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Centrepoint response to Department for 
Education consultation on unregulated 

accommodation 
 

About Centrepoint 

 

Centrepoint is the leading national charity working with homeless young people aged 16 

to 25. Established 50 years ago, we provide support and accommodation to help 

homeless young people and care leavers get their lives back on track. Together with our 

partners, we support around 15,000 young people each year. 

 

Centrepoint is commissioned by local authorities to deliver supported (semi-

independent) accommodation for young people aged 16 to 25. This includes looked-after 

16 and 17 year olds, care leavers and homeless young people. Alongside 

accommodation, we offer a range of high quality support. Our health offer includes 

access to psychotherapy, dietetics, substance use support, healthy relationships advice 

and mental health support. Our learning offer supports young people back into training 

and employment with a range of programmes, traineeships and apprenticeships. Our 

engagement team. Our engagement offer uses an innovative and empowering 

approach which blends practical, artistic and sports skills with important life skills.  

We are not an accommodation provider; we ensure young people have the skills 

and confidence to move to independence. 

 

Ending the use of independent and semi-independent provision for children 

under the age of 16 

 

1. Please set out any positive and/or negative impact you think this change 

would bring about, and the areas we should consider to ensure it is 

effectively implemented. 

 

Centrepoint supports the Department’s proposal to ban the use of independent and 

semi-independent accommodation provision for children under the age of 16. 

Centrepoint accommodates young people aged 16 to 25 in supported accommodation 

settings and we see first-hand how young people can thrive in these settings with the 

very best levels of support. However, we believe that children under the age of 16 

should be placed in settings where they can receive care. 

 

We do not agree with those calling for a ban on anyone under the age of 18 being placed 

in semi-independent provision, which would mean 16 and 17 year olds couldn’t access 

this type of accommodation. We want to highlight that high quality provision is available, 

and that quality support provision is the best option for many young people. Support 

providers should not be viewed as the lesser option for young people, including those 

aged 16 and 17 for whom this accommodation best meets their needs. We do agree with 

the need for increased regulation of the sector as a whole, but also want to highlight that 

providers such as Centrepoint are regulated by agencies other than Oftsed. It is not a 

simple distinction between unregulated provision being ‘bad’ and regulated provision 

being ‘good.’ We would support an end to the use of independent accommodation for 

under 18’s as we do not think any child should be left without either support or care. 

 

We feel that 16 is the most appropriate minimum age for semi-independent 

accommodation. Young people aged 16 and 17 want, and need, to develop the skills 

required to live independently in a supportive environment and they want to have a 

degree of choice about the placement available to them. High quality semi-independent 

accommodation must be part of that choice. We continue to see that some looked-after 

children are not adequately prepared to live independently during their time in care.  
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Having a supported option during transition is crucial, as it means they can learn the 

skills to live independently in the right environment. It is vital that the local authority, 

care providers and support providers all work together more proactively to support the 

young person’s transition through services. 

 

Key reasons for setting 16 as the minimum age for semi-independent accommodation, 

as opposed to 18: 

 

 Care placements cost more than supported accommodation placements. Given 

the financial position of local authorities, we are concerned about the potential 

decision making of local authorities if they cannot place 16/17 year olds in semi-

independent accommodation. We believe those 16/17 year olds approaching their 

council for help would be at risk of not receiving the right support and may not be 

accommodated by the council if they have nowhere to place them. This increases 

the risk of 16/17 years olds remaining in unsafe family environments or at risk of 

homelessness. 

 

 Those 16/17 year olds accommodated under the Housing Act will still be placed in 

semi-independent accommodation. Our concern would be that if a two tier system 

was put in place whereby 16/17s could be placed in semi-independent 

accommodation through the housing services pathway but not children’s, we 

would see an increase in 16/17s funnelled through the homelessness route 

whereby they would not get looked-after status and none of their care leaver 

entitlements. 

