PREPARATION FOR
INDEPENDENT
LIVING
Briefing Paper

I MATTER

Issue 1. September 2009

leaving care Briefing paper

Contents
Editorial Helmut Kutin
I matter: an international campaign on leaving care Véronique Lerch			
Promoting the resilience of young people leaving care Mike Stein
Care leavers: how the UN CommitteE on the Rights of the Child protects their rights Maria Herczog
Successful advocacy from a youth in care network Renathe Arevoll
What young people and caregivers say about leaving care
Semi-independent living: a successful after care model in CEE/CIS/Baltics Sandra Kukic
Good practice from semi-independent living in France
Resources on leaving care

© Rafif Ben Messalem

Useful terms on leaving care

IMPRINT
The „I Matter - Briefing paper“ is a publication on issues related
to young people ageing out of care. It will be published twice a year in
English until 2011. No commercial use is allowed. Articles may be
reproduced if the source is stated. Date of publication: September 2009.

© Marko Mägi

03
04
08
12
14
16
17
19
20
22

© Robert Fleischanderl

2

Publisher:
SOS Children‘s Villages International
Programme Development,
Liaison & Advocacy Office
Hermann-Gmeiner-Strasse 51
A-6010 Innsbruck, Austria
Tel.: +43/1/310 23 98 10;
Fax: +43/1/310 23 98 20
E-mail: lao@sos-kd.org				
www.sos-childrensvillages.org
Responsible for the contents: Christian Posch
Editor-in-chief: Véronique Lerch
Editorial team: Jenessa B. Bryan, Alan Kikuchi-White,
Orlaith King, Annemarie Schlack
Contributors: Sylvie Delcroix, Maria Herczog, Orlaith King,
Magdalena Krenn, Sandra Kukic, Véronique Lerch, Mike Stein
Translator: Ann Drumond
Graphic design, typeset: Manuela Tippl
Cover photo: SOS archives

I MATTER

editorial

The journey from being a child to being an independent adult is an adventure – we all remember how
excited we were to move out, or to receive our first
salary. Certain aspects of an independent life such
as house hunting, finding a job, engaging in relationships and starting a family might be challenging. The
help of the family in this important transition phase
is crucial. The family might give advice, offer a place
to stay if there is a need to or give financial support
throughout the studies.

According to its mission statement, SOS Children’s
Villages helps children to shape their own future and
build their resilience. SOS Children’s Villages continues to support the young people in its care financially and morally in all areas of their life: by providing educational programmes such as vocational
training, by supporting a young person throughout
his/her university studies, by providing counselling
services or by preparing youth with semi-independent living arrangements.

But what if a young person does not have a supportive
family network? What if this young person could not
grow up with her or his family for various reasons,
and grew up in alternative care?

To ensure that such services are made available to
all young people in the care system, SOS Children’s
Villages launched a three-year campaign to improve
the services in Europe and Central Asia. All young
people should be adequately prepared for independent life and should receive the support they need
after leaving care.

Young people leaving alternative care are often left
without the support they need to go through this
transition. Too often, they have to leave care at a too
early age – 18 years, even 14 years, and in an abrupt
way. Without anybody to guide them, listen to them
or support them financially, many young care leavers struggle to finish their education with a degree,
find a job, or secure a flat. Research shows that many
care leavers are at a higher risk of being homeless,
unemployed or under-employed, under-educated or
dependent on social security.

In the end, every young person
should be able to say: I matter!

Helmut Kutin
President
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I matter: An international
campaign by SOS Children’s
Villages on leaving care
Leaving home and starting life as an independent adult
can be one of the most challenging steps in any young
person’s life; becoming independent after leaving care
can be especially daunting. In many cases, young people leaving care are expected to become independent at
a very early age, considerably younger than peers who
grow up in their families of origin. Often young people
in care face challenges without the usual safety nets on
which to fall back. For young persons leaving highly
structured institutional settings, becoming an independent and socially integrated adult is especially challenging. In January 2009, SOS Children’s Villages launched a
campaign for the social inclusion of young people ageing
out of care. The campaign involves young people with
care experience, academics and professionals in 15 countries across Europe and Central Asia. A research coordinated by Mike Stein (see p. 8) shows that the transition to
adulthood in former communist countries can be abrupt,
and is very often experienced as a second abandonment.
What we want to achieve
with this campaign
Our goal is that young people in alternative care in
Europe and Central Asia will be provided with
appropriate preparation for leaving care and are able to
access continued after care support according to their
individual needs.
Over the next three years, SOS Children’s Villages will
involve young people in decision-making, document the
problems that young people ageing out of care face (when
it comes to employment, housing, education or emotional
stability), and collect and share good practices in supporting their transition and their resilience; and will, when
necessary, lobby for changes in policy and practice.
Where the campaign takes place
15 countries across Europe and Central Asia are
participating in the campaign: Albania, Austria,
Azerbaijan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria,

