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Introduction

In February 2026, the government launched Renewing Fostering: homes for 10,000 more
children, an ambitious action plan to address the sharp decline in the number of foster
carers and to reform the foster care system.

The action plan sets out a clear approach to reverse the decline in the number of foster
carers, strengthen support for foster families and modernise fostering so that it works
alongside everyday life. It proposes national action, regional collaboration, stronger
support for foster families and a simpler rulebook that puts trusted relationships first.

Alongside this action plan, we launched a call for evidence asking for innovative ideas and
views on further possible reforms and how we can improve the foster care system.

We sought views on seven areas where we might consider future reforms:
1. Financial transparency
2. Introducing a foster carer register
3. Amending the fostering limit

4. Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) checks and vetting of prospective foster
carers

5. Allegations and standard of care concerns
6. Innovation in foster care
7. Removing barriers for kinship care

During the same period, we also launched a consultation on the use of panels in foster
carer recruitment and assessment and on the handling of allegations against carers. The
response to this has been published separately.

Purpose of this document

We are grateful to everyone who submitted a response to the call for evidence. We have
carefully considered the responses received and the range of views expressed. We
analysed the free-text responses with the assistance of artificial intelligence (Al). We have
managed the risks around using Al by fully validating the analysis with a team of data
scientists. Full information on our use of Al can be seen in the methodology statement in
Annex B.

This document summarises the call for evidence findings and sets out the government’s
response.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/renewing-fostering-homes-for-10000-more-children
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/renewing-fostering-homes-for-10000-more-children
https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/fostering-for-the-future-improving-the-foster-care-system

The executive summary provides an overview of key points raised across the seven areas
on which views were sought, alongside the government’s position. This is followed by a
more detailed analysis of responses to each area, identifying the main themes emerging
from the feedback and providing a fuller account of the government’s response in each
case. Annex A provides a breakdown of responses to questions, as referenced throughout.



Executive summary

The online call for evidence was hosted on GOV.UK and ran for a period of six weeks,
from 4 February 2026 to 17 March 2026. The Department for Education (DfE) received a
total of 543 responses to the online questionnaire, and an additional 14 written responses.

The majority of responses submitted online came from individuals (89%) with a much
smaller proportion of responses on behalf of organisations (11%). The largest proportion
of individual responses were from current foster carers (59%). Other large groups included
local authority (LA) staff (12%), former foster carers (5%) and fostering panel members

(4%).

A breakdown of all the subgroups of respondents can be found in Annex B.

In addition to the online call for evidence, the DfE:

a) held and attended a series of virtual and in-person events to discuss the proposals

with foster carers and practitioners

b) invited children and young people (CYP) with lived experience of foster care to

share their views and experiences in a separate questionnaire which asked CYP to
share their thoughts on how the foster care system currently supports them and
how it could be improved.

Main findings from the call for evidence

There was strong support for greater transparency and consistency in how the fostering
system operates, with differing opinions about what action should be taken.

Increased financial transparency was widely welcomed as a way to address
regional variation, improve accountability and support recruitment and retention of
foster carers. Respondents did raise concerns about financial transparency
attracting potential carers who are financially motivated, as well as increasing
competition, financial pressures and new administrative burdens.

Proposals to introduce a foster carer register received support from the majority of
respondents, with this seen as a potential way to help improve efficiency,
safeguarding, protection for carers, transitions between services and placement
matching. Significant concerns were raised about data protection, cost and
bureaucracy.

Respondents broadly supported retaining the three-child limit while allowing
flexibility based on individual circumstances, emphasising child-centred decision-
making, supporting respite, robust risk assessment and carer wellbeing.



o There was general agreement that current DBS disclosure arrangements are
appropriate but not always consistently applied or understood.

e The majority of respondents supported the idea of using the section 47 threshold
(set out here: Children Act 1989) as the distinction between standards of care
concerns and allegations. However, some respondents felt this would increase risks
to children.

e Respondents expressed strong interest in and support for innovative models of
care. Over half of respondents felt that there are barriers to innovation, but this was
attributed to a culture of risk aversion, inconsistent inspection practice and funding
constraints (rather than specific regulations).

e Responses highlighted uncertainty about how consistently kinship care guidance is
applied in practice, with calls for clearer national standards tailored to kinship care,
alongside more flexible, child-focused approaches and improved practical support
for kinship carers.

Main findings from the children and young people’s call for
evidence

Children and young people who responded to the questionnaire most consistently
highlighted the importance of feeling loved, included and treated as part of the family.
They value carers who provide warmth, patience, and consistency, who advocate for
them, show forgiveness when they display challenging behaviour and support their
education, friendships and hobbies. They also value support in having contact with birth
families when it's safe and wanted.

Multiple areas for improvement in the system were highlighted, with children reporting that
key sources of frustration and distress are frequent changes in social workers, a lack of
explanation around decisions, and not being included or listened to. Children also
described frustration at their foster carers being unable to make decisions about things
they see as being normal parts of life for their peers, such as going to sleepovers or
parties.

