
a mixture of hitchhiking, boats, trucks and trains, sometimes
with tickets and sometimes without. Those escaping from threats
in their home town also had long journeys, generally by train or
coach, as did the young person who was systematically exploited
and internally trafficked. He travelled long distances by train
and taxis paid for by his abusers.
Those looking for parties or friends tended to use local buses
and trains. One young person mentioned sleeping on night buses as
a way of staying warm, and one young person had met a new group
of people while waiting at a bus station.
It is fair to say that the most isolated young people had
the longest journeys. In the majority of cases young people
were travelling legally and would be unlikely to come to the
attention of rail staff or others. These networks and hubs may
however present opportunities for promoting services to those
whose social relationships have become fractured and whose
opportunities for peer support are weak.
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6.5 How the journey shapes young people
(their own reflections)
Many young people were positive about the way things had ended up even
though many aspects of the journey had been extremely negative. All had
accessed some form of service that had helped, and some felt that this
had developed their own skills and enabled them to react differently to
problems:

‘Just don't run away from it because running
away is just, eventually going catch up to you
so, just might as well face it then and there.’
(Cameron)
Some of the skills seemed to have developed as a result of intervention
from services, but some seemed to have come out of the journey itself and
the difficulties that had been faced. A number of the older males said
they had had to rely on themselves to get their life back on track and
this had made them more resilient and more reflective:

‘If I wasn't homeless, it wouldn't have made me
think and realise about life, it wouldn't have
made me the man I am now.’ (Najam)
A young woman commented that initially she felt scared but when she
realised how many other people were experiencing similar problems it gave
her confidence that she could get through it. Even where young people
had suffered high levels of abuse on the journeys they had taken, their
outlook was philosophical and some were involved either formally or
informally in supporting other young people:

‘It'd have been great of course if that didn't
happen but I don't know who I would
be without that, you know, and I
don't know what I would be doing
with my life if I didn't have that
because so much of what I do now...
I do because of what happened to
me.’ (Jack)
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It is worth noting that interviewees were sourced through projects and
had had some level of service and support. The views of young people
who had these experiences but had no sources of support may have been
different.
When asked their views on running away and homelessness, interviewees
were clear that young people should do everything possible to avoid being
on the streets.

‘I ran away without even speaking to anyone and
I ended up on streets for a while, do you know
what I mean? And it weren't nice, when a car's
pulling up, you won't know who they are and I
think definitely you should talk to someone...
You can't tell people not to run away because
there's people going to do what they want but
as long as you know that you're going to be
safe and you're not going to be out on streets.’
(Sabrina)
‘I would like for any teenager who thinks, yeah,
I'm going to run away today, to think, not to do
it for the simple fact, as I said, it got me into a
bad place and it got me into a depressive state
where I wanted to take my own life and that and
I wouldn't like some other person going through
what I went through.’ (Jordan)
Although some of the older interviewees were still in temporary and
insecure accommodation, and therefore still struggling to find a truly
safe place, many had clear ambitions and plans how to achieve them.
College, university, local training schemes and apprenticeships were
commonly mentioned. The support received from services seemed to be a key
factor in this:

