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Foster care can be a truly rewarding
career with many benefits; it is also a huge
commitment and one that is not without
problems. Many of the children who come
into care have been abused or neglected, and
because of the nature of fostering, this can
put foster carers at risk of allegations during
their fostering career.

When allegations against foster carers are
made, the local authority and the fostering
service have a legal duty to carry out an
investigation to ensure that the child is safe
and receives appropriate help, regardless
of whether the allegation is true or not.
Although this is a necessary process, it can
put the accused foster carer and their family
under considerable emotional strain.

While research has shown that the majority
of allegations (78%) are unsubstantiated,
(Biehal, 2014'; Sebba & Plumridge, 20162),
the impact of the investigation may leave
foster carers feeling extremely vulnerable and
distressed. The willingness and ability of the
foster carer to continue to foster following
an unsubstantiated allegation often depends
on the level of input and support they receive
from their fostering service throughout this
process.

" Keeping Children Safe: Allegations Concerning the Abuse or Neglect
of Children in Care. Biehal et al, 2014

2The Impact of Unproven Allegations on Foster Carers. Plumridge, G
& Sebba, J. 2016




Research into the Impact of Unfounded
Allegations on Foster Carers carried out by
Oxford University on behalf of FosterTalk
in 2016, found that while the impact of the
allegation on foster carers was devastating,
both emotionally and financially, the lack
of information about the allegation itself,
the investigation process and the support to
which they were entitled, led to confusion,
destruction of confidence and dismay.

The study also found that foster carer’s
subsequent relationships with their fostering
service also suffered. (Sebba &

Plumridge, 2016)

This information booklet aims to address some
of the issues raised in the research by:

Regulations, Standards and best practice
guidance for investigating allegations differs
in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. Therefore, this booklet will refer to
National Minimum Standards or best practice
guidance as a general term.

The FosterTalk website contains specific
information regarding the law and guidance
in each UK Country, and FosterTalk members
can speak to our Fostering Advisors for
further information. There are links to the
main documents governing safeguarding on
page 21.
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An allegation is an accusation that someone
has caused harm to a child by physical,
sexual or emotional abuse. Anyone in a
foster family may be accused of harming
a child, including the foster carer’s own
children. An allegation may be made by the
child, or by someone acting on their behalf,
such as a birth parent, or teacher. Every
fostering service has a duty to investigate
‘allegations of harm’ as well as look into

‘allegations of poor standards of care’
(sometimes referred to as a complaint) and
fostering services will have a separate policy
for dealing with each of these scenarios.



A complaint about a foster carer would not generally be treated as an allegation unless it related
to physical, emotional, sexual abuse or neglect of the child. Complaints would normally be
investigated under the fostering service’s complaints procedure.

National Minimum Standards and best practice guidance seek to ensure that foster carers are
provided with independent support throughout the process of the investigation and in dealing
with the aftermath. FosterTalk works with fostering services to provide independent support to
foster carers through our Allegations Support Team (AST).

INDEPENDENT SUPPORT FOR FOSTER CARERS

At FosterTalk we believe that providing the best possible support during these difficult times
can make the process clearer and more manageable for everyone involved. FosterTalk therefore
provides all the necessary help and support for foster carers who find themselves in this
situation, enabling them to feel more in control. To talk to a trained advisor in confidence about
an allegation please call FosterTalk on 0121 758 5013.

JARGON EXPLAINED

Local Authority Designated Officer (Safeguarding) or Designated

LADO OR DOS/DSO Officer for Safeguarding/Designated Safeguarding Officer

Child Protection Investigation carried out under Section 47

SECTION 47 OR S47 | ¢ Children Act 1989

Strategy meeting usually involving police, local authority and fostering

STRATEGY MEETING service. Sometimes called a POT meeting or a LADO meeting

iuc Interview under caution (police)
ADM Agency Decision Maker
Qb Qualifying Determination (made by Agency Decision Maker)

Independent Review Mechanism

R (a service that considers appeals in England and Wales)
NMS National Minimum Standards

REGS Fostering Regulations

SOC MEETING Standards of Care Meeting

POT MEETING Position of Trust Meeting, sometimes called strategy meeting




3. ADVICE AND SUPPORT DURING ALLEGATIONS

ROLE OF THE FOSTERING SOCIAL WORKER AND
FOSTERING SERVICE

Your fostering service should continue to provide you with advice and
support during the process. Sometimes, your fostering social worker will be
the best person to support you as they already have a relationship with you.
However, contact with your social worker might be limited by fostering
service policy during the investigation because they are likely to have
details of the allegation but cannot immediately share these with you.

