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Overview  

• Out of home care in England today: a brief 

overview 

• Providing a secure stable base for 

adolescents: challenges and responses  

• Transitions from care to adulthood: 

comparative perspectives & English policy 

and practice responses  

  



Out of home care in England: a 

brief overview 



Out of home care  
Looked after children year ending March 2012:  

• 67,050 or 59 per 10,000 population aged under 18 

• Legal principles of working in partnership with families and 

voluntary care arrangements – but in practice three-fifths of 

looked after children placed under a compulsory order 

• Two thirds looked after in response to abuse and neglect  

• Majority of children go home quickly 

• Where reunification/rehab to parents not viable: permanence 

via adoption or special guardians preferred over long-term 

foster care. Latest data: 5,050 Adoption Orders  in year and 

3,300 Special Guardianship Orders  

 



Placement type England 

Number Percentage 

Foster care 

(unrelated) 

42,890 64 

Foster care 

(family or friends) 

7,370 11 

Residential 

settings 

6,950 12 

Placement with 

parents  

3,600 5 

Placement with 

prospective 

adopters  

2,680 4 

Other 3,560 4 

Total  67,050 100 



Residential care  
• A last resort  

• Concerns about quality of children’s homes, use of out of 

authority placements and children missing from care  

• Mixed economy (LA/private/voluntary) 

• 60% in private and 4% in voluntary 

• No clear link between provider type and quality rating 

• Post-18 not permitted to stay (whereas those in foster 

care can stay put until 21) 

 

 



Children’s needs and placement 

stability  
• Only 20% of children’s homes placements last longer 

than 12 months 

• 30% of children in children’s homes have had at least 

five previous placements  

• 38% of children living in homes had a statement of 

special educational needs 

• 62% had clinically significant mental health difficulties;  

• 74% were reported to have been violent or aggressive in 

the past 6 months  (Berridge, Biehal and Henry, 2012) 

 



Key facts  

• Cost of fostering services 2012-3: £1.5 

billion 

• Cost of residential care: £1 billion 

• Average annual spend on a foster place 

for a child: £29,000-33,000 

• Average annual spend on a residential 

place: £131,000-135,000 (National Audit 

Office, 2014) 

 



Objectives of out of home care  



Objectives of out of home care  

• Provide safety, promote security, resilience and pro-

social relationships  

• Fulfil the parenting task (for how long? in partnership 

with parents?) 

• Provide a framework that maximises the likelihood that 

children have a secure base – providing stability and 

continuity  

• Redress harm/compensate for pre-care adversities 

• Provide a launch pad to for good outcomes into 

adulthood 



Providing a secure stable base  

Schofield and Beek (2009) propose that the following five dimensions 

offer a secure foster family base:  

• availability – helping young people to trust;  

• sensitivity – helping young people to manage feelings 

and behaviour;  

• acceptance – building young people’s self-esteem;  

• co-operation – helping young people to feel effective; 

and  

• family membership – helping young people to belong.  

 



Care is never an end in itself, it is always just 

one stage of a child’s journey into 

adulthood; the true outcome measure for 

care must be related to the quality of adult life 

the young person achieves (ADCS, 2013, 

p.1) 



It’s not straightforward… 

• Additional support needs (shortage of carers and a need 

for better than ‘good enough’ parenting) 

• Time and resource constraints 

• Once a child enters substitute care there is a separation 

of actual care from formal responsibility 

• Responsibilities are discharged by dividing them into a 

number of activities performed by different groups of 

people (parents, foster carers, social workers, managers, 

lawyers) (Parker, 1980) 



Adolescents: current challenges 

and concerns 



Adolescent entrants  

• 39% of all those entering care each year are aged 11 or 

older.  

• These 11,000 ‘adolescent entrants’ to the system tend to 

experience a larger number of placements, a more 

disrupted experience of care, poorer outcomes in 

education and are at increased risk of struggling when 

they leave care (Sinclair et al., 2007) 

• At the edge of the care system, this age group makes up 

45% of Children in Need, 23% of children on a child 

protection plan and 24% of Serious Case Reviews.  



Adolescent entrants  

• Adolescents often enter care during a 

crisis – with their family, with the police or 

with their mental or emotional health.  

• Crisis response  and finding a safe place 

drives the system’s immediate response. 

• Too often this initial ‘safe containment’ can 

drift into a longer-term approach 

(Department for Education, 2014).  