 

 Placing a young person in a setting with peers of their own age is crucial. We see 

this at Centrepoint in our own service delivery. Many young people, particularly 

those entering care late, do not want to be placed with a foster family. If a 

children’s home were the only other option, it may not be appropriate to place a 

16/ 17 year old in that setting with much younger looked-after children. It is 

difficult to meet the distinct needs of children and young people who will be at 

different stages developmentally. We are concerned that it would be older young 

people who would not get the level of tailored support they need and they would 

be held back from developing vital independent living skills. 

 

Defining ‘care’ and ‘support’ 

 

2. Do you agree that we should amend legislation to define ‘care’, in order 

to provide clarity on what amounts to ‘other arrangements’ i.e. 

‘unregulated’ provision, and what constitutes ‘unregistered’ provision?  

 

Yes 

 

3. Please explain your answer, including any positive and/or negative 

impact you think this change would bring about.  

 

We need a clearer differentiation between care and support, which is standardised across 

both the housing and children’s sectors. We find that some agencies understand the 

distinction better than others do. Through the commissioning process we undergo with 

local authority housing services, we find they often specify what they expect under 

support arrangements and which elements constitute care and so are not included. 

However, some tender documents can be unclear and we have to stipulate that anything 

potentially regarded as care is removed. 

 

We would really like to see a change in the language used to define semi-independent 

accommodation. The term unregulated is negative and inaccurate as it only refers to 

Ofsted regulation. Many providers such as Centrepoint are regulated by other agencies 
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such as Homes England. Every service Centrepoint runs has also gone through a 

procurement process. This is a regulated process where we have to meet a number of 

financial, health and safety, safeguarding and outcome requirements and standards. We 

then enter into a contract with a local authority, either housing or children’s services, 

which stipulates a number of requirements. The contract is monitored against a set of 

standards and requirements, which are both self-regulated and regulated by the local 

authority through contract monitoring. Centrepoint’s training and employment provision 

has actually been subject to Ofsted regulation, but not the housing provision. The 

Department should consider regulation in a more holistic way, which looks beyond just 

Ofsted regulation. This will uncover those providers who are truly operating without any 

form of regulation.  

 

4. Do you have any suggestions for areas where we might go further? In 

making your suggestions, please provide any supporting evidence or 

information you have 

 

We really want to highlight the distinction between commissioned services and spot-

purchased placements. A decline in funding has given rise to spot-purchased payments 

at the expense of commissioned services. As mentioned previously, services which are 

commissioned go through a far more rigorous process, ensuring the safety and quality of 

the placements.  

 

Local authorities use a variety of mechanisms to commission placements, including 

Dynamic Purchasing Systems that spot purchase single placements. Local authorities 

summarise a young person’s needs and then release this information to accommodation 

providers through a Business Portal, asking for cost and delivery quotations. Due to 

increasing pressure on local authority budgets, accommodation providers are often 

selected based on price rather than quality. Local authorities are procuring placement 

providers for vulnerable young people using the same methodology they use to procure 

pest control services. 

 

Centrepoint does not engage in this type of procurement as we believe it’s the wrong way 

to commission: 

 

 It does not support a high level of consistency in provision for young people 

 It is reactive rather than planned 

 How their budget is looking at the particular time determines which provider is 

selected 

 It is highly impersonal 

 It requires a larger Placements team in the council to commission services for every 

individual young person 

 Each spot purchased unit is more expensive as the provider incorporates a void 

cost to cover for voids 

 Dynamic purchasing vehicles rarely have a strategic approach to quality 

 Dynamic purchasing vehicles typically include 30+ providers making auditing and 

continuous improvement initiatives impossible 

 

This approach leads to a patchy, inconsistent housing pathway within a local area, and 

local authorities have very little resource for monitoring such a wide range of provision. 

Sometimes a local authority may commission a framework of preferred providers, but 

the quality standards that are required to qualify for the framework are often low.  

