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You’re expected to be able to cope because you’re older, but becoming  
18 is not like a magic wand – it doesn’t make things suddenly easier.
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iNtRODUCtiON

In deciding what to name this report, 
we consulted with ChildLine’s youth 
participation group, who were all aged 
16-18. The group came up with a variety 
of suggestions but overwhelmingly voted 
for Stepping into the Unknown. They felt 
this title reflected the difficulties of being 
16-18 and having to face situations not 
experienced as a younger child. 

These are the common phrases that many young people use when they contact 
ChildLine. But for 16-18 year olds these words reflect difficult transitions where they 
think they should know what to do, should be able to cope and most significantly 
find it really difficult to get the right support from adults around them. 

In 2012/13, ChildLine handled over 54,000 counselling sessions where young 
people identified themselves as being 16-18 years old. This represents almost   
a third (31 per cent) of all contacts to Childline.

Many 16-18 year olds tell ChildLine they feel totally alone. They say they are scared 
about having to deal with life-changing decisions or being in situations where they 
feel that they do not know what to do, what to expect, or who to turn to for help 
and support.

Stepping into the Unknown focuses on: 

• the main concerns that 16-18 years olds   
 contact ChildLine about

• those issues which are proportionately higher 
 for  this age group than for younger children. 

“I don’t know what to do, how to cope or who to turn to?”
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This report represents concerns 
raised by 16-18 year olds who 
contact ChildLine. There is a clear 
focus on the lack of relevant or 
appropriate help from services 
and agencies and their lack of 
confidence in dealing with the 
more risky issues teenagers of  
this age tend to face. 

It is difficult for anyone to admit that they are frightened of new 
responsibility. But that is what these 16-18 year olds are prepared 
to tell ChildLine. They are very reluctant to tell anyone else, certainly 
not professionals such as doctors, not even their own families. And 
we can understand why. 

They are supposed to be adult, they are meant to cope. But of 
course they are not nearly as tough or as independent as some   
of them wish to appear. What’s more, talking means exposing some 
very profound problems in their lives. This is the time in life when 
sex becomes a real issue, complex, overwhelming, sometimes 
painful and shaming, sometimes disabling young people from 
protecting themselves. And many of ChildLine’s callers tell us about 
sexual abuse, sometimes by other young people.

Online bullying, and the pressure to send sexually explicit text 
messages are new dangers in young people’s lives. Social networks 

executive summary

seem so seductive that sometimes young people throw caution 
to the wind and suffer as a result. Ironically, at a time when 
children are under pressure to become adult, they also face 
increased stress at school and in the world at large, unsure   
if they can pass their exams, or find a job. As stress increases,  
this is the time when some young people start self-harming,  
or become so depressed they put their lives at risk.

Over 3,500 young people in this age group said they were suicidal, 
a 35 per cent increase since 2010/11. Some talk to ChildLine about 
the destructive impact of drugs and alcohol in their lives, which 
they take because they hope to numb their pain.

Given the economic downturn, these pressures may well get even 
worse. We have a picture of young people being forced to behave 
as if they are adults, and yet feeling vulnerable, and alone, without 
sufficient support around them. Although it is extremely worrying 
that these problems are greater than ever, one welcome change 
is that so many of these young people contact ChildLine to discuss 
them, trusting that they are being heard. We at ChildLine believe 
it is part of our responsibility to pass on these voices so they can 
also be heard by the whole country. Let us hope the country as a 
whole is listening.
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During 2012/13, ChildLine dealt with 278,886 counselling sessions with children and 
young people. Due to the confidential nature of the ChildLine service, young people   
do not always provide their age at the time of counselling. 

In 2012/13, the young person’s age was known for 63 per cent of counselling sessions.  
Of these, almost a third (31 per cent) of counselling sessions were with young people  
aged 16-18.

Of the 54,003 counselling sessions with 16-18 years olds, 58 per cent took place over 
the telephone and 42 per cent through online channels. The percentage of 16-18 year 
olds that contacted ChildLine by telephone was higher than the figure for all children 
contacting ChildLine through this channel (41 per cent). This indicates that 16-18 year olds 
prefer to talk rather than use online chat or email when contacting ChildLine about the 
issues they face. 

58
peR CeNt

of counselling 
sessions with 
16-18 year olds 

took place 
over the phone

278,886
counselling 

sessions were 
dealt with 

by ChildLine 
during 2012/13

56
per cent 
12-15
YeARs OLD

31
per cent 
16-18
YeARs
OLD

per cent  
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under

13

per cent of 
counselling 

sessions with
16-18 year olds 
were with girls

63
54,003

counselling 
sessions with 
16-18 year olds 

in 2012/13

Numbers at a glance
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growing concerns
• Continuing increase in counselling sessions about  
 self-harm – a 4 per cent increase from 2011/12

• Suicide is ranked higher in concerns for 16-18 year  
 olds than for any other age group. 17 year olds  
 were the top age counselled on this issue overall.

• 1 in 5 16-18 year olds contacted ChildLine with   
 concerns about their mental wellbeing.

