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2 Joint Statement from TUSLA and IFCA CEOs
In January 2016, Tusla and Irish Foster Care Association initiated a process to proactively identify service
gaps from a national perspective. The unique and fresh approach brought together over 300 foster carers
and social workers to discuss solutions to the challenges they faced – both individually and jointly. The
results of these collaborative conversations form the content of this report. It brings the voices of foster
carers and social workers into focus – highlighting the key strategic and structural issues impacting services
delivered to children in care as well as those who care for them.
In commissioning this work jointly, Irish Foster Care Association and Tusla demonstrated the power and
importance of agencies working together to identify issues and affect change. The process is a bold and
purposeful step to ensure that the experiences key stakeholders have, are core to the formation of Tusla’s
new Alternative Care Strategy. This process has benefited from the support of Atlantic philanthropy whose
vision for improving children services has helped progress this vital work.
This report lays out over 100 findings and suggestions, including a need for clarity of policy, increasing the
number of social workers and foster carers, improving training and leadership development, and using
technology to better enable work and information sharing. Underpinning all recommended solutions is a
need for a cultural shift towards increased openness, partnership and mutual respect to be embedded in
our everyday work.
The consultation process was a clear move towards this shift. It is important to note that many of the
recommended solutions are currently being addressed by the Irish Foster Care Association and Tusla. Those
issues not under development will be prioritised by ability to improve outcomes for children and by
effectively supporting those delivering services and caring for children.
The process, facilitated by Quality Matters, ensured the safe sharing of concerns by participants and
transparency of the process by which findings and solutions were identified. Participant contributions
added to understandings of challenges, the ‘co-production’ of solutions, and deepened a shared
commitment to resolving the issues raised. The overwhelming positive engagement in the consultation
process points towards a bright future building these solutions together.
Both Tusla and the Irish Foster Care Association would like to express sincere appreciation to the foster
carers and social workers whose participation made this report possible. Their willingness to be open, step in
to the shoes of others, honestly share their experiences, and develop solutions together is a cornerstone on
which we will continue to build by promoting the implementation of this report’s recommendations.
We look forward to working together and with our many stakeholders to make this happen.

Fred McBride, Tusla CEO and Catherine Bond, Irish Foster Care Association CEO
September, 2016
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3 Foster Care in Ireland: A Brief Introduction
Fostering is caring for someone else’s child in your own home – providing family life for a child who for one
reason or another cannot live with his or her own family, either on a short or long term basis. The primary
role of foster carer is to take the child into their home and provide care for the child, not only material in
terms of offering food and shelter, but also caring for the child emotionally. Foster carers support children
who may be dealing with issues of neglect, abuse, or abandonment and help them to feel supported,
loved and accepted unconditionally (1).
There are currently 4,774 Foster Carers in Ireland (2). Approximately 92% of children in care are placed in
fostering care, 30% with extended family (9). The percentage of children in care within family homes as
opposed to institutional care is a significant strength of the Irish Alternate Care system. Supports for the
Foster care system are provided from a statutory perspective by Tusla. Tusla staff are primarily Social
Workers, who are registered through CORU, Ireland’s first health care regulator. The work of Tusla, in relation
to alternate care, is governed by the Child Care Act 1991 (3) and the Child Care (Placement of Children in
Foster Care) Regulations 1995 (3). The National Standards for Foster Care, 2003 (4) also have a major role to
play in ensuring that foster care placements are adequately supported and that children in foster care
receive the best possible care.
Supports for Foster Carers are provided through Tusla as well as, on a non-statutory basis, Irish Foster Carers
Association (IFCA), who are the NGO based representative body for Foster Carers. IFCA’s membership is
comprised of foster and relative carers, social workers, social care workers, child care workers, academics
and others with an interest in foster care. IFCA has 18 active branches nationally which are run by a team
of committee volunteers who are IFCA members. IFCA has over 1,500 members and provides supports in
relation to training, and peer supports and professional supports.
Fostering placements in Ireland are organised by Tusla (Child and Family Agency) (77) and it is this
agencies responsibility to approve every foster carer in Ireland. Every foster carer should have access to (5):
•
•
•

A link worker, who is primarily responsible for the supervision and support of foster carers. Link
workers should have contact with foster carers regularly via telephone and visits.
Regular support / training group meetings where topics of interest are discussed
A child and family social worker who visits the child in the foster home and maintains a link with the
child’s birth family. This role centres on a responsibility for the safety and welfare of a child.

Where a child needs specialised services, social workers are able to play a role in supporting access to and
co-ordinating care between multiple professionals, for example, speech therapists, counselling services
and psychologists. Respite care for foster children may also be arranged if necessary and appropriate
where it is part of the care plan. Further support for carers in also provided by way of allowance provided
by the State. In 2015, this allowance was: under 12 years old – €325 per child per week, over 12 years old –
€352 per child per week. An allowance may be paid between the ages of 18 and 21 where the child is still
with the family and in full time education (6). The Irish allowance compares favourably to against its fellow
EU countries and has equivalence to international ratesi.
Key to the work of Foster Carers and Social Workers - in legislation, policy guidance and in practice is the
understanding that the best interests of the child must lie at the beginning and be the end of each
decision. Also key is the notion that this goal can be attained without effective partnership and
interagency work. This consultation process sought to engage the key stakeholders, Social Workers and
Foster Carers in analysing the processes and systems that they work within to identify ways in which it could
be improved to better support them achieving their communal goal of providing high quality, child
centred care.
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4 The Consultation Process
Background

4.1

This report is the result of a series of consultations with foster carers (FCs) and social workers (SWs), who
collaboratively identified key barriers and challenges to successful fostering experiences, and solutions to
work together to improve fostering relationships and experiences for children and families. This was done
through a series of workshops in 15 towns across Ireland in 2016. This consultation was established and
overseen by Tusla and the Irish Foster Carers Association, and facilitated by social research charity - Quality
Matters.
The process was designed to ensure that policy makers had the information needed to develop an action
plan that would consider the needs of these key stakeholders. Policy makers can now plan with the
confidence that the key voices of foster carers and social workers at the front line have been appropriately
considered and heard throughout the process. In order to improve services, it is necessary to understand
the experiences of foster carers and social workers involved in fostering, to identify areas where services in
foster care can be improved, to cooperatively develop ideas for more creative and innovative uses of
existing resources and networks, and to explore new ways of working. This involves understanding:
•
•
•
•
•

4.2

Common aspects of the vision from SWs and FCs
Challenges facing FC and SWs where service improvements or additional supports may be
needed compared to what is currently available
Whether social workers and foster carers are using the time at their disposal in the most effective
and efficient way
What the priorities are, in terms of improving the range of services and supports in the current
fostering system
Whether there are any untapped resources that are not currently being optimised

Oversight of the Consultation Process

An oversight group with group representatives made up of members of Tusla and IFCA, including, SWs and
FCs, oversaw the consultation process and the development of the main report and this executive report.
This project was funded by Atlantic Philanthropies as part of their support of the development of the
National Alternative Care Strategy.

4.3

A Focus on Sector Challenges

Each of the 15 consultations was held over a three and half hour morning session. The number of attendees
ranged from around 10 to around 50. Limited time for the consultation process and high participant
engagement meant that conversations needed to be highly structured and focused to enable full
participation as well as detailed discussion and clarification of what were often complex and multi-layered
issues. In order to achieve this and create a positive consultation experience for those involved the
exercises and group discussions were focused initially on creating a safe space. The process then involved
the identification of issues and challenges followed by the development of potential practical solutions.
This agenda did not allow for a significant discussion of organisational strengths, which had been identified
in the survey of the sector. Outside of the scope of the consultation process was also detailing interesting or
innovative pilots or innovations occurring within the sector. This focus on challenges should be noted when
reviewing the consultation report. The lack of a detailed discussion on what is working well within the sector
does not mean that things are working well, but rather that enumerating these was not a focus of the
consultation.
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4.4

A Summary of Sector Strengths

As stated above a number of system strengths were noted within the sector based surveys undertaken as
an initial consultation step. Highlights of the strengths within the system are outlined below:
•
95% of foster carers reported knowing that they have helped a child or family in need as being
reward they experienced in foster caring
•
84% of foster carer respondents feel they understand how the system of foster caring works
•
84% of foster carer respondents feel appropriately or somewhat appropriately supported when
seeking advice regarding a for a child with a history of abuse from their social carer
•
99% of social worker respondents felt supported by management when integrating a child into a
foster family
•
89% of social worker respondents reported they had appropriate or somewhat appropriate
knowledge to deal with a child making a disclosure of abuse
•
89% of social workers feel skilled or appropriately skilled to deal with a placement breakdown
•
More than seven in ten foster carer respondents (71%) reported a positive rating of very good or
good regarding their local foster carers group
•
99% of social worker respondents believe that IFCA is a useful support or a somewhat useful support
to their families
•
85% foster carer respondents reported that the foster carer review was or somewhat was positive /
useful
•
87% of social worker respondents reported that they strongly agree or agree that they feel
respected by the foster families with which they work
•
93% of social worker respondents report that they strongly agree or agree the foster family and
they work together to solve problems on behalf of the child
•
92% of social worker respondents received training in the past year
These strengths are testament to the good work occurring within the sector by Tusla, IFCA and not least by
SW and FC on the ground.

4.5

Overview of Process

Quality Matters, a charity established to support improvement in social services, was hired through a
tendering process to facilitate this project. Their role was to ascertain and evaluate information from the
two stakeholder groups through an investigation of the literature, the dissemination of surveys to the two
stakeholder groups, running 15 regional consultation workshops and supporting the development of a
report and action plan for IFCA and Tusla to implement over the coming two years. The consultations
aimed to engage participants openly, honestly and critically around issues of key importance in the
fostering relationship. The examination of challenging and heartfelt issues aimed to identify the system’s
strengths and to leave both social workers, foster carers and policy makers alike with a renewed
commitment to their work. The consultations were exploratory in nature, strengths based and solution
focused. The focus was on identifying what is working well, what can be built on, and where there is
potential for innovation. Another core part of the process was to understand what was not working well
and why, and what steps needed to be taken to maximise the use of scant resources in these situations.
This document details 21 topics as well as key findings and solutions from the survey and consultation
process. It draws on the stories and views of attendees of the consultations and as such, the report reflects
the perspectives and experiences of those representatives.

4.6

Outcomes of the Consultation

This report, will alongside a number of other consultations documents and research reports inform the
development of the Alternative Care Strategy, which aims to clarify the pathway for development of the
sector. Any pathway or action plan, in order to be implementable, must balance ambition with
pragmatism. Those responsible for strategy development and implementation must be cognisant of
resource constraints, while being optimistic about the capacity to creatively respond to unmet needs. The
culmination of this consultation process is presented in the findings and solutions in the report, which have
been undertaken to inform this strategy development. Throughout the process those involved were made
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aware that this consultation would inform the national strategy and that the uptake of any solutions would
be constrained by resources and timelines – challenges which every strategic planning process must
grapple with. It is worth noting that in all the consultations, hopes were expressed by both foster carer and
social worker participants, that this report would highlight the need for more resources for the fostering
system.

4.7

Report Structure

This report summarises 21 topics identified in the initial survey and during national consultations as areas
where challenges existed. The topics are listed in this report in alphabetical order. This means that the order
of the topics does not represent priorities of participants. Each topic is provided its own section comprising
an overview followed by specific challenges raised and recommended solutions made by groups of social
workers and foster carers working in collaboration.
Each of the recommend solutions are categorised by one or more of the following categories:
•
Culture – The interlocking set of goals, expectations, roles, processes, values, communication
practices, attitudes and assumptions inherent to the organisations
•
Policy – The guidance, procedures and processes that underpin the organisations
•
Capacity – The people and resources that increase the organisations’ functioning
•
Technology – Equipment and devices that support organisational capacity
•
Systems – The set of processes that work together as parts of a complex whole
The findings reflect the views of consultation participants. The problems or Suggestions for Strategic
Development are each rated by the following system based on the frequency either was raised and
whether a consensus was agreed upon during the consultations:
•
(***) problem or suggestions at least 75% of the consultations
•
(**) problem or Suggestions approximately 40% - 75% of the consultations
•
(*)
problem or Suggestions less than 35% of the consultations

4.8

Solutions

Except where noted in the text, all solutions were discussed, reviewed and endorsed by the Steering Group.

4.9

Executive Summary

For readers that wish to develop a more detailed and nuanced understanding of the issues facing foster
carers and social workers and the specifics of the solutions identified, this full report will be interesting and
informative reading. For those who wish to simply have a general overview of the findings and solutions, a
shorter executive summary is available from IFCA or Tusla.

4.10 Acknowledgment and Management of Limitations
The report reflects the results of a consultation process that was exploratory in nature and aimed to
examine the views of FCs and SWs perceptions of problems and solutions to those problems in relation to
the Irish care system. It draws on the perspectives of the individuals themselves. In common with all
research or consultation processes, there are a number of limitations, which should be noted to fully
appreciate the work within the context in which it was developed.
The first limitation is the fact that participants had various amounts of experience with, knowledge of and
exposure to processes, procedures, and on-going work of IFCA and Tusla. The consultation report
represents a snapshot in time, reflecting the experience of SW and FC in mid 2016 and drawing on
examples from practice from the years prior to the consultation. To ensure key information is not omitted
from the report section two highlights a number of initiatives that have been progressed by Tusla and/or
IFCA, which address one or more issues raised in the consultations.
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It is also important to note that the report does not identify regional variations. Often an area of work that
was considered a strength in one region required further development in another region. A general theme
arising through the consultations was that the overall system would benefit from ensuring that strengths in
process and practice become standardised across all regions.
This process gathered the views of hundreds of people over many hours of dialogue. To manage the large
quantities of information from this process, the researchers simplified very complex situations and stories. This
simplification is a positive in that a relatively short and readable report has been produced. However any
such consolidation of information will necessarily mean that some complexities are lost. To some
practitioners this may be viewed as a negative as the description of issues does not consider the real, multilayered and challenging work environment that they operate within.
On occasion, consultation subjects have identified suggestions, which are in fact, currently in operation.
Training was an area where this was particularly apparent. This may be due to the fact that developments
are relatively new, or alternatively could point to the fact that the communication or operationalization has
not resulted in awareness or improvements at the frontline in all regions. In some cases where suggestions
for change refer to actions or systems that are in place already, additional exploration may be required to
understand why frontline staff in some regions continue to identify unmet gaps.
FC and SW engaged productively in this process, the process however did not include all other key
stakeholders, namely families of origin or children. This is by design rather than omission, as other processes
connected to the development of the strategy will seek to engage these stakeholder groups. Tusla is
engaging with EPIC in relation to ensuring that the voices of young people are heard and will be
undertaking consultation with families of origin on the implementation of key objectives within the strategy.
Notwithstanding these limitations, this report highlights the key themes in relation to policy and practice
development, which should inform the development of the Alternative Care Strategy.

4.11 Abbreviations Used
For the sake of brevity, a number of abbreviations will be used in this report:
CIC – Children in Care
FC – Foster Care
FCs – Foster Carers
IFCA – Irish Foster Carers Association

SG – Steering Group
PSWs – Principal Social Workers
SWs – Social Workers
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5 Methodology
5.1

Overview

The consultations aimed to engage participants openly, honestly and critically around issues of key
importance in the fostering relationship. Examination of challenging and heartfelt issues aimed to identify
the system strengths and to leave both SWs, FCs and policy makers alike with a renewed commitment to
their work. The consultations were exploratory in nature, strengths based and solution focused. The focus
was on identifying what was working well, what could be built on, and what potential there is for
innovation. Another core part of the process was to understand what was not working so well, why, and
what steps needed to be taken to maximise the use of scant resources in these situations.

5.2

Consultation Structure

The consultations were 3.5 hours in length. The structure of the consultations provided for a supported
environment where key issues could be raised in a safe space. Additionally, for those who felt there were
issues they were unable to raise during the consultation, Quality Matters provided an opportunity to input
by phone or email, providing contact details in the presentation and verbally on request. The structure of
the consultation was as follows:
Section
Welcome
and
Overview

Content
Welcome
Introduction to the process
Confidentiality, boundaries, and managing difficult discussions

Method
Facilitated
Discussion

Time
20 mins

Shared
Vision for
Children

Opportunity for both SWs and FCs to consider what fostering
should be like from the following perspectives:
•
The child
•
FCs
•
SWs
•
Family of origin

Facilitated
Discussion

10 mins

Survey
Results

Presentation of survey results; highlighting strengths and
challenges identified

Presentation

30 mins

Identification
of
Challenges
Break
Solutions

FCs and SWs were split into two groups and facilitated through
a discussion to identify key challenges

Facilitated
Discussion

40 mins

FCs and SWs were combined in mixed groups. Key challenges
from previous facilitated discussion were used to develop
solutions.

Facilitated
Discussion

Close

Closing comments
Next steps
Thanks

Discussion

20 mins
80 mins

10 mins

The consultations were recorded on flip charts that were then transcribed after each session to ensure
accuracy of recordings. Those recordings formed the basis for this report.

10 | Listening to Social Workers and Foster Carers - Full Report

5.3

Participation by Region

The 15 consultations involved 194 FCs and 108 SWs throughout Ireland. The table below shows the
distribution of both FC and SW participation in both the initial survey and consultation nationally.

National
Survey
Location

FCs

National Consultation
SWs

FCs

SWs

Cities
Galway

14

4

2

11

Limerick

22

2

8

5

Cork

24

18

14

9

Dublin

43

19

39

14

7

3

13

3

8

10

23

9

35

16

7

6

19

9

4

6

7

6

8

1

194

108

Connaught
Sligo
Mayo

34

3

Roscommon
Leinster
Meath
Carlow

103

24

Tullamore
Munster
Waterford
Kerry

28

15
Ulster

Cavan
Donegal
Total

5.4

24

10

292

95

Engagement of PSW and Area Managers

Following the national consultations, Principle Social Workers (PSWs) were engaged in the consultation –
involving 16 PSWs from around the county. An information session and then a number of consultation
opportunities were also provided to SW Area Managers, with six availing of this opportunity.

5.5

The Relationship Between Feedback and Existing Tusla Practice

This consultation recorded and summarised all issues raised by Social Workers and Foster Carers, and aimed
in both the full and summary report to reflect as closely as possible the issues as these were raised. This
approach however has some limitations. Namely that, on occasion, consultation subjects have identified
solutions, which are currently in operation. Training was an area where this was particularly apparent; many
of the recommendations made by stakeholders are in place. The fact that these issues were raised is
potentially reflective of the fact that these developments are relatively new with Tusla, or alternatively
could point to the fact that the communication or operationalisation of these has not resulted in awareness
of these developments at the frontline. In some cases where solutions are in place, additional exploration
may be required to explore why frontline providers in some areas continue to identify unmet gaps.
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6 Findings: Access
Overview

6.1

Access, the contact between children in care and their families or significant figures in their lives, is, for the
purposes of this report, inclusive of any and all arrangements whereby parents, relatives or other named
persons are given access to a child in care. The importance and complexities surrounding access of Foster
Children to family is highlighted in Tusla’s Alternative Care Practice Book (2014). The Practice Book states in
relation to access that “foster carers must be involved in the planning and implementation of access visits
prior to placement, or as soon as practicable after, and these arrangements should be reviewed at Child in
Care (CIC) reviews”ii. It also states that “all access arrangements” should be arranged in consultation with
the child, SW, FC, and family of origin.
The pre-consultation survey pointed to challenges with access for children and FCs, which were further
elucidated during the consultations themselves. While only 2% of FCs noted access issues as one of the
most difficult aspects of being a foster carer, over one-third of the consultations noted issues related to
access.

Problems Identified

6.2

Problem 1: On occasion Foster Carers are unaware of access arrangements
prior to placement (**)
On occasion FCs do not have sufficient information on access arrangements prior to agreeing to foster a
child. One identified cause was that information could be lost in the transition between the child protection
team through to the Link SW. The following information was considered necessary information for FCs to
have prior to agreeing to foster a child/ren: time of day, locations or travel distance required, family
dynamics impacting access, the child’s care plan, and a child’s willingness or desire for access. However it
was noted in numerous sessions that, at the point of taking on a case, there was not always consultation
about FC ability to accommodate existing access arrangements and/or the impact of access to on
existing commitments or time constraints. This lead to a number of issues, including:
•

•

•
•
•

•
•

Additional stress or strain in managing access requirements that are not fully understood when
agreeing to foster a child resulting in an inability to accommodate access arrangements. i.e.
distance or times that are not suitable for the foster family
FCs feeling like they are being “held accountable but not fully informed” about access
requirements and they could be seen as “difficult” if they raised an issue which created discord
between the SW team and FC
Communications breakdown between SW teams as well as between SWs and FCs
If significant travel is required for access, it can place an undue burden on FCs
FCs feeling unprepared to address child’s questions or concerns about their situation due to lack of
information (information provided by family of origin or SW team may not be in line with their
understanding)
FC re-evaluating their ability to foster successfully due to strain and a lack of flexibility around
access
As a failure to comply with court ordered access can place the FC in contempt of court,
challenges in relation to access could present significant stress on the FC family

Problem 2: Situations arise where Foster Carers supervise access (**)
FCs expressed concerns that access is sometimes arranged when SW are not available, as well as SWs
requesting the FC to organise access directly with family of origin. These situations lead to FCs feeling that
they were in an access supervisory role. In a few instances, noted in the pre-consultation survey and in the
consultations, FCs were threatened by birth parents or placed in situations they felt were inappropriate.
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There were concerns raised from all professions that FCs were not trained or qualified to supervise access,
particularly in situations of strained family dynamics. These scenarios lead to a number of issues, including:
•
•
•

FCs acting in a role outside their contract and competency level which brings additional and
inappropriate stress and workload
Given the potentially challenging nature of access between the family of origin, the child and the
FC, the health and safety of children is not optimally safeguarded
This arrangement can make FCs feel unsafe as they may be unfamiliar with family dynamics, there
may be strain between the family of origin and the FCs, and/ or they may be unable to support
family dynamics appropriately during access

Problem 3: Clarity on supports for children who disagree with or refuse access
(**)
FCs and SWs expressed concern over lack of agreed process for addressing children’s requests to limit or
discontinue access. Access was of particular concern and considered ‘forced’ in situations where children
felt they no longer wanted court ordered access but were required to continue access until arrangements
could be addressed by a court. In many consultations, the rights of birth parents were perceived as
superseding rights of the foster child in relation to access agreements. Practically this leads to the following
challenges:
•
•
•

•

Arrangements straining the building of trusting and caring relationship between children, FCs and
SWs
Access arrangements being viewed as beneficial to children’s overall wellbeing without due
consideration of child’s voice
When access needs to be changed to meet changing client needs, a lack of communication
between FC and SW can hinder this. When access is court ordered this can also impede timely
changes to access.
The system is not consistent in how children’s preferences are taken into consideration

Problem 4: Insufficient support for Foster Carers in addressing challenges with
access (**)
FCs often did not receive information regarding what occurred during access visits with the foster child,
which often created difficulties for them in supporting a child. FCs lacked information about how to best
support a child when they were given inaccurate or inappropriate information while on access with their
family of origin. An example of this is when a birth parent informs a child that they will be reunited with their
birth family in the near future.
FCs stated that they are often left to manage significant behavioural issues as a result of this i.e. anger,
sadness, nightmares etc. This was particularly an issue when SWs did not share information about what was
said on an access visits, leading to FCs feeling ill-prepared to manage emotional and behavioural
challenges post access visit.

Problem 5: Failure to coordinate access when Foster Carers have multiple
placements (**)
Multiple child placements (from more than one family of origin) are complicated when access
arrangements are not actively coordinated by SW teams. A further complication is that there is often a
different SW for each individual child in the care of a fostering family. This can lead to:
•
Incompatible access requirements and undue burden on FCs, particularly for court ordered
access or where there is no coordination between child and link SWs
•
An inability of FCs to accommodate changes or requirements in access arrangements

13 | Listening to Social Workers and Foster Carers - Full Report

Problem 6: Lack of appropriate locations for access (**)
A lack of facilities to support access was raised as an issue by FCs and SWs in some areas. The lack of a
central facility, that was child appropriate in terms of furnishings and activities, impacted the amount of
travel for FCs, the abilities of SWs to supervise access, and the type of environs where parents could
engage with children in a meaningful, enjoyable way.