 

Rather than spot purchasing single placements to the cheapest provider, local authorities 

should tender block contracts on the open market wherever possible. This enables local 

authorities to take a longer-term strategic approach to provision which also provides 

consistency in standards. This type of commissioning normally leads to third sector 

provider delivery, rather than private providers aiming to produce profit. Local 
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authorities do need sufficient funding to commission services in this way, and funding 

levels which enables them to commission delivery over longer periods.  

 

There are so many advantages to block commissioning. It allows for a much more strategic 

approach that will benefit both the young person and the local authority: 

 Ensures a consistent approach to delivery for all young people 

 Through tendering a block contract the local authority can secure social value for 

the authority by incorporating social value as part of the evaluation 

 A block contract enables the successful provider to secure alternative funding 

streams and then integrate into the local authority contract. This is so much harder 

to achieve through spot purchasing as there are no guarantees of placement  

 Unit costs are usually cheaper than spot purchased units 

 Significantly less providers to deal with, making contract management efficient and 

effective 

 

Spot purchasing should only be used in very exceptional circumstances, for specialist 

placements. We urge the Department to move away from the current approach which 

makes spot purchasing the norm.  

 

It is also vital that property ownership is considered. Many support providers own the 

property they use to deliver these services, particularly private providers. As property is 

such a scarce resource, particularly in London, it is very common for a provider who 

owns property not to allow another provider to use their property. This effectively means 

that when support contracts are being tendered ‘competitively’ the provider who owns 

the property wins the support contract because there are no other viable properties. 

 

Camden, for example, have avoided this situation by working in partnership with their 

local housing providers (Registered Providers) to secure the property needed to deliver 

the pathway before they set their pathway up and tendered the support contracts. This 

means that when they commission the support contracts they can award contracts on 

merit (they have the best offer for the young people) rather than just because a provider 

has a property that they will not allow another provider to use. 

 

Local authorities should, as much as they can, secure the housing providers prior to 

establishing their pathway and commissioning the support contracts. They should 

engage Registered Providers and increasingly move away from privately owned property 

owned by private providers. This may take a few years to achieve but the benefits are so 

strong. 

 

Checks and balances in the system 

 

5. Please set out any positive and/or negative impact the introduction of 

new national standards would have  

 

We agree with the broad areas covered by the proposed national standards and we 

appreciate the desire to not be too prescriptive and allow providers flexibility in how they 

best meet the needs of young people. We would be keen to input into the further 

development of these standards, given our role as a provider.  

 

At this stage, we will flag a number of key points for further consideration. 

 

The quality of accommodation standard. 

 

Some providers such as Centrepoint are running services in buildings they do not own. 

In those cases, the quality of the accommodation can be beyond the control of the 

provider as most of the repairs required must be carried out by the owner of the 

property; often another housing association. Support providers are therefore reliant on 
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the landlord also upholding accommodation standards. It may be difficult for the support 

provider commissioned by the local authority to invest in improving properties that they 

do not own and have only been commissioned to operate for a short time. We therefore 

urge the Department to consider how this standard will work when the building is owned 

by a third party. 

 

The support standard 

 

Centrepoint fully supports all of the points within the support standard and already 

delivers this. We operate a Single Operating Model approach, meaning that regardless of 

differences in commissioning arrangements and local services across the country we 

ensure that all young people have access to the same level of support to meet their 

needs. We would be happy to provide further evidence on this. We also take a 

psychologically informed approach to service delivery and would recommend that this is 

included in the support standard. All providers should be considering the impact of 

delivery on the wellbeing of young people and staff. Centrepoint has a resident 

psychologist and is working towards making physical spaces psychologically informed, 

and training all staff in this approach which is based on attachment theory.  

 

Furthermore, the standard should be reworded to specifically refer to independent 

advocacy. Young people must have access to an independent professional to access 

advice, particularly as they may need advice about the provision they have been given.  

 

6. Please set out any other areas you think should be covered in the new 

national standards 

 

We also want to stress that a new system cannot operate within the looked-after 

children/ care leaver system alone. It must work across the housing pathway too, given 

that 16 and 17 year olds accommodated under by the Children Act and the Housing Act 

may be placed in the same accommodation. It is essential that the Department for 

Education and the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government develop the 

approach together and roll it out across all provision for young people.  