Sexual abuse and partner 
abuse ranked higher than  
for any other age group
• Half of all counselling sessions about domestic   
 and partner abuse were with the 16-18 age group.

• Sexual abuse appears as a top ten concern for 16-18  
 year olds, representing 6 per cent of counselling sessions  
 – a higher proportion than for any other age group.

Forced to grow up too soon
• Many 16-18 year olds are on the verge of leaving care and moving

onto independent living, which can be daunting. Since 2011/12 the 
number of counselling sessions where being a looked after child 
was the main concern has increased by 8 per cent for 16-18 year olds. 
Counselling sessions with girls in this age group saw the greatest 
increase – 16 per cent.

• Boys aged 16-18 had greater concerns about sexuality. Twice as many
boys were counselled by ChildLine about sexuality than girls. In addition, 
40 per cent of counselling sessions about LGBT issues were with   
16-18 year olds, with many seeking advice and support about coming 
out to their friends and family.

• Pregnancy and parenting only appears in the top 10 concerns for   
 16-18 year olds, representing 4% of counselling sessions with this   
 age group, compared to 2% for counselling overall. 

per cent of 
counselling 

sessions with
16-18 year olds was 

about suicide

7

Key facts
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top 10 concerns for 16-18 year olds 
in 2012/13

RANKiNg Main Concern
for 16-18 year oldS

Number of
counselling

sessions with
16-18 year olds

percentage of
total counselling 

sessions FOR
16-18 year olds

percentage of total
counselling sessions

FOR ALL AgeS – iNC
WheRe Age UNKNOWn

1 Low mood and self-esteem 7243 13% 13%

2 Family relationship 6925 13% 13%

3 Suicidal 3575 7% 5%

4 Self-harm 3337 6% 8%

5 Problems with friends 3191 6% 5%

6 Sexual abuse 3073 6% 4%

7 Mental health and depressive disorders 3043 6% 3%

8 Puberty and sexual health 2842 5% 4%

9 Pregnancy and parenting 2278 4% 2%

10 Bullying and cyber 2151 4% 11%



8

The mental wellbeing of 16-18 year olds

SeCtiON ONe: 
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Self-harm

“every day i am reminded of my 
secret self-harming and as 

much as i hate it – and i know 
this sounds crazy – it is the 

most important thing in my life.  
Self-harming keeps me going as 

everything else pushes me down.  
every time my scars start to 

fade i feel myself missing them.  
i can’t really explain it, but it’s 
like i want to have my secret

to think about instead
of everything else.” - Female, 17

In 2012/13 there were just over 3,300 counselling sessions with 16-18 year olds 
where self-harm was the main concern. This represents 6 per cent of all  
counselling sessions with this age group. This is a 4 per cent increase on the 
previous year and a 9 per cent increase for boys aged 16-18.

The most common method of self-harming is cutting. In 2012/13, cutting  
was mentioned during 1 in 3 counselling sessions about self-harm with this  
age group.

By deliberately hurting their bodies, young people often say they can cope 
better with ‘other’ pain they are feeling. Self-harming is often used as way  
of distracting from emotional pain. Young people talk about a sense of release 
when they hurt themselves. 

“i’ve self-harmed for a while now but 
recently i’ve started to cut, it makes 
me feel so calm afterwards.  i’ve not 
told anyone because i hate how i’ve 
become. i just wish i could go back

to how i used to be.” - Female, 16

“i don’t know how to cope.”
- Female, 16
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For some, it can be a way to feel ‘something’, when they are so numb from 
emotional pain they can’t feel anything. 

Young people who self-harm tend to do so in private, and cut areas of their 
bodies that cannot be seen. They go to great lengths to keep their self-
harming a secret and rarely seek medical attention or support.

As well as self-harming, many young people talk about excessively drinking 
or taking drugs as a way to help forget about their problems – or in some 
cases a combination of all three.

In 2012/13, where age was known, 55 per cent of counselling sessions about 
alcohol and 32 per cent of counselling sessions about drugs and other 
substances were with 16-18 year olds.

“i have fallen out with 
everyone – my friends, my 
family, even my keyworker.  

i am using alcohol and 
drugs to cope with how
i am feeling, mainly weed 

and heroin. i am scared that 
i am going to end up killing 

myself.” – Female, 16

“i feel really depressed.  
everyone hates me – i feel like 
i’m such a disappointment to my 
family, there’s no point me being 
here.  i get so angry and upset, 
so i self-harm or drink. it’s the 

only way to make me feel better”. 
– Female, 17
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Overall, the highest proportion of counselling 
sessions about suicide were with 17 year olds. It is 
rare for this group to be the top aged counselled 
for any issue – for most issues it is 15 years old.

In 2012/13 ChildLine made 1,836 referrals to 
other agencies. Of these, a quarter (25 per cent) 
were for 16-18 year olds. 67 per cent of these 
referrals were made when the young person was 
considered a high suicide risk. 