‘I was in a state where I was never showering
and I hardly eat but when I come here I want
to, you know, people they give me the strength,
motivation to want to do something and, you
know, find an apprenticeship for example.’ (Matt)
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6.6 Barriers to finding a safe place
When asked about the sorts of things that made it hard for them
to find a safe place, young people gave a variety of answers,
some practical and some to do with their own communication
skills and the extent to which adults would listen. Among the
practical things were having nowhere to charge your phone or no
credit, so being unable to ring friends and services that could
help, and being unaware that there were any services that could
help. Immigration status and licence conditions or recall to
prison were also factors that hindered progress. Some postcode
areas were off limits for young people who had had previous gang
involvement.
Difficulties finding and engaging with the right services were
mentioned frequently, sometimes because of a lack of knowledge
and sometimes because of communication problems. One young person
had a learning difficulty and got frustrated when he could not
understand workers, leading to outbursts of anger; another found
it hard to speak up for himself because of long-standing mental
health problems, and a third acknowledged that the abuse he
suffered meant that he presented with a lot of ‘attitude’ and was
difficult to engage. One young woman who was being abused where
she was living could not explain that to housing officers because
no private interview room was available. This delayed her move to
safe accommodation. Another young woman now in foster care simply
said that adults did not listen.
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Of the young people interviewed, those who were reported
missing were referred to local voluntary sector projects
by the police. This option is not available to young
people in areas where there are no such services,
and may make it more likely that their journeys are
repeated. From April 2013 police forces have been
adopting new definitions of ‘missing’ and ‘absent’,
with the absent category requiring a lesser level of
response:
Missing - Anyone whose whereabouts cannot be established
and where the circumstances are out of character or the
context suggests the person may be subject of crime or
at risk of harm to themselves or another.
Absent – A person not at a place where they are expected
or required to be. (ACPO, 2013)
As the risk assessment of these cases varies between
police forces, it is not possible to know whether any
of the research participants would have been classed as
absent under the new system, but anything that reduces
the likelihood of referral on to appropriate services is
of concern.
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6.7 What do young people see as a safe place?
Young people’s view of what constituted a safe place seemed to be
influenced by their stage on the journey. The peer researchers, who had
all spent some time reflecting on the research question thought that
a place was only truly safe when it provided a stable platform for
future plans. They valued shelters and hostels, but regarded them as
stepping stones and not safe places in their own right. This was quite a
philosophical position, and it was not surprising that young people who
had recently been sleeping rough, had a more pragmatic interpretation:

‘For example Shelter is safe rather than
sleeping in a park, you know, I feel a lot more
safe there, I can go there, I can leave my stuff
on my bed and I know it's not going to go
anywhere.’ (Matt)
This tangible view of a safe place was shared by other young men with
similar experiences, who talked about four walls and your own key, and
a place you could return to. Two males in their 20s felt that safety
was something they carried within them and they created their own safe
places:

‘I don't know, I've never really been in an unsafe
place. I've even gone jail so that's, that's maybe
seen as unsafe and that, dangers there but I
always find my way sort of thing.’ (Connor)
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Other interviewees felt that a safe place was defined by the people who
were there, citing family, friends and people who gave you support,
talked and listened. Young people who had taken circular journeys were
more likely to mention family, friends and talking.
In analysis sessions, the peer researchers identified these features of a
safe place:
• you can build positive relationships, and choose who those
relationships are with
• you have mid to long term plans and can see a way of achieving them
• you want to return to the place you are in
• you are not taking excessive risks to meet your basic needs
• you do not feel overwhelmed by your emotions and unable to cope with
your life
In the workshops and survey, we asked young people what a safe place
meant to them. A word cloud of their answers is given below.
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Figure 7. Word cloud: what a safe place meant to
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7. Conclusion and
recommendations
It is estimated that every year 18,000
children run away and sleep rough
or with someone they have just met.
The risks they face both on and
off the streets have been welldocumented and there is clearly
a need to have safe alternatives.
Whilst some young people who run
away can find support and breathing
space with extended family or
friends, others have family who
pose a direct threat, for example
through forced marriage, or have
friends whose own vulnerabilities
exacerbate the risks they face.
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Providing a safe place
Legislation provides a safety net for those young people who have run
away and have nowhere safe to stay, but our attempt to map the usage of
emergency accommodation by local authorities has been largely unsuccessful. All but four local authorities said they had accommodation they
could use for under 16 year olds in an emergency, but 96 were unable to
say how often they had used it to safeguard a young person who had run
away. Of the 110 local authorities who could give a figure, 71 had not accommodated any young people for that reason in the year 2013/14.
Those working with young runaways suggested some social care departments
were reluctant to accommodate young people under s20 of the Children Act
(1989) because of budgetary constraints, and that high thresholds for
intervention hindered their attempts to find safe places for young people.
They also raised concerns about the variable treatment of 16-17 year olds
and the lack of assessment of their vulnerabilities.
In the peer interviews, some young people described being turned away
from statutory services and spending long periods of time sofa-surfing.
Some faced additional barriers to accessing services as a result of
mental health problems, learning difficulties, and the impact of the
abuse they had suffered. One young person was ineligible for some types
of accommodation because of her immigration status. In the workshops and
young people’s survey, ‘having somewhere safe to go’ was consistently
rated the most important thing, but it is clear that many young people
are struggling to find that place.
One type of accommodation will not meet every young person’s needs. Some
will be reluctant to engage with statutory services at all, and some
young people in care will be running from the ‘safe place’ that social
care has allocated to them. Others will require specialist provision.
Some form of overnight accommodation is essential, but the provision of
safe places during the day may reduce demand for such provision. Many
young people described a need for ‘breathing space’, and those that could
not find this safely with family and friends ended up in risky situations.
Workers in the learning sets and who responded to the survey believed
that the timely intervention of a trusted person who listens, and a safe
place to go for a few hours in the day, could prevent escalation and
overnight absence in some cases.
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In relation to the provision of a safe
place, we recommend:

1.

Ofsted should inspect and report on the effectiveness of local
authorities’ responses to young people aged under 18 who require
accommodation in an emergency as a result of running away or
being forced from home.

2.

Local authorities should ensure that the vulnerabilities of 1617 year olds are assessed by social care when section 20 of the
Children Act (1989) applies, in accordance with the decision in
R (G) v LB Southwark, and that housing services are included in
multi-agency safeguarding training to facilitate awareness and
referral.

3.

Local authorities should engage with the voluntary sector to
commission alternative accommodation options for young people,
such as Nightstop, flexible refuge models or specialist private
placements.

4.

The Cabinet Office needs to develop and fund a coherent national
programme of youth work and have a youth work champion. Youth
services must be protected and built upon to provide safe places
for young people not engaging in school or with statutory
services.

5.
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The Department for Education should recognise the importance of
pastoral care and safe places in schools, and the vital role that
good PSHE lessons can play in developing life skills and helping
young people to stay safe.

Intervening in the journeys
As noted earlier, it is not always easy to identify young
people during the journey if they are actively trying to escape
attention. However, there may be opportunities to promote and
advertise services in ways that will enable young people to find
them when they wish to do so. This will be especially important
for the young people who have the most isolated journeys and
are divorced from any support networks. Such advertising could
also potentially reach some young people who are never reported
missing.
Workers highlighted the very real problem of
funding cuts and there being fewer services
available, but it is important that young people
are aware of those that remain. A number of
interviewees said that they had no idea that there
were services that could help, and they wished
that they had found help sooner. This suggests
some form of targeted advertising may be effective.
Stevenson et al (2013) in their study of adult
missing journeys note the way in which some adults
were drawn to railway stations as symbolic and hopeful spaces,
even if they did not subsequently travel anywhere. Although we
have not found large numbers of young people using the rail
network, those that did had some of the most isolated journeys,
as did the young person who was sleeping on night buses. Some
young people travelled from other cities by train or coach,
and many young people were using local buses. This may present
opportunities for the delivery of some positive messages or
information.

Workers highlighted
the very real problem
of funding cuts and
there being fewer
services available

Different types of journey need different types of intervention.
For young people who have circular journeys, the best place to
create change seems to be back at the starting point, which is
usually the family home. Without intervention, these journeys are
likely to be repeated. Whilst police involvement was not always
welcomed by young people, being reported missing led to referrals
to local voluntary sector projects, whose input was highly
valued. Most of the young people who described linear journeys
that had ended in youth homelessness also described a series of
circular journeys when they were younger. This is consistent with
research indicating that running away carries an increased risk
of later youth homelessness (Shelter Scotland, 2011).
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Peer researchers found that positive relationships,
resilience and life skills would help young people to
get through the journey and on to a safe place. They
found that these were more important than having money
or a permanent place to stay. They
wanted young people to be empowered to
help themselves where possible by being
given good information about services
and places to charge their phones to
keep connected to their support network.
Social relationships were critical
factors in both circular and linear
journeys and those who did not have
good social networks were isolated
and more likely to sleep rough. Where
social networks are fractured, part of
the process of finding a safe place is
building these up again with the help
of services; in these cases the worker
is the surrogate ‘friend’ while other
networks are created.

Peer researchers
found that
positive
relationships,
resilience and
life skills
would help young
people to get
through the
journey and on
to a safe place.

