
Making the right 
choices for children 
in care



This brie!ng is for local authority 
Lead Members for children’s services. 
It highlights key research messages 
about the di"erent types of living 
arrangements for children in care, 
and how each can help provide them 
with long-term stability during 
childhood and beyond.

This topic is important because Lead 
Members have statutory responsibility 
(shared with all other Members) as 
corporate parents of children in care.

Amongst other things, this means:

  ensuring stable and high-quality 
placements are available

  ensuring there is proper planning 
for when children leave care

  ensuring attention is paid to 
improving their educational 
attainment.

However, there is also overlap here 
with your broader duty: to work closely 
with other local partners to address the 
needs of all children and young people 
in your area, and their families and 
carers (including the most vulnerable 
and disadvantaged). So, for instance, 
success in responding to problems in 
the community will reduce the need for 
some children to come into care, as well 
as ensuring that others are brought into 
care that bit sooner than otherwise.

Recurring bouts of bad press about the 
care system can shake con!dence in its 
ability to help children and families. 
However, care is not a service to be 
avoided at all costs – as Lead Member, 
you have a key role in ensuring that 
it is used, and used well, whenever it 
is the right response to the particular 
circumstances of a child or family.

Research !ndings inform us of some 
of the things that work for children and 
young people in care, leaving care, or 
likely to need care. The !ndings o"en 
mirror messages from Serious Case 
Reviews and inspections. They will 
chime, too, with some of the things that 
drive your ambition to make a positive 
di#erence to children’s lives – such as 
to attract and keep good-quality sta#, to 
provide services that are well regarded, 
to allocate and generate money on the 
basis of evidence of e#ectiveness, and to 
win praise from local families and carers 
and from others at local and national 
level. Your knowledge and leadership 
can make all of this work.

Making the right 
choices for children 
in care
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Important enduring principles underpin 
work with children in care. The Children 
Act 1989 remains in force, with its 
core duties of supporting families and 
working with them, and with local 
agencies, to safeguard and promote 
children’s welfare.

Research into the care system in$uenced 
the development of this legislation, 
and subsequent policy change. For 
example, special guardianship orders 
were introduced in 2005 as a means of 
recognising a permanent relationship 
for children who could not return home. 
Planning and practical help for young 
people leaving care aimed to reduce 
their experiences of isolation and 
poverty.

More recent research exerts an in$uence, 
too, with wide-ranging implications for 
children’s services. Emerging themes 
relate to the severity of the mental 
health needs of looked a"er children, 
the importance of placement stability, 
the skill gap in conducting analytical 
assessment as a basis for planning 
for a child, and how to provide the 
support that is known to be an essential 
ingredient of a successful return home 
from care. It is a period of rapid and 
substantial change.

Legal changes
The piloting of reforms to the family 
justice system has improved the 
management of care proceedings, with 
local authorities reporting reductions 
in delay for children, closer attention 
to when to bring care proceedings and 
improvements in the quality of social 
work evidence to court.

Case law is pushing local authorities to 
fully explore all long-term alternatives 
for children and to provide cogent 
evidence for and against each option 
when making recommendations to court. 
There are proposals to amend the legal 
de!nition of long-term foster care, to 
strengthen its status as a permanent 
option for children and to enable young 
people to stay in foster care for an extra 
three years – up to age 21. Note, though, 
that arrangements to ensure stability 
post-18 for young people in residential 
care have not yet been addressed in 
legislation.

Inspection changes
Ofsted’s new single framework for 
inspecting services for vulnerable 
children, including those in care and 
leaving care, will be looking for evidence 
that a local authority has clear and 
sound plans for a child’s future, and 

Leading and working 
in a changing climate

that implementation of these plans is 
scrutinised by experienced practitioners 
and managers.

Authorities that score highly in planning 
for children’s long-term future will be 
those who tackle delays in decision-
making and ensure that children enjoy 
safe, stable and secure relationships 
with trusted adults. They will also be 
able to demonstrate that children leaving 
care feel supported by the local authority 
and have access to good housing and to 
the education, training and employment 
opportunities that can set them on the 
road to success.

Policy changes
The government’s continuing drive 
to increase the extent and speed of 
adoption from care has led to extra 
targets on local authorities, as well as 
extra funding for meeting them. Your 
strategic overview of all permanency 
options can help keep things in balance: 
local authorities must guard against 
disproportionate emphasis on meeting 
targets in one service area (such 
as adoption) leading to lack of due 
attention to other areas (such as family 
and friends, where more than half of 
English local authorities are in breach 
of the requirement to have a published 
kinship care policy).