GERMANY

AUSTR
FRANCE

CRO

What we understand as
leaving care
In this campaign, the term leaving care means
the preparation of young people for successful transition from the care system to independent living, as well as after care services. Our
campaign encompasses all forms of alternative
care: from foster care to institutional care. The
campaign is about creating a level playing field
for young people ageing out of the care system.

Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Georgia,
Germany, Kyrgysztan, Poland, Russian Federation,
and Uzbekistan.
Why we are engaged in
improving leaving care
SOS Children’s Villages, with years of experience preparing young people for an independent life and providing after care services, can play an important role in
advocating for better conditions and standards of leaving care in partnership with like-minded organisations.
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ESTONIA
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RUSSIA

POLAND

CZECH REPUBLIC

UZBEKISTAN
KYRGYZSTAN

RIA
GEORGIA
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Some facts and figures
about care leavers in Europe
and Central Asia

AZERBAIJAN

OATIA
BOSNIA HERZEGOVINA
BULGARIA
ALBANIA

The campaign
has three
objectives:
1) SHARE Knowledge
and raise awareness
Why we want to raise awareness
& share knowledge
Young people ageing out of care face many challenges
but there is a lack of research on their outcomes and
wellbeing. There is a need for more official data on
young people in the process of leaving care in order to
better support them.
How we do it
• Collecting more data on leaving care
In 11 countries, SOS Children’s Villages conducted
situation analyses on young people ageing out of care,
and will prepare an international situation analysis
based on the findings of those national analyses.

- In Albania, the age for children to
leave care is legally defined as 14.
- The Czech Republic lacks a clearly defined
system of leaving care services: five ministries share responsibility for the care system.
- In Estonia, there are vast regional disparities
in the quality of after-care services.

• Organising conferences and roundtables
SOS Children’s Villages, together with partners, will
organise a series of conferences and roundtables to
enable stakeholders to exchange on issues related to
leaving care. One of the first conferences took place
in Prague, Czech Republic, in June 2009. It brought
young people with care experience, academics, senior officials from the relevant ministries and representatives from local authorities, care providers and
non-governmental organisations together.
In October 2009, SOS Children’s Villages, together
with the Council of Baltic Sea States, the Lithuanian
government and the Council of Europe, will organise
an international conference “Keeping the door open:
support to young people leaving care” in Vilnius,
Lithuania.
• Knowledge-sharing
A series of briefing papers (of which this is the first) will
be published in the next three years; they will offer a platform for exchanges of good practices, updates on legislation and practice and interviews with stakeholders.
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2) Youth participation
and INCREASE empowerment
Why we want young people
to be the main actors of the campaign
Young people with care experience are the main experts and actors of the care system. They have the
right to be consulted in all processes impacting on
their lives.
How we ensure that young people
become the main agents of change
• Young people are members of the international and
national steering groups of the project;
• national networks of young people with care experience are supported and strengthened (see box on the
creation of a youth network in Azerbaijan);
• the participation of young people with care experience is facilitated and supported in meetings and
conferences where decisions are made regarding
alternative care and social services.

2

Creation of a youth in care
network in Azerbaijan
In Azerbaijan, four young people are members of the team planning and implementing the national campaign on leaving care.
A gender balance has been ensured and
some are from institutional care and some
from the care of an SOS Children’s Village
family. Each team member is responsible
for a different issue. In February 2009, the
young people took the initiative to create the
first youth in care network in Azerbaijan , the
“Youth Reliance Bridge”.
The “Youth Reliance Bridge” network. Within
the network, young people who have left care
or who are ageing out of care discuss the
challenges they face. The goals of the network are also to ensure the participation of
young people in decision-making, exchange
ideas and create solutions to problems. Some
of the most common problems are: integration in society, health problems, employment,
education, and housing.
Currently 80 young people are members of
the “Youth Reliance Bridge”

© Robert Fleischanderl
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Existing international standards
on leaving care: Quality4Children
standards