Young people who cannot return home and are old enough
to live independently will need support to manage
this transition and build up their support networks.
Peer researchers emphasised the importance of having
something to aim for and future plans, to keep young
people motivated and increase their chances of being
around positive people. Some interviewees spoke highly
of services that offered vocational and recreational
opportunities alongside advice and job search.
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In relation to interventions and
service design, we recommend:

1.

Public transport providers and those who own and manage
public spaces such as shopping centres should ensure
that information is displayed about runaway services,
e.g. helpline numbers, and that staff have some awareness
of the issue. Information could be displayed alongside
phone charging points.

2.

Police and Crime Commissioners and/or local authorities
should commission independent return home interviews
for young people who have run away, to identify the
reasons and offer follow-up support on a one-to-one or
family basis where needed. Local Safeguarding Children
Boards should ensure that information is shared
between partners to enable an effective response. It is
recognised that family support will not be suitable in
all cases, e.g. forced marriage, where the young person
will require other specialist support.

3.

Commissioners of services
are sufficiently resourced
enough duration to enable
built between workers and

4.

Practitioners and commissioners of services that support
young people who are 16 or older and homeless should try
to include vocational opportunities like music, sport
and drama, alongside job search, or link up with others
who can, to strengthen social networks.

5.

should ensure that services
and interventions are of long
positive relationships to be
young people.

Those developing or commissioning services for children
and young people should involve them in the process and
ensure that their views help to shape provision.
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APPENDIx A: Survey for practitioners
Safe Places research

Railway Children are conducting research into the journeys young people take when they run away from home or care. By exploring patterns
of behaviour and understanding the issues workers face, we aim to provide and recommend even more timely interventions to make sure
young people find a safe place. We are talking to young people directly, but we are also seeking the views of workers who come into contact
with young people aged under 18 who run away or go missing.
You do not have to give any contact details. If you do, we will not attribute your comments to you personally or to any organisation. We may
use anonymous quotes and say what type of worker said this unless you indicate at the end that you do not want to be quoted.
The research will be published on the Railway Children website in November 2014. If you would like to receive details of the findings and the
launch, please leave your email address at the end. This survey closes on 4th July.

*1. This survey is intended for workers who have either occasional or regular contact

with young people aged under 18 who run away or go missing from home or care.
Please choose the category that describes you best.
j Specialise in or manage work with young people who run
k
l
m
n
away/go missing

j Specialise in or manage work with young people who are
k
l
m
n
sexually exploited

j Specialise in or manage work with parents and families
k
l
m
n
j Have a social work or youth work role not specific to running
k
l
m
n

j Have an education or health care role not specific to running
k
l
m
n
away/missing

j Have a youth offending or law enforcement role not specific to
k
l
m
n
running away/missing

j Have a policy or research role, involving some contact with
k
l
m
n
young people

away/missing

j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n

*2. What type of organisation do you work for?
j Local Authority (Social Care)
k
l
m
n

j Health Service
k
l
m
n

j Local Authority (other department)
k
l
m
n

j Police
k
l
m
n

j Charity
k
l
m
n

j Private Sector
k
l
m
n

j Educational establishment
k
l
m
n
j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n

*3. Which Local Authority area does your work cover? Please list all if there is more

than one.

4. Please indicate whether the area is urban, rural or both
j Mainly urban
k
l
m
n
j Mainly rural
k
l
m
n
j Both urban and rural
k
l
m
n
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5. How often do you have contact with young people who run away or go missing?
j Frequently – most days of the week
k
l
m
n

j Occasionally – less than once a week
k
l
m
n

j Regularly – one or two days per week
k
l
m
n

j Rarely – less than once a month
k
l
m
n

6. How do young people access your service?
j Referral by other agencies only
k
l
m
n
j Self referral/open access
k
l
m
n
j Agency referral and selfreferral/open access
k
l
m
n
j Other (please specify)
k
l
m
n

7. If you have a selfreferral or open access policy, please say how you let young
people know about your service.
c Not applicable  not open access
d
e
f
g

c Facebook/other social networking
d
e
f
g

c Own website
d
e
f
g

c Twitter
d
e
f
g

c Links on other websites
d
e
f
g

c Leaflets
d
e
f
g

c Helpline
d
e
f
g

c Posters in other agencies
d
e
f
g

Other (please specify)