Suicide

counselling sessions 
dealt with by ChildLine 

with 16-18 year olds who 
were feeling suicidal

3,575

girl to boy ratio 
for suicide 

concerns with 
16-18 year olds

4:1

A clear link between self-harm and suicidal thoughts

Although young people who self-harm are not usually trying to take their own 
lives, ChildLine has seen a clear link between self-harming behaviours and  
suicidal thoughts.

In 2012/13 ChildLine dealt with just over 3,575 counselling sessions with 16-18 
year olds who were feeling suicidal. This represented 7 per cent of all counselling 
sessions with this age group, compared to 5 per cent for 12-15 year olds.

There were 4 times as many counselling sessions about suicide held with girls than 
there were for boys. In a third of counselling sessions with 16-18 year olds where 
suicide was the main concern, self-harming was also mentioned.

In addition, 56 per cent of counselling sessions where overdosing was mentioned 
were with 16-18 year olds, of which 83 per cent were girls.
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 “i feel so alone and anxious 
and depressed all the time. 
i don’t understand because 

life is pretty good and i have 
had no major traumas.”

– Male, 17

“i want to be normal, 
have fun and be happy 

but i just can’t seem 
to be able to. i haven’t 

told my friends or 
family because i don’t 
want to burden them 

with my issues. it’s too 
complicated to explain 

how i’m feeling.”
– Female, 16

Depression and mental health 
Mental health issues are more prevalant for older age groups

“I haven’t got the words to tell” 

Often young people find it difficult to talk about their problems because they don’t 
have the words to explain how they are feeling. One area where this is particularly 
difficult is depression and mental health problems.

Depression and mental health was a main concern in 6 per cent of counselling 
sessions with 16-18 year olds. This compares to 3 per cent for 12-15 year olds,  
and less than 1 per cent for children aged 11 and under. 

When depression and mental health was the main concern for 16-18 year olds, 
suicidal thoughts and self-harming were mentioned as an additional concern  
in over half of counselling sessions. 

Many 16-18 year olds expressed feelings of loneliness and despair as they struggled 
to pinpoint a reason or make sense of why they were feeling so low.

Young people struggle to understand the signs of depression in themselves. This 
makes it all the more difficult for them to open up and discuss it with their friends 
and families. 

ChildLine helps young people explore whether they feel they can talk to someone they 
could trust about how they are feeling. Our counsellors help young people to identify 
possible support within their own network of friends and family members. During 
these conversations many young people felt exactly the same – they did not want to 
be a burden, they were worried that it would somehow damage a relationship and, 
most commonly, they felt they would not be understood. 
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Reluctance to seek support

Young people are not only reluctant to seek support from family and friends, they 
are also hesitant about seeking professional support. 

Too frequently young people do not think the symptoms of depression and mental 
health they experience are worthy of involving a professional. This often creates a 
barrier to getting support.

In their counselling sessions many talked about how they would either be wasting 
the professional’s time, would not be taken seriously, or that somehow their 
emotional state was not a legitimate illness as it was not to do with their  
physical health. 

“there are people 
with bigger illnesses 

and problems than 
me who deserve the 

therapy more”
– Female, 17

 “i haven’t been to the 
doctor yet as i’m worried 

they won’t take me 
seriously and not listen 

to my feelings. i don’t want 
them to give me tablets so 
i can just become another 

number on a page and 
another statistic.”

– Female, 18

“i feel like doctors 
just want to focus on 
the physical factors 

before they look
at mental factors.”

– Male, 17
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LOW MOOD and SeLF eSteeM iSSUeS
The top reason for 16-18 year olds to contact ChildLine

In 2012, ChildLine introduced a new concern category of low mood and 
self-esteem having noticed a growing trend of young people contacting 
about feeling low, when they had not been diagnosed with mental 
health issues or severe depression. In 2012/13, ChildLine dealt with 7,243 
contacts from 16-18 year olds who talked about this issue – equating to 
13 per cent of all counselling with this age group.

The high prevalence of this issue links to other trends that are emerging 
within this age group. Suicidal and mental health concerns are ranked 
higher for 16-18 year olds than any other age group and for the 3rd year 
running there is an increase in counselling about self harm. 

The key issues which were a feature of low mood and self esteem for  
16-18 year olds were anxiety, body confidence and issues related to 
money and employment. 

home

“i am really struggling
to move forward with my 

life. i was abused when 
i was younger and the 

situation has been dealt 
with now but i keep having 

flashbacks about what 
happened. every day it 

affects me. i just can’t stop 
thinking about it and how it 
made me feel.”– feMale, 16

“i left school last year and 
have been trying to find a job 
since. i have applied for lots 

of jobs but i’m not getting 
anywhere. i don’t want to go 

back to college; i want to 
work. i have lots of mates 

in a similar position. We end 
up doing stupid things like 

taking drugs because we are 
bored.”– Male, 17
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Anxiety

Many young people talked to us about post traumatic anxieties where they 
had experienced abuse in the past. They frequently told ChildLine about having 
nightmares and flashbacks which were affecting their ability to cope with everyday 
life. Anxieties also stemmed from the pressure of exams and the stress of having 
to make decisions about their future which they didn’t feel ready for. This is reflected 
in the fact that there were over 2,300 counselling sessions with this age group who 
were seeking help with stress symptoms – an 18% increase.

