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This is an account of how Sister
System started out by listening
to care-affected girls directly,
and how their perspectives and
needs are now powering the
organisation as it grows.

Sister System was founded by a small group of black female professionals
with lived experience of the care system as well as a deep professional
multi-disciplinary skill set based on working with children and families, and
with the health, education and criminal justice systems. They connected
through conversations about the unmet needs of care affected girls and
young women, particularly black girls and young women.

The group began to gather information and data about the challenges that
the girls were facing and what they were able to achieve in their lives. They
found a significant gap between the opportunities and outcomes for care-
affected girls, and girls with other backgrounds, which validated what they
were seeing in their communities.

Sister System’s definition of care-affected includes girls who are in care, are
care leavers or are on the cusp of care - girls who are not in care but are in
touch with statutory services (probation, mental health, police).
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The organisation’s mission is to bridge the gap between mainstream
society and care-affected girls and young women aged 13-24 years, by
working to ensure they have the same opportunities as others at home, in
school, at work, and within communities.

95% of the girls and young women Sister System work with are from

the global maijority (black/brown/minoritised young women), and face
systemic barriers that have limited their opportunities and ability to
thrive, with a lack of meaningful and culturally attuned programmes
within traditional frameworks to address their needs. Most face multiple
complex issues including having experienced domestic and other abuse,
social isolation, joblessness, homelessness, and poverty.

Sister System helps these young women fulfill their potential and
become economically independent. The support includes intensive
therapeutic mentoring, career coaching, providing nationally accredited
qualifications, resilience building workshops, wellness activities, and
access to a community of other ‘sisters’ - all at a safe and inclusive
community hub.
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“Sister System was born of the professional and personal
frustration of its founders. We wanted to galvanise action

in areas where we saw girls falling through gaps which we
knew how to bridge. We were all seeing the same things in

our various professional roles - how girls and young women

in the care system were being failed - and the expectation

of statutory services of their potential was so low and limited.
We could see the systemic barriers they were facing and the
severe lack of culturally attuned programmes that could meet
girls where they were and support them on their journey.”

Addressing the need/gap

45% of looked after children (5-17 years old) have a mental health
difficulty compared to 10% of the general population (NSPCC 2017).

« 1in 3 girlsin care are sexually abused (NSPCC 2017).

« 15% of girls, as opposed to 11% of boys (or, an additional 153,000 girls) are
‘NEET’ - Not in employment, education or training (ONS 2024").

 Looked after children’s average GCSE ‘Attainment 8’ score in England
(which adds together their scores in core subjects), was 19.42 - compared
to 46.3 for the general population?.

« 1in 4 girls in care will have a diagnosable mental health iliness (NHS 2016).

1 www.fenews.co.uk/skills/ons-november-neets-review-13-2-of-all-young-people-are-currently-neets-sector-reaction/

2  www.explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/outcomes-for-children-in-need-including-children-looked-
after-by-local-authorities-in-england

3 www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/education-skills-and-training/11-to-16-years-old/gcse-results-attainment-8-for-
children-aged-14-to-16-key-stage-4/latest/#:~:text=Data%20for%20the%202022%20to,in%20the%20previous %20school%20year



https://www.fenews.co.uk/skills/ons-november-neets-review-13-2-of-all-young-people-are-currently-neets-sector-reaction/
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/outcomes-for-children-in-need-including-children-looked-after-by-local-authorities-in-england
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/outcomes-for-children-in-need-including-children-looked-after-by-local-authorities-in-england
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During 2017 this core group of professionals held a series of ‘think tanks’
with care affected girls to explore and co-create the first programme for
Sister System which involved mentoring, workshops and qualifications.
During this process Sister System was supported by Impetus PEF who
invest in organisations that aim to reduce the gaps between young
people from disadvantaged backgrounds and their better off peers. It
was quickly understood that Sister System would need to be registered
as an educational centre, as many care affected girls had negative
experience of mainstream school, and needed dedicated support to
learn and gain qualifications. The think tanks shaped the foundation

of Sister System’s programmes and gave the organisation its identity,
becoming an Open College Network (OCN) approved center and
charitable organisation by 2018.

‘ ‘ “Sister System’s multi-year approach, based around building
long-term trusted relationships to support girls in contact with
the care system to succeed in school and raise aspirations,
is desperately needed [..] As impressive is Sister System's
commitment to working with the head as well as the heart in
placing a framework for understanding impact at the forefront of
what they are trying to achieve.”

JAMES GUBB, INVESTMENT MANAGER AT IMPETUS-PEF

‘ ‘ “It's almost like you are a parent, you are nurturing but you also
have to have boundaries for the sake of the young person. We've
got all the support to offer - but we also have to say no to certain
behaviour - whilst trying to exploring why it occurred and getting
them the support they need”

TANYA NELSON, PROGRAMMES DIRECTOR, SISTER SYSTEM
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Growing demand for
Sister System

The small and dedicated Sister System team began to fundraise to support
the initial programme. By piloting programme delivery, the organisation was
able to learn and adapt as well as gather evidence of need and impact. By
engaging with a wider group of girls who were supported to articulate what
they need, Sister System was able to fine-tune programmes and tailor them
effectively.

