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Glossary 
 

‘At risk’ – A term used to describe young people 
deemed to be at risk of harm, whether intra or 
extra-familial harm. 

Care experienced person – anyone who has been or 
is currently in care or from a looked after 
background at any stage of their life, no matter how 
short, including adopted children who were 
previously looked after.  

Care leaver - someone who has been looked after 
for at least 13 weeks since the age of 14, and was in 
care on their 16th birthday (Children Act, 1989). 

Child Criminal Exploitation (CCE) - where an 
individual or group takes advantage of an imbalance 
of power to coerce, control, manipulate or deceive a 
child or young person under the age of 18 (Home 
Office, 2018). 

Child Sexual Exploitation (CSE) - where an individual 
or group takes advantage of an imbalance of power 
to coerce, manipulate or deceive a child or young 
person under the age of 18 into sexual activity (a) in 
exchange for something the victim needs or wants, 
and/or (b) for the financial advantage or increased 
status of the perpetrator or facilitator (Department 
for Education, 2017). 

Child with disabilities – a child with a physical or 
mental impairment that has a ‘substantial’ and 
‘long-term’ negative effect on their ability to do 
normal daily activities (Equality Act, 2010) 

Children and Young People – Any young person 
aged 0-17 years is a child. In this report, a young 
person is considered to be aged 18 - 25 years. 

Children in Care (CiC) – a child looked after by a 
local authority if a court has granted a care order to 
place a child in care, or a council’s children’s services 
department has cared for the child for more than 24 
hours. On reaching the age of 18, children cease to 
be considered a child in care by a council (Children 
Act, 1989). 

Children’s Social Care (CSC) – services that support 
children and families with the greatest need such as 
families and children who are disabled, who must be 
protected from harm or who need to be placed in 
residential or foster care. 

Fostering / Foster Care (FC) - A way of providing a 
family life for children who cannot live with their 

own parents. It is often used to provide temporary 
care while parents get help sorting out problems, 
take a break, or to help children or young people 
through a difficult period in their lives (Family Lives, 
2020). 

Grooming - when someone builds a relationship, 
trust and emotional connection with a child or 
young person so they can manipulate, exploit and 
abuse them (NSPCC, 2020) 

Independent Fostering Agencies (IFA) - a voluntary 
or private organisation that places children with 
foster carers. 

Learning Disability - A learning disability is a reduced 
intellectual ability and difficulty with everyday 
activities – for example household tasks, socialising 
or managing money – which affects someone for 
their whole life (Mencap, 2020). 

Looked After Children (LAC) – see ‘Children in care’ 
definition. 

Mental health problems - I use the term mental 
health problems synonymously with poor mental 
health or to cover the range of negative mental 
health states including, mental disorder – those 
mental health problems meeting the criteria for 
psychiatric diagnosis, and mental health problems 
which fall short of diagnostic criteria threshold. 
Mental health problems can be further categorised 
into the common mental problems such as anxiety 
and depression which may be transient (relapsing, 
remitting and recovered); and severe mental health 
problems such as schizophrenia and bipolar 
disorder, which may be permanent; and the various 
behavioural disorders (Faculty of Public Health and 
Mental Health Foundation, 2016). 

Poor mental health – see ‘Mental health problems’. 

Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children (UASC) -  
an individual, who is under 18 when the asylum 
application is submitted, is not being cared for by an 
adult who by law or custom has responsibility to do 
so, is separated from both parents and has applied 
for asylum in the United Kingdom in his/her own 
right (Home Office, 2019).  

Vulnerable adolescent – a young person aged 10 – 
19 years old (World Health Organisation, 2020) who 
if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, 
they are unable to take care of or protect 
themselves or others from harm or exploitation 
(College of Policing, 2020). 

Young People (YP) – I use the term young people to 
refer to a person aged between 14 and 25 years old. 
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Executive summary  
 

Most looked after children in England live in foster care, a significant and invaluable part of the 

care system which forms the backbone of local authority placement sufficiency strategies. It is 

widely agreed that the UK is experiencing a crisis in relation to foster care provision, with demand 

for carers exceeding the number available (The Fostering Network, 2019).  

 

In Barnet, the rate at which the numbers of children in care increased exceeded that of new foster 

carers being recruited, approved and retained. This, in addition to more carers being unable or 

unwilling to care for adolescents, resulted in the local authority struggling to find families for 

young people in need of a home, and thus utilising alternative settings such as semi-independent 

accommodation.  

 

The need for more resilient carers, willing, motivated and able to care for adolescents and 

manage behaviours symptomatic of trauma or attachment issues, and ongoing exploitation was 

paramount.  This Fellowship was therefore born out of the need to source and retain more foster 

carers for adolescents with ‘complex needs’ in the London Borough of Barnet, and nationally.  

 

I travelled to Sweden, France and Germany, Switzerland and Portugal to gather insight and 

learning on foster carer recruitment strategies and processes being used to increase foster carer 

numbers; understand how carers were being trained and upskilled to support adolescents with 

‘complex needs’ and identify good practice that the UK can learn from. 

My findings consist of 10 key areas which can contribute to a transformation of foster care so that 

it is better able to accommodate and support adolescents with ‘complex needs’. Findings have 

been arranged according to four clear themes that emerged from interview coding and analysis:  

role of birth families, recruitment and commissioning, support for foster carers and support for 

young people.  

Much can be learnt from child protection systems around the world; delivering fostering services 

that meet the needs of adolescents with ‘complex needs’ is a challenge for local authorities, IFAs, 

services and communities across the European countries visited, and, as it turned out from the 

EUSARF conference, across the world.  
 

I have made 11 recommendations across a range of areas, including commissioning, support for 

foster carers and birth families, placement innovation, targeted fostering recruitment campaigns 

and additional support and opportunities for care experienced young people transitioning to 

independence. 

The Fellowship taught me about my own personal practice. The trip was the source of much 

reflection on the strengths of the UK child protection system, for example, Staying Put and the 

equal rights and treatment for all care experienced children and young people. However, it 

highlighted several areas in which central government and local statutory agencies, in partnership 

with  voluntary, community and private sector individuals and services, have opportunities to 

‘step up’ and do more to help give one of the most underserved groups in our society lives filled 

with more hope, more opportunities and ultimately better outcomes.  
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Recommendations 
 

1. Central and local government and voluntary, community sector organisations 

should commit to commissioning, developing and/or delivering more innovative 

foster placements as part of a diverse placements offer for care experienced young 

people with ‘complex needs’ as a priority.  

 

2. Local authorities should ensure their children’s services provide holistic, wrap-

around support to birth families with adolescents on the edge-of or in care. 

 

3. Local authorities should take every effort to involve birth families in care and 

pathway plans and decision-making pertaining to their children. 

 

4. Local authorities should take steps to understand the make-up of local migrant 

communities and develop approaches, to understand the barriers they face in the 

labour market and devise ways to target fostering recruitment campaigns. 

 

5. Central and local government should lead the way in implementing ‘collective 

impact’ approaches to supporting care experienced young people transitioning to 

independence. 

 

6. Central and local government should lead the development of a business case for 

regional fostering agencies, in collaboration with IFAs, foster carers and young 

people. 

 

7. Local authorities, fostering networks and IFAs need to explore how to minimise 

foster carers being out of pocket during vacant periods. 

 

8. Central government should provide a ring-fenced budget for local authorities to 

fund intensive evidence-based models of foster care for adolescents with ‘complex 

needs’. 

 

9. Statutory and voluntary community sector organisations should provide access to 

therapeutic support in young people friendly spaces. 

 

10. Local authorities should incorporate network developing opportunities for care 

experienced young people approaching independence into their care leaver local 

offer and pathway plan process. 

 

11. Local authorities and voluntary and community sector organisations should 

develop and roll out innovative and effective programmes for care leavers to learn 

and test out practical independent living skills. 



6 
Brown, Laurelle (2020) Caring for all: a comparative study of foster care for adolescents with ‘complex needs’,  

 

 
‘A reminder of why I’m doing this’  

Blog post: April 18, 2018 
 

In my spare time I volunteer as an Independent Visitor (IV) for a national charity with a 
Head Office in London. 
 

(I’d recommend being an IV to anyone who has a spare few hours to give each month; it’s 
one of the most rewarding things in my life and my young person is amazing!) 
 
An IV is a person that befriends a child in care or care experienced young person, by seeing 
and speaking to them regularly, and just generally being a consistent, unbiased, 
independent presence in their life. 
 

Side note: Despite the title of my research, I’ve been reflecting over the past few weeks 
about the shift away from the term ‘care leaver’ that’s been taking place and whether I 
should change the wording I use in my blog. Although the young people in my borough 
have not indicated an issue with this term, I know in other areas it has been contentious, 
and therefore I will write on the side of caution as I know just how important the use of 
language is. 
 

As an Independent Visitor to a young woman named Monica*, I have enjoyed many fun 
experiences, that have kept me fit, up to date with youth culture and passionate about the 
lives of children and young people. Monica is a teenager that experiences challenges at 
school and home; whose foster ‘placement’ has verged on breakdown a couple of times 
since we were matched together in June 2017, and whose place in mainstream school is 
rapidly becoming a distant memory. 
 
Monica generally refers to her foster carer and foster siblings positively, however she often 
speaks longingly of wanting to live with her maternal grandparents and leaving care. 
Monica cites many reasons for wanting to leave care, but she shares three reasons more 
passionately than others, they relate to her: 

• wish to be free from bullying 
• fear of her foster carer ending her placement when she gets into trouble at school 
• belief that she would perform better academically if living with her own family. 

 
“I want to live with my granddad so people stop cussin’ and bullying me for being in care 
…………………………………………….at school”……………………………………… 

 
Hearing some of the things Monica says to me literally breaks my heart, it brings me back 
to the harsh reality that is the everyday lived experience for many care experienced 
children and young people. Her words sit on my mind for the remainder of the evenings 
after we meet, the weeks and months that follow, due to the unfairness and me wanting 
to just “sort everything out” for her. Her words fuel my passion (and anger) about some 
aspects of the care system and are a reminder of why I work in the field that I do, and why 
I am undertaking this Fellowship. 
 
https://fosteringfellowship18.wordpress.com/2018/04/18/a-reminder-of-why-im-doing-this/ 

https://fosteringfellowship18.wordpress.com/2018/04/18/a-reminder-of-why-im-doing-this/
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“The care system in England, in which fostering plays a 

predominant role, has an undeservedly poor reputation. The 

reality is that fostering is a success story. The research is clear, 

and has established, that for some decades now, children have 

entered care with serious problems, but that in general their 

welfare improved over time. [This finding] has important policy 

implications. Most significantly it suggests that attempts to 

reduce the use of public care are misguided and may place more 

children at risk of serious harm.” 

(Narey & Owers, 2018, p. 9) 

Background 
 

Introduction 

Most looked after children in England live in foster care, a significant and invaluable 

part of the care system which forms the backbone of local authority placement 

sufficiency strategies.  

 

This report aims to trigger discussion, broaden understanding and provide further 

insight into how foster care for adolescents with ‘complex needs’ might be improved, 

with instability reduced and recruitment and retention of carers increased.  

 

The term ‘adolescents with complex needs’ was decided after much deliberation. I 
acknowledge that it may appear deficit-based and has a negative connotation. It is 
not my preference; however, I felt that it is what those interviewed, and the report 
audience, are most likely to understand. 

