National Minimum Fostering Allowances
Introduction

This report has been based on 116 responses to the consultation document. 
As some respondents may have offered a number of options for questions, total percentages listed under any one question may exceed 100%.  Throughout the report, percentages are expressed as a measure of those answering each question, not as a measure of all respondents.  
The organisational breakdown of respondents was as follows:

Local Authority Foster Carer




47
Manager (Local Authority)





19
Other








13

Need 2 Know*






13

Independent Fostering Provider Foster Carer


6

Friends and Family Foster Carer




5

Childrens Charity






4

Foster Carers Association





4

Fostering Team Leader





2

Fostering Organisation





2

Manager (Independent Fostering Provider)


1

* The responses from Need 2 Know were responses received from the Need 2 Know Website that had been aimed at young people who were in foster care.


The report starts with an overview, followed by a summary analysis of each question within the consultation. 

Overview
The majority of respondents agreed that the national minimum allowance should be based on actual expenditure.  However, opinion was split as to the methodology used and respondents suggested other items of expenditure they believed should be included in the methodology.  Respondents welcomed the inclusion of an element to compensate for the fact that fostered children often had less money from grandparents and other family members.
Respondents agreed that it was reasonable to increase the cost of caring for a non-fostered child by 50% to take account of extra costs associated with fostering children.  Just over half of all respondents agreed that the estimate of costs should be updated with average income, with respondents suggesting alternatives.
Respondents agreed that there was evidence to support regional variations in the national minimum allowance, but there was discussion about which regions of the country this should apply to.  Respondents felt that rural areas had many cost pressures that were not always recognised.
Respondents were content that the allowance should vary according to age but were less clear about the suggested age bands put forward.  There was support for a higher allowance for 16-17 year olds.

Respondents were content with the suggested qualities for an effective payment system but wanted more information on what the exact breakdown of this payments was.  There was widespread agreement on the recommendations for the provision of a clear consistent decision making process with respondents again requesting a clear breakdown of the money they received.
Respondents said that there were categories of spending that were best paid separately rather than a component of the weekly allowance.  Suggestions included holidays, Christmas, religious festivals and birthdays.

Respondents wanted children and young people to be informed of their entitlements via discussions with their social worker or through newsletters or websites.  It was suggested that children could feed into this process via the Child Review or the Placement Agreement meeting or via their social workers.  Respondents also felt it was important that children and young people had guidance and support to learn budgeting and gain independence.

Summary
Q1
Do you agree that the national minimum allowance should be based on actual expenditure?
There were 113 responses to this question.
Yes
77  (68%)
No
24  (21%)
Not Sure
12  (11%)
The majority of respondents agreed that the national minimum fostering allowance should be based on actual expenditure.  Respondents said that basing it on actual expenditure was practical and reflected the way that children were cared for in the community. Respondents felt that a minimum fostering allowance would help attract and retain more foster carers and lead to more secure placements.
Those respondents who disagreed felt that costs were higher than stated and that not all costs had been included in the actual expenditure.  19 (17%) respondents said that the allowance should be based on true expenditure and that all elements of household expenses should be included, for example a proportion of the mortgage or rental of the carers property.
9 (8%) respondents felt that the facts and figures used were out of date and should reflect current costs.  Respondents also stressed that sample families used should at least have an acceptable standard of living.  It was also suggested that the Fostering Networks minimum allowance rate was used because this was more up to date and regularly reviewed.

Q2 
Do you think that our methodology captures the key categories of expenditure involved in caring for a fostered child?

There were 108 responses to this question
Yes
49 (45%)
No
46 (43%)
Not Sure
13 (12%)
Opinion was evenly split between those who felt that the methodology captured the key categories of expenditure involved in caring for a child and those who disagreed.

18 (17%) respondents said that there were additional transport costs involved with fostering either for additional travel to school, activities and contact with family or for the purchase of a bigger vehicle if the carers current vehicle does not have sufficient seating.