Financial changes
Against this are the budget cuts, 
substantial in recent years and set to 
bite deeper. Local authorities feel under 
mounting pressure not to take children 
into care and, if they do, to get them out 
again quickly. Financial cut-backs can 
also put at risk the provision of tailor-
made care packages and the speci!c, 
evidence-informed programmes that can 
make a positive di#erence to children’s 
life chances.

At all times, but arguably even more so 
in stringent periods, local authorities 
need to be clear about what they spend 
and what di#erence it makes. Research 
can help make sense of what works for 
some children and families, and why. 
To understand this, you need clarity !rst 
of all about what you want to achieve 
for children in care and their families 
and how you are going to monitor and 
measure the progress you are making.

Your wider duty to all children in your 
area should kick in here: creative and 
bold approaches will be called for, to 
preserve the investment in the lower-
level community services that can stop 
problems escalating into complex needs 
and costly interventions.
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  Top tips for Lead Members 
determined to improve 
outcomes for children in 
care and their families 

Keep in touch with children 
and their families and carers 
Visit your children’s homes and 
centres, know the aspirations of your 
senior managers, stay briefed about 
high-pro!le cases and current issues.

Have mechanisms for scrutiny and 
challenge about key measures for 
children in care 
These should include placement stability, 
educational results and meeting health 
needs. Get information that compares 
your authority with similar authorities 
and ask questions if your data suggests 
you are not doing so well.

Champion children in care 
with your cabinet colleagues 
Encourage other councillors to 
understand the responsibilities they 
share with you for children in care. 
Get them to think what they can do 
in their own department to promote 
better outcomes.

Fight for extra funds 
for speci!c initiatives 
Savings in legal departments from 
not taking care proceedings could be 
diverted into earlier work with families’ 
pre-proceedings. Even in times of 
austerity, there are emerging needs for 
which growth bids can be justi!ed for 
vulnerable children. Note, for instance, 
the recent court judgement in relation 
to local authorities paying university 
fees for unaccompanied asylum seekers 
without recourse to other sources of 
funding.

The task of corporate parents, like 
that of other parents, is to provide 
children with the sense of permanence 
and belonging that comes from having 
‘security, stability and love through their 
childhood and beyond’ (Boddy, 2013).

There are strong research messages 
about how to approach this 
responsibility.

#  Acknowledge and 
promote the di"erent 
routes to permanence

The type of ‘permanence’ should 
depend on the needs of the child, 
and no one route should be seen as 
intrinsically preferable to another.
Thoburn et al (1986)

A key message from research studies 
that draw on the experience of both 
professionals and children and their 
families is that there is no ideal hierarchy 
amongst the placement options for the 
67,000 children currently in care. For 
some children a short-term placement 
will be followed by a return home. 
Other children will need a long-term or 
permanent placement, with the options 
here including family and friends care, 
unrelated foster care, adoption, use of a 
residence order or special guardianship 
order, or residential care. One size 
does not !t all. Rather, each route must 
be seen as a possible pathway to an 
enduring sense of stability and security.

Return home 
The largest group of children who enter 
care return home. This is the case for 
over a third (37 per cent) of the children 

Key messages 
from research
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who leave care before age 18. However, 
life is not stable for many of these 
children – two-thirds have one failed 
return home and the rest have two 
or more. We know that ‘these repeat 
re-entries to care impact on both child 
outcomes and local authority costs’ (DfE 
Data Pack).

We know, too, about what can reduce 
these risks. Successful returns are 
characterised by ‘careful assessment 
of needs, evidence of improvements 
in parenting capacity, slow and well-
managed return home and the provision 
of services to support children and their 
families a!er return’ (DfE consultation).

These messages are relevant for all 
children in care, those in voluntary care 
(section 20, Children Act 1989) and those 
in care under a court order (section 31).

Family and friends (or kinship) 
foster care
One in ten (11 per cent) children in care 
live with family or friends who are 
approved foster carers (and many more 
children – in England, an estimated 
300,000 or 1.3% of the child population 
– are cared for by relatives who are not 
backed by foster carer status). Research 
highlights the substantial material 
disadvantages commonly experienced 
by family and friends carers. It shows, 
too, that the children can do at least as 
well as those placed with non-related 
foster carers, in terms of emotional and 
behavioural development and placement 

stability, provided carers have adequate 
support. The added bonus for these 
children is continuity within their own 
family.