 

Local and national trends 

The number of children being looked after in England has steadily risen over the past 

ten years, with local authorities in England looking after 74,420 children as at March 

2018. This was an increase of 4% on the previous year (DfE, 2018). The majority of 

children in care were aged 10 to 15 years old (39%), with the second largest age 

group being 16 years old and above (23%) (Ibid).  

 

At March 2018, the children in care population in the London Borough of Barnet was 

similar to that of England, except, in Barnet the average age of a child in care in was 

16 years old, and 41% were aged 16 to 18. The majority of 16 to 18-year olds lived in 

semi-independent accommodation, whereas the majority of 0 – 16 year olds lived in 

foster care (Brown, 2018).  

 

It is widely agreed that the UK is experiencing a crisis in relation to foster care 

provision, with demand for carers exceeding the number available (The Fostering 

Network, 2019). In Barnet, the rate at which the numbers of children in care increased 

exceeded that of new foster carers being recruited, approved and retained. This, in 

addition to more carers being unable or unwilling to care for adolescents, resulted in 
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the local authority struggling to find families for young people in need of a home, 

and thus utilising alternative settings such as semi-independent accommodation.  

 

In recent years, the government has attempted to understand the picture of fostering 

in England and take steps to make improvements. My motivation to undertake this 

Fellowship grew amid national fostering research activity (Narey & Owers, 2018; 

House of Commons Education Committee, 2017; Department for Education, 2018) 

which I felt focussed too heavily on the collation of data and insight from across 

England, as opposed to gathering insight from further afield too.  

 

Care experienced young people are some of the most resilient individuals I have ever 

met, often managing complex trauma, discrimination and other barriers faced 

throughout their childhood and adulthood. However, despite this resilience and the 

strengths of this cohort, sadly when compared with the general population, children 

in care ‘have below average outcomes across a range of measures’ such as 

education, mental health, debt and housing (Brown, 2017; NSPCC, 2019; The Centre 

for Social Justice, 2019).  

In Barnet. a significant factor 

which correlated with better 

outcomes was placement type. 

Children living with foster 

carers achieved better 

outcomes, such as educational 

attainment, than those living 

in other accommodation 

(Brown, 2017). However, 

higher rates of placement 

breakdown were experienced 

by foster placements with 

adolescents than any other 

age group. This issue was 

compounded in Barnet as 

most children in care were 

aged 16 to 18 years old. 

 

Adolescents with ‘complex needs’ requiring additional support, such as those 

affected by Child Sexual or Criminal Exploitation, or who had multiple moves, were 

young people for which the team struggled to source foster carers for. 

 

The need for more resilient carers, willing, motivated and able to care for adolescents 

and manage behaviours symptomatic of trauma or attachment issues, and ongoing 

exploitation was paramount.  This Fellowship was therefore born out of the need to 

source and retain more foster carers for adolescents with ‘complex needs’ in the 

London Borough of Barnet, and nationally.  
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My ‘why’ 

 

I chose to travel to Sweden, France and Germany where1 their child protection 

systems are developed to the extent that would enable comparison, their children in 

care demographic is similar to Barnet’s (where the majority are in foster care), and it 

is widely held that these countries are better at working with birth parents of young 

people with complex needs than the UK (Thorburn, 2017). 

 

I sought to gather insight and learning on foster carer recruitment strategies and 

processes being used to increase foster carer numbers; understand how carers were 

being trained and upskilled to support adolescents with ‘complex needs’ and identify 

good practice that we can learn from in the UK. I asked questions like:  

 

▪ What is your process to recruit a sufficient number and diverse range of foster carers 

who are willing and able to manage complex needs? 

▪ What happens when a young person with these ‘complex’ needs is taken into care? 

Is there work to return them home? 

▪ How are carers developed to support young people at adolescent stage? What can 

we learn – best practice?  

▪ How is training and support of foster carers delivered in order to repair / bring about 

change for young people? 

My ‘how’ 

 

I set out to visit three countries as part of this research, however, I ended up also 

visiting Switzerland and Portugal to interview a leading academic at the University of 

Zurich and attend the European Scientific Association On Residential And Family Care 

For Children And Adolescents (EUSARF) bi-annual Conference and a European Foster 

Care Research Network Meeting in Porto. Full details of the countries visited can be 

found in Appendix 1. 

 

My primary research method was a series of interviews and conversations (see 

Appendix 1 for full list of interviewees) with a range of individuals, including foster 

carers, academics, social care professionals and policy makers. In addition to this, I 

attended plenaries and lectures, and reviewed organisational resources, such as 

training materials, to broaden my overall perspective and awareness of international 

foster care practices. 

 

This report outlines the key findings of my Fellowship. Further details of individual 

interviews and more about my trip can be found on my Churchill Fellowship Blog at: 

https://fosteringfellowship18.wordpress.com/  
 

 
1 As at September 2017 

https://fosteringfellowship18.wordpress.com/
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Findings  
This fellowship explored three specific areas of ‘complex need’ based on the 

demographic of looked after adolescents in Barnet: 
 

• Unaccompanied Asylum-Seeking Children 

• Mental health problems 

• Experiencing or who have experienced Child Exploitation 

 

Two prominent themes emerged in relation to these needs, which has shaped the 

placement strategies of the countries visited in distinct ways: 
 

1. All countries visited had far greater numbers of UASC arrive in the past five 

years than the UK. They have had to quickly develop a social care response, 

and at a larger scale than the UK, which was reflected in their practice. 
 

2. Child Exploitation was only identified as an issue in France. Swedish and 

German interviewees knew little of exploitation, instead highlighting forms of 

intra-familial harm such as domestic abuse, substance misuse and neglect as 

the main issues impacting the adolescents in their areas. 

 

My findings consist of 10 key areas which can contribute to a transformation of 

foster care so that it is better able to accommodate and support adolescents with 

‘complex needs’. Findings have been arranged according to four clear themes that 

emerged from interview coding and analysis. 
 

 

1. Role of birth 
families

Greater role of birth 
families

Social work with 
birth families

2. Recruitment 
and 

commissioning

Harnessing 
community assets, 
especially amongst 
minoritised groups, 
to increase diversity 

and foster carer 
numbers

Collaboration to 
source and share 

fostering resources 
and maximise 

sufficiency.

‘Outside the box’ 
placements for care 

experienced 
adolescents with 
‘complex needs’.

3. Support for 
foster carers

Evidence-based 
fostering 

programmes to 
increase placement 

stability.

Additional support 
for foster carers of 

adolescents 
available as 
standard.

4. Support for 
young people

Flexible therapeutic 
support embedded 

in places where 
young people are.

Strong and effective 
networks for care 

experienced children 
and young people.

Practical support 
that is genuinely 
useful for young 

people preparing for 
independent living.
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1. THE ROLE OF BIRTH 

FAMILIES 
 

Greater role for birth families 

Birth families in the three main 

countries visited, may not have 

children in their care, however they 

play a huge role in shaping the plans 

and care of their children.  

 

Birth families selecting foster carers 

In Sweden, birth families play a central 

role in care planning and contributing 

to foster placement decision making.  

Ingälill Ka Illstrand (Fostering Team, 

Brömma Stad, Sweden) explained that 

in Stockholm, when matching a young 

person with a prospective carer, both 

the young person and biological 

parents are interviewed about their 

preferences. Based on their feedback, 

matches are shortlisted, and hopefully 

a placement is made successfully.  

Agneta Ohman, (Central Placements 

Team, Stockholm, Sweden) explained 

that as much as possible, biological 

parents are also involved in the 

matching process, to help the team 

establish what needs the child has. 

Agneta highlighted the importance of 

birth parents being happy with a 

placement, as the impact of their 

negative views being projected onto 

the child can destabilise a placement. 

 “You should involve 

biological parents more if 

possible and care about 

what they think is good for 

their children, it is very 

important, so they have a 

positive attitude towards 

the foster home.”                 

– Agneta Ohman, 

Stockholm 

For Agneta, if the foster carer feels that 

the biological parent is supporting 

them, it is easier to foster compared to 

if they have parents criticising them for 

everything they do, especially when 

caring for an adolescent with ‘complex 

needs’. 

Similarly, in Germany, one of the key 

steps when placing a child with a carer 

according to Berlin-based Familien Für 

Kinder (FFK), is the foster carer-birth 

family meeting. This is where the birth 

family is introduced to the foster 

family, to quite simply, get to know 

them. Following this introduction, the 

birth family is given the opportunity to 

feedback their views to the social 

worker and express whether they are 

happy for the placement to go ahead.  

Proactivity and persistence in seeking 

out the views and feelings of birth 

families, and prioritising them when 

planning and arranging matches, came 

out strongly in the practice described 

by FFK. Staff spoke about the lengths 

they went to in order to ensure that 

birth families had multiple 

opportunities to shape care plans, and 

have their views genuinely considered 

and heard.  

How birth families feel about the 

proposed carer literally makes or 

breaks the plan for the child – this was 

new to me. I was told several times 

that if birth parents do not ‘like’ the 

proposed carer(s), and therefore do 
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not agree to it, the placement is not 

made. It is only after positive feedback 

from the birth family that a prospective 

foster carer will go on to meet the 

child in order to explore suitability and 

begin to develop a rapport. 

At any point during this process, the 

foster carer can pull out. At the end of 

the process the placement is made; 

this can take between 2 and 8 months 

– a long time. 

Further to this, Anne Oui (Project 

Manager at the Observatoire, Paris), 

pointed out that French law says that 

parents must be informed that their 

chid is with a foster family. They must 

be given the name and address of the 

foster carer, although in some 

situations the judge can decide not to 

share this information. Contact can 

then take place at the foster carer’s 

home, although in some services the 

practice is to not give birth families the 

address of the foster family, and 

instead to initiate contact in the 

fostering service building. 

This is certainly quite different to my 

experience of the English system, 

which centres on achieving 

permanence for the child, irrespective 

of parents’ views if need be. The 

recognition and respect for birth 

families’ right and capacity to 

contribute to the planning and 

arrangements made for their child’s 

care was a source of learning for me, 

however, I imagine could often be a 

source of conflict where adolescents 

are concerned.  Children come into 

care at age 16 on average in Barnet, 

this is usually the result of conflict and 

parents being unable to ‘cope’ or 

protect their children from extra-

familial harm. For several young 

people that spring to mind, their 

parent having a say in who they go on 

to live with would be a source of 

further contention. 

There were some negatives of this 

approach that interviewees shared too. 

For example, Agneta explained that her 

team receive a lot of foster carer 

applications from gay families, but “the 

biological families say no. If the 

parents say no, then we can’t make the 

placement”. This was particularly 

shocking for me to hear; parents who 

for whatever reason cannot care for 

their child any longer are able to cause 

their child to potentially miss out on 

suitable carers and a safe and caring 

environment.  

Marie Sallnäs (Professor at Stockholm 

University) pointed out that: 

-  an increase in women in labour 

market  

- challenges in recruiting enough 

‘good enough’ foster carers  

- low conversion rates of 

applicants to approved carers 

- challenges in recruiting carers 

who want to look after 

teenagers 

- the large volume of small 

accommodation in cities like 

Stockholm  

combined with birth families playing 

an instrumental role in placement 

matching has had a detrimental effect 

on foster carer sufficiency in Sweden. 
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This is a huge contrast to England, 

where the views of parents may be 

sought, and where possible taken on 

board, however, this is not always the 

case. This means that the specific 

foster carer a child lives with will 

ultimately not be decided by the 

parent or birth family. 