17 (16%) respondents said that housing costs needed to be taken into account.  Respondents said that each foster child must have their own bedroom and if this necessitated moving to or purchasing a larger house, the costs could often be prohibitive.  There were also higher costs associated with larger houses such as heating, utility bills and council tax and respondents wanted these taking into account.
14 (13%) respondents suggested that an amount should be included for furniture, soft furnishings, and bed linen, in order to prepare the room for foster children.
10 (9%) respondents wanted an amount included for an initial stock of clothing as foster children often had little clothing with them when they were placed.

8  (7%) respondents wanted an amount to be included for costs associated with depreciation of furniture and the costs of decorating due to increased wear and tear.
6 (6%) of respondents said that many foster children expected up to date entertainment which included playstations, DVD players and computers and that money for theses items should be taken into account.
Q3 
Do you think that the national minimum allowance should include an element to compensate for the fact that fostered children are less likely to have money spent on them by grandparents or other family members and friends?

There were 107 responses to this question
Yes
92 (86%)
No
9 (8%
)
Not Sure
6 (6%)
There was strong agreement that an element to compensate for the fact that fostered children were less likely to have money spent on them by grandparents or other family members and friends should be included.  10 (9%) of respondents noted in their comments that this should definitely be the case.   

Respondents who disagreed said this suggested a way of life for some foster children that did not exist, and in short term fostering could show them a way of life they would lose when the placement finished and they returned to their families.
Q4 
Do you agree that it is reasonable to increase the cost of caring for a non-fostered child by 50% to take account of extra costs associated with fostering children?

There were 93 responses to this question.
Yes
67 (72%)
No
13 (14%)
Not Sure
13 (14%)

The majority of respondents agreed that it was reasonable to increase the cost of caring for a non-fostered child by 50% to take account of extra costs.  Respondents felt that many fostered children benefited from additional spending and the support and experiences that this brought.
Those who answered no, were split between respondents who did not feel that all fostered children resulted in such high extra costs and those who wanted a larger than 50% increase.
A small number of respondents felt that this question was confusing.
Q5
 Do you agree that the estimate of costs should be linked with average income, as a means of uprating the allowances each year?

There were 94 responses to this question.
Yes
49 (52%)
No
22 (23%)
Not Sure
23 (24%)

Just over half of all respondents agreed that the estimate of costs should be linked with average income as a means of updating the allowance each year.  This was seen as fair and a way of ensuring they did not become outdated.
Those respondents who disagreed suggested an alternative to average income; 10 (11%) respondents suggested using inflation as the measure and 9 (10%) suggested using average earning growth.   A small number of respondents suggested using the Retail Price Index.  
Q6 
Is there evidence to support regional variation in the national minimum?  

There were 95 responses to this question.
Yes
60 (63%)
No
19 (20%)
Not Sure
16 (17%)


The majority of respondents agreed that there was evidence to support a regional variation in the national minimum allowance.  10 (11%) respondents said that this did not just apply to London but to other areas of the country as well.  7 (7%) respondents thought that the cost of fostering was higher in rural areas.
Q7 
If so, which of the following do you think is the right approach?

There were 71 responses to this question.
Higher Rate in London and the South East
38  54%
Other






25   35%

Higher rate in London only



  8   11 %
The majority of respondents wanted a higher rate in London and the South East only.  Those respondents who chose the ‘other’ category suggested that there were other areas of the country that could be considered as having higher costs.  7 (10%) respondents said that rural areas such as Cornwall had similar problems as London and the South East suggesting that housing, transport and food were all more expensive than some parts of the country.  
Q8 
In your experience, should the allowance rate vary according to the age of the child?

