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This learning journey is based on a longer internal 
report by Sarah Rose of Collective Discovery, following 
evaluative interviews with staff and young people 
and documentation review. Findings have informed 
Carefree Cornwall’s next steps, and are shared here 
so that others can learn from their experience. 

Carefree Cornwall’s  
Learning Journey  
in Listening

The Listening Fund Partner Practice Report



Carefree Cornwall’s Learning Journey    |    Partner Practice Report2

This is an account of what Carefree 
Cornwall did to become more 
accountable to young people, and 
what they learned along the way.

Carefree Cornwall supports young people aged 11 to 25 in care or 
leaving care. They work with young people throughout Cornwall 
through youth work, targeted 1:1 support, participation sessions and 
offering careers support, engaging young people through positive 
activities like mentoring, holiday camps and training. 

The organisation was set up to respond to young people in care 
saying they felt excluded from mainstream youth work and summer 
camps and to enable them to meet with other young people with 
similar experiences to themselves in supportive youth groups. Carefree 
Cornwall received funding from the Listening Fund from 2018 – 2024 to 
strengthen its listening practice and accountability to young people. 

https://carefreecornwall.org.uk/
https://carefreecornwall.org.uk/
https://carefreecornwall.org.uk/
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Why listening is important 
to Carefree Cornwall

Carefree Cornwall works with young people in local authority care. 
Carefree focuses on belonging and safety in their listening and participation 
practice so that young people can express themselves and build positive 
relationships with adult professionals. This modelling of healthy relationships 
based on trust and reciprocity is crucial for later life and is central to Carefree 
Cornwall’s approach.

Carefree Cornwall focuses on healthy peer relationships to support the 
resilience of young people in care and leaving care. In addition, positive 
relationships between the organisation and young people increases 
engagement with the support and services on offer (and supports young 
people to shape and improve them). 

As the organisation grew, it saw more opportunities for young people to 
be listened to by the adults who have power over their lives. This gradually 
increased the organisational focus on local and national participation and 
influencing work.

As the organisation became more externally-oriented, ensuring that young 
people were listened to by others ended up being prioritised over ensuring that 
Carefree was always listening to young people itself. 

Funding from the Listening Fund supported Carefree to take stock of their 
current practice1 and work to align its practice better with its values - including 
by setting up a shadow board.

1  �A research partnership between Carefree Cornwall and Research in Practice focussed on understanding how best 
to support young people to amplify their voices. The partnership worked with young people to understand how 
they want to be listened to and made recommendations on how Carefree Cornwall can expand their work.
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Developing a youth  
shadow board

Youth boards are a popular listening mechanism for 
organisations and can take many shapes and sizes2. 

Carefree Cornwall’s youth shadow board meets four times a year, before 
a full board meeting. It makes recommendations on governance and 
service delivery decisions which get fed into the full board meeting. 

The shadow board has a clear purpose - it formalises listening to young 
people in the organisation, drives internal accountability and decision 
making, supports the organisation in governance and service design and 
delivery, and feeds into external influencing work. Topics are identified by 
staff and not all governance issues will be brought to the group.

“The shadow board remit is beyond governance 
and is gradually moving into a space that can 
support knowledge exchange. It goes beyond just 
building an experience for young people. It goes 
on to how they interact with society as they go 
through their lives. That is a powerful ripple effect.”

YOUTH WORKER

2  �More about youth boards in this podcast and in blogs here and here.

https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/13e50384fd8b6ac287add92756b446f886a9896d/view
https://thelisteningfund.org/how-do-you-set-up-a-great-youth-board/
https://thelisteningfund.org/five-tips-for-setting-up-a-youth-advisory-board/
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Facilitating good shadow board meetings

Carefree pays careful attention to how they facilitate shadow board 
meetings, following a regular format each time: 

•  �Start with an engaging ice breaker to build relationships and confidence.

•  �Move on to discussions about the purpose of the group and strategic 
topics.

•  �Throughout, young people are encouraged to share their stories and 
relate these to their decision-making, and supported to participate in the 
discussions.

Recognising who is being heard

It can be helpful to have a consistent group of young people on a shadow 
board, as it supports relationship and trust building. However, there can be 
a tendency for the same people to put themselves forward to be involved 
in listening activities. Some young people do not want to make a long-term 
commitment or take on responsibilities, but they still want to be heard. So 
Carefree is trying to find ways to make sure that they can hear from a wider 
group of young people or can support more flexible engagement with the 
shadow board. 