Long-term unrelated foster care
A much larger group of children, two-
thirds of those in care (64 per cent), live 
with foster carers who are unrelated 
to them. Placements work best when 
carers have su%cient information about 
the circumstances that led to care and 
are clear about their role. Outcomes 
for children, including educational 
achievement, can be as good as in 
adoption placements. So, staying in care, 
far from being undesirable, can be a 
very good choice for some of this large 
number of children.

Adoption 
A small proportion of children in care 
(four per cent) are living with prospective 
adopters. Adoption continues to be 
a placement option for a very small 
proportion of children coming into care 
(around !ve per cent), and mainly for 
those aged under four. Outcomes are 
best for children who are placed at an 
early age and who are helped over time 
to manage a sense of belonging to two 
families.

Special guardianship orders (SGOs)
The use of SGOs – albeit few in number 
overall – is increasing. The order settles 
the arrangements for where a child 
will live and transfers legal parental 
responsibility to the carer. Financial and 

social work support, including leaving 
care support for young people, would 
make this option more attractive for 
some foster carers – whether friends 
and family or unrelated carers – because 
it would ease the burden on those who 
are committed to providing a child with 
a permanent home.

Residential care 
Residential care is used for just under 
one in ten (nine per cent) of children in 
care, predominantly older young people 
unable to live in family care. These 
young people are known to be very 
vulnerable: almost half the children in 
care have some kind of mental health 
disorder, increasing to 70 per cent for 
those in residential care. They face the 
poorest outcomes and so, arguably, 
need the most specialised help from 
and through children’s services.

  Know your care population 
and the ‘quality of care’ you 
want to provide

  How many children in your authority 
are cared for in each type of 
placement? Do you give each option 
equal prominence in your thinking 
and planning?

  Do you use your authority’s statistical 
returns to the DfE to monitor trends, 
decide which outcomes for children 
you want to improve and monitor the 
progress you are making?

  How do you look beyond this data? 
For example, the DfE returns will 
show how many children return home 
from care, but how do you track how 
many return to care and why, and 
where they go next?

  Have you agreed the ‘quality of 
care’ required for children across all 
types of placement, is it an essential 
ingredient when commissioning 
services and how do you know it is 
being delivered?
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$  Build a workforce 
that is responsive 
to children’s needs

A placement per se cannot improve 
outcomes for children in care. The 
crucial issue is not so much where 
the child lives, or under which legal 
order, rather what happens in the 
placement – whatever type of placement 
it is. In particular, it’s about resolving 
the problems that led to care or have 
developed since being in care. It’s about 
helping children deal with the impact 
of the complex relationships in their 
life now and the likely impact in the 
future, especially if they are not living 
with their birth family. All this work is 
about identifying and then addressing 
the needs of children and those close 
to them.

Responding to severe 
and complex needs
Whilst the care population is diverse in 
terms of children’s age, ethnicity and 
family circumstances, what the children 
have in common is that their needs 
are complex and signi!cant. Helping 
them thrive in care and a"er care, and 
supporting parents and carers to help 
them do so, requires strong multi-agency 
working across services - including 
health, education, adult social care, 
and housing and money advice.

  For very young children, in addition 
to other needs, there is a risk of 

frequent change of carer during a 
crucial stage of their development. 
Nearly half the children in one study 
had had four or more carers before 
their !rst birthday, when what 
children need most at this stage is 
consistent care from adults who are 
emotionally available to them.

  The behaviour of children entering 
care over 11 is likely to be more 
challenging than that of younger 
children entering care, and they 
are o"en doing less well in school. 
Studies highlight that emotional or 
behavioural problems can be signs of 
maltreatment or poor relationships. 
The children can !nd it hard to settle 
at home or in care so attention will 
be needed to avoid constantly moving 
them on, rather than understanding 
and resolving the di%culties.

  Children in long-term foster care 
usually share a common experience of 
past abuse or neglect and have high 
rates of emotional, behavioural and 
educational di%culties. Like children 
who are adopted, they will have 
needs arising from their complex 
connection with two families.

  Many children in family and friends 
foster care are living with carers who 
are burdened by poorer housing, less 
!nancial security and higher levels 
of disability and ill-health than other 
foster carers.

  Young people in residential care 
have particularly complex and 

challenging needs. Besides mental 
health di%culties, they have high 
rates of special educational needs 
and are o"en involved in the youth 
justice system.

