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Placement at distance from home - Sophistication not simplification 

And did you get what 
You wanted from this life, even so? 
I did. 
And what did you want? 
To call myself beloved, to feel myself 
Beloved on the earth 
Extract: Late Fragment, Raymond Carver 
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Introduction 

The decision on whether a child should be locally placed has to be a clinical one that 
takes account of the relationship between child and family, the effect on the child of 
the local environment, and the purposes and quality of the placement 

Overall then some children may need local placements and others more distant 
ones.  There may well be a ‘correct proportion’ but no one knows what it is and the 
proportion of local placements needed is certainly not 100%. 

There is a salutary lesson for the current circumstances provided in these words 
from Lost in Care’1 

…there is an assumption that…the child care scene is literally overflowing 
with adults aching to provide unconditional love; many longing to sit up nights 
worrying about hedonistic and graceless adolescents or anxious to find deep 
fulfilment in chasing absconders and baling out the delinquent. While social 
work probably has more than its fair share of saints, evidence would suggest it 
is far easier to write of substitute parenting and the severance of parental links 
than it is to provide constant adult support and unconditional love.  

The overwhelming responsibility for commissioners/procurers is to ensure there are 
sustainable and sufficient and diverse placements available that will match need to 
provision.  

Recent legal judgements in adult services, and referred to in a case regarding a 
young person, consider impact assessments and consultation needs to be 
conducted regarding strategy.  

A renewed and thorough identification and assessment of need is required. 

The audits of need of every LA should be published and co-production with providers 
the method adopted to ensure there is a strategy that will match need to provision.  

The evidence is clear that local placement taken as a universal rule for all is to be 
making a wrong conclusion. 

‘Simple instrumental factors such as distance between the placement and the 
child’s home are less important than the relationships among and the 
aspirations of care-givers in the placements’ Lost in Care 

‘Preoccupation with access…should not blunt our realisation that belonging 
for the absent child is a much wider and complex experience.’ Lost in Care 

 
1 Milham S Bullock R Lost in Care 
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We need to be clear on local, adjacent, sub-regional, regional and national and tie 
this to distinct needs, only then do we get a real picture of the strategic needs before 
us. 

Geography is a simplistic descriptor and cannot include the complexity of needs. We 
do not yet know the implications of following geography only as the foremost factor in 
placement 

Specialist provision is easy to offer when the catchment area is wide  
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Executive summary 

1. The shadow of evacuation and its effects in those particular circumstances and 
historical period have provided the paradigm for continual growth in the  
understanding of separation and loss 

2. There have always been other threads of evidence – that quality of care matters 
as much as stability. 

3. Lost in Care noted ‘‘Children are also no nearer to their homes than they were 
previously…28% are living over 20 miles from their natural mothers and fathers, 
only 37% are within 5 miles of home…31% of…children in care for over one year 
have never been nearer than 20 miles to their homes  and only 46% have been 
within 5 miles’ 

4. It emphasises that placement needs to have regard to belonging. 
5. The sophistication necessary in appreciating that ‘home’ is not necessarily a 

place but a network with meaning. It is the meaning and combination of the 
network, the child’s interaction with it and whether this is enhanced or detracted 
from by the place whether it be near or far. 

6. A placement that allows for a separation should not be ruled out as beneficial, a 
reason given by many young people across many studies and reports. 

7. Visited children are more settled than unvisited. Problems …lie not in fraught 
decisions on the severance of family links but in the difficulties of  nurturing 
parental contact in unpropitious circumstances 

8. In the main children are more able to accept the additional, concerned and loving 
parental figures in their lives, with all the confusion inherent in such situations, 
than to accept the loss of meaningful figures.’ 

9. Each review should look at the potential for contact: frequency, length, and style. 
As much as rules, distance, transport, are factors so too are health, relationships, 
personal finance, employment, behaviour, offending, housing of family members. 
A child can be of need of protection of the former and the latter, they will know 
they have some power over the former but may well be powerless in the face of 
the latter. 

10. Familiar contexts denied or withheld can prove a hard reality. This can be as 
much within 20 miles as without. An unannounced returning being possible by 
being close by may evoke disharmony that proves wounding at best or terminal 
to relationships. 

11. Geography can be an active agent for good or ill, rarely is it neutral. It holds no 
bounds on emotional life. It can allow an opportunity to ‘channel, sift, and 
embroider family information.’ 

12. We need to approach placement choice with the sophistication that includes 
instrumental and expressive (psychological, dynamic) dimensions. 

13. It does not follow that the more frequent the contact the greater the satisfaction. 
Stability and satisfaction with a placement can be powerfully affected.  Frequency 
of contact can also be a pressure as much for the young person, parent, social 
worker and children’s home. 
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14. The ‘least detrimental alternative’ to inadequate parents maximises the 
‘opportunity of being wanted and for maintaining a relationship with one adult who 
will become his psychological parent.’ Without any generosity being called upon 
clearly this can be associated with residential care too. If a return home is 
possible then it needs to be effected swiftly. As Sinclair has noted the thresholds 
of 28 days and 4 months. If it is not possible  or a longer term specialist 
placement is assessed as needed then this needs to be seen as the ‘least 
detrimental alternative’ and be the long- term placement 

15. Emerging data concerning costings for the Team Around the Child, and 
Residential Special School holistic provision of services in one placement, show 
that Ward, Holmes and Soper are correct that higher need requires more input 
and higher costs. Community based support can be at higher cost than a holistic 
provision. These costs could be requested to compare against 

16. Locally based provision is unlikely to decrease volatility or increase stability for 
some young people 

17. ‘Sanctuary’ available in a placement at distance can be a positive feature. All 
concerned should take seriously the difficulties having an inappropriate local 
placement can create for young people and RCC through the erosion of a clear 
sense of purpose and ‘contamination’.  Some of these difficulties may be capable 
of being overcome 

18. Distance needs to be thought about as a factor adding to or allowing other 
interventions to occur with best effect. A degree of distance can help. What is 
‘local enough’ needs to be thought about individually. 

19.  A home with a wide catchment area and can therefore have relatively 
specialized purposes than in the local authority homes tend to take a wide variety 
of young people from a local area for a wide variety of purposes. 