Contact with birth families 

Agneta shared that in Stockholm, there 

has been greater use of tools to 

maximise children and young people’s 

contact with their families. Skype is 

now extensively used to maintain 

contact with biological parents / 

relatives, and professional support is 

consistently provided to foster carers 

to aid this. 

In Stuttgart, due the large number of 

UASC supported by the fostering team, 

social workers are now routinely 

contacting their birth families as part 

of a new way of working.  

Social workers contact the biological 

families via Skype, so that the family 

can talk to the young person, make 

decisions together and be told how 

social services work and how they can 

help their children.   

The service engages the birth family as 

part of the child’s care plan, and 

ensures they understand how their 

child is being looked after, and by 

whom. This has resulted in birth 

families encouraging their child to do 

things like attend school. The pilot has 

had an incredibly positive impact on 

the young people, which is reflected in 

the stability and quality of the foster 

placements. Social workers take the 

necessary steps to ensure parents can 

properly engage, such as by arranging 

translators. 

Linn Englund (Programme Manager at 

Swedish Non-Government 

Organisation, Makrosbarn), shared that 

the ‘open access’ contact approach has 

negative effects for some young 

people that access their services. Some 

parents will often call their children 

and emotionally blackmail them, for 

example. “…they feel sad or threaten 

themselves (suicide) so the kids move 

back home”. 

 

Social work with birth families 
 

“Birth families need to be 

heard more…need to be 

listened to again. 

When birth families were 

ready to have their child back 

and were able to fight for 

their child to come back 

nobody was ready, and they 

weren’t able to then act upon 

that. What was out of sight 

for professionals was what 

was going on with [the] birth 

family”                                         

-Kerstin Hoffman, 

Lichtenburg 
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Pictured: (L) Franziska Bliese – Social Worker. (C) 

Kerstin Hoffmann – Head of Foster Care, (R) Me.  

Kerstin Hoffmann (Head of Foster Care 

at Lichtenberg Council, Berlin) told me 

about a project successfully piloted in 

her service, which aims to increase the 

numbers of children, young people 

and families reunited.   

“[In this project] There are two social 

workers who only work with parents 

of children who are in children 

homes. The purpose… [is to] get the 

children back home, the focus is on 

the parents – they have to change 

their behaviour [for their children] to 

go back home, and it works. This 

works. The social workers have [a] 

special structure – less cases and 

more time.  They have a specific 

qualification from an institution in 

Switzerland – SIT training”. 

The families receive intense support 

from social workers once the child has 

been taken back into care, including 

support with parenting skills, mental 

and emotional wellbeing and life skills. 

This project has achieved positive 

outcomes; children being successfully 

reunited with birth families that have 

been supported. 

The team also deliver evidence-based 

programme ‘New Start’, which is for 

children in short term foster care. The 

parents of these children spend 5 days 

a week at a centre, for 6 hours each 

day, where they engage in Multi-

Systemic Therapy (MST) and training to 

“learn what to do to keep their child”. 

Again, the team have seen a higher 

rate of reunification among families 

that complete the New Start 

programme, compared to families who 

have not.  

Both examples were of great interest 

to me, especially as they have led to an 

increase in successful reunifications. At 

the time, I wondered whether this 

success would be replicated if used 

with families of adolescents with 

‘complex needs’.  

For many of these young people, the 

impact of extra-familial harm such as 

child sexual or criminal exploitation 

leads to challenges greater than what 

parents feel they can or are able to 

manage. This can lead to a breakdown 

in relationships or heightened 

concerns from children social care, and 

the young person becoming looked 

after.  

Similarly, Catherine Trinel (Foster Carer 

Recruitment Manager in the 

Department of Valenciennes, France), 

outlined key learning from her service:  

▪ A lot of the time, the problems 

that we see in adolescents stem 

from when they are small 

children, such as domestic 

violence in the home.  
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▪ The problem is that when the 

child is younger the family try to 

keep them in the family, but 

when they are older and the 

family cannot cope anymore, 

they try to get rid of the child. 

▪ Parents are afraid to seek help 

when the child is younger as 

they are afraid, they will lose the 

children; but when they are an 

adolescent, they let the child go. 

▪ Services should provide 

mediation between the young 

person and family when the 

problems start arising and find 

something the young person 

relates to e.g. many young 

people find it easier to relate to 

animals as opposed to speaking 

to an adult. 

▪ Smaller school class sizes to 

enable young people to 

develop self-confidence and 

self-esteem. 

A clear theme from European practice 

was the high level of support provided 

to birth families, especially to aid 

reunification. Investment in social 

workers to support families to make 

necessary changes to enable 

reunification is prioritised, and the 

child’s care plan centres around 

checkpoints for reunification.  

Marie explained that Sweden operates 

a parental right and support model; 

the whole system is mobilised to 

support parents. This is prioritised 

irrespective of the wishes of the child. 

For example, the Swedish system 

demands that contact is maintained 

with families, despite research showing 

that this is not always wanted by 

children.  

“Contact is a big priority 

and focus within the 

Swedish family Support 

system which is a massive 

area of support and 

necessary if the child is 

eventually meant to go 

home.”                                           

- Marie Sallnas, Stockholm 

SUMMARY: THE ROLE OF BIRTH 

FAMILIES  

Birth families play a far more integral 

role in decision making and care 

planning in the countries visited, 

than the UK. A range of evidence-

based intervention are also 

delivered, including programmes of 

intense support, to address the 

issues impacting their parenting 

capacity, thus maximising the 

potential for reunification. 

Interviewees shared updates on the 

impact of the approaches being 

adopted, most notably, the increased 

number of successful reunifications 

they had achieved. 

In my experience, birth families can 

feel that they are excluded from 

decisions made about the care of 

their child, and often do not receive 

the level of support needed when 

their adolescent with ‘complex 

needs’ is on the edge of or in care.  

Based on the examples seen, 

increasing a birth families’ 

involvement in the planning for their 

child (where it is safe to do so), and 

ensuring there is sufficient 

investment in support would likely 

render positive outcomes for both 

child, parent and children’s social 

care in the medium to long term.  
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2. RECRUITMENT AND 

COMMISSIONING  
 

Stuttgart fostering recruitment information 

booklet 
 

Harnessing community assets, 

especially amongst minoritised 

groups, to increase diversity and 

foster carer numbers 

Since 2015, there has been an influx of 

UASC in the countries visited, which, 

has spurred them to harness the 

capacity of local communities to offer 

homes and support to care 

experienced young people. 

Communities that were historically 

isolated and/or untapped by local 

authorities have stepped up to offer 

homes for children. This includes 

Muslim, Christian and other families.  

In Sweden specifically, there has been 

work to explore how new migrant 

communities can be better supported 

to engage in the labour market, for 

example, as foster carers. Migrants 

from countries such as Syria and 

Afghanistan often have matriarchal 

values and a culture of ‘community 

care’ which is generally missed by 

municipalities. This is an area that is 

worth greater exploration within 

England, given the long history of 

migration of global communities to 

the country, which continues today. 

Ingrid Höjer (Professor at Gothenburg 

University) shared that she has 

observed a change in climate over the 

past few years, with a move to a more 

right-wing politics in Nordic countries. 

For example, migrants are now unable 

to get permanent residency in Sweden 

and young people have to wait a long 

time for their asylum decisions. Those 

still awaiting an asylum decision at age 

18, or whose application is rejected, 

then have to leave their foster 

placements and be moved to another 

area. 

In Gothenburg and the surrounding 

areas, there are volunteers working 

with these young people, such as 

churches and voluntary families, who 

host for free to enable the young 

person to remain in the local area 

instead of “…being sent to refugee 

camps where adults live. The civil 

society movement in Gothenburg, and 

across Sweden, has increased as a result 

of the “refugee crisis”.  

Communities have resisted against the 

far-right movement and are providing 

support to unaccompanied young 

people. 
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Newspaper article on a young woman’s positive 

experience of foster care featuring Ingrid Höjer 

Contrastingly, care experienced young 

people with permanent residency are 

“doing quite well” in the Swedish 

labour market. Agneta commented 

that in her service, it is now common 

for adults who were formerly UASC to 

apply to become foster carers.  

Ana Forum (Fostering Manager at  

Gothenburg Council), explained that 

often there are key influencers and 

leaders within small communities that 

can facilitate services accessing and 

recruiting carers.  

Ana gave an example of successfully 

recruiting from a Somali community 

previously with the help of one key 

woman; community connectors are 

invaluable for fostering services. 

“The families that want to 

be foster carers in 

Gothenburg are active in 

Gothenburg, other 

municipalities and private 

companies. 

 

Sometimes we are too 

slow [in recruiting them]; 

we need to start [the 

assessment process] 

quickly. This summer we 

have lost some families 

due to being too slow”         

-Ana Forum, Gothenburg 

For Ana, the influx of refugees brought 

out many adults and families from 

communities that have a lot to offer, 

and who can offer homes to care 

experienced young people.  

Ingälill explained that prior to the 2015 

influx of UASC, there were mainly 

Swedish carers in Stockholm, however, 

since 2015, they have more people 

from other backgrounds such as Iraqi 

and Iranian, that want to give back.  

“These carers talk [to care 

experienced young people] 

about their own 

experiences to help them 

get through, as they often 

came here as refugees 

themselves.”                          

- Ingälill Kä llstrand 

Stockholm 
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Elin Ennerberg (Lecturer at Malmö 

University), talked the limited labour 

market options for many migrants, and 

the potential for foster care be a 

rewarding career that also addresses 

this issue. 

In Sweden, those in permanent 

employment are paid more and 

afforded greater protection in law. 

However, such roles are becoming 

harder to attain for those without 

qualifications or professional 

experience suited to the modern 

labour market, and often this includes 

migrants.  

This issue is compounded by the 

provision of employment subsidies to 

employers of long serving staff 

members. Thereby incentivising 

employers to retain employees for as 

long as possible. 

In 2010, following a change in the 

Swedish labour market, and 

responsibility for employment being 

transferred from local municipalities to 

a centralised national agency, Elin’s 

team were commissioned to deliver a 

2-year project on the Swedish labour 

market. 

The project revealed a range of 

barriers for migrants trying to enter the 

labour market, such as difficulties in 

securing housing, opening a bank 

account, trying to get relatives over to 

join them and challenges in sourcing 

childcare whilst without family around 

to support. 

Migrants in Sweden are required to 

engage in labour activities in order to 

qualify for financial support from the 

state. To receive the financial support, 

migrants are required to engage in 

full-time labour activities (40 hours per 

week), for a minimum of 2 years, 

unless they secure a job in this time. 

For Elin, a migrant’s experience of 

oppression and assimilation into a 

new, unknown country and culture is a 

unique and tacit experience that could 

be a strength when supporting care 

experienced young people, especially 

UASC that “…the indigenous 

community cannot relate to, [or] 

understand”. 

In addition to this, the bureaucracy of  

the Swedish immigration and welfare 

system sometimes hinders the 

progression of migrants, for example, 

the Swedish standards used to 

evaluate past work experience and  

qualifications may frustrate migrants 

and put them off pursuing careers that 

they aspire to or dream of, as their 

achievements and/or experiences from 

their home country may not be valued. 