Your fostering social worker should still continue to meet you, carry out
supervision meetings if appropriate and agree a plan of support that suits
you. A fostering manager or someone senior should be the person who
is liaising with other professionals and should give you regular updates.




FOSTERTALK MEMBERSHIP

BENEFITS

If you are a FosterTalk member, the following
services will be able to provide you with the
independent advice, support and guidance
that you may need at this stressful time.

LEGAL ASSISTANCE

If you are a FosterTalk member you have
access to legal advice and support 24 hours
a day, 7 days a week via our legal helpline.
Your 24 hour helpline number is on your
membership letter.

You and your extended family are also
covered by our legal expenses insurance
which ensures you have ample cover in
the event that an allegation arises out of
fostering.

LEGAL EXPENSES INSURANCE

PROVIDES:

* UP TO £10,000 PER PERSON FOR
INTERVIEW UNDER CAUTION

*UP TO £150,000 FOR DEFENCE
AGAINST A CRIMINAL
PROSECUTION

*UP TO £25,000 FOR DEFENCE
AGAINST CIVIL PROCEEDINGS

+UP TO £5,000 TO MAKE
REPRESENTATION AGAINST A
BARRING RECOMMENDATION

COUNSELLING HELPLINE

You and your family can also access our
24 hour counselling helpline which offers a
confidential telephone counselling service
providing immediate emotional support,
helping you to manage stress, and offering
advice and guidance at times of distress.

QUALIFIED FOSTERING ADVISORS
Foster carers and their families can speak
to one of our qualified and trained fostering
advisors about any issue relating to fostering
including allegations or serious complaints.
Our fostering advisors can provide advice and
support, explain the processes to you and
answer any questions you may have about
your rights. Fostering advisors are available

Monday to Friday 9am to 5pm, except
for bank holidays. Members can email or
telephone out of hours and all enquiries will
be responded to the next working day.

INDEPENDENT FINANCIAL ADVICE
Having an allegation made against you can
have severe financial implications, especially
if children are removed for a long period of
time. We would always advise you to check
the fostering services own policy regarding
payments during investigations. Our tax and
benefits helpline will explain your rights with
regard to claiming benefits and provide advice
and support on financial issues. The tax and
benefits team is available Monday to Friday
9am to 5pm, except for bank holidays.

ALLEGATIONS SUPPORT TEAM “AST”
Sometimes foster carers need more intensive
support during allegations and National
Minimum Standards in England,
overreaching Safeguarding in Wales and
good practice guidance in Scotland
recommend that foster carers are offered
independent support by someone outside
of the fostering service. This is where “AST”
could help.

Some fostering services use “AST” to support
their foster carers, others will have other
methods of support available.

“AST” provides emotional support, advice,
information, advocacy and mediation
including ‘face-to-face’ support from a
locally based qualified and experienced
independent advisor. They will help foster
carers preparefor and attend meetings,
reviews and panels following an
allegation.

If you feel that you would benefit from ‘face-
to-face’ support you should discuss this with
your fostering service and ask what their
policy is on offering independent support.
More information can be found at www.
fostertalk.org/face-face-support/allegations- foster-
carers or call FosterTalk on

0121 758 5013.
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UNDERSTANDING

THE PROCESS

ALLEGATION MADE OR CONCERN
RAISED

Once an allegation is made this will be
reported to a senior manager who will decide
the next steps. To begin with, there will be
an initial strategy discussion to agree any
immediate steps that need to be taken.
This may involve discussions between the
police and the local authority social work
team, together with the fostering service as
appropriate.

An initial risk assessment will be carried out
to consider any precautionary action such as
removal of a child.

It is then usual to convene a meeting that
will be chaired by a LADO (Local Authority
Designated Officer) or other senior manager
(England-Wales). This meeting is sometimes
called a strategy meeting, or position of trust
meeting or LADO meeting. Foster carers
are not invited to these ‘initial discussions’
but this meeting will agree if and how an
investigation should be carried out (and by
who) as well as what information can be
shared with foster carers.

Sometimes other relevant professionals may
also be invited, for example a representative
from education or health.



INVESTIGATION

One of the responsibilities of those present
at the initial discussion or strategy meeting
is to ascertain if an investigation is necessary
and if so which agency (fostering service, local
authority or police) is best placed to carry
out this investigation. This will depend on
the nature of the allegation and whether it is
likely that a criminal offence may have been
committed.