20. What are the implications of the ‘apparent decay of the concept of ‘treatment?’ 
21. The quality of care had a much more significant relationship with ‘doing well’ than 

any other variable 

Contact 

Learning from adoption we need to resist a blanket attitude to contact of either help 
or harm 

What is the generalised current level of contact? Will it be increased if local? 

Contact needs to be planned in detail – who (and not), why, where, what (activity), 
when, how, with (keyworker not contact service). The function should determine the 
form 

• What arrangements are consistent with rights and development? 
• What contact is consistent with rights and development as a parent? 
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Conscious emotional distance regulation, with all involved in the family system 
considering what contact is advantageous, with regard to contact agreeing a 
consensus for 

• Purpose of contact – how will it support retaining or building the  relationship  
• Frequency and length   - a length that a young person can manage 

successfully emotionally and physically, including recovery time 
• Venue – welcoming 
• Travel arrangements – distance 
• Supervision – prioritise the needs of the young person 
• Support – travel, emotions 
• Role of current carers – facilitating, recording, updating Contact Planning. 

Other issues outwith Residential Child Care 

Learning from an early study by Sinclair we see that young people sent to a hostel to 
be ‘removed from a bad home’ were less likely than the other probationers to be 
convicted while in the hostel but more likely to be convicted after they had left it. This 
suggests there is work to be done with support on moving back a home area. 

Whilst there may be no difference between a placement closer or at distance there 
will be a cost differential relating to Social Work/CAMHS 
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The Curtis report (1946) 

In the shadow of evacuation and its effects and the growing understanding of 
separation and loss the Curtis report stressed the need for stable, continuous 
parenting.   

The minority voices should be heard too (Rutter, Kellmer Pringle) that had regard for 
the quality of substitute care as much as stability. 66 years on and the same 
discussions!  

‘A child is most likely to develop to a maximum level if he has an enduring 
relationship with at least one person who is sensitive to his individual needs and 
stage of development. This does not necessarily have to be his mother nor mean 
that more than one person cannot satisfactorily share this role.’ 2 

The Ingleby committee (1960) led to the Children and Young Person’s Act (1963) 
enjoined preventative work with the family 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
2 Kellmer Pringle M and Pilling (1976) Controversial Issues in Child Development 
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Lost in care 

‘Simple instrumental factors such as distance between the placement and the 
child’s home are less important than the relationships among and the 
aspirations of care-givers in the placements (page 192) 

20 miles – what the reference actually says (page 176) 

‘Children are also no nearer to their homes than they were previously…28% are 
living over 20 miles from their natural mothers and fathers, only 37% are within 5 
miles of home…31% of…children in care for over one year have never been nearer 
than 20 miles to their homes  and only 46% have been within 5 miles. Whilst 
distance is not the major barrier for parents in maintaining links, such placements 
hardly facilitate regular, enriching contact. In addition, such distances isolate children 
and hinder them from maintaining contact with neighbourhood and wider social 
networks at home. We have already seen that children’s links with their family should 
be seen in the wider context of belonging, in which contacts with the neighbourhood 
are an important part.’ 

This is the earliest reference to what has become known as the ‘Filkin rule’. It was 
mentioned in a letter and never became guidance of any degree. 

Whilst this paragraph seems full of the certainty of a research finding both in Lost in 
Care, as the quotation that opens this document shows, and in subsequent research, 
as the review of Sinclair’s work in this document shows, issue many equivocations. 
Taking it as a universal rule for all is to be making a wrong conclusion. 

The grounded conclusion is that as used as the title for this research review. It is 
sophistication not simplification that is needed.  

With this review NCERCC aims to provide a foundation for the discussion regarding 
the necessary sophistication. . 

…there is an assumption that…the child care scene is literally overflowing 
with adults aching to provide unconditional love; many longing to sit up nights 
worrying about hedonistic and graceless adolescents or anxious to find deep 
fulfilment in chasing absconders and baling out the delinquent. While social 
work probably has more than its fair share of saints, evidence wold suggest it 
is far easier to write of substitute parenting and the severance of parental links 
than it is to provide constant adult support and unconditional love. ‘page 118) 

Lost in Care considers a focus on home being equated with birth parents can mean 
a displacement in the young person’s mind of others who may have significance for 
them. The wider family and social network needs not to be forgotten. However 

‘Preoccupation with access…should not blunt our realisation that belonging 
for the absent child is a much wider and complex experience.’(page 102) 
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Implicit in decisions regarding placement choice are ideas about what sort of contact 
families should have with children in care. It is forthrightly posed in the title of the DfE 
events being ‘A long way from home.’ 

What might be meant by home? The study opens with the consideration that it might 
not be a holistic as hope for. Often it can be a scatter of households, of relationships 
across family, of ages, of non-family households but still with a meaning and 
belonging.  

So the study point us to the sophistication necessary in appreciating that ‘home’  is 
not necessarily a place but a network with meaning. It is the meaning and 
combination of the network, the child’s interaction with it and whether this is 
enhanced or detracted from by the place whether it be near or far. 

For far too few young people placed in residential settings providers get very little 
opportunity to consider two important questions relating to the circumstances of the 
young person and their life experiences to date 

• What does separation mean? 
• From whom? 

It is not the case that all young people arrive into residential settings from their birth 
parents, or indeed when first into care they may come from relatives. 

Family circumstances may be difficult emotionally or financially, personal and familial 
conflict came considerable. For this and other reasons a placement that allows for a 
separation should not be ruled out as beneficial, a reason given by many young 
people across many studies and reports. 

Even where there are restrictions placed by Order the dynamics that arise in the 
family are active in a child’s experience.  Indeed where there are such specifics it 
can be easier, the authority of the Law reducing the ‘boundary skirmish’ of request 
and assessment by social worker and delegated instruction to the residential setting. 

This can lead to the situations described in Lost in Care where homes relate their 
own routines in response to a lack of mindfulness by others external to the setting. It 
as the seeming arbitrariness of the decision making that lead to these routines that 
many found hardest (75%  respondents). Rules may be unwritten but they can easily 
be ‘gross violations’ long remembered.  