For Elin, prospective foster carers who 

are migrants with mid-level language 

skills, “… it make[s] sense for us to 

invest in English language courses 

rather than reject the potential carer” 

Elin’s project and the points she raised 

led me to reflect on how we can better 

connect with and utilise migrant 

communities in England: 

• Can the foster care application and 

recruitment process be simplified for 

those who have English as a second 
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language and may need support to 

progress to approval? 

• Are we fully utilising our employment 

services, such as Job Centre Plus and 

welfare to work providers to make 

potentially good foster carers aware of 

the need and explore whether foster 

care is something they are passionate 

about, interested in and skilled to do? 

• Can there be a greater joining up of 

the work of foster care recruitment 

teams and unemployment agencies? 

• Where is there room for innovation 

and tapping into individual and 

community assets?  

Contrastingly, in Germany, 

interviewees shared details of a more 

complex socio-political picture, which 

has contributed to challenges in 

achieving foster carer diversity in 

Berlin. There are large Turkish, Polish 

and Russian communities in Berlin, and 

many refugee children from 

Afghanistan, North Africa, Syria and 

Iran in particular; children of “Arab and 

Muslim background”. 

Two years ago, Ellen Hallmann’s FFK 

team delivered a campaign with the 

Turkish Consulate and the Migration 

Council to find ways to address the 

need for more diverse foster carers. 

Unfortunately, the campaign did not 

increase the number of carers. Leaflets 

were made in Russian, Polish, Turkish, 

English and German, and the 

recruitment website was also made 

multilingual, to no avail. 

Ellen explained that there are different 

background factors, which have led to 

a serious challenge in recruiting from 

these communities.  

“There has been harsh 

critique of the German 

state from the Turkish 

state, saying that German 

children are being put into 

Christian families and 

turning them Christian. 

The foster system has been 

under attack which has 

made it impossible”                               

-Ellen Hallmann, Familien 

Für Kinder 

It has been hard for Ellen and her team 

to access migrant communities. 

Turkish speaking colleagues have gone 

into cafes and run campaigns at a 

municipality level but neither have 

been effective. It is felt that this is due 

to the ongoing socio-political issues.  

I wonder whether English children’s 

services would face similar challenges 

if they attempted to roll-out a targeted 

migrant community campaign, bearing 

in mind socio-political issues such as 

Brexit and the Windrush scandal, that 

have negatively targeted and affected 

specific minoritised communities. 

A community where Ellen’s team have 

had success in recruiting is lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender, and 

questioning or queer (LGBTQ) couples 

and individuals. The promotion of 

“Rainbow families” has been a success. 

There is a partnership between the 

Berlin state LGBTQ organisation and 

FFK. A specific flyer was developed 

with the rainbow family concept and 

FFK deliver classes to the LGTBQ 
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service users, who in turn promote 

foster care to their network. This has 

resulted in very successful recruitment, 

and “…not just of Germans, this turned 

out to be very diverse group”.  

Daniela Reimer (formerly of the 

University of Siegen, and now at Zurich 

University) talked about foster carers 

with a “background of immigration” 

being an unreached group in Germany; 

one which should be targeted as part 

of foster care recruitment efforts, but 

who experience barriers to approval. 

A project led by Klaus Wolffe 

(Professor at the University of Siegen) 

in 2015 entailed the recruiting of foster 

carers with an “immigrant background”. 

The team wanted to think about how 

social services could recruit families 

with an “immigration background” to 

be foster carers in Germany.  

The project’s final report found that in 

migrant communities’ knowledge of 

fostering is extremely limited. These 

families are afraid to let social services 

into their homes as they are weary of 

people coming into their house to 

observe them due to bad experiences 

with immigration and/or 

administration, as well as coming from 

countries where the state have played 

a negative role in their lives.  

The project was underway when there 

were a large number of UASC in 

Germany and there were many families 

who opened their homes to help due 

to previously being in this situation 

themselves. The team found that 

sometimes the “[fostering assessment] 

rules made it too hard [for families to 

be approved], for example, the whole 

family should speak German in their 

house”. 

“A few years ago, when 

there was an influx of 

UASC in Germany, various 

organisations, including 

the university, made 

contact with Muslim 

communities to help with 

foster care and supporting 

these young people. There 

needs to be more done to 

access foster care in this 

way. 

We know we need to learn 

more in this way and have 

society transformation in 

this way”.                                        

-Klaus Wolffe, Siegen 

Eleonore Koehl (Head of Family 

Department at the Directorate for 

Social Action for Children and Health, 

Paris) explained that in France, the 

majority of migrant foster carers are 

from Morocco, Algeria and Northern 

Africa “…This links to history, of areas 

where there were “breast feeders” (wet 

nurses2.), hence “foster care” has 

transferred generation”3 

Further, Catherine pointed out that in 

the north of France, the culture “…is 

 
2 Wet nursing, an ancient, cultural practice in 
which infants are breastfed by women other than 
their mother. 
3 “Some recent advocates of milk-sharing have also 
attempted to rename wet-nursing “cross-feeding” 
in order to disassociate the practice from negative 
associations. Such negative connotations stem 
from patterns of historical wet nursing, whether 
related to class or ethnicity. For example, in 
France, social class largely shaped wet nursing 
patterns; within the different context of the 
southern United States, race shaped trends and 
traditions” (West & Knight, 2017, p. 67). 
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that they like to have many people in 

the house, so maybe the culture plays a 

big part and so that’s why maybe they 

have more families than the south as 

the culture is to have many children”. 

The contributions from Eleonore and 

Catherine led me to wonder whether 

we are really tapping into the 

community assets within the diverse 

migrant communities in England, from 

my experience, I do not think so. 

 

Collaboration to source and share 

fostering resources and maximise 

sufficiency 

In Sweden, foster carer recruitment is 

managed by a national board. 

Expressions of interest are passed onto 

the local Placement Teams that 

manage recruitment. In Germany, 

some not-for-profit organisations 

manage recruitment and assessment 

for several ‘districts’ within a city. This 

approach reduces the challenges we 

experience in England such as councils 

competing for/poaching carers and 

paying different rates to attract them.  

This also means that there is a bigger 

geographical area to place across 

which could lead to economies of 

scale, however, in a city as big as 

London, this might only be realistic 

across a region, like that of the newly 

formed regional adoption agencies in 

England4. 

This finding is worth further 

exploration, especially as local 

authorities continue to experience 

increasing challenges in achieving 

 
4 http://www.adoptionnorthlondon.co.uk/ 

placement sufficiency and cost 

effectiveness due to demand far 

outweighing supply. 

 

Pictured: (L) T5, (C) Ingalill 

Kä llstrand (R) Me 

The Swedish National Board is also 

responsible for advertising, and they 

recommend payment amounts which 

ensures a degree of consistency 

between municipalities, thus 

eliminating a further element of 

competition. Some municipalities to 

implement their own payment 

structure, however. 

Gunnar Bjälkebring (Foster carer in 

Stockholm), feels that working with 

private companies provides the best 

remuneration and support packages 

for carers.  

“The payment with [a] 

private company is 

30,000kr per child and 

6,000kr expenses. 

With the municipality 

[payment] is 15,000kr per 

child which is the same 

children” - Gunnar 

This echoes feedback I have heard 

from foster carers in England, who feel 

 
5 Referred to as ‘T’ intentionally 

http://www.adoptionnorthlondon.co.uk/
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they are supported much better by 

IFAs. 

In Gothenburg, there is a new unit that 

operates as a commissioning 

framework, in that all placement 

requests go through the unit for 

matching. This is for all requests, 

irrespective of whether they are sent to 

an IFA or local authority team; 

however, Ana explained that the 

tender process for this framework 

meant that “…a lot of low-priced private 

companies were awarded priority, but 

they aren’t very good”. Ana explained 

that private companies have sourced 

families that the municipality cannot 

approve, with there being problems 

with all the families sourced. AS a 

result of the low quality of families 

recruited, under this new central 

framework arrangement, “…only 2 

families in the whole of Gothenburg 

have been approved.” 

There is a small specialist recruitment 

team in central Stockholm that host 

information days/evenings for 

prospective carers and carry out the 

initial 

assessment of 

families. They 

also decide 

what type of 

carer the 

applicant(s) 

should be, for 

example, an 

emergency 

carer or long-

term carer. 

The team 

provides this for all 14 municipalities in 

the city. The local municipality teams 

undertake some recruitment activity as 

the central team do not have capacity 

to manage all.  

In Germany, they have implemented a 

system which tries to maximise foster 

carer utility and placement sufficiency. 

There is a rule that if foster carers do 

not have a child placed with them for 

one month, then they can receive a 

child from another municipality. Most 

municipalities within Berlin (8 out of 

12) outsource their foster carer 

recruitment, with two of these 

contracts held by NGO Familien Für 

Kinder. 

Outsourcing appears to be a 

particularly effective recruitment 

strategy for municipalities in Berlin, 

with c.60% of interested applicants 

converting to approved foster carers. 

This is higher conversion ratio than 

that achieved on average by in house 

municipality teams. This is also higher 

than Barnet. 

‘Outside the box’ 

placements for care 

experienced adolescents 

with ‘complex needs’ 

Some interesting examples 

of alternative placements for 

adolescents with ‘complex 

needs’ were shared by 

several interviewees. Some I 

found to be great examples 

of the type of creative 

thinking and innovation that 

is needed to respond to the 
Gunnar Bjälkebring, Foster carer 
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diverse needs of care experienced 

young people. However, careful 

thinking about the human and other 

rights of care experienced young 

people is needed; how to ensure these 

aren’t breached, and young people 

aren’t made to feel punished for 

having needs that the system is not set 

up to meet. 

In Switzerland, I learnt that the use of 

community-based placements there 

has its origins in the historical context 

of the country. 

Clara Bombach (Researcher at Zurich 

University) explained that in 2013, 

Switzerland established a formal 

system to assess placements. Prior to 

this, children could be moved into 

foster care without a social work or 

court decision, which resulted in 

families in the rural areas of the 

country in particular “…claiming that 

they were child rearing experts and 

being allowed to make placement 

decisions”. 

In addition, Clara explained that young 

people in Swiss care would be treated 

as objects, being made to join a “very 

poor labour force.”  

Switzerland uses a form of ‘time out’ 

called care farming6,; where young 

people are sent to “…the mountains for 

time out to think about their behaviour. 

They don’t go to school or have access 

to things like Wi-Fi etc...” and live in 

homes with farming families and work 

with them. 

For Clara, farming families can have 

ideological ideas about child rearing. 

This led to the popularity of care 

farming, as families held several 

assumptions that, for example, that a 

“…child [growing up] in the countryside 

with sunshine [etc] will have good 

results.”. However, there are some 

good examples of care farming, such 

as in Ementile “…where the cheese 

comes from…they have built a village 

for foster carers with a school”. 

In Germany, Klaus Wolffe carried out 

research into children with “special 

issues” who are sent to “foreign 

countries to live with social workers”. 

He found that it was “…quite positive as 

for some children it can be positive to 

have this time out if delivered in a good 

framework”.  

Klaus visited several countries over a 

period of 2 years and found benefits 

from such placements, such as 

increased self-esteem for the young 

people, however, he noted problems 

with reintegration once the placement 

had ended. Klaus concluded that the 

 
6 The terms “care farming” and “social 

agriculture” are used to describe the foster 

care that farming families provide to 

children, adolescents, and adults (Bomback, 

et al., 2015) 

Case study –  

“M, 13 years old (French boy).  

In 6 months, he had 6 families. For these 

cases, there is a proposal for these 

children to have a breakdown stay where 

they go to Senegal for 6 months to see a 

different way of life, have a different 

experience and education.  