Problem 7: There is a need for Tusla to be more proactive in challenging the
Courts (*)
On occasion access instruction from the courts is considered unrealistic, which creates challenges for both
FC and SW. It was felt that Tusla could be more assertive in engaging with the judicial system and ensuring
that processes and systems are informed by Tusla’s experience and expertise. This means an increased
number of appeals to decisions where the SW team view of the case opposes the court decisions.

Suggestions for Strategic Development

6.3

Access policy system to be developed with clear access protocols (**)
(System/Policy)
A good practice policy to be developed with clear access protocols and with the engagement of FCs and
other stakeholders, which at a minimum:
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

Requires that prior to a required access visit or as soon as possible [but no later than six weeks after
placement], SWs to review access arrangements with FC
Clearly articulates a formal process for requesting a review of access arrangements
o The process to be clarified from point of request to completion
o The process to include and address involvement and role of the child, FC, SWs and other
relevant parties. The process to address the following specific situations at minimum: SW is
informed of child or FC concerns and request review, child's access to be addressed by a
court, or significant changes are court ordered.
Defines facilitation of access and supervision of access
Requires an access plan for every child
Three monthly reviews of access visits were considered an important measure to ensure
arrangements are positive and realistic. Efforts need to be made to ensure reviews are built into all
plans and that the policy outlines how this occurs.
Explicitly addresses how the voice of the child is incorporated into the above
Clarifies FC role in relation to access (i.e. supporting children post access where required)
This policy system will include a communication and implementation strategy. All access policies
and protocols will be published on the Tusla website.
The policy should also articulate guidelines for when Tusla will challenge the decisions of the court

Investment in technology to increase access, coordination and intradepartment information sharing of pertinent child data as they move from
protection into placement (**) (System/Technology)
There is a need to establish technology systems which support information sharing between SWs. Relative to
access, systems should include a shared database where key information relating to the child’s case would
be stored to enable appropriate planning, preparation and coordination of access amongst all
stakeholders. Practical consideration should be given to how information can be used to best support
quality decision making regarding access, increase coordination of access for multiple placements, and
share information with FCs while complying with relevant legislation.
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The placement process includes discussion of access requirements to ensure
these are understood prior to FC agreeing to a placement (***) (System)
It is proposed that current placement processes be further developed to ensure that SW teams and FCs
have an understanding of access requirements before a child is placed in care. The information that needs
to be available to the FC includes: access frequency, time of day, locations or travel distance required,
family dynamics impacting access, information about child’s care plan and a child’s willingness for access.

Develop standard protocol for access decisions that considers access based on
best interests and rights of the child (**) (System/Policy)
Establish a multi-stakeholder group to review the gaps and blocks to decision making on access and to
revise protocols based on best practice and evidence. Considerations should include how the voice of the
child is represented in the process, including but not limited to encouraging written submissions from
children (where age appropriate) to the judge in relation to court ordered access. In addition the following
actions will support the inclusion of the voice of the child:
•
A process or system to be developed to formally monitor and report on the impact of access visits
on children in cases where there are concerns about the impact on the child
•
Tools and supports to be developed to support new SWs to properly express the childs interests in
Court

The judiciary to receive training on good practice to access, centring on the
rights of the child (***) (Capacity)
Participants were in support of the judiciary having access to information provision on the child centred
access. Practical considerations mean that this training would be short in duration and may be accessible
online. This training should be informed by experiences of FCs, SW and, most significantly Foster Children.
Training on trauma and emotional abuse currently under development in Cork could be considered for use
or for adaptation. It is proposed that judicial access training will consider the following:
•
•
•
•
•

Considerations of how access and its impact on children is situationally dependant
Verbal and non-verbal behavioural indicators of child trauma and/or emotional distress
How child trauma is assessed and is critical in considerations relating to access arrangements
Provide case studies that demonstrate impact of positive and negative access experiences of
children
Practical factors to be considered in access decisions such as frequency, time of day, travel
distance required, family dynamics impacting access, and child’s willingness or desire for access.

Creation of dedicated access facilities in high need areas which support
supervised access in a child friendly environment (**) (System)
Where there is an identified high need, spaces are to be identified and developed for access. Stakeholders
highlighted that this space needs to be a child-friendly comfortable environment, which has interactive
activities for parents to do with children such as an outdoor area or garden, cooking or eating area, and
comfortable furnishings. The area should allow for access supervision that does not impinge on parent and
child engagement. Examples of dedicated access spaces include: Barnardos centres, Tusla Clonmel and
the Fairyhouse Centre, Ballymun.

The role of dedicated access workers to be further defined and explored by
Tusla (**)(System)
A number of areas have examples of good models for managing access arrangements including
dedicated access workers. The dedicated access worker role to be explored by Tusla staff to facilitate and
support access including: coordinating, arranging and monitoring access effectiveness while working in
partnership with child and link SWs. Specific benefits identified in the consultations included addressing
access supervision requirements, stopping FC supervision of access, and facilitating access for placements
with significant access requirements or complex cases which required additional support.
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7 Findings: Access to State Mental Health,
Health and Social Services
7.1

Overview

This section addresses challenges in relation to accessing mental services and health service for Foster
Children. This was the most urgent issue identified throughout the consultations. Participants described high
levels of frustration with long waiting lists, challenges accessing quality services, crisis driven access rather
than early intervention, a lack of support for Foster Children, and unequal levels of access that was
expressed by one participant as “those who shout the loudest get seen”. They identified this issue as a
strong contributor to placement breakdown, particularly for children with complex needs. There was a
perception among many participants that case complexity was increasing with the presentation of more
issues, and for increasingly younger children.

7.2

Problems Identified

Problem 1: Children in care have long waiting times for key services (***)
Participants commented that access to health and social services is a significant issue and that there is no
prioritisation of children in care who typically have higher needs due to experience of trauma, and/or are
highly vulnerable. One participant’s comment summed up a common sentiment in relation to this issue
“…early intervention mental health is an excellent service when you can get them but it takes 8-12
months to see a psychologist here”.
It was a common sentiment that those in state care should have immediate and prioritised access to state
services.
Participants across the consultations were in agreement that there was an urgent need to reform access to
mental health and health services; particularly regarding waiting lists with CAMHS or other mental health /
psychological supports, disability services, occupational therapy, cultural and/or multilingual supports. The
range of time on waiting lists varied by region and service, and ranged by a few months to over twelve
months. Participants were quick to point out that failing to access services in a timely fashion contributes to
placement breakdown, further complicates the child’s case, and places significant stress on all involved:
the child, FCs, and SW system.
It was common for participants to recount waiting for one year for an assessment to be completed,
particularly for specialised mental health services, unless court ordered. In citing a lack of resources, a SW
walked through an example of what it takes to get specialist (mental health) intervention for an urgent
case although the SW highlighted that this could accurately describe any service request:
“When an urgent case is identified [self-harm/severe trauma needing immediate attention OR
children on waiting list for more than year for service], we are required to go out to bid and obtain 3
quotes for services from (local) professionals after being approved by GP to do so. Then we need to
write up our rationale for request, fill out funding request form based on lowest bid, rather than
considering the most appropriate expertise or experience. We then have to send the form up the
chain for approval. If the request is approved, we then have to see if a professional is still able to see
the child. The process from bid to approval (if approved) can take up to a month and sometimes
the professional isn't able to see the child because in the intervening time their case load has
become full and the process has to start again”.
It was also explained by some SWs that GPs had at times to be ‘cajoled’ into making referrals as these
could be seen as a waste of time in light of the long waiting lists. In another session, a separate SW who
explained the system, cited that:
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“Private fostering agencies don’t have this kind of bureaucracy, and Tusla pays [funds] them…it’s
ridiculous - a two tiered system of care".

Problem 2: Issues that are identified by Foster Carers can be ignored or remain
unaddressed as they may not be viewed as a priority (*)
It was felt that when behavioural or emotional issues, which have not been identified or assessed previously
by SWs, are identified by FCs, this can result in longer waiting times for services as they are not viewed by FC
as a priority and therefore SWs do not push as hard for prioritisation. This can result in placement
breakdown.

Problem 3: CAMHS specific issues (***)
The most significant issue in relation to CAMHS was the long wait for assessment and services as noted
above. Apart from the prioritisation issue, there were three additional CAMHS specific issues raised during
consultations that created issues for children and those caring for them:
•

•

•

Children are struck off the list for services if the child misses two appointments (they do not need to
be consecutive), even if a missed appointment was beyond the child or FC’s control. This was
viewed as an onerous requirement given the often challenging circumstances for foster children.
Further, to get back on the list, a child was required to obtain another GP referral and to be reentered on to the waiting list for assessment (in some cases even though CAMHS has a history with
the child).
CAMHS appointments are often scheduled during school hours. Children provided feedback to
some participants (FC/SW) that this made them feel different from other children and/or they felt it
impacted their education. Participants who raised this issue felt that pulling a child out of school
was disruptive to children and their work in establishing a routine in the child’s life.
There was a lack of clarity about and poor transitions between CAMHS and adult services. This is
particularly acute for young adults between the ages of 16 and 18. Some community CAMHS will
not see young adults over 16 and in the same location the adult services will not engage as the
individual is not 18. There was an example provided regarding a young adult in this circumstance:
"Self-harming 17 year olds fall into a black hole in services, as no one will take them, we have to
fight to get them seen”.

Another participant in a different area stated:
“After 1.5 years waiting for CAMHS, we finally got the child in [but] because of the child's age,
CAMHS said it’s 'not our problem' and [the child] had to wait again for a psychiatrist with a
specialisation in attachment”.

Problem 4: Engagement with Foster Carers in strategy meetings is lacking (**)
Often, FCs are not invited to meetings to discuss ongoing issues in a case and to develop a next step
strategy. It was commented that this hampered the ability of the SWs and FCs to jointly problem-solve
urgent and/or service access issues involving children in their care. The engagement of FCs in planning
meetings would show professional respect for the work of FCs and acknowledge that FCs have a unique
and important viewpoint on the child. It was noted that FCs did not need to attend the whole meeting,
and that not all FCs would want to attend, but it would be better practice if the option was made
available.

Problem 5: GP’s can delay access to urgently needed services (***)
Because GPs act as gatekeepers for children’s access to services, there can be delays or barriers present
when trying to access services. Participants noted that that the requirements for GP referral added extra
time to a child accessing services, as well as extra expense, and often were of no benefit excepting the
referral. CAMHS will refuse to assess a child or provide services unless a GP has referred. There were
instances where FCs stated they bought in services of a psychologist or psychiatrist at their own expense in
order for a foster child to access urgently needed services directly. In addition one participant noted that
there was a strong perception amongst their colleagues in the area that:

17 | Listening to Social Workers and Foster Carers - Full Report

“GPs [in area] have a bit of an aversion to working with Foster Children”

Problem 6: Services with shorter wait lists cannot be accessed due to a rule
about service provision being tied to birth family residence (*)
FCs stated that access to state services can be tied to the birth family residence or the child’s birthplace in
some instances. This is an issue when children could access services with shorter waiting lists by utilising FCs /
current residential address.

Problem 7: Available expertise / supports on attachment and trauma is of
varying quality and is underprovided (***)
In addition to the above, participants cited challenges in accessing attachment and trauma related
expertise as an issue. Participants identified this as a support that was needed regularly and ‘just in time’;
trainings were reported as useful, but not always provided when the problem was occurring. Many
participants also felt that within their area, professional mental health services (Psychiatrists, psychologists
and counsellors) ‘brought in’ were of varying standard resulting in variation in quality of assessments and a
lack of standardisation as noted previously.

Problem 8: Challenges in maintaining state agency representation at FC
committees reduces interagency working (*)
There is a challenge in maintaining state agency representative attendance at interagency FC
Committees. Agencies that can participate in these structures are also limited and do not include
disciplines such as PHN, Speech and Language, Disability etc., who would be useful in planning.

Suggestions for Strategic Development

7.3

Creation of a Tusla multi-disciplinary service for Foster children
(***)(System/Resource)
Pilot and review a wrap around, regional multidisciplinary team which would aim to address the significant
delays in accessing mental health, health and social service for Foster Children. Ideally, a regional
multidisciplinary team would consist of mental health professionals (psychiatrists, psychologists, and
counsellors), with access to pediatricians, occupational therapy, disability, speech and language
professionals.
The team (involving professionals in relevant roles) to develop an evidenced-based therapeutic standard
for services, and ensure expedient access for Foster Children. Services may be provided by the team
themselves, or by organisations that have agreed to provide priority access or through purchased services
(using a streamlined procurement process). As part of this process, referrals can come to the team from
SWs. Foster Children who are identified as high priority would be able to bypass the GP requirement and
obtain support directly from this team. Critical success indicators for the team would be amount of time
complex needs children had to wait for their services, and their capacity to retain these children.
This service was seen as key to reducing impact on children in care, stablising FC placements, and
increasing overall effectiveness of the fostering systems’ core mission.

Undertake Work with CAMHS to reduce barriers to service access (***) (System)
Work to be undertaken to engage with regional and local CAMHS to develop agreements on how
challenges for Foster Children can be addressed, specific areas to be reviewed as part of this process
include:
•

Increasing the priority of Foster Children’s assessments, generally ensuring they are able to access
mental health services more rapidly
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•

•
•
•
•

Ensuring Foster Children who have emerging needs identified by SW or FC, those with complex
cases, or those who are transitioning to a new placement and/ or who are moving towards
aftercare are able to be assessed and/or access services.
Increasing the level of flexibility for Foster Children to have missed appointments and/or a case
review before being removed from an active service provision status
Removing GP required referrals for Foster Children and allow direct referrals from SW or PSW for
cases deemed to be a high priority.
Removing requirement for services to be provided based on where child is from vs. their current
residence
Tusla to lobby CAMHS to ensure Tusla is considered a key stakeholder and consulted when
standard operational procedures are being reviewed to ensure Tusla stakeholders are being
prioritised with due consideration to their circumstances and need for a more flexible response

Create an online training resource library for responding to challenging
behaviour (***) (Capacity)
Key stakeholders to work together to create an online resource center for FCs and SWs, which would
include a range of accessible purposive developed videos, reference guides, research papers, and toolkits
to support FCs caring for children with mental health and behavioral challenges. By having a resource
online, FCs would be able to access the information they need ‘just in time’. The resources to be
developed in consultation with FCs and SWs to ensure highest priority content areas are addressed
suggestions for content include resources on: attachment, trauma, sexual abuse, understanding mental
health, special needs, challenges in fostering, addressing behavioral issues and supporting children through
transitions as examples.

Research feasibility of phone counselling and/or home-visit counselling options
for children in foster care (**) (System)
The benefits of home visit counselling by participants included counsellors being able to better understand,
work with, and address children in their environs within a FC family and some children might respond better
to supports offered by counselors outside the "formality" of a psychologist’s or a counsellor’s office. A
number of national phone lines provide professional counselling services to specific groups (i.e. people who
have experienced sexual abuse or survivors of institutional abuse).
A review to be undertaken to: explore if services could be extended to include services to Foster Children
as part of a suite of counselling services; the demand for such a service; and resources required to develop
a pilot program. The research would review evidence-based international practice and mental health
service delivery, related to such services and be conducted in consultation with EPIC.

Increase availability of programmes for children dealing with grief and/or
trauma (**) (Capacity)
Increase the provision of programmes for children in care to including tailored peer support programmes,
play therapy, and specific programmes around grief and coping skills. Developed programmes to be
trialed for a period and then rolled out nationally. Specific programmes mentioned as models included
Rainbows (for children dealing with grief/trauma). YAP Ireland, ISPCC, and EXTERN were also mentioned as
useful programmes that might serve as models or potential partners in developing programmes for Foster
Children. Children and Young People’s Services Committees to be requested by Tusla to support the
provision of local and regional Rainbows groups.
Tusla to develop better information on the range of supports and the pathways to achieving this, in
addition to removing gaps regarding assessment and access to paid counselling. The information on these
support pathways to be included in core training for FCs.

Streamline current requirements for external contracted services (**) (System)
In order to support the number of children who require urgent access to services, an immediate review is to
be undertaken of the process for obtaining private services. This review to aim towards streamlining of the
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process. It is suggested that this includes creation of a pre-approved, ‘qualified list of service providers’ to
ensure quick access to services on a case-by-case basis. The service provider list should be created in
consultation with local SWs and where possible FCs. Rates of services should be pre-negotiated to eliminate
the necessity of obtaining three professional quotes as per the current business model. At minimum there
should be an annual review of approved practitioners.

Recruitment of specialised skills for local Social Work teams (**) (System)
Budget and plan for the recruitment of specialised skills (mental health, occupational therapy, and play
therapy experience) in new recruitment or local SW teams. Information to be gathered to provide clarity
on the range of skills and disciplines needed per region with consideration for geographical issues. Galway
was cited as an example where this recruitment process has worked well and been of benefit to SW, FC
and Foster Children in addressing service needs.

Create forums for interaction between psychologist/psychiatrist, Social Workers,
and Foster Carers to proactively identify emerging issues (**) (Capacity)
A national forum to be developed and piloted for SW, FC and mental health professionals to engage in
practice development. Formats could include conferences, seminars on reflective practice, tip and
information sessions, and/or subject specific discussion groups. This would not be directed at specific cases
but focus on general topics of interest. Provided that there is successful engagement at a national level,
the forum to be rolled out regionally and locally. The recommendation was that these forums occur on a
regular basis at least semi-annually but ideally quarterly regionally, as well as larger national events
annually. Staff to be supported to contribute to and attend these events.

Tusla to support Community Drug Workers with early intervention for pregnant
women (*) (System)
A review to be undertaken of national supports available for pregnant women with drug and alcohol
issuesiii. This review to make recommendations on areas where there are no drug liaison midwifery services.
Review will also ensure that there are functioning interagency protocols with the HSE and other services to
achieve high levels of co-ordinated care. Part of this service to be developed to also include:
•
Exploring the creation of a national staff resource with skills and knowledge to support SWs and
FCs who care for babies with Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome
•
Creating on-line training or resources for the SWs supporting and FCs caring for children born with
Neonatal abstinence syndrome
•
Ensure available resources and supports are provided to all parents
It was further recommended that child profile data is collected to support better understanding of the
problem of Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome and long-term effects on children in care.

Develop a list of named specialised support resources for sexual abuse cases (*)
(Capacity)
Tusla should create a list of specialised professionals (e.g. psychiatrists or psychologists with specific
expertise and experience in working with child survivors of sexual abuse) to consult, advise, and support
SWs and FCs in addressing the needs of child survivors of sexual assault. These individuals would be able to
fast-track assessments for identified survivors as well as to prioritise supports from a local or regional
multidisciplinary teams. These professionals’ experience should be used as needed when issues arise, as
well as to review or otherwise support the development resources and training for use by FCs and SWs
related to sexual abuse.
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8 Findings: Aftercare
Overview

8.1

Aftercare, the financial and support services provided to young adults when they are leaving the foster
care system, was not highlighted as a significant issue during the pre-consultation surveys. However,
aftercare was raised as a significant issue in over half of the consultations. Significantly, aftercare was raised
by both SWs and FCs in relation to issues of support, significant financial challenges, and the lack of early
(enough) engagement.
Aftercare was predominately described by participants in terms that pointed to it being perceived as an
event, however the gaps and needs identified through this process clearly indicate a need for a cultural
shift in perception to aftercare as a process. The gaps in aftercare supports were intricately linked to
frequent changes in SWs, multiple FC placements for children, a perceived ‘taboo’ of money and
fostering, and that there is currently no legislative provision for continued state support of those aged over
18 except for youths attending third level education or training.

Problems Identified

8.2

Problem 1: Aftercare is not preparing young adults for life outside the care
system (***)
It was a commonly mentioned theme that young adults leaving the care system are not effectively
assessed, supported, and prepared for an independent life outside care. The criticisms of the current
aftercare planning approach were that it fails to recognise the unique needs of young people in care,
engages too late and often fails to appropriately implement aftercare plans with young adults who are
likely to have poor coping mechanisms, under-developed life skills or who may be in need of additional,
often critical, supports. This is particularly the case for young adults not engaged in education or training.
One participant expressed that: “The aftercare system is failing the most vulnerable and challenged”.
There were numerous examples by consultation participants of young adults turning 18 without having an
aftercare plan developed, young adults being in the aftercare system without being provided aftercare
supports as per their plan, and aftercare plans not being implemented. A lack of SWs to undertake this
work was seen as one cause of the problem. Other issues with the existing system included:
•
•

•

•
•
•

There are instances of a lack of assessment of and active engagement with the young adults and
FCs in the aftercare planning process
There was limited proactive engagement (i.e. assertive outreach) with at-risk young adults
identified as being one or more of the following:
o Not involved in education or training
o Having significant mental health needs
o Exhibiting high-risk behaviours
o Homeless, and/or
o Experience of numerous placements
Many SW teams do not have joint working approaches with other services, aftercare workers and
other statutory services (such as CAMHS) to engage with young adults and FCs to plan for the
transition out of care
Life skills training (financial management, bill payment, cooking etc.), and on-going access to
support services are not always included in aftercare planning
There was no standard assessment (or a lack of awareness of a standard assessment) to indicate
whether young people were equipped to live independently without additional supports
Young adults who drop out of the education system post-18yrs have had their aftercare support
withdrawn without due consideration of circumstances and/ or vulnerability. This threshold was
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considered too high for many vulnerable youth. It was also considered counter intuitive, as youths
with the most needs were denied supports

Problem 2: There were perceptions that aftercare workers are limited in
engaging with under 18s (***)
Aftercare workers are not licenced SWs and need to be in the presence of a SW when interacting with
young adults under 18. This creates inefficiency in under resourced areas, a duplication of work, lack of role
clarity and responsibility for case management, and lack of efficient time management.

Problem 3: 18+ access to large cash sums or high balance bank accounts (***)
When young person in care reaches the age of consent, a payment is made directly to the young adult.
No assessment is made of the individual’s ability to manage their life or finances. Many youths do not have
sufficient life skills to manage the responsibility of self-care. This results in; failure to pay bills and/or rent, using
significant portions of allowance to purchase drugs or alcohol, requests for FCs to assist with bills, rent or
other financial supports when young adults used up their allotted funds, and requests by young adults for
FCs to manage accounts. This was of particular concern when the young adult had significant behavioral
or emotional challenges.
“How do you normalise the abnormal?”. This quote from a FC referred to the ‘abnormally’ large sum young
adults knew they would receive when reaching 18 contrasted against what they considered to be “normal
parenting” and preparing young adult to get a job to earn an income. Subsequent consultations cited the
lump sum as encouraging ‘binge’ behaviour.

Problem 4: Inappropriate supports for young adults with special needs (**)
Current aftercare services do not have a provision for supporting the on-going needs for young adults who
have identified special needs and / or learning difficulties. Additionally, for FCs who continue to provide
care for young adults over the age of 18 with special needs or learning difficulties, the disability allowance
provided to the young adult is deducted from the FC’s allowance, making this choice a financial burden.

Problem 5: Foster Carers lack guidance and support for over 18 Foster Children
(**)
FCs, who strongly desire for a young adult post-18yrs to remain in their care, cited a lack of continued
support services as an issue, particularly when the young adult had emotional or behavioural issues, was
struggling with becoming an adult or did not feel ready to leave the foster home. In some circumstances,
FCs expressed a feeling of being morally obliged to continue to provide support and housing to these
young adults after the age of 18.