Children want more stability, better communication, and adults who are genuinely child-
centred and compassionate. Keeping siblings together, mental health support, and placing
children close to familiar people and places also make a meaningful difference.

Government response

The Government recognises strong support for reform, to improve consistency, clarity and
outcomes for children, while some areas need further exploration to better understand
potential benefits and consequences.


https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/section/47

. Financial transparency: The government supports greater transparency in
principle and will undertake further work with the sector to explore how we can
encourage the provision of clearer and more consistent information. Existing
reforms, including the Financial Oversight Scheme, will strengthen system-level
transparency.

. Introducing a foster carer register: While there is broad support for introducing a
register, there is no clear consensus on the exact purpose or design of this. The
government has not yet decided whether to introduce a national register and will
consider its role further as part of wider reforms.

. Amending the fostering limit: The government understands the importance of the
three-child limit and will further consider how keeping or amending the limit, for
example to allow for carer specific exemptions, could help increase flexibility,
reduce administrative burdens and support placement stability, particularly for
siblings.

. DBS checks and vetting of prospective carers: DBS checks are a key
safeguarding tool within a wider, multi-layered assessment process. The
government will work with the Home Office to better understand issues around
timeliness and consistency.

. Allegations and standards of care: Through the updated national fostering
standards and guidance, the government will strengthen clarity and consistency in
how concerns are handled, with a focus on proportionate responses, better support
for carers and children, and reducing risk-averse practice.

. Innovation in foster care: DfE is investing £12.4 million in the testing of innovative
models of foster care, actively encouraging and supporting innovation in the sector.
We will also update national fostering standards, aiming to reduce unnecessary
barriers, support foster carers’ and practitioners’ judgement and encourage more
flexible, child-centred practice.

. Removing barriers for kinship care: The government acknowledges barriers and
inconsistency in current practice. It will take forward improvements through updated
guidance and standards but will wait for the Law Commission’s review to complete

before making wider legislative changes.



Detailed call for evidence analysis

This section provides a more detailed summary of the responses to the areas explored
through the call for evidence.

1. Financial transparency

Respondents expressed strong support in principle for increased financial transparency
across the foster care system (see annex A), whilst also highlighting a number of practical
risks and implementation challenges. Views were broadly consistent across individual and
organisational respondents, although areas of emphasis varied by respondent type.

Respondents identified the following perceived benefits of increased financial
transparency:

o Fairness and consistency: Many respondents argued that greater transparency
would help address perceived regional variation in fostering payments and reduce a
‘postcode lottery’, particularly between local authorities and independent fostering
agencies.

o Accountability and trust: Respondents frequently highlighted the role of
transparency in improving confidence that public funding is being used
appropriately and equitably, including clarity over how funding is distributed
between carers, providers, and support services.

« Improved financial planning for carers: Clearer information on allowances, fees,
and entitlements was seen as supporting prospective and existing foster carers to
make informed decisions about the financial viability of fostering.

o Recruitment and retention: A number of respondents suggested that
transparency could support recruitment and retention by setting realistic
expectations and reducing dissatisfaction linked to inconsistent or poorly explained
payment arrangements.

o Recognition: Some respondents viewed transparency, particularly a clear
distinction between child-related allowances and remuneration for carers, as
reinforcing the recognition of fostering as a skilled and important role.

Respondents also raised a range of concerns about potential unintended consequences of
greater financial transparency. These included:

e Highlighting existing inequities without resolving them: potentially increasing
dissatisfaction or pressure for parity where additional funding is not available.



o Market impacts: including increased competition between providers and
movement of carers driven primarily by visible payment differences, with possible
implications for placement stability.

« Risk of misinterpretation: including public misunderstanding of fostering
payments or stigma towards carers if financial information is presented without
sufficient context.

« Financial pressure on local authorities: particularly if transparency creates
expectations of higher payments without corresponding increases in funding.

o Administrative burden: especially where transparency would require new data
collection, reporting, or ongoing maintenance of detailed financial information.

Several respondents emphasised that financial transparency should not be considered in
isolation and cautioned against approaches that focus narrowly on payment levels without
taking account of the wider support available to carers, such as training, supervision,
respite, and therapeutic services.

Government response: financial transparency

We recognise the strong support for increased financial transparency and agree that
clearer, more accessible information on fostering finance has the potential to improve
understanding, trust, and confidence across the system. We also acknowledge the
concerns raised about unintended consequences and agree that any transparency would
have to be implemented carefully and proportionately.

Financial transparency can play a constructive role where it supports informed decision-
making, accountability for public spending, and fairness for foster carers, while avoiding
undue disruption to local sufficiency arrangements or placement stability. However, the
call for evidence responses clearly demonstrate that transparency alone cannot address
the underlying drivers of variation in fostering payments, which include local cost
pressures, workforce challenges, and differences in the needs of children in care’.