3) Improve Policy
and practice
Why we want to improve policy
and practice on leaving care
• No proper leaving care support can be provided
without an adequate legal framework. As the
example from Norway shows (see p. 14) when legislation does not include clear guidance regarding
leaving care, the issue gets neglected.
• For children in alternative care, the state is the child’s
guardian, and has the duty to protect them and to
ensure decisions are made in the best interests of the
child. It is therefore important to strengthen the role
of the state in all care issues.
How we support the improvement of
policy and practice
• by promoting quality care standards
(such as Quality4Children standards and
the “Guidelines for the Alternative Care
of Children” by the United Nations);
• by monitoring the implementation
of legislative measures;
• by taking part in working groups aiming
at drafting new laws; and,
• by sharing good practices with
decision-makers and professionals.

Advocating for better leaving care conditions goes hand in hand with advocating
for quality care standards. We promote the
standards for quality care in Europe which
were developed by FICE (Fédération Internationale des Communautés Educatives),
IFCO (International Foster Care Organisation) and SOS Children’s Villages in the
framework of the project Quality4Children.
Four standards focus on leaving care:
Standard 15:
The leaving care process is
thoroughly planned and implemented
Standard 16:
Communication in the leaving care process is
conducted in a useful and appropriate manner
Standard 17:
The child/young adult is empowered
to participate in the leaving care process
Standard 18:
Follow-up, continuous support
and contact possibilities are ensured
Learn more about the Quality4Children
standards at: www.quality4children.info

Véronique Lerch is the project manager of “I matter”,
an international project on leaving care in Europe and
Central Asia. She works for the Programme Development Unit of SOS Children’s Villages International.
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Promoting the resilience of
young people leaving care:
messages from research

Mike Stein
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Stability
Young people who experience stable placements that
provide good quality care are more likely to have
positive outcomes than those who have experienced
further movement and disruption during their time in
care. Stability has the potential to promote resilience
in two respects. First, by providing the young person
with a warm and redeeming relationship with a carer
– or a compensatory secure attachment which may in
itself reduce the likelihood of placement breakdown,
and contribute to wellbeing. Second, and not necessarily dependent on the first, stability may provide
continuity of care in young people’s lives, which may
give them security and contribute to positive educational and career outcomes.
A positive sense of identity
Helping care leavers develop a positive identity is
linked to: first, the quality of care and attachments
experienced by looked-after young people - a significant resilience promoting factor discussed above;
second, to their knowledge and understanding of
their background and personal history; third, to their
experience of how other people perceive and respond
to them; and finally, how they see themselves and the
opportunities they have to influence and shape their
own biography.
Education and turning points
Research studies on young people leaving care consistently show lower levels of educational attainment
and participation beyond the minimum school leaving age, in comparison to other young people. Good

educational outcomes are associated with placement
stability, gender (young women do better than young
men), a carer highly committed to helping the young
person with his or her education, and a supportive
and encouraging environment for study. This may
also include the foster families’ own children providing help and acting as role models. There is also evidence that young people who have had several placements can achieve educational success if they remain
in the same school, maintaining positive friendships
and contacts with helpful teachers. School or care
itself may also provide turning points - open the door
to participation in a range of leisure or extra curricular activities that may lead to new friends and opportunities, including the learning of competencies
and the development of emotional maturity - and thus
promote their resilience.
Preparation for leaving
Preparation for leaving care may also provide young
people with opportunities for planning, problem solving and the learning of new competencies - all resilience promoting factors. This may include the development of self-care skills - personal hygiene, diet
and health, including sexual health; practical skills
- budgeting, shopping, cooking and cleaning; and inter-personal skills - managing a range of formal and
informal relationships. Preparation should be holistic
in its approach, attaching equal importance to practical, emotional and interpersonal skills.

© Katerina Ilievska

What is resilience?
Resilience can be defined as the quality that enables
some young people to find fulfilment in their lives
despite their disadvantaged backgrounds, the problems or adversity they may have undergone, or the
pressures they may experience. Resilience is about
overcoming the odds, coping and recovery. But it is
only relative to different risk experiences - relative
resistance as distinct from invulnerability – as well
as age and cultural contexts, and is likely to develop
over time. What are the main messages from research for promoting the resilience of young people
leaving care?

