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LAC placement patterns     Changing the ingredients

Fostering percentages and ratios of looked after
children vary quite widely across England and
Wales. In this article Sue Richards attempts to
identify some of the factors associated with these
variations, and to suggest some practical steps
which may help in implementing changes. A second
and more discursive article, reviewing the literature
on purchaser/provider splits and highlighting
problems with the model in relation to child care, will
be published in the next edition of Adoption &
Fostering (January 1999).

Introduction
In recent years fostering percentages have
become local authority performance
indicators. Value for money has been
emphasised by Department of Health
(DoH) publications (DoH, 1997) and
joint reviews. Children’s placement costs
rise and yet resources are still in short
supply. These influences have
concentrated minds on outcomes and
costs, but also on the variation in
placement patterns between authorities. It
is these variations, and the factors that
might be associated with them, which
have been the focus of the present study.

In the mid-1990s, my own previous
authority, Berkshire, in response to its
very low fostering percentages and
relatively high looked after numbers, set
up a senior management children’s
strategy group, and established a new
post to manage all family placement
services. When I was appointed to this
post, in 1995, it took some time to
develop any understanding of the nature
of the problem, and considerably longer
to quantify or demonstrate what I came to
believe were the underlying difficulties.
Some of these appeared to be associated
with the way resources were allocated or
legislation used, but more intractable
problems seemed to be influenced by
cultural norms, and, in large part, by the
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department’s high level purchaser/
provider split.

In this article I have sought to identify
some of the quantifiable, practical
indicators associated with high looked
after numbers or low fostering
percentages. The figures are intended to
give managers simple performance
indicators with which to measure
achievement or set targets; no value
judgments about good or bad placement
patterns are intended. For practitioners
the results should provide tools with
which to engage in discussions about the
allocation of resources.

The study
This first part of the study examined exit
pathways from residential and foster care
and geographical, socio-economic,
resourcing and historical factors.
Wherever possible, the annually
published DoH returns were used to
identify the relevant data. The
Department is well aware of anxieties
about these figures, and commented
recently: ‘Concerns over data quality
hinder both the Department of Health and
local authorities’ (DoH, 1997).
Nevertheless it is the only nationally
available data, and as the Department
itself has stated, using it ‘should provide
a strong incentive for authorities to
improve their management information’
(DoH, 1997). Some Audit Commission
and National Foster Care Association
(NFCA) data were also used. Where there
were gaps, for instance on staffing,
management arrangements and budget
information, a questionnaire was sent to
the family placement managers of the 33
English county authorities. Eighteen of
these replied. An earlier pilot study on
staffing, conducted in ten (not random)
borough and county authorities in 1995,
is also referred to in the text. Six senior
managers, at director or assistant director
level, were interviewed, particularly to
elicit their views on their own
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performance in relation to looked after
children and the effect on this of their
management arrangements.

For some of the comparisons
undertaken Spearman’s rank correlations
and the student’s t Test were used to test
for significance (Matthews and Foster,
1989). These are given in brackets in the
text. However, it was thought in many
instances to be more helpful to give
average figures reached by the higher
achieving authorities in order to provide
managers with clear targets to aim for,
rather than merely presenting a
correlation. Children with disabilities in
receipt of respite care are excluded from
the study both in relation to resources and
to looked after children numbers.

The national picture
The number of children in care, or looked
after, has dropped steadily in England,
from ‘in excess of 90,000 in the late
1970’s, to 60,000 in 1985 and 48,800 in
1995’ (DoH, 1995), although it appears to
have levelled off in 1996. The percentage
fostered has changed too:

Foster care now caters for a much higher
proportion of children looked after by
local authorities (‘in care’) than
previously. Compared with Prosser’s
(1978) figures 20 years ago, the
percentage on any one day has doubled
from 32 per cent to 65 per cent. However,
this has been achieved because of a fall
in the overall number of children looked
after and not due to an expansion in
foster care. (Berridge, 1997)

These trends are shown in Figure 1.
The number of looked after children

who are placed with parents shows a
steady, gradual decrease.