ADCS assessment  

The current system provides neither value 

for money across the care sector – the 

outcomes do not justify the costs – nor a 

sufficiently clear expectation of what 

success should look like.  

 
ADCS: What is Care For – Alternative Models of Care for Adolescents, published April 2013  



Challenges  
• Routes to permanence problematic: 1% of LAC 

aged 12+ adopted and special guardianship less 

common too 

• Exits (return home) and readmission common 

• Ambivalence about separation from the birth 

family 

• Complexity of need (e.g. at 14+: mental and 

emotional health (64%), special educational 

needs (38%) and substance misuse (32%)) 



Challenges  

• Competing priorities: immediate safety and 

long term placements to meet complex 

needs  

• Placement instability: one in five of those 

entering care aged 13 or older have three 

or more placements within a year (the 

equivalent rate for all care entrants is one 

in 10).  



Innovations aimed at improving 

service responses  

 

• DfE Children’s Social Care Innovation 

Fund: £100 million investment 

• Work in progress… 

 



Greater diversity of provision 
• A single, integrated service for adolescents on the edge 

of care – aged 12-25 – with a particular focus on those 

young people at significant risk of gang involvement, 

child sexual exploitation, going missing and youth crime 

• ‘Family learning intervention programme (FLIP)’ which 

includes intensive therapeutic interventions with families 

at risk of breakdown – where young people are 

vulnerable to gang involvement or sexual exploitation – 

in a residential setting 

• Short term (12 week) residential setting to provide 

intensive therapeutic support to young people  



A ‘no wrong door’ service for 

adolescents  

  

• Consistent multi-disciplinary teams working with young people in or 

on the edge of care, those involved in offending, substance misuse 

or the other issues that vulnerable adolescents commonly face: 

building trust and maintaining continuity of relationships 

• Specialist foster carers working alongside children’s homes to 

provide better support – including help with mental health, education 

and rebuilding links with their families – for up to 700 young people. 

The model includes testing a ‘staying close’ approach to supporting 

care leavers up to age 21 



Brighter Futures 
• Intensive engagement model 

• Multi-disciplinary teams working intensively with young 

people and their families 

• Lower case loads 

• Choice of lead professional 

• Links with community services: promoting leisure 

activities   

• Enhanced training and support for foster carers to 

reduce the likelihood of ‘wobbly placement’ breakdown.  



ADCS recommendations  

• A more fluid boundary between care and community services to 

allow for step up and step down services and interventions. 

• A model of shared or ‘part time’ care which deconstructs the binary 

care system 

• Residential care, that is much more outcomes-focussed and more 

tolerant of risk with a clear framework for linking the payment of 

placement fees with improved outcomes  

• A flexible approach to transition to adulthood which relies on 

maturity and readiness to move on rather than simple chronological 

age 



Transitions from care to 

adulthood 



Young people leaving care  

• 9,990 children aged 16 and over ceased to be looked 

after in given year  

• 19% of young people leave care aged 16, 18% aged 17 

and 63% aged 18 (and over). 

• Variations according to placement type: 35% of those in 

children’s homes leave care aged 16, further 21% leave 

aged 17  

• Outcomes at 19: 34% not in education, employment or 

training; 6% in higher education BUT wide variations 

between authorities even though operating under same 

legal framework 

 



International messages about outcomes for 

care leavers  

Compared to their peers in the general population care 

leavers are at high risk of: 

• Social exclusion  

• Low educational attainment and unemployment  

• Poverty  

• Mental ill-health  

• Social isolation 

• Homelessness 

• Involvement in crime  

 

 

 

 



History of accelerated and 

compressed transitions 
• Common in Europe, Australia, Canada and US 

• Early independence 

• Negotiating multiple changes at the same time 

• No option to return in times of difficulties 

•  Young people leaving care have to cope with challenges and 

responsibilities of major changes in their lives-leaving foster care and 

residential care and setting up home, leaving school and entering the 

world of work, (or more likely being unemployed and surviving on 

benefits) and being parents – at a far younger age than other young 

people (Stein:2002:68). 

• Fails to equip young people for the journey to adulthood 

 28 



Good enough corporate parenting? 

I didn’t want to go. I still had to go anyway. I 

didn’t have a choice...I was moving out at 

eighteen, end of discussion, and the bit that 

really pissed me [off] is [that] they chucked 

me out on my eighteenth birthday (cited in 

Munro et al., 2011).  