The children are sent to a structure (like a 

children’s home) where they stay with 

social workers.  

In the morning they have school, then in 

the afternoon they work with the 

community, for example, on a project to 

help the population.  

This solution is for all the young people 

that have a placement breakdown and 

big issues with youth offending.  

For M, this had a positive impact”. 

Agnes Simon, Marseille 
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use of such placements is a matter of 

“childcare policy”, which in most 

countries has shifted now, and 

therefore there has to be very good 

reason to move a young person out of 

their city, or even abroad.  

This is the case in England, where local 

authorities are judged on how many 

children are placed out of the local 

area, and therefore they actively seek 

to find accommodation for children as 

close to their local area as is 

reasonably and safely possible. 

In France, the use of alternative 

placements appeared to be 

commonplace, especially for 

adolescents with ‘complex needs’ for 

whom the more ‘typical’ 

accommodation options fail to 

adequately support.  Agnes shared 

that alternative placements are a 

“…good solution for most children – 

there is a good progression for around 

80% [of the young people placed]. For 

20%, there is a breakdown again”. 

The Marseille children’s services team 

commission several associations that 

are developing and provide specialist 

placements such as the one described 

in the ‘M’ case study. The associations 

include Oxygen (Marseille), L’arba, 

Second Souffe (Marseille and 

Morocco) and ‘Deferlante’ (Toulon).  

Deferlante is based in the 

French city of Toulon. The 

association provide long-

term placements on a 

boat, which are divided 

into three parts: the first 

15 days are spent close to 

home, the following 2 

months in the 

Mediterranean Sea and 

the final 6 months further 

away.                                            

-Agnes Simon, Marseille 

The team refer to an online guide that 

contains information about the 

associations and their services.  

In Paris, Eleonore explained that there 

is an issue of girls aged 12 – 13 years 

old at risk of or being sexually 

exploited. Young people “…who go 

missing, don’t follow rules [and display] 

traumatised sexual behaviour…no 

matter where they are placed far away, 

they run away”.  

In response, the Department has 

resorted to sending girls to “…an island 

very far”. Young people where there is 

serious child sexual exploitation are 

sent to Mayotte to live in a specialist 

home. 

Helen Join-Lambert (Professor at  Paris 

Nanterre University) shared some 

interesting reflections which reminded 

me of why alternative placements for 

all young people, but especially 

adolescents with ‘complex needs’, 

should be a priority and will potentially 

have greater success than the standard 

options. 

For Helen, generally, young people do 

not like to be controlled. For most 

young people foster care is 

appropriate, but “…for those who have 

been through very difficult experiences, 

especially when they are already used 

to being independent, trying to control 

them and giving them rules that they 

don’t recognise, at all, doesn’t help”. 
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Helen feels that carers with experience 

are needed for this cohort. General 

residential and foster care is not 

appropriate. She gave an example of 

centres that in France for “street 

children”, which provide services such 

as medical support, without requiring a 

young person’s details. Something less 

formal and rigid would be more 

appropriate for this adolescent cohort, 

such as a “…shelter or centre that they 

can come to at any time”.  

For me, if alternative placements can 

provide flexibility and a strengths-

based approach with support and 

activities suited to this cohort, then it is 

an avenue worth more focussed 

exploration in England. 

“From this research we can 

learn that there are ways 

to listen to young people – 

what are they good at, 

where do they feel they 

have power and can decide 

themselves. There are 

many areas where they 

can’t decide about 

important things, it is 

important to hear. They 

don’t need to decide for 

everything, but where they 

can it is important.  

They can decide about 

many things. In care, 

children are not taught to 

make decisions, then they 

leave care and all of a 

sudden, they have to make 

decisions and have not 

been taught how. This 

scares them. This is the 

same as when you have 

your own children.”                                               

-Helen Join-Lambert, Paris 

SUMMARY: RECRUITMENT AND 

COMMISSIONING 

The high volume of unaccompanied 

asylum-seeking children that arrived in 

the countries visited in 2015 has 

played a significant role in shaping 

their approach to foster carer 

recruitment and commissioning.  

The seeking out of minority ethnic 

community members willing and able 

to open their homes to 

unaccompanied children has had 

varying degrees of success. However, 

insight from Siegen and Malmo 

highlights the value of focussed efforts 

to build trust and remove barriers to 

engagement, in order to increase 

foster carer recruitment from minority 

communities.  

In addition, national advertising and 

regional commissioning of foster 

carers is enabling services to access a 

broader range of carers, increase 

sufficiency and widen opportunities to 

better meet the needs of children. 

A range of innovative community 

placements for adolescents are being 

utilised in Switzerland and France. 

These alternatives provide 

opportunities for young people with 

‘complex needs’ to engage in a wide 

range of activities that would not be 

available to them in traditional foster 

care. This includes work-based 

opportunities, such as farming, and 

experiences of other cultures and 

countries through living abroad.  

In the UK, often local authorities offer 

a range of well-intentioned, ‘one size 

fits all’ placement sufficiency 

strategies, without genuinely 

considering the needs, identity, 

interests, capabilities and potential of 

the individual young people. The 

creative placement ideas being used in 

the countries visited was inspiring. 
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A Study of Children and Young People in Trauma-Informed Therapeutic Foster Care Program  
in Victoria, Australia – Evidence of Success Over the Long-Term 

Presentation by Janise Mitchell, Deputy CEO of the Australian Childhood Foundation 
EUSARF conference, Wednesday 3rd October 2018 16.45-17.00 

 
The Treatment and Care for Kids (TrACK) program is a home-based care program providing intensive therapeutic intervention 
for children age 10 and older presenting with complex trauma and challenging behaviours. The program integrates knowledge 
about the neurobiology of trauma with established principles and structures for training, support and planning across the 
network of important adults in relationship with the child, in particular the carer and where appropriate the family of origin. 
Intensive therapeutic intervention for children presenting with complex trauma. 
 
The program is offered to children and young people deemed ‘un-placeable’ in the family. All children had histories of Adverse 
Childhood Experiences; more than 35 had experienced severe emotional or psychological abuse. Despite this, the median 
length of stay in the program is 2years and 9 months. 
 
The program changed the predicted life trajectory for the client group – ameliorating risk and vulnerability – building 
connection, identity and resilience, providing stability of place, enduring relationships of care and support, knowing and being 
known. Experience of safety, not just physical, emotional and mental too. 
Stability to integration – children are able to experience love, develop trust and be integrated into a family system to which 
they can fully belong. Children showed enhanced capacity for empathy and development of values. 
 
Staff 
Foster care workers had 6 children on their caseload to reflect the intensity of their caseload. Support workers had 12 children 

and young people. The evaluation found this to be a cost-effective option for these young people. 

Recruitment of carers 
Carers were recruited from an existing pool and were put through a more intensive form of training. They needed to show 
commitment, be open to working with therapeutic specialists, have the ability to regulate their own behaviour rather than the 
children and have willingness to attend training and understand trauma. 
 

The fostering agencies in the program expressed that the most experienced carers weren’t necessarily the best in terms of the 
training. Some of the traditional foster cares didn’t like the commitment to children for a long time, preferring several over a 
period. Agencies learnt that foster carers didn’t necessarily need to be experienced to be successful; in fact, some newly 
recruited carers were put through general foster carer training followed by the specialist TrACK programme. Motivation is the 
most important factor. 
 
The model focusses on relational model to care and getting foster carers to love and care for the young children and young 
people. Moving away from competence-based assessment to psycho-social assessment; parenting differently which may 
impact on the carer-child relationship – parenting in stressful situations in different ways and staying united in different 
approaches. The carers needed additional support around this. The agencies assessed the capacity to tolerate relationships in a 
family environment; it wasn’t about age or backgrounds, but it was about had the young person and/or professionals given up 
on the child or young person’s ability to cope in a family. The placement team therefore looked at developmental needs rather 
such as what the young person is looking for in relationships and whether they can tolerate intimacy in a family environment at 
that point in time, as opposed to their age and generic factors.  
 
Findings 
A mixed method approach evaluation spanning 15 years (2002 – 2017) was undertaken. Results showed significantly positive 
impact as a result of the quality of care and support they received for the majority of the children on domains associated with 
stability, attachment and regulational capacity. The results are presented across a range of measures. For example, 29 of the 
total sample of 48 children had experienced more than three placements changes in the lead up period to their referral into 
TrACK. Of these, fifteen children had had more than six placements disruptions being accepted into the program. An additional 
seven had experienced more than ten placements changes, with two experiencing between 18 and 30 placements. After being 
part of TrACK, only six of these same 48 children had experienced any placement breakdowns. 
However, the evaluation found that adolescents of an age where they and their peers were moving away from home or they 
had given up on a family, were more challenging. 

 
The evaluation report can be found here: https://professionals.childhood.org.au/app/uploads/2018/09/TRACK-FINAL-

EVALUATION-REPORT-5march17.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://professionals.childhood.org.au/app/uploads/2018/09/TRACK-FINAL-EVALUATION-REPORT-5march17.pdf
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3. SUPPORT FOR FOSTER 

CARERS 
 

Evidence-based fostering 

programmes to increase placement 

stability 

Specialist evidence based models for 

foster carers of adolescents with 

‘complex needs’ emerged strongest in 

Sweden where Treatment Foster Care 

Oregon (TFCO) and intense support 

models are heavily invested in as an 

attempt to provide stability and a 

family environment for young people 

with behavioural difficulties.  

There is research to support the 

positive impact of such models, and 

those interviewed spoke highly of 

them. 

Marie and David Pålsson (Lecturer at 

Stockholm University) spoke highly of 

the Treatment Foster Care Oregon7 

model based on research and their 

own observations of its impact.  

“It has been articulated 

several times that foster 

carers need more training 

and want it. The Oregon 

programme is an example of 

foster carers who are trained 

a lot and offered support 

and instructions, based on 

CBT”                                          

– Marie Sällnas, Sweden 

 
7 TFCO offers an intensive treatment intervention 
for children between 3-17yrs. Foster carers receive 
intensive support and training to offer single 
family placements to enable children and young 
people to build on their strengths and address the 
difficulties in every area of their lives. 
(Treatment Foster Care Oregon UK, 2020). 

For Marie and David, the ideal 

fostering intervention for adolescents 

with ‘complex needs’ is Multi-Systemic 

Therapy, in addition to experienced, 

well trained and well supported carers.  

They commented that provision of 

care is demanding, and they were not 

sure that these kinds of foster carers 

are readily available. They did not feel 

it was appropriate to place this cohort 

of young people in “standard” foster 

homes if there were other options. 

Ana’s team have found ways to work in 

a similar way to the TFCO model, 

achieving positive results such as 

children staying with one family for 8 

to 12 months. 

Contrastingly, Ingrid’s colleagues 

carried out an evaluation of TFCO and 

found it to have lesser impact in 

Sweden than the USA, where it was 

first conceived, due to the high 

standard of social work Sweden. 

Outcomes for young people were 

therefore no different on the 

programme. Ingrid’s comments were 

an anomaly compared to feedback 

from other interviewees. 

For Ingrid, the ‘complex needs’ of 

young people are “…too difficult an 

issue to solve with evidence-based 

programmes and instruments, although 

some may be useful. Training and 

information for carers might be more 

useful”. 