9

Young people’s transitions
from care
In comparison to their peers in the general population,
most young people leaving care have to cope with the
challenges and responsibilities of major changes in
their lives, in leaving foster care or residential care
and setting-up home, in leaving school and entering
the world of work, or post-16 education or training, or
being parents, at a far younger age. In short, many
have compressed and accelerated transitions to adulthood. This represents a barrier to promoting their
resilience in that they are denied the psychological
opportunity and space to focus - to deal with issues
over time which is how most young people cope with
the challenges of transition. Promoting resilience
during transition will be assisted by: giving young
people the opportunity for more gradual transitions
from care; providing them with the emotional and
practical support they will need into their early twenties; and giving them the psychological space to cope
with changes over time.
Young people’s lives after care
International research has shown that care leavers as
a group are likely to be among the most socially excluded young people in society. However, the application of a resilience framework also suggests that
there are differences in outcome groups between
those successfully ‘moving on’, those ‘surviving’, or
just getting by, and those who are ‘struggling’. In
general terms, the evidence shows that these different pathways are associated with the quality of care
they experienced, their transitions from care and
the support they receive during and after they leave
care. What can make a difference to their lives, or
promote their resilience, is the personal and professional support young people receive after leaving
care. Specialist leaving care workers can greatly
assist these young people by supporting them and
helping them in accessing accommodation and financial assistance, education and careers, and health
and wellbeing services. Also, mentoring, including
mentoring by young people who have already left
care, may assist young people during their journey
to adulthood, and offer them a different type of relationship from professional support or troubled family relationships.

© Senad Gubelic
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Conclusion
Promoting the resilience of young people leaving
care will require more comprehensive responses
across their life course: by ensuring high quality
care to compensate them for their damaging precare experiences through stability and continuity; by
helping them develop a positive sense of identity, as
well as assistance to overcome educational deficits;
by specialist help for those young people with mental health problems and complex needs; by providing
young people with opportunities for more gradual
transitions from care, more akin to normative transitions; and by providing ongoing, longer term support
into adulthood.

I MATTER

Professor
MIKE STEIN

Mike Stein is a research professor in the Social
Policy Research Unit at the University of York.

Kingsley last year. The network currently has 25
members from 17 countries around the world.

Over the last 25 years he has been researching the
problems and challenges faced by young people
leaving care. He has also researched the experiences of young people who run away from home,
as well as care, and mentoring for care leavers. He
directed the first study of young people leaving
care in England and Scotland.

INTRAC has three objectives:
• to share research findings on the problems, challenges and outcomes for young people making
the journey from care to adulthood;

He has been involved in the preparation of best
practice and training materials, and has also been
consulted on the development of leaving care
services internationally and leaving care legislation in the UK. Mike Stein has published extensively in the field (see www.york.ac.uk/spru).

International Research
Network on Transitions
to Adulthood from Care
Together with Professor Harriet Ward and Emily
Munro, Mike Stein is also a co-ordinator of the
International Research Network on Transitions to
Adulthood from Care (INTRAC), and co-editor of
the book “Young People’s Transitions from Care to
Adulthood, International Research and Practice”
(Stein and Munro (Eds) which is based on research
from 16 countries and was published by Jessica

• to explore the social, political and legal structures
that support or inhibit transitions to adulthood;
to develop joint research initiatives with the purpose of producing findings that can shape policy
development in this area;
• to explore how research findings can be used to
shape policy development on a national and international basis.
If you want to know more about INTRAC,
have a look at their website: http://info.lut.ac.uk/
research/ccfr/INTRAC/website1/about.html
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Care leavers: how the
UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child
protects their rights
Maria Herczog
In recent years, the UN Committee on the Rights of
the Child has paid increasing attention to the situation of children and young people without parental
care and has promoted the development of standards
to guide the implementation of the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) for those children. Therefore, the convention can really be seen as
providing a framework to implement a holistic model
for leaving care, even if it is not explicitly stated in the
convention. It is important to note that the UN Committee understands the term „leaving care” in a broader
sense thus including: children leaving the care system
to go back to their biological families, or when being
adopted, etc. The UNCRC is mostly relevant for the
preparation for leaving care as it offers protection until the age of 18. Other human rights instruments can
then be used to protect and promote the rights of care
leavers as young adults.
Why is the UN Committee on the
Rights of the Child paying increasing attention to the situation of
care leavers?
• Many young people leave the care system before they
reach the age of 18, sometimes as early as 14 (like in
Albania). In the United Kingdom, almost half of the
young people leave their care placement before their
18th birthday.
• Research indicates that young people leaving care are at
high risk of social exclusion. There are noticable differences between groups of care leavers (see Mike Stein’s

