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Introduction

Private fostering is a private arrangement made between a parent and a

responsible adult for the care of a child under the age of 16 (under 18 if disabled).
The person who will be looking after the child is not a parent or close relative of
the child, and the arrangement is planned to last for at least 28 days. As defined by
the Children Act 1989, a close relative is a parent, grandparent, aunt or uncle, a

stepparent (including through civil partnership) or a brother or sister.

Private foster carers may be from the extended family such as a cousin or great
aunt. A private foster carer may be a friend of the family, the parent of a friend of
the child, or someone previously unknown to the child’s family who is willing to
privately foster the child.

The period for which the child is cared for and accommodated by the private
foster carer should be continuous but can include the occasional short break. The
local authority in which the private foster carer lives must be notified of the
arrangement.

The Department for Education stopped collection of any data about private

fostering in 2015 and therefore the number of children who are privately fostered

is not known. In 2015, the Department for Education stated that the data collected
was of limited value as it was numerical only, and did not offer any information


https://corambaaf.org.uk/practice-areas/kinship-care/private-fostering
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/contents
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a80ce00ed915d74e33fc81c/Private_fostering_arrangement_notifications_government_response.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a80ce00ed915d74e33fc81c/Private_fostering_arrangement_notifications_government_response.pdf

about the quality of the private fostering arrangements, and therefore it did not contribute in any way to keeping
children safe. Their hope was that improved future analysis of child level data in the children in need census would
identify children in need or those requiring protection living in private fostering arrangements. Therefore, this data
would help provide more information and insights into the profiles of harmful private fostering arrangements, and this
would therefore lead to policies and practices that are more effective in identifying privately fostered children in the
longer term. It seems unclear whether information and insights from child level data in the children in need census have
achieved these aims.

Practitioners across the sector are concerned about the lack of data. At a basic level, it is hard to feel confident that
policy makers can effectively consider the needs of privately fostered children when there is no data about numbers,
nor about their characteristics, such as age, gender, ethnicity, languages spoken or duration of arrangement. We also
know local authorities want to compare their own data on privately fostered children with geographical and statistical
neighbours, as this could be one indicator of their success in identifying, assessing and supporting children in private
fostering arrangements.

The definition of kinship care as set out in the 2023 national kinship care strategy_now includes children who are

privately fostered by individuals (as opposed to those privately fostered by organisations such as language schools and
football academies). Children living in private fostering arrangements and their private foster carers are therefore now
eligible for any universal support available to kinship families. This includes both the universal training and support
commissioned by the government and delivered by Kinship, as well as the extension to the virtual school head role. It
seems important that such policy initiatives can appropriately reach privately fostered children and their carers, and
available data could potentially help.
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https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/championing-kinship-care-national-kinship-care-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/championing-kinship-care-national-kinship-care-strategy
https://kinship.org.uk/

CoramBAAF would like to support a better understanding of this often hidden
group of children. Therefore, we launched a Private Fostering Survey in July 2024,
as a first attempt to gather some basic data about the national picture from our
members.

To stay informed about our work, subscribe to CoramBAAF News and sign up to

our Private Fostering Awareness Day mailing list.

Written by Ann Horne and Clare Seth, CoramBAAF Kinship Consultants.
With support from Katrina Wilson, Information and Knowledge Services
Manager at CoramBAAF.
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https://corambaaf.org.uk/subscribe
https://corambaaf.org.uk/private-fostering-awareness-day-2025-save-date

Methodology and responses

We created an online survey to gather data from local authorities in England and
Wales on private fostering notifications and arrangements and publicised the
survey through our membership communications and channels over a four-week
period. We received 45 responses in total, however these included some
duplicates and other test responses that were not usable. We asked for data for
the period 1 April 2023 - 31 March 2024. We deliberately published our survey in
June 2024 when we hoped local authorities might already be collating data for
2023 — 2024 annual reports.

We designed the survey to ask key questions about private fostering. We tried to
limit the number of questions to encourage a higher response rate. We asked
general questions about the number of notifications received and how many
actual children were living in private fostering arrangements, before moving onto
more detailed questions about the number of children living with individuals
rather than organisations. We wondered whether there would be less children
living with individuals therefore wanted to understand more about those children,
including age, ethnicity, relationship to the private foster carer, duration of the
arrangement and circumstances leading to it.

Eighteen local authorities completed all sections of the survey, although two of
these had discrepancies in their data that meant we were unable to include their
responses in all sections of this report.
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Test/Duplicate | 11
4

Fully completed | 18

First question only | 9

First halfonly | 7

Survey responses
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First half only

Seven local authorities completed the general questions, but did not provide any detail about private fostering arrangements
with individuals.