8.3

Potential Solutions

A proactive, early intervention and engagement process should begin as early
as 15 years of age to prepare children to transition out of foster care (***)
(Policy/System)
An early intervention process should be developed to address children transitioning out of care. It should
be multi-team and multi-disciplinary in approach and actively engage both the foster child and FC in the
assessment and planning process. The process must also consider assessed needs, abilities, and life skills of
the foster child. This service should continue until the youth is aged 24, in line with the age categories used
by CYPSC/Tusla in relation to other children’s services. This recommendation is based on recognition of the
complex challenges faced by and needs of Foster Children when transitioning into adulthood. Specific
attention should be paid to young adults who are at risk of homelessness or who become homeless while in
aftercare.
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Consideration should be given to creating ‘post-15’ aftercare teams that meet at least bi-annually to
review all children/young people from 15 -24 years of age including their assessed needs, identify and
manage any gaps or blocks in planning for necessary supports, education, finances, life skills, housing or
other identified needs. There should be a case manager from this team assigned to each individual who
ensures preparation for aftercare and progression towards "adult goals" identified as part of the aftercare
planning process.
Consultees note that there are models currently under development or being piloted in Tullamore and
Galway, however these begin at age 16. Furthermore, in one consultation session, it was recommended
that reviews begin at age 12 given the increasing complexity of children’s needs in order to fully address
challenges that might impede a child’s ability to successfully transition into adulthood.
SG noted that the aftercare policy is currently being reviewed to reflect the Child Care (Amendment) Act
2015. This new policy will be applied universally and monitored by the Children First Inter-departmental
Implementation Group. The new policy will support a more holistic approach to aftercare providing for
supports throughout the young person’s care and after leaving care.

Aftercare workers for 18+ should be up-skilled to address staffing constraints (*)
(Capacity)
It is recommended that aftercare workers for 18+ be up-skilled with additional training in order to engage
with children under the age of 18 as part of a special team to deal solely with transitioning young adults
into aftercare. Participants raising this issue highlighted that up-skilling would address some staffing
constraints, provide potential for continuity of care and provide professional opportunities for individuals
currently in the aftercare worker role.
SG noted that there is a need for clear communication to all SW teams that there is no restriction on
aftercare workers working with under 18 in current policies.

Address the issue of money early, openly and with supports for young people, in
partnership with all stakeholders (**) (System)
Foster children are aware of the allowances received by FCs for their care however participants felt that
the subject was skirted around or considered taboo. There is an identified need to make money provided
to both FCs contractually and to children a more normal part of conversations. Specific considerations
should include:
•

•

•

•

•
•
•

Development of national guidance on financial planning and arrangements for Foster Children
under 18 which is based on best practice and evidence. Development of guidance to involve
Foster Children over the age of 16, SWs and FCs.
Development of a specific financial tool kit for young adults which supports a jointly agreed SW
and/or FC budgetary plan once funds are received. Development to be done in consultation with
EPIC, MABS and NCYI to ensure creation of a user-friendly tool kit.
Specific support documentation and joint training for SWs, FCs and where appropriate, young
adults on financial planning and arrangements for Foster Children which addresses flexibility based
on the child’s need
Development of guidance tools around how to honestly and clearly explain to a young child
under 12 about monies FCs receive for providing care and why children are given an 'allowance'
integrated into training for foster carers.
All guidance should be rights-based and recognise and integrate the agency of the young adult
into training
All guidance should be integrated into aftercare planning processes at the earliest opportunity
Addressing monetary issues during the child in care review assessment process

SG noted that development of national guidance on financial planning for Foster Children is included in
the policy work currently under review. SG recommended that all guidance and tools related to finance
should be integrated into FC training including the Foundations in Fostering course.
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Conduct assessments to address the specific aftercare needs of young adults
with disabilities and identified special needs (***) (System)
Tusla to develop an inter-departmental and inter-agency group to address the holistic needs of vulnerable
young adults with varying levels of independence and dependencies. Assessments should be conducted
in partnership with HSE disability services, the Department of the Environment, EPIC and other related
services. Specific issues that to be addressed are:
•
•
•
•
•

Additional supports for young adults in care with special needs including accommodation for semiindependent living for over 18's
An approach to fast-tracking all assessments of young adults in cohort
Development of interagency care planning before 16 years of age and opportunities for on-going
care planning after 18 years of age
Development of a wide range of placement types that reflect the needs and supports required by
young people
Ensuring that youths are on the HSE disability databases

Consider renaming aftercare to reflect young adult services offered (*) (System)
Consultation participants suggested a name change for this service as they had received feedback from
young people that ‘aftercare’ sounded frightening and stigmatising, stakeholders including young adults
occasionally found it confusing, hard to engage with, and/or it was perceived as condescending. It is
recommended that the term ‘aftercare’ will be considered for adaption, based on a review with EPIC and
Tusla, for use with FCs and Foster Children, to something considered more appropriate.
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9 Findings: After and Out of Hours Support
Overview

9.1

The importance of out-of-hours support was highlighted during the consultations as well as in the survey
data from questions relating to helplines. 67% of FCs and 61% of SWs found that the IFCA helpline was
useful, however the helpline is only available from 11 am to 3 pm. Many participants stated that specific
questions or issues related to the children they were supporting happened after hours. The sentiment of
being “left in the dark” over the weekend or after hours was frequently expressed during the consultations.

Problems Identified

9.2

Problem 1: Out-of-hours and weekend social work support are inconsistent
nationally (***)
For regions or areas without an out-of-hours support structure, FCs, both new and experienced, reported
the lack of support as a challenge, particularly when faced with emergency situations and/or an urgent
need for information and/or guidance. Specific issues related to this included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Situations escalating into crises
FCs feeling isolated and frustrated with a lack of support
FCs being concerned about making a mistake or putting themselves in legal trouble leading to
increased stress
Perception of lack of support creating discord between FC and SW
An increased lack of confidence (in both ability to address issues effectively and in the ability to
foster)
Potential challenges with retention of FCs

Participants cited lack of out-of-hours and weekend availability of accurate information, guidance and
support as a contributor to frustrations and miscommunication between SWs and FCs, placement
breakdown and foster care attrition as it is representative “of the reality” that FCs are on their own when it
comes to managing the challenges of their role.

Problem 2: Situations arise where Foster Carers are requested to collect children
for emergency placements on weekends and after hours (*)
Emergency placement children are being collected from families of origin or others on weekends and
other times when SWs are not available, which leads to FCs operating by proxy in a SW role. There were
concerns raised within consultations that FCs were not trained and qualified for this work. This leads to a
number of issues:
•
•

•
•

FCs are acting in a role outside their contract and competency level which brings additional and
inappropriate stress and workload
Given the potentially challenging nature of access between the family of origin, the child and the
FC, in circumstances where FCs were asked to pick up children, the health and safety of children is
not optimally safeguarded
This arrangement can place FCs in a position of unsafe environs.
FCs being asked to travel long distances to pick up a child

Problem 3: No access to case information out of office hours (**)
SWs reported keeping paper case files with little or no online facility for keeping case notes. This is meant for
when there were after-hour supports, weekend relief or support staff available, those supporting FCs or
children after hours were typically unable to review pertinent notes relative to support requests unless they
had access to the office with the files.
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There were expressions of frustration by SWs and FCs: SWs at needing to request information they felt they
should have and FCs at having to ask a child to repeat case specific details that can be difficult or
emotionally challenging and / or having to re-explain historical case information they felt the SW should
know. One SW participant stated that, while not their preference, “the knowledge is all in their head”.
Another FC participant stated that they lost valuable time re-explaining circumstances instead of getting
the support they required, particularly in urgent situations.

Suggestions for Strategic Development

9.3

Develop national standards for out-of-hours social work service (***) (System)
Building on the success of regions that currently provide out-of-hours support services, develop national
standards to support the implementation of regional out of office services. Positive examples cited were
Donegal (cited by another region) for out-of-hours service that shared information well, this sharing of
information was due to their after-duty hours support model. Five Rivers in Dublin NE was cited as a good
model for an after-hour and weekend on-call duty system.

Require each region to provide out-of-hours social work service for nights and
weekends (***) (System)
For regions with no out of hours service currently, use good practice as outlined above and establish out-ofhours system for nights and weekends. There were a number of structural suggestions made in terms of outof-hours staffing which are as follows:
•
•
•
•

Specifically recruit SWs to take out-of-hours shifts
Specifically recruit SWs to take on-call shifts
Split SW shifts (7am to 3pm, 3pm to 11pm & 11pm to 7am) in order to provide 24 hour cover
Develop a phone-based out-of-hours system which could be face to face if situation required

SW and FC participants suggested such a system would be useful for SWs who wanted to job share and/or
were returning to work as part-time staff or who might wish for flexibility in hours. SWs and FCs felt such a
system might also be used to increase continuity of care locally by using a buddy system for case
management whereby two or three SWs could share a larger caseload and cover out-of-hour and normal
business hours. This team work approach to be trialed and reviewed in an area to assess efficiency and
effectiveness.

Use technology to enable information sharing (***) (Technology)
As detailed previously, there is a need to establish technology systems which support information sharing
between SWs. Relative to out-of-hours support, systems should include a shared database where child and
FC case files would be stored to enable SWs, regardless of familiarity with a case, child or FC, to
appropriately respond to and support stakeholders. Practical consideration should be given to how
information could be shared to best provide quality support, increase coordination within SW teams for
both FC and child, and share information with FCs while complying with relevant legislation.

Create a national online forum/helpline for information provision and call-in
supports (***) (System)
It is proposed that a web-based system be made available for FCs that provides information for issues
identified as high need or particularly challenging. The website to offer tips, talking points and accessible
online information videos as well as a call-in option for urgent support where online resources were
insufficient. Information on the website to be provided by all stakeholders, be jointly sponsored and
marketed by IFCA and Tusla.
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Increased joint training on self-harm to be offered to Social Workers and Foster
Carers as well as Foster Carers and Foster Children (**) (Capacity)
Self-harm was indicated as an area where FCs and SWs lacked sufficient supports and confidence to
address this when it arises. It was proposed that joint training with FCs and SWs would support both roles to
support self-harming children and give both stakeholders more confidence in dealing with issues out of
hours. Those who supported this solution also suggested that CAMHS should be approached to provide
Dialectic Behavioural Therapy in a joint FC and Foster Child training and/or workshop to support children’s
emotional and cognitive regulation.

IFCA to research provision of a helpline out-of-hours (**) (System/Capacity)
The current IFCA helpline is available Mon-Fri from 11am to 3pm. In addition to the suggestions above in
relating to statutory out-of-hours service provision, as an adjunct support, IFCA to undertake feasibility
research for the provision of an out of hours phone line, which potentially could be peer led. Training would
need to be provided and ideally, clear referral pathways established into out-of-hours statutory supports for
emergency and crisis issues.

Identify challenging placements and develop safety plans proactively (**)
(System/Capacity)
For children with identified challenges (history of self-harm, abuse, drug and alcohol use, absconding or
high number of placements), SWs to proactively work with FCs to provide placement plans and include a
‘safety plan’ based on current practice guidelines. SWs to identify with FCs possible scenarios and solutions
prior to the child transitioning into their care. Practical considerations would include addressing avenues of
out-of-hours supports available to both FCs and Foster Children and what steps an FC should take if there is
an issue.
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10 Findings: Allegations Against Foster Carers
10.1 Overview
In the initial survey sent to FCs, 64% identified allegations against themselves or their family members as a
significant challenge in their role. One respondent stated:
“Because of allegations you just feel so alone and even though you did nothing you question
yourself. You feel very afraid and lose confidence in yourself and the system”.
In consultations, participants highlighted specific issues with the allegation process in terms of:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Inconsistencies in approach to conducting investigations
Length of investigations was generally considered too long
Poor communication between parties once an allegation was made and during investigation
Lack of support for people being investigated
Ambiguous terminology when concluding investigations
Lack of neutral investigators

These issues were discussed and agreed to be challenges by both FCs and SWs during the consultations.
The topic of allegations was emotionally charged and the experience of engaging with the allegation
process was considered high stress and a significantly negative experience by those involved.

10.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Inconsistent approach to handling allegations (**)
There is a lack of consistency between regions, areas and within teams as to how allegations are
approached and managed. Specifically, there was no clear and consistent practice in relation to what
should trigger an investigation or recommended timeframes for investigations leading to a final resolution.
This lack of clarity and consistency results in perceptions that the process is unfair and inequitable, as well
as concerns about lack of accountability for both FCs and SWs, and has resulted in what is considered a
harmful amount of personality based decisions in all stages of the process. This was of particular concern
when SWs or FCs had previous communication challenges. The issues presented were connected to a
significant level of stress, which was named in the sessions and within the survey results.

Problem 2: Investigation timeframes are too long or poorly communicated at
outset (*)
Investigations into allegations can take several months, which was considered by participants to be too
long. Further, at the outset of investigations, there is often insufficient information provided about estimated
timeframes to set expectations. This time issue is particularly significant when children have continued to
live in the care of the foster family home while an investigation is on-going. This contributes to, and in some
instances compounds, stress for all involved, particularly when investigations take a number of months. In
an example provided during the consultations, a father of a household had to leave the family home and
his children and live in a hotel while an investigation was on-going causing significant emotional strain for
the entire family. This was exacerbated by the long duration of the investigation, even as the outcome of
the investigation was deemed unproven.

Problem 3: Foster Carers lack communication about allegations, investigations,
and appeals (*)
There is an expectation that FCs will be treated with dignity and respect throughout the process and
overwhelmingly FCs cited that this expectation had, from their perspective, not been met in practice. This
was especially true of communications, once an allegation was made. Communication breakdowns
included lack of clarity on what information could or should be shared, individuals hearing about issues
“through the grapevine”, and timeliness of communications throughout the process.
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Problem 4: Terminology used for concluding allegations investigations is
ambiguous (*)
Allegations are concluded with a finding of proven or unproven which leaves ambiguity about the
allegation and was a source of “extreme stress” for FCs at the end of an investigation, as the inference is
made that the FC may be guilty but the guilt was not able to be proven. This was cited as a key contributor
to the feeling of being “blackened” by the individuals’ involved or the foster caring system, as a whole.

10.3 Potential Solutions
There is a high priority to develop clear policy and processes for allegations and
investigations, and to ensure consistent national roll out (**) (Policy/System)
It is recommended that a clearly articulated policy and process be nationally implemented that includes:
•
•

•
•

•

Clear, specific guidance on all stages and potential outcomes of the process: from allegation
processes through to investigation and resolution.
Clear, specific guidance for all parties involved on: roles and responsibilities; level, frequency, and
kinds of communication expected; access to records; resource and support guidance and
management of post allegation relationships
Facilities for a neutral party to conduct allegation investigations and when this can be utilised (see
recommendation below)
Consultation with those FCs, SWs and children in care who have experienced the investigation
process to determine key areas of challenge. This cohort should include both rural and urban
representation. Information would inform policy development, implementation and training
Training to be developed in collaboration with stakeholders to accompany policy implementation.
Training should also be included in the on-going schedule of training and follow training
recommendations set out in section 23

Investigations should be carried out by a neutral party with relevant skills and
knowledge and specialist training (***) (Capacity)
Regionally, approaches to how investigations were handled varied. In regions where there was no facility
for or current practice of appointing a neutral party to conduct investigations, participants requested that
a neutral party, unbiased SW and/or independent individual who is appropriately trained be appointed to
conduct an investigation. Participants stated this would increase perceptions of process fairness as well as
lessen likelihood ‘personality’ driven decisions, potentially minimise appeals, and reduce challenges in the
SW/FC relations post-investigation.

IFCA to provide Foster Carers with access to legal aid and counselling (*)
(System)
Informational brochures for FCs to be provided to aid the management of challenging situations related to
fostering including; allegations, new placements, challenging behaviours, and notices to appear in court.
Information on access to free legal aid to be provided on IFCA’s website. It was suggested that Tusla fund
this service so that it is provided to all FCs, not just to IFCA members. Tusla to clarify local area counselling
routes and clarify the process for provision of counselling to FCs and their families. IFCA to publish on its
website options for counselling including education on employee assistance programmes and low cost or
free counselling where available.

Tusla and IFCA to review language and terminology used in describing
investigation findings and concluding decision (**) (Culture)
It is recommended that the terms ‘proven’ and ‘unproven’ be reviewed in relation to language describing
concluding decisions about allegations and that Tusla and IFCA jointly seek guidance on adoption of
terminology that increases understanding, does not stigmatise and removes ambiguity. Further, when
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inconclusive findings result in an appeal being dropped, this should be clearly recorded in case notes and
communicated to all parties.
This solution was not accepted by the steering group for the following reason: Language has been
reviewed and is final. However, processes for addressing allegations, roles and responsibilities will be
undertaken by Tusla with guidance provided on transparency of communications requirements, language
guidance for SW teams, and documenting final decisions. IFCA is in the process of creating information
brochures on allegations which when complete will be published on their website.
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11 Findings: Challenges in Fostering Placements
11.1 Overview
The initial survey prior to the consultations asked both SWs and FCs to identify the three biggest challenges
to their role. 70% of SWs and 52% of FCs listed placement breakdown as a significant challenge. Further,
85% of SWs listed “managing time to meet all the needs of families and children they supported” as a
significant challenge. Regarding supports for specific issues, 26% of FCs surveyed stated they needed but
did not receive appropriate support regarding mental health concerns and a further 30% stated the same
regarding threats to their family’s safety. SWs identified mental health issues and a threat to a family as the
top two areas where they felt they were not appropriately trained and needed more support.
These statistics are coupled with concerns expressed by many consultation participants; namely, that the
fostering system is responding to increasingly more complex cases in increasingly younger populations.
Children in this population were observed by participants to have experiences of abuse and/or trauma,
significant attachment issues, behavioral or mental health challenges, increased drug use and/or other ‘risk
behaviours’.
Participants were unaware of placement breakdown rates for the fostering system generally, although they
discussed their area or regional rate anecdotally. However, what was more concerning to some
participants was that they were unaware of any effort to analyse, at a regional or national level, why
placements were breaking down to determine what preventative measures should or could be taken.
Placement breakdown occurs for a multitude of reasons, which are inextricably linked to issues included
throughout this report. These issues include inadequate numbers of fostering SWs and FCs, lack of early
intervention measures including availability of mental health services and other specialist support services,
knowledge of case load within SW teams, training, access to expert advice, and challenges in interagency
(in some cases intradepartmental) working of support cases.
Participants noted often that the current system did not support both SWs and FCs if children did not easily
‘slot’ into homes. Participants also stressed consistency and were concerned about the impact placement
breakdown had on already vulnerable, traumatised children as well as their natural children and families.

11.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Lack of appropriate matching of children with Foster Carers is
contributing to placement breakdown (***)
A core contributor to placement breakdown identified during the consultations was the shortage of FCs
which created circumstances where less than ideal placement matches are made under pressure.
Specific to this were issues whereby:
•
•

•

Children who present with complex issues noted in the overview section are being placed with FCs
who lack experience and/or skills to support child effectively.
Unrealistic expectations of FCs in relation to managing challenges with placements. One SW stated
“We expect them to be perfect parents”. SWs described the downward cyclical effect of their
pressurised work environs impacting how they interacted with FCs and being expected to hold FCs
to standards they were aware their own department wasn’t meeting.
Children are being placed in locations that necessitate significant travel for all stakeholders. For the
child and FC, this may require long travel to school, doctors’ appointments, extra-curricular
activities, access visits, court appointments etc. For SWs, this might mean they are unable to
provide supervision visits as often as needed.
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•

The above points place undue stress on FCs in balancing responsibilities to their natural family and
the foster child.

Problem 3: Placements are permitted to ‘drift’ (***)
Placement 'drift' was defined by a participant as knowing a placement needs “a planned exit due to
warning signs or statements made but are allowed to drift on, due to lack of resources”. A SW spoke about
feeling like a failure because of being overburdened with their caseload, paperwork, and while knowing
what needed to be done, they felt like they “were failing to prevent something [they] could see coming”.
Participants openly spoke of the fear of a worse alternative, a “fingers crossed” type optimism that it “might
just work out”, as well as using guilt and social pressure to encourage continuity of placements. These
sentiments were expressed with frustration, disappointment and a discontent at the status quo. Participants
also spoke about not wanting to move a child unless the placement had reached a breaking point when
the child had a history of multiple placements or in the case of more rural placements in a “good” location
(e.g. rural but close to services). The core issues participants highlighted related to placement drift:
•
•
•

The practice damages beneficial relationship-building, trust, and professional partnerships
between FCs and SWs
Contributes to use of stop-gap measures rather than well-considered placements and supports
May contribute to issues requiring more coordinated or complex responses not being recognised
as urgent or critical early on

Problem 4: Poor coordination of access to state mental health, health and
social services could prevent placement breakdown (***)
FCs described a lack coordination of access to services (mental health and health) and SW teams. There
were also challenges described regarding the coordination between services and SW teams. Issues
described were poor communications about services available as well as communication of services being
used between child’s SWs and Link SW during transition of the child into the foster family. This resulted in
issues not being identified or existing service arrangements not being shared with FCs. Participants felt
strongly if there were timely, early interventions many placement breakdowns could be mitigated.

Problem 5: Administrative tools related to case management need
improvement (**)
During consultations, three administrative tools were consistently highlighted as needing improvement: the
Preliminary Inquiry Form, Disruption Report and the Case Complexity Management Tool. Apart from these
being inconsistently utilised and/or implemented nationally, there was a general feeling that in attempting
to standardise an approach, the tools became “tick box” exercises which tracked work assigned to
demonstrate “work was happening” but failed to capture the nuanced, holistic picture of a child (with their
own unique history and needs)
Relative to the specific forms, the issues raised about the Preliminary Inquiry Form were about completion
and work process. Participants stated that critical information (Date of birth, family of origin name and
phone number, school/crèche contact details, medical history (as appropriate), behavioural issues (where
known), and medical card details etc.) was often not captured or there were instances where the form
was not passed from child protection teams to fostering SWs prior to placements being requested.
Participants wanted the preliminary inquiry form to be included in an information pack given to FCs prior to
placement.
Participants felt that the Disruption Report lacked space, prompts, or rating scales to assess issues that lead
to disruptions. SWs also felt that the Case Complexity Management Tool, with its “tick box” approach was
being used to gloss over challenging cases and used by supervisors inappropriately to assign more cases
versus being used to “reality check” actual work load and determine appropriate staffing levels required.
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However, it is important to note that both SWs and FCs felt that data collection was very important and the
inability to critically assess information related to placement breakdown and overall health of FC system
was hampering proactive solutions. SWs (and some FCs) were keen to enable better data collection
(breakdown, placement challenges or issues, time from request to receipt of service, and FC and Foster
child data, etc.) to support a better understanding across the board and within regions; one caveat was
that they wanted transparency in how such data would be applied to changes in policy and/or process.
It was felt that the child protection teams should have dedicated administrative staff to ensure the
dissemination of information from child protection SWs to foster care SWs. It was also stated that it needs to
be compulsory for information gathered by child protection to be passed to foster care SWs. This process
should be periodically evaluated to ensure effectiveness, and that line managers should oversee this
process.
Finally, participants stated that administrative tools are often poorly understood by FCs and it is
recommended that forms be explained to FCs and that, where appropriate, forms be adjusted to provide
space for FCs to comment.

11.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
The solutions in this section are linked to other solutions as placement breakdown is interconnected with
challenges and solutions in other areas of this report. As such, solutions identified in another section are
noted.

More Social Workers and Foster Carers are needed (***) (Capacity)
Simply put, participants felt that there are not enough qualified individuals to manage the number and
complexity of cases and more SWs are required. More information on this solution can be found in the
Staffing and Capacity Section and Foster Carer Recruitment and Retention.

Include Foster Carer skills and availability on database for matching purposes
(**) (System/Technology)
It was suggested that a national register of FCs be developed and implemented at a regional level. Profiles
of FCs including their location, availability, skills, and level of experience was identified as something that
would support SWs in placement matching. The system should be integrated with the national training
programme and the data and information system under development where appropriate, to support an
integrated approach to a needs analysis of, and for, FCs and SWs.

Develop a placement stability ‘early warning’ tool for Social Workers (**)
(System)
It was recommended that a tool be developed for SWs to track the stability of placements. It was
important to participants generally that any tool / decision making support developed be easy to use,
support collaborative working, and not add to administrative burden. As such, they recommended a tool
have a simple rating system for items impacting on placement success including how the child was doing
within the FC home, how the FC felt about the placement and the FC family dynamics since placement.
Participants suggested that the tool be used periodically after a placement had settled and could form
the basis of a proactive reach out to FCs to prevent placement ‘drift’. It was suggested that this tool might
be particularly useful for newer SWs and could be used as a supplement to the case management tool. It
was stressed that the tool should be used as a supportive instrument to determine what proactively could
be done to support the placement’s success.
Consideration should be given to developing this tool collaboratively across the department (Social
Protection, Child in Care and Link teams) so that issues, circumstances, and needs identified from initial
contact with a child and /or birth family are passed to and supplemented by Child in Care and Link SWs
when a child is placed in care.
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This solution was not accepted by the Steering Group for the following reason: This is part of expected SW
practice, including FC reviews which is acknowledged as needing improvement. Other solutions adopted
by the SG and included in this report will need to be implemented prior to engaging with this
recommendation.