Some settings could be flexible and accommodating whilst others were not, as much 
in fostering as children’s homes. There were differences noted however. Foster 
parents experienced role conflict and a deskilling of birth parents whereas for 
children’s homes many of the restrictions were on grounds on routine, role conflict 
and deskilling of birth parents was not mentioned.  This is worthy note as whilst a 
parent could feel powerless in the children’s home they may feel a reproach or threat 
in a fostering setting (page 132). 
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Lost in Care found some social workers use distance as a means for discouraging 
contact. 

However it seems that residential care is being overly authoritarian let us remember 
the sage words of Juliet Berry to be found in Lost in Care, ‘it is only too easy for 
parents to adopt an all or nothing approach, to clamour possessively, to interfere 
obstructively, to appear like a bad fairy at the most awkward moment, to disappear 
when wanted…and generally show themselves incapable of carrying through 
consistent plans.’ If stability is key then it is predicated on the likelihood of 
consistency. 

Visited children are more settled than unvisited. Those that have no contact 
tend not to go out and make substitute relationships. Those who have 
something go out and  receive while those without turn inwards and receive 
less (Lasson). 

Problems …lie not in fraught decisions on the severance of family links but in 
the difficulties of nurturing parental contact in unpropitious circumstances 
(page 115) 

Fanshell3 notes that better juggling two sets of relationships. ‘In the main children are 
more able to accept the additional, concerned and loving parental figures in their 
lives, with all the confusion inherent in such situations, than to accept the loss of 
meaningful figures.’ 

Wallerstein and Kelly4 observed that even following rejection and abandonment 
young people’s ‘compassion or longing….the emotional significance of the 
relationship’ 

There are few young people where restrictions need to be present throughout the 
entire placement. Each review should look at the potential for contact: frequency, 
length, and style. As much as rules, distance, transport, are factors so too are health, 
relationships, personal finance, employment, behaviour, offending, housing of family 
members. A child can be of need of protection of the former and the latter, they will 
know they have some power over the former but may well be powerless in the face 
of the latter. 

The ties to siblings, friends and pets are strong. The current social world is disrupted 
in placing a child away from their locality. It is rather harder to include interaction with 
the neighbourhood though it provides belonging in a meaningful sense too. Visiting 
the local area can help. Being out of this context and making a brief return to it 
requires a child-centred understanding of what such as event might mean for a 
young person, it may be as supportive as it is persecutory. Familiar contexts denied 

 
3  
4  
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or withheld can prove a hard reality. This can be as much within 20 miles as without. 
Geography holds no bounds on emotional life.  

It can allow an opportunity to ‘channel, sift, and embroider family information.’ This 
skilled work, there can easily be too much or too little. Too little can be attended to 
but the too much  of being too close and too available yet denied access can be a 
torment especially where a home is being reconstituted as is not uncommon with 
new step-parental relationships. Here an unannounced returning being possible by 
being close by may evoke disharmony that proves wounding at best or terminal for 
the new step-relationship or birth parent links to the child.   Notwithstanding the 
common experience  across all society the ‘wearying kaleidoscope of arrivals and 
departures, of moves and returns’ of those families of young people in Residential 
Child Care is far from the experience of many professionals in regularity or severity.  

We need to approach placement choice with the sophistication that includes 
instrumental and expressive (psychological, dynamic) dimensions. 

Closeness and frequency of contact may not always be desirable; it may lead to 
either child or parent shunning the other. It does not follow that the more frequent the 
contact the greater the satisfaction. Stability and satisfaction with a placement can 
be powerfully affected.  Frequency of contact can also be a pressure as much for the 
young person, parent, social worker and children’s home.  

Thus geography can be an active agent for good or ill, rarely is it neutral. 

The authors were clear in Chapter 7 Introduction – ‘the maintenance or severance of 
blood ties is largely irrelevant.’  

The frequency needs to reflect the ‘depth of attachment, feelings of obligation and 
which meets the expectations of others.’ (page 99) 

Equally each contact needs to be carefully managed. ‘Visiting requires much social 
skill and the experience can be fraught stressful experience variously ‘compounded 
by the feelings of guilt, powerlessness, anger and mourning that most parents 
experience on the removal of their children to care.’ 

 The ‘least detrimental alternative’ 

Couched in terms we rarely hear today Goldstein, Freud and Solnit5 thought there 
should be the need to seek the least detrimental alternative to inadequate parents 
maximising the ‘opportunity of being wanted and for maintaining a relationship with 
one adult who will become his psychological parent.’ 

Without any generosity being called upon clearly this can be associated with 
residential care too. 

 
5 Goldstein Freud and Solnit (1973) Beyond the best interests of the child 
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If a return home is possible then it needs to be effected swiftly. As Sinclair has noted 
the thresholds of 28 days and 4 months. If it is not possible or a longer term 
specialist placement is assessed as needed then tis needs to be seen as the ‘least 
detrimental alternative’ and be the long- term placement. 

Those who leave placements before the ending is assessed as being in their best 
interests experience further disruption and breakdown. This being a common 
occurrence this requires research. 

‘The length of stay …weakening of parental links is strongly associated with 
declining chances of returning home’. (page 115) 

However we know that the return home from children’s homes is slim, 25% leave 
care from children’s homes. The average length of care is subject to definition 
outside of Care Plans but still the average 7 months stay is too short. It masks the 
need for some to have years of settled care required by some who come to live in 
children’s homes.  

The numbers are small but their needs should not be determined by placing a 
yardstick for their needs intended for the majority. 
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Placement at distance from birth family - research by Sinclair  

Great thanks are recorded to Ian Sinclair for his support in this endeavour. 

Rationale  

We need to be clear on local, adjacent, sub-regional, regional and national and tie 
this to distinct needs, only then do we get a real picture of the strategic needs before 
us. 