First question only

Nine local authorities completed only the first question about the team responsible for private fostering, but did not provide
any other data.

Duplicate responses

We were not able to use data from 11 local authorities who submitted a test or duplicate response. Eight local authorities
started a response then abandoned it and later completed a second response, and a further three local authorities submitted a
response containing no name or any other data, which we have treated as test responses.

It is of note that therefore we only received data from 33 local authorities in England and 1 from Wales. This represents 21.6% of
the 153 local authorities in England, 4.5% of the 22 local authorities in Wales so 19.4% overall. It is interesting that the responses
came from local authorities across England and Wales, with responses from all regions apart from the North East of England. A
comparison of geographical neighbours was not possible given the amount of data received but we will consider this in next

year's survey.

The low number of responses may indicate the challenges faced by local authorities in either accessing data about privately
fostered children, or about providing it in the breakdown or format we requested. We did consider the possibility of following
up on our initial survey with Freedom of Information requests but recognise that this would be more onerous for local
authorities. We will therefore consult further with those members who did complete the survey to improve survey design for
2025.
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Who has responsibility for
private fostering?

The responses we received show that responsibility for private fostering sits
across a large range of teams. Most commonly, responsibility sits in kinship teams,
but this is only in 32% of local authorities, and responsibility also sits in
safeguarding teams in 21% of local authorities and in fostering teams in 20% of
local authorities.

Private fostering does not share any regulatory or legislative frameworks with
mainstream fostering, and crucially the children are not in the care of the local
authority. Given the inclusion of private fostering in the definition of kinship care
stated in the national kinship care strategy, and the commonalities shared by a

child who is living with private foster carers and a child living in informal kinship
care with a close relative, there is a logic to private fostering responsibility sitting
in kinship teams. But of course, many kinship teams only support formal kinship
carers, although this may change over time. Equally formal kinship carers are
assessed by a variety of teams.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/championing-kinship-care-national-kinship-care-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/championing-kinship-care-national-kinship-care-strategy

Family placement/fostering |
3%

Don't know | 12%

Fostering | 20%

Safeguarding | 21%

Private Fostering | 3%

Permanency Service | 6%
Kinship | 32%

No Recourse to Public Funds &
PF Team | 3%

Team responsible for, or taking the lead on, private fostering
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The variance in where responsibility sits is perhaps most important for policy
makers and those who provide universal services to kinship carers (which now
includes children living in private fostering arrangements and private foster
carers). It is important that these privately fostered children and their carers are
made aware of what support is available to them, and one route to doing so is
through communication with the social work teams working with them.






Private fostering notifications

CoramBAAF regularly facilitates a Private Fostering Practice Forum, where our

members come together to discuss professional practice, and share knowledge
and expertise with colleagues. We therefore know, from our members, that most
local authorities have small numbers of children living in private fostering
arrangements. For example, in November 2023, Ofsted reported out of the last 20
inspections of 2023, the average number of privately fostered children was 7 and
the number ranged between 0 and 27.

44% of responding local authorities (n = 11) received between 1and 20
notifications in the previous year, 28% (n = 7) received between 21 and 40
notifications, 20% (n = 5) received between 41 and 60, and 8% (n = 2) received
over 61 notifications. The two outlying local authorities were those that either
covered a large geographical area or were likely to have a large number of foreign
language students due to known demographics which appeared to account for
this significant difference.
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https://www.bing.com/search?q=Private+Fostering+Practice+Forum&cvid=3438330e72494c25bd2cb7928b20be5c&gs_lcrp=EgRlZGdlKgYIABBFGDkyBggAEEUYOTIGCAEQABhAMgYIAhAAGEAyBggDEAAYQDIGCAQQABhAMgYIBRAAGEAyBggGEAAYQDIGCAcQABhAMgYICBAAGEAyCAgJEOkHGPxV0gEHNDMyajBqNKgCALACAQ&FORM=ANAB01&PC=DCTS

% of local authorities

44%
28%
-
1te 20 21-40 41-60 61 and over
Number of notifications

Private fostering notifications in 2023 - 2024

Notifications came from a range of sources with most being internal from other children’s teams (31%), although there
are a significant number of notifications from language schools (32%). Interestingly, very few came from parents or
private foster carers themselves. This supports the hypothesis that we need to continue to raise awareness of private

fostering.
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It seems evident that many parents and individual private foster carers may not be aware of their responsibility to
notify the local authority of the arrangement, hence notifications coming primarily from other sources. It also
highlights the need for local authorities to continue to raise awareness in their local communities as the percentage of
notifications from health and education were also lower than might be expected.