SECTION 47 INVESTIGATION

In the event of an allegation of harm, local
authority children’s social care must initiate
enquiries to find out what is happening to
the child and whether protective action is
required. Local authorities, with the help of
other organisations as appropriate, also have
a duty to make enquiries under Section 47 of
the Children Act 1989 if they have reasonable
cause to suspect that a child is suffering, or
is likely to suffer, significant harm, to enable
them to decide whether they should take any
action to safeguard and promote the child’s
welfare.

In some cases, the local authority children’s
services may carry out an investigation
without the need for this to be under
Section 47 of the Children Act. The type of
investigation will depend on local safeguarding
procedures.

If it is the LA or fostering service that is

to investigate, they will interview you and
any other relevant people at the earliest
opportunity. A report will be written once
your views and responses have been taken
into account and this report and findings
will usually be presented to a 2nd strategy
(LADO) meeting to determine the outcome
of the investigation.

POLICE INVOLVEMENT

The fundamental objective of safeguarding
procedures is to ensure the welfare of the
child is protected, and the initial strategy
meeting/discussion convened by the LADO
or similar will decide whether or not the police
will be involved. Generally, the police will only
want to be involved if it appears that

a criminal offence has or is likely to have been
committed.

Not all allegations result in a formal interview
by the police, and indeed those that do, may
not automatically progress beyond an initial
interview. However, in the event that an issue
arises, the following information will help
explain how the police will potentially engage
with you (in order to establish the facts
relating to an allegation) and whether any
further action/intervention will be required.

INTERVIEW UNDER CAUTION (IUC)

An interview under caution is a formal
interview between you and the police, which
is usually tape recorded to establish whether
or not a criminal offence has been committed
and whether or not there is a realistic prospect
of the alleged offence being proved to the
satisfaction of a criminal court.

WHO DO | NEED TO CONTACT IF |1 AM
TOLD BY POLICE THAT THEY WISH TO
INTERVIEW ME UNDER CAUTION?
FosterTalk members should contact
FosterTalk’s legal helpline without delay.
They will arrange for a legal representative
to attend the interview with you. Please also
refer to page 9 for support.

If you are not a FosterTalk member or do not
have any other legal insurance protection, you
should ask for a duty solicitor.

WHY DO | NEED A SOLICITOR?

| HAVEN'T DONE ANYTHING WRONG
FosterTalk advises very strongly to exercise
your right to have a legal representative.
Some people wrongly believe that to ask for
a legal representative to advise and assist
them indicates that they are guilty or have
something to hide.

That is not the way the police, or the courts
think about the role of a solicitor or legal
representative or the motive of a person who
chooses to exercise their right to have one;
solicitors are an important part of the process.




WHAT HAPPENS IF | AM CHARGED?
Formal legal proceedings will only arise if you,
or a member of your household are charged
with a criminal offence. If a decision is made to
bring a prosecution, then FosterTalk members
should contact FosterTalks legal helpline
without delay. Non members should seek
independent legal advice.

CONCLUDING THE INVESTIGATION
Once the investigation has concluded, further
strategy meetings/discussion will be held with
the placing authority and fostering service
until an outcome has been agreed. You should
note that even if the police have withdrawn
from the investigation, your fostering service
or the local authority may wish to continue
their own enquiries.

POTENTIAL OUTCOMES OF
INVESTIGATION

One of the following definitions might be used
to describe the outcome of an investigation

*  Substantiated allegations

There is sufficient evidence to prove the
allegation that a child has been harmed or
there is a risk of harm.

¢ Unsubstantiated allegations
There is insufficient evidence to either

prove or disprove the allegation. The term,
therefore, does not imply guilt or innocence.

*  Unfounded

There is no evidence or proper basis which
supports the allegation being made. For an
allegation to be classified as unfounded, it will
be necessary to have evidence to disprove the
allegation.

It might indicate that the person making the
allegation misinterpreted the incident or was
mistaken about what they saw. Alternatively,
they may not have been aware of all the
circumstances.

*  Malicious/Deliberately Invented
There is sufficient evidence to disprove the

allegation and there has been a deliberate act
to deceive.

*  False allegations

There is sufficient evidence to disprove the
allegation. There is no evidence to suggest
that there was a deliberate intention to
deceive. False allegations may be an indicator
of abuse elsewhere which requires further
exploration.

HOW LONG DOES ALL THIS TAKE?

It is really difficult to specify timescales as
much will depend on whether or not the
police is involved in the investigation. Some
allegations are resolved within days, some take
several weeks, and unfortunately some can
take many months to reach a conclusion.