Statutory agencies and community partners wanted a service like Sister
System where they could refer girls and young women, and the organisation’s
reputation was spreading amongst care-affected girls and young women at
the same time. Soon, Sister System had a waiting list of girls wanting to join
them, and were able to successfully raise the funds to enable more girls to
access their much-needed programmes.

In 2018-2019, Sister System’s programmes included mentoring, resilience
building workshops and an OCN (accredited) qualification in Leadership and
Peer Mentoring, which they delivered to around 40 care-affected girls and
young women.

In 2020 Sister System were in a position to welcome older girls who had
completed their programmes to begin shaping new narratives, with the
girls themselves facilitating and delivering workshops which supported
care affected girls entering university in their journey towards wellbeing
and independence. These girls became known as “Big Sisters” - girls who
supported those at the start of their programme to navigate the journey
into independence. The Big Sister role saw the development of a robust and
informed peer role modelling structure.

‘ ‘ “Iwant to be the person | needed when | was a teenager”

EEDY JAMES, SISTER SYSTEM AMBASSADOR



‘ 7 Sister System Learning Journey | Partner Practice Report

Responding to the pandemic

When the pandemic began in March 2020, Sister System was able to respond
to the shift in what girls and young women needed. The organisation
supported girls and young women to meet their basic needs including food
and health products through lockdowns. As an educational institution (a
member of the Open College Network) Sister System was allowed to stay open,
and the founders would shop and drop provisions to girls where they were
living. For girls and young women without family support, there were serious
safeguarding risks that were heightened by the pandemic and lockdowns, and
Sister System would regularly check-in with girls.

Sister System also provided recipes and cooking instructions via Whatsapp,
and when possible, would cook and share food via a local youth centre. The
organisation quickly shifted to a hybrid delivery model for workshops and
training (supplying girls with phones and tablets so that they had access)

- recognising that some girls would not want or be able to travel. As other
services closed down or restricted access, Sister System stepped up to fill
the gap; supporting over 50 girls and young women. This demonstrated

to statutory services and the police that Sister System was nimble and
responsive, and new partnerships developed.
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Black Lives Matter sparks a
hew programme

In May 2020, the murder of George Floyd and the widespread outrage over
systemic racism and police brutality sparked the Black Lives Matter movement
in the UK. As an organisation led and founded by black women addressing

the ghettoisation and labelling of care-affected girls, this was not a moment
of awakening - but it triggered a re-appraisal by many funders and statutory
bodies of how they were failing the girls that Sister System was working with.

Sister System developed the ‘Honour Thy Self’ programme that directly
addressed the experience of care-affected girls who not only had very
fractured personal narratives (involving multiple foster carers, schools,
homes) but were not anchored in the history and achievements of black
and brown British people. This programme explicitly addressed the trauma,
social exclusion and economic and educational disadvantage that girls
were experiencing due to systemic racism, and the need to connect
intergenerationally with elders to build more positive stories of hope.

This focus on empowerment and wellbeing was not only for the girls involved
in Sister System - it was also for the professionals involved. Sister System was
a way of navigating limits on progression and professional development that
black women face, creating something where the founders and women like
them could thrive. This in turn modelled a potential positive future to the girls
who were engaging with the programme.

Building from the needs that girls and professionals identified during the
pandemic, Sister System developed and piloted a holistic programme - the
EEE programme (exercise, energise and empower) which complemented the
support for girls’ basic needs (food, health products) that were being provided.
The focus on emotional resilience and confidence was part of helping girls to
navigate their risk of exploitation and avoid risk-taking when many were in
precarious situations (as part of a wider contextual safeguarding approach).
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Sister System’s values

COLLABORATIVE:

We co-curate with our Sis-Stars and seek powerful partnerships.

EVIDENCE-BASED:

We build trust and respect in our sector.

MASTERFUL:

We aim for excellence as standard and share our learning.

SOLUTION-FOCUSED:

We innovate to overcome challenges.

TENACIOUS:

We are not afraid to take a stand and push for change

“We're always obviously looking at ways to stay current with
youth culture so that we can identify risks early and provide
education in advance”

TANYA NELSON, PROGRAMMES DIRECTOR, SISTER SYSTEM
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More about Sister
System’s programmes

The programmes layer these core activities:
+ Peer mentoring
« Therapeutic mentoring

Qualifications (& functional skills readiness)

Physical activities

Workshops

Access to networking and information, advice and guidance sessions

Specific programmes they offer include:

‘The Sisterhood’

Designed for girls at risk or experiencing Child Sexual Exploitation. Offering
the Leadership qualification to challenge and manage toxic peer group
activity and exploring risk.

‘Big Sister’
Supporting girls to gain essential skills and knowledge to become

professional Peer Mentors, with many of these girls being recruited as Peer
Mentors within Sister System, as well as co-facilitating workshops.

‘Honour Thyself’

Designed to meet needs after the Black Lives Matters movement. Exploring
personal power and focusing on knowledge and confidence to develop a
positive and proud self-identity.