There were 108 responses to this question.
Yes
92 (85%)
No
8   (7%)

Not Sure
8   (7%)

The majority of respondents agreed that the rate of allowance should vary according to the age of the child.  13 (12%) respondents said that babies were more costly to look after than other children.  A number of respondents stated that  when children reached the age of 14 they were treated as an adult and holidays and travel became more expensive.  Respondents also said that as children got older there was peer pressure for them to have fashionable expensive items.
Q9
If so, should we use the age bands above (adding 17 year olds to the secondary school band)? If, you do not think we should use these age bands please comment.

There were 87 responses to this question.
Yes
44 (51%)
No
28   (32%)

Not Sure  15   (17%)

Just over half of all respondents agreed with the age bands used. Respondents saw them as simple and easy to apply.  
Those respondents who did not agree with the bands suggested other options.  However there was no consensus of opinion on an alternative banding system.  
Q10 
Is there evidence to support a higher allowance rate for 16-17 year olds, in comparison with, say, 11-15 year olds?

Yes
70 (69%)
No
19 (19%)

Not Sure
12 (12%)


There were 101 responses to this question.
The majority of respondents agreed that there was evidence to support a higher allowance for 16-17 olds in comparison with other age groups.  
14 (14%) respondents stated that at this age children were in transition to adult life and that there were additional costs associated with that.  
9 (9%) respondents said that there were additional costs associated with education for 16-17 year olds and 6 (6%) respondents stated that travel costs for 16-17 were higher.
Q11
 Do these qualities reflect the most important aspects of an effective payment system?

There were 88 responses to this question.
Yes
78 (89%)
No
6   (7%)
Not Sure
4   (5%)


The majority of respondents agreed that the qualities listed reflected the most important aspects of an effective payment system.  There were limited comments given for this question and no key issues emerged.  A number of respondents noted that in their particular case it was the social worker who was responsible for payments being slow.

Q12 
Is there anything missing?

There were 78 responses to this question.
Yes
26  (33%)
No
34   (44%)
Not Sure
18   (23%)


The majority of respondents did not believe that there was anything missing from the system.

9  (12%) respondents felt that they needed more information on what the payments they received were for, including:
· Details of the child

· The dates covered by the payments

· The daily rate at which the payment was made

· Any fee payment related to the placement.

Respondents also put forward other suggestions to improve the payments system including:
· A named contact

· A move to a weekly payment system directly into a bank account

· Help and information on tax, benefits and other allowances

· An appeals procedure.
Q13
 What additional financial information should foster carers receive?

There were 40 responses to this question
27 (68%) respondents once more asked for a precise breakdown of what the payments included as detailed in questions 12.   23  (57%) respondents asked for more information on tax, benefits, and grants.
Respondents also suggested information on:
· Payments which were laid out in a similar format to a payslip

· Insurance cover

· Rates for prospective foster carers as this was often difficult to find

Q14
 What are the best ways to ensure that foster carers/others interested in fostering receive key information?

There were 45 responses to this question.
Respondents put forward a number of suggestions to ensure that foster carers and others interested in fostering received key information.

27  (60%) respondents felt that online information would be useful.
22  (49%) respondents suggested information via the Foster Carers Handbook.

10  (22%) respondents said that they would like to get information from the Fostering Network.

Q15a
 Should the expectation be that Local Authorities will link their payment systems for foster carers to the Integrated Children’s System?

There were 79 responses to this question.
Yes
43 (54%)
No
5   (6%)
Not Sure
31   (39%)


The majority of respondents agreed that the expectation should be that Local Authorities linked their payment systems for foster carers to the Integrated Childrens Services.  Respondents felt that a single information system for all looked after children was ideal, and would be beneficial for Local Authorities because it would provide useful payment data .  
4 (5%) respondents felt that a system where foster carers had direct access would be beneficial.

Although 31 (39%) respondents chose ‘not sure’, few offered any comments and no key themes emerged.
Q15b
What might be a comparable expectation for independent fostering providers?

No key themes emerged for this question. 

Q16
Are there other models of existing practice that have successfully reduced delay in this area? Please describe.