National Minimum Standards and good
practice guidance dictate that you should
receive a written record of the outcome
of the investigation together with any
recommendations made.

DISCLOSURE AND BARRING
SERVICE (DBS)

It is important to note that the fostering
service may consider making a referral to the
DBS following an allegation. If you receive
notification of a referral to DBS; FosterTalk
members should contact FosterTalk for
further advice and support.

If you are not a member of FosterTalk you
should seek independent legal advice.

You may also visit:

www.gov.uk/government/publications/dbs-
referral-guide-making-representations/dbs-
barring-and-referrals-making-representations



http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/dbs-
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WILL | BE TOLD WHAT THE
ALLEGATION 1S?

It might be that you are told there
has been an allegation but not what
the allegation is straight away. This
can be extremely difficult for foster
carers who will be aware that an
allegation has been made about
them, but not by whom. This is to
ensure that any investigation can be
done impartially and no information
compromised prior to the foster
carer being interviewed.

WHY DO | FEEL LIKE I’'M BEING
TREATED AS IF I'M GUILTY?
Many foster carers tell us that during
an investigation they feel they are
treated as though they are ‘guilty
until proven innocent’.

Although it is difficult, it’s important
for foster carers that they try not
to think this way. Local authorities
and fostering services have a legal
duty to ensure that all concerns
raised about children and young
people are listened to and dealt with
appropriately.

Each fostering service will have set
procedures in place when it comes
to dealing with allegations. National
Minimum Standards and best
practice guidance state that foster
carers who are under investigation
should be provided with support that
is independent of their fostering
service, to help them through the
process.

It is also the foster carer’s right to
have information in writing about
the allegation, the outcome of the
investigation and further steps to be
taken once it is over.



WHY DO | FEEL ALONE?

It is not unusual for foster carers to feel
isolated during the investigation process.
Some foster carers have told us that their
fostering social worker has stopped visiting
them or reduced contact with them. This
can be distressing for foster carers who
take this lack of contact to mean that
their social worker doesn’t believe them.
This is not usually the case; instead, it is
usually due to policies within fostering
services which call for fostering social
workers to withdraw temporarily in order
to avoid any conflicts of interest during the
investigation.

While FosterTalk is not there to replace
your fostering social worker, we can
provide you with all the necessary advice,
information, and support that you will
need to cope throughout the process.
And if your fostering service agrees,
FosterTalk can also provide a locally based
independent advisor to offer face to
face support, through our foster carers
Allegations Support Team (AST).

WILL THE CHILD BE REMOVED
FROM MY CARE?

Good practice guidance suggests that
foster children should not automatically be
removed. In practice however, if a serious
allegation has been made, the foster child
and any other foster children within the
household are likely to be removed while
an investigation takes place.

In some circumstances it may be suggested
that the person who is the subject of the
allegation leaves the home. This might be
the preferred course of action in order to
maintain the placement(s).

WILL MY OWN CHILDREN BE
REMOVED?

When carrying out an investigation into
allegations of abuse against a foster child,
the local authority has a legal duty to
consider the welfare of any other children
in the household - including the foster
carer’s own children. This includes birth
children, adopted children or children on
Special Guardianship Orders.

If the foster carer’s children are deemed
to be at risk they would be subject to the
same safeguarding procedures as any
other child in the community. In these
circumstances, foster carers are advised to
seek independent legal advice.

WILL | STILL BE PAID?

If your foster child is removed, whether
or not you will be paid depends on your
fostering service’s own policy. You should

ask for a copy of this at the start of
any investigation and seek advice from
FosterTalk as to what benefits you may
be able to claim in the absence of your
fostering allowance.

WILL AN ALLEGATION AFFECT
OTHER ROLES | HAVE OUTSIDE
OF FOSTERING?

An allegation may affect other roles such
as other employment or volunteering
role or caring responsibilities. FosterTalk
members should call FosterTalk for advice.
Non members should seek independent
advice for clarification.




WHY DO

CHILDREN MAKE
ALLEGATIONS?

It’s sometimes difficult to
understand or explain why
young people in care might say
something to accuse their foster
carer or someone belonging to
the foster family of wrongdoing.
With most things, every young
person is different and will have
a different reason for making an
allegation.

One common reason is the
child’s belief that if they tell
someone that they are being
mistreated, they will be able to
return home to their parents.
Birth parents may also initiate
allegations with this in mind.

Another cause might be low
self-esteem. If a young person
has had a number of foster
placements, an allegation might
be made in order for them

to discover whether those
responsible for them truly care.