  Some children returning home 
from care will have needs that arise 
from a combination of a history of 
maltreatment, several failed attempts 
at going home and lack of attention 
to the di%culties that gave rise to the 
initial reason for care. 

  Many young people leaving 
care will be contending with the 
adversity that led to care and the 
disruption experienced whilst in care. 
Loneliness, poverty and depression 
are common experiences.

Building and nurturing 
relationships
Studies of family lives across generations 
re$ect and reinforce the importance 
of nurturing in children a sense of 
identity and belonging, and of enabling 
children to understand and hold on to 
the connections between their past, 
their present and their future. Whilst 
separation and change a#ects all 
children today, it is much more marked 
for those who come into care. It’s also 
much harder for children who don’t live 
at home, or who have had many di#erent 
carers or painful changes in their life, to 
have a clear sense of their own story 
and identity.

The crucial skills needed by your 
workforce are about relationships – 
valuing their importance and nurturing 
them in order to surround children with 
a strong support network.

This requires attention to all the 
important relationships in children’s 
lives – with siblings and adult relatives, 
as well as parents. Where relationships 
have been fractured – through di%culties 
that make it unsafe or unwise for 
children to stay at home in the short or 
long-term – they need to be addressed 
in direct work with children and families, 
whether or not the relationships can be 
mended.

This is important for children and for 
adults, and it is important in childhood 
and beyond. For all these reasons, the 
Care Inquiry concluded that relationships 
are ‘the golden thread running through a 
child’s life’.
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  Relationships, relationships, 
relationships

  Do you value what those with care 
experience told the Care Inquiry – 
that they value relationships with 
people who ‘are always there for them; 
love, accept and respect them for who 
they are; are ambitious for them and 
help them succeed; stick with them 
through thick and thin; are willing to 
go the extra mile; and treat them as 
part of their family, or part of their life, 
beyond childhood and into adulthood’? 

  Can you demonstrate that your 
workforce puts the building and 
nurturing of these relationships at 
the heart of the planning for a child’s 
long-term security (whatever type of 
placement they are in)?

  For every child in care who is placed 
out of your area, how do you provide 
the extra work needed to strengthen 
their links with the adults and 
children who are important to them?

  Do you apply a relationship-impact 
test for your policies in relation 
to children in care? If a current or 
new policy will loosen rather than 
strengthen children’s links and 
support networks, do you amend it? 

%  Champion practice 
improvements in 
your authority

Make sure people can act 
on what children need
Tackle the triggers for entry 
and re-entry to care
Ensure sta# are equipped to do 
robust assessment of the present and 
underlying needs, including analysis of 
what can help address the di%culties. 
Harness the support of other council 
members and strategic partner agencies 
– notably child and adolescent mental 
health, and others o#ering specialist 
health and education support.

Enable social workers and others to 
promote children’s relationships
Children in care are likely to need help to 
talk about, understand and think about 
how to handle their continuing sense 
of belonging to their original family 
network (parents, siblings, godparents 
and others close to the child or family) 
as well as their ongoing identity in their 
new family.

Deal with separation, loss and change
Minimise the risk of creating additional 
burdens for children who need to move, 
from home or from a placement in 
care. Make sure that sta# changes are 
not allowed to adversely impinge on 
children’s lives.

  Enabling practice 
improvements 
at every stage

  Do you have su%cient ‘early help’ 
services to identify and support 
children and to prevent unnecessary 
entry to care? How con!dent are 
you that relatives and friends are 
being identi!ed early enough to act 
as potential long-term carers for 
children who might otherwise be 
cared for outside their family?

  How are you using your leadership 
position, and strategic forums 
such as the Health & Well-being 
Board and the Local Safeguarding 
Children’s Board, to have available 
the appropriate specialist services 
to the children in your care and 
their parents? Do support services 
demonstrate their commitment to 
working together to ensure that 
children’s needs across education, 
health and care remain central? 
Does this work include past neglect 
or abuse, behavioural problems, 
emotional di%culties, the risk of 
sexual exploitation and lack of 
progress in school?

  Do sta# prepare children for change, 
take their views into account, go at 
their pace, !nd ways of smoothing 
even those transitions that are 
unexpected or have to be sudden?

  Do caseloads provide enough time for 
social workers to do life-story work 
with children, to help people think 
how to make family contact a positive 
experience and to develop links with 
the people who will be there for 
children as young adults?