As part of the broader reform programme, we are already taking steps to strengthen
financial and corporate transparency among fostering providers through the Financial
Oversight Scheme, which was legislated for in the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Act
2026 and will become operational this winter. The scheme will increase financial and
corporate transparency among the most ‘difficult to replace’ providers of children’s social
care placements and their corporate owners, including independent fostering agencies.

" While the legal term is ‘looked after children’, this document uses ‘children in care’, reflecting the
terminology preferred by children themselves.



The scheme will enable an accurate, real-time assessment of financial risk and provide
advance warning to local authorities where there is a real possibility that risks to financial
sustainability could lead a provider to cease operating. This will allow local authorities to
take swift action and minimise disruption to children. At present, local authorities have
limited visibility of financial risk within providers or their wider corporate groups, and the
sudden failure of a large provider could make it difficult to secure appropriate alternative
placements. The Financial Oversight Scheme addresses this issue for the first time and
represents a significant step forward in strengthening system-level transparency and
resilience.

In light of consultation feedback, and in the context of existing reforms, we consider that
further work on financial transparency should focus on improving clarity and
consistency. We will work closely with the sector to consider further:

o Whether clearer national guidance could improve consistency in how fostering
allowances, fees, and discretionary payments are described and explained.

e How financial information can be presented with appropriate context, including the
role of non-financial support, to avoid simplistic comparisons or unintended stigma.

e How any future approaches to transparency can minimise additional administrative
burden on local authorities and providers and avoid destabilising local markets.

« We have not taken decisions at this stage on additional national requirements
relating to financial transparency for foster care. We intend to consider the role of
transparency further as part of the wider programme of fostering reform, alongside
work on sufficiency, recruitment and retention, oversight of providers, and support
for carers. Any future changes will be informed by continued engagement with the
sector and careful consideration of impacts on placement stability and outcomes.

2. Introducing a foster carer register

There was broad support for introducing a national foster carer register, with around 60%
of respondents agreeing. However, 15% of respondents strongly disagreed, raising
concerns about potential negative impacts and administrative burden. Overall,
respondents saw the register as a lever to achieve multiple possible objectives. There is
not a clear consensus in the feedback on whether to introduce a register, the information it
should hold or its purpose.

Respondents identified the following perceived benefits of introducing a national foster
carer register:

e Improved placement matching: respondents felt that a national register would
enable faster and more accurate matching of children with suitable foster carers by
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providing data on carers’ availability, expertise and specialisations. Respondents
highlight that improving matching in this way would reduce delays, improve
placement stability and enable more children to stay closer to their existing
networks.

Simplified transfers and reduced duplication: a register could streamline the
process for foster carers transferring between local authorities or agencies by
consolidating information on qualifications and assessments, and this could
minimise duplication of effort for social workers and reduce delays in recruitment or
placement processes.

Strengthened safeguarding and accountability: some respondents suggested a
register could be used as a safeguarding mechanism, as a central record of
approvals, deregistrations, allegations and their outcomes and patterns of concern
could prevent unsuitable carers from moving undetected between services.

Respondents identified the following perceived risks or challenges of introducing a national
foster carer register:

Data privacy and security: concerns were raised about how centralising sensitive
personal information about foster carers could lead to data breaches, unauthorised
access, or misuse, potentially putting children as well as carers at risk of harm as a
result. Respondents highlighted that strong security measures, data protection and
clear consent processes would be essential as well as thorough consideration of
what information is appropriate to include in a register.

Accuracy and management: respondents highlighted the potential challenges of
maintaining the accuracy of a register due to frequent changes and inconsistent
data standards across fostering services.

Administrative and resource burden: respondents raised concerns about
significant administrative demands for local authorities, fostering agencies, social
workers, and foster carers. This could result in increased workloads, duplication of
existing systems and resource inefficiencies.

Recruitment and retention concerns: some concerns were also raised about the
introduction of a register discouraging individuals from becoming or remaining
foster carers due to fears around increased scrutiny, over-regulation and
reputational risks from recorded allegations.

Respondents identified the following features that would be important to include on a
national foster carer register to ensure its effectiveness:

Safeguarding and allegation oversight: respondents asked for safeguarding
information to be included in a register, such as DBS checks, medical assessments,
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substantiated allegations with outcomes, and reasons for deregistration or
termination - to ensure child safety while protecting carers from unfair reputational
harm through independent oversight of allegations.

« Real-time availability and capacity tracking: real-time updates on foster carers’
availability, current placements, capacity (e.g. number of children they can
accommodate), age-range preferences, and other relevant details to enable timely
and effective placement decisions.

o Detailed foster carer profiles: some respondents suggested the register should
include comprehensive information about foster carers, such as their experience,
qualifications, training records, approval status, fostering history, household
composition, and placement preferences to support accurate matching and
informed decision-making. Respondents also reflected that this would need to be
balanced carefully with the need for data privacy and safety.

« Data protection measures: respondents highlighted the importance of robust data
protection measures that comply with UK General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR) principles, to ensure sensitive information about carers and children is
safeguarded. This includes secure data handling, access controls, transparency in
data usage policies and mechanisms for carers to review or correct their records.