Conduct a review of the Case Management and Disruption Report Tools (**)
(System)
It is recommended that those tools mentioned above, as well as any other tools utilised to determine case
complexity, be reviewed by Tusla’s Implementation Group for usability. This should be undertaken as part of
an overall process and efficiency review and integrated with Tusla’s Child Protection strategy. This at
minimum would include a tool standardisation, implementation, and evaluation process, which addresses
gaps and ensures tools used to support high quality services. At a minimum, tools to be utilised by capturing
qualitative information that can be used in combination with other data gathering tools (including the
suggestion for a daily diary kept by FCs) to highlight early intervention issues for children and prevent
potential placement breakdown.

Begin collecting feedback from Social Workers and Foster Carers after
placement breakdown through a neutral party or survey (**) (System)
Tusla and IFCA should develop a system for collecting feedback after a placement breaks down in order
to develop a deeper understanding of the root causes, frequency and potential ways of mitigating future
placement breakdown. It was recommended that this could be done by conducting an end of
placement interview or a survey by a neutral 3rd party. Participants stressed the need for the interview
and/or survey to be non-punitive and anonymised to the greatest extent possible in order to ensure
information was freely given and used to address systematic issues, rather as a personnel or FC
management tool. SW’s felt that it would be useful to have the big picture of placement breakdowns be
understood – at a regional and national level to inform training, allocation of resources and development
of supports.
This solution was not accepted by the Steering Group for the following reason: Recommendation 11.3.4
should be implemented and evaluated after one year by Tusla to determine effectiveness. Tusla will also
undertake desktop research on placement breakdown to identify learning to inform practice
improvements.

Provide FCs with non-fostering time after each placement breakdown and
family supports as needed (**) (Culture/Policy)
FCs to be given a window of time after placement for reflection, support and a review if FC or SW feel it is
necessary. There will be clear messaging that is ok to say 'no' to a new placement if FC feels they are not
ready without being “blackened” as noted in Foster Carer Recruitment and Retention solutions. This should
be incorporated as part of an end of placement review process as recommended further below.

FC natural children support after placement breakdown to be made available
(**) (System)
FCs recommended that their natural children be provided supports such as bereavement/grief counselling,
particularly in cases where there is very little time given for a foster child to transition out of their home
(court ordered cases). Tusla to review budgetary approval process for natural children of FCs to obtain
supports and develop a register of available services including local community services. The register to be
made available to IFCA and FCs.

Institute standard approach to pre-placement planning meetings (**)
(System/Policy)
Participants felt that pre-placement planning meetings would be useful in preparing FCs, particularly FCs
supporting children with complex needs or cases. While these placement meetings may be happening in
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some areas or regions, there were a number of consultations where this was identified as a need and/or
where there were insufficient resources to hold these meetings prior to placement. While helpful, this
meeting would not need to take place in person. The meeting should at minimum address the following
with an aim to ensure FC and SW team are operating in a collaborative, open and transparent fashion
regarding key areas of case management:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Child’s history, needs and current circumstances
Access arrangements
Statutory agency and/ or judicial involvement
Supports available to child and FC
Potential issues, challenges
FC’s level of comfort and needed supports (including respite)

Challenging placements to be identified proactively and that there be a liaison person (Link SW) who is
responsible for communicating with all stakeholders involved. This solution would require a policy
implementation and evaluation plan to monitor effectiveness.
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12 Findings: Communication
12.1 Overview
A lack of sharing of necessary information was another consistent theme in the consultations. A cause of
this challenge was considered to be limited opportunities for SWs and FCs to meet or speak, attend
trainings, and reflect together collectively – this was reflected both in the pre-consultation surveys and
during the consultations. Participants stated that a lack of communication had a negative impact on the
level of care children received, but also inhibited SWs’ and FCs’ ability to trust each other and work in a
collaborative fashion. This also had an impact on perceptions of respect from SWs to FCs, and the ability of
participants to proactively resolve challenges.
In the initial survey, 42% of FCs reported that better communication between themselves and SWs would
help them feel better supported. A quarter of FCs did not believe they have timely communication with
their SW. 35% of FCs felt they didn’t have timely communication from Child in Care SW and 25% for Link SWs.
When considering a time they received effective supports, one FC stated that “a prompt, sympathetic,
clear and decisive response” was what was useful.
However, this was an area of divergence in the survey, as 96% of SWs felt they had timely communication
with foster families when they needed it but only 60% of SWs felt they had time to communicate as needed
with FCs. Communication breakdowns for SWs and FCs were noted in many areas and included:
•
A lack of proactive sharing of information in relation to Foster Children amongst SW teams and with
FCs
•
Policies, procedures, and forms being rolled out inconsistently or lacking necessary information
about impact, process changes, expectations, and/or a FAQ section which explained these simply
•
Communications often assumed a level of knowledge or expertise on the part of FCs that they
may not have
•
Failure to receive communication in a timely fashion about issues, meetings, and or trainings
•
Notes from meetings are not shared or shared completely [redacted, edited, or not complete in
recording] without rationale provided
Key to the gathering and sharing of information was perceived or actual inconsistencies in:
•
•

How policies were understood or administered, and
A lack of clarity on the part of either or both FCs and SWs on what information was appropriate to
share, when or if FCs should be informed about and/ or involved in particular issues related to the
children in their care

12.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: There is insufficient sharing of information with Foster Carers (***)
Some FCs lack sufficient information about the child in their care (see placement breakdown). One FC
described this problem as being “drip fed” information by the SW, based on what the SW “thought I should
know”. This left FCs feeling unprepared and unsure often of what was happening with the child or what
supports were needed.
Communication breakdowns were of particular concern in instances where a child had a history of
multiple placements or previous placements had broken down, challenges that would require extra
support (strained relations with family, mental health issues, and or on-going court interactions) and / or a
history of violence, trauma, and or abuse. In two consultations, FCs stated that they had no access to notes
that SWs recorded as part of meetings (formal/informal) held in the family home, despite requests for same.
Additionally, they noted that they felt appropriate information was not communicated back to them in a
timely fashion and created a situation where they were unsure of what was occurring with the child in their
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care. In a separate consultation, a participant FC stated that they were not part of the decision making
process to remove a child due to the ‘child not settling in the placement’.

Problem 2: There are instances of poor transitions of case information between
Social Work teams (**)
There were instances where participants highlighted concerns about the transition of cases from one SW
team to another, stating key information, including the preliminary inquiry form was unavailable prior to
child’s placement with a FC and that it wasn’t always possible to provide an information pack to FCs prior
to placement.

Problem 3: There are instances of lack of collaborative communication
between Foster Carers and Social Workers during review meetings and care
planning (**)
The care planning process and child in care reviews were key areas were participants felt that there was a
lack of proactive information sharing and collaborative decision making between FCs and SWs. This
included FCs feeling as if their extensive knowledge of the child was not solicited and or taken into account
as well as instances where they were ‘informed’ of decisions that affected their foster child, themselves,
and or their families without being consulted or their opinions being solicited.
Both SWs and FCs felt that decisions on care plans should involve FC consultation prior to SWs having
meetings with children in their care, when FC was not invited and / or attending this meeting between the
SW and Foster Child. When this did not occur, it was viewed by participants as problematic as it hampered
all stakeholders’ ability to work in the best interest of the child in their care. One FC stated that: "The child
lives with us and asks questions of us regarding things we don't even know are happening – this causes the
child to be more confused and unsettled".
A SW explained a common view in that they were "caught on what information I can share" as well as
being under pressure with little time for communication. SW’s also stated they were unclear about sharing
certain information with FCs, particularly after a child moves on and FC wants to know how a child is doing.
Other SWs could benefit with training on how to manage communications and build relationships with FCs.
Further to this point, there was a lack of general clarity in many consultations as to whether FCs could
participate in the entire Child In Care (CIC) review meetings or only part.

Problem 4: There is inconsistent approaches to sharing records from Child in
Care reviews (**)
Consultations highlighted a number of issues with Child in Care (CIC) reviews, regarding communication
and documentation. There is a lack of clarity amongst some SWs and FCs about information sharing related
to these meetings with some SWs expecting that some of the meeting may not be shared without clarity or
agreement on why this might be the case. The concerns expressed included:
•

•

•

•

In a number of consultations, FCs expressed that there have been instances of incomplete or
biased recording of minutes of CIC reviews. In one particular instance, an example was given
where the FC stated the minutes only described ‘half of the events’ at the meeting, where there
was a difference of views between FC and SW
FCs not being provided with CIC meeting minutes (or in some instances care plans) in a timely
fashion. One participant noted that they were sent this information a ‘number of months’ after
meeting. In another case, the FC had spent three months requesting minutes that had not been
provided
In some cases, minutes of CIC meetings were not provided for FC signoff (where they participated)
and/or there was not an opportunity to comment or amend meeting minutes when it was felt
these did not reflect meeting content
In some cases FCs are not invited to case reviews and/or do not feel like they are part of the
decision making process at review meetings
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It was noted that the Alternative Care Practice Handbook does not provide any guidance on preparing
FCs for a CIC review as it does with Foster Children and birth parents. This book was not available for FCs,
but now it is available online.

Problem 5: Child in Care reviews are not happening regularly (**)
There were numerous instances named during consultations where CIC reviews were not taking place in
line with the standards (e.g. within the first 2 months of placement, every six months thereafter or if
placement was longer than two years, every year).

Problem 6: There were instances when Social Workers did not provide Foster
Carers with a contact number for emergency placements (*)
In some emergency placements (i.e. over the weekend) or where there is a high degree of case
complexity for voluntary short-term placements, FCs stated that they had not been provided with
emergency contact details (SW’s mobile number), when this would have been appropriate. Typically,
these were placements that lasted for a few days or over a weekend. In one instance, a FC stated that a
foster child, who was on an emergency placement, wanted to speak to their SW and had left a message
but the call was not returned in a timely fashion.

Problem 7: Inconsistent expectations and practices for maintaining fostering
diaries (*)
There is inconsistent expectations and practice among FCs for maintaining fostering diaries as well as a lack
of clarity on best practice. SWs stated the lack of consistent record keeping by FCs made it more
challenging for them to track child’s progress or flag potential issues when they were able to meet with FCs.
SWs also stressed the importance of diary keeping for FCs own learning and in case there were issues or an
allegation made. During consultations, a few FCs highlighted the benefits of keeping a fostering diary.

Problem 8: Lack of clarity on right of reply (*)
Where there are documented issues relative to a FC in FC reviews, there is a lack of clarity as to if a FC has
a right of reply. This included inconsistent practice in one regional area where SWs and FCs noted that in
some instances there was an opportunity to respond to documented statements and in other instances
there was not.

Problem 9: Foster Carers’ feedback is not sought on Social Worker performance
(*)
Performance reviews of SWs do not take into account how well foster carers feel supported by them. This
means that FCs do not have an opportunity to identify needed improvements in the support they receive
from SWs. FCs were often unsure how SWs performance was assessed, as were some SWs.

Problem 10: Very small minority of FCs, at times, resist expected ways of
operating, which utilises significant SW time
While the overall quality and engagement of FCs was noted as being very good. At times SW experience
challenges with a minority of FCs who resist standard ways of working. When this occurs a disproportionate
amount of time is spent on a small number of cases. This issue was perceived as being more common when
foster children were babies, and resistance most commonly centred on engaging with the birth family
(parents or siblings).

Problem 11: Need for prioritisation of alternative care within Tusla and continual
support for positive team culture
It was noted that within Tusla there is a tendency to prioritise the Child Protection, in relation to training,
resource allocation and development. The culture within some Tusla FC teams services, can at times and in
some locations, be informed by an unstated impression that FC is a ‘reward’ for long service and is
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therefore a less demanding role than child protection that requires less motivation and/or commitment.
These ideas can result in workforce disengagement.
It was noted that in some Tusla SW teams/ at some times there can be a culture centred on the need to
ensure SW accountability, which can in some cases, create an environment that is incompatible with
genuine team work and partnership with FCs and other professionals. There is a need for workers to
understand how to manage inherent power dynamics in a productive way that facilitates teamwork,
ensures all involved feel respected, while also ensuring adequate oversight.

12.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
IFCA and Tusla to provide joint guidance on Foster Carer record keeping
requirements and best practice (**) (System/Policy)
Provide system training and guidance on record keeping best practice for FCs. Specific consideration
should be given to the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Potential for formalising record keeping requirements of FCs
Explanations as to why good record keeping is beneficial for all stakeholders
Benefits to child in care (participants noted that this was often lacking and children had no
records of their time in care)
Development of a tool to support tracking child developments, that will support noticing patterns
and early warning for both FC and SW when supporting a child
Making training a core component of induction and make ongoing training available on-line with
video tutorials
Provision of facilities for FCs to notify SW team via email of requests and concerns; need to clarify
how this will happen given data protection requirements. Once finalised, process and
expectations will be communicated out to FCs and SWs

Tusla to require that for all emergency placements, Foster Carers have an out of
hours contact number for urgent issues (*) (System)
In instances where cases are provided with short term voluntary placements or an emergency placement
is made, Tusla to develop a system that ensures that all FCs providing care are provided with an
emergency contact list which includes after hour supports or where this is unavailable, a mobile number in
case of an urgent issue. As part of this system, SWs to be provided with business cards with contact
information to be provided as needed to FCs.

Tusla to publish a policy on record keeping standards for Child in Care and
Foster Carer reviews (**) (Policy/System)
Develop, publish and actively distribute information in partnership with IFCA as to record keeping best
practice for all fostering meetings including CIC and FC reviews. This guidance should be consistent
nationally and consideration should be given to adding a record keeping component to FC and SW
induction trainings. FCs will be provided with guidance documents to outline expectations of SWs in
reference to record keeping and sharing of information. Specific consideration should be given to:
•
•
•
•
•

Addressing all instances where information should be shared with FCs proactively, particularly in
preparation for CIC or FC reviews
Expectations as to right to receive minutes/ records, timing of dissemination, timing of
minute/record dissemination and responsibilities of stakeholders in attendance
Clarification on right of reply to minutes where there are issues or questions, and procedures for this
The culture and principles which underpin decision-making and communications are clear and in
line with good practice.
Addressing issues of data protection to ensure minutes can be emailed or shared online with FCs
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Tusla and IFCA to review Child in Care review process and communication best
practice (**) (System/Policy)
The policy to clarify good proactive practice in relation to the following suggestions:
•
•
•
•

•

•

Link SW to meet with FCs before CIC review meetings as part of standard process
A full debrief to be held between SW and FC with the proviso that a written version of events can
be requested by FCs at a later date if required
Issues to be discussed with the child where appropriate
Where information is confidential, rationale is provided to FC; SW will share information that is
relevant in line with agreed procedures. Clarification is needed regarding the sharing of
information with FCs from ‘in camera’ proceedings. Tusla to obtain legal guidance on this matter.
If FC is not present at CIC meeting, a separate meeting with FCs to be used to facilitate the giving
of non-confidential information (with information shared to be agreed in consultation with the
child, as age appropriate)
Tusla to provide guidance on what can be shared, by whom and to whom, and how
communications on confidential information should be discussed, and rationale provided when
information cannot be shared.

Tusla to include communications as part of regional Social Work teams’ annual
survey (**) (System/Culture)
Consultation participants suggested that in addition to case management tools, communication to FCs
and Foster Children was core to the SW role and should be explored as part of the annual survey system for
fostering SW teams. Initially, it was suggested that an annual survey be conducted by Tusla on a regional or
area basis to assess the quality, frequency and efficacy of a SW team’s communication. Participants felt
that this would support area or regional SW teams to address issues of communications as well as support
their ability to address any identified challenges to communications in a more proactive manner. Surveys
would be compiled by head office and provided to area or regional teams in a strengths-based manner
that supported a development plan, should any areas of challenge be found.

Increase administrative support to support information management (**)
(System)
A review of administrative work to be undertaken to ensure that there is consistent expectations of
dissemination of written communications between all stakeholders. There is a significant need to invest in
administrative and technology supports to increase effectiveness of overall SW coordination and business
processes. These include but are not limited to scheduling of meetings, circulation of minutes, filing,
production of standard letters and other communications. These supports should include consideration of
employment of additional admin support and the possibility of support in the form of a social work student
work programme. Templates and guidance to support consistent and timely distribution of minutes should
be developed. Where appropriate, training to be offered to administrative staff to assist them in optimising
administrative tasks as well as enabling communications between SW and FC's.

Create an electronic notification to flag reviews (**) (System)
The NCCIS (Tusla’s internal IT system) to be developed to track reviews (CIC, FC and others as appropriate)
in order for all stakeholders to be invited and for these to be held regularly. Specific consideration should
be given to ensuring up-to-date contact information for FCs to ensure they receive appropriate notification
time for CIC and FC meetings (a recommendation of six weeks before meeting date was suggested during
one consultation).

Operationalise the national standard of reviews of Foster Carers, with a focus on
initial first year and quality outcomes (**) (Culture/System)
Tusla to provide a mechanism for annual FCs’ feedback, particularly for new FCs. This review would be
done after the 1st placement ends or within a year of the first placement (whichever comes first) or where
the first placement has broken down, and then every three years. Tusla to review standards related to FC
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reviews to ensure that there is a qualitative aspect that facilitates open discussion rather than “tick box”
only discussions. A standard review template should be developed and used nationally.
In the review, consideration to be given to ensuring that the tone is supportive and works with FC’s
questions, concerns and personal reflections about their initial fostering experience. The review is to be a
learning opportunity, where if desired by the FC, a support plan for development is created in a
collaborative fashion, and where the process is used to reinforce the value of foster carer. It is further
recommended that regular support opportunities be developed collaboratively between IFCA and Tusla
for FCs with less than two years’ experience in the form of peer support or more regular supervision and or
check ins by a link SW. The overall quality of FC reviews to be analysed by collection of information in
annual FC survey and supported by Tusla’s Implementation Group to ensure effective implementation of
suggested improvements to processes. The full implementation of this solution is predicated on each FC
being allocated a link SW.

IFCA and Tusla to continue to work together to ensure a positive partnership
culture and processes in relation to advocacy (*)(Culture)
A positive working relationship between IFCA and Tulsa was considered vital to effective advocacy. IFCA is
seen as an organisation that can play a lead role in supporting a positive and critical approach to
advocacy for FC. The development of a communication framework between the two organisations,
shadowing opportunities between organisations and training supports could all work towards supporting
ongoing productive dialogue and partnership working between IFCA and Tusla. Discretionary Tusla
localised budgets for team building, either within the Tusla team or locally between Tusla and FCs/IFCA.

FCs to be engaged in research to define what an effective Link Worker, this
report to then inform a new training programme (*) Culture
FCs to be engaged in research that seeks to define/codify the qualities of an effective Link Worker. This
research should be used to further develop the standard and guidance for this role. A range of supports
including mentoring, and training could be developed to support link workers to develop the awareness
and skills to work to this standard, especially in relation to soft skills.
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13 Findings: Culture
13.1 Overview
The initial survey highlighted cultural issues of trust, respect and timely communication that were further
elaborated on during all 15 consultations. Key survey data reveals that:
•
•
•

A quarter of FCs felt that they were not respected by their SWs while over 90% of SWs felt
respected by the foster families they supported
38% of SWs felt that they did not have time to communicate as needed with foster families they
supported
34% of FCs felt that they did not receive timely communication from SWs and a further 37% felt
that their contribution was not acknowledged by SWs

While significant challenges in relation to culture were identified, participants felt that the consultation
process afforded them an opportunity to openly discuss, learn and understand the challenges SWs and FCs
faced in their respective roles. Each of the 15 consultation areas expressed a sincere hope that
opportunities for joint problem solving and opportunities to work together would be embedded in systems
going forward. The pervasiveness of this critique points not to individual workers but to culturally based
issues. As well as concerns being highlighted, there were also numerous examples presented of strong
partnership working practices across the country, and there was an evident positive tone and camaraderie
during the consultations. Stakeholders saw the continuation of opportunities for collectively working and
learning as key to improving cultural issues.
The national consultations also highlighted concerns about the current state of the organisational culture
and the impact of this on collaborative work practice within SW teams and between SWs and FCs. The
culture was perceived to focus on institutional risk-aversion driven in part by increasing regulations, high
profile inspections, and negative media coverage. This was reflected in perceptions that overall
communication approaches and management style was largely ‘business process’ driven, top-down,
reactive, and liability-oriented.
Many participants found a move towards clear policies and processes positive, and valued continued
efforts to increase understanding of this for all stakeholders. However, it was clear that a balance needed
to be struck, and that this needs to be done concurrently with promoting a working culture that values
collaboration and respect. Consultations also demonstrated an appetite and willingness to participate in a
shift towards a more open, transparent, and supportive culture.

13.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Social Worker and Foster Carers lack opportunities to do joint work
(***)
Survey data highlighted the lack of opportunities for FCs and SWs to work collaboratively. This problem was
overwhelmingly confirmed during the consultations; in every consultation the desire for this was enthusiastic
from both FCs and SWs. The feedback after sessions was, without exception that both SWs and FCs felt they
did not have enough opportunities to problem solve constructively together. The lack of such fora was
seen as a significant contributor to contentions and professional misalignment between FCs and SWs as
well as a lack of jointly agreed solutions to many of the challenges each group faced.

Problem 2: Culture is not open, collaborative and transparent (***)
Fear of making decisions, and feelings of being ‘exposed’ in relation to raising challenges was a strong
theme emanating from the consultations for both FCs and SWs. Participants noted that there was a need
to protect oneself rather than openly address issues and challenges. These fears resulted in poor
communication, lack of supports, and a general sense of anxiety related to what information could and/or
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should be shared within SW teams and between SWs and FCs. There was some concern that the
predominant culture served to drive issues underground as opposed to these being addressed in a
supportive and proactive way. It was expressed that the culture was ultimately impacting the quality of
care for children and needed to move towards one defined by collaboration, openness, transparency,
and reliable, consistent decision making.

Problem 3: Foster Carers don’t feel their experience or opinion is respected (***)
FCs were in broad agreement that there is no recognition within the system for years served and the
experience that goes with this. There is also no means to rate this experience. In the vast majority of
sessions, FCs stated that they felt their opinion is frequently not respected in decision making processes and
that their knowledge of the child is not taken into consideration by some staff or within some processes.

Problem 4: There is a need for more leadership supports in Tusla senior
management (**)
SW participants were in general agreement that senior management could lack the skills required to
engage, motivate and manage teams and individual staff members. Training for managers and or
individuals who were in leadership roles was seen as insufficient, particularly in bringing on board new staff,
planning, coaching and creating supportive working environments. Many cited a high turnover in SWs
being due, in part, to a lack of management support as well the management of allocation of work,
potential burn-out, and unrealistic performance expectations.
Management style within fostering teams was generally perceived, at times, to be top down and risk
averse in approach and driven by "business processes”. Many participants were appreciative of the
increased process and policy focus as they felt “things had been a bit loose”, however, many of the same
participants expressed a concern that there was a need “to take stock and ensure it has not gone too far
in other direction”. SWs noted that HIQA inspection findings have been used to “hammer down” on SWs,
that they are “black and white”, often not reflecting case specific nuances and feeding negative public
perceptions of the SW and fostering system. There was a need for managers to have a nuanced
understanding of how to balance clear policies with support for staff decision-making.
Participants cited reactive management responses to HIQAs inspections as a negative force. A lack of
critical engagement with the findings was also demoralising to hard-working, caring and committed staff.
This management approach in turn impacted how SWs interacted with FCs. In an effort to be completely
accountable, SWs stated that they were often holding FCs to standards that they themselves or their
department were unable to meet.
During one of the joint solution sessions with FCs and SWs, a number of the SWs stated that they had come
to the realisation during the session that because they were overwhelmed with paperwork, administrative
tasks, long travel distances, and felt management support was lacking, they were unintentionally “mirroring
the same culture” to FC's. This expression was in line with general feelings during consultations that the
current culture was increasing division versus building partnerships to address issues faced by FCs. This was
expressed in one consultation as FCs feeling as if they are “under surveillance” and that there was little or
no room for thoughtful discretional decisions.
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13.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Develop an organisational statement on culture supported by Foster Carer and
Social Worker training module on culture (***) (Culture)
Develop an engaging training session on creating positive culture and working in line with Tusla values. This
to be run with FCs and SWs in a way that encourages sharing of professional experiences and challenges
and supports the development of professional empathy, as well as detailing what respect and cooperation means for each professional group in a variety of challenging workplace contexts.