By contrast the number placed for
adoption has increased since the
information was first collected in 1987.
The 2,300 children at 31 March 1995
accounted for five per cent of all children
looked after. This was little changed since
1994, but compares with only three per
cent of all children in 1991. (DoH A/F
95/12, 1995).

Admissions and discharges
Admissions to the looked after system in
England and Wales have remained
relatively static at around 30,000 a year
for many years. The drop in looked after
numbers has been due to an increase in
discharges, not a fall in admissions.

A recent article in Adoption &
Fostering (Kelly and Coulter, 1997)
provided an interesting commentary on
the different pattern in Northern Ireland.
It appears, in a sense, to provide a control
group because both legislation and
prevailing philosophies have changed far
less in the past 25 years than in England
and Wales. The authors commented on
the ‘failure of the permanence movement
to develop in Northern Ireland, compared
to the rest of the UK, and the consequent
limited use of adoption as a route out of
long-term care’. This, the authors believe,
accounts at least in part for the fact that
both looked after numbers and fostering
numbers are higher now than in 1980. It
should, however, be borne in mind that it
is England and Wales which are unusual.
Northern Ireland is much more in the
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Figure 1
All children in care/looked after at 31 March 1985–95, by
placement, England
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mainstream, at least in the European, if
not Anglo-Saxon context.

The Northern Irish pattern had
appeared to be evident to some extent in
Berkshire, where both looked after
numbers and fostering numbers had
remained stable over at least a decade. It
was also the case that high looked after
numbers were clearly caused by low
discharges, rather than high admissions.

Pondering on exit pathways, I
wondered if, for example, Berkshire’s low
adoption numbers were therefore
indicative of a more general difficulty in
managing exits. Having worked in one
authority with high adoptions and low
looked after numbers, and one authority
where the reverse was true, my perception
was that clarity about adoption as an exit
route for a small number of young
children actually leads to much greater
success in getting the remaining children
home. It was also interesting to note that
a recent adoption inspection (DoH, 1996)
had commented with concern on the
striking variation between authorities’
figures.

It seemed possible that differential use
of independent living arrangements and
placement with parents regulations might
account for variations in looked after
numbers and fostering percentages.
Finally it appeared useful to clarify
whether high looked after numbers and
low fostering percentages were part of the
same problem, or were coincidental. The
results were as follows.

Exit pathways
Figures on adoptions were obtained from
the county questionnaire and compared
with those authorities’ looked after
numbers for the same year, 1993/94. The
seven authorities in the study with above
average looked after numbers for the
group had an average ratio of one
adoption to 25 looked after children;
those with below average looked after
numbers had a ratio of one adoption to 19
looked after children. In this group of
authorities, therefore, the thesis that low
adoptions would be associated with high
looked after numbers appeared to be
correct.

The combined figures for placement

with parents and independent living
arrangements were compared with
fostering percentages, and the results
gave a significant negative correlation
(-0.464, t Test 3.051); ie higher use of
these arrangements is associated with
lower fostering percentages. The third of
counties with the highest fostering
percentages had an average of 9.3 per
cent of children under these
arrangements, compared with an average
of 14.4 per cent for the lowest performing
authorities. These differences are very
much lower than the differences in
fostering percentages, and therefore
account for only a small part of the
fostering variations. This is not a
particularly important finding, except
that authorities with high looked after
numbers may wish to check, first of all,
whether they are making unusual use of
these arrangements which might be
distorting their figures.

Low fostering percentages were also
compared with high looked after numbers
in all the English counties, and there was
again a link. In order to eliminate, as far
as possible, socio-economic variables, the
comparisons were made within the Audit
Commission’s three separate county
groupings for 1993/94. In the A counties’
group (the most advantaged), for
example, those counties with above
average fostering percentages had an
average looked after children figure of
33.8 per 10,000; the counties with below
average fostering percentages had 40.6
looked after children per 10,000
population. Low fostering percentages
were linked with high looked after
numbers in all the county groupings.