 



Catalysts supporting policy 

development 
 

• Acknowledgement that leaving care is the  

Achilles Heel of the system (Sinclair) 

• Enhanced understanding of the human 

and financial costs of failing to improve 

services and support 

  



Catalysts supporting policy 

development  
• Research and national administrative data on poor outcomes  

• Media attention and hearing the voice of looked after children 

• ‘Social Investment State’ to reduce long term reliance on welfare 

state into adulthood 

• Acknowledgement that the state has assumed and reparatory 

responsibilities (role for the corporate parent) 

• Cross-party committees 

• Charitable sector lobbying 

• Cost modelling and invest to save principles 

• Ofsted inspection: specific focus on leaving care services  



The journey towards needs led and 

extended and graduated transitions  
• Period of intense policy development: top down 

legislation and regulation 

• Ongoing challenges associated with moving from age 

related to needs led transitions 

• Staying Put in foster care up to 21 now on a statutory 

footing (but average age young people in the general 

population leave home is later still) 



The journey towards needs led and 

extended and graduated transitions  

• Young person led decisions may not align with 

professional perspectives about timing transitions  

• Extended duties towards care leavers up to 25 but EET 

orientated conditions attached 

• More duties in a period of funding cuts 

• Wide variations in local authority practice  

• Inverse care law   

 



Legal and policy frameworks 
• Children (Leaving Care) Act 2002 

Purpose: delay exit from care; improve preparation and planning; 

provide better personal support aftercare; improve financial 

arrangements  

• Children and Young Persons Act 2008 

• Planning Transitions to Adulthood for Care Leavers statutory 

guidance  

• UN Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children  

• Cross-departmental care leavers strategy (October 2013) 

• Children and Families Act 2014 



Role of the leaving care personal 

advisor 
• Importance of building relationships 

• Must have regular face to face contact 

• PP must set out arrangements for staying in touch 

• Importance of clarifying what aspects of the role are delegated to 

carers/clarity about roles 

• Visits child at no less than at the minimum intervals (within 7 days 

new accommodation, 28 days at PP review, minimum of 2 monthly 

thereafter) 

• Visits should often be scheduled to take place where the young 

person lives  

 



PA role and functions 

• a) To provide advice (including practical advice) and support 

• (b) To participate in assessment and preparation of pathway plans 

• (c) To participate in the review of the pathway plan   

• (d) To liaise with the responsible authority in the implementation   

      of the pathway plan  

• (e) To co-ordinate the provision of services and take reasonable 

steps so that care leavers make use of services  

• (f) To keep informed about care leavers’ progress and wellbeing 

• (g) To keep full, accurate and up to date records of contact with the 

care leaver and services provided. 

 



Right2BCared4 & Staying Put 

• Right2BCared4: 

• Young people should not be expected to leave care until 18;  

• Should have a greater say in the decision making process preceding 

their exit from care and;  

• Be properly prepared for living independently.  

 

• Staying Put 18+ family placement: 

• Allowing young people ‘with an established familial relationship’ with 

their foster carers to remain in foster care up to 21.  

 



Messages from young people 

• Importance of seeing young people as individuals and taking their wishes 

and feelings into account 

• ‘Pathway planning syndrome’: focus on completing paperwork (BUT plans 

were valued when: clear goals were set and it was clear what services the 

local authority would supply and when the plan was updated in response to 

changes in needs and circumstances) 

• Age related rather than needs led transitions and lack of preparation: 

 

Well, it was one of the most upsetting and stressful experiences I’ve ever had 

in my life. Obviously, except from moving from my birth place. I was given two 

weeks’ notice to have everything packed and ready to go. 

  

 



Messages from young people 

• Foster care: providing a secure and stable base for children and young 

people 

 

I think I’ve got a perfect relationship with them [my foster carers]: it’s like my 

own mum and dad now (Elizabeth, Staying Put evaluation). 

 

• Importance young people placed on relationships and support from social 

workers and leaving care personal advisers. 

 

She would go the extra mile and come up out of hours to see if I had everything 

I needed (Louise, Right2BCared4 evaluation). 