Body confidence issues

Body image concerns were a particularly strong theme for girls in this age group. 
Almost 700 16-18 year olds contacted ChildLine to talk about their lack of body 
image confidence – 5 out of 6 were girls. They often described themselves as ugly, 
worthless and constantly put themselves down. A number of young people   
talked about how they compared themselves negatively against their friends 
and celebrities.

Money & employment issues
Over two thirds (69 per cent) of counselling sessions about money and employment 
issues were with the 16-18 age group. At this age, young people often have a 
greater degree of financial independence and talked about the difficulties they had 
in affording their upkeep and paying for food and bills. Some 16-18 year olds spoke 
to counsellors about their escalating debts and told us about situations where 
they had to take out loans as a temporary solution. The pressure to find work also 
caused a great deal of anxiety for young people in this age group and they told 
ChildLine about having no confidence and fearing rejection. Where young people 
were employed, some were struggling with the transition into a working life and felt 
there was inadequate support to help them cope with these changes.

“i haven’t slept properly for 
over a month now because i 

am so stressed about getting 
the right grades i need to 
go to University. i feel like 
i am on the verge of a panic 

attack because the decisions 
i have to make now are going 
to affect the rest of my life.” 

– FeMale, 18

home
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Sexual Abuse and Partner Abuse feature 
more in the concerns of 16-18 year olds 
than any other age group.
Sexual abuse – biggest rise in sexual abuse 
counselling was with 18 year olds

Partner abuse – half of all counselling was with   
16-18 year olds

SeCtiON tWO: 
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Sexual abuse

“It’s my own fault – I’m so ashamed”

Young people who are sexually abused frequently blame themselves for the abuse,  
taking on the guilt and shame. They may be shocked and confused by what is  
happening, especially as it is usually by someone they know, often within the family,  
and therefore they feel unable to seek help. They may be made to feel that it is their   
fault. In addition, the abuser will often use intimidation and emotional blackmail   
to prevent the young person from telling anyone. Being forced to keep the abuse  
secret can increase feelings of guilt.

In 2012/13, a third (3,073) of all counselling sessions about sexual abuse – where the 
age was known – were with 16-18 year olds. There was a 14 per cent increase in the 
number of sessions with 18 year olds, compared to 2011/12 – the biggest rise for any age.

In 31 per cent of counselling sessions with 16-18 year olds the young person said they  
had not told anybody about the sexual abuse. 

Boys in this age group found it even more difficult to talk about this concern, with 68 per 
cent suggesting they had never told anyone before speaking to ChildLine about the  
sexual abuse.

As well as feeling intimidated and being emotionally blackmailed into keeping quiet,  
16-18 year olds also talked about other reasons as to why they felt they could not tell 
anyone. These included feeling they were to blame, embarrassed, ashamed, being 
unaware that the abuse was wrong, and believing that the situation would get worse  
if they did tell. 

Young people also said that they were unable to speak about the full extent of their 
abuse, indicating that some details were too harrowing to talk about and relive. They 
often knew they were not coping with their ordeal but did not know what support they 
needed or did not believe that the support they were getting was helping.

“i’ve been abused by a family 
friend for years now. it stopped 

for a bit but then restarted 
when i got a little older. it 
makes me feel so horrible 

about myself that i drink and 
take drugs to help me cope. 
i feel bad that i’m putting so 

much stress on my dad because 
of the abuse so i wish i could 
tell him, but i’m scared that if 
i do he’d do something stupid. 
i’m starting counselling soon 

but i don’t think it will help me. 
i struggle talking about what 
i’ve been through when i’m face 
to face with someone - i’m too 

embarrassed.” – Female, 17

“i really struggle to talk to anyone about 
being sexually abused. it happened for a 

few years so i feel like it took my childhood 
away. i feel really ashamed that it happened 

to me – i’m unable to cope. i want some 
support but i don’t know what kind of 
support i need or what will even help. 

i just can’t carry on like this.” - Male, 18

“I need to deal with it myself”
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is there anyone there to help me?
ChildLine records when a young person tells a counsellor if they have told 
anyone else about their problem before calling ChildLine. 

“I wish I hadn’t told”

During 2012/13, the number of 16-18 year olds who told us they had 
spoken to someone about the sexual abuse before contacting ChildLine 
increased by 37 per cent  when compared to 2011/12.