Socio-economic and geographical factors
The link between socio-economic factors
and looked after numbers is well
established. Bebbington and Miles (1987)
identified the factors most likely to be
associated with becoming looked after.
These included living in crowded
accommodation, being in a family of
more than four children and having a
mother under 21 years of age. In this
present study the comparison between
DoH (1996b) deprivation scores and
looked after numbers in the English
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boroughs outside London, at 31 March
1994, produced a significant positive
correlation (+0.524; t Test 2.89). More
interestingly, there was no significant
correlation (+0.274; t Test 1.33) in this
group between deprivation scores and
fostering percentages. Social workers at
times speculate that high property prices,
or low unemployment levels, deter would-
be foster carers, but in this study the more
deprived areas had only very marginally
better fostering percentages.

In order to see whether there were
regional or geographical variations,
average fostering percentages for the
DoH’s seven regional groupings were
compared. The differences were again
fairly small and showed no geographical
consistency, with central counties doing
the best, with an average of 68.4 per cent
fostered in 1994, and their next door
neighbours, northern counties, having the
lowest score, at 58 per cent. Inner and
outer London boroughs were in fourth
and fifth place respectively.

Family placement resources
It is not at present clear how authorities
decide on the appropriate resources which
should be available for family placement.
Both staffing and budgets may be largely
the result of historical accident, adjusted
by small incremental changes, or
occasional energetic management
initiatives.

In a new post, charged with
implementing major change, I could find
few indicators which might help identify
appropriate resource levels. The study
therefore aimed to suggest guidelines on
both financing and staffing family
placement.

For two consecutive years only –
1991/92 and 1992/93 – the DoH
published information on percentages of
children’s budgets spent on fostering.
These figures for English counties were
compared with the authorities’ fostering
percentages in the same years. Significant
positive correlations were found for both
years (correlations +0.514 and +0.499; t
Tests 3.49 and 3.36). In 1991/92 the
highest performing third of counties had
an average of 69.3 per cent fostered and
an average of 27.5 per cent of their

children’s budget spent on fostering; the
1992/93 figures were 74.3 per cent
fostered and 30.2 per cent of expenditure.
The lowest performing third of counties
had 51.3 per cent of children fostered and
20.9 per cent of their budgets spent on
fostering in 1991/92; the 1992/93 figures
were 54.3 per cent fostered and 20.3 per
cent of expenditure. These figures, in my
experience submitted to the Department
by finance officers without reference to
social work staff, may again need to be
treated with caution, but authorities must
take an active view of an appropriate
percentage.

Budget information is now collected
differently and is only recently being
republished. It might, in any case, be
more helpful to look at percentages of
children’s placement budgets, rather than
the percentage of children’s budgets.
Mike Simm, one of the senior managers
interviewed for this study, and currently
lead consultant for the Department’s
Strategic Planning for Looked After
Children Project, said that he believed
that approximately 50 per cent of the
placement budget needed to be in
fostering and adoption as opposed to
residential or out of area budgets, if
above average fostering percentages were
to be achieved. This was borne out by
three other managers who were able to
give figures.

Figures on actual family placement
expenditure were collected from the
county authorities participating in this
study. Of the 12 authorities which
provided figures for 1995 six had above
average fostering percentages and six
below average percentages. The high
performing group had an average of
£4,800 per looked after child in their
family placement budgets, while the low
performing group had an average of
£3,900. It should be stressed that the
figure of £4,800 is not a unit cost, but an
indication of an appropriate family
placement budget for a high achieving
authority. However, further work does
need to be undertaken on unit costs, for
both fostering and adoption. The Audit
Commission’s (1994) figure of £153 at
1991/92 prices for a week’s foster care
would now be about £180, but was a
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fairly approximate estimate at the time, as
the Commission acknowledged. The
figures being produced by the Joint
Reviews (DoH seminar, February 1998)
for an average week’s foster care also
appear to be within the £150–180 range.
Mike Simm made the interesting
comment that for overall placement
expenditure to fall, it was necessary for
all average costs, ie fostering, residential
and out-of area, to rise, so that the lower
cost options could cope with increasingly
difficult placements.