Government response: introducing a foster carer register

We recognise broad support for exploring a national foster carer register, alongside
concerns about potential negative impacts and administrative burden. Overall, feedback
shows no clear consensus on the purpose of a register, its scope, or content.

Responses indicate that a register is viewed as a potential enabler of different objectives,
rather than a clearly defined reform in its own right. While some respondents identified
possible system benefits, others stressed these would depend on careful design and may
be achievable through more targeted approaches.

We understand there is appetite for a central foster care register to improve visibility of the
number, location, and profile of carers within and across local areas, enabling more
effective placement matching, better-informed commissioning decisions, and stronger
collaboration within and across local authority boundaries.

Respondents also highlighted risks that would need to be addressed, including the need
for proportionality, avoiding duplication of existing systems, and minimising additional
pressures on local authorities, providers and foster carers. Concerns were raised about
potential impacts on recruitment and retention if a register was perceived as overly
intrusive or punitive.
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There was consistent emphasis on the importance of strong data protection, clear
accountability, and confidence in the accuracy and management of information, with
appropriate safeguards to balance child safety and fairness for carers.

In light of these mixed views, we have not taken decisions at this stage on whether to
introduce a national foster carer register. Further consideration is needed to clarify the
issues a register would seek to address, how it would interact with existing arrangements,
and whether the benefits would outweigh the risks and costs.

We will continue to consider the role a national register could play as part of the wider
fostering reform programme, informed by ongoing engagement with the sector.

3. Amending the fostering limit

Respondents broadly supported retaining the three-child fostering limit, with flexibility and
the ability to grant exemptions in some cases, recognising that a strict limit can
unnecessarily restrict capacity and decision-making, provided robust risk assessments
and safeguarding measures are in place.

The following themes came up in responses to questions about amending the fostering
limit:

« Retaining the limit with managed exceptions: whilst some respondents stated a
preference to remove the statutory three-child limit and instead rely on case-by-
case social worker judgement, the majority of respondents opposed blanket
removal of the limit, arguing that the three-child limit should remain in place, but
supporting exemptions in specific cases. Around 50% of respondents stated a
preference for retaining the limit (18% were in favour of retaining in full) but allowing
exemptions on a carer-specific basis, where carers are experienced and have
capacity and household space to care for more children. Exemptions were also
supported for short-term or emergency placements.

o Safeguarding and risk assessment: many responses highlighted the need for
comprehensive risk assessments where exemptions are considered to assess carer
capacity, household dynamics and the compatibility and relationships between
children in the home.

e Child-centred decision-making: respondents emphasised the importance of
thorough consideration of the relevant circumstances and child-centred decision-
making among practitioners that focuses on the needs of children first and foremost
and is not driven by placement shortages or cost pressures.

o Support for carers: respondents highlighted the need for robust support systems
as these are vital to prevent carer burnout, particularly when caring for multiple
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children. Responses emphasised the importance of access to training, the ability to
make arrangements for children to stay over with other known carers or trusted
adults and support from social workers if carers are granted an exemption to care
for more than three children.

o Impact on individual children: CYP identified multiple benefits of retaining the
three-child limit, particularly highlighting that they feel individual children receive
more support and one-on-one time with carers when there are fewer children in the
home. CYP also highlighted that the risks to children increase with more people in
the home and there is more chance of conflict or incidents occurring. These
increased risks and a louder, busier environment can cause anxiety for children.

Government response: amending the fostering limit

Schedule 7 of the Children Act 1989 limits the number of children who may be fostered by
a foster carer. The standard limit for foster carers is up to three children at any one time.
Currently, carers can exceed the standard limit when:

e More than three children are all from the same sibling group; and/or

e The carer is granted a formal exemption by their local authorities’ agency decision
maker, allowing them to foster more than three children.

Exemptions are placement-specific, naming the children a carer may foster and any
restrictions or time limit, and the exemption can be modified or cancelled at any time.

We note exemptions are seen as particularly important for enabling experienced carers to
offer respite to other carers in their area by looking after multiple children for short periods
of time.

We will continue to consider how keeping the limit or changing it could help increase
flexibility by enabling carer specific exemptions, reduce administrative burdens and
support placement stability, particularly for siblings.

We will continue to actively engage with children and young people to understand their
experiences and perspectives, and ensuring their feedback — particularly around safety,
individual support, and the home environment — is carefully considered in future policy
development and practice.

4. DBS checks and vetting of prospective carers

There were mixed views on how information from DBS checks is used to assess
prospective carers and concerns raised about lack of consistency between services.
However, respondents broadly supported the use of DBS checks and vetting processes as
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a critical part of safeguarding in foster care but stressed they should form part of a wider
assessment and highlighted issues with timeliness and frequent delays.

Respondents referred to:

DBS checks as part of a holistic vetting process: respondents broadly agreed
that enhanced DBS checks act as an important safeguarding tool, but many
emphasised that DBS checks alone do not provide a complete picture of risk and
should not be relied on in isolation. Vetting was widely seen as needing to be multi-
layered, combining DBS checks with other methods, to ensure a thorough and
accurate assessment of suitability.