There has also been a large shift in the people 16-18 year olds chose 
to talk to. In 2011/12, the most common person 16-18 year olds spoke to 
about sexual abuse was their mother. However, in 2012/13, where young 
people told us who they had spoken to before – 1 in 8 said they had 
disclosed the abuse to the police – an increase of over 200 per cent . 

top five people 16-18 year olds spoke
to before contacting ChildLine about
sexual abuse

PERCENTAGE 
of total 

case notes

Police 12%

Friend 10%

Mother 9%

Counsellor 5%

Social worker 5%

“i was being sexually abused 
by my dad and his friends for 

years but it started to get 
too much for me so i told the 

police – now he’s in prison and 
i have to go to court about 
it. this isn’t what i wanted to 
happen, i just wanted him to 

get help, but instead he’s just 
really angry at me. i haven’t 

even told the police the whole 
story – i don’t want to, i regret 
telling them anything. My mum 

thinks i’m lying about the abuse 
and i’m not able to speak to my 
siblings about it. i feel guilty 

about the whole situation. i’ve 
been offered counselling but i 
don’t want to have to speak to 

anyone face to face about what 
i’ve gone through.” – Female, 16

Young people who have found the courage to tell someone about the sexual 
abuse they have experienced, past or present, often told ChildLine they felt 
overwhelmed with regret for speaking out. Where they had spoken to the police, 
or there had been a subsequent court case, they frequently mentioned feeling as 
though their voice wasn’t being heard and that no one believed them.

When the young person had told their parents or a family member, they hadn’t 
always been believed. This disbelief was often associated with the fact that 
almost half (48 per cent ) the perpetrators, where stated, were a family member.
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Online risks
ChildLine also hears from young people who have been sexually 
abused by someone they initially met online. 

Many young people do not realise that being asked to perform sexual acts on  
a webcam link or sending sexual images by mobile phone or through the internet 
is categorised as sexual abuse. Most are completely unaware that by sending 
indecent pictures of a person under 18 they could be breaking the law.  

“i met a guy online. he told me 
he was a year older than me, so 
we arranged to meet. he turned 

out to be much older than he 
said he was. When we met, he 

beat me up then raped me. i feel 
like i deserved it. i deserved it to 
happen to me. i should never have 

met up with him.” - Female, 17

ChildLine is running a campaign for young people in 
October to raise awareness of the risks of sending 
sexual images by mobile or through the internet. We 
believe ‘sexting’ has become a familiar part of every 
teenager’s life but that most young people are not 
aware of the potential risks and consequences.

“i am 17 and i recently sent 
pictures of me undressed 
to someone i thought was 
a girl, but it turned out to 
be a guy.  After i sent the 

pictures, he threatened me 
by telling me to undress live 
via webcam.  he said that if 
i didn’t, he would upload all 
my pictures to the internet 

and would make sure my 
family and friends saw them.  

i am so scared right now; 
i don’t know what to do. 

is what he is doing illegal?” 
– Male, 17

“this man i met online told 
me to do stuff via a webcam 
and i stupidly did. i have no 
idea why i did it – it was like 
it wasn’t me! i am not sure if 
what i have done is sexual 

abuse?” – Female, 16
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“i’ve been feeling a 
lot of mixed emotions 
recently. i’ve been with 
my boyfriend for a few 
months now and things 

aren’t great. he’s a 
bit older so i feel 

like he’s pressuring 
me for things and is 

really controlling. i’ve 
tried to confront him 
about it, but he didn’t 
take it well so i don’t 
know what to do. it’s 

getting me really down 
so i keep snapping at 
people around me. i 

know my parents would 
support me if i told 

them but i don’t want 
to. i need to deal with it 

myself.” – Female, 17

Domestic/partner abuse

“i’ve been living with my boyfriend for a few 
months – he’s older than me so he expects 

certain things from our relationship. 
the other day he forced me to have sex. 
i told him i wasn’t ready and that i hadn’t 

done it before, but he made me do it 
anyway. When i got upset he told me i was 
overreacting and that it was what people 
in relationships did. it’s not the first time 

he’s been aggressive towards me – i’m 
often left covered in bruises. My parents 

thought i was too young to move in with him 
so i don’t want to tell them about what’s 
happening. i speak to my mum regularly 

and tell her everything’s fine. even though 
i made the decision to live here, sometimes 
i just want to go back home – i feel safe 

there.” – Female, 18

Half of these counselling sessions were with 16-18 year olds

In 2012/13 there were 1,133 counselling sessions with 16-18 year olds who told ChildLine they 
were experiencing domestic/partner abuse, almost half of all the young people counselled 
about this issue. Where the type of domestic/partner abuse was specified, 38 per cent was 
emotional abuse, 35 per cent was physical abuse and 23 per cent was sexual abuse.

Many 16-18 year olds talked about feeling isolated from their friends and family. They 
were reluctant to tell people around them about the abuse as they believed they had got 
themselves into the situation so only had themselves to blame. Many also felt they should be 
able to deal with the problem without involving anyone else. 

In many instances the young person’s partner was older so the young person felt as though 
they were being dominated and controlled.  
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Forced to grow up

SeCtiON thRee:
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Looked after children
Worries about becoming a “grown up” and the fear of services 
ending are a key feature for 16-18 year olds leaving care. 

“I’m scared of the future”

In 2012/13, ChildLine carried out over 800 counselling sessions with 16-18 year  
olds in care. This is an 8% increase from 2011/12.

Young people leaving care were concerned about living independently or 
moving to supported accommodation. 

Some talked about the difficulties of having to move too far away from the care 
home. They felt this would mean losing contact with their friends and were 
worried about feelings of loneliness and the difficulties of trying to make  
new friends. 