The position is similarly unclear in
relation to staffing. Both the Audit
Commission’s (1994) figure of one
family placement worker to 20 carer units
and the NFCA’s (1997) figure of one
worker to 19 carer units were based on
fairly subjective estimates. The NFCA’s
questionnaire for its study had offered
respondents the chance to indicate carer
numbers or placement numbers which
could be supported by one worker. It was
not entirely clear how these were
distinguished from one another. Given
Lowe’s (1990) earlier NFCA study, which
gave a ratio of one worker to seven or
eight specialist carers for teenagers, the
one to 19 staff ratio for all carers seems a
little ungenerous. One family placement
manager with a high fostering percentage,
who was interviewed for the study, said
he had a target of one to 16 carers for his
fostering team but was not yet achieving
this.

The present study of county
authorities looked at ratios of staff to
looked after children numbers, and
compared these with fostering
percentages. It also sought to produce a
ratio of family placement worker to
agency adoptions per year in those
authorities which had a separate adoption
team. Dealing with the adoption issue
first, there were four counties in this
category, with an average ratio between
them of 1:4.7 agency adoptions per
worker per year. This rate was estimated
by managers, not calculated from actual
figures.

The eight authorities with above
average fostering percentages had an
average of one family placement worker
to 24.6 looked after children. The seven

authorities with below average fostering
percentages had one worker to 29.7
looked after children. The earlier 1995
pilot study in ten boroughs and counties
produced very similar figures of 1:22.5
looked after children for the high
achieving group, and 1:29.6 for the low
achieving group.

Mike Simm added the comment that
improving one’s percentage was likely to
require more staff than maintaining an
already good percentage. In his authority,
Oxfordshire, temporary staff had been
recruited to achieve an improvement in
the figures. It is also noticeable that the
only county to have moved up the
fostering league tables dramatically – by
more than a dozen places – between 1992
and 1996 was Derbyshire. Derbyshire was
one of the respondents in the present
study, and had much the best staffing
ratio, at one worker to 20 looked after
children.

Historical factors
It was not until relatively late in the study
that it occurred to me that if geography
was not part of the problem, then perhaps
history or culture was. Packman (1968),
prompted by a need to investigate
Oxfordshire’s high in-care numbers,
found ‘a strong tendency for authorities
to maintain their particular position in the
range of variations in spite of the passage
of time’. She concluded that ‘this kind of
historical regularity suggests that local
situations are not lightly altered by the
whims of individual administrators’.
Fostering percentage league tables, which
can be extracted from DoH returns, also
look remarkably similar over long periods
of time. Both the 1987 (correlation
+0.473; t Test 3.18) and the 1992
(correlation +0.785; t Test 7.49) fostering
percentages are positively associated with
the 1995 figures for English county
authorities.

Conclusions
Changing placement patterns requires
concerted and sustained management
action. The following steps may aid the
process:

• Plot looked after numbers and
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fostering numbers over the past decade;
check this against national patterns.

• Identify problem areas; promote
cultural support for the changes
proposed.

• If looked after numbers are high and
fostering percentages are low, check on
discharge rates and exit strategies.

• If more than 50 per cent of the
placement budget is tied up in internal
and external residential placements,
develop a strategy for shifting this.

• Audit the staffing resources in family
placement. To maintain a high fostering
percentage one worker to about 23 or
fewer looked after children is needed.
Better staffing ratios may be needed to
improve fostering percentages.

Finally, give careful thought to the most
appropriate management structure in
which to achieve change. My second
article (Adoption & Fostering,
forthcoming) will look at the particular
issues raised by purchaser/provider splits,
but there may well be other factors to
consider such as the level to which
management is devolved or centralised.
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