Need for consistency: many responses highlighted concerns about inconsistency
in how DBS information and vetting processes are applied across local authorities
and agencies. Respondents called for clearer national guidance, standardised
processes, and improved training to ensure fairness and strengthen safeguarding.

Delays and inefficiency in DBS processes: respondents also emphasised the
importance of improving timeliness and efficiency, raising concerns about delays in
DBS checks and associated vetting processes which lead to delayed approvals and
placements.

Use of soft intelligence (non-conviction information): many respondents
supported the use of soft intelligence to strengthen risk assessment and help
identify concerning patterns in behaviour, but concerns were also frequently raised
about potential bias and a lack of transparency around how this data might be used.

Government response: DBS checks and vetting of prospective carers

Although respondents raised concerns about timeliness and the impact of delays in DBS
checks, they were clear that enhanced DBS checks are an important and effective
safeguarding measure when used as part of a broader, multi-layered approach to
assessing suitability.

The average processing time in April for all Enhanced DBS checks was 13 days, the
average processing time for foster carer applications over the last 2 months was 36

days. Applications for enhanced checks will only get sent to the Police for consideration
where there is a potential match to PNC or local intelligence or if the application is deemed
to be for a home-based role such as foster carer. Most Enhanced check applications do
not get sent to the police.

Applications for Foster Carers are subject to ‘home-based checks’. When a home-based
check is requested, the application will be sent to the Police to consider any relevant
information they have in relation to the address on the application form. This means that
they are considering information not only about the applicant but about others who may
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live at or visit the address and throughout this process, the police may need to gather
information from other organisations. If they deem it relevant and appropriate, they will
release information on the certificate which may not be in relation to the applicant directly,
but about people who live at that address, or known associates of the applicant or visitors
to that address. Third party information can be useful to accurately assess the risk of
placing children or adults who need care or support in a household.

There is an established escalation process whereby DBS may request that the Police
prioritise an application where specific criteria are met, such as upcoming fostering panel
dates. Provided that the application has been in the system for a minimum of 28 days,
DBS may consider submitting an escalation request. It is important to note that, while
every effort will be made to support such requests, the decision to prioritise an application
rests solely with the Police, and DBS cannot guarantee that an escalation will be actioned.

There are other instances where DBS checks may be delayed, such as when information
is missing, unclear, or incorrect. Any issues on an application form, such as missing or
incorrect information will flag a ‘conflict’” and the application will come back to DBS to
clarify the information by contacting the employer, registered body, or the applicant. This
will inevitably increase the length of time the DBS check takes.

DBS works closely with forces to ensure timeliness of checks, including through additional
funding, staffing support, and workload sharing. We have started conversations between
DfE and HO, to see if there are any solutions that can be agreed to further improve the
timeliness of checks.

Determining what type of police information to disclose on any given check is complex;
safeguarding is paramount and information related to keeping children safe should be
disclosed when it is proportionate to do so. At the same time, applications need to be
treated fairly, with rehabilitation in mind (especially in cases of youth offending). DfE will
therefore continue to work with the Home Office to discuss this complex issue.

5. Allegations and standard of care concerns

Respondents provided mixed views on questions regarding services’ current decision-
making in relation to allegations concerns (see annex A). 27% agreed or strongly agreed
that services currently make the right decisions on whether an investigation into a foster
carer is required and 24% agreed or strongly agreed that the right decisions are made on
how to protect children during these investigations. A large proportion of respondents
neither agreed nor disagreed or stated they do not know (36% and 41% respectively).

There was a clearer response on questions about thresholds (see annex A); 69% agreed
or strongly agreed that incidents should only be treated as a formal allegation when the
section 47 threshold is met and 75% of people agreed or strongly agreed that anything
below this threshold should be handled through less formal routes such as standards of
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care concern responses. Notably, this view was not shared by the National Local Authority
Designated Officers network (NLN) which raised concerns about the need to be informed
about issues below the section 47 threshold in order to effectively carry out their duties
and protect children.

Individual respondents noted that services sometimes implement blanket policies in order
to prevent allegations which undermined the extent to which foster homes could function in
ways akin to normal family life; for example, one respondent said their area had
implemented a policy that foster carers should not touch children in their care. This was at
odds with what we heard from children, who consistently highlighted the importance of
feeling loved, included and treated as part of the family.

Government response: allegations and standard of care concerns

Our consultation response sets out the need to strengthen support for children and foster
carers during allegations investigations and the need for more clarity around process,
roles and proportionate responses to concerns. We will work to incorporate the proposal in
the consultation into the new fostering standards and explore how we could provide more
clarity on process in Working together to safequard children - GOV.UK and relevant
guidance.

The Government has not made a decision on whether the section 47 threshold could be
appropriately used in decision-making about allegations made about foster carers. We will
continue to explore how we can ensure that fear of allegations does not create risk
aversion in services and that enduring relationships are at the core of practice. As part of
this work we will consider whether a section 47 threshold would be an appropriate or
helpful way to distinguish between the type of response required by a service.