article). Some young people are very successful and resilient, as a result of many factors. Although not enough
is yet known about those factors, in most cases it appears that childhood history, the first years of life, the
nature of problems leading to alternative care, and the
time spent in care, strongly influence the outcomes. All
those factors (e.g. stable placement, contact with biological families) are matters of concern for the Committee
when it receives states’ reports.
• Quality preparation for leaving care is no less important in social work than issues of family preservation,
the prevention of separation, etc and is a key component of quality care provision. If, as a whole, the
quality and professionalism of the care system is not
well designed and managed, how could young people
be well prepared to leave care?
• On many occasions, committee members have also
recommended the use of the UN Human Rights and
Social Work Manual to ensure that professionals are
aware of the needs of those in the care system, including the planning for and preparation of care leavers.
One day dedicated to children
in alternative care
The Committee on the Rights of the Child decided to
devote its 2005 day of general discussion to “Children
without parental care” in order to improve the implementation of the Convention regarding the rights of
children in alternative care and to identify the most
important issues related to it: legal frameworks, fam-

I MATTER
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lines paint a useful picture of what that should look
like in the paragraphs 130-135.

ily support and alternative care policies, and ways to
increase the participation of children.
One of the outcomes of that day was the recommendation of the Committtee to establish an expert meeting to
prepare a set of standards on alternative care. A project
by UNICEF and International Social Services (ISS)
had previously made the same recommendation and the
draft was discussed by the Committee together with the
members of the expert group. The government of Brazil took an important role in supporting the preparation
of relevant guidelines. In June 2009, the Human Rights
Council recommended that the Guidelines should be
approved by the United Nations General Assembly.
A new tool soon available:
the Guidelines for the
Alternative Care of Children
These Guidelines, once adopted, will outline special
protection for children and young people in care.
They were developed to ensure that the decision to
put a child into care is necessary and that the care
provided is right for that child. Part of quality care is
of course preparation for leaving care and the Guide-

For instance, the Guidelines recommend a clear and
well-timed plan that is tailored to the specific needs,
abilities and aspirations of any young person leaving
care. This plan, prepared in full consultation with the
young person, should be targeted at encouraging him
or her towards self-reliance and full integration into
community life as a young adult. After leaving care
young people should also be supported in gaining access to suitable accommodation, employment opportunities, further vocational and educational opportunities, and other relevant after care services.
The Guidelines intend to set the fundamental professional, ethical and procedural principles based on the
UNCRC addressing all the relevant issues concerning children without parental care. For the Committee
members, the preparation of the Guidelines and the debates around these issues are extremely helpful in raising awareness and ensuring adequate attention be paid
during the discussion with the state parties, NGOs,
experts, professionals and children. The Guidelines
should also serve to broaden the scope of reports submitted to the Committee.
Maria Herczog is a sociologist whose main areas of
research are child welfare and protection. She is the
author of several books and chapters on these issues
and the Chief Editor of the Hungarian professional
journal “Family, Child, Youth”, since 1992, and chair
of the association of the same name. She holds the
position of senior university lecturer at the Eszterhazy
Karoly Teacher’s College, Department of Social Pedagogy. Additionally to her academic work, Maria Herczog is a World Health Organisation (WHO) national
focal point on the prevention of violence and has been
a board member of Eurochild since 2008, as well as
a member of the EU Economic and Social Committee
since 2004. Since February 2007, she is a member
of the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child.
www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/training1en.pdf

1

Implementation Handbook for the CRC, UNICEF, Geneva, 2008, pp.278

2

www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/crc/docs/

3

discussion/recommendations2005.doc
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Successful
advocacy from a
youth in care network
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the interests of young people in care. Its first goal was
to contribute to bringing back leaving care services
in the Norwegian child welfare system.