32%

31%

3%
3%

10%
3% 3% 3% 2% 2%
Wy — — — » il -~ B
]

Parent/ Private foster Internal Education Health Language Another local Homesfor Home Office Police Probation Other Don't know
Person with carer notification school authority Ukraine
PR scheme
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Private fostering

arrangements with individuals

We wanted to know how many children were living in private fostering
arrangements with individuals rather than through language schools, boarding
schools or other organisations because the latter tend to be aware of their
responsibility to notify the local authority of a private fostering arrangement.

The data shows that four local authorities had either 1-20% or 41-60% of
children living with individual private foster carers, 10 local authorities had either
21-40% or 61-80% of children living with individual private foster carers and nine
local authorities had the vast majority of children living with individual private
foster carers (81-100%).
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% of local authorities

1to50% 51 to 100%

% of children privately fostered by an individual

Proportion of children who were privately fostered by an individual
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Therefore, more children are living with individual private foster carers, as
opposed to those living with language school hosts, boarding schools or
football academies who meet the definition of privately fostered. This
indicates a need for further exploration of the circumstances that might
lead to a child living in a private fostering arrangement. The exception to
our findings was one local authority who had 88% of children privately
fostered through language schools.

Ages of children privately fostered by an individual

Out of the 16 local authorities who responded to this question, 49% (n = 168) of
children were aged between 12 and 15 and 20% (n = 67) were aged 16 — 18. The
latter figure is somewhat surprising given that private fostering arrangements end
at the age of 16 unless a child has disabilities or is a child from Ukraine. Children
from Ukraine living in private fostering arrangements are entitled to be considered
as such until they are 18 years old which may also account for this number. It
should be noted that we did not ask for information about children with
disabilities within the survey.
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Not known | 9% 0-517%

6-11 | 15%

16-18 | 20%

12-15149%

Ages of children privately fostered by an individual
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It is of note that the largest numbers of children are in the 12-15 age group. We know from practice experience that
children who experience relationship difficulties with parents in adolescence sometimes ‘place themselves' in private
fostering arrangements, perhaps living with a friend of the family or their friend’s family, and this may account for the
49%. It is also of note that 9% (n = 32) did not know the age of the children in private fostering arrangements,
suggesting that the data had not been recorded or could not be collated, rather than local authorities not being aware
of the age of a child known to them.

Ethnicity of children privately fostered by an individual

16 local authorities responded to this question and out of a total of 332 children, the majority - 69.2% - were of White
ethnicity. This compares to 71% of children in local authority foster care who are of White ethnicity (83,840 on 31
March 2023. Figures for 2023-24 are due to be released later in November 2024). We do know that children from mixed

ethnic groups are overrepresented and children from Asian ethnic groups are underrepresented in the looked after child

population.

We also know that Black children are_overrepresented in informal kinship care and underrepresented in formal kinship

care. The 2021 census data states that 9.3% of the population are from Asian ethnic groups, 4% from Black ethnic

groups, 2.9% from mixed ethnicity and 2.1% from other ethnic groups.
The survey data for this question, representing 9.1% of the 175 local authorities in England and Wales, therefore

suggests a similar pattern - with children from Black identities in this data set being overrepresented in private
fostering arrangements, and children from Asian ethnicities being underrepresented.
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/datasets/ethnicgroupbyageandsexinenglandandwales
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/datasets/ethnicgroupbyageandsexinenglandandwales
https://foundations.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/WWCSC_kinshipcare_summary_report_FINAL_accessible-v2-Feb-2024.pdf
https://foundations.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/WWCSC_kinshipcare_summary_report_FINAL_accessible-v2-Feb-2024.pdf
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=8a637e47fe55af2446d2aa1a1dd05ecbdee2bcbbdd0f4857defb5e7979d084dcJmltdHM9MTczMDY3ODQwMA&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=4&fclid=0cbdf516-8aa1-65fe-03a3-e4288bec64d3&psq=ons+2023+census+date&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cub25zLmdvdi51ay9jZW5zdXMvY2Vuc3VzdHJhbnNmb3JtYXRpb25wcm9ncmFtbWUvY2Vuc3VzMjAyMW91dHB1dHMvdWtjZW5zdXNkYXRh&ntb=1

Not known | 7.8% Asian/Asian British | 3.9%

Otheretngroup|/0-3% Black, African, Caribbean or

Black British | 14.2%

Mixed/Multiple ethnic groups |
5.4%

White | 68.4%

Ethnicity of children privately fostered by an individual

© CoramBAAF2024



© CoramBAAF2024

Relationship to private foster
carer

Out of the 14 local authorities who responded to this question, the majority of
private foster carers, where the relationship was known, (n = 147) were not related
to the child, whilst 25% (n = 54) were related, but do not fit the definition of a
close relative. We were interested to explore the number of private fostering
arrangements organised by a third party but in fact, the question posed did not

enable a detailed enough response.