 

 

 



28 
Brown, Laurelle (2020) Caring for all: a comparative study of foster care for adolescents with ‘complex needs’,  

Additional support for foster carers 

of adolescents available as standard. 

The importance of good support for 

foster carers of adolescents with 

‘complex needs’ was a key theme that 

came out of almost every interview. 

Resource used by the Gothenburg 

University Team as a tool to explore the 

essence of social work as a movement. 

Foster carers having access to staff, 

peers, training, supervision, respite and 

remuneration that reflects their hard 

work were the six key areas which were 

highlighted across all interviews, as 

instrumental in supporting placement 

stability. 

“Group supervision and support 

for foster carers – most foster 

carers I have met have really 

appreciated the opportunity to 

meet and talk with each other.  

Create a network or group of 

foster carers who can meet and 

support each other which can 

make a real difference and keep 

the foster carers you have. You 

don’t need a lot of money to do 

this, “what you need is your 

own time and trust from your 

managers – trust and good will 

from managers to allow you to 

do creative things in your work, 

you will then keep the foster 

carers, and probably social 

workers too as it makes the 

work so interesting and 

rewarding."                                    

– Ingrid Hojer, Gothenburg 

Marie and David highlighted that 

foster carers say that the IFAs provide 

counselling, the staff can be reached 

24 hours a day and additional support 

is provided to them; “…being able to 

contact someone 24 hours a day can be 

helpful for teenager acting out”. 

Similarly, Ana reiterated that simply 

streamlining support so there are not 

so many meetings for carers, can make 

all the difference. Freeing up carers 

time and reducing the number of 

meetings they attend, is a simple way 

in which they feel more supported and 

less stressed. In addition to this, 

providing 1:1 support for carers, such 

as from a psychologist or educator, is 

an effective way to meet their needs. 

“…Personal contact to 

other carers is very 

important support.  

Often carers don’t contact 

professionals straight 

away, first will be their 

family, then other carers, 

THEN the social worker. 

Support is more 

valuable…important than 

remuneration…money in 

terms of foster care…”        

– Klaus Wolffe, Siegen 
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In Germany, there is a network of 

support that kicks in if a FFK carer and 

child get into conflict. The carer can 

get paid supervision, an external 

counsellor for the child, group 

activities and therapy. This is usually 

paid for by children’s social care and is 

helpful in maintaining the placement 

through difficult times. 

Group clinical supervision is also 

provided to foster carers in Paris who  

are recruited employees that are 

supported the same as social workers. 

 “A lot of foster carers are 

stopping being foster 

carers because they say 

the training is good, but it 

is not sufficient to help 

with the kind of children. 

Foster carers need to 

speak to more social 

workers and other foster 

carers for assurance. They 

also need more 

information about what to 

do when a child is violent 

and what they can say to 

the children.”                        

-  Philip Vanrietvelde, 

Paris 

Interestingly, Klaus pointed out that 

some carers he has met do not seek 

support for young people with mental 

health problems, instead they manage 

the issue within the home. Klaus felt 

that this could be a good situation 

“…to solve critical situations within the 

home, not to dramatize all problems”. 

Klaus explained that sometimes there 

is a high level of panic and demands 

for a child to be seen in a clinical 

setting, which can be avoided. He felt 

that there is often value in having 

carers who previously had issues in 

their own lives, and therefore who may 

not see problems as such a big deal, as 

opposed to other carers who easily 

cannot cope with such issues. 

SUMMARY: SUPPORT FOR FOSTER 

CARERS 

In Sweden, services are using a 

range of specialist evidence-based 

practice for foster carers of 

adolescents with ‘complex’ needs. 

Treatment Foster Care Oregon was 

cited most often as being used to 

provide intense family support to 

increase stability of placements. 

The feedback on the impact of this 

model was mixed, with one 

interviewee explaining that her 

team believed the quality of social 

work practice impacted the efficacy 

of the model in their local context.  

The importance of services and 

support being evidence-based was 

a prominent theme across all 

interviews, however, feedback on 

the models being used was mixed. 

What became clear from the 

interviews is that leaders need to 

be brave enough to test new and 

promising practice models if they 

are to achieve greater resilience 

and stability in foster care for 

adolescents with ‘complex needs’. 

The value of holistic, wraparound 

support and training for foster 

carers was a consistent theme 

across all countries. Services and 

foster carers need to be diverse, 

culturally competent, trauma-

informed and offering variety in the 

support provided. The importance 

and benefit of respite breaks must 

also not be underestimated. 
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4. SUPPORT FOR YOUNG 

PEOPLE 
 

Flexible therapeutic support 

embedded in places where young 

people are 

The importance of therapeutic support 

for this cohort of young people was an 

uncontested point on my travels. What 

was interesting however, was the 

different locations in which this 

support was being provided.  Some 

places were the same as what can be 

commonly found England; however, 

some are opportunities. 

In Sweden, sexual health clinics offer 

free support conversations for young 

people up to the age of 21. Some have 

therapists there too. Such a setup has 

the added benefit of easing access to 

sexual health services. 

In Germany, I was also told about 

therapeutic support located in meeting 

places, such as community youth 

centres, which has been of particular 

benefit to specific groups such as 

Afghan unaccompanied asylum young 

people. 

 

Strong and effective networks for 

care experienced children and 

young people 

“In one meeting I had with 

foster carers, they brought 

two foster children and I 

overheard [the children] 

saying “I remember you 

from when you were 

younger you used to x,y 

and z, do you remember?’ 

So the children were doing 

their own life story work 

and supportive to each 

other, very important.                    

– Daniela Reimer, Zurich  

Daniela gave several examples of why 

it is important for care experienced 

children and young people to have 

access to a network of peers from a 

similar background. She thought this 

was especially important for children 

from diverse backgrounds to maintain 

their cultural identity.  

 “I remember another 

meeting I had with two 

Turkish young people 

where one told her story 

then the other one 

interrupted and said 

“you’re telling my story”    

- Daniela Reimer, Siegen 

In Germany, social care and IFA teams 

try to bring care experienced children 

together to meet, for example, through 

annual trips to places like the city zoo, 

collaborating with theatre companies 

to put on productions and holding 

festivals.  

“I often meet children who 

say to me “…really, you 

met other children like 

me?” who wished they 

could meet other young 

people in their situation 

who could have helped 

them and know their 

rights”                                    

- Clara Bombach, Zurich                                                                                                     

Stuttgart’s fostering team, shared 

details of their varied efforts to support 

young people to make friends and 

develop networks with other care 

experienced young people; this was 

noticeably more expansive than the 
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other areas visited on my trip. ‘Special 

resources’ are produced for UASC; a 

small booklet with information about 

what is available in Stuttgart is given to 

each new arrival, along with another 

booklet to help with learning German. 

In addition to this, there is a German 

language class for all new arrivals. 

Further to this, a booklet on the 

achievements of UASC is sent to all 

children in care. Feedback about the 

booklet has been positive, with young 

people sharing that reading the 

updates makes them feel proud. This 

information has led to more young 

people becoming interested in joining 

activities and meeting other young 

people. 

Additionally, there is a care leaver 

weekend where care experienced 

young people can meet with those 

from other cities. 

“This is really important 

for children in foster care, 

as in institutional care they 

are in groups with other 

children with the same 

problems or nearly the 

same problem; in foster 

care they are on their own 

and it is therefore 

important to meet other 

children in care and to help 

each other.                            

– Katrin, Stuttgart                              

There is also a group for UASC to 

attend and meet others from a similar 

situation and/or background. 

For Ellen, the UASC in Germany have 

“…a big motivation”. Having them 

attend groups with German care 

experienced young people is 

beneficial, as the German young 

people can see their interest in school 

and start to share their passion and 

motivation. 

As part of research Hélène conducted 

into children in care in France and 

England, children were told to show 

Hélène whatever they want to illustrate 

what is important in their life. One of 

the key things that was important to 

most of them was friends.  

“Each disruption means 

that they lose their friends 

and they have to make 

new friends.”                                     

- Hélène Join-Lambert, 

Paris 

Having strong networks is important 

for young people whose lives are often 

disrupted and not understood by 

those without lived experience. 

Practical support that is genuinely 

useful for young people preparing 

for independent living 

The UK child protection system centres 

upon achieving permanence for 

children in care. This is different from 

the countries visited, and as such, 

often adolescents are not considered 

for foster care.  

The trip highlighted to me what a 

strength of the UK system that this is, 

especially with an increased focus in 

recent years on extending the period 

for which care experienced young 

people can receive support from 

former carers and children’s social care 
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through Staying Put8 and Staying 

Close9, and the strengthening of 

corporate parenting responsibilities 

through the introduction of the 

Children and Social Work Act 2017. 

However, unlike France, foster carers 

are not employees and so they do not 

receive benefits such as pensions and 

health care, which may impact 

retention. 

“Foster care ends at the age of 18 

– it is fixed, and there is not 

funding beyond that. The young 

people are very scared of their 

18th birthday”.                                 

– Clara, Switzerland 

One recurrent theme that came up 

across all countries is the issue of a 

‘cliff edge’ transition to independent 

living at age 18. This has resulted in 

people volunteering to support young 

people beyond this, such as Swedish 

families caring for UASC still awaiting 

refugee status at the point they turn 

18, and therefore their support from 

social care is withdrawn.  

In Stuttgart, a new group programme 

for care leavers is being implemented 

to provide additional support through 

this transition stage. The team 

explained that the young people have 

lots of questions, which they can 

discuss in this group. 

The group have discussions and 

undertake projects and courses. One is 

a residential course called ‘a license for 

 
8 Where a young person remains with their former 
foster carer/s after their eighteenth birthday 
(Department for Education, 2013). 
 
9 A variant of Staying Put for those leaving 
residential care (Department for Education, 2017) 

your own flat’, which is a course to aid 

preparation for independent living, 

teaching young people skills such as 

how to paint their own room, how to 

put up a picture, how to pay bills and 

set up energy accounts. 

The course is run twice a year over four 

or five days at the weekend. Young 

people go away to locations where 

they can learn practical skills and try 

them out, such as painting a house. 

The weekend also is a great way for 

care experienced to make friends with 

others as they prepare for leaving care, 

often with little or no family support.  

Pictured: (L-R) Helga, Katrin and 

Deborah – Stuttgart Fostering 

Team 

SUMMARY: SUPPORT FOR YOUNG 

PEOPLE 

The importance of networks for care 

experienced young people was 

recognised and proactively addressed 

by services visited, through a range of 

activities and resources. These efforts 

worked to foster a sense of belonging, 

especially amongst unaccompanied 

asylum-seeking young people. The 

importance of this for a cohort whose 

friendships are regularly disrupted 

was emphasised by Hélène Join-

Lambert in Paris. Although this is not 

dissimilar to practice in England, the 

approach can vary, resulting in 

somewhat of a postcode lottery. 