Bringing boards together

Carefree is also working through how to best bring the youth shadow board 
and full board together. This can provide greater clarity for young people on 
how the shadow board is involved in governance and accountability. 



Carefree Cornwall’s Learning Journey    |    Partner Practice Report6

For Carefree Cornwall 

Changing organisational culture, process and strategy:

•  �The organisation’s strategic choices and decisions are guided by young 
people. 

•  �A listening culture is formalised through structures and processes which 
ensures that when staff or board members move on, the organisation’s 
commitment to listening remains.

•  �New policies recognise and reward young people for participation.

•  �Staff who value and reinforce listening are recruited, and peer mentor 
training on social media, safety and safeguarding is undertaken.

Improved service design and delivery:

•  �Discussions about what services should be expanded and how to allocate 
spending better reflect the needs of young people..

•  �The design of an adult volunteer care leavers programme, which supports 
young people to train as mentors and support others.

•  �The design of a programme working with asylum seeking children in care; 
finding ways to welcome young people into their community through 
learning about culture, sharing experiences and challenging racism.

•  �The redesign of care surveys to encourage greater feedback from young 
people.

•  �The design of reading materials for young people about foster families to 
support their transition into new homes.

What has changed as a 
result of strengthened 
listening practice?
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Increased external impact:

•  �Participation in discussions with the council on social care.

•  �Successful campaigning for care to be a protected characteristic in Cornwall.

•  �Securing free bus travel for young people in care in Cornwall.

•  �Securing a space for young people to be represented in council meetings.

For young people

Young people interviewed shared the difference that being listened to has made 
to them and what they have appreciated in Carefree’s approach. This included:

•  Increased trust in the organisation, as they feel heard and supported 

•  Better relationships with the youth workers

•  �Greater belief that they are able to have influence on decisions that affect them 

•  �Increased knowledge, skills and confidence, including how to build relationships

•  Support to take on new challenges and stretch themselves

“Listening isn’t just about hearing the words in a 
meeting. It’s about hearing how young people feel, 
watching what happens and learning from them, 
even if they don’t say it in words.”

YOUTH WORKER
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What lessons can other 
organisations take from 
Carefree Cornwall’s experience?

Focus on earning young people’s buy-in and trust. 

Young people in and leaving care have experienced difficult and 
sometimes frightening relationships from very early childhood. Trust in 
others, including professionals, had to be earned. Young people need to 
be given a taste of how it works first, and to see how change is happening 
before making a commitment. 

Manage expectations. 

Young people can see what needs to change and can become frustrated 
when progress is slow or when they feel they are being ‘fobbed off’. Carefree 
has had to be honest and transparent with young people - and support them 
to manage their disappointment, frustration and the conflict that has resulted. 

Allow time and be flexible.

Space for discussion and time for reflection is critical to enable ideas to 
develop. Discussions, as well as the relationship and trust-building that is 
essential for effective listening, cannot be rushed.

Be realistic about what is interesting to young people. 

Make sure that sessions are engaging for young people - breaking down 
big questions and issues into more tangible points of engagement. For 
example, instead of involving young people in all governance decisions, 
select the most interesting and relevant topics for discussion at shadow 
board meetings.
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Consider access requirements and limitations. 

Carefree Cornwall are working with young people who live in remote areas, 
where access to transport has been a barrier to participation. This catalysed 
their campaigning for free public transport.

Recruit the right people. 

A focus on recruiting and retaining the right people (who are committed to 
listening and building relationships and trust with young people) has been at 
the heart of the organisation’s progress. When staff believe in listening, they 
prioritise it and build it into everything they do.

“It has also impacted my life outside of Carefree 
Cornwall. I have managed to impact other things 
because of the skills I got. My CV is really good, 
my ability to do job interviews… it has given me 
experience and life skills.“

YOUNG PERSON
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What next for 
Carefree Cornwall? 

Young people want to be more involved in early-stage 
project design, rather than into fully formed ideas. Staff 
want to continue to foreground youth listening work, better 
integrate it within the strategy process and consider the 
skills needed on the board to more consistently engage 
with young people. 

www.carefreecornwall.org.uk