6. Innovation in foster care

The majority of respondents answered that regulations and guidance limit innovation to a
great extent or to some extent (see annex A). When expanding on their answer,
respondents pointed to rigid regulations, excessive paperwork and process, a lack of
autonomy for foster carers and a risk averse culture. However, specific regulations are not
frequently highlighted, and responses suggest there is a wider issue within the foster care
system with risk aversion and blame culture, inconsistent inspections and insufficient
funding that restrict innovation.

Respondents identified the following themes in what currently prevents innovation in
fostering:

o Over-regulation: respondents feel that excessive paperwork, rigid regulations, and
a focus on compliance over judgement hinder foster carers' ability to provide
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innovative, child-centred care. Fear of non-compliance and a risk-averse culture
within the system further discourage innovation and therefore positive change.

Lack of autonomy for foster carers: respondents also agree that restrictions on
decision-making authority prevent foster carers from acting promptly in children's
best interests, such as approving social activities or healthcare access.

Insufficient funding: financial constraints are noted as restricting the testing and
implementation of new approaches, as budget limitations often prioritise cost-saving
over meaningful improvements in the system.

Services point to various innovative or alternative approaches they have implemented and
evidence-based models they have tried. Those most frequently mentioned are:

Peer support models: respondents endorse models like Mockingbird and similar
hub/constellation approaches that provide peer support, shared respite and
stability, reporting benefits for retention and positive outcomes for children.

Trauma-informed care and therapeutic parenting: respondents mention the use
of approaches such as Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity and Empathy (PACE),
Dyadic Developmental Psychotherapy (DDP), Theraplay, and play therapy which
focus on addressing trauma-related needs and attachment challenges. These
methods emphasise nurturing care, emotional co-regulation, and relationship-
building to promote healing and placement stability.

Respondents identified the following ways in which inspection frameworks are perceived
to impact innovation:

Constraint through risk aversion: inspections are seen to prioritise compliance
and measurable outputs, discouraging innovative thinking or use of judgement.

Inconsistency in inspections: respondents highlight differences in interpretation
between different inspectors and regions which adds to the fear around non-
compliance and discourages use of new or different approaches.

Government response: innovation in foster care

We recognise the concerns raised by respondents about financial constraints, risk
aversion, and barriers to innovation within fostering services.

To address funding challenges and support new approaches, DfE is investing £12.4
million in the testing of innovative models of foster care, actively encouraging and
supporting innovation in the sector. We have launched a competitive process inviting bids
for the Fostering Innovation Fund (more information can be found here: Fostering
innovation fund: application guidance - GOV.UK). Through the programme we want to test
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different models of foster care to achieve better results for children. With an improved
understanding of best practice, promising models can be scaled to allow innovation to be
adopted into the mainstream and we can strengthen the evidence base to develop
improved practical guidance for the sector.

Alongside this, the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) is supporting innovation in youth justice
fostering, funding two local authorities, Lambeth and Birmingham, to carry out remand
fostering pilots. These pilots are recruiting remand foster carers with the particular skills
and experience to look after children who otherwise would have spent time on custodial
remand. These pilots will help inform understanding of best practice in youth justice
fostering as more local authorities and regions develop local remand fostering offers.

Greater Manchester is also developing a regional remand fostering offer. The model will
involve carers supporting children with a range of needs, with placements managed to
ensure that carers are not constantly accommodating children who require the highest
level of intensive support. This approach aims to reduce the risk of burnout and improve
retention of foster carers able to look after children in the justice system with complex
needs. This will strengthen the region’s alternatives to custody by enabling more children
to be accommodated in family-based settings, supporting better long-term outcomes.

ModJ is also investing £5 million in regional remand partnerships and robust alternatives to
custody over the next three years, supporting an increased number of regions to develop
their own local remand fostering programmes.

We acknowledge the impact of risk aversion, overregulation, and a focus on compliance
that respondents identified as limiting professional judgement and innovation. While
appropriate safeguards are essential, we agree that an overly rigid system can restrict
foster carers’ ability to form natural, supportive relationships and to act in children’s best
interests.

In response, we will use updated standards and guidance to set clearer expectations
about where foster carers should have greater autonomy in decision-making, and where
services should be supported to exercise flexibility. This will include promoting a more
proportionate, child-centred approach that balances accountability with professional
judgement.

We also note concerns about inconsistency in the application of inspection frameworks
and will continue working with Ofsted to support a more consistent and enabling approach,
ensuring that inspections recognise and encourage effective innovation, rather than
unintentionally discouraging it.
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7. Removing barriers for kinship care

Respondents gave mixed responses when asked about the extent to which the Kinship
Care guidance is applied in practice when assessing prospective kinship foster carers.
When asked what would help ensure the Kinship Care guidance is embedded effectively,
respondents highlighted the need to be child-focused and to take a flexible approach that
better balances the need for safeguarding with maintaining family connections.