Invest in Leadership Development and Supports (***) (Culture/System)
An investment will be made in leadership development programme for people managers that support
identified and desired cultural behaviours as well as good management practices. Aims of this programme
will include ensuring staff supports relative to workload, professional development, and confidence in their
given role. Given the nature of Tusla’s remit, it is critical that leaders enable staff to proactively and
appropriately manage the wide range of individuals and challenges. Training to provide the skills and
knowledge needed to create a collaborative, service user orientated culture and cross regional pollination
of best practice. It is recommended, that at minimum, the leadership development programme to be built
to encompass the following leadership skills and be underpinned by values based leadership:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Creating positive client focused work cultures
Supporting positive team dynamics and good working relationships
Developing and supervising staff
Motivating people
Change management
Conflict management
Effective communication approaches
Planning, decision making, and problem solving

While there is no silver bullet solution to leadership development, the programme’s success will be greatly
enhanced by executive management supports, and integration of key management performance metrics
into an annual performance review process for those with management responsibility.

Create Opportunities for Foster Carers and Social Workers to collaborate (***)
(Culture/System)
SWs and FCs would benefit from structured opportunities to constructively problem solve together and
learn new skills (i.e. training provision) at regional and national level. Areas for collaboration identified in the
consultations included training, policy reviews, ‘topical’ coffee/tea meetings, and conference
presentations. By creating a shared professional space, FCs may have the additional benefit of being able
to demonstrate acquired knowledge, skill, and experience.
IFCA to identify and support FCs who are able and willing to take leadership roles and/or contribute their
expertise in policy-related processes. Specific roles to have financial rewards or expenses paid. The
processes for such collaborations to be encouraged regionally and supported nationally with resources
and methodological guidance provided by Tusla. Considerations to be given to creating, supporting, and
resourcing structured opportunities for cross regional pollination of best practice including conferences, codeveloped and/or delivered trainings, and regional ‘best-practice’ meet-ups with both FCs and SWs.

Develop an annual survey for both Foster Carers and Social Workers to gauge
progress on cultural improvements and development of action plans (***)
(Culture/System)
Tusla and IFCA to develop an annual cultural health survey in order to measure progression on core areas
highlighted during the consultations. These surveys to mirror key areas providing comparisons in areas of
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shared importance, as well as having specific measures on areas related to each set of disciplines and
roles.
This should reference the key elements of good organisational culture as recommended previously, and
could include areas such as:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Decision making autonomy (SW)
Workload (SW)
Professional growth and development (SW)
Morale (SW/FC)
Collegial empathy (SW/FC)
Workplace supports (SW/FC)
Impact of and personal connection to work (SW/FC)
Effectiveness and clarity of communications (SW/FC)
Perceptions of teamwork, fairness and respect (SW/FC)
Inclusion in decision making (FC)

Overviews of survey results and subsequent action plans should be shared with internal stakeholders in a
transparent and agreed manner. It is critical that surveys do not compromise the confidentiality of
participants. It is also important that there is transparency throughout the survey process which reinforces
the value of the feedback received by clearly communicating results, identifying key priority areas for
action and connecting subsequent changes back to survey results.
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14 Findings: Data and Information
Management System
14.1 Overview
The lack of a robust, contemporary data and information management system was a subject at the root of
a number of challenges identified by SWs – particularly in terms of a lack of administrative support and their
own increasing paperwork. With two exceptions, data management systems were discussed at each
consultation. SWs in one consultation said that they just wanted to be brought up to the “noughties” with
regard to technology.
Discussions about technology centred on enabling SWs to do their job more effectively and efficiently, and
to share information with other team members more readily, as well as having access to data to
understand trends, to plan and to strategise. IT was seen as something that could potentially reduce
administrative burden if planned and implemented well.

14.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: IT systems that enable and streamline work are not available (***)
Consultations highlighted the high administrative burden and limitations of the current paper based
fostering case management system, including the lack of an ability to critically assess information related to
the FC system. This hampered understanding as well as proactive solutions being effectively developed.
SWs rely heavily on out-dated systems that are administratively burdensome and overly reliant on paper.
The lack of regional / national IT systems where case notes, important contact information, assessments,
and other pertinent case information can be recorded has significant impacts (beyond the out-of-hours
support issues listed above):
•
•
•
•
•

Impedes the effectiveness of SW teams to work in collaboration or cross functionally to support
children, families of origin, and FCs
Creates an inability to effectively and efficiently plan, as data to analyse patterns, trends, and
issues have to be manually gathered and collated.
SWs who are providing interim coverage and do not have “vital statistics or information” about
their caseload when they arrive and are unable to “hit the ground running”
Hampers SWs ability to make placements quickly and effectively as there is no database of FCs to
coordinate children’s need with FC availability and skills
There is an inability to focus FC recruitment on local needs. One SW stated: “We need to be
getting information about children coming into care and what the future looks like, so we are
recruiting the right FCs, and train SWs correctly”.

One point of caution raised by a number of participants was succinctly stated by a SW:
"There is real anxiety that by asking for an admin system to streamline paperwork and help us work
better together, we are only going to get more work".
The need for smartly designed, good practice information technology was seen as the answer, however
this requires funding as well as co-designing of the system with frontline workers.

14.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Invest in Data and Information Management System (***) (Technology)
The lack of such a system is at the root of many challenges in the fostering system, particularly in relation to
case management and information sharing. Tusla to work with NCCIS to prioritise and implement
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technology centred solutions nationally as part of the ICT strategy review currently underway. Technology
should enable:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tusla management, administration, and local staff to have a systemic ‘view’ of the FC system,
measure quality components, and important trends
SWs to focus on core work, supporting positive fostering for children and FCs, effectively and
efficiently
Access to, and data entry of, information in the field (by mobile device)
Effective communication and information sharing across fostering and SW teams
Proactive case management and integrated working across fostering teams
Minimising of administrative burden of SWs without sacrificing analytic requirements
Better outcomes for children in care

In order for an effective system to be built, a consultative process should be undertaken with front line staff
to ensure that the system developed supports and does not diminish capacity of staff. At a minimum, the
system should be based on and incorporate existing good working practice in the field. Consideration
should be given to:
•
•

Enabling staff to actively collaborate on system design and/or customisation particularly with
regard to current forms and processes
Determining what information, reporting and data collection elements would support and
enhance a deeper understanding of and inform quality service delivery within fostering

Invest in communication tools (***) (Technology)
In some regions, there are out-dated communication tools and technologies that are hampering SWs. Tusla
to ensure that all offices have efficient broadband or internet access, phone (mobile and land) and
conferencing, and reliable email facilities. This is of particular concern in more rural areas or where some
offices are located in low standard rented facilities. Results from the iPad pilot currently underway in North
Dublin to be evaluated and shared with SW teams nationally.
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15 Findings: Foster Carer Recruitment and
Retention
15.1 Overview
The majority of consultations highlighted the need for more FCs as a critical, urgent issue. The lack of
sufficient numbers of FCs, including FCs with specialized skills, was seen as a key contributor to
inappropriate placement, as matching of children was difficult. A lack of FCs also contributed to
placement breakdown, FC attrition, and a strain on resources within the fostering system. In sessions in both
rural areas and urban centres, a significant concern raised was the frequency of which children were
being placed outside the local area due to lack of available FC in certain areas. This impacts on access
arrangements, added significantly to travel for case management, and creates unnecessary stresses for all
stakeholders involved.
Insufficient resources to conduct timely, effective assessments of new FCs was seen as a lacking, but a
critically necessary area for investment. A lack of resources was seen as an impediment to positive
relationship building, setting the “right tone” for future work, creating positive relationships, and, ultimately
ensuring retention of FCs for the longer term. The challenge was summed up in a quote given in the
context of a discussion on assessment:
"The way SWs treat FCs is the way the FC will treat SWs", underscoring the point of getting the
relationship right from the beginning as an investment in the future.
FCs identified specific issues for new FCs and their induction. The overarching feeling was that FCs, while
they are trained during the assessment process, are lacking information about “what fostering is really like”
and practical, “just in time” information and supports to be effective when starting in fostering.

15.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: There are concerns about nationalisation of recruitment (***)
During the consultation process, many participants spoke about the movement towards nationalisation of
recruitment for FCs. One consultation highlighted:
“The general problem with recruitment is that everyone is reinventing the wheel”
While it was felt that a national campaign could bring “marketing experience” there were a number of
areas, as well as the PSW consultations where it was strongly felt that “local word of mouth is important”
and local recruitment and assessment is vital. The issues of concern with nationalising were:
•
•
•
•

Local knowledge and relationship building was important and might be lost. One SW said that "the
way FCs are is treated [locally] is your best promotional tool"
A local recruitment process supports relationship building which supports assessment, training and
on-going relationships
Specific geographical nuances or needs would be overlooked and “shouldn't be forgotten”
That the Regional Area Fostering Team is more likely to be disempowered

Problem 2: No specialised recruitment for high need areas (**)
There is a lack of specialised recruitment for specific areas of need. Areas of need varied depending on
the region of the country. In general they include FCs who were open to the following placements:
•
•

Teenagers; this cohort was identified as especially challenging to place and maintain in a foster
placement.
Infants; these often had access requirements or court orders requiring significant travel in some
areas.
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•

•

Emergency or shorter term, temporary circumstances; the ages varied in this group. However,
there was a caution about this category in terms of emergency only given the ‘placement drift’
issue discussed previously
Respite only; the ages varied in this group

There was also a suggestion raised by experienced FCs that, while they were “easing out of fostering”, they
still should be considered for emergency placements and could be recruited specifically for that purpose.

Problem 3: Requirements for new Foster Carers can be overly onerous (**)
It was commonly agree that some Foster Carer committees can be overly onerous in the way that they
select Foster Carers. This is an issue as, in many areas, there is as urgent need for more FCs. The following
specific issues were highlighted:
FCs being excluded by FC committees for traits that are unrelated to their ability to effectively care
for a child .e. excluding people who are obese, who smoke, or have medical issues
Non-European FCs can be excluded when their country of origin cannot furnish Garda vetting or
equivalent. This is an important barrier requiring an immediate response as there is a specific need
for FCs of different ethnic backgrounds
The issue of space for bedrooms should be made more flexible to allow for room sharing in some
situations
Recruiting childless Foster Carers: Consultations highlighted that in some areas there is a stigma
regarding allowing individuals who wanted to become FCs but had never had children of their
own. In some instances, the perception depended on the reason the couple was childless. SWs
commented that the addition of SW team members with adoption experience had “eased the
stigma a bit”, however this still needed to be challenged.
Age limit of Foster Carers perceived as policy not guidance: There is guidance regarding age
limitations between the FC and the child who is being placed in care that is poorly understood
and/or seen as a policy rather than guidance in some areas. Many SWs and FCs alike raised this
issue as problematic as it precluded some strong FCs from being considered. In some instances, this
guidance was disregarded for shorter term or emergency placements as SWs “had no other
option” that was viable at the time the placement was required.

Problem 4: Lack of consistency in how the allowance is discussed (*)
A barrier to recruitment is a lack of clarity on what the FC allowance can be spent on. Some potential FCs
have received information that the foster care payments are for foster children’s expenses only. There
needs to be clearly agreed national language that clarifies that the allowance can be spent on family
related costs, such as the mortgage. This clarity will support the engagement of new foster carers.

Problem 5: Foster Carers often feel unprepared for first placement (*)
There was a sentiment by both SWs and FCs in many consultations that the national assessment framework
including the Foundations in Fostering training was good but needed to be reviewed and improved as
many felt it was not sufficient to prepare FCs for their initial placement in terms of practical advice and
participatory learning. In one consultation the issue was raised that both FCs and SWs needed assistance
navigating legislative and statutory requirements regarding how to balance a “common sense approach
to parenting using personal judgement and insight” with regulation. This was seen as a particularly
problematic issue for new FCs as well as new SWs in terms of providing guidance, and may potentially pose
a threat to the retention of new FCs.

Problem 6: Placement decisions need clarity (*)
There was a perceived lack of clarity around policies and how they are implemented regarding the
number of children allowed to be fostered by an individual family. Some FCs stated that in their
experience, placement decisions are not made in an equitable fashion i.e. some families are offered
multiple placements while other families who were available to accept placements were not called upon.
They further stated that as part of the placement process, there is no continuity regarding matching of
placements to families based on skill sets. In some instances, this caused contention with the SW team and

49 | Listening to Social Workers and Foster Carers - Full Report

amongst FCs themselves. Currently under the National Standards, FCs can foster up to two children or two
siblings plus another child from a separate family of origin. Some FCs state that they are not being offered
more than one placement while others state that they are offered multiple placements in the same area.

Problem 7: Foster Carer reviews are not happening consistently (**)
Participants stated, that as part of the on-going process of fostering, a full review is meant to take place
every three years. Many FCs cited this review as essential contact and feedback and a number of
participants reflected that they “wish[ed] it would happen more frequently”. Participants stated that
reviews, in some instances, were not happening at all. In a few instances, FCs stated that they had never
been reviewed after recruitment and approval. One FC remarked:
"I have been fostering for 13 years and have never been reviewed".
Other issues identified regarding FC reviews was that in a number of instances, FCs failed to receive a copy
of the review report once the review had been conducted. It was generally felt that reviews were a
potential form of support and a mechanism to promote retention of FCs.

Problem 8: Instances of new Foster Carers getting complex, challenging children
without sufficient supports (***)
There were instances of recently qualified FCs being offered and accepting very challenging placements
[high need and/or complex cases] with no adequate supports being put in place, awareness of the child’s
history or the case’s complexity, and/or feeling like their lack of experience was not taken into
consideration. The impact of these situations were seen as resulting in new FCs becoming overwhelmed
and leaving fostering.

Problem 9: Foster Carers have insufficient time between placements (**)
A number of consultations raised the issue of FCs needing to take time between placements for reasons
ranging from “just needing time to process” or assess their or their family’s situation through to dealing with
what was perceived as a loss and to manage grief. Participants who raised this issue felt that “time-off” was
not proactively discussed consistently as part of a foster child’s transition out of a foster home. While
discussions did highlight a difference between placement breakdown (generally a negative experience)
and family re-unification (generally a positive experience), the issue of insufficient time between foster
placements for foster families could cause issues including:
•
•
•
•

Creating stress in families and birth children – there was a concern that a foster child moving is
disruptive to all involved, regardless of circumstances
Carers feeling guilty at turning down a new placement request
Not having time to process previous placement for learning opportunities or, in some cases, grieve
Contribute to future placement breakdowns. Three instances mentioned by participants were that
this might be more likely if a FC has had a particularly difficult previous placement, a placement
was not a good match, or a placement had broken down

Problem 10: New health and safety questionnaire raising issues (*)
In a consultation, FCs raised a concern about the new Health & Safety questionnaire they were being
asked to sign. There was a lack of clarity as to why the questionnaire was being requested. One participant
stated:
“We are only assisting the state in the guardianship of a child: we are not a business”.
Some FCs also felt that the form raised a number of concerns including if they would be liable should
anything happen to a foster child in their home if they signed this document. This in turn raised other
questions about FC’s potential liability and worries about lack of legal cover should a FC not want to join
IFCA.
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Problem 11: FCs / adoptive parents cease care of foster children in
adolescence compounding abandonment
While not a very frequent issue, the challenge of FCs or adoptive parents ceasing care of an adolescent is
a very significant issue when it does occur - given the impact on the young person. It was noted that in
previous cases, where this occurred, there had not been substantial contact between SW and the family
prior to the FC ceasing care and this has reduced the potential for preventative action.

15.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Tusla and IFCA to conduct a review of Foster Carer recruitment and develop a
national campaign which can be locally implemented (***) (System/Culture)
Review of system for recruitment, assessment and training of FCs needs to be undertaken by a
multidisciplinary team consisting of SWs, FCs, IFCA, and Tusla management. Review to be based on
research drawing from international and national good practices. The strategy for recruitment to be
developed to respond to local needs for particular types of foster placements (e.g. babies more
commonly need placements in some areas, while young people with addiction issues are more
concentrated in other areas). Information on demographics of FCs and children, as well as case
complexity, FC experience, number and location of siblings, should be used to develop localised strategies.
In relation to recruitment, there to be a national campaign developed that provides for successful and
appropriately resourced local implementation. The national campaign to raise public awareness of the
positive benefits of fostering and urgent need for carers. This campaign to include strategies and marketing
plans developed by relevant professionals that target local needs for FCs and provide for clear guidelines
for local application. This campaign should be different to the current system for recruitment, which was
described by one participant as: “A load of leaflets are given out to us with little direction on how to use
them”. Further, there was an agreed role for Tusla to engage with the media around the positives of FC,
and the importance of it, to counter negative attention of media coverage of SW services.
It was felt that professionals should be contracted to support a media campaign for recruitment of FCs. The
idea of partnering with the GAA, Irish Country Women’s Association or similar organisation to 'sponsor'
fostering to raise the profile was suggested. The recruitment campaign to actively dispel misconceptions
about age limitations, provide clear guidance on the number of possible placements, as well as
highlighting that the process welcomes applications from childless families. It will be paramount to ensure
that resources are allocated to support and manage incoming enquires and assessments at a local level
effectively and efficiently to prevent attrition of interested parties.
FC committee’s interpretation of national policy in relation to who is accepted as a Foster Carer needs to
be audited and committees supported to ensure that selection processes are evidence based, not overly
onerous, and are reflective of contemporary Irish society.
Clarity to be provided on how the FC allowance should be discussed on what it can be used on. The ability
of families to spend the allowance on family related costs, such as mortgage and groceries should be
highlighted.

Work to be undertaken on how international Garda Vetting challenges can be
overcome so more foreign national Foster Carers can be taken on (*) System
An alternate system for Garda Vetting to be established for foreign nationals whose countries of origin do
not have policing systems which can effectively engage with Irish Garda Vetting requirements. This action
would aim to support families from diverse cultural backgrounds to engage in foster care. This approach
aims to support children being more likely to be able to be placed with a family with a similar cultural
background to their own. Once these challenges are overcome, the national or regional recruitment
strategies to include goals in relation to the cultural diversity of FCs.
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Tusla to provide guidance on placement decision criteria nationally (*) (System)
As part of policy review and re-development, Tusla to provide clear, consistent lists of decision criteria used
in determining placement decisions by SW teams. It was recommended that this also include a statement
that addresses the dynamic nature of placement decisions, highlighting that they are always made in the
best interest of the child. IFCA to partner with Tusla in jointly communicating this guidance within their
respective organisations, and to IFCA’s membership. Clear rationale will be provided to FC if placements
are not being given.

Evaluate pilot for national rollout of Professional Foster Care for complex cases
pilot (**) (Policy/Capacity)
Currently being trialled in Galway, the professional FC team consists of one Admin, four link workers and
one team leader who provides dedicated support and training to 12 FCs across the region who receive
dedicated training (week long off-site), a retainer in addition to FC allowance, paid respite every four
weeks, therapeutic support, and 24 x 7 helpline type support, to support children with highly complex,
challenging cases. There is a placement duration of no longer than one year. Tusla to evaluate model of
service delivery and determine if this could provide a national solution. Another pilot in Dublin North East is
trialling supports for FCs providing care to young people coming out of residential care with wrap around
supports and then additional payments to FC. This model should also be evaluated for potential national
application.

Tusla to consider using short term pre-placement preparatory centre for children
with highly complex needs (*) (Capacity)
Tusla to consider using short term pre-placement preparatory centre for children with highly complex needs
for a maximum period of six weeks in order to assess with full therapeutic supports in place i.e. psychologists,
trained social care workers etc. This would include preparing children for placement i.e. direct work with
young person regarding family systems, exploring empathy and assessment of child's ability to cope with
family placement. If child is deemed to have significant issues, specialist FCs to be recruited with training in
teenage addiction issues, complex trauma, attachment to young children and good local knowledge of
services/contacts in area. In the case of children with significant issues that would preclude them from
entering the fostering system, a residential home with significant supports and step down facilities to be
explored in these cases of complex needs with the aim that any such exploration would be time-limited,
goal-orientated and therapeutic.

Tusla to review Foundations in Fostering course to determine areas for
improvement (***) (Capacity)
Tusla to review, in partnership with IFCA, opportunities to improve the Foundations in Fostering course. This
would include exploration of practical participatory additions that would address challenges faced by FCs
and Foster Children within the first six months of placement. Consideration should be given to development
of course modules in collaboration with FCs and SWs as well as opportunities for co-facilitation of some or
all course components. Course to be built in line with adult education principals and encourage a
collaborative learning approach. Course would consist of a pre and post assessment tool to enable ongoing learning and development. Once the accessible learning resources are developed, FCs to be
trained in how to access and use these as well as other supports on offer.

IFCA to work with Tusla to review approaches to support Foster Carers taking
breaks from fostering after placements (**) (Culture/System)
In order to support FCs and their families after placement ends, IFCA and Tusla should work with FCs and
SWs to explore approaches to taking breaks from fostering between placements, and a policy should be
developed based on input from FCs and SWs and informed by relevant international and national good
practice. This should promote honesty and open communication about assessed need (by either FC or SW)
for a break period. Once an approach has been developed, it is recommended that it be piloted in a few
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regions to determine efficacy and gather additional lessons prior to nationalising a programme to support
break-taking by FCs.

IFCA to work with Tusla to seek legal clarification for rationale for Health and
Safety Questionnaire (*) (System)
Legal clarification to be sought via the fostering committee for H&S questionnaire as a few consultations
highlighted this as a process concern potentially impacting retention. Should the document be deemed
necessary due to statutory requirements, the fostering committee to draft an explanatory document with
rationale for the questionnaire, a detailed FAQ, a contact number for questions, and inclusion in the
fostering committee’s best practice guidance. IFCA to provide an explanatory document to membership
and Tusla to provide the same to all SW teams and current FCs. Document to be provided online by both
IFCA and Tusla to ensure transparency and joint communication.

All cases to have Link Worker, who can provide targeted supports when foster
children are in adolescence
The current policy of putting long term or stable cases to the bottom of the priority list for assignment of Link
Workers to be stopped and the system resourced to ensure that all children in FC have a Link Worker. This to
be a KPI for Tusla. There is a significant role for Link Workers in supporting families under pressure and
supporting families managing challenging adolescent behaviour, in order to maintain placements.
Resources and other supports to be developed to support FCs with adolescent foster care children.
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16 Findings: Guardian Ad Litem
16.1 Overview
The right of a child to participate and have their views heard in judicial or administrative matters affecting
them is prescribed by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, to which Ireland is bound as a
signatory. Participants during consultations also underscored the importance of children and their right to
be able to have their views expressed and well as the need for decisions to be made with their best interest
in mind. Guardian Ad Litems (GALs) play an important role in ensuring children’s voices and views are
considered in judicial matters affecting them in Ireland.
In October 2015, the DCYA undertook a consultation relating to GALs and their role given the “purpose of
the service is to benefit the child by supporting the court to make decisions in child care proceedings
which have the best interests of the child as the paramount consideration”. DCYA undertook the
consultation recognising “significant inadequacies in the existing arrangements” and the need to “establish
an accountable national system for service management and delivery” as well as to “provide optimum
assurance regarding the quality and sustainability of services”. IFCA was party to the submission to DCYA
made by the Children’s Rights Alliance in 2016. Many of the concerns put forward in the DCYA consultation
document and the submissions made by the Children’s Rights Alliance were raised during the IFCA Tusla
consultation process with FCs and SWs.
While participants in this consultation recognised the importance of the GAL role and acknowledged that
many GALs were “good”, there were strong concerns in line with the DCYA consultation about the
effectiveness of the current system including the lack of standards, professional accountability, role clarity,
and concerns about cost relative to effectiveness given the €8.9 million Tusla paid in 2015 for GALsiv.
A further concern expressed by some participants was that while GALs could be useful in providing children
with a voice in decisions that affect them, there was no avenue for effectively challenging what might be
perceived as unprofessional behaviour. It is worth noting that a number of participants felt that when SWs
were allowed to recommend GALs to a judge, that there was a greater likelihood of working in partnership
for a child, clarity in the investigation process, opportunities for all parties to improve practice, and
consistent information sharing.