Unable to cope living alone after leaving care
Young people feel unprepared to live alone and are scared about being  
able to cope. They talked about not having enough money, not being able   
to manage on benefits and feeling worried about paying bills.

For some there was a distinct feeling that they had not been helped with 
this transition and needed help with practical skills such as form filling, 
understanding how to manage finances and taking care of their own every  
day domestic needs.
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“Can you find me a number for an 
advocate please? My social worker has 
told me that i will be moving out of my 
current foster home and will have to 
move back to London but i have no idea 
where to? i feel safe and secure in my 

foster home and i don’t want to move. My 
social worker’s manager said there was 

nothing they could do to stop it and
i feel scared.” – Female, 17

For those who had been placed in a hostel, many expressed how 
much they disliked it.

Not knowing where they might live creates high levels of anxiety and frustration. 
Young people frequently mentioned not being kept informed, delays in progress 
and difficulties in contacting anyone for more information. Many called ChildLine 
when they could not reach their advocate or social worker.

“i don’t know what’s 
going on at the moment 

and who i can get 
support from. i am in 

between child and adult 
services right now and 
feel anxious about the 
change and like no one 

cares. i’m have been 
moved into supported 

accommodation and 
am finding it really 

difficult to adjust to 
where i am – especially 

because i don’t know 
what’s going to happen 

to me.” – Male, 18

“i hate living in a hostel – i spend most of my 
time sitting in my room while everyone else 
just gets off their face on drugs and stuff. 
there’s hardly anyone here that’s the same 

age as me, most are a lot older. i wanted to go 
into a young person’s home but they wouldn’t 
accommodate me because i self-harm. After 

being chucked out i have nowhere else to go if 
i leave this hostel except to living back on the 

streets.”– Female, 17
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One of the most common reasons for 16-18 year olds to seek help 
from ChildLine is how to ‘come out’ to family and friends. 

In 2012/13, ChildLine carried out almost 1,500 counselling sessions with 16-18 year olds 
about sexuality and gender identity issues. In 36 per cent of cases the young person said  
to the counsellor that they had not told anybody else. This is much higher than the average 
for all counselling sessions within this age group, which was 17 per cent. 

Boys are much more likely than girls to talk about issues surrounding sexuality than for 
other concerns. In 2012/13, twice as many 16-18 year old boys talked to ChildLine about 
sexuality as their main problem than girls. In addition, 40 per cent of counselling sessions 
about LGBT issues were with 16-18 year olds. 

“I’m too frightened to tell”

Young people described how they struggled to communicate with their parents and friends. 
They were scared that telling family and friends the truth about their sexuality would result  
in a negative reaction, and many were fearful of being disowned.

Parental reaction is something young people who contact ChildLine have great anxieties 
over. Young people often struggle to tell parents something they believe will disappoint  
or anger them. ChildLine works with young people to help them find the words and 
provides them a safe place to rehearse what they want to say.

sexuality and gender identity issues:
the fear of being disowned

“i’m feeling really down 
and lonely. i have started 
to develop really strong 
feelings for other girls 
and i think i’m a lesbian. i 

can’t even talk to my best 
friend about it because i’m 
worried she might hate me 
and not want to talk to me 

anymore.” – Female, 16

“i don’t want to disappoint my Mum and Dad by 
telling them i’m gay but i can’t hide my feelings 
any more – it’s making me feel so anxious and 
lonely all the time. i’m really worried about 
how they are going to react though. What if 

they are angry with me?” – Male, 16
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Coming out
Many LGBT young people have to cope with negative reactions when 
they come out, which can be very painful, particularly when that reaction 
is from someone they really care about.

“i’m so confused and stressed. i think 
i am a lesbian but it feels wrong and 
uncomfortable. i have been brought 
up as a Catholic and it makes me feel 

guilty about my sexuality.” – FeMale, 17

“i don’t mind the idea of being gay 
and i am comfortable with the way
i feel. i wish my family thought in 

the same way though. in my religion
and culture, being gay isn’t allowed. 

i will be severely punished by my 
parents if i act upon my feelings 

for other men. i know other people 
who have come out as gay and 

have been sent back to their home 
countries to be punished.” Male, 18

In some cases, the young person said that their religion posed a major obstacle to 
coming out. They talked about the fear of being punished for going against their 
faith and the shame it would bring on their family.

ChildLine supports young people to prepare for the reactions of family and friends. 
We help them to understand that it’s possible some people may initially be shocked, 
or feel uncomfortable and therefore not know how to react. But we also explain that 
in time many people will accept the news. We help young people explore different 
ways of telling friends and family. For example, writing everything down in a letter, 
so they can explain fully what they want to say. 

We also help young people to think about 
how they can engage in an open and 
honest conversation, which is a vital part  
of coming out.

Doing this helps to move a relationship 
forward towards a point of mutual 
understanding and acceptance. 

ChildLine counsellors work with the young 
person to help them to identify someone 
they think is more likely to react positively. 
This not only helps to give the young person 
an idea of how people may react, but often 
means they have someone to support them 
when they are ready to come out to others.