 



Timing of transitions  

• Young person led transitions ‘desire to be free and 

independent’ and/or levels of (di)satisfaction with existing 

placements 

• Young people who experienced four or more placements 

in the previous three years had a marginally higher 

likelihood of having left care (around 1.5 times more 

likely) than those who had not 

• Higher proportion of young people in the Right2BCared4 

pilot authorities remained in care until 18 compared to 

comparator authorities 

 



Timing of transitions 

• Proactive encouragement to stay, changes in 

expectations and framing of the offer: 

•  They [the IROs] used to say, rather than say to the 

young person, ‘What are your thoughts’, they’d say ‘At 

16 you can have a training flat’ and your like, ‘Well, they 

haven’t even expressed any interest in leaving’ 

• Cultural norms and conversations about 

interdependence rather than independence 

 



Timing of transitions  

• Young people were more likely to stay put when foster families 

offered a warm, nurturing environment, compensatory care and a 

secure base.  

• 84% YP who stayed put reported being ‘very’ or ‘quite’ close to their 

carers compared to 36% that did not stay put  

• 86% of decisions not to stay put were ‘young person led’ and 14%  

were ‘foster carer led’  

• Importance of choice and control rather than aged related transitions 

and being ‘forced’ or ‘kicked out’ 

• Support from leaving care personal advisers and foster carers 

important 

 

 



Pathway planning  
Data on young people’s education, training and employment were the most 

comprehensive.  

Forty one percent of plans included comprehensive data on young people’s 

accommodation needs. A further 30% provided limited data.  

The majority of plans recorded whether young people were responsible for 

managing their finances (84%) and their ability to manage on a budget. 

This was an area that young people struggled with in practice.  

Only 22% of plans provided comprehensive data on young people’s health 

needs  

Over two thirds of plans failed to record information on young people’s needs in 

relation to identity; support from birth family, carers or the responsible 

local authority; and family and environmental factors.  

 



Pathways 

• Direct pathways (straight from care to independent living) 

• Transitional placement pathways (one of more supported placements as a 

bridge to independence)  

• Complex pathways (multiple moves and changes) 

 

• Right2BCared4 (16-18): transitional placement pathways the most common 

• Staying Put (up to 21): direct pathway to own tenancy most common 

 

• 9 young people who has complex placement pathways had in excess of 32 

accommodation moves between them 

• Importance of a menu of provision to meet the needs of those who opt  to 

leave early 

 



Transitional support  

• Staying Put in foster care (in Scotland option for all 

young people in residential settings too) 

• ‘Taster flats’: experience of living independently before 

leaving care  

• Wide range of supported accommodation options 

available  

• Housing Hub service for those in housing need 

(dedicated team including housing, family mediation, 

youth offending staff). Emergency and temporary 

accommodation; mediation; pre-tenancy training; 

supported lodgings (Hull) 



Education and employment 

• Pupil premium 

• Virtual school heads 

• Care leavers under the age of 25 who 

wish to take up a programme of education 

or training will have the right to resume 

support from leaving care personal adviser 



Education and employment  

• Work experience placements within local 

authorities  

• Care2Work – multi-agency, sustainable 

partnership to support and maintain care 

leavers in employment and training – links 

with business 

 



Education and employment  

• H.E. bursary and accommodation out of 

term time  

• Quality Mark for Care Leavers in H.E – 

raise aspirations, appropriate admissions 

procedures, entry and ongoing support. 

 



Good legal framework… 

• But implementation on the ground and 

embedding best practice is critical 

• Do young people know their entitlements 

• Do supportive relationships endure 

(ongoing contact with foster carers or 

residential staff, continuity of PA) 



Concluding points  



Shaping outcomes  
 
• Importance of a comprehensive approach across the life course 

• Pre-care: early intervention and prevention, family support when 

problems arise 

• In care: timely decision-making and effective care planning, 

continuity and stability, a nurturing environment and a secure base 

• Leaving care: preparation and planning and promoting ‘extended 

and graduated’ and ‘needs led’ rather than ‘age related’ transitions 

• After care: ongoing support into adulthood 

• Navigating a course between regulations and relationships 

 

 

 



Guiding principles 
• Is this good enough for my child?   

• Second (third, fourth) chances 

• Consistency, continuity and planning  

• Remembering looked after children are not a homogenous group: 

one service response will not fit all  

• Role for all agencies not just children’s services 

• Role for the community: building networks of support  

• Bottom up and top down commitment are important 

• Tailored support 

• Relationships as ‘glue’: formal and informal support networks  
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