16.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: GALs lack of role clarity (***)
Participants highlighted that children were often confused as to the GAL’s role, responsibilities, limitations,
and power with regard to themselves and in their case. This lack of role clarity was also expressed
frequently by participants including specific issues with:
•
•
•
•

Current policies did not provide enough clarity on GALs role
A lack of clear guidelines for GALs engagement with stakeholders in fostering system
Receiving conflicting messages, requests, and/or directions from GALs and SWs causing confusion
and frustration for all stakeholders
GALs engaging inconsistently leading to concerns of equity of representation amongst Foster
Children in similar circumstances. One participant stated, “a child without GAL doesn't have same
level of representation as child with”.

Problem 2: There is insufficient and inconsistent professional standards for GALs
(***)
Participants expressed concerns about the insufficient and inconsistent professional standards required for
GALs. These included:
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•
•

•
•

Variances in qualifications, skills, and relevant knowledge
Although professional standards had been introduced in some organisations employing GALs,
some GALs were allowed to continue to practice, potentially without meeting the standards,
because they had been a GAL without having their qualifications, skills or knowledge re-evaluated
The absence of a professional code of conduct, professional practice guidelines, and continuing
education requirements
In practice Children not always being put at center of GAL recommendations

Problem 3: There are transparency and accountability concerns in relations to
GALs (***)
Generally, there was a concern amongst participants who raised GALs as an issue that the current system
lacked accountability and transparency. Concerns outlined the following:
•
•
•

•

Lack of oversight by an independent national body separate from Tusla
Potential conflicts of interest as Tusla is responsible for remuneration of GALs
No mechanism to address unprofessional behavior or challenge decisions including instances
where family reunification is prioritised over child’s rights and keeping a case “open” when issues
have been resolved
There is no cap on GAL fees and little understanding into the actual cost and efficacy of work
undertaken by GALs, leading to perceptions of GALs being a lucrative industry that did not always
serve Foster Children. One participant had a seen a budget statement where a GAL was paid
€230K in a year.

16.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Clarify role of GALs (***) (System)
The role of GALs to be clarified nationally in relation to court proceedings and how a GAL interacts with the
stakeholders in the fostering system, including communication expectations to stakeholders. Once clarified,
there should be consideration given to developing a series of age-appropriate documents for children
about the GAL, and the role a GAL might play in relation to decisions made which affect them.

Develop National Standards and regulation for GALs which manage conflicts of
interest and ensure consistent supports (***) (System)
It was recommended that national guidelines for GALs be further developed, including; a professional
code of conduct, minimum requirements for experience and qualifications, and a process for managing
concerns or complaints about the professional behavior of GALs. Additional suggestions included
processes for beginning and ending case involvement by GALs, clarity about what information needs to be
made available to GALs, and a quality assurance and audit processes for service quality (i.e. through a
process similar to HIQA).
The national standard development process should be done in consultation with all stakeholders including
FCs and SWs who had experience of the service, and in conjunction with the recommendation below.

Employ GALs through the Judiciary and bring payments in line with other
professions (***) (System)
It is recommended that GALs be centrally employed and managed by the Judiciary to ensure that there is
no conflict of interest with Tusla and to support cost containment. Consideration should be given to
assessing cost savings and reallocating potential savings towards other urgent priorities listed in this report. It
should be noted that participants felt that monies currently spent on GALs would be well used in creating
mental health services within Tusla.
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17 Findings: Judges/Judicial System
17.1 Overview
Both FCs and SWs spoke of frustrations with judges and judicial proceedings. In many instances, this centred
around a difference of opinion on what was considered “the best interest of the child”. Participants at
some workshops agreed that there had been a more recent change in the character of court
proceedings, with these becoming more contentious with an increased presence of barristers arguing
“points of law” without consideration for the impact on the child (in each instance discussed, the barrister
was representing birth parents with support from FLAC or another legal aid group).
Both SWs and FCs (when they attended) felt court proceedings were stressful. SWs commented that
judges’ orders were in many cases undermining effective relationships that were built between themselves,
the FC and the family of origin. One SW expressed a common sentiment of being “under duress when cross
examined” and that courts were, on occasion, “trampling on social work processes”. There was a strong
feeling in a number of the consultations that judges were directing the work of the fostering system by
virtue of their position, and issued orders without fully understanding the impact throughout the case or on
the child(ren) at the centre of the case. Numerous examples were given regarding the impact of judicial
orders making requirements on FCs or SWs being obligated to communicate orders to FCs without the FCs
being able to provide input to the court – this was a particular issue with contentious cases. One
participant stated that they were “demanded of but not consulted with”.

17.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Judges are not sensitised to the challenges of fostering (***)
There were a number of instances where consultations raised the issue of judges and the court system
being disconnected from the specific challenges and issues facing Foster Children and within fostering in
general. There was a feeling by both FCs and SWs that judges are not getting the full picture in terms of
how the child is doing, or in terms of having information on whether their orders are making the situation
better or worse. FCs and SWs both talked about examples where court orders broke down the normalcy
they were trying to create for the child.
Specific areas that were discussed when judges were not perceived as having the required knowledge or
understanding were in emotional abuse and neglect, and the impact of trauma on behaviour and
attachment. The overarching perception from participants was that because of these issues, judges were
mandating, and solicitors were arguing for, potentially inappropriate requirements for FCs and/or SWs
resulting in court directed actions that were not in child's best interest or could “create more trauma for a
child”.
In reference to trying to explain the impact of emotional abuse on a specific child one SW stated that you
“can’t take a picture of emotional abuse” and show it to a judge. Another participant stated they felt a
particular judge “operat[ed] in a bubble” without understanding the impact of decisions.

Problem 2: There are perceptions of cases being micromanaged by courts (*)
During a minority of consultations there was frustration with a perceived micro-management by the courts.
During one consultation, a participant stated that stakeholders “end-up being micro managed without
proper insight of expertise in area of child trauma”. In two other consultations, FCs shared examples that
demonstrated the ‘bubble’ effect with orders that were perceived as straining FCs and/or SWs. More than
one FC in a particular area was mandated to pick up breast milk from the children’s natural mother
multiple times a week from a significant distance. Another FC was ordered to facilitate access visits five
days a week. A SW cited an example of a judge ordering the team to work on Christmas.
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Problem 3: Judges can change depending on orders (**)
Many interim or ‘short-term’ order cases are seen by district judges, however if a child’s case is transitioned
to ‘semi-permanent’ or full care order many district judges refer the case out. One participant stated that
“district judges don't like to deal with full orders” reflecting the sentiment from a number of consultations
across the country. The issues associated with this type of court referral are that generally the case has to
start from scratch which causes delays, a re-hashing of sometimes painful or emotive issues and can delay
cases from moving forward, which is not in the best interests of the child, birth family or FC.

Problem 4: There are concerns about the rights of birth parents being prioritised
over child’s rights (***)
During the consultations, there was a feeling amongst some participants (both FC and SW) that the courts
are “about reunification” and that they are directing SW and Tusla work to that end. A number of FCs who
had been involved with the judiciary for Foster Children addressed this as well.

Problem 5: Foster Carers unprepared for contentious legal proceedings (**)
There were instances where workshop participants felt overwhelmed and or under duress given multiple
orders to appear in relation to a child or families legal proceedings. Further, participants stated that the
‘tenor’ of court proceedings had shifted recently and become more contentious. There were a number of
issues with this including:
•

•

Legal representatives for families now include barristers (representing birth parents with support
from FLAC or other legal aid) who engage arguing points of law as opposed to what is best for a
child and are considered to be highly adversarial - SW felt under duress when cross examined and
that courts were trampling on social work process, undermining effective relationships that were
built between SW, FC and family of origin.
When a child in care makes a disclosure i.e. sexual abuse. FCs are summoned to give evidence in
court and feel ill-equipped to deal with the cross examination process.

Problem 6: Communication regarding court orders (**)
Children and FCs do not always receive proactive, timely communication about their cases when going to
court - especially when a case has been going for a long time. The challenge for FCs is described by the
following statement from a SW workshop respondent who felt that they were;
"…caught on what information I can share".
It was reported that a resulting issue is that when communication about court decisions is not conveyed in
a timely way, a child can “be more confused and unsettled” and FCs are unable to support the child
effectively.

17.3 Potential Solutions
Requirement to be introduced for training for all solicitors and barristers on Tusla
service panel (***) (Capacity)
There is a recommendation that solicitors handling foster cases be required to be trained on issues related
to fostering including attachment, trauma, and the impact of decision-making and processes on children.
This training should be informed by experiences of FCs and SWs and children. Training to be made
available to judges and delivery via online mediums to be reviewed. The training will consider the following
topics and their impact on children’s wellbeing: issues of attachment, trauma, emotional abuse, and
neglect, how multiple placements and service delays can impact children, how the system can work to
reduce trauma on children.
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Work with the judiciary to address issues specific to the fostering system (***)
(System)
It is recommended that the judiciary be actively engaged in a consultative process to determine the most
effective approaches to address the impact of the following:
•

•

District courts passing cases to family law courts leading to delays with cases and a need to revisit
cases in a court setting. The potential for establishing a traveling family law judge, and for upskilling district judges on family cases were both raised as potential methods to restrict cases being
passed on unnecessarily
Stakeholders felt that, at more times than was acceptable, judges lacked knowledge of relevant
aspects of state care such as the impact of attachment, trauma, emotional abuse, neglect and
multiple placements on children. This was seen as contributing to unrealistic and/or unhelpful
rulings or engagement. Stakeholders recommended that judges receive training on these issues,
potentially on-line

Child’s solicitor to meet Foster Carer prior to court appearances (*) (System)
Where appropriate, solicitors to be encouraged to meet with FC prior to representing a child. This was
particularly important for long-term placements or with placements that were considered challenging. This
would provide FCs with an opportunity to provide solicitors with information about the child’s ‘day to day’,
their perspective on the child, the impact of various aspects of the case on the child and an understanding
of any relevant constraints.

Foster Carer to be updated before and after court appointments (*) (System)
SWs for both the child and FC should ensure that FCs are updated prior to and following court
appointments, where there is any substantive information. This will support the FC in addressing Foster
Children’s queries, increase FC’s ability to support children through challenging cases, and increase FC’s
participation in and ability to contribute to on-going issues that impact children in their care.
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18 Findings: Legal and Rights Issues
18.1 Overview
In many of the consultations, there were a number of issues raised that could generally be categorised as
either legal or rights issues that were raised anecdotally in the initial survey. These issues were compounded
by a lack of clear guidance (and in some instances conflicting guidance amongst SWs or SW teams) or
lack of clear policies or procedures. Additionally, many of the issues raised in this section are linked to issues
of access, administrative capacity, sibling placements and other services being unaware of fostering
processes.

18.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Legal requirements are unclear when crossing borders (*)
FCs were concerned about the legalities of traveling across international borders and the “legal grey area”
they perceived they were in regarding school expeditions and/or shopping trips in moving children from
one jurisdiction to another (Ireland to Northern Ireland) as they believed they were transgressing the law.
FCs who raised this issue, also stated that when seeking clarification from SWs, there was inconsistency in
the advice or information given. SWs also raised their lack of clarity regarding the issue of crossing the
border when there were multiple siblings fostered to different jurisdictions.

Problem 2: Children who have not been registered at birth (*)
Foster children who have not been registered at birth were noted as facing challenges relative to
documentation. There is a lack of clarity as to how to resolve the impact that the child had no legal right
to access a medical card, a PPS number or seek child benefits. In one instance, a child was placed without
this information being given to the FC and the FC received conflicting guidance on the appropriate
processes for resolving the issue.

Problem 3: Obtaining permission from birth parents (**)
There was a concern about the level of permission FCs were directed to obtain from birth parents and in
many instances a lack of clarity about the current policy and regulatory requirements to obtain permission.
One FC remarked that:
“The only thing we can legally sign is a homework book”.
Another remarked that:
“Not allowing a FC to sign consent forms makes a foster child feel different from his peers in school”.
Some FCs were advised to seek permission for the following:
•
•
•

School trips
Summer camps
Extracurricular activity associated with primary/secondary education

This can be a time consuming process and in some cases the child misses out on an activity because forms
are not signed in a timely way or were not signed at all. Another concern raised related to FCs wanting to
take a child on holiday and the concern that should a parent refuse, the foster child would be required to
go into respite care and could potentially be emotionally impacted by being excluded.
Parental permission is also required for a psychological assessment. In one instance, a child, who was
being fostered by a carer without ‘extended rights’ missed the psychological assessment due to a birth
parent not signing a consent form after the child had waited for over one year to be assessed.
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Problem 4: There are instances where Foster Carers do not understand their
rights in relation to court proceedings (*)
In a few consultations, FCs expressed concerns regarding their rights in relation to court proceedings. One
example provided related to a FC summoned to court three times without legal representation to be cross
examined by a solicitor regarding a child in their care. The FC expressed frustration and discomfort as they
wanted to support the child’s wishes but was without legal representation and could not afford to hire
appropriate legal support.
FC’s lack of understanding concerning the following, when accepting a placement for a child involved
with court proceedings:
•
•
•

If they might be expected to testify
If they had the right to attend or input into proceedings to support a child
If they should retain or were required to retain separate legal counsel and if support was available
to them in this regard (both advice and monetary support)

Problem 5: There is a lack of understanding of Enhanced Rights (**)
Consultations highlighted that Enhanced Rights is not well understood by many FCs in terms of when it is
possible to apply for this and under what circumstances. Participants highlighted issues where a child had
been in placements for more than one but less than five years and the difficulties faced in obtaining
permissions for medical treatments, passports, and/or holidays. Participants cited the lack of administrative
workers within the SW system as hampering the Enhanced Rights process occurring in a timely fashion, in
particular for long-term placements.

Problem 6: Other services are not aware of Enhanced Rights (**)
There were a number of consultations where participants stated that other state services including the
Gardaí and passport offices, as well as medical card processing staff were not aware of this legal status. A
number of FCs with long-term placements who had been granted Enhanced Rights stated that they
experienced challenges with these services when submitting applications, requesting documents and in
other general interactions.

Problem 7: There is a general sense that there is little chance of adoption (*)
In a few consultations, participants felt that adoption was actively discouraged and/or that there was “little
chance” of it occurring. This was particularly an issue for FCs who had long-term placements and were
actively considering adoption.

Problem 8: There is a lack of clarity about Foster Carer allowance and what it
should cover (*)
In one consultation, FCs stated that they paid for services that they perceived were outside the allowance
provided for supporting the child. The following services were mentioned: mileage (up to the first 80 miles),
and grinds or home tuition including English language supports.

Problem 9: There is a lack of clarity on and availability of Tusla policies (***)
Lack of availability of Tusla policies and procedures was raised at consultations as a concern, as it added
to the lack of clarity or sense of fairness in how issues were addressed or certain processes were followed. In
some instances, SWs stated that they called the IFCA helpline when they were not able to get a clear
answer from Tusla. In one particular region, neighbouring areas had different policies and procedures and
FCs identified that there were varying service delivery approaches, decisions made, and or responses to
similar issues.
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Problem 10: There is lack of clarity on opening bank accounts for Foster Children
(*)
There is a lack of clarity on the policy and process to support children in opening bank accounts. FCs
stated that in some instances they were asked to do this and deposit the monthly Children's Allowance until
the child turned18, but in the same consultation other FCs stated they were not required to open bank
accounts.

Problem 11: Lack of supports for Unaccompanied Minors and Foster Carers who
care for them (*)
When fostering an unaccompanied minor, there were concerns expressed that the length of time to
process decisions can be overly distressing for the child in question. In one instance a child wanted to take
part in an activity their peers were engaged with. It took over two years for a decision to be made during
which time, the child’s wishes were set aside and there was undue stress on the child; the opportunity had
passed by the time the decision was made.

18.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Tusla to seek clarification and provide guidance and policy on cross border
travel (*) (Policy/System)
Tusla to seek legal clarification regarding cross border travel. The recommendation to be used to issue
clear guidance to FCs and SWs, and incorporated into the relevant policies. This to be recommended: that
FCs and SWs be consulted to ensure that unique situations are captured including school or family outings
and/or circumstances where access requires cross border travel. Further, it is recommended that clarity be
sought as to the need for court permission prior to travel for travel less than 72 hours in duration. It was
requested that Tusla seek to understand if there was potential for a joint agreement to be drafted and
implemented by both jurisdictions should there be sufficient numbers of children and FCs with this
challenge.

Tusla to provide enhanced support and policy guidance to Social Workers and
Foster Carers caring for children lacking documentation (*) (Policy/System)
In circumstances where children in care are lacking documentation, Tusla should provide specific,
dedicated support and guidance to SWs and FCs in relation to ensuring appropriate documentation is
obtained. This might require a special project team within Tusla to undertake a review of current legal
requirements and potential solutions. This support and policy guidance would include addressing the
following:
•
•

Process for obtaining an emergency medical card and emergency temporary PPS number for
child lacking documentation
Emergency funds being made available when child benefit cannot be accessed

Additional considerations to be reviewed for feasibility include:
•
•

Legislative review of child's right to be registered with/without birth parental consent.
Legislative review of child being registered as part of the fostering process with Section 47 to be
enacted as a last resort if birth parent does not register child within three months of going into
foster care
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IFCA and Tusla to update policies and set out detailed, clear national standards
in relation to all re-occurring issues and processes (**) (Policy/Capacity)
It is recommended that IFCA and Tusla collaborate to develop detailed polices as well as a more
accessible summary guidance documents across all processes and any re-occurring issues to ensure a
clear standard of national practice. This to include, however not be restricted to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Short term care orders and parent permission
Long term care orders and parent permission
Enhanced rights: when to seek them
Enhanced rights and parent permission [in progress]
Court proceedings and legal support for FC
Preparing for a Holiday with Foster Children
Seeking Medical Treatment for Foster Children
Fostering allowance and its purpose [in progress]
Financial arrangement for Foster Children [in progress]
Adoption and Fostering

Consultation to include input from Foster Children, FCs and SWs. User friendly version to be written from the
perspective of FCs and include FAQs, contact for questions, and suggested preparation timelines where
appropriate and made available on the on-line resource hub.

Child in care reviews and care plans for children in long term placements to
include action plan for enhanced rights (**) (System)
As a support for FCs who have been fostering children in long term placements for more than three years,
the appropriateness of Enhanced Rights to be included in CIC review discussions with the child, birth
parents, and FCs as well as, where appropriate, including Enhanced Rights in care plans. The requirement
for these discussions should be built into Tusla’s standard business process and policy review. Specific
consideration should be given to the supports FCs might require in obtaining Enhanced Rights including
gathering of documentation and discussions of timelines.

Information to be included on the Tusla website on enhanced rights, specially
aimed at statutory agencies (*) (Policy)
The Tusla website to have a section for other statutory agencies explaining Enhanced Rights. This to be
communicated to National Gardaí and Passport offices for dissemination to staff. Additional consideration
to be given to provide training to other agencies regarding the above areas to ensure that when a child’s
presence is required, where possible the least onerous and intimidating process can be utilised (specific
example was given that a child might find uniformed Gardaí intimidating).
Consideration should also be given to ensuring administrative staff locally are appropriately trained in terms
of Enhanced Rights processes and pathways to timely completion of paperwork. Tusla’s Dublin office was
cited as having a well-functioning system in place that could be replicated by Tusla nationally. A review of
system function should be undertaken every 12 months by IFCA and Tusla’s policy department.
Note: A portion of this solution is in progress with IFCA and passport office.

All policies and procedures related to fostering should be made available to
stakeholders (***) (Policy/System)
Tusla to make all existing policies and procedures available to all stakeholders including FCs and Foster
Children via their website, noting where a policy is under review where relevant. As new policies or
procedures are approved, to be made available in the same fashion. Notations for policies under review
was considered appropriate however, it was requested that all policies currently being used to direct
practice be made available as soon as possible. Recommendation to register all FCs and give them a
password to access the Tusla online hub.
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Tusla to explore feasibility of an annual school outing consent form (*) (Policy)
IFCA to provide a draft annual school outing form to Tusla for review and use with birth parents. Review to
examine feasibility of having form signed at beginning of school year and to encompass a general
approval for school outings within certain parameters. Form to be used with birth parents, school officials
and FCs to support Foster Children while in care.

Specialised training for Foster Carers caring for unaccompanied minors (*)
(System/Capacity)
IFCA and Tusla to develop a specialised training for FCs and SWs on issues specific to unaccompanied
minors with guidance from the Unaccompanied Minors Team within Tusla and legal expertise where
required. Training to be provided to FCs considering or open to placement of unaccompanied minors
alongside, where feasible, SWs supporting same.
Note: There is currently a training package developed for addressing needs of Syrian children which can
be adapted.

Consideration for a single legal expert to support unaccompanied minors and
the Social Workers and Foster Carers who support them (*) (System/Capacity)
It was recommended that Tusla consider appointing a single dedicated resource to oversee all legal issues
relating to unaccompanied minors.
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19 Findings: Liabilities and Insurance
19.1 Overview
The initial FC survey revealed that 45% of FC respondents had a lack of knowledge of their liability in
relation to foster caring and as to whether they were insured sufficiently. During the consultation process,
insurance was discussed in relation to house, travel and health insurance with the following problems
identified.

19.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Clarity and guidance on appropriate insurance cover is lacking (**)
Participants felt there was not sufficient guidance or clarity on insurance requirements and cover in relation
to fostering. This was a particular issue for those new to fostering who had questions and no clear source of
information (SWs were also frequently asked for advice and did not feel equipped to provide information
on this issue). It was also an issue for those who fostered children with challenging behaviors or complex
needs. For foster families wanting to take Foster Children on family holidays, there was similar lack of clarity
on what, if any, special insurance they would need to provide for children in their care. There were a large
array of different arrangements and stories in relation to insurance companies and the advice issued by
them, which complicated matters for FCs.

Problem 2: Foster Carers whose foster children exhibiting risk behaviours lack
inclusive cover (**)
Participants within a number of workshops were concerned about or experienced significant difficulties in
receiving recompense from their insurance if or when there was damage to property or household items by
Foster Children – specifically, in an instance where a foster child might or did intentionally damage
property. In these instances FCs feared they were fostering without a sufficient or a required level of
insurance cover. There was also a story told in one workshop of an instance where significant damage to a
property had occurred, and a FC did not receive a payout from their insurance company as the damage
was considered willful.

Problem 3: Acquiring health insurance for foster children (**)
During consultations, private health insurance was seen as a way to provide relief from long waiting periods
when the children needed urgent access to specialised services. There were foster families in consultations
who had added Foster Children, at their own expense, to a family’s private cover. These families were
unsure as to whether Tusla allowed FCs to provide Foster Children with private cover under their family
insurance plan when this was available. Further they recognised that this option created a “two-tier”
system for Foster Children’s access to necessary urgent, specialised care and expressed concern for those
children who went without this benefit.

19.3 Potential Solutions
Seek guidance from insurance and/or other relevant experts on need to
declare foster children in home. (**) (Capacity)
There was a lack of clarity on whether FCs needed to inform their insurance agencies of the presence of
Foster Children, if failure to do so would void or limit coverage, and if declared, if ‘extra loading’ would be
required due to assessed risk increase. The recommendation from participants was for IFCA and Tusla, with
appropriate legal consultation, to make a joint inquiry to the appropriate regulator to clarify if FCs were
obligated to declare Foster Children in their home.
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IFCA to explore negotiating additional insurance cover options, including wilful
damage, with insurance industry (**) (System)
As the main membership body for FCs, it is recommended that IFCA undertake a review of available
options for group indemnity cover that encompasses wilful damage and, if no options exist, engage in
negotiations with the industry for comprehensive cover options similar to residential care or Airbnb. FCs
should be consulted and involved in the processes. Guidance as a result of efforts should be provided to
both Tusla and IFCA members.