“i have a boyfriend but i’m 
feeling very confused about my 
feelings. i’ve felt this way for a 

while now. i like this girl and she 
likes me too. i’m too afraid to 

come out as i’m scared of losing 
family and friends. What if they 

react badly to it? What will they 
think of me? i wish i didn’t have 
these feelings - i just want to

be normal.” Female, 16



26

Being expected to make “adult choices or decisions” yet not being  
fully independent, is a common concern raised by 16-18 year olds.  
Pregnancy is a good example of when this can occur. 

Pregnancy and Parenting is a top 10 issue for 16-18 year olds. Almost 2,300 
counselling sessions were carried out with this age group in 2012/13. Of these,  
8 per cent told ChildLine they were struggling with being a young parent.

In many of the counselling sessions where pregnancy featured as a main 
concern young people were worried they would be thrown out of the family 
home, if they announced their pregnancy. Fortunately for most, this fear is 
based upon how the young person anticipates their parents will react and  
does not become reality.

Often young people contacting ChildLine about pregnancy mentioned that 
their parents wanted nothing to do with them once they found out they were 
pregnant. Others, both girls and boys, expressed concerns about what their 
responsibilities would be and felt unsure if they were ready to be a parent.

Fear of being thrown out: 
Becoming a young parent

“i’m struggling to cope and i’ve got 
no one to talk to. i’m pregnant and 
living with a family member at the 

moment having been thrown out. it is 
fine, but i can’t live here forever so 
i need to sort out some housing and 
financial support. i can’t talk to my 
midwife about it because i know she 
thinks i’m stupid for being pregnant. 

i just don’t know what to do.” – 
Female, 16

“i found out i was pregnant so my 
parents threw me out. thankfully 

my friend has let me come and 
stay with her for a bit, but i can’t 
stay here forever. i don’t know 
what to do? i really need some 
help and advice about what my 

options are.”  – Female, 17

“My girlfriend is pregnant. i’m scared 
because i’m not sure if i’m ready to 
be a dad yet. We have a really good 

relationship and i love her very much, but 
i’m finding all of this quite hard to cope 

with. We’re going to be moving in with each 
other soon, which i’m excited about, but at 
the same time, i am quite scared.” – 18 Male



27

A particular feature for this age group, more than any other, is 
being thrown out of the family home. During 2012/13, this issue 
was mentioned in just over 1000 counselling sessions – in over 
half of these the young person was aged 16-18.

16-18 year olds often tell ChildLine how challenging family life can be for them. 
There were almost 7,000 counselling sessions with 16-18 year olds about family 
relationships during 2012/13. It was the top reason for 16 year olds to contact 
ChildLine and the second most common concern for 17 and 18 year olds. 

Relationship breakdowns are the most common reason for young people to be 
thrown out of the family home, however some young people talk about economic 
factors leading to them being asked to leave. 

This can also be linked to changing life choices as young people get older.

Being thrown out: Family 
relationship breakdown

“i am scared and worried because 
i am going to be kicked out of 

the house. i have dropped out of 
college and my mum explained 

that due to this, her child benefit 
would stop so she could not 

afford to have me at home any 
more. i am worried about where

i will live.” – Male, 17

“My parents have split up and i live with 
my dad. i am a college at the moment 

but i would like to leave and get a job. 
My dad has threatened to throw me out 
if i get a job as he would lose his child 
benefit. i don’t feel like i have a say in 

my own life and have to do things Dad’s 
way.” – Female, 17

“i am just walking around 
the streets. i can’t go 
to my friends as i am 

too embarrassed. i feel 
so alone and confused. 
Mum and i have argued 

before but she has never 
thrown me out. Mum 

wants me to leave for 
good, but i have nowhere 
else to go – i don’t know 
what to do?” – Female, 16 
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Relevant and better services are needed 
for 16-18 year olds

SeCtiON FOUR:
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“i’m feeling really sad at the 
moment – i just wish i wasn’t 

even here. My dad and his friends 
sexually abused me for years so

i went to the police about it.
i really wish i hadn’t now because 

i’ve got to go to court in a few 
days and am feeling completely 
alone. i don’t have a counsellor
or a social worker to talk to.

i was told i could speak to 
someone through the court or my 
doctor but i haven’t - i’ve just been 
dealing with it myself.” – Female, 17

“During a session with my 
counsellor i told them 

about the sexual abuse i’d 
experienced. i didn’t mean for 
it to come out but it just did. 

i regret saying it so much 
because now they’ve involved 

the police and social services. 
i’m being pressured to say 

more about the incident but
i just don’t feel ready. i wish

i hadn’t said anything.”
– Female, 16

Where young people had reported an incident to the police or social services, 
they also felt as though they were not being offered adequate support. This left 
the young person feeling abandoned.

Their family life had been disrupted to such an extent that many young people 
said they regretted telling anyone. In some cases the young person told 
ChildLine that they had felt pressured by family to report what had happened  
to the police, but that they had not been ready to do this.