Putting leaving care services
back on the Norwegian child
welfare agenda
The first Norwegian child welfare act, from 1953, included regulations on after care up to the age of 23.
These were dropped when, following public opinion
that held that the child welfare system intervened too
often and too soon, new legislation was introduced
in 1992 reducing the authority of the child welfare
system. Young people could now choose to leave care
completely at the age of 18, losing the possibility to
reverse their decision not to make further use of services after they had left.
In the years to come, the legislation did not point out
any duty for local authorities to help young people
after they had reached the age of 18. However, authorities had the possibility, to offer services up to
the young person’s twentieth birthday, but only when
this was decided before he or she turned 18. This led
to passivity in child welfare and the term ‘after care’
disappeared from the Norwegian child welfare vocabulary.
A strong youth voice in the debate
After some years, several workers and organisations
began to discuss the problems relating to young people leaving care without preparation and support. As
a result, in 1997, the youth network Lfb (Landsforeningen for barnevernsbarn) was established to serve

In 1998, the parliament adopted a new law. That when
the child approves, measures implemented before
the child turned 18 may be maintained or replaced
by other measures - including social work support,
financial support, help in finding accommodation,
education and work, therapy and ‘support-contact’
(befriending) - until the age of 23. In addition, local
authorities have a duty to conduct a needs assessment
at a stage when there still is time to prepare the young
person for life after care. However, this new law says
nothing specific about preparation: workers therefore
have to decide without formal guidance what good
practice is regarding the preparation for leaving.
Despite evidence that young people fare better when
they make use of after care services, some young
people still decline further care services once they
reach the age of 18. Reasons for this include being
tired of the system or wanting to stand on their own
feet straight away. In cooperation with the Department for Children and Family Matters, Lfb has drafted a proposal to reestablish the right for young people
to ask for assistance, even if they previously rejected
it, which will be sent to Parliament.
Towards a cultural change
in child welfare work
Without formal guidance among Norwegian social
workers almost disappeared in the years in which the
legislation did not specify a duty to undertake such
work. Now that the legislation focuses on young people’s needs when they are leaving care, child welfare
workers should rediscover and develop good practice
in preparation for and support of this transition. Today around 80 % of young people in Norway remain
in care when they turn 18.
Renathe Arevoll is the chairman of Landsforeningen
for barnevernsbarn in Norway. She is 26 years old
and was herself raised in foster care.
For more information, contact the Lfb directly at:
lfb@powertech.no, www.barnevernsbarna.no
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What young people and
caregivers say about
leaving care
It is a great feeling when someone
asks you “What do you want?
What is better? what do you
Young people are really scared

think is best for you? We will

because they must leave when they

do it together, just tell us.“

turn 18. I have heard that some of

Daliborka from Croatia

them even skip class to stay in the
home one more year.
Daliborka from Croatia
After she left the home, she was
surprised how hard it was. From time to
time she gets some help from her father
or somebody else, but most of the
time she has to cope by herself.
We don’t forget them when they

Interviewer of N., a Czech girl who

leave. In some cases the option to re-

grew up in a children’s home

turn for even a short period of time
can give the stability they need.
caregiver from Portugal
A lot of former fostered children
get in touch after the end of
the placement and sometimes
want to visit or just get some
Young people need lots of

good advice over the phone.

support from the community, such

foster father from Sweden

as social services, and they also
need a job to survive outside.
Young person from Albania

I MATTER
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Semi-independent living:
a successful after care
model in CEE/CIS/Baltics

Sandra Kukic

© Katerina Ilievska

What is the semi-independent
living programme?
The semi-independent living programme is the main after care service provided by the SOS Children’s Village
associations in the CEE/CIS/Baltics region. It aims at facilitating a smooth transition to an independent life, and at
building the young person’s abilities and skills to take full
responsibility for her/his future. Usually, this phase has
a maximum duration of 3 years, after which the young
person should be able to lead an independent life without
the continued support of SOS Children’s Villages.

For any child in need of alternative care and placed
in the care of SOS Children’s Villages by the relevant authorities, the leaving care process already
starts within the SOS Children’s Village family. It is
there that the foundations for future independence
and self-sufficiency are laid. The next step is the
transition from the SOS Children’s Village family to
a youth community that aims to provide the young
person with a clearer preparatory framework for
independence. On moving on from the youth community, various after care services, in particular the
semi-independent living programme, are available
to support young people in the transition to independent living as self-sufficient adults.

The main objectives of
the semi-independent living
programme are to ensure that:
- the young person has regular employment
and receives regular income;
- the young person has appropriate housing;
- the young person is adequately prepared to
overtake full control of, and responsibility
for, her/his life.
Who benefits from the semiindependent living programme?
The majority of young people in the care of SOS
Children’s Villages benefit from the semi-independent living programme. However, there are a few
exceptional circumstances in which the semi-independent living programme is not appropriate, for
example if the young person is married, living with
a partner or is a single parent; or if the young person
is doing mandatory military service.