Supporting young people to develop 

practical skills for independent living 

should be a key focus of all children’s 

services, however, what this looks like 

also varies greatly. An innovative 

approach is being taken in Stuttgart 

which entails a weekend residential 

where young people learn key skills to 

maintain a home and have the 

opportunity to make friends. This kind 

of practical learning should be the 

norm for children leaving care. 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2017/16/part/1/chapter/1/crossheading/corporate-parenting-principles-for-english-local-authorities/enacted
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Trrust collective case study 

Presentation from Annie Smith (McCreary Centre Society) 

EUSARF conference, Wednesday 3rd October 2018 12.00PM- 12.15PM 

Abstract 

Collective Impact is an innovative approach to tackling complex social problems. It requires collaboration 
across government, business, funders, charitable organisations and citizens to achieve significant and lasting 
social change. It involves five key elements: A common agenda (including a shared understanding of the 
problem and agreed upon approach to addressing it); shared measures (to ensure alignment, accountability 
and to document progress); mutually reinforcing activities (contained in an action plan); continuous 
communication (to build trust and maintain momentum) and a backbone organisation (with dedicated staff 
to serve the whole collective; (Kania & Kramer, 2011) 

A collective impact approach is being taken in Vancouver to improve outcomes for youth transitioning out of 
government care. These youth face major challenges to healthy development, including poorer educational 
outcomes, unemployment, and mental health and substance use challenges. Over half transition out of care 
and into homelessness. The acute housing crisis the city is experiencing means the numbers who experience 
homelessness continue to rise. 

Established in 2014, the TRRUST collective impact initiative includes youth currently and formerly in care, as 
well as representatives from 44 local agencies including the local school district, post-secondary institutions, 
housing providers, employers, employment support programs and other statutory and non-statutory support 
services. Members meets quarterly to share updates, set future directions and ensure compliance with the 
common agenda. The initiative is overseen by a strategic advisory committee. There are four inter-sectoral 
clusters (working groups) which meet monthly and work together to improve outcomes for youth 
transitioning out of care in the specific areas of housing, employment and education, caring connections, and 
meaningful experiences. A fifth cluster ensures shared measures are developed and implemented and has 
developed a longitudinal survey to follow youth through the transition out of care. Each cluster has a youth 
and adult co-chair, and reports to the collective quarterly. 

The initiative has experienced a number of successes to date as a direct result of its collective work or 
through the work of member agencies and clusters. These include the provision of ‘transition kits’ to all 
youth leaving care, the introduction of post-secondary tuition waivers and wrap-around supports, 
enhancements to the welfare benefits available to youth following their transition out of care, the 
development of an ID bank, and the appointment of a housing navigator. 

 The developmental evaluation of the initiative shows that over time agencies have begun to trust each other 
more and to report increased collaboration. Decision making by consensus is proving effective and agency 
representatives feel the initiative is making progress.  

Took around 18 months for outcomes. These include: social events each year help building relationships and 

connections e.g. house sharing opportunities identified, marketplace event bring services together for young 

people, meaningful experiences, education and employment cluster (what providers think they give young 

people and what young people actually experience), information on housing stock and young people now 

recognised as a priority group for social housing. 

Lessons: 

• There needs to be trust among partners – there’s competition for funding between agencies and 

different philosophies and priorities which can conflict: “progress moves at speed of trust”. 

• Need committed funder. 

• Partners must be “In it for long haul”, usually takes 5-10 years for impact. 

• Community need to be engaged from the beginning. 

• Backbone organisation must be chosen carefully – they need to be neutral and not competing for 

funding. 
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Conclusion 
 

Delivering fostering services that meet the needs of adolescents with ‘complex 

needs’ is a challenge for local authorities, IFAs, services and communities across the 

European countries visited, and, as it turned out from the EUSARF conference, across 

the world.  

 

Adolescents are not a homogenous group; similar to their peers, they experience a 

range of physical and psychological changes through puberty and beyond, however 

this can be a wildly different experience when also dealing with the effects of adverse 

childhood experiences and trauma, as well as a multitude of care related processes 

and procedures. 

 

It is well documented that care experienced adults experience poorer outcomes 

across a range of domains in life, such as health, education and housing. Although 

those who are looked after by foster carers achieve better outcomes than those who 

grow up in other types of accommodation, we know that there are higher rates of 

placement breakdowns for adolescents than any other age group. This is a particular 

issue for young people who are being exploited, are UASC or have mental health 

problems or illness; where there are higher support needs, which in turn can be 

challenging for carers to manage. 

 

How the team around the child interprets these needs, ultimately depends on socio-

political, financial and policy environments in which they operate. This directly 

impacts the structure of fostering services, and the care and support provided to care 

experienced young people. As such, each have prioritised and innovated in the 

delivery of support to the extent that their cohort has required and/or policy or 

funding has allowed. The UK is no different; however, that is not to say that we 

cannot do more to improve the care offer and structures in place to support care 

experienced adolescents deemed to have the highest and more complex levels of 

need. 

 

“What is clear is that there is no one way to 

manage fostering and provide foster care for 

adolescents with ‘complex needs’” 
 

Laurelle Brown 
 

What is clear from my Fellowship is that for foster care to meet the diverse and 

transient ‘complex’ needs of care experienced adolescents, and ensure a safe and a 

successful transition to adulthood for more of this cohort, we need visionary service 

leaders who are willing to: 
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▪ invest funding 

▪ see and believe in the potential of young people 

▪ acknowledge and support the hard work of foster carers 

▪ commit to developing innovative placement options, and 

▪ recognise the heterogeneity of the care experienced population, and the 

need for intersectionality and flexibility within all aspects of foster care. 

 

Services and foster carers need to be culturally diverse and competent, trauma-

informed and offering variety – from traditional foster care arrangements with 

families to innovative community-based approaches both locally and abroad. 

 

Within this, it is important that services and support are evidence-based, however, 

leaders should also be brave enough to test new and promising practice models and 

focussed on helping young people to form and sustain healthy and meaningful 

connections, friendships and networks. 

 

Fostering services should avoid the ease and familiarity of delivering well-

intentioned, ‘one size fits all’ placement strategies, without genuine consideration of 

and being informed by the needs, identity, interests, capabilities, and potential of the 

individual young people.  

 

Social care leaders should prioritise including birth families’ voices in decision making 

and provide greater levels support for foster carers of their children as standard. They 

should also focus on harnessing the potential of migrant communities to contribute 

to the demand for foster carers, and ensure care experienced young people have 

more access to other young people to form friendships and networks.  

 

Developing market responsive commissioning and frameworks to deliver the most 

effective business models across local authorities and IFAs will also help to address 

sufficiency challenges, as well as help ease financial pressures of councils 

experiencing financial challenges in this age of austerity. 

 

My Fellowship taught me about my own personal practice and led me to reflect on 

missed opportunities to really inquire, push boundaries and challenge systems and 

leaders where practice for adolescents with ‘complex needs’ was nothing short of 

oppressive. As a youth and community worker who prides herself on being a 

disrupter, this was both an insightful and humbling reflection.  

 

The trip was also the source of much thinking on the strengths of the UK child 

protection system, for example, Staying Put and offering the same services for all 

care experienced children and young people, irrespective of whether they are 

unaccompanied asylum seeking children, or not. However, it highlighted several 

areas in which central government and local agencies, in partnership with voluntary, 

community and private sector services, can ‘step up’ and do more to help give one of 

the most underserved groups in our society lives filled with more hope, more 
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opportunities and better outcomes.  

 

There is no shortage of opportunities for partners to step up and do more for care 

experienced young people, however, with innumerable challenges facing services 

now (more than ever some would argue), it is likely that the extent to which UK 

services feel they are able to take bold, intentional steps to prioritise and deliver 

improvements in foster care for adolescents with ‘complex needs’ will be seriously 

impacted.  

 

From the unprecedented impact of COVID-19 on children, families and the 

workforce; to budget gaps; to a global revival of the Black Lives Matter campaign; to 

evolving extra-familial risks facing young people in contexts outside of the home; to 

increasing demand for children’s social care, many are predicting very difficult times 

ahead for children’s services (Association for the Directors of Children's Services, 

2020). It is therefore probable that the coming months, and years, will consist 

primarily of services trying to quite simply ‘stay afloat’ financially.  

 

Despite these challenges, there are examples of COVID-19 bringing about a 

productive shift. This includes enabling services to accelerate improvement journeys 

and achieve breakthroughs in their work with adolescents (Community Care, 2020), 

and leading to practice adaptation at pace which ‘paradoxically…may make positive 

change more likely’ (The Guardian, 2020). 

 

In these extraordinary times, we must not shrink our ambitions and efforts to ensure 

foster care is suitable for all young people, including adolescents with ‘complex 

needs’. There will always be challenges. There will always be needs competing for 

funding and attention. However, we should take this opportunity to deliver creative 

solutions and transformation to ensure the needs and potential of care experienced 

adolescents are not relegated in our efforts to secure foster care for our children. 

 

 

“It’s about doing the things you’d do for your own 

children” 

(Department for Education, 2018) 
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Recommendations  
 

My Churchill Fellowship recommendations aim to encourage change within fostering 

and foster care, both at a strategic and operational level, to help ensure that like all 

other care experienced children and young people, adolescents with ‘complex needs’ 

are given the opportunity to experience and benefit from living in a positive family 

environment. 

 

In total 11 recommendations have been made in this report. The proposed actions 

aim to push innovation, systems change, genuine diversity and inclusion and higher 

standards in foster care for a cohort of young people that the UK’s child protection 

system struggles to support when needs are ‘complex’. 

 

1. Central and local government and voluntary, community sector 

organisations should commit to commissioning, developing and/or 

delivering more innovative foster placements as part of a diverse 

placements offer for care experienced young people with ‘complex 

needs’ as a priority. Care experienced young people that have not been in 

education, employment or training for a long time, experience multiple 

placement breakdowns, are deemed ‘unsuitable’ for a family setting (the 

system is too rigid to support), and who also have ‘complex needs’ are often 

placed in settings such as care homes or unregulated semi-independent units 

as an alternative to foster care. Both placement types are linked to poorer 

outcomes for care experienced young people, such as in education, and are 

usually limited in what they can offer young people. Local authorities must 

develop placement pathways that include creative, practical based placements 

where young people can learn new skills, develop and learn more about their 

identity and/or history, have new experiences and travel to new places, thus 

developing their sense of self, self-esteem and opportunities. We know from 

the examples in France and Switzerland that this can have a positive impact. 

Central government should make funding available so such placements can 

be tested and developed into safely deliverable placement options. 

 

2. Local authorities should ensure their children’s services provide holistic, 

wrap-around support to birth families with adolescents on the edge-of or 

in care. The support available to birth families of adolescents at risk of going 

into care or who become looked after, varies across local authorities. There is 

no statutory requirement to deliver a specific level of edge of care or 

reunification support, hence the diversity of delivery that we have across 

England. Having worked in several local authorities myself, I have seen 

significant variation in what has been understood as an ‘edge of care service’, 

let alone delivered in practice. This disparity also applies to the level of 

support provided to families to aid possible reunification. As in Sweden, 

English services should ensure intense support is made available and provided 

to families where an adolescent is at risk of or has become looked after. Wrap-
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around, holistic support from a multi-disciplinary team around the family, 

including therapeutic support should be provided as standard. Birth families 

should be, and feel, supported because this was seen to increase rates of 

reunification success. 

 

3. Local authorities should take every effort to involve birth families in care 

and pathway plans and decision-making pertaining to their children. 

Where possible, birth families should be given opportunity to contribute to 

planning and decision-making for their child. Birth families of adolescents 

taken into care due to extra-familial harm, being unaccompanied or mental 

health problems may want to play a central role in the work to safeguard their 

child, however, often they are not included within the professional network 

and are denied the opportunity to meaningful contribute to decisions and 

plans made. Where possible, parents should be engaged much more, and this 

should be a monitored through internal quality assurance and audit activity. 

There may be challenges in implementing this recommendation for birth 

families of adolescents who have elected to voluntarily place themselves in 

care, however, there is room for greater involvement of parents nonetheless, 

which can increase reunification success and foster care stability. 