8. Do you collect data on the demographics of young people who use your service (eg
age, ethnicity, sexuality etc)?
j Yes
k
l
m
n

j No
k
l
m
n

j Not sure
k
l
m
n

9. Do your service users reflect the local population? If you answer 'no' please indicate
how they differ.
j Yes
k
l
m
n
j No
k
l
m
n
j Not sure
k
l
m
n
j Not applicable  service is targeted at specific groups
k
l
m
n
Please comment

5
6
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10. Are there any groups of young people that you are having difficulty reaching? If yes,
who are they? Please comment.
j Yes
k
l
m
n

j No
k
l
m
n

j Not sure
k
l
m
n

Please comment

5

6

11. How often have you come across the locations below as places that young people
go to when they run away or go missing?
Frequently

Occasionally

Rarely

Never

House parties

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Youth project or

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Train or bus station

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

House of

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

House of family member

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Shopping Centres or

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Hotels or B&Bs

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Outdoor area: park,

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

community centre
House of friend (inc
boyfriend or girlfriend)
Takeaway/fast food
place/Shisha cafes

acquaintance/stranger

arcades

wasteland, streets
Previous care placement
or other care home (not
their own)
Other location

If you chose 'other location', please specify

5
6
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12. From your experience, how do young people travel around when they run away or
go missing?
Frequently

Occasionally

Rarely

Never

National railway

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Local railway, tube or tram

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Night bus

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Bus (day)

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Cars of

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Cars of friends

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Stay local – on foot

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Taxi

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

Other transport

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

acquaintances/strangers

If you chose 'other transport', please specify

13. Does your service provide any of the following?
c Services to try to prevent young people running away or going missing (eg education, workshops, helpline etc)
d
e
f
g
c Services when young people are away from home or care (eg helpline, refuge, help to access emergency accommodation, etc)
d
e
f
g
c Services when young people return after running away (eg safe and well check, return interviews, one to one support, family work)
d
e
f
g
Other (please specify)

14. If your work involves negotiating 'safe places' for young people to stay when they
have run away, please tell us which options you use. Otherwise carry on to Q15
Use Nightstop or other

Frequently

Occasionally

Rarely

Never

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

charityrun provision
Return home or return to
care placement
Refer to Social Care for
emergency
accommodation
Stay with extended family
or friends
Refer to Local Authority
homelessness service
Other option

If you chose 'other option', please specify
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15. If you sometimes have difficulty getting young people the services they need please
indicate whether you think any of the following are factors.
Funding cuts to existing

Often

Sometimes

Never

Not sure

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

j
k
l
m
n

services
Fewer services to refer
young people to
Poor attitudes to young
people
High thresholds for
intervention
Reluctance to take young
people into care
Complex needs of young
people
Other reason

If you chose 'other reason', please specify

5
6

16. Please indicate what type of services you have difficulty accessing.
5
6

17. Are the issues different for u16 year olds compared to 16/17 year olds? Please
comment.
5
6

18. Is there anything else you'd like to say about effective ways to make sure young
people find a safe place instead of an unsafe one when they run away from home or
care?
5
6

19. I am happy for you to quote me anonymously in the final report.
j Yes
k
l
m
n

j No
k
l
m
n

20. I wish to receive a link to the research report and have given my email address
below.
Thanks for taking the time to give us your views. If you are interested in knowing more about Railway Children and the Safe Places research,
please visit our website: www.railwaychildren.org.uk/safeplaces
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Interview questions
Safe Places Peer Research
Just so we have it on the recording can you tell us your name please?
How old were you when you ran away/became homeless?
Tell me about what happened as you ran away?
 Did you have any plans when you left? (What were they?)
 Did you know what you would do? (What was your plan?)
 What was going through your mind?
Where did you stay?
 What were your next steps?
 Did you go anywhere else? (Where did you go?)
 How long did you stay there for?
 Was that the only place? (Where were the other places?)
How did you try to find help?
 Did you get introduced to the help by someone? Was it word of mouth? Who introduced you?
How did you find out?
 Where did you see information about that help?
 Did you see anything online? (What?)
 Were there any services you knew about ? (What?)
 Was it easy or hard to find out about help? (Why?)
Who did you meet along the way?
 Was there anyone who led you into bad situations? (Can you tell me more about that?)
 How did you come out of that situation?
 What friendships do you have now?
 How often do you see them?
What struggles did you go through?
 Did drugs or crime affect you ? (How?)
 How did you support yourself? (money/food)
 Was there a period of time when your emotions became so overwhelming you did something you
wouldn't normally do? (Can you tell me more about that?)
What would have helped you be safe, and when would you have wanted that help?
 Where are you staying at the moment? - are you happy and safe there?
 How are you feeling now?
 What is it that makes you feel safe now?/ or What would make you feel safe?
 What is a safe place to you?
What are your views on homelessness and running away now?
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APPENDIx c: Ethical framework