Develop a guide that comprehensively addresses all questions and issues in
relation to insurance (**) (System/Policy)
A guide to be developed that addresses issues related to personal liability, comprehensive cover, and
private health insurance including holiday insurance cover for FCs (with and without Enhanced Rights), and
willful damage cover and claims. This guide to be developed by IFCA in consultation with insurance experts
and other relevant stakeholders. Ideally the guide will be endorsed by all large insurance providers and
state their approach to the issues, supporting FCs to make informed decisions and to negotiate with
individual providers or progress claims with insurance staff not familiar with their insurance company’s policy
on foster caring. The guide should be provided to both SWs and FCs, be incorporated into FC preassessment training/guidance, and be available on the on-line resource hub.
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20 Findings: Private Fostering by Relative
Carers
20.1 Overview
The consultations highlighted that relative carers generally are the “last thought about” in the current
resource constrained environment. According to Tusla’s April 2016 Performance Dashboard, 28% of Foster
Children were in care with relatives and this group was the least likely to have written care plans or an
allocated SW.
During the initial review of this report by the Steering Group, the issue of private fostering versus relative
caring was highlighted as unclear. There is a legal distinction between the two categories. ‘Private fostering
arrangements’ are defined as children being cared for by a relative or close family friend outside the
fostering system for more than 14 days, often with engagement from child protection SWs. Relative carers
were defined as family members caring for a relative’s child who is formally registered in the foster care
system and allocated a child in care SW.
During the consultations, individuals identified as ‘relative carers’ however, may have actually been
considered to be in ‘private fostering arrangements’ according to Tusla. Relatives in ‘private fostering
arrangements’ who are not formally engaged with Tusla often face significant challenges in balancing
family relations with caring for a relative’s child(ren). They may be presumed to know more about the
child(ren) in their care than they actually do and are often challenged in accessing supports (financial,
mental health, and legal). Recent research has highlighted that, in line with consultations, there is a lack of
clarity about the necessary support levels and engagement with those caring for children in either of these
alternative care arrangementsv.

20.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: There is a lack of Social Worker support for relatives caring for
children privately (*)
SWs identified relatives caring for children privately, often under traumatic circumstances, as the least likely
to receive supports. Specific instances of this included:
•

•
•
•

High numbers of un-assessed relatives caring for children privately. They often receive only the most
basic health and safety checks. A SW stated that “they seem to be the least urgent and largest unassessed group of fosterers”. In a separate group, another SW stated that there were over 80 unassessed relative carers due to staffing constraints in their area
There are often financial strains on relatives caring for children outside the ‘formal’ care system
They are the group least likely to have a link worker
They seemed to be the least engaged with and/or represented in local IFCA or support groups

Other pertinent issues that were raised were observations that relatives typically took a child after a
traumatic event – the incarceration, addiction, or death of a parent and/or from situations that were
otherwise traumatic. Relatives, caring for children in these circumstances, often do not want to put the
child into the care system however, they often need and are lacking supports (training, assistance
managing family dynamics and/or financial).
SWs stated that often, relative carers told them (SWs) they felt ashamed and exposed because of family
dynamics or the reasons why the child was in their care. A few relative carers who self-identified during
consultations stated that the fostering system does not provide guidance, support, and/or facilitate
meetings with family members who are involved with the child in their care. The lack of support to identify
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workable solutions when demands are put on them by other family members in relation to access was
identified as a source of stress. A self-identified relative carer stated that they felt it was difficult to engage
with IFCA locally even though they might call the hotline.

Problem 2: There is a lack of financial supports for relative Foster Carers in
private fostering arrangements
The relative carer payment is perceived to be extremely hard to get which puts financial pressure on
families asked to provide care for a child relative – they can do so without supports and resources or
choose to have the child placed into care outside the family. There were instances where relative carers
have gone through a full assessment processes, however, this was considered inappropriate and
disproportionally burdensome by consultation respondents.

20.3 Potential Solutions
Tusla to undertake research to determine the challenges and needs of both
relative and private fostering arrangements (**) (Policy/System)
As part of the alternative care strategy, Tusla to undertake research of both relative and private fostering
arrangements. This individual piece of research would actively involve other Tusla departments including
child protection and external agencies/servicesvi (mental health, addiction and Traveller services) to
determine the need for a new assessment model and support structure for relative FCs which aims to keep
children with supportive and willing family members out of the care system wherever possible. It was
suggested during consultations that this approach would require a new legal vehicle and a new policy
framework. The new system should ensure: an appropriate but less demanding relative assessment is
developed; there is a provision for relative FCs to receive a support payment (such as carer’s allowance);
that the payment is easy to access, and, that the policy addresses requirements such as a contract for
payment and supportsvii.
It was recommended that research be used to inform an action plan to increase support for relatives in
private fostering arrangements which is cognisant of the often unique dynamics under which they provide
foster care. This specifically should include prioritising written care plans and child in care SWs on par with
general FCs.

IFCA and Tusla should specifically reach out to relative carers and relatives in
private fostering arrangements at a local level (**) (Policy/Capacity)
It is recommended that IFCA, in partnership with Tusla, develop a specialised engagement plan to address
the unique needs of a relative carer and private fostering arrangements both locally and nationally.
Specifically, the consultations highlighted the need for a local outreach programme for relative carers and
specific training for SWs engaging with relative carers. Specific suggestions included:
•
•
•

Special IFCA meetings for relative carers and those in private arrangements with attendance of
SWs engaged in relative carer cases
Creation of a ‘buddy system’ and / or local support groups for relative carers
Development of training on managing family dynamics

Consideration should be given to engaging relative FCs in specific issue identification and solution sessions
to better address the unique challenges and potential stigma they face in the development of an action
plan. Based on the consultations for this report, it was suggested that relevant needs include:
•
•

Support managing family dynamics pre and post placement for relative FCs
Specialised training for SWs to better understand and support relative FCs in dealing with
challenging family dynamics and the differences between relative and general FC.

67 | Listening to Social Workers and Foster Carers - Full Report

21 Findings: Respite
21.1 Overview
Respite, as defined in the alternative care practice handbook, is the “short term care provided to a child in
order to support the child, their parent or FC by providing a break for the child and [their] primary
caregivers” and is recognised as playing an “invaluable role in …preventing placement breakdown”.
Further, it is noted that respite should not be used as a punitive measure and must also be part of the
child’s care plan. While the practice handbook clearly states that FCs cannot assume respite care will be
provided, consultations highlighted that there are inconsistencies with approaches to respite provision.
The issue of respite was intimately connected to:
•
•
•
•
•

FCs and SWs perceptions of the quality of their working relationship
The level and quality of supports available to FCs in managing challenging placements (primarily
mental health supports)
The opportunities to openly and collaboratively identify potential or existing placement issues
proactively
The individual perceptions of fair treatment surrounding a request or denial of respite
The level of confidence in the other party involved (FC or SW)

The issue of respite was also often connected to pressurised placements in which pre-placement
discussions were lacking in terms of proactively discussing a child’s history, needs and if respite was
expected to be required and or provided as part of a care plan.

21.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Respite is not offered or there is little access (**)
Examples provided during consultations of how and when respite was offered highlighted a concern that
there was an inconsistency about how respite was offered:
•
•
•

There were instances where respite was not being built into short or long term care plans for
placements with high complexity
There were instances where FCs had requested respite on a short-term basis but were told it was
not possible without being given a reason
There is no or very little respite offered to relative carers

Many FCs stated that they would not necessarily take up the offer of respite but would feel a sense of
security to know that it was there if they really needed it in order to prevent burnout and/or placement
breakdown.

Problem 2: There can be stigma associated with respite requests (**)
FCs expressed a concern about asking for respite stating that they might be questioned about their
abilities: one FC was asked “Are you not coping?” The perception was that there was some stigma
attached to asking for respite and the feeling that FCs who ask for respite, were somehow less able than
others who didn’t ask. Participants expressed that this might prevent some carers, particularly for those with
Foster Children who had complex issues that may or may not have been identified early, from asking for
respite support when it might be needed, benefit the placement, or prevent an eventual placement
breakdown.

Problem 3: Financial supports stop during respite (**)
There was a lack of clarity for FCs offered respite and the financial impact. According to some FCs, when
respite was included as part of a care plan their fostering allowance stops as the allowance currently
follows the child and other instances where their allowance continued. This created multi-layered issues for
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FCs as they are less inclined to request respite due to the financial hardship this may cause. There were also
instances where FCs felt that the stopping of allowance sent a message that they were “undervalued”.

21.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Tusla to provide clearer policy guidance on respite provision (***) (Policy/System)
Tusla in partnership with IFCA to provide clearer policy guidance to SWs and FCs on the range of
circumstances where provision of respite is appropriate. This to include recommended practice guidelines
to assist in the identification of when respite may be useful and appropriate, i.e. relative to case complexity
and as a means to prevent placement breakdown. It was also suggested that in some instances, SWs
might need to be reminded of the positive benefits of respite in preventing placement breakdown and FC
attrition. Guidance would seek to de-stigmatise the process and ensure respite is recognised as a tool to
maintain placements and be inclusive of best practice in communicating with children in relation to
respite. This will have a cost implication.
Specific request that relative carers (or relatives engaged in private fostering arrangements) be offered the
same rights and parity of treatment as general FCs was made during the consultations. It is recommended
that the suggested guidance requested above be developed in consultations with both SWs and FCs and
that there should be clear, broad, and proactive communication of guidance once finalised.

Tusla to consider specialised recruitment for respite Foster Carers (***) (Capacity)
It is recommended that Tusla, with support from IFCA, investigate specific areas where there is a high need
for, but lack of, respite provision and /or FCs to provide respite. This is with a view to recruiting FCs
specifically for respite provision. It was suggested that in some areas, there are FCs who might be willing to
facilitate short-term or weekend respite who may be unwilling or unable to support a child for a longer term
placement.

Social work systems, particularly around placement, should proactively consider
respite (**) (System/Capacity)
Tusla should consider undertaking a review of placement and case conference processes to ensure that
respite is considered, de-stigmatised, and proactively discussed with FCs prior to issues with placement
developing, and/or when placing children with complex needs. By proactively raising or recommending
respite inclusion in care plans, SWs may potentially reduce stigma associated with requests for respite.
Success of this recommendation is predicated on sufficient FC resources being available locally to offer
respite support and is therefore inextricably linked to FC recruitment as noted previously.

Tusla to explore and consider Foster Carer allowance payments remaining
during respite, for Foster Carers supporting children with complex needs (**)
(Policy)
Tusla should explore and consider FC respite allowance payments for identified highly complex cases as set
out in the guidelines recommended to be developed previously in this section of the report. Specific
suggestions included FCs supporting children with complex needs to be offered two weeks paid respite per
year in either a two-week block or one week taken twice throughout the year.
A directive has been discussed where the allowance stays with the family in the case of complex needs
and to be included in the new guidance.

Tusla to consider proactively providing respite for new Foster Carers during 1st
year fostering (*) (System)
The initial year of fostering was identified as a time when FCs were particularly susceptible to needing
respite, but being particularly unsure of whether to request respite. It is recommended to further explore the
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possibility of proactively offering respite during the initial year of fostering as a potential support to new FCs
with long term placements regardless of complexity. As part of this recommendation, it was suggested that,
resources allowing, that a structured review of the placement and the FCs capacity could be undertaken
during the respite period with the FCs Link SW.
This solution was not accepted by the Steering Group: Respite is a limited resource and cannot be
proactively provided to all FCs during the initial year of fostering and this is best provided in relation to a
managed care plan and as a prevention of case breakdown. Additional 1st year supports will be
investigated by Tusla.
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22 Findings: Sibling Fostering
22.1 Overview
According to Tusla’s Alternative Care Practice Handbook, the “National Matching Guidelines for Children
in Foster Care (Child and Family Agency, 2014c) include the placing of siblings together in foster care” and
also references ‘Listen to Our Voices’ (DCYA, 2011) which highlighted the “importance of children staying
with their siblings” while in foster care.

22.2 Problems Identified
Siblings placed in different families often have different Social Workers (*)
There are instances where siblings are either placed in separate foster families and/or each child is
allocated separate SWs. During the consultations a further complication was highlighted in that there were
instances where the link SWs were also different for the FCs who are supporting some, but not all, fostered
siblings.
The impact of this is that there were instances where there was little or no communication between
different SWs either with each other or with the FCs, resulting in compromised services for both the child
and the FC. A concrete example was given regarding a sibling who was moved from one foster family to
another family; the FCs of the other siblings were not informed. A further example was of a sibling who
reported variance in how they receive SW support and the frequency of visits compared to their sibling.

22.3 Potential Solutions
Sibling Groups should be allocated one Child in Care and Link Social Worker (**)
(Capacity/System)
Tusla should to the greatest extent possible place all siblings with a single FC. Where this is not possible, Tusla
should ensure that one SW is able to support a sibling group. This would be an operational expectation
unless there are exceptional circumstances, or a specialised skill was required by one of the siblings.
SWs (child in care and link) would liaise with all FCs involved in the fostering of siblings on a regular basis to
ensure better communication and information sharing between FCs and SWs and in particular, all FCs
involved in care-giving of siblings to be informed of change of placements and all other relevant issues.
Tusla to provide guidelines for SW teams to ensure siblings in care are provided with coordinated services
and planned for accordingly. Data on sibling Foster Children to be kept and regularly reviewed by area
managers to plan for and to support FC recruitment.
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23 Findings: Staffing Levels and Capacity
23.1 Overview
As noted elsewhere, the capacity and number of fostering SWs were cited as a key problem area during
the consultations. The fact that not all Foster Children and FCs have an allocated SW was, with few
exceptions, one of the first issues raised during the problem identification section. Put simply, participants
felt that there are not enough SWs available to do the work required. The staffing challenges have
occurred in an environment of organisational restructuring, constrained costs, and increasing oversight,
which further increased demands on staff and management.
There were a number of areas highlighted that contributed to the staffing level problem including high
levels of maternity or other long term leave and insufficient systems for the rapid or planned replacement
of staff, and the available budget to hire. This meant that in a number of areas, cases go unassigned while
the recruitment, approval and hiring process is carried out.
Consultations highlighted that there are often inexperienced SWs receiving large caseloads, and/or highly
complex cases that they struggle to support and manage. Participants stated that there was an urgent
need to address how SW staff are recruited, oriented to their new role, and scaled up in the level and
complexity of their work. It is also worth noting that staffing constraints also exist within management or
supervisory positions, which contribute to SWs lack of feeling supported.
The knock on effect of insufficient staffing has created a cycle of fire-fighting which impacts services to
children and families, stakeholders working relationships, and staff morale.

23.2 Problems Identified
Problem 1: Lack of Child in Care and Link Social Workers was felt to be a
contributing factor to placement breakdown (***)
A core contributor for placement breakdown identified during each consultation was the inadequate
number of SWs. Significantly, in all consultations, SWs highlighted that, in their area, either children and/or
FCs, did not have an assigned SW and were only receiving a support service in urgent situations. The
pressurized environment created by inadequate staffing resulted in stakeholders feeling like they did not
have the ability “to get out in front of potential issues” before they impacted placements. Particular issues
related to staffing deficits and placement breakdown are:
•
An inability for SWs to do timely, early intervention oriented “planned work” crucial to the building of
beneficial relationships and preventing placement breakdown such as; thorough assessments,
placement reviews, effective care planning, supervision of access visits, and timely feedback,
consultative communication, and/or supervision with FCs around placement challenges and
reflective practice
•
A sense of “fire-fighting” the most urgent issues and “quiet” cases being put on the back burner
leading to potential challenges not being addressed. This was described by one participant as
“placement drift” and created a continuous cycle of firefighting or “crisis management”
•
Lack of timely, consultative communications and poor transitions into new placements creating
circumstances where FCs did not receive a clear understanding of specific child needs and history,
family circumstances, access requirements, and other similar issues
•
Inexperienced, short-term replacements or agency SWs are given highly complex cases without the
appropriate level of skills or knowledge to support stakeholders
•
Shifting of work to FCs in relation to managing challenges with placements
It is worth noting that in multiple sessions, SWs referred to themselves as firefighting, fire-fighters or playing
the game “whack a mole”, referencing the pressure they felt in the current working environment. Further,
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SWs and FCs alike stated in multiple consultations a phrase similar to “whoever yells the loudest gets
attention”. In all instances, respondents indicated a level of frustration and resignation.

Problem 2: Inexperienced Social Workers can receive complex cases they may
be unprepared to manage (**)
Due to lack of resources, new or inexperienced SWs can receive a high volume of cases that are complex
in nature and or have specific, special needs associated with them (autism etc.) for which the SW may not
be appropriately qualified or experienced to manage, there can also be limited preparation time. Also in
this regard, agency or temporary hires may not have much experience and were perceived to be a stop
gap measure, which was ineffective from a wider systems perspective.
This can result in poor support for stakeholders, an ability to mitigate placement breakdown, SWs being
overwhelmed, frustrated, anxious or stressed. FCs stated that in some instances they were directing new
SWs on processes and found this stressful or challenging particularly when faced with inexperienced SWs
who “quoted policy” without knowing “the basics of the child’s case” or care plan. Further, while there are
sporadic peer mentoring systems to ensure that new SWs have support, guidance and direction for dealing
with complex cases, participants stated that up-skilling for new SWs depended on how stretched the local
supervisor was in terms of their workload.

Problem 3: Social Worker role has increased paperwork (***)
Participants at the vast majority of sessions citied increases in required paperwork as a having a negative
impact. This was due to it being duplicative, as well as being combined with decreases in administrative
staff support. 82% of SWs reported that managing time to meet the needs of all families and children was a
challenge, as well as a contributor to work-related stress and burnout, and an increase in administration
was seen as being key to this. "SWs are being de-skilled" was an illustrative statement made by a participant
during a conversation about staff capacity in reference to increased administrative work requirements
detracting from child and family focused work. Other illustrative quotes which reflect the feeling of many
participants that the core of SWs "work" has changed and does not allow for time to do planned work
included:
"There is a form to fill out another form"
"I have become a desk SW - [this is] not why I wanted to become a SW"
"There is no value for money with the amount of administrative work"

Problem 4: Replacement process for Social Workers (***)
Participants cited the process of replacing vacant positions as particularly cumbersome and frustrating, as
there was not a guarantee of replacement when someone left. The service does not effectively manage
for long term leave or planned maternity cover, particularly given that many in the social work profession
are women of childbearing age.
Specific issues related to long-term leave were concerns that care plans were not being done and that
care plan reviews were not taking place, or if they were, were happening sporadically. Link SWs were
requested to fulfil a dual role during Child in Care SW sick leave, which was seen as unsustainable.
Specific to the process of requesting a replacement for long-term leave or maternity cover, were two key
issues:
•
Available SWs on the internal transfer list are not allowed to apply for maternity or long-term leave
cover due to job classifications (fixed or short term placements vs. permanent placement) which
was perceived as unnecessarily limiting service delivery from within the organisation
•
The business proposal and recruitment rationalisation process was seen as cumbersome, as it could
take months to receive a response, and there was little guidance as to what to include in internal
documentation requested of managers to justify a position request. This made managers to feel as
if they needed to “anticipate what they [Senior managers and National HR] are looking for” in
terms of local statistics on complexity, urgency, and quantifying the impact of no replacement.
There were two instances mentioned whereby a manager filed paperwork shortly after being
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notified of need for maternity or long-term leave but still did not have a replacement when
individual left on leave (a period of over three months).
In relation to replacements generally, the core issues were that new hires came from the national
recruitment panel. Managers have little to no say in who is selected for a post, and replacements are hired
based on their location preference, not necessarily on their appropriateness for the open position. One
participant stated that this was a cause of position turnover and that individuals needed to be recruited
"not just for where they want to work but for the work they want to do". Another participant stated,
"It is crazy that managers don't get to interview someone who would work for them…we need to
keep the best elements of both" (referring to the nationalised recruitment efforts but need to
interview and make hiring decision locally).
Finally, there was a concern in a few sessions about the lack of flexibility related to job sharing. Participants
stated that there were situations where job sharing could work and that the organisation lost tremendous
knowledge, skills and capacity by not allowing this option to be included in the staffing mix.

Problem 5: Challenges with continuity of care for foster children and carers (**)
Continuity of care was emphasised as an important part of the fostering process by participants, however
participants highlighted that there can be multiple changes of SWs during any one placement for the child
and/or FC. Further, in areas where high turnover of children’s SWs was identified, participants expressed
concern regarding inadequate closure meetings with Foster Children and handover of case files.
Practically, this often meant that many children and FCs felt that they were perpetually retelling their story,
often with difficult topics being re-examined. This was perceived as a failure to recognise the stress on a
child when a SW changes so often.
Participants stated that often, the SW who did their initial assessment did not remain their link worker. While
there may be concrete rationale for this to occur, both SWs and FCs felt that the change created a
hardship for new FCs, who may need extra support, to build a new relationship with a SW who did not know
them. One participant stated this change was “recreating the cycle of moving from person to person [for
the FC] like the child”. It was also noted that recent changes in the way that FCs were assessed in some
regions which use an ‘assessment team model’ then pass the FC on to a link SW had not led to anymore
FCs in the system and had potentially reduced retention.

Problem 6: Case management and supervision (**)
Case management tools recently instituted have been met with mixed results. Some of the SWs during
consultations felt the tool had added value to how they worked and were generally favourable in their
review of the tools. One key factor noted in this group was that the area manager or supervisor used the
tool to present business cases for additional resources or reallocated cases to less “loaded” SWs.
For participants, that felt that the case management tool was not “fulfilling its original purpose to measure
the complexity of cases”, there was a strong sense of frustration for two main reasons: 1) the tool had not
been effectively rolled out (or communicated) and SWs were still struggling with a caseload that they felt
was unreasonable or, 2) SWs felt that the manager or supervisor was using to the tool to figure out “what
we aren’t doing”, to “micro manage” SWs or to measure issues with FCs. In these cases, SWs felt a lack of
supportive, proactive management with one SW stating that “supervision varies from some to none" with
little support for SWs who were struggling. In one area consultation, the case management system had not
been instituted at all.

Transition of child’s case between child protection and fostering social work
teams takes too long (*)
The transition of a child’s case between the child protection and child in care team is not always timely (up
to eight months in one instance) and/or clearly transferred from child protection. The latter was cited as
causing uncertainty for the foster child, hampering working relationships with FCs, and added strains for the
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SW team. This was seen as a particular issue around delays in care orders being issued which delayed
placements in the child in care team.

Social Workers are spread too thin in more rural areas (**)
SWs stated that for more rural areas, the travel over long distances and/or not being located near the
majority of their caseload meant that they were unable to meet expectations in terms of contact visits with
FCs or Foster Children which created a lack of support for both groups. Further, SWs in these areas stated
that they often felt compelled to either curtail their travel or pay for their extra mileage out of pocket as
there were mileage restrictions in place and they could “have their hand slapped” if they went over. It is
worth noting that the mileage restrictions mentioned did not appropriately adjust for rural areas for SWs in
consultations. They stated that if they went over a certain amount (which they said they regularly needed
to do given the geographic distribution of their caseload) their reimbursement dropped by half.

23.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Fostering and child in care pillars are prioritised within the national Tusla strategy
and business planning process (***) (System)
The national Tusla strategy has been heavily focused on improvements in child protection. There is a need
to ensure that the development of alternative care is likewise prioritised within the next planning and
development cycles. A proactive approach to be developed in relation to engaging with the state on
resourcing. All national policies, strategies, and business plans should be proofed for their impact on foster
care and include specific sections relating to development in this area of Tusla’s work.

Quality indicators to be developed for Tusla’s Human Resources and Finance
Department (**) (System)
Indicators to be developed on Human Resources (including training) and finance department business
partnership services provided to Tusla including field staff and regional offices. Indicators may be systems
oriented and include metrics on department’s contribution to increasing effectiveness of business
practices, as well as satisfaction of supports provided to and engagement with regional and field staff.