Geography is a simplistic descriptor and cannot include the complexity of needs. We 
do not yet know the implications of following geography only as the foremost factor in 
placement 

Study 1 – Sinclair I: Hostels for Probationers, HMSO, 1971 Appendix 3 pp 154-
157 

At that time of this study there was a dispute over whether young people were better 
able to settle if they were placed at a reasonable distance from their home.  Most 
probation hostel wardens thought that this was the case but in practice there was 
considerable variation in the degree to which they avoided placing local young 
people.  This part of the study looked at all those hostels which took at least 100 
male probationers between January 1954 and 31st December 1959 (n=1492).  It 
explored whether distance from the sentencing court (in the great majority of cases 
local to the probationer’s home) affected the likelihood of failure (leaving the hostel 
as a result of an absconding or offence).  In doing this it took account of the fact that 
the likelihood of failure was much greater in some hostels than others. 

The findings showed: 

• No difference in the likelihood of failure as between probationers placed in 
their own region and those placed in a different region 

• No difference in the likelihood of failure by miles between hostel and court of 
origin 

• No difference in the likelihood of failure by whether or not probationer went to 
a hostel in the same city as the sentencing court 

A relevant finding from the same study was that young people sent to the hostel to 
be ‘removed from a bad home’ were less likely than the other probationers to be 
convicted while in the hostel but more likely to be convicted after they had left it . 

Study 1 Learning and action  

A renewed and thorough identification 
and assessment of need is required 

Social work task  
RCC task – what information is needed 
for  referral 

Matching of needs to provision  Commissioning task  
RCC task - Statement of purpose and 
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admission criteria must be unequivocal 
Placement for social reasons - the effects 
of a residential placement were 
efficacious and obvious once they were 
removed.  

Policy makers/commissioners task - The 
need for a continuum of RCC needs to 
be developed again.  Community- based 
RCC for lower level needs to be explored 
additional to the higher level of needs as 
currently used.  It is likely to show as a 
cost effective child care option.  

 

Whilst there may be no difference between a placement closer or at distance there 
will be a cost differential relating to Social Work/CAMHS.  
See Ward, Holmes and Soper (‘Costs and consequences of placing children in care 
JKP 2008).  
Key findings – and the journey from the original reasons for a ‘cost calculator’  

• The study was to help calculate overall costs for a LA support of a placement 
not the placement itself. The original cost calculator was not applied to 
placements or to individual need. The study identified substantial variation 
between the costs of different placement types. The standard unit cost for 
maintaining a child for a week in residential child care was eight times that of 
the cost of foster care, 9.5 times that of a kinship placement and 12.5 times 
that of a placement with own parents.  

• The children in this study fell into eleven groups categorised by single or 
multiple combinations. This led to the original Cost Calculator including 
sixteen possible needs groups. The costs related to the complexity of services 
to support the child.  

• The current development of Cost Calculators is not the same being concerned 
with generic costings that can be deployed as a comparator. Costings for a 
placement will take place during referral stages.   

• Emerging data concerning the Team Around the Child costings show that 
Ward, Holmes and Soper are correct that higher need requires more input 
and higher costs. Community based support can be at higher cost than a 
holistic provision. These costs could be requested to compare against.   

• A focus on costs can lead away from that on need. It is important that 
individualised costings are prioritised. The study noted children who displayed 
no additional characteristics cost substantially less to look after than those 
who displayed one of them; costs were found to be even higher for those 
children who displayed combinations of two or more characteristics. A very 
small number of children with exceptionally high needs could skew the overall 
costs of the looked after population in an authority.   

• Furthermore, the findings indicated an inverse relationship between the costs 
of provision and the children’s opportunities for improving their life chances. 
Children who did not display any evidence of additional support needs cost 
the least to look after and were most likely to remain in stable placements and 
complete their statutory schooling. On the other hand children who displayed 
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a combination of additional support needs had the most costly care episodes 
and were most likely to experience changes of placements and unscheduled 
school changes. 

  

Learning and action  

Cost calculators need to be applied to 
community based support and include all 
services as for a holistic provision  

Commissioners – the focus has been on 
RCC rather than across all services. 

Team around the child costings are 
needed 

DfE 

Additional needs increase cost – are like 
with like costings possible? 

Commissioner paper needed for RCC 
response 

Locally based provision is unlikely to 
decrease volatility or increase stability for 
some young people 

 

 

 Unpublished study of a ‘model approved school’ 

A study without a solid evidence base, supervised rather than conducted by Ian 
Sinclair, and included as it has a cautionary tale to tell.  

An approved school which closed down at weekends when almost all the young 
people went home.  The hypothesis was that the worse the home the better the 
behaviour at the school when compared with that of the other young people.  The 
reverse turned out to be the case, the worse the home the worse the behaviour.  The 
understanding attributed by the researchers was that the ‘sanctuary’ available in the 
probation hostels was no longer available to young people who were placed as close 
as possible to home and allowed to go back there.  

Learning and action  

Distance is emotional and psychological 
not only geographical 

Social work/commissioning/RCC – the 
meaning of distance must be understood 
as a factor in the life of the child – it can 
be helpful allowing other factors to be 
more effectively deployed 

Contact needs close consideration Social work/RCC – as above 
 

Study 2 Sinclair I. and Gibbs I, 1998, Children’s Homes a Study of Diversity, 
Wiley 

This study established that frequent contact was very much the norm with 58 per 
cent having contact with at least one parent at least once a week and only 20 per 
cent having contact less than once a month or not at all.  62 per cent said they saw 
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their parents as much as they wanted (or in 4 cases more than they wanted) while 
38 per cent would have liked to see more of them.  

In keeping with all studies in this area it was apparent that residents varied over 
whom they wanted to see and missed siblings in particular.  On average they had 
2.5 people of whom they wished to see more but 25 per cent named someone of 
whom they would like to see less. 

There was no evidence that the frequency of contact varied with time in care.   

Contact was much less likely to be encouraged by the social worker when the aim 
was a long-term placement than when it was intended to help the young person to 
change.   

Learning and action 

Contact was not an issue for young 
people 

CRD to replicate 

Contact needs to be planned in detail – 
who ( and not), why, where, what 
(activity), when, how, with (keyworker not 
contact service) 

The function should determine the form 

Social worker/RCC 

Those who have most frequent contact 
tend to go home with the result that those 
who stay longer have on average less 
contact with their families 

DfE study needed – more complex stay  
longer and origin of need is more 
complex 

What is the generalised current level of 
contact? Will it be increased if local? 

