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Resolving Issues in Fostering

This booklet outlines the various routes available for foster carers in
attempting to resolve issues and problems which may arise for them within
the framework of fostering children. It begins by looking at the variety of
challenges inherent in fostering while providing brief insights into the
research on these issues.

Introduction

Given the variety of difficulties often experienced by children in care,
fostering is viewed as a particularly complex task which foster carers are
unlikely to carry out successfully without support (Lindsey, 2000).
Additional difficulties that may occur relate to parental roles and relative
care, parent-child contact and access, permanency of placements, day-to-
day decision-making, and the ongoing assessment and treatment of a
child’'s developmental and mental health needs.

The more changes in caregivers that young children in foster care
experience, the more they may express their feelings through a range of
behaviours, such as oppositional behaviour, crying, and/or ‘clinging’ (Gean,
Gillmore, and Dowler, 1985). Such behavioural and emotional difficulties
may in turn lead to further disruptions in care as children’s behavioural and
emotional difficulties are among the major reasons for disruption of a
foster care placement (Oosterman et al, 2007).

The demands and stresses placed on carers themselves are often
significant. Ottoway and Selwyn (2016) cite the severity of these effects,
which often have a negative impact on the quality of care provided to
children, the stability and continuity of placements, foster carers’ mental
and physical well-being, and foster carer retention. Family life is also found
to be tested to the limits on occasions, with considerable stress being
placed on couples’ relationships, and the well-being of other children in the
household can also be affected.



It is vital to create a safe space for carers to process the child’s and their
own difficulties, or to discuss complex and upsetting issues without the
threat of judgement or reprimand. Such a safe space is needed and can be
provided through support groups, support helplines, informal peer support
and, very importantly, through the supervision and support received from
relevant professionals.

Without support, carers may risk continuing to feel judged and
blamed for their own difficulties, and those of the children
they care for, with the consequence of problems remaining
unresolved and the needs of both children in care and their
carers continuing to go unmet.

Irish Foster Care Association Support Services

National Helpline Service

IFCA provides a National Helpline Service from Monday to Friday between
11:00 and 15:00. The Helpline provides a first point of contact to foster
carers and all those with a query or question about fostering. The National
Helpline Service is a confidential service that provides practical information
and advice regarding any aspect of fostering as well as a supportive
listening ear.

The Helpline offers callers a confidential and supportive place for advice,
emotional support, and guidance in relation to a query or situation. The
National Helpline Service acts as an access route supporting callers with
referrals to our other services such as Advocacy & Counselling.

IFCA National Helpline Service
Call: (01) 458 5123 Monday to Friday, 11:00-15:00
Email: support@ifca.ie

National Advocacy Service for Members

At IFCA we understand that you may need support to carry out your foster



caring role. We believe that situations such as allegations, communication
breakdowns and placement disruptions require additional support, guidance
and sensitivity. Our dedicated team of advocacy workers will work with
you to ensure that you feel acknowledged, understood and supported to
respond in difficult situations. We will direct you to resources if it is
required.

Counselling Service for Members

IFCA recognises the need to support foster carers who have had the
experience of an allegation of abuse or complaints made against them, who
have been involved in complex fostering experiences or who have found
that the experience of fostering has placed stress on them in their lives.
Referrals to the service will be made from the National Advocacy Service to
our qualified and experienced counsellor, with the consent of foster carers.
The service is free of charge and confidential.

Further details on IFCAs Support Services can be accessed at www.ifca.ie.

Working Together in Partnership

The Tusla Charter for Staff and Foster Carers highlights the importance of
working collaboratively and in partnership with the following 4 principles:

Trust

Respect
Empowerment &
Kindness

Working together with regard for these principles, foster carers and social
workers work as a team in roles of responsibility, care planning and
communication.

You can access the full charter here.

Support from Social Workers
Research by Beecham and Sinclair (2007) and Sinclair et al (2005), found that
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foster carers were more satisfied when in receipt of regular visits from their
allocated social worker and when the child in their care had been allocated
a social worker. This particular aspect of support is cited as key to
placement stability and positive fostering experiences. Other research that
supports such findings includes Triseliotis (1989) and Sinclair et al (2004),
who reported that foster carers needed regular contact with social workers,
and opportunities for respite and the resolution of fostering issues.

The Role of the Fostering Link Worker

The following description outlines the role of the fostering link worker:

‘The role of the link worker is to ensure that foster carers and relative
carers have access to the information, advice and professional support
necessary to enable them to provide high-quality care to the child or
children placed with them. The role involves a range of duties, including
supervision, support and training of carers. Link workers provide carers with
support and supervision through visits and telephone contact on a
frequent basis, especially at times of new placements. Link workers also
have a responsibility to ensure that foster carers understand, accept and
operate within all relevant standards, policies and guidance of the Child and
Family Agency’ (Tusla, 2015: 40).

Research has shown that ‘good support and supervision of foster carers is
likely to result in their feeling satisfied and staying on’ (Selick, 2006:72).



Foster carers often place high value on the support of their fostering link
worker. However, when support is not forthcoming, the impact on the
foster carer is significant and it can influence how carers further engage
with social work services (Kirton et al, 2007).

Resolving Issues

Within everyday fostering experiences, a foster carer may identify a
specific need or difficulty relating to the children in their care or within the
context of the entire family. This should be discussed first with the
relevant social workers or can be brought up at the statutory reviews of
either the child in care or of the foster carers themselves. (Articles on
statutory reviews are available in IFCA’s Foster Journal issues 5 and 6.) In
many instances a plan is put in place to meet the expressed need.
Difficulties often arise when the child’s social worker does not, or cannot,
agree with the foster carer’s definition of the need or in situations where
funding is not approved, resources are not available, and the problem or
issue remains in place.