Other children might crave
attention and will view even
negative focus as better than
nothing. Others will be upset
about minor quarrels or sanctions
imposed on them for poor
behaviours, such as grounding or
restricting access to social media.

Sadly, sometimes an allegation is
made because the young person
in care has been abused in the
past and has kept it a secret.
Accusing a foster carer of abuse
is a way of bringing this out
into the open. And sometimes
children who have previously
been in emotionally harmful
environments misinterpret things
which in the past have been
precursors to abuse i.e. the offer
of a cuddle.

Of course, in some cases the
allegations against foster carers
are found to be true.

18



ALLEGATION
TOOLKIT

Having an allegation made against you is an enormous shock and even the most
experienced foster carers can find it devastating. Research has found that foster
carers who are prepared for this eventuality often cope better, so here are our top
tips for being prepared.

« Take part in all training on allegations offered to you.
+ Have a safer caring plan and regularly update this with your fostering social worker.

+ Keep detailed daily recordings and ensure these are read by your fostering social worker
regularly.

+ Talk to your own children and extended family members about allegations and safer
caring.

+ Build a good local support network which includes other foster carers and close family
members and friends. Join your local foster carers support group, or start one.

+ Talk to your fostering social worker about what support would be available to you in the
event of an allegation, e.g. independent support, financial support.

+ Keep a copy of your fostering service’s procedures for managing allegations against
foster carers.

+ Keep your FosterTalk membership details and telephone number to hand.

+ Make a note of who to contact in the event of an allegation and make sure adult
members of the household know where this is.

+ Remember that the majority of allegations are unfounded and that the investigative
process is there to ensure that both children and adults are protected.

+ Report all concerns or issues immediately to the out of hours team if necessary.

+ Ensure you have a risk assessment for each child in placement and make sure it’s
regularly reviewed by your social worker.

+ When a new placement is made make sure any history of allegations is discussed
at the placement planning meeting and is included on the risk assessment.

+ Make sure you have a placement plan in place for all children.

+ Ensure any marks or bruises are recorded and reported.




FOSTERING
AGAIN AFTER
AN ALLEGATION

Whether or not you will be able to continue to foster
again after an allegation depends on a number of factors.
Even when an allegation has been unsubstantiated, some
foster carers find the whole experience so traumatic and
stressful that they decide “never again”. This is a great
loss to fostering and with the right level of understanding
and support, many foster carers can be helped to resume
their fostering career and continue to provide care to
vulnerable children and young people.

At first we wouldn’t have even considered fostering again
after an allegation was made against my partner, but after
receiving professional support through the process helped
keep us strong and now we are ready to take another
placement.

We felt like our fostering service had abandoned us at first,
by seeking independent support helped us to understand
the process, it was still hard but we got to the end of the
investigation and although we took a break we carried

on fostering.

| was on my own as a single carer and felt so vulnerable after
an allegation was investigated, it helped me to talk to other
carers who’d been through a similar experience.

My experience of an allegation made me realise just how
important it is to keep refreshing our families safe caring
practice to avoid misunderstandings or misinterpretations.

Our daily recordings and regular communication with

our SSW really helped us during the investigation into an
allegation against my partner, having FosterTalk at the end of
the phone felt like a lifeline!

)
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UK POLICY
& GUIDANCE

Listed below is the guidance that covers
safeguarding children policy and procedure in
your part of the UK.

ENGLAND:

Working Together to Safeguard Children (July
2018): a guide to inter-agency working to
safeguard and promote the welfare of children.
(HM Gov. July 2018) https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/working-together-to-
safeguard-children--2

WALES:

The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act
2014 came into force in April 2016. It provides
the legal framework for social service provision
in Wales. At a local level regional safeguarding
children boards co-ordinate and ensure the
effectiveness of work to protect and promote
the welfare of children. They are responsible
for local child protection policy, procedure and
guidance. https://www.safeguarding.wales/chi/
index.c5.html

SCOTLAND:

National guidance for child protection in
Scotland (2021) provides the current guidance
and a national framework for anyone who could
face child protection issues at work. https://
www.gov.scot/publications/national-guidance-
child-protection-scotland-2021/

NORTHERN IRELAND:

Co-operating to safeguard children and young
people in Northern Ireland (2017) Provides the
over-arching policy framework for safeguarding
children and young people. (Department of
Health, August 2017) https://www.health-ni.
gov.uk/publications/co-operating-safeguard-
children-and-young-people-northern-ireland
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