DfE research needed - study of care 
plans 

 

Study 3 Gibbs, I. & Sinclair, I. 1998, "Private and local authority children's 
homes: a comparison", Journal of Adolescence, vol. 21, no. 5, pp. 517-527. 

The last study argued that successful homes were more likely where staff and head 
were agreed on what was acceptable behaviour and how to get it and that this 
agreement would be more likely where there was agreement on what the home was 
about.  This in turn should be easier in private sector homes which take children from 
quite a wide catchment area and can therefore have relatively specialized purposes 
than in the local authority homes which at that time tended to take a wide variety of 
young people from a local area for a wide variety of purposes.  Relevant evidence on 
this came from a comparison of private and local authority homes.  The following 
findings need checking  
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• Young people were more likely to want to be in the more local (i.e. LA) homes 
• They gave much higher ratings to the more distant local authority homes in 

terms of such things as resident morale, the degree to which the staff cared 
and so on 

• The degree to which young people could be introduced to delinquent 
behaviour was measured e.g. drugs, TWOCs. ‘before you were in the home’ 
and ‘after you entered the home’.  There was no difference for the LA homes 
but a sharp drop for the private homes (i.e. young people in these homes said 
that they were much less likely to be subject to these kind of pressures).   

Learning and action 

A degree of distance helps – ‘local 
enough’ 

Commissioning planning 

But more important is the staff 
response 

Workforce 

Being clear on client group assists RCC providers – Statement of Purpose 

 

Study 4 Fostering Studies: Sinclair, I., Wilson, K., and Gibbs, I. (2005) Foster 
Placements: Why They Succeed and Why They Fail, Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers, London; Sinclair I., Baker, C., Wilson, K. and Gibbs, I. (2005) Foster 
Children: Where They Go and How They Do, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 
London. 

• 44 per cent of the sample had weekly contact and only 30 percent less than 
monthly contact 

• Contact has very varying purposes (e.g. to prepare for rehabilitation, for 
assessment, to maintain the relationship) 

• Frequency of contact was very strongly related to distance from family (see 
Foster placements p 171) dropping from 60 per cent (1 or 2 miles distance) to 
29 per cent (11 or more miles distance) 

• Distance from home is not related to either plans for return or the likelihood of 
return (Likelihood of return is very strongly related to plans for return)  

• Many children want more contact with their families than they get 
• Contact is not, however, wanted with everyone (e.g. a child may want 

unrestricted contact with a grandmother, supervised contact with a mother, no 
contact with a step-father, and occasional telephone contact with a sibling) 

• In keeping with this abused children who have ‘unrestricted contact’ are three 
times more likely to have failed placements as we measured them (this finding 
needs replication) 
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• Similarly children in the sample who went home did ‘on average’ worse in 
terms of behaviour than apparently similar children who remained looked after 

• Carers are much more ambivalent about contact, often complaining about 
lack of reliability and the effect of this on the child or young person 

• The association between contact and return home is certainly there but may 
not reflect cause an effect. 

Learning and action 

Confirms above recommendations for 
action 

A Good practice guide needed – 
members follow a protocol? 

Distance needs to be thought about as a 
factor adding to or allowing other 
interventions to occur with best effect 

As above 

Being local does not necessarily lead to 
the above – contact can be too close, too 
frequent and sabotage all other planning 

As above 

Carer ambivalence may be through lack 
of planning and effect on young person 

As above 

 

Study 5 Sinclair I., Baker C., Lee J., Gibbs I. (2007) The Pursuit of Permanence: 
A study of the English Care System,  Jessica Kingsley, London 

This was a very large study of the care system. It provided some information on: 

• The pros and cons of placements in the independent sector, many of which 
have to do with distance and the reasons such out of county placements are 
sought (p 147-149) 

• The numbers placed outside the authority, the way in which this varies by 
authority and the reasons for such placements (p 150-151) 

• The apparent relationship between the quality of placements (as perceived by 
social workers) and whether or not they are outside the authority  (pp 212-
214) 

Basically these suggest that social workers have both principled and practical 
objections to distant placements, that these nevertheless tend to be used either in 
response to pressure on provision or in the search of specialist provision, and that 
out of county provision by relatives and residential child care tends to be seen as 
higher quality. 

Overall.  

The decision on whether a child should be locally placed has to be a clinical one that 
takes account of the relationship between child and family, the effect on the child of 
the local environment, and the purposes and quality of the placement.   



19 
 

(It should not be the default position but its meaning understood in the life of the 
child. The needs of the child are paramount). 

For many young people other things being equal frequent contact which is made 
easier by placing children close to home has to be a good idea. Most children want 
more frequent contact and most social workers support it and in any case children 
and parents have a right to see each other. 

That said other things rarely are equal.  Families and the environments from 
which children come can both be bad for them.   

Specialist provision is easy to offer when the catchment area is wide  

(There is a benefit when geographical distance allows an emotional/psychological 
distance between children and the reasons for their being in care)    

All concerned should take seriously the difficulties having an inappropriate local 
placement can create for young people and RCC through the erosion of a clear 
sense of purpose and ‘contamination’.  Some of these difficulties may be capable of 
being overcome (e.g. the high control imposed by the probation hostels may have 
reduced the contaminating effect of the local authority).   

Overall then some children may need local placements and others more distant 
ones.  There may well be a ‘correct proportion’ but no one knows what it is and the 
proportion of local placements needed is certainly not 100%. 
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Pursuit of Permanence6 

The evidence for keeping young people with parents with families if at all possible or 
to return to their families as soon as possible. What has been less prevalent in the 
subsequent discussion and policy development, and practice guidance, has been the 
specificity of this group.  

Sinclair et al in an exhaustive study give as good a guide to indicative numbers until 
the audits for the Sufficiency and Diversity Duty are made public using a nationally 
agreed methodology. Crucially they also make the necessary distinctions between 
those young people who can and should remain or return, and for those who need 
other long term solutions arising from their needs and circumstances. 

Notwithstanding the strengths observed ‘At other times remaining at home was 
manifestly impossible, risky or dependent on the resolution of a crisis.’  

The study also finds that the young people for who remaining with the family was 
suitable were less likely to be over 11 years. Disabled young people were also less 
likely to remain with parents. 