17
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For these young people, individualised support measures
for the duration of one year are defined before the young
person leaves his/her youth community. The main care
person continues to provide support as the reference
person, responsible for after care support. Together with
the young person, this main care person defines and delivers the required forms of ongoing after care support.
It should also be noted that these young people may still
apply for participation in the semi-independent living
programme at any time within their first year of leaving
the care of SOS Children’s Villages.
High school and university students are a special category in SOS Children’s Villages’ semi-independent
living programme. In these cases, the duration of
the support services depends on the length of their
studies. Therefore, students at higher educational
institutions can benefit from the semi-independent
living programme for periods longer than 3 years.
What is the organisational framework in SOS Children’s Villages?
SOS Children’s Villages’ overall continental framework for leaving care in the CEE/CIS/Baltics region
promotes and defines progressive and empowering
guidance towards independence of children and young
people leaving care. Semi-independent living was officially endorsed as the main after care model for the
organisation in CEE/CIS Baltics in June 2006.
Within this continental framework, each SOS Children’s Village association in the CEE/CIS/Baltics region is tasked with developing after care concepts in
general and for semi-independent living in particular.
These developments should, of course, be in accordance
with the national legislation, cultural requirements and
the socio-economic situation. These national concepts
define the criteria for moving into semi-independent
living arrangements, prioritise issues related to accommodation and financial support, forms of support and
guidance, and identify rights and responsibilities of the
young person during their stay in the semi-independent
living programme in more detail.
Finally, monitoring and evaluation measures are
also defined at the national level. Best practices are
collected to adjust this programme further so that it

meets the individual needs of the young people as
much as possible.
Sandra Kukic is a Youth Care Development Advisor
for SOS Children’s Villages for the region CEE/CIS/
Baltics. She graduated as a psychologist and as a
systemic family therapist. She has been working for
SOS Children’s Villages since 2001. Before that, she
worked on the treatment of trauma and community
based recovery.

© Robert Fleischanderl

18

What does semi-independent
living really look like for a
young person?
Mariela from Bulgaria moved from her SOS
Children’s Village family to a youth community when she was 14. She had lived with her
SOS Children’s Village family for 11 years
and has remained in regular contact with
her SOS mother, whom she sees during her
holidays. In the youth community, there were
two youth co-workers and 15 young people.
She had her own room in the youth facility
and received pocket money every week after
they cleaned the flat together.
At the end of August of this year, she left the
youth community to move into her own flat
in town. She will soon starting studying and
wants to graduate in computer sciences. She
is also considering taking a part-time job.

I MATTER

Good practice of
semi-independent living
in France
Maison Claire Morandat
Maison Claire Morandat (MCM) was set up by SOS
Children’s Villages in 1986 in the heart of the old mining area in the North of France, in a socio-economic
context that had deteriorated considerably. With four
SOS Children’s Villages, the association is now well
established1 in the Nord-Pas-de-Calais region. In the
youth center2, 37 boys and girls ranging from 16 to
21 years of age are provided with educational and social support in modern accommodation. Each young
person lives in his/her own flat, with eight studio flats
grouped within a single building for the youngest, and
29 flats that are integrated into the social fabric of the
neighbourhood for the older young people. The support services are based on an individual educational
contract that specifically involves experimentation
with semi-independent living by the young people.
Channelled through the child protection services or
judicial system, two-thirds of the youngsters have
come from a placement location (foster family, SOS
Children’s Village families, or residential care). A
growing number of young people have been excluded
from the school system and any kind of employment
project when they arrive. Many have complex sets of
problems: learning difficulties, relationship disorders,
a history of physical abuse, and in some cases they are
foreign unaccompanied minors. So in 2007, the MCM
created a structure with eight studio flats which offer
direct supervision of the actions of daily life to better
prepare the young people for a semi-independent life.
The young people benefit from a secure and structured
environment which will help them to succeed in their
personal plan and support them in a gradual move towards independence and social integration. Accom-