Safe places Ethical
research
Framework
Railway Children is an international charity, working with vulnerable children who live alone at risk on the
streets, where they suffer abuse and exploitation. In the UK, Railway Children’s work is focused on the Reach
model, which provides services before, during and after a child runs away. The Safe Places research will explore the journeys young people take when they run away from home or care and identify the best ways of
ensuring that those young people find a safe place. In doing so it will explore the differences between
adult’s and young people’s perceptions of a safe place. The research has four elements:

Literature review

Learning sets and questionnaires to practitioners

Peer research with young people

Questionnaire to young people

1.

Guiding principles of Railway Children research (applies to all
four elements)







Research undertaken will be consistent with the charity’s aims and objectives
Research methods will be appropriate and proportionate to the research in question
Research will only be undertaken with the informed consent of participants
Participants will be safeguarded and anonymity maintained
Research findings will be reported accurately and truthfully
Learning from the research will be disseminated widely

2. Responsibilities towards peer researchers
Railway Children recognise their responsibility to equip peer researchers properly for the task and to support them
throughout the process. In service of this:
a)
Peer researchers will take part in a recruitment process that makes clear the level of commitment and skills
needed.
b)
Bespoke training on Safeguarding will be provided so that peer researchers know how to respond to a disclosure
of significant harm.
c)
Peer researchers will be supported to explore the research question, design appropriate methods of enquiry and
practise interviewing and/or group activity techniques.
d)
Peer researchers will be encouraged to think about the impact that the research might have on them, and how
they will get support if they find it upsetting.
e)
Peer researchers will be able to access local support from a named worker who will be their point of contact
throughout. Debrief, check in and supervision will be built in to the process. If queries relate to research
methods or practice, further advice will be available through Railway Children’s Research and Policy Officer and
the Peer Research consultant.
f)
Interviews and any related group activities will take place in a project which has staff on duty.
g)
Peer researchers will act in a voluntary capacity but may receive gift vouchers in acknowledgement of their
contribution. Necessarily incurred costs (eg travel) will be reimbursed.
h)
A team meeting will be arranged shortly after the initial activities or interviews have commenced, to encourage
reflection and the resolution of any teething problems. This will be in addition to the one to one support
available from the named worker.
i)
Additional support will be provided to analyse research results and produce the final report. Peer researchers
will decide at that stage whether they wish to validate the findings with a young people’s reference group.
j)
Peer researchers will have a choice about the extent to which they wish to be named and take part in media
activity launching the findings. Support will be available from Railway Children’s Media Consultant for those
wishing to undertake media activity.
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3. Conduct towards young people as research participants
The following information applies to interviews and group activities. The basic principles of confidentiality, anonymity
and voluntary participation will apply to the later questionnaire stage, but further thinking will develop about this when
the peer researchers meet to design the questionnaire, especially in the event that there is an online element.