  How much attention is given 
to involving family friends and 
others close to the child (not just 
professionals) to spend time with 
them, and to listen and o#er 
reassurance and support?

  Do you allow social workers time 
for high-quality handover periods 
when they or children move, and do 
you avoid allocating children a social 
worker who is known to be leaving 
shortly?

Help children through helping 
their parents and carers
Respond to the needs of parents
Helping adults is o"en the key to helping 
children. The parents of children in care 
will have faced adverse circumstances 
themselves and many will have 
unresolved problems from their own 
childhood. Attending to these needs will 
be bene!cial, not just for the parents, 
but also for their children, including 
any future children. Joint work between 
children’s and adult services, and 
preserving services across a continuum 

12 Research in Practice  Making the right choices for children in care 13www.rip.org.uk



of need will be important – including 
intensive interventions for parental 
drug and alcohol misuse, mental health 
problems, domestic violence and adult 
relationships; as well as practical 
help with parenting, housing, poverty, 
isolation and discrimination.

Have the right carers in place
Children who need intensive help 
for their emotional and behavioural 
di%culties will bene!t if those looking 
a"er them feel con!dent about what 
they can contribute and know who and 
what will be on hand if they need extra 
support. The children will feel more 
settled if they are with people who can 
empathise and be accepting of them, 
and if they know that their parents 
are viewed positively and getting any 
help they need. Research also points 
to the importance of ‘chemistry and !t’ 
between children and carers. Where the 
match feels right children are more likely 
to report that they feel like they belong 
where they are living, and to show signs 
of being freed from some of the anxiety 
that can otherwise impede progress in 
other aspects of their life.

Focus on solutions that are known 
to work
Ongoing support is known to be 
important for all types of placement 
– whether fostering, adoption, other 
legal orders or return home. Carers 
might have practical and/or emotional 
needs. Some carers – especially 
children’s relatives – will have !nancial, 
housing and health di%culties. Some 

children and adults will bene!t from 
arrangements for shared care, where 
regular short-break care supplements 
the full-time and permanent care 
provided by parents or carers.

All who are working to keep family 
relationships alive for children are likely 
to need help at some stage to resolve 
di%culties that crop up around contact 
arrangements. Con$ict, pain, inequality 
and divided loyalties are di%cult for 
everyone, so ways need to be found to 
help people with di#erent views to hold 
conversations and search for solutions.

  Match services and 
interventions to needs

  Have you mapped the local services 
available for the families of children 
in your care, including those from 
other departments and agencies?

  Do you have a training and 
development programme in place 
that is based on a recent analysis of 
the skill gaps identi!ed by carers and 
their support workers?

  What are the consultation and other 
support services that carers can draw 
on if they need extra help with a 
particular child, and how quickly do 
services respond?

  For children returning home, what 
management overview is in place 
to be sure that work has been done 

to resolve the problems that led to 
care and that the support given a"er 
return is planned and positive?

  How do you enable carers who have 
a good relationship with a child to 
continue supporting them when 
they go home or move to another 
placement or leave care?

  How prepared is your local authority 
for the implications of young 
people being able to remain in 
foster care until 21? What is your 
local authority doing to extend this 
increased stability to young people in 
residential care?

Ask people what they think, and 
hear what they say
Research studies and Serious Case 
Reviews stress the importance of hearing 
children’s views ‘in the moment’, rather 
than discover only later that they were, 
or were not, happy where they were 
living. Children need help from people 
who can imagine what it would be like 
to be in their shoes. They need to know 
that the adults who make decisions 
about them will ask them what they 
think, will listen carefully and, if they 
don’t agree with the child’s view, will say 
how they have come to a di#erent view 
and will discuss what is going to happen 
next. These principles – of respecting 
people and valuing their contribution 
– hold true in work with the adults in 
children’s lives.

  Embrace scrutiny and 
challenge from service users

  Would your local authority procedures 
for providing feedback about services 
and the way they are delivered be 
judged satisfactory if you were the 
service user with something to say?

  How do you canvas the views of the 
children and young people in your 
care, how do you measure their level 
of satisfaction with services and how 
do you give them feedback on how 
you have used their comments?

  How do you monitor the longer-term 
outcomes for children? Do you know 
where the young people who le" 
care in recent years are now living, 
how safe they feel and how con!dent 
they are for the challenges ahead? 
How su%cient was the support they 
had to access education, housing and 
employment?
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