modated initially within the studio building or in “joint
occupancy”, the young people then go into housing
that they can keep until they leave, thanks to the system of transferable leases. The organisation signs an
agreement with the landlord, making the young person
a “subtenant” until the lease passes into his/her name
when the support comes to an end. While this demands
a significant amount of networking, transferable leases
are proving to be a flexible response, appropriate for the
problems in accessing housing, particularly affecting
young people. But for all that, in a context marked by
restricted access to employment for young people3, the
risks of getting into debt and hence being evicted are
still significant. The Green Paper on young people published by the office of the High Commissioner for Youth
in July 2009 talks of France’s poor performance in relation to youth employment and an employment level relative to the general population that is among the worst in
the OECD. Several contributing factors are cited, notably: poorly developed vocational courses coupled with a
mismatch of educational provision and the needs of the
economy; lack of jobs for young people and a long transition between the first job and permanent employment;
and finally a lack of support for young people without
a job or education. In France, entry into employment is
far later than in many European countries. Only 46% of
young French people between the ages of 20 and 24 are
in employment, compared to 63% of young people in all
OECD countries. Young people leaving the protection
of childhood at 18, or 21 at the latest, too often pay the
high price of poor coordination between social, family
and youth policies.
1

Maison Claire Morandat has the status of

“Maison d’Enfants à Caractère Social” (MECS)
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cess to support and the inadequate provision of services
according to the individual life situation.

© Katerina Ilievska

www.childcentre.info

New project on young people with
care experience and education
In 2008, a project called YIPPEE (Young people from
a public care background: Pathways to education in
Europe) was set up with the aim of increasing knowledge of the post-compulsory education of young people with care experience.
The research looks at the current situation of these
young people to get an understanding of the social,
political, economic and personal factors that help or
restrict participation in further or higher education
for this highly disadvantaged and socially excluded
group of young men and women.
This research brings together five EU countries:
Denmark, Hungary, Spain, Sweden and the UK.
http://tcru.ioe.ac.uk/yippee
Keeping the door open: report on
leaving care from the Council of
Baltic Sea States
The Working Group for Cooperation on Children at Risk
of the Council of Baltic Sea States published a report in
2008 on the available assistance to children leaving alternative care in all countries in the Baltic Sea region.
The report calls authorities to do more in a systematic
and comprehensive way to support children that have
spent part of or all of their childhood in alternative care.
It also shows the need to need to address the unequal ac-

Research by SOS Children’s
Villages France on young
people ageing out of care
SOS Children’s Villages France published the results
of a research study done on the life paths of almost
all the people who lived in SOS Children’s Village
families in Marseille as children over the past 40
years. The study looks at aspects of their lives after
care: their professional life, their social life (social
networks, integration) and their personal life (their
marital status and their parental role). One chapter
also looks at the transition phase.
www.sosve.org/50-Actualites/PDF/
ill_80_cahierssos3.pdf
Connecting now for the future:
report from a conference
on leaving care
The “Connecting Now for the Future” conference took
place on June 4th and 5th in Montreal, Quebec. The conference’s goal was to bring together a broad range of professionals to exchange ideas and to reflect on issues and
practices in relation to the transition to independent living
of youth at risk. More than 600 people from over 15 countries participated.
You can find some of the presentations at
the below link: www.colloquejeunes2009.
enap.ca/site/en/youth-conferencepresentation.aspx?sortcode=2.1.2.2

For more information on SOS Children’s
Villages’ leaving care campaign (see
pp. 5-6), you can subscribe to our
Newsletter (published three times
per year) by sending an e-mail to:
lao@sos-kd.org.
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Useful terms
on leaving care
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After care
Professional support young people receive after they
leave care.
Alternative care
(also referred to as
out-of-home care)
A formal or informal arrangement whereby a child
is looked after, at least overnight, outside the parental
home, whether by decision of a judicial or administrative
authority or a duly accredited body, an initiative of the
child, his/her parents or primary caregivers, or spontaneously by a care provider in the absence of the parents.
Main forms of alternative care:
residential care and foster care, other forms of family-based or family-like care such as a placement in an
SOS Children’s Village family
Care leaver (also referred to as
young person ageing out of care)
A young person who leaves care upon coming of age,
who is no longer entitled to care and protection under
the child welfare system.
Leaving care
Preparation of young people in care for their transition from the care system to independent living.
Leaving care includes after care services, which is
the professional support young people receive after
they left care.

Looked-after children (also
referred to as children in alternative care, children without
parental care or children
deprived of parental care)
Children in care subject to a court order and those
accommodated by a local authority. This term is used
mostly in the United Kingdom.
Resilience
The quality that enables some young people to find
fulfilment in their lives despite a disadvantaged background, problems or adversity they may have faced,
or the pressure they may experience.
Semi-independent living (SIL)
Form of care where young people are supported
to become independent in the context of their own
homes, a group home, a hostel, or another form of
accommodation.
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A loving
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