It is clear there remains a sizeable group who require residential options, mainly 
adolescent, with life experiences that have left serious and complex needs, and a 
group frequently not discussed, young people with disabilities. 

In short the groupings for needs and types of provision as described research review 
What works in Residential Child Care7 are accurate. 

• Children with relatively simple or straightforward needs 

These children need either short-term or relatively ‘ordinary’ substitute care. Their 
families may be stable and supportive but there has been a crisis or difficulty and 
they need short term, days or weeks, of support. They need good quality daily care 
and support. There can be a reasonable expectation that the child will return home 
and resume their usual lifestyle. This group may more usually be placed in fostering 
but there are many children who have preference for residential child care or are 
unsuited for fostering and so can go to a short break or short stay mainstream 
children’s home. 
 

• Children of families with deep rooted, complex or chronic needs with a 
long history of disability, difficulty or disruption, including abuse or 
neglect. 

These children require more than simply a substitute family care. They need 
individualised care in a safe and containing environment, provided by grown-ups 
who are consistently thoughtful about each child’s care. There will be clear 
boundaries and limits with some negotiated flexibility.  
 

 
6 Sinclair I, Baker C, Lee J, Gibb ,I The Pursuit of Permanence, Jessica Kingsley, London 
7 Clough R, Bullock R and Ward A, What works in Residential Child Care, NCB, London 
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• Children with extensive, complex and enduring needs compounded by 
very difficult behaviour who require more specialised and intensive 
resources. 

These children with ‘high cost: low incidence needs’ require particular care and 
specialist settings. The children have serious psychological needs and behavioural 
problems that can overshadow other goals. They will need intensive support and 
treatment with care, education and health all on one site and directed to creating a 
change in the child’s and families circumstances.  
 
Implications of the ‘apparent decay of the concept of ‘treatment.’ 
Sinclair raises other fruitful areas of focus. He notes the ‘apparent decay of the 
concept of ‘treatment.’ Rather than Residential Child Care being given the distinctive 
role and task it had in other times only a few years back it now seems to have had 
the potency provided by its uniqueness diminished.   

We are not making the best use of our residential options. We may have denied its 
positives by our emphasis on the universalist and generalist aspirations of the 
increased use of targeted family and community based services. This can be 
exemplified in the prevalence of the SDQ, relevant to most young people but not 
getting near to describing or detailing the needs of many young people who come to 
Residential Child Care. This leads on to a situation where outcomes cannot be 
defined strongly enough. A reason might be the lack of an appropriate assessment. 
Given that the residential sector is always a response to unmet need there is every 
reason to think there will be further innovation shown when an assessment that can 
describe and detail is widely used. That the residential sector has achieved 
compliance with NMS above all other sectors shows us that not only is improvement 
demonstrable but innovation is integral to the workings of the sector.  

Lost in Care noted that ‘failure in placements …reflects inappropriate or 
unsatisfactory earlier locations of the child, many of which were  recognised as 
deficient by social workers at the time of placement.’ Page 179)  This suggests that 
the lack of matching, the lack of assessment and strategy this implies, has been a 
thread for decades. As Residential settings have largely been excluded from the 
direction of placement choice it is unfair that the failure be attributed to them. 

We need now to be assiduous in asserting that not only is Residential Child Care not 
the same as family based care, it should not be, it has a different role and task. 
Further there are a group of young people for whom it is the right place at the right 
time, and as Children’s Rights Director reports show there can be a preference for it 
by some young people. 

Numbers of placement moves 

The numbers of serial placements experienced by young people remains of concern. 
The figures have altered little. 

There may be an assumption that moving on is always to a better quality placement. 
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We need a sophisticated understanding of moves. There are more questions to be 
answered in the current context that has now moved on from the Sinclair study. He 
offers some thoughts that could lead to some questions to start the process 

• Some early moves were intended – if so then they were from ‘good’ 
placements? 

• Under the age of 11 those with three or more placements were less likely to 
be in average or below placements (see table 12.9). Among those aged 11 or 
over were found the opposite: those with three or more placements were 
more likely to be above average placements. This difference is very unlikely 
to occur by chance.’ What does this observation lead us to need to know in 
the current debate around quality and outcomes? 

• Those looked after for 4 years or more were less likely to make intended 
move. Those who are in these high quality placements may therefore be 
unlikely to move at all. However, if we add from the DfE Data Pack that 
current average stay in a children’s home is 7 months are we making a 
residential placement into a self-fulfilling prophecy in that f it was good they 
would have stayed? Then costs enter and moves are made without due 
regard to the ‘most appropriate’ and more towards Gershon financial savings. 
It is clear that the 3E’s, ‘economy, efficiency and effectiveness’,  and 4C’s, 
‘challenge, comparison, consultation and competition’,  have been becoming 
dominant  

• The reason for movement of younger and older seem to be different.  The 
association between movement and quality of placement may also be 
different. Quality of placement  may affect movement only in certain 
conditions; that the placement is intended to last; and that the child has the 
age and the temperament to influence the decision to end unsuitable or 
unsatisfactory placements. 

 Doing-well measure 

Sinclair suggests a best combination of predictors with all other things being equal. 

Overall he asserts that the quality of care had a much more significant relationship 
with ‘doing well’ than any other variable.  In the following table we contrast the doing 
well variables with those we are placing upon the residential sector currently 

Sinclair Current situation 
The quality of the placement was high 
 

90%+ children’s homes now satisfactory 
or better, 70%+ good better 

The child had not had more than one 
admission 
 

Likely to have had more than one 

The social worker did not consider the 
child disabled 
 

A significant number have disabilities  
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The child had spent a relatively long time 
being looked after since the last 
admission 
 

Experiences of the ‘felt security’ of being 
looked after are not a feature  

The child was relatively young 
 

Most are adolescent 

The child’s family was not very 
problematic 
 

There are family concerns that spill over 
into the child’s life. Social work has the 
focus on the chid rather than the family 
system. 