A number of forward thinking local authorities have combined their supported housing 

provision for 16+ care leavers and looked-after children with those that present as ‘at 

risk of homelessness’. This enables them to make the most efficient use of available 

resources to cover their statutory responsibilities. It also enables the most efficient use 

of available property, and also combine the function of commissioning and oversight.  

Westminster and Camden were a couple of the earliest to do this and have coherent 

pathways that have an assessment function (for those at risk of homelessness and on 

the edge of care to help prevent care being needed) and then high, medium, low support 

services including female only and young parent provision. 

 

The government should take this as an opportunity to ensure local authorities pool 

resources between housing and social care functions to cover their statutory 

responsibilities to secure efficiencies and also deliver consistency to what are two very 

similar client groups. 

 

We also believe the government should set a national minimum standard for evaluating 

tenders for supported accommodation services that promotes quality. This must be done 

alongside investment in the sector as we have seen a decline in the quality of provision 

tendered for by local authorities. For example, one local authority recently 

recommissioned their supported housing pathway and structured the evaluation to be 

80:20 in favour of price over quality. The council also made the maximum contract 

threshold the same amount as is being received by the current provider., which means 

the next winning provider will have even less contract value as providers will race to the 

bottom. These are vulnerable young people at such an important and integral stage of 

their lives, many with multiple complex needs that have experienced significant 



6 
 

traumatic episodes and incidents in their lives. These young people require resource or 

the risk is that they will struggle through their adult lives and at great cost to the state. 

 

7. Please explain your answer, including why the options would be 

particularly effective or ineffective.  

 

In considering the effectiveness of option one, we wish to highlight the Supporting 

People Quality Assessment Framework (QAF) which was widely used within the housing 

sector. It was originally introduced under similar circumstances, to drive up standards 

within the supported housing sector. There are useful lessons from the QAF, which we 

encourage the Department to explore further.  

 

The QAF focussed on service delivery and continuous improvement. It also set out the 

minimum standards required of the housing provider. It allowed providers to grade their 

own performance, which was then verified by the local authority. The grade was 

publically available, so those placing residents into accommodation could see the quality 

of service available. A framework such as this could drive up standards, particularly if 

measures are put in place to prevent local authorities placing any young person in 

provision that has a low score.  

 

We do also appreciate that option two would be effective in driving up standards, 

probably more stringently than option one. However we feel that direct inspections of 

services by Ofsted will be very difficult to deliver, logistically. The next answer outlines 

this further.  

 

8. Please set out the consequences and implementation challenges that 

should be considered when introducing new standards?  

 

While we agree that Ofsted inspections would be most likely to drive up standards, we 

do feel there are some issues that may mean that system is not feasible. These would 

need to be overcome if that approach was to work.  

 

Again, we reiterate that looked-after 16/17 year olds may be placed in a really wide 

range of supported accommodation settings. Looked-after 16/17 year olds may be 

placed in supported accommodation which: 

 

 Has been commissioned by housing services, not children’s services 

 Also accommodates young people who are not looked-after 

 Also accommodates young people who are older 

 Does not always have looked-after 16/17 year olds living there (it may be they 

are placed there occasionally) 

 

With those factors in mind, there will likely be a substantial increase in work for Ofsted 

which could mean they are inspecting services which are rarely used to accommodate 

looked-after 16/17 year olds but the inspections need to happen just in case.  

 

Finally, we would like to highlight concerns about the availability of high quality 

placements. We desperately want quality to improve and to see an end to the poor 

quality, sometimes dangerous provision, that has crept into the sector. But whatever 

approach the Department decide to take to achieve this, there urgently need to be an 

investment of funding into the supported housing sector. We need to see an urgent 

expansion of high quality provision, with local authorities working in partnership with the 

very best providers. This can only work with increased government funding.   

 

For further information please contact Abigail Gill, Senior Policy & Research Manager 

a.gill@centrepoint.org  
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