a) We will ensure that young people being interviewed know the purpose of the research and what will
happen to the information they tell us.
This information is on a sheet, written in simple language, that will be read out and given to the participant
to take away.
b) We will only interview young people who have given informed and written consent.
We expect young people to be contacted via projects already working with them. Where projects require us
to obtain parental consent we will adhere to this. Where projects do not require this we will accept that
young people aged 13 and over can give their own consent to participate unless there is reason to believe
otherwise. Consent forms will be stored securely in accordance with the Data Protection Act 1998.
c) We will ensure that young people know that participation is voluntary and they can choose not to answer
certain questions. Young people can choose to be interviewed by a male or female researcher.
We will try to ascertain that the young person is not feeling any obligation or pressure to be involved and will
not carry on with interviews where this seems to be the case. We will only seek information that is directly
relevant to the research and will respect the participant’s right not to answer certain questions. This is
explained on the information sheet.
d) We will try to manage interviewees’ expectations by explaining what we intend to do with the findings
and that change can take time and may not benefit them directly.
This is on the information sheet and will be explained verbally as well.
e) Participants will be offered the transcript of their interview. We will ensure that they know that they can
withdraw consent at any time, even after the interview has taken place, up to the point of publication.
The right to withdraw consent will be explained on the information sheet and verbally.
f) We will only record interviews where consent is given for recording.
This will be noted on the consent sheet. Audio recordings will be transcribed and the originals deleted.
g) Interviewees will be modestly rewarded for their participation with a £10 gift voucher.
This is a standard amount that we do not consider large enough to cause any coercion to participate or
skewing of results.
h) We will not interview young people if there is reason to believe that doing so would cause harm or
extreme distress.
Where young people are accessed through other services, this will be checked with workers supporting
them. If young people are not accessed through a worker, we will be especially mindful of gauging stress
levels during the interview.
i) Young people will be provided with information on sources of support after the interview, in case they
have found the discussion distressing.
Sources of support will be highlighted on the information sheet, and we expect that young people accessed
through projects will be able to access some support from referring workers.
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3. Conduct towards young people as research participants continued
j) Young people will be advised of the limits of confidentiality, and our duty to pass on disclosures involving
significant harm.
This is included in the information sheet which will be talked through before interviews or other activities
begin.
k) All data will be anonymised and care will be taken not to use a level of personal detail in the narrative that
may identify an individual. All data will be stored securely.
This will be checked by the Research and Policy Officer before publication.
l) Young people will only be interviewed by researchers who are suited to the role and have undertaken
appropriate selection and training.
This will be covered by the peer research recruitment and training process.
m) Young people will be informed how they can access the final report findings, and a young person’s
summary will be produced.
The consent form invites young people to leave their email if they wish to receive their own copy. The
information sheet gives the Railway Children website address, from which the research can be downloaded.

4. Conduct towards practitioners

Practitioners may at various times be invited to take part in Learning Sets, complete a questionnaire, and put
forward young people to take part in the research.
Railway Children will ensure that practitioners taking part in Learning Sets or completing questionnaires
know that they are taking part in research, understand its aims and know how they can source the findings.
Railway Children will ensure that Learning Sets are conducted with due regard for confidentiality and that
cases discussed to illustrate particular points are not reflected in the research report in ways that could
identify individuals. In the unlikely event that discussion revealed practice likely to cause significant harm to
children and young people, this would be discussed with the practitioner and referred to a senior manager
within their organisation.
When seeking young people to take part in the research, Railway Children will respect the rights of the
workers not to nominate young people who may find the process distressing, and will observe the consent
procedures in place at that organisation.

References
Barnardo’s Statement of Ethical Research Practice http://www.bris.ac.uk/education/research/centres/
creole/resources/ethics/barnados.pdf
NSPPC factsheet, Conducting safe and ethical research with children
http://www.nspcc.org.uk/Inform/research/briefings/ethical-research-factsheet_wda97712.html
Univ of Bedfordshire Ethical Statement (Gang-associated Sexual Exploitation/Abuse of Children and Young
People) http://www.beds.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0010/213130/Gang-associated-Sexual-ViolenceResearch-Ethical-Statement.pdf
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Safe places research
Journey Sheet
Name of person interviewed:......................................... Your Name:............................................

Start >>>

Mark the key things that occurred on
the young person’s journey along the
line (think about events, relationships
and risks)

First steps/
Shelter

Why did they go?
Where did they go?

The Middle
Significant experiences
and relationships

Moving forward
Are they in a safe place now?
What makes it a safe place?