The child accepted the need to be looked 
after 
 

The assessments that could assist a 
child to see their predicament are not 
currently deployed. Additionally the 
length of time to develop a relationship 
with a ‘significant other’ where the Past 
can be considered more objectively 
rather than experienced reactively   have 
been greatly diminished (7months) 

The child had a relatively low number of 
previous placements 
 

Many who come to Residential Child 
Care come with many previous 
placements 

The child was female  
 

The vast majority in Residential Child 
Care settings are male.   

 

In concluding the section on Quality of Care Sinclair notes analyses suggest some 
differences between placement types 

• Residential care appears more successful if it is ‘out of county’ tis 
characteristic accounts for the apparent greater success of the independent 
sector (Also noted; LAs use the independent sector  when they are finding 
difficulty in meeting demand from their own resources, of particular resonance 
in the London context where the census day sample showed 83% in the 
independent sector across all placement types)   

• Care by kin appears to be seen as lower quality than ‘ordinary foster care but 
in long term placements its results, as judged by social workers, appear more 
satisfactory.  

He offers some caveats that are constructive for us to consider too 

• ‘…a  social worker who felt a child was doing well might find it difficult to 
judge a placement was below average.’ 

• How does a social worker ‘separate their judgements of the quality of the 
placement from their judgements of the appropriateness?’… ‘So social 
workers who were reluctant to use residential care may have judged the 
placement only average, but in its own terms it was excellent.’ 

• ‘‘Easy children’ may well appear to have high quality placements simply 
because they have done nothing to upset them.’ 
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Residential Child Care is a plurality not a singularity 

Sinclair includes a long list of the variety of provision that is mistakenly grouped into 
one category of ‘Residential.’ He list 12 different provisions. There are many more. 

This is important as any thinking will need this sophistication to think of strategy for 
each of these provisions as they meet each identified need. 

He observes that with a short stay a home might find it harder to provide high quality 
care. Remembering the  average stay is now less than 7 months and the levels of 
regulatory compliance are high the observation made is that the sector is performing  
very well in meeting the role it has been ascribed.  

The need for sophistication – the problematic made clear 

In his analysis other things being equal 

• Children with high difficult behaviour scores tended to have shorter stays 
• Children with a need for a code of disability  tended to have longer stays 
• Children seeking asylum tended to have shorter stays 
• Children in LA units tended to have shorter stays  
• Children in homes with a high standard of care score tended to have longer 

stays 

‘Most placements are not intended to last’ 

Many may need to be short-term; others intended to end medium term, usually only 
after 3 years of being looked after is there a long-term aim. 

Clearing something up about serial placements Sinclair notes in four out of ten cases 
a social worker felt that all the previous placements in the last six months had met 
the child’s needs and fulfilled their purposes. This would not have happened if 
placement breakdown has been the case. There were ‘surprising successes’   with 
less ‘difficult’ cases than others with three or more placements and much more likely 
to end up in ‘homely’ placements. 

Why was movement intended? 

• Logistical necessity – at the start or at breakdown there may be short term 
and emergency considerations 

• Difficulties in matching – at the start 
• Other practice considerations – assessment for example  
• Reactions to events – breakdowns, preparation  
• Implicit policies – a reluctance to have to of county placements long-term 
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Contact8  

The maintenance of family relationships is a basic human need and identified as a 
human right for children  (UN General Assembly 1989).Equally it is important as a 
basis for family reunification.  

The protective reasons for removal need to be given renewed reasoning. 

But with contact and reunification being seen less causal than previously (Delfabbro 
2003; Biehal 2007) with a view to outcomes leading the way a focus on strength of 
parent-child relationship, the level of child behaviour issues, the age of the child, may 
prove better foundations for frequency of contact.  

It also supports a looking again at the thinking around contact, its expressive nature 
not solely its instrumental completion. This requires we approach it with a therapeutic 
perspective. 

Let us be reminded of concurrent planning 9where attachment is encouraged in a 
placement that will be permanent if reunification does not occur. Indeed it contact is 
to go well there will need to be a ‘felt security’ of the ‘secure base’ in the 
relationships where they are currently living. 

In addition more needs to be done regarding contact assessing the impact on the 
child of the current level and expression of parenting capacity. This leads us to 
propose a project to suggest ‘Best Interest’ guidance on the use of contact. The 
support needed by the young person and parent to make the event a positive one for 
all concerned 

• Placement according to need in which distance is one aspect. 
• Frequency relating to meaning for the young person 
• The use of the environment - shopping centres and fast food outlets are not 

conducive, nor may be contact centres. There needs to be space for feeding, 
playing, informality. 

• Parents need emotion a support but they also need education, coaching and 
mentoring to us the time positively.  

The Munby judgement (2003) set ideas concerning parental wishes to be taken into 
account if they are reasonably wanting more. Kirklees (2006) similarly supported 
extensive contact. 

It is the impact contact has on the welfare and development of the child that must 
determine the appropriate contact plans and thereby also have an influence on 
placement closer or further away. 

 
8 Schofield and Simmonds 2011 June Family Law 
9 Kenrick J, 2009 Concurrent planning; a retrospective study of continuities and discontinuities of care and their 
impact on the development of infant and young people  placed for adoption  by the Coram Concurrent 
Planning project Adoption and Fostering  2009 33(4) 5-18 
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Article 8 of the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and 
Fundamental Freedoms 1950nto be protected for young people means the rights of 
young people and parents should not be considered the same. This is recognised in 
the European Court of Human rights ‘Neulinger and Shuruk v Switzerland where it is 
‘the child’s interest to ensure its development in a sound environment and a parent 
cannot be entitled under Article 8 to have measures that would harm the child’s 
health and development.’ 

The Children Act 1989 is similarly clear, the focus is the child; needs, care 
circumstances, characteristics of contact and the resources available have to be 
taken into account. 

Kenrick notes how disruption to a daily routine can be distressing for infants, but can 
be no less so for others. Contact becomes unresponsive. 

Australian research tells us that it is quality of contact rather than frequency that’s 
efficacious. 

What remains crucial is decreasing stress for the young person and avoiding any 
insensitive care during contact. 

‘When’, ‘why’, ‘how’ as opposed to ‘if’ 

So we have the following questions to guide contact 

• What arrangements are consistent with rights and development? 
• What contact is consistent with rights and development as a parent? 