It is evident however that the majority of children in private fostering
arrangements are living with carers who are not related; and this may
describe a variety of scenarios including arrangements organised by a third
party, but also arrangements where children are living with a friend's family
or with friends of/adults known to their parents.



Relationship not known
5%

Other connection to the child
8%

Relative (not close)
25%

Not a relative
62%

Relationship to private foster carer for children privately fostered by an individual
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. Duration of arrangement with
i ~ private foster carer

]] & ; Out of the 15 local authorities who responded to this question, 67% of private
5 ( fostering arrangements (n = 182) lasted for less than a year with 26% (n = 71)
lasting for more than 12 months. Private fostering regulations state arrangements

should be reviewed regularly and at a minimum annually.

We know from our members that reviews can be a challenge, although many local
authorities work hard to establish review protocols. There is a need to
permanency plan for children in private fostering arrangements that last for
extended periods, and this can be a challenge, particularly if a child’'s parents are
not actively involved in their life.
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Not known
7%

Under 3 months
23%

Over 12 months
26%

3-12 months
44%

Duration of arrangement for children privately fostered by an individual
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Conclusion and next steps

Despite the relatively low number of responses, there are some interesting patterns in the survey data. It is a useful
starting point to gather further information about the numbers of children living in private fostering arrangements in
England and Wales. We intend to conduct another survey in 2025 and we will incorporate the learning from this survey
into the design. We will consult with our members who attend CoramBAAF's private fostering practice forum to ensure
that the survey design captures data that is either already available to them or could easily be collected.

One key finding is the confirmation that private fostering sits in many different teams in children’s services. Our
members have told us this can lead to practitioners feeling isolated. It can also contribute to a sense that private
fostering is an ‘afterthought’, or not a priority. In reality, private foster carers may be caring for vulnerable children
with many of the needs of other children living away from their parents, such as children in other types of kinship

care.

Most local authorities do not have the need for a dedicated private fostering team due to the small numbers of children
living in private fostering arrangements. There may be only one social worker with responsibility for these children. It
can therefore be hard to share practice ideas and ponder dilemmas with colleagues. It is likely to be a reason for high
numbers attending our practice forums, where practitioners appreciate the opportunity to share knowledge and
experience with others in the same role.
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Private fostering is now included in the definition of kinship care. Recently

published statutory guidance for local authorities states that local authorities

must include what support is available to private foster carers and the children
they are looking after in the kinship local offer.

Despite limited data, our analysis highlights a number of key areas we can research
further, including:
e the number of children living in private fostering arrangements subject to a
child in need plan
e the impact of raising awareness on the number of notifications received
e the number of private foster carers that access support from the local
authority or other providers - such as Kinship
e a better understanding of local authority demographics and the number of
private fostering arrangements
e further analysis of the ethnicity of children living in private fostering
compared to assessed kinship arrangements and children in mainstream
foster care
e further understanding of the reasons why older children are living in private
fostering arrangements and the reasons for this
¢ linked to the above, information about the number of children with
disabilities that are remaining in private fostering arrangements
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6579c7f40467eb001355f755/Championing_kinship_care_the_national_kinship_care_strategy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/670d3ed5e84ae1fd8592f2fa/Kinship_Care_-_statutory_guidance_for_local_authorities__October_2024.pdf
https://kinship.org.uk/

Recommendations

e Department for Education to consider collecting data on private
fostering from local authorities as part of their annual data collection

e Department for Education to consider examining data relating to
number of private foster carers who are accessing the government’s
commissioned training, advice and support offer provided by Kinship

e Ongoing need to continue to raise awareness of private fostering with
agencies such as health and education, and with families and private
foster carers

Next steps

e CoramBAAF to contact the Department for Education about these
findings and engage with them about the scope for national data
collection about children living in private fostering arrangements

e CoramBAAF to design a new survey for 2025, to include working party
of local authority members
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CoramBAAF is encouraged by the responses received in this year's survey and
appreciative of those people who took the time to respond. It highlights the
significant numbers of children living in private fostering arrangements and the
need for more data collection.

It also raises questions about how we could begin to explore the hypothesis that
there are significantly higher numbers of children in private fostering
arrangements that are not known to local authorities, and therefore whose
arrangements are not assessed or supported. Our first survey is a contribution
towards greater understanding of this often hidden group of children.
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