No key themes emerged for this question.  A selection of comments can be found at annex B.

Q17 
Do you agree with the recommendations above?

There were 74 responses to this question.
Yes
68 (92%)
No
2   (3%)
Not Sure
4   (5%)


There was widespread support for the good practice suggestions put forward by foster carers and fostering service providers.  Respondents welcomed the suggestion that all agreements should be in writing and that explanations were given when a request for a payment was turned down.
Q18 
What else is needed to ensure clarity and consistency?

There were 12 responses to this question
10 (83%) respondents felt that clear payments information was needed and that all foster carers should receive the same information.  A small number of respondents said that there was a training need for staff to ensure consistency of information given.
Q19 
Are these suggestions workable?

There were 67 responses to this question

 Yes
38 (57%)
No
8   (12%)
Not Sure
21   (31%)


The majority of respondents agreed that the suggestions concerning forward planning, cash floats, credit cards, interest free loans, and insurance were workable.  No key issues emerged for this question.
Q20
 What other innovative models have you found to be effective?

No key themes emerged for this question.  

Q21a 
 In your experience, are there categories of spending incurred by all foster carers, which are best paid separately rather than as a component of the weekly allowance?

There were 79 responses to this question
Yes
63 (80%)
No
8   (10%)
Not Sure
8   (10%)


There was widespread agreement that there were categories of spending that are best paid separately, rather than as components of the weekly allowance.

Q21b
 If so please state what these categories are.

There were 53 responses to this question

Respondents suggested that the following should be paid separately:

· Holidays 35 (66%)

· Christmas / religious festivals 30 (57%)
· Birthdays 30 (57%)
· Initial set up costs 14 (26%)
· School trips 13 (25%)

· Clothing 10 (19%)

· School Uniform 8 (15%)

· Vehicle associated costs 4 (8%)

Q22 
If you have experience of systems for handling these payments which you believe were particularly effective, please describe.

No key themes emerged for this question.  

Q23 
What are the best ways for children and young people to be informed, reminded and updated about their entitlements?

There were 38 responses to this question.
22 (58%) respondents felt that children and young people should be informed, reminded and updated about their entitlements by discussing them in person with their social worker or link worker.
14 (37%) respondents wanted the information in a newsletter.

8 (21%) of respondents felt that information should be available on dedicated websites via the internet.

Respondents noted that it was important that the information given to young people was appropriate to their age and understanding.
Q24
The allowance that a foster carer receives should be set at a level that takes account of the needs of the young person they are looking after.  How should the child or young person feed into this process?

There were 47 responses to this question.

Respondents put forward a number of suggestions about how young people should feed into the process of setting allowances.  20 (43%) respondents felt that this could be done during the Child Reviews or the Placement Agreement Meeting.
10 (21%) respondents suggested that young people fed into this process via their social workers.  8 (17%) respondents said that this would depend on the age of the young person and their understanding of the process.

7 (15%) respondents suggested consultation as a means of gathering the required information.
7 (15%) respondents stated that children should not be involved.  Some respondents said that their own children had no say in what the family budget was spent on and therefore foster children should also have no say.

6 (13%) respondents said that children should identify their own needs and should have some sort of mechanism to feed this information into the process.

Q25 
Should our guidance reflect the need for young people to learn budgeting skills and gain independence?

There were 66 responses to this question.
The majority of responses 53 (80%) respondents agreed that the guidance should reflect the need for young people to learn budgeting skills and gain independence, with 15 (23%) respondents stating that this was essential.  

9 (14%) respondents agreed that budgeting was a skill that all young people should have and that this was part of the caring process.
6 (9%) respondents said that foster children should be taught budgeting skills in the same way that the foster carers own children were taught.

A small number of respondents, 4 (6%) said that it was important for young people to have their own bank account.
Q26 
Are there other issues that we need to cover in our guidance about children and young people’s experience of fostering allowances?

No key themes emerged for this question.  