There is further information about Sister System programmes here.


https://www.sistersystem.org/our-programmes
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Providing employment
opportunities

Many of the young women who have come through Sister

Sister’'s programmes are now employed by them - including in
communications, business development, workshop co-facilitation
and certified peer-mentors. Sister System continues to find ways to
improve the way it inducts these young women, creates boundaries
to clarify their new relationship with the organisation, and supports
them in their transition from service-user to members of the team.
With this structure, Big Sisters have the platform and the opportunity
to be fully supported within a professional environment, working with
a team which is aware of and responds to their needs and journey
into independence.

‘ ‘ “A lot of the girls that come in to us are really passionate about
being able to support other girls that have got a shared lived

experience with them. So what the peer mentoring qualification
does is it ensures that girls have got the professional foundation
for understanding [..] and applying the right boundaries for that
kind of work. But most importantly, it's the healing that comes
with the structured process of the qualifications as well as the
opportunity for employment and further education.”

TANYA, PROGRAMME DIRECTOR
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Sister System'’s Youth Advisory Board (YAB) is a new initiative, partly
supported by the Listening Fund. It empowers care-affected young
women to shape the organization’s direction by providing valuable
insights and leadership. It is envisaged that the YAB will become
fully integrated into Sister System’s operations, as a vehicle for
empowerment for care affected girls and young women.

While local authorities have care leavers’ YABs, there is minimal
representation of care-affected global majority girls and young
women, who face unique challenges in the care system.
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The function of the YAB is as a voice for all girls in the Sister System
community to be heard, valued, and to have the possibility of
contributing to broader societal change. The YAB also aims to
provide essential feedback to Sister System, continuously supporting
co-curation and organisational development, to ensure that

the voices of the service users are heard and valued, and that

their needs are met. The YAB's foundational members also sit as
representatives for the project on our organisation’s board.

Currently there are five foundational YAB leads at Sister System,
working towards developing key skills and knowledge, with support
from an experienced professional. This support has helped to
provide structure, which gives the girls a sense of safety as they
explore their role in leadership and what the YAB is and can be. So
far girls have developed a YAB handbook which includes presenting
their aims, mission and purpose for the board, as well as exploring
more professional areas around recruitment and agreements which
support their team’s working approach.

The group had to really learn what it means to work as a part of a
healthy team, identifying each and every member’s strength and
weakness. This has resulted in girls being able to give themselves
functional roles, as well as becoming aware of the professional
areas which they need to work on and develop. One to one
specialised supervision sessions with their Projects Lead has
supported the girls to further develop professionally alongside a
more informal mentoring structure, which continuously checks in to
support the girls’ personal well-being.

Through the development of the YAB, the young women who
formed a part of the leading and foundational team have gained
real life experience in what it takes to mobilise a business within

a business; gaining essential professional and practical skills to
support their employment/career opportunities in the wider world.
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What lessons has Sister
System learned?

The importance of co-creation and flexibility

Listening to the girls and young women is foundational for Sister
System. It ensures that programmes are relevant, culturally attuned
and align with lived experiences and current narratives. It underpins
the success of Sister System'’s approach. It has also supported Sister
System to adapt its approach and respond to changes in context
(like the pandemic).

The value of lived experience leaders with professional expertise

The founders of Sister System were passionate about the issues
that care-affected girls and young women face, but they also had
deep expertise and understanding of the systems and statutory
frameworks which shape girls’ lives and opportunities. They

have been able to work with the systems and services as well as
advocating for changes that need to happen.

The need to for integrated support systems

Sister System has found that many care-affected girls face challenges
such as trauma, disrupted education, and social exclusion. This has
reinforced the need for integrated support systems involving schools,
local authorities, and mental health services.
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The value of a holistic approach

Sister System starts with the girls and young women and responds to
how they talk about what they need and the barriers that they face.
This response means Sister System programmes address emotional
resilience, mental health, education and healthy relationships.

The importance of peer-to-peer relationships and creating
community

Peer mentoring is a key part of Sister System’s approach. This
provides opportunities for the girls and young women to be part of
the Sister System community and to give the support and guidance
that they wished they had received - building confidence and
supporting the healing journey.

The value of tailored support

Sister System recognises that every girl’s journey is unique, which is
why their mentoring and peer-led models have proven particularly
effective in building trust and delivering meaningful change.

The benefit to some young people of a long-term commitment

Sister System is committed to playing a long-term role in girls and
young women'’s lives. For example, it still maintains relationships
with the young women who were part of its first cohort. For girls
and young women who have not benefited from sustained healthy
relationships, this is part of the healing journey - allowing young
women to feel safe, and to have trust in older adults.
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In terms of sharing power with young girls and women, Sister System
will continue to develop the YAB along with the young women
involved.

Having tested and refined its model, Sister System aims to expand its
programme to new places, but will make sure that it keeps listening
to girls and young women to ensure that the programmes are
relevant in the new contexts.

Sister System will also advocate for systemic changes particularly in
the role that local authorities play as ‘corporate parents’, informed
by insights from the YAB and other girls and young women.