Getting there
What helped them get to a safe place?
Do they say what would have helped
them get there sooner?
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Safe places
research
Young People’s Questionnaire
About the Survey
Railway Children is a charity that works with young people who run away from home or care.
As part of our Safe Places research, we have been interviewing young people about the things that happen
when they run away or become homeless and the things that help them find a safe place. We would like
your opinion on the things that help.
This survey is for young people aged 11-25 and should take about 15 minutes to complete. By taking part in
this research you will be helping to make sure that the recommendations we make really are things that will
help young people who run away, are forced out or end up homeless.
If you give an email address you will be entered into a draw for a £20 Love2shop voucher. There are 5 vouchers of £20 to be won. The answers you give will be treated confidentially and we will only use your email address to contact you if you have won a voucher.
This survey will close at midnight on Thursday 25th September and the draw will take place the next day.

About You
1. Please tick all the things that have happened to you in the past or describe you now

Ran away from home or care before you were 16
Ran away from home or care before you were 16 or over
Told or forced to leave home before you were 16
Told or forced to leave home when you were 16 or older
Been homeless
Spent a lot of time hanging around on the streets
None of these things
2. Please tell us your age

3. Please tell us your gender
Male
Female
Trans*
Other
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Young People’s Questionnaire
consectetur
4. BelowNulla
are things
that young people said helped them when they ran away or
were homeless.
Please
tell us
how important you think each one is
quis lorem
vel
bibendum. Vivamus Very
ultrices euismod quam,Important
Having future plans
quis
mollis lorem
tristique nec. Sed a
consectetur
tellus,
Feeling positive about yourself

Quite
Important

Not Very
Important

Not important
at all

Don’t
know

(self esteem)
Knowing about services or
where to go for help

Being able to work out if people and places are risky

Knowing the area you are in

Having somewhere safe to go

Having internet access so you
can look for services

Having enough money to meet
your basic needs

Being able to cope with difficult
situations and bounce back

Having somewhere to charge
your phone
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5. Below are people that young people said helped them when they ran away or
were homeless. Please tell us how important you think they are?
Very
Important

Quite
Important

Not Very
Important

Not important
at all

Don’t
know

Having a member of the family you get on with
and can trust
Having friends that are a positive influence on
you
Having an adult outside your family you get on
with and can trust
Having a youth worker or other professional
you get on with and can trust
Having a parent/carer you get on with and can
trust

6. Young people said that other people were really important in helping them
to find a safe place. If you had run away or were homeless, which of these
would you want to be available?
Very
Important

Quite
Important

Not Very
Important

Not important
at all

Don’t
know

Youth workers to talk to
Counsellors who can help you with how you are
feeling
Someone to talk to your parent/carers to try to
sort out problems at home
A confidential telephone helpline
A confidential webchat or text messaging
service
A friend to talk to
Someone who can help with issues like drug
and alcohol use, self-harming etc
Someone to talk to at school or college
Have we missed out something important? (please say what) _______________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Nulla consectetur

7. Young people said that practical things helped them to find a safe place.
quis
If you had run
awaylorem
or were vel
homeless, which of these would you want to be
available?
bibendum. Vivamus
Very
ultrices euismod quam, Important
quis mollis lorem
Being able to stay overnight with a volunteer
family tristique nec. Sed a
consectetur
Being able
to stay overnight with a tellus,
good friend

Quite
Important

Not Very
Important

Not important
at all

Don’t
know

or family member
Somewhere to charge your phone
Being able to stay overnight with a foster carer
Information on websites or social media about
services that can help
Posters and leaflets about services that can
help
Hostels and crash-pads where you can sleep
Drop in centres giving advice
Have we missed out something important? (please say what) _______________________________________________

8. What one thing do you think would make things safer for young people who run away or are homeless?
_______________________________________________________________________________________________

9. What words would you use to describe a safe place?
A safe place is__________________________

___________________________

________________________

10. If you want to be entered into the prize draw please enter tell us your first name and an email address.
We will only use this to contact you if you have won.
________________________________________________________________

You do not have to answer the following questions but if you do it helps us check that we have got the
views of a wide range of young people.
11. Do you have a disability?

Yes

No

12. Please describe your ethnic origin _________________________________________________________
13. Please describe your sexual orientation _____________________________________________________
Thanks for completing the survey. If you want to talk to anyone for advice or help the following free helplines are available 24
hours a day. Missing People (if you have run away or are thinking about running away): 116 000 or Childline (to talk about anything
that is worrying you): 0800 1111. These helplines can also tell you about services near you if you would rather talk to someone
face to face.
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