 

4. Local authorities should take steps to understand the make-up of local 

migrant communities and develop approaches, to understand the 

barriers they face in the labour market and devise ways to target 

fostering recruitment campaigns. Understanding migrant communities and 

groups should form part of local authority strategic planning and decision-making. 

Through Strategic Needs Assessments, Placement Sufficiency Strategies, Public Sector 

Equality Duty Assessments and Reports, Corporate Parenting Reports and more, 

there are numerous datasets across local authorities to provide commissioners and 

strategic decision-makers with a clear picture of their local area. Sophisticated use of 

this data and insight will provide a platform from which fostering teams can better 

understand migrant communities, experiencing barriers to labour market entry and 

potentially unaware of the opportunities within foster care. Authorities should work 

with key partners, such as the job centre and places of worship, to identify 

community assets which may lend themselves to foster carer competence and seek 

to convert these to approved carers. We know from the recruitment difficulties 

experienced in Berlin however, that there may be challenges with this strategy, 

especially if communities have low trust in or are against services or the state.  

5. Central and local government should lead the way in implementing 

‘collective impact’ approaches to supporting care experienced young 

people transitioning to independence.  

A collective impact approach across central and local government, the 

voluntary and community sector, funders and care experienced people would 

embed the ethos of national policy and deliver the intended long lasting 

change needed in children’s services that is still falling short. This approach 

would help achieve a number of the recommendations made in this report, 
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and build on the vision of legislative developments in recent years and 

recommendations from care experienced people (Care Experienced 

Conference, 2019).   

 

 

6. Central and local government should lead the development of a business 

case for regional fostering agencies, in collaboration with IFAs, foster 

carers and young people. Central and local government should seek to 

understand the cost-benefit of a regional commissioning model in England. 

This may address some of the serious recruitment and budget challenges 

facing children’s services departments and IFAs presently, as well as the issues 

these challenges then cause care experienced children and young people, 

foster carers and partners. A shared approach to recruitment and/or 

commissioning is already undertaken by some regions, such as the North 

London Consortium boroughs and the West London Alliance, however this is 

in addition to in-house recruitment and commissioning strategies. Such an 

approach may increase foster carer numbers and diversity, help local 

authorities achieve economies of scale and maximise foster carer utility. 

Within such a model, there is room for agencies to provide specialist carers as 

is the case in Sweden and Germany. 

 

7. Local authorities, fostering networks and IFAs need to explore how to 

minimise foster carers being out of pocket during vacant periods. Foster 

carers work hard to offer safe and secure homes for care experienced 

adolescents with ‘complex needs’. For many, fostering is a source of income, 

especially when unable to work due to the level of need being supported. 

Irregularities in children and young people placed with carers can be 

frustrating and cause financial difficulties which result in carers resigning. 

Reducing such occurrences should be prioritised by agencies, whether 

through the consistent payment of retainers, pooling of carers across local 

areas or otherwise, this is an issue that needs to be addressed, especially to 

avoid losing excellent carers skilled in caring for this cohort. 

 

8. Central government should provide a ring-fenced budget for local 

authorities to fund intensive evidence-based models of foster care for 

adolescents with ‘complex needs’. The high cost and demands of properly 

supported, ‘specialist’ foster carers means that that they are more often found 

within well-resourced services with child-focussed leadership. The cohort 

researched can have an array of needs that require consistent, persistent, 

culturally competent trauma-informed care and support. Foster carers cannot 

provide this support on their own; they need a high level of support 

themselves. This is hard work. Unfortunately, attempts to deliver evidence-

based practice does not always maintain fidelity to the original evidence base. 

In this case, this could result in matches breaking down, usually with the 

young person’s behaviour cited as the issue rather than the shortcomings of 

http://www.fosteringnorthlondon.co.uk/
http://www.fosteringnorthlondon.co.uk/
https://www.wla.london/
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the support put in place. 

 

Local authorities experiencing austerity and cuts are less likely to afford the 

licensing, implementation and training costs associated with such 

programmes. Central government should provide ring-fenced funding to all 

local authorities to develop and implement or commission evidence-based 

fostering support model(s) for carers of adolescents with ‘complex needs’. 

 

9. Statutory and voluntary community sector organisations should provide 

access to therapeutic support in young people friendly spaces. The impact 

of the care experience on the mental and emotional health of children and 

young people cannot be underestimated. It is well documented that this 

group have poorer health outcomes than their peers in childhood through to 

adulthood. Making it easier for therapeutic support to be accessed should 

therefore be our priority, to ensure equity and equality of health, as corporate 

parents, and as part of the public sector equality duty. Commissioners, in 

conjunction with young people and communities, should scope opportunities 

to embed easy-to-access clinicians within their services, such as sexual health 

clinics, community centres and sports groups. Such requirements should also 

be routinely embedded within contract specifications. 

 

10. Local authorities should incorporate network developing opportunities 

for care experienced young people approaching independence into their 

care leaver local offer and pathway plan process. There is usually a range 

of activities and events available to care experienced young people from local 

authority Participation or similar teams. However, these opportunities are not 

always targeted at young people approaching independence. Participation 

teams should set up and co-develop a support network(s), or commission 

organisations or individuals to do so, to enable care experienced young 

people to connect with others and have people to turn to when they are in 

need of emotional, practical or other support when living independently. 

 

11. Local authorities and voluntary and community sector organisations 

should develop and roll out innovative and effective programmes for 

care leavers to learn and test out practical independent living skills. The 

support available to care experienced young people as part of their transition 

to independent living is a postcode lottery, a review of Inspections of Local 

Authority Children’s Services (ILACS) reports demonstrates this, there is still 

notable variation across services. Of course, a range of factors impact this, 

however, fundamentally there needs to be consistency in the skills young 

people are taught before they move on to independence. There are innovative 

projects in England, such as the House Project, however, this is at a cost and 

not affordable for all local authorities. There are low cost ways in which care 

experienced young people can be taught and practice essential skills, whilst 

https://thehouseproject.org/
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also forming strong friendships and support networks that will support them 

into adulthood. These should be developed, evaluated and invested in by local 

authorities, who along with key stakeholders, should ensure such programmes 

are fit for purpose and demonstrate that they are effective over the short and 

long term. 

 
From learning to practice 
This Fellowship was a fantastic opportunity to hone my skills, knowledge and 

understanding. Visiting fostering services across the different countries and learning 

about the child protection systems was an ‘eye opener’. Further, the plethora of 

international practice and research that I was exposed to at the EUSARF conference 

challenged my thinking and reignited my passion for this work. 

Since returning from my Fellowship, I have already implemented some learning into 

my practice: 

• When I started at Barnet Council, we had just been rated ‘Inadequate’ by 

inspection body OFSTED. Although this was a difficult experience, it provided 

the opportunity to really embed the learning from my Fellowship into practice 

as part of the improvement journey. One of the projects I worked on was 

refreshing the service’s Placement Sufficiency Strategy, the document which 

outlined how we would ensure there was a sufficient number and range of 

homes for children in care and the number we believe would come into care 

in future years. In addition to this I revised a number of policies and protocols 

relating to the care of children in and leaving care. The Placement’s Sufficiency 

Strategy refresh was informed by my learning from the Fellowship and 

included commitments to offer a more diverse range of placements for 

adolescents with complex needs, including foster carers. The document was 

specifically named in the Ofsted re-inspection report in 2019 where we were 

rated upgraded to ‘Good’. 

• As a Trainer and Consultant, I support organisations to deliver high quality 

services to children and young people. Since completing my Fellowship, I 

adjusted my strategy to ensure my training was reaching more foster carers 

and fostering services. I have been able to use my learning in my materials 

and content e.g. referencing the impact of trauma in all sessions.  

• In February 2020, I arranged a learning exchange visit from the Lichtenberg 

(Berlin) children’s services team to share details of their whole family 

therapeutic support and learn about foster care practice in the UK. The team 

visited TACT care, the UK’s largest fostering and adoption agency, and heard 

about the fantastic work being done by the team. They then visited Barnet 

Family Services, to see the service in which my Fellowship was born! 
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• Currently, I am Programme Manager in the London Violence Reduction Unit 

where we are taking a public health approach to violence reduction. I have 

used my learning about collective impact approaches to complex problems to 

shape a programme currently being developed to support a consortium 

approach to violence reduction a hype local level. 

• Lastly, moving forward I will be supporting foster carers as Co-Founder and 

Director of KIJIJI, a membership organisation that seeks to empower black 

safeguarding professionals through representation, networking, learning and 

development.   KIJIJI considers professionals to include foster carers given the 

highly skilled and specialised work they undertake. 

• My Fellowship findings will be shared across the sector, with a focus on key 

individuals and organisations who shape and influence policy and practice, 

such as the Association for the Directors of Children’s Services and the 

Department for Education.  
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Appendix 1 – Interview schedule 
 

COUNTRY CITY INTERVIEWEE ROLE SERVICE 

Sweden 

Stockholm Anita Sheahan Social Worker Brömma Stad 

Stockholm Professor Marie Sallnäs University Professor Stockholm University 

Stockholm Gunnar Bjälkebring Foster carer - 

Stockholm Agneta Öhman Foster care consultant Stockholm Social Services 

Stockholm Linn Englund Project Worker Makrosbarn 

Malmo Elin Ennerberg Researcher Malmö University 

Gothenburg Anna Forum Foster care unit manager Gothenburg Council 

Gothenburg Professor Ingrid Höjer University Professor Gothenburg University 

Germany 

Berlin Professor Klaus Wolff University Professor Siegen University 

Berlin Kerstin Hoffman Head of Foster Care Lichtenberg Jugendamt 

Berlin Ellen Hallmann Fostering Service Manager Familien Für Kinder 

Switzerland 

Zurich 

Professor Dr Thomas 

Gabriel 

Clara Bombach  

University Professor 

 

Researcher 

Zurich University of Applied 

Sciences 

Zurich Dr Daniela Reimer Senior Researcher 

Zurich University of Applied 

Sciences  

(formerly Siegen University) 

Germany 
Stuttgart Helga Heugel Fostering Manager Stuttgart Jugendamt 

Stuttgart Deborah and Katrin Social Workers Stuttgart Jugendamt 

France 

Paris 
Eléonore Koehl 

Head of Family Department Directorate for Social Action for 

Children and Health 

Paris Helene Join-Lambert Department Director Université Paris Nanterre 

Paris Phillipe Vanrietvelde Chargé de mission DPJJ –SDMPJE-Department for 

UASC 

Paris Dinora Fernandes Department Director Bourg-la-Reine Fostering 

Service 

Paris Anne Oui Project Manager  ONPE 

Lille Catherine Trinel Head of Service La SauveGuard Du Nord 

Lille Bernadette Tillard Professor University of Lille 

Marseille Nathalie Chapon Professor University of Marseille 

Marseille Ms Simon Director of Children Department of Bouches du 

Rhône 

Portugal Porto Attended the European Foster Care Research Network and EUSARF conference10 

 
10 Book of abstracts: https://globalintrac.files.wordpress.com/2018/10/eusarf-2018-porto-book-of-
abstracts.pdf  

https://globalintrac.files.wordpress.com/2018/10/eusarf-2018-porto-book-of-abstracts.pdf
https://globalintrac.files.wordpress.com/2018/10/eusarf-2018-porto-book-of-abstracts.pdf
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