
Reaching
Safe PlaceS
exploring the journeys of 
young people who run away 
from home or care 
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It is estimated that 
every year 18,000 
children and young 
people under 16 sleep 
rough or with someone 
they have just met.

A child or young person under 16 runs 
away every five minutes in the UK. 
Some are able to stay safely with 
friends or family, but others need 
help to find a safe place.

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 unsafe 
places where they can be abused or 
exploited. 
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Railway Children fight 
for vulnerable children 
who live alone and at 
risk on the streets, 
where they suffer 
abuse and exploitation. 
We provide protection 
and opportunity for 
children with nowhere 
else to go and nobody 
to turn to. Every day we 
fight to change their 
story.
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In 2009 we talked to over 100 young 
people who were spending long periods 
of time on the streets and published 
our report ‘Off the Radar’ about their 
experiences. We then developed the 
‘Reach’ model to help young runaways. 
An important part of 
‘Reach’ is having 
somewhere safe to go.

In the UK, the law 
says that young people 
who run away and have 
nowhere safe to go 
should be helped by 
social care, or can be offered a place 
in a refuge. But there is only one 
runaways refuge in the country, with just 
two beds, so most young people will need 
help from their local authority’s social 
care department.

By 2014 we were hearing that some young 
people were struggling to find safe places 
when they ran away.

We wanted to understand more 
about their journeys and what 
adults could do to make them 
safer.

there is only 
one refuge  
in the country, 
with just two 
beds
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We asked local 
authorities how many 
times in 2013/14 they 
had used emergency 
accommodation to help a 
young person under 16 
who had gone missing 
from home or care.  
We asked 216 local 
authorities and 210 
replied.

Only 110 local 
authorities could 
tell us how 
often they had 
used emergency 
accommodation in 
this way in 2013/14.  
In 71 cases the 
answer was never.
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Workers said 
that young people 
often ran away 
to the houses of 
friends, family 
and acquaintances, 
though some 
stayed in outdoor 
areas. They said 
that funding cuts, 
fewer services and 
high social care 
thresholds were 
making it hard for 
them to help young 
people. They said 
that 16-17 year olds 
were not always 
assessed by social 
care departments.

Peer researchers 
interviewed young 
people who had run 
away or been homeless 
to ask about the 
journey and what 
helped them find a 
safe place. We tested 
their research findings 
through workshops and 
a survey. 32 young 
people aged 10-23 
were interviewed. 14 
young people attended 
workshops. 31 young 
people completed our 
survey.

Peer researchers 
found that positive 
relationships 
and life skills 
would help young 
people get to 
a safe place.
Having somewhere 
safe to go and 
having support 
from friends or a 
worker was very 
important.

We asked workers what 
they knew about young 
people’s journeys and 
what made it hard for 
young people who had 
run away to get to a 
safe place. 12 workers 
came to a learning set.
62 workers completed 
our survey.
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Aklilu 
  - peer researcher

“I was 21 when the project 
started and I found out 
about it through New 
Horizon Youth Centre. I 
wanted 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.

Six peer researchers 
took part in the project. 
two told us why they 
wanted to be involved.

”
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Dionne 
  - peer researcher

“

”

I was interested in 
voluntary work, then 
when I found out 
the 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.



Young people who had been 
sleeping rough told peer 
researchers that a safe place 
was a hostel or shelter; others 
said it was the home of a 
friend or relative. To the peer 
researchers, it was a place 
where young people could form 
positive relationships and 
plan for the 
future.
  
Young people 
are unlikely 
to feel they 
have reached 
a truly 
safe place 
until they 
have a good 
support network around them, 
but meeting their immediate 
need for shelter is a crucial 
step. This is particularly 
important for young people 
who are isolated, or whose 
support networks are abusive or 
chaotic.
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Some young 
people need 
accommodation 
in an emergency 
to help them 
reach a safe 
place  
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In relation to 
accommodation  
for young runaways,  
we recommend:
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Local authorities 
should work with the 
voluntary sector to 
ensure that they can 
offer young people a 
range of appropriate 
accommodation. Social 
care departments 
should assess the 
needs of homeless 
16-17 year olds. 
Ofsted should inspect 
and report on the 
effectiveness of local 
authorities’ responses.
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Peer researchers 
identified two 
kinds of journey: 
circular and 
linear. 
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Young people on different 
journeys need different kinds 
of help.

People on circular journeys 
may benefit from help to make 
home a safer and happier 
place; people on linear 
journeys need help to manage 
living independently.

In both cases, friends have a 
really important role to play, 
and can be a major factor in 
how risky or safe the journey 
is.

The journeys on the maps 
reflect some of the experiences 
and risks that young people 
described to the peer 
researchers.
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Railway Children
1 The Commons
Sandbach CW11 1EG

T 01270 757 596
E hello@railwaychildren.org.uk
W www.railwaychildren.org.uk

Registered charity number 1058991

Download the full report at:
www.railwaychildren.org.uk/safeplaces