Lack of support from the 
police or social services
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“i really need someone to talk to 
at the moment. i was being sexually 

abused by someone in my family 
so i let the police know. they’re 

talking about me having to have a 
medical examination but i don’t even 
know what that involves. My social 

worker is being rubbish and isn’t 
helping me at all. i don’t think she 
likes me because she doesn’t seem 
to listen to anything i say. No one 

in my family is supporting me either 
- my mum thinks i’m lying about the 
whole thing so she’s really angry 
with me. i’m just so scared about 
this whole situation. i just want

to run away.” – Female, 16

“i’m having counselling 
at the moment to help me 
get over being sexually 
abused by my uncle. so 
far counselling is not 
helping. i’m regretting 

telling anyone because 
it’s made things really 

tense at home. i just 
feel so down that i’ve 
considered ending my 

life.” – Female, 18

Where an agency had been involved, some young people expressed a loss 
of confidence in the agency as the resolution offered didn’t help. Furthermore, 
some young people said they didn’t feel they were being believed or adequately 
supported. In some cases this left them feeling suicidal.

Little confidence in agencies



31

“i had my last counselling session today 
and am feeling really upset and worried 
about what will happen next. She helped 
me such a lot in getting through some of 

the worst times in my life and it’s going to 
be hard not having her support. Another 

counsellor is meant to be contacting 
me but i haven’t heard anything yet and 
i’m scared because i just think i will go 

backwards.” – Female, 18

Cessation of Services
16-18 year olds who talk to ChildLine about mental health issues often speak about 
the support they are getting from Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services. 
Many of those approaching the age of 18 shared their fears about what is going to 
happen to them once they were no longer eligible for support.

They explained how they felt not seeing a counsellor any more was likely to adversely 
affect their mental health. They talked about the transition to adult services being 
disjointed to the service they had previously received and were worried about their 
future with a lack of support.

Young people’s anxieties of the cessation of services also extended to support  
from ChildLine.

ChildLine do not offer services to young people once they reach their 19th birthday, 
at which point they are given the details of adult services. If ChildLine has a long 
standing relationship with the young person, an end of service plan will be made   
to prepare them for this.
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Needing support from teachers
Frequently young people told ChildLine that they were not always believed 
or taken seriously when they disclosed abuse to their teacher. This was 
particularly the case when the perpetrator of the abuse was the young 
person’s partner, or ex.

From what young people tell ChildLine, it appears that teachers do not always seem 
confident in how to deal with partner relationship abuse, and therefore do not 
respond in the way that is right for the young person. Teachers seemed unsure of the 
appropriate immediate course of action. Some teachers referred the young person 
straight to ChildLine for advice. Others told young people that they were going to think 
about the solution rather than acting immediately to safeguard them.

“My boyfriend sexually 
abused me and i tried to 

talk to my teacher about 
it but they didn’t believe 
me. it’s hard because i’ve 
got no support and feel 
horrible and isolated. i 
have been self-harming 
to help to me cope.” – 

Female, 16
“My boyfriend persuaded me 
to pose naked for him and he 
took pictures of me. i tried to 
end things with him recently 
as i didn’t trust him anymore. 

Now he is threatening me, 
saying if i break up with him 

he will put the naked photos 
of me all over the internet 

so everyone can see. i told my 
teacher about what was going 
on and she suggested i phoned 
ChildLine so they can tell me 

what to do to stop it.”
– Female, 16
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“i was raped last year by my 
ex.  it makes me feel dirty and 

really upset when i think about 
it. i tried to pretend like nothing 

had happened but my teacher 
noticed something was wrong as 
it was affecting my school work. 
thanks to my teacher talking to 

me and encouraging me to report 
it, the police are now involved 

and my Mum is being really 
supportive.” – Female, 16

Encouragingly, young people also tell ChildLine that they had only 
disclosed to their teacher as a result of that teacher noticing a change 
in their behaviour or academic achievement. 

“Last year my boyfriend 
sexually assaulted me. My 

teacher noticed i was acting 
differently and my grades 
were getting worse. they 

asked if there was anything 
bothering me and then 

spoke to me and my Mum. 
things have been sorted out 

now but i still feel really 
upset about it. My teacher 
has always been there for 
me when i’ve got upset and 
i talk to her quite a lot – 

speaking to ChildLine really 
helps too.” – Female, 16
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Wherever we have used quotes from young people, names and potentially identifying details 
have been changed to protect their identity. These quotes are created from real ChildLine 
contacts but are not necessarily direct quotes from an individual young person.

ChildLine is the UK’s free, 24-hour helpline and online service for children. Trained 
volunteer counsellors comfort, advise and protect children and young people. Calls to 
ChildLine are confidential, but if a child is in immediate danger the counsellor will let  
the caller know if they have to break confidentially and contact the emergency services 
to save the child’s life.

Children and young people can contact ChildLine 24 hours a day,  
7 days a week, 365 days per year on 0800 1111 and at     
www.childline.org.uk. 

For any enquiries please contact us at ChildlineBusinessSupportTeam@nspcc.org.uk 

ChildLine is a service provided by the NSPCC. Registered charity numbers 216401 and SC037717. Photography by Jon Challicom,   
David Gillanders and iStockphoto, posed by models. 
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