Overall, respondents highlighted a range of systemic, practical, and support-related
barriers to kinship care, broadly agreeing that while kinship care can offer stability and
continuity for children, current processes and lack of support often make it difficult for
carers to step forward or succeed in the role.

The following themes came up frequently in responses to the questions about barriers to
kinship care:

o Lack of flexibility in assessment processes: respondents highlighted that kinship
care assessments can be overly rigid and modelled on mainstream fostering
standards, focusing on identifying risks rather than recognising strengths and
creating barriers for otherwise suitable carers.

o Lack of kinship-specific guidance and support: many respondents raised
concerns that current systems rely too heavily on fostering frameworks designed for
unrelated carers which do not reflect the distinct, often crisis-driven nature of
kinship care. Respondents therefore called for clearer, kinship-specific standards
and more flexible, tailored approaches supported by national guidance. Similarly,
respondents felt that kinship carers often receive insufficient practical, and
emotional support compared to foster carers.

« Financial pressures: financial hardship was also frequently identified as a
significant barrier, with kinship carers described as undervalued and under-
supported financially, despite taking on comparable responsibilities to foster carers.
This was seen as undermining placement stability and discouraging potential
carers.

¢ Inconsistency in practice: respondents reported wide variation in how kinship
care assessments, support, and entittements are delivered across different areas
and services. This inconsistency was seen as creating unfairness and uncertainty
for carers.

« Safeguarding and vetting challenges: whilst respondents broadly called for
flexibility in the assessment process for kinship carers, many flagged the need to
balance this flexibility with robust safeguarding, ensuring that necessary safety
checks are still carried out and that kinship carers are still held to high standards.
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Government response: removing barriers for kinship care

We recognise the concerns raised by respondents about current systems that are
designed for mainstream fostering and do not necessarily consider the unique
circumstances and experiences of kinship carers and their wider families.

The Law Commission is currently conducting a review of the legislative framework
underpinning kinship care arrangements more broadly and will soon be going out to
consult on reforms they propose to address existing issues in the system. We are waiting
for their final report before committing to implementing wider reforms.

In the meantime, we will work with local authorities to ensure they are supporting foster
panels to understand and follow the guidance in relation to kinship foster care when
considering these applicants. We will also share examples of good practice where panels
are working well for kinship foster carers.

We will also consider how we can use updated fostering standards and guidance to
support and challenge fostering services to adhere to the kinship statutory guidance on
making flexible considerations for kinship foster carers.

Respondents’ views on kinship panels, and the government’s response, are discussed in
the consultation response.
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Annex A: call for evidence responses

The tables below contain a breakdown of responses to some of the questions asked in the
call for evidence, as referenced throughout the wider response.

Question 9: To what extent do you support the idea of
increased financial transparency?

Answer Total Per cent
Strongly support 376 69.24%
Somewhat support 115 21.18%
Neither support nor oppose 40 7.37%
Strongly oppose 5 0.92%
| don’t know 7 1.29%
Not answered 0 0.00%

Question 15: To what extent do you agree or disagree with

introducing a national foster carer register?

Answer Total Per cent
Strongly agree 179 32.97%
Agree 146 26.89%
Neither agree nor disagree 79 14.55%
Disagree 45 8.29%
Strongly Disagree 81 14.92%
| don’t know 13 2.39%
Not answered 0 0.00%
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Question 24: To what extent do you agree that amending the
standard fostering limit would allow foster carers to support

each other with respite?

Answer Total Per cent
Strongly agree 133 24.49%
Agree 133 24.49%
Neither agree nor disagree 124 22.84%
Disagree 63 11.60%
Strongly Disagree 64 11.79%
| don’t know 26 4.79%
Not answered 0 0.00%

Question 31: To what extent do you agree that services
currently make the right decisions on whether an investigation

into a foster carer is required?

Answer Total Per cent
Strongly agree 48 8.84%
Agree 99 18.23%
Neither agree nor disagree 110 20.26%
Disagree 98 18.05%
Strongly Disagree 99 18.23%
| don’t know 89 16.39%
Not answered 0 0.00%

Question 32: To what extent do you agree that services
currently make the right decisions on how to protect children
during investigations into allegations against foster carers?

Answer

Total

Per cent

Strongly agree

33

6.08%
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Answer Total Per cent
Agree 99 18.23%
Neither agree nor disagree 129 23.76%
Disagree 121 22.28%
Strongly Disagree 70 12.89%
| don’t know 91 16.76%
Not answered 0 0.00%

Question 33: To what extent do you agree that incidents
should only be treated as formal allegations when the Section
47 threshold is met (i.e., where there is reasonable cause to
suspect a child is suffering or likely to suffer significant

harm)?