Now we can focus on the multiplicity of interpersonal processes10, the ‘complex 
dance in which the roles and needs of the participants change over time, affecting 
kinship network as a whole (Grotevant et al 2005). Contact is a dynamic and 
transactional phenomenon (Neil and Howe 2004) 

Conscious emotional distance regulation, with all involved in the family system 
considering what contact is advantageous, with regard to contact agreeing a 
consensus for 

• Purpose of contact – how will it support retaining or building the  relationship  
• Frequency and length   - a length that a young person can manage 

successfully emotionally and physically, including recovery time 
• Venue – welcoming 
• Travel arrangements – distance 
• Supervision – prioritise the needs of the young person 
• Support – travel, emotions 
• Role of current carers – facilitating, recording, updating Contact Planning. 

 
10 Neil E see later 
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Communicative Openness 

Learning from adoption we need to resist a blanket attitude to contact of either 
help or harm11  

A lingering reason why contact has been restricted in the past was that an increase 
in agitated or aggressive behaviour preceded and followed contact. Recent adoption 
research shows that  variables that affect behaviour is not necessarily the actual 
contact but the openness to discussing adoption (for residential settings read 
placement), and the adoptive family’s (residential staff) interpretations of the contact 
situation and their satisfaction with it . Good contact is linked to the satisfaction of the 
adoptive family members 

For residential settings this means that keeping the ‘family in mind’ is the crucial 
aspect. Whilst frequency of contact can be a factor , and this should be arranged 
with emotional distance regulation thinking consciously  applied (see previous 
section)  it is also the case that talking about the family can help the young person 
have insight into their circumstances, understanding family history and dynamics. In 
such a way they retain their own individual identity whilst reassessing what it means 
for them to be a member of a family. This will also have an effect on the satisfaction 
that the staff have during contact, an increased appreciation leads to a greater 
satisfaction. This is turn may be the factor that leads to a reported decrease in 
externalising behaviour following contact, the young person has opportunity to make 
sense of contact and their situation with someone who not only knows but has also 
has been involved with the same experience and  events.  

This suggests that all contact should be conducted with the keyworker being 
part of it at least and maybe that contact needs to be arranged by the 
placement.  

Elsbeth Neil writes about the need to distinguish ‘structural openness – contact- and 
communicative openness – thinking and talking about adoption/ contact and the 
‘attitudes beliefs, expectations, emotions, and behavioural inclinations that people 
have towards the adoption’ (Brodzinsky (2005). It includes a willingness to discuss 
the meaning, what family life means, having a connection with two places where 
care is given, and how they best can be brought together into a meaningful sense. 
Understanding family dynamics is important rather than knowing family structure, 
there are relationships and power, shared experiences. 

Adoptive parents who met birth family face-to-face were more communicatively open 
than those with only letter box contact. 

 
11 Neil E 2007 Post Adoptive contact and openness in adoptive parents’’ minds: consequences for children’s 
development.  
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‘What is primary for healthy psychological adjustment is the creation of an 
open, honest, non-defensive , and emotionally attuned family dialogue not 
only about adoption (placement) but in fact about any issue that impacts on 
the child’s and family’s life (Brodzinsky 2005 p 151) 

The residential staffs need to keep a high empathic understanding for parents’ 
perspectives helping the young person to understand their parent’s view the 
meaning of their actions. This is not easy work and suggests that staff need to be 
employed with a high reflective functioning capacity. If self-interest is needed to 
awaken then knowing that their ability to be highly communicatively open is linked to 
lower behaviour needs of the young person. Such work also needs to be supported 
by supervision that can look at management as well as dynamic issues for the child, 
staff member and family so that learning is maximised but also that personal issues 
are made conscious, there is a lot of psychological projection involved in contact. 
The supervision approach that could be suitable needs to be considered and that of 
Shohet and Hawkins is recommended for tis task.  

Brodzinsky defines Communicative Openness  

Communicating about  

1. Adoption/placement – attunement to child’s views 
2. Comfort with and promotion of dual connection of care – the birth family 

sharing care with someone else; the value the young person places on the 
birth family connection; how best to promote the connection ( a reflection by 
the child to the staff on their work) 

3. Empathy for the young person – consider the full range of emotions from love 
to hate that can be expressed to themselves, to staff, and to parents 

4. Parents communication – encouraging positive engagement – this means 
contact needs prior work between the keyworker and parents 

5. Empathy for the family – taking the birth family’s viewpoint, what having a 
child away means  to the family, appreciating why they need to be placed and 
the effects on the family 

This communicative openness is linked to an increase in self-esteem for the young 
person itself linked to identity, self-efficacy, and functioning. Self-esteem equates to 
a positive orientation towards oneself and one’s worth.  Beckett et al (2008)12 saw 
that children who could not talk openly were more likely to feel different from their 
families and have lower self-esteem. Specific work to strengthen self-esteem will be 
helpful for the child to retain their identity before, during and after contact. A 
Resilience approach to social development using the Search Institute’s 40 
Development al Assets will assist. 

 
12 Beckett et all 2008 The experience of adoption Adoption and Fostering  32(1) 
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It is self-esteem that accounts for an increased ability not to breakdown into 
aggression when thinking of the family or contact. Contact can only be thought about 
in relation to the rest of the work with the young person regarding increasing self-
esteem. 

Neil provides some refinement.  A curious child surrounded with openness might feel 
able to discuss openly but an angry child may feel misunderstood if people keep 
trying to understand and explain parents’ actions. This can be true especially for toes 
with abuse or trauma in their past and it must be remembered that abuse and 
neglect being present in the child’s history can decrease the positive effects of 
contact, or of closeness geographically of a placement. Encouraging a ‘split’ 
psychological position is indicated – the birth family not being seen as all good or all 
bad. Studies show that holding this for the child and exploring it with them allows a 
greater equilibrium in adolescence. Neither a denial of acceptance nor of difference 
is helpful (Kirk 1964). 

 In her study Neil concluded 

• Structural openness, established using the Family Structural Openness 
Inventory equates with communicative openness. 

• Structural openness does not relate with outcomes for the behaviour of the 
child  

• Communicative Openness does not equate with outcomes for the behaviour 
of the child  
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