Increase Children in Care and Link Social Workers levels (***) (Capacity)
Under resourcing was seen as a central risk factor and inhibitor to quality and development of services by
PSWs, FCs and SWsviii. It was also reported that in many areas, staffing (and therefore replacement or new
staff requests) are based on legacy numbers rather than a ratio drawn from active cases or workload.
Recruitment to be done in line with a ratio for staff that supports the number of children in care in each
area.

Recruitment campaign, hiring and on-boarding (***) (Capacity)
Tusla to undertake a recruitment campaign for new SWs in child in care and link work teams that includes
proactive recruitment both nationally and internationally at third level institutions with SW programmes. The
programme to ensure that qualified recruits are selected for interest in not only location of placement, but
specifically for the child in care and/or link work teams to mitigate transfers short-term. Internal expression of
interest of available positions to be advertised internally prior to going to national panel to support
movement within local social working teams. Local area managers to have an opportunity to interview
staff prior to offer of employment. However the national office was considered as appropriate in relation to
checking qualifications, Garda vetting, residency status and undertaking proactive national recruitment.
Consideration to be given to time-in-job requirements of, at minimum 1.5 years, prior to allowing transfers to
different teams; requirement to be communicated to candidates during interview process.
There should be a consideration for a national hiring process that prioritises high need areas with a clear
strategy communicated to Area Managers and Principal SWs. Consideration should be based on caseload
and case complexity, also considering transport issues related to rural areas.
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There should be an on-boarding process that provides an induction period, process, and training for new
SWs that takes account of the status quo (over-burdened, highly pressurised environs with often times highly
complex cases) in order to provide new SWs and / or recent graduates time to acclimatise and address
potential skill gaps for level of regional needs. Core to the induction period would be for supportive
supervision to occur every two weeks for new SWs for the first six months and the development of a ‘buddy
system’ within local SW teams to provide opportunities for daily support and mentorship.
Tusla could make more strategic use of student placements, i.e. this may support identification of new
recruits that can fit quickly into teams. To achieve this there is a need for a policy on management of
placements and the ability for regional recruitment. Physical space needs to be created for students within
the team.
Note: a review of the recruitment system is underway by Tusla.

Streamline replacement process for managed, planned leave and staff
conversions (***) (System)
Tusla to undertake efforts to remove barriers and streamline cover for maternity and long-term leave
including removing internal classification of positions that inhibit qualified staff and/or potential recruits for
applying for short-term cover. This to include consideration for job sharing especially for those who want to
return part-time after maternity leave or a planned leave of absence. For longer-term temporary staff on
contract with Tusla, Tusla to consider conversion of these staff to regular positions provided appropriate
qualifications are held and there is an ongoing need for the role. This process to minimise institutional
knowledge loss across SW teams.
However, Oversight Group noted that this solution requires engagement with the Public Service
Appointments Board and engagement with the state to highlight and quantify the cost of not
appropriately and proactively filling open positions.

Adopt an annual requisition process to stabilise staffing levels (***) (System)
There was a common perception that relative to replacement of positions, there have been delays in hiring
due to budget constraints outside of fostering. To mitigate this perception and as part of good business
practice, Tusla to adopt a new process which allocates staffing levels based on caseload and which is set
for each calendar year for the fostering SW teams as part of the budgeting process and assessment of
business needs. This would replace the existing business case-based process.
All new positions should go through the normal annual budgeting process for planning and approval. In the
event that business needs dictate hiring for a new position outside the planned budget, additional written
business justifications and approvals will be needed on the job requisition form, which requires additional
clarity on the exact information to be provided in the business case.
An annual requisition process would allow for ‘replacement’ requisitions for ‘open’ positions to be replaced
more efficiently as Area Managers and or Principal SWs would not be required to create a business case for
budgeted, open positions. Consideration to also be given to ensuring that maternity and long term leave
cover have a similar and equally efficient process.

Invest in leadership development and supports (***) (Culture/Capacity)
It is recommended that Tusla invest in leadership development for people managers and staff interested in
moving into leadership roles that is supportive of identified and desired cultural traits as well as good
management practice that supports staff relative to workload, professional development, and confidence
in their given role. Given the nature of Tusla’s remit, it is critical that leaders enable staff to manage the
wide range of people and challenges that require tangible solutions. As such, the leadership development
programme should, in addition to desired cultural qualities, be built around the following good leadership
traits:
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Understanding team dynamics
Encouraging good working relationships
Selecting and developing the right people
Delegating effectively
Motivating people
Managing discipline and dealing with conflict
Communicating
Planning, making decisions, and problem solving

While there is no silver bullet solution to leadership development, the programme’s success will be greatly
enhanced by Tusla executive managements support, participation, and championship of the programme
alongside integrating the training programme into a performance review process and how people
managers are evaluated annually.

Create opportunities for Social Workers and Foster Carers to collaborate (***)
(Culture/System)
SWs and FCs would benefit from structured opportunities to constructively problem solve together. It is
recommended that Tusla and IFCA create opportunities for the specific challenges faced by each group
to be jointly addressed. Opportunities for such collaborations should be encouraged regionally and
supported nationally with resources and methodological guidance.
Consideration should be given to supporting structured opportunities for cross regional pollination of best
practice.
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24 Findings: Training
24.1 Overview
The topic of training for both FCs and SWs was raised in all but two consultations. The pre-consultation
survey found that 57% of SWs had requested some form of training – most frequently regarding issues
around attachment and supporting FCs. Additionally the survey found that slightly more than a quarter
(26%) of SWs do not feel appropriately skilled to deal with Foster Children with mental health issues. While
training was not a specific item FCs were surveyed on, it was written frequently as an ‘additional support’
request they would like to have.

24.2 Problems Identified
Lack of sufficient training before becoming a Foster Carer (***)
FCs and SWs both identified that initial training provided to FCs as part of the assessment process needs
improvement to adequately prepare FCs to support children effectively. While cited as useful, some
participants felt that training was focused disproportionately on legalities and would prefer a more
practical approach that addressed navigating legislative and statutory requirements in regard to how to
balance a “common sense approach to fostering children using personal judgement and insight” with
regulation.
A number of participants stated that they had not realised their need for such training until they had their
first placement (effectively not knowing what they needed to know). Many participants expressed the
need for ongoing practical training including how to address a child’s needs, managing challenging
behavior, and the importance of confidentiality. It was also noted that some FCs who would benefit from
training do not avail of this when offered.

The need to further develop the application of systematic national approach to
continuous professional development (***)
While there is a range of national policies and systems to support standardised training needs assessment
and provision of training (some of these developed in consultation with NUIG). Consultations highlighted
that training for both FCs and SWs varied significantly from region to region. Further, participants stated that
this was often left up to available regional, area or team expertise and therefore varied greatly between
areas.
Participants stated that after being recruited and developing a good understanding of the fostering
system, they felt they often lacked adequate access to enhanced training opportunities. FCs expressed
frustration at the lack of spaces where they could “take a step back at and look at what a child’s
behaviour” was telling them. While the following identified training needs varied from region to region,
each was identified as lacking in more than one location:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Development of coping skills and creative alternatives to managing difficult behaviours such as
acting out, abusive language
Supporting young adults transitioning out of care (see aftercare for context)
Managing drug and alcohol use by teens
Intercultural training for working with Traveller and migrant children
Confidentiality and fostering
Supporting birth children while fostering
Supporting children with mental health challenges or self-harming behaviours
Self-care when fostering
Managing difficult conversations, giving and receiving feedback
Supporting children experiencing attachment issues
Enhanced rights and legal issues (court appearances, orders)
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SWs had additional identified training needs in the following areas:
•
•

Assessment of trauma and attachment challenges
How to work with 'whole family units'

It is also worth noting that in the initial survey, SWs identified that the areas that they felt least appropriately
skilled or trained in were mental health issues, threats to a foster family, disability issues, and allegations
against a foster family. Finally, another common issue raised during the consultations was the lack of clarity
on how both IFCA and Tusla are prioritising and budgeting for training of SWs and FCs particularly around
emerging issues and/ or priorities.

Ongoing training of Foster Carers is not mandatory (***)
There is a need for a system of ongoing skill development for FCs in specific areas identified above and or
as part of a FC review. Some participants commented that the lack of some requirement for ongoing
training allowed for poor practice to go unchecked and contributed to the lack of skills development for
both FCs and SWs. A few consultations raised the issue that some private fostering agencies mandated
three days of annual training for FCs (including first aid) and questioned why Tusla had not adopted such a
practice as some participants felt it was useful, an opportunity to learn new skills, and/or a demonstration of
investment in their growth as FCs. It should be noted that some FCs however raised the issue that training
was an additional requirement and FCs should receive compensation / costs for attending.

Underrepresentation of fostering Social Worker training needs (*)
There is a perception that the training needs of child in care and link SWs are lesser priority than the training
needs of child protection SWs. This is also related to the fact that there are greater numbers of child
protection staff. A result of this is that the needs of foster SW staff are underrepresented in surveys on global
training needs.

Lack of opportunities for joint training (**)
Both FCs and SWs felt that there was a lack of opportunity to work together in training or learning
environments to develop or strengthen strong working relationships. One area where this was highlighted,
not only as a need but where joint training would be particularly beneficial, was on the issue of child
trauma and attachment. Participants felt strongly that co-developing courses utilising the experience and
skills of both FCs and SWs would be beneficial to increasing knowledge sharing and improving working
relationships between the two groups as well as reducing the sense of being “lectured to” versus
participating in adult education focused training.

Lack of attendance at trainings (**)
During consultations, participants expressed concern regarding the low level of attendance at training.
Some reasons frequently cited for poor attendance included; a lack of communication or late notice, the
training timing or duration which conflicted with activities such as access, school drop off or pick up times,
training location which required travel outside of local area and lack of budget or cost constraints.

Trainings were not able to be attended by Social Workers due to travel
constraints (*)
SWs frequently raised concerns about not being able to attend trainings due to budgetary restrictions.
These restrictions included train travel, hotel expenses and or mileage limitations which prevented their
attendance at trainings. This was of particular concern relative to more rurally located SW teams.
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24.3 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Develop a National Training Strategy for Foster Carers in consultation with IFCA
(***) (System/Capacity)
There is a need to develop a national training strategy for FCs within Tusla. This to be underpinned by a
needs analysis of FCs nationally, using needs identified during the consultations (listed above) as a basis as
well as using emerging issue trends based on data collection and analysis by Tusla and IFCA. The strategy
to include exploration of:
•
Opportunities for joint training development, delivery, and /or attendance alongside SWs,
particularly in regard to attachment and trauma,
•
Opportunities for partnership of training development to be explored internally with other Tusla
services and externally with National Youth of Council Ireland, EPIC, and other like organisations.
•
The increased use of online platforms, video and social media
•
Co-delivery models with FCs and SWs
•
The Foundations in Fostering course to be expanded to include practical information session to
discuss rewards and challenges
•
It is recommended that there be a core amount of coordinated of training between IFCA and
Tusla.

To continue to implement the national training strategy for Tusla fostering staff
(***) (System/Capacity)
There is a need to ensure consistent implementation of national training policy across all regions... This
review should explore the following emerging training needs:
•
Training in FC assessment practices
•
Leadership and communications / values / ethos
•
Working with resistance / mentoring / coaching for change
•
Parenting skills coaching or training. (This should prioritise SW’s without direct parenting
experience).
Training to be provided on a regional basis or by national trainers who visit regionally. Adoption services
staff and other Tusla staff could be invited to participate in training roll out where this makes sense on a
topic-by-topic basis. It is recommended that training includes providing a reflective space for engaging in
problem and solution identification. Also recommended that training received for SWs should be supported
by mentoring and supervision to ensure that skills are embedded in practice.

Development of an online training and resource hub (***) (Technology)
Create or purchase an online training and resource hub for as-needed access for current issues via a
'Support Library' available online with videos, support materials, research related to fostering and fostering
related issues, practical one page guidance, developed training materials (presentations) and the like for
support when SWs, supervisors or other supports are not available. This would need to have a well-designed
interface to ensure it is accessible, searchable, open access, and user friendly. It is possible that ensuring all
FCs and SWs have access to HSELAND is on one to achieve this goal.

Establish a national and regional annual training calendar (***) (Technology)
Establish a national training calendar which outlines all training to be delivered during a calendar year. The
calendar to be updated on a quarterly basis for the following quarter to allow for proactive planning by
constituents. Training calendar will have capacity to:
•
•
•
•

Be updated regionally to include local training events
Be viewed by FCs and SW teams nationally
Proactively email registered participants on training updates
Allow for email and or text reminders and notifications
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Strategy to be reviewed after 18 months for effectiveness.

Create a series of mandatory Foster Carer and Social Worker trainings (***)
(Policy/Culture)
To facilitate ongoing professional development, create a series of trainings that support development of
skills, sharing of experience, and create opportunities for joint problem and solution identification. Where
possible, trainings should be open to both FCs and SWs to develop overall teamwork and peer support
practices. TRIPLE A training, which is currently being piloted in Donegal, was recommended as a positive
example of a potential mandatory training. A once yearly training on new procedures, policies and
legislation was also recommended.
For SWs, training and professional development to be included in performance review processes. For FCs,
mandatory annual training attendance (recommended three courses of which one should be First Aid) to
be included in fostering contract agreement. Payments for FCs to be explored to address any negative
responses to the introduction of training.
Models currently in pilot in Galway and Donegal will be reviewed for effectiveness.

Consider further rollout of ‘New Beginnings’ course for children of Foster Carers
(**) (Culture)
'New Beginnings', a course aimed at 6-12 and 13-18-year-old children of FCs. This is currently being rolled
out in Wexford. It explains the fostering process clearly in an age appropriate manner. The pilot will be
reviewed after a year but participants felt that the course should be implemented nationwide as it
addresses fostering issues for children of FCs who play an important role in fostering but are often
overlooked. Consideration to be given to making the course available via the on-line training platform.
SG noted that there is a need to coordinate training days between Tusla and IFCA.
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25 Findings: Working with Gardaí
25.1 Problem Identified
Different information from Social Workers and Gardaí (*)
When a child is removed from their home under section 12 of the Childcare Act and placed in care (often
under emergency circumstances), participants expressed a concern about miscommunications between
the Social Work team and the Gardaí, stating this causes confusion for both the children and the FCs. A
participant stated that in one instance the Gardaí and SW provided conflicting information to a FC.

25.2 Suggestions for Strategic Development
Principle Social Workers and Gardaí should meet quarterly for children removed
under section 12 (*) (System)
There is a liaised quarterly meeting between principal SWs and local Gardaí - communication issues to be
discussed at these meetings and agreement reached between both stakeholders re; information sharing
with children and FCs. It was further agreed that phone contact between Gardaí and SWs would be
helpful before meeting with foster families and should be made a point of common practice.
SG noted that Tusla has a policy to address this but it will need to be re-communicated and monitored.

82 | Listening to Social Workers and Foster Carers - Full Report

26 Development, Progress and Change –
Positive Developments within the Sector
The following section of the report describes a number of national developments within Tusla and partner
organisations, which seek to address key issues raised within this consultation. This list of developments have
been endorsed nationally as of Feb 2017. In addition to the developments outlined below there are a large
number pilots that are occurring at more local or regional level, which are not discussed here. However
following positive evaluation that shows these pilots achieve cost effective outcomes, local developments
may be considered for national rollout.

26.1 Culture
o

o

o

A six-month Leadership training programme is being provided to senior staff in Tulsa. In 2017 the
training will be rolled out to the second and third tranches of staff. This training is being rolled out on
a phased basis. The leadership programme aims to provide people with the skills required to
manage teams and change within complex environments.
A communications and collaboration policy between IFCA and Tusla will be developed in 2017;
this will outline how the organisations work together to support quality service delivery in a cooperative manner. This policy will look at agreements in relation to communications, co-delivered
training and workforce development - all areas highlighted in the consultations as having
significant potential to improve supports to frontline SWs (Social Workers) and FCs (Foster Carers).
IFCA is undergoing a structural review, which will result in greater clarity on who and how IFCA
communicates with Tulsa, in order to promote positive partnership and effective advocacy.

26.2 Policy
o

o
o

o

o

o
o
o

A National Policy Oversight Group (NPOC) has been established in 2016, it aims to: 1) Provide
national oversight of policy development, 2) Make recommendations to Senior Management
Team on all draft policies (there are several policies that address issues within this report that are in
final draft phase and are awaiting finalisation) 3) Be a link between policies and operations,
ensuring consideration implementation plans are in place for all policies.
This group will be reviewing in detail the solutions proposed within this report, and identifying any
that have not as yet been considered in the formulation of new policy.
The Aftercare Policy has been reviewed by NPOC; the consultation process on this policy involved
over 150 key internal and external stakeholders. It is planed for roll out in Q2 2017. The Aftercare
Policy addresses the vast majority of themes that were raised under this section of the consultation
report.
A working group has been established to redraft the National Access Policy. Budgets have been
made available to support national consultation with internal and external stakeholders on the
redrafted policy, which will happen in 2017.
The Allegations Against Foster Carers Policy has been redrafted and will be ready for consultation
in Q2 2017. IFCA, in partnership with Tusla, have produced a comprehensive guide on allegations
to accompany this new policy, information sessions are also being provided nationally.
Tusla has a reviewed to payments / allowances in alternative care, in order to clarify practice and
a draft Finance Policy has been developed for consultation in 2017.
A Placements and Disruptions Policy is in final draft and is due for roll-out in Q3, 2017.
Enhanced allowance payments has been linked to respite, this development supports FCs with
complex needs to access respite without incurring financial penalties.

26.3 Capacity
o

New Social Work Positions are being advertised - Tusla budgets have increased in 2016 and 2017.
This will result in the appointment of additional SWs working within Alternative Care.
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o
o

IFCA is currently in the process of creating a resource database, which will provide a range of
accessible resources on issues relevant to foster care.
Tusla are developing a National Strategy on Recruitment and Retention of SWs. This is due to be
completed in 2018 and will seek to address issues raised in relation to recruitment and retention
within this report.

26.4 Technology
o

NCCIS is a National Childcare Information System that is being rolled out across children’s services.
This system is currently being piloted in a number of geographical areas. The system will used by
SWs and allied services. The pilot will seek to address issues in relation to information management
raised within this consultation. A pilot using tablet computers and supporting none office based use
of records and data in being undertaken in DNE area and will be reviewed in 2017.

26.5 Systems
o

o

o

o

o
o
o

o

o

Two regions are currently piloting innovations in relation to the provision of therapeutic services to
children in care (counselling and psychology services). If these pilots are successful there is a Tusla
commitment to extend this programme nationally over 2017.
Creative Communities Solution is a national pilot that is being launched in April of 2017. This
programme seeks to develop local committees which can utilise local budgets to develop wrap
around, tailored support packages for children and young people to prevent them entering care
or from placement breakdown once in care. This programme will be externally evaluated in 2017
and rolled out in 2018 if successful.
While training needs assessments have been a regular feature of Tusla’s planning, in April 2016 the
CPD policy and strategy was launched, this became operative on the 1st of December 2016. This
strategy and policy seeks to address a number of the challenges related to training and
continuous professional development.
HSE and Tusla have developed a working protocol for children in care. This joint protocol outlines
the key responsibilities for both organisations in responding to the needs of children within the care
system. The protocol will include a commitment for HSE to attend the Interagency Steering
Committees in Aftercare. This protocol provides a framework for resolving specific issues in relation
to interagency co-ordination as and when these arise. An implementation group involving HSE and
Tusla will be developed to drive the implementation of the protocol.
IFCA is producing a comprehensive leaflet on insurance and related issues for Foster Carers; this is
planned for launch in 2017.
IFCA are working with Barnardos to develop a guide on the role and work of GALs. This is due for
completion in late 2017.
The Children’s Fora are developing a guidebook/information leaflet to support young people in
care who are transitioning between placements. The guide will be targeted at young people and
carers.
Tusla and IFCA have commenced a review on pre-approval training (Foundations in Fostering /
New Beginnings) and will be developing this in light of the comments from this consultation and this
review.
Tusla is currently laying the foundations for an extension of after and out of hours services. This
service will be extended to include foster care and Tusla has committed to the establishment of this
nationally in 2017.

This list of recent developments indicates an organisational awareness of many of the issues raised within
the consultation as well as a desire to address these in a strategic and considered way. The development
of the Alternate Care Strategy provides an opportunity to explore any areas raised within the consultation
that have not as yet been addressed.
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27 Conclusion
This report has summarised over 55 hours of conversations with over 300 foster carers, SWs, principal SWs,
and AMs throughout Ireland. The review had an explicit focus on the challenges within the system and
generating suggestions for change than can improve the overall alternative care system. The objective
was to inform the development of the Alternative Care Strategy development process, ensuring that this
reflects the concerns of two key stakeholders – FCs and SWs.
The report embodies participant concerns and aspirations for the fostering system and the vulnerable
children that fostering serves - as a snap shot in time from mid 2016. The enthusiastic engagement of FC
and SW in this process is a clear expression of the genuine commitment of these key stakeholders to
working co-operatively to improve fostering relationships and experiences for children and families.
The list of new developments in section two attests to the fact that Tusla and IFCA are also committed to
listening to voices of SWs and FCs. Many of new developments that have been progressed since the
consultations were undertaken and go some way to addressing the issues raised within this report.
Collaborative work enabled the creation of this report; from the consultations through to the guidance of
the entire process by the Oversight Group. The process was designed to ensure that policy makers had the
information needed to develop an action plan that would consider the needs of the key stakeholders.
It is acknowledged that not all suggestions made by SW and FC will be able to be actioned in the
immediate term. All suggestions have some degree of resource implication attached and it is understood
that even at the best of times resources are limited. It is also acknowledged that the suggestions provided
here need to be contrasted against a range of inputs to the strategy, including the voice of birth parents
and children in care. Furthermore experts within the field, whether in Tusla or external to Tusla, may identify
more appropriate means for achieving the desired ends that are described within this report.
It is hoped that strategic decision makers can now plan with the confidence that voices of FCs and SWs at
the front line have been given an opportunity to be heard. Their suggestions for service improvements can
be considered in the development of the new Alternative Care Strategy. It is hoped that this strategic
process will result in a pragmatic, ambitious and implementable action plan for improvement of services
and supports to FCs and SWs. What was and is most important to all who participated in this process is that
developments ultimately benefit the children who rest at the heart of why each individual working within
the fostering system takes up the mantle of care.
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29 Endnotes

U.K, €159.60 - €280.25 (www.pridefostering.com/fostering-allowances/): USA - €11.68 – €37.12, per day,
depending on state and level of need (http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/FosterCare-Payment-Rate-Report.pdf): Australia €117.86 – €480.44, per week, depending on age and level of
need (http://www.dhs.vic.gov.au/): NZ - €86.74 - €121.43, per week, depending on age of the
childi(http://www.cyf.govt.nz/documents/info-for-caregivers/becoming-a-caregiver/fact-sheet-caregiversallowance.pdf): Czech Republic - €166.40 - €244 per month, depending on the age of the childi
(http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1106&intPageId=2487&langId=en)
ii Tusla (2104) Alternative Care Practice Handbook, pg. 76.
iii This issue was raised in the solutions sessions, and had not been identified as an issue previously.
iv http://www.irishlegal.com/4984/guardians-ad-litem-paid-e8-9m-last-year/
v O’Leary & Butler (2015) Caring for Grandchildren in Kinship Care: What Difficulties Face Irish Grandparents
with Drug-Dependent Children?, Journal of Social Work Practice in the Addictions, 15:4, 352-372, DOI:
10.1080/1533256X.2015.1090999
vi National Family Support Network has conducted research cited in this report on the topic of relatives in
private fostering arrangements.
ii
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vii Existing components of the current system being adapted was considered by some respondents as
worthy of consideration, however these suggestions were not considered appropriate by others. Two
suggestion raised were :1) This may be based on a Section 20 assessment, with a supervision order with a
financial support, i.e. guardian allowance, 2) Family welfare conference with financial supports.
viii In February 2016 Tusla reported 6,388 children in care with 93% (5,932) placed in foster care (general or
relative care).
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supporting improvement in social services