Answer Total Per cent
Strongly agree 171 31.49%
Agree 206 37.94%
Neither agree nor disagree 54 9.94%
Disagree 49 9.02%
Strongly Disagree 19 3.50%
| don’t know 44 8.10%
Not answered 0 0.00%

Question 34: To what extent do you agree that incidents that
do not meet the Section 47 threshold should be handled

through less formal routes (such as Standards of Care

concerns)?
Answer Total Per cent
Strongly agree 191 35.17%
Agree 217 39.96%
Neither agree nor disagree 63 11.60%
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Answer Total Per cent
Disagree 18 3.31%
Strongly Disagree 10 1.84%
| don’t know 44 8.10%
Not answered 0 0.00%

Question 35: To what extent do you feel that current
regulations and guidance limit the ability of fostering services
to implement new approaches?

Answer Total Per cent
To a great extent 103 18.97%
To some extent 191 35.17%
To a small extent 59 10.87%
Not at all 60 11.05%
| don’t know 130 23.94%
Not answered 0 0.00%
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Annex B: Methodology note

Analysis of free-text responses

Artificial intelligence (Al) is becoming more common across government; to improve
efficiency, the free-text responses were analysed with the assistance of Al. The analysis
was fully validated by a team of data science professionals.

All responses to the 25 free-text questions in Fostering for the future and 12 free-text
questions in Fostering reform were analysed using Al. This approach produced a thematic
output for each of the free-text questions and respondent groups.

Specific subgroups of respondents for Fostering for the future:
(1) Individual
(2) Organisation
(3) Individual type: Care-experienced person
(4) Individual type: Current foster carer
(5) Individual type: Former foster carer
(6) Individual type: Fostering panel member
(7) Individual type: Independent fostering agency staff
(8) Individual type: Kinship carer
(9) Individual type: Local authority staff

(10) Individual type: Organisation or charity staff who regularly engages with foster
carers and/or children and young people in foster care.

(11) Organisation type: Independent fostering agency - not-for-profit
(12) Organisation type: Independent fostering agency — profit-making
(13) Organisation type: Local authority

(14) Organisation type: Organisation or charity who regularly engages with foster carers
and/or children and young people in foster care.
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Specific subgroups of respondents for Fostering reform:
(1) Individual
(2) Organisation
(3) Individual type: Care-experienced person
(4) Individual type: Current foster carer
(5) Individual type: Former foster carer
(6) Individual type: Fostering panel member
(7) Individual type: Independent fostering agency staff
(8) Individual type: Kinship carer
(9) Individual type: Local authority staff

(10) Individual type: Organisation or charity staff who regularly engages with foster
carers and/or children and young people in foster care.

(11) Organisation type: Independent fostering agency - not-for-profit
(12) Organisation type: Independent fostering agency — profit-making
(13) Organisation type: Local authority

(14) Organisation type: Local authority - recruitment hub

(15) Organisation type: Organisation or charity who regularly engages with foster carers
and/or children and young people in foster care.

For each of the free-text questions, we used an iterative and zero-shot prompting
approach with Azure OpenAl’'s GPT-40 large language model (LLM) to:

e |dentify key themes in the responses
e Refine those themes
¢ Determine which themes were discussed in each response
This enabled us to calculate how frequently each theme appeared per question.

Zero-shot means the model does not require prior training or subject-specific knowledge to
generate insights. We refined the prompts through iteration to optimise the output. Access
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to the LLM was provided via Microsoft's Azure OpenAl Service, which does not share data
with third parties. The analysis was conducted using DfE computers.

Because LLMs can only process a limited number of words at a time, responses were split
into equal-sized batches. Each batch was passed into the LLM to identify all the themes
discussed in the responses per question and per respondent group. These themes were
compiled into a single list, which was then condensed into a final list of distinct themes per
question and per respondent group through further iterative processing. Finally, the
responses for each question and respondent group were re-analysed in batches to
determine which themes were present in each response, allowing us to rank the themes
by frequency for each question and respondent group.

Validation of Al analysis

All Al-generated themes were reviewed by a team of data science professionals to try to
ensure they accurately reflected the consultation responses. They also performed quality
assurance on the theme rankings.

Once the Al analysis was complete, policy professionals conducted a validation step by
comparing the themes against a representative sample of responses. This cross-check

confirmed the relevance and accuracy of the themes and ensured that key insights were
not missed.

Differences between respondent types

All free-text questions were analysed for all respondents. To explore differences between
respondent types, we examined whether individuals (and respective subgroups)
responded differently than organisations (and respective subgroups).

To identify respondent types, we used the following questions:

e Are you responding as an individual or on behalf of an organisation? - Individual or
organisation response

e If you are responding as an individual, how would you describe yourself? -
Respondent type

e If you are responding on behalf of an organisation, which of the following best
describes who/which part of the sector your organisation represents? —
Organisation
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Strengths and limitations

Whilst we have put measures in place to reduce these risks, conducting human validation
of responses, there are inherent risks in using Al that should be acknowledged:

e Hallucinations: The LLM may misinterpret responses and present incorrect
information confidently.

e Spelling errors: If consultation responses contain misspellings, the model may not
correct them, especially if the misspelling could be a proper noun (e.g., a company
name).
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