Given the number of adults that are often involved in the life
of a child in care, the primary focus should always be on
building co-operation and proactive solution-finding.

It is accepted best practice that all involved adults should be working in the
child’s best interest, with the safety and well-being of the child being given
paramount importance. However, as in all relationships, differences in
emphasis, timing and perceptions of priorities can and will occur and
disagreements may arise with the potential for ongoing escalation. The
initial approach recommended by IFCA to resolving issues is for all involved
to try to understand the other parties’ position, and to look at ways of
reaching a compromise (as long as this does not compromise the safety
and well-being of the child involved). As in all communications, efforts
should be made to remain respectful and attempts made not to
personalise issues. Given the number of adults that are often involved in
the life of a child in care, the primary focus should always be on building
co-operation and proactive solution-finding.
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Where the disagreement or ongoing issue is with the child’s social worker,
IFCA recommends the following steps:

e In consultation with the fostering link worker, the carer should ensure
that the team leader of the child’s social worker has heard the foster
carer’s position. If the team leader disagrees, then you may ask for, in
writing, the rationale for the position of the child’s social worker’s
team. In some instances, this may not be given, and if so, you should
make a note of this.

o |[f the foster carer is still not satisfied, it may then be appropriate to
write to the principal social worker of the child’s social worker team.
In most cases this can be done by, or with, the fostering link worker.

e If no resolution occurs, the next step is to write to the area manager,
details are available here. This can be done individually by the carer,
but may have more likelihood of achieving a resolution if there is clear
support from other social workers within the fostering team. Where
the area manager supports the position of the child’s social work
team, then the foster carer (or whoever else is raising the issue) will
need to reconsider their next course of action.

e Each of the four Tusla regional fostering areas have allocated regional
chief officers. Contact details of all associated teams can be found on
the Tusla website. Communicating difficulties to the level of a regional
chief officer is usually only appropriate when all previous
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communication has not yielded a result or has yielded one that is not
accepted or considered appropriate by the carer.

If the difficulty exists with the link worker themselves, the route is the
same. If initial attempts to resolve the issue at a one-to-one level do not
work, foster carers should communicate with the link worker’s team leader.
If this does not yield a solution, foster carers should approach the principal
social worker and area manager in turn or at the same time.

Recording your Concerns

Some carers report ongoing challenges relating to inconsistent
communication processes and difficulties receiving timely responses when
raising issues.

e It is important for foster carers to receive decisions made about the
child or themselves in writing and you should always request this.

e This is of great importance where investigations into allegations are
concerned, which can be the source of a great deal of distress for
those involved. IFCA continues to recommend to all involved in
fostering to maintain appropriate records and to ensure that all
important developments relating to their roles and the welfare of the
children in their care are recorded in writing.

Agreement on the methods of appropriate communication
between carers and social workers is an important part of the
relationship that holds the child at the centre.

As part of IFCA’s ongoing approach to the resolution of issues within
fostering, we advise all those involved to ensure that they record their
concerns/issues/progress in writing. This may often take the form of a
written letter but many individuals prefer to correspond by email. Within
the various Tusla areas there are varying approaches and opinions regarding
the use of email as a communication medium.



Other Support Routes When Advocating for the Voice of
the Child

Tusla Feedback and Complaints

Foster carers also have the right to make an official complaint through
Tusla’s complaint service, Tell Us’ if communication with the service
director was unsatisfactory.

Tusla Tell Us Service
Call (01) 771 8500
Email: tellus@tusla.ie
www.tusla.ie/about/feedback-and-complaints/
tell-us/#Complaint

A complaints officer will look into the complaint you've submitted through
‘Tell Us’ within 30 working days of the date when it was acknowledged. If it
takes longer to look into all the issues raised, the complaints officer will
notify you within 30 working days and will provide an update on what is
happening every 20 working days after that. Your complaint will be
allocated to a specific complaints officer.

It is the duty of the complaints officer to notify the ‘Tell Us’ service if they
have been allocated a complaint regarding a situation they themselves have
been actively involved in.


www.tusla.ie/about/feedback-and-complaints/tell-us/#Complaint

As the complainant, you will be told who is handling your complaint. If it is
a person who has previously been involved with you in respect of your
complaint, you are free to make an objection if you feel there is a conflict
of interest. The policy relating to management of this service clearly states,
“Making a complaint will in no way adversely affect the service an individual
receives from Tusla” (Tusla, 20167).

Guardian ad litem and Guardian ad litem National Service

The Guardian ad litem (also known as a GAL) is the Courts representative
for the ‘voice of the child. A GAL is appointed through the Courts to liaise
with the child and all parties involved in relation to the care of the child;
advocating for the best interests of the child.

The Guardian ad litem National Service, established under the Department
of Children, Disability and Equality (DCDE), operates as the national
Guardian ad litem service. Working in partnership with key stakeholders, it
provides oversight and promotes a child-centred approach that is
accountable, grounded in children’s rights, and guided by clear standards.

For further information and to submit a complaint:
Guardian ad litem National Service

Email: galnationalservice@dcde.gov.ie
www.gov.ie/GAL

Empowering People In Care — EPIC Advocacy

EPIC is a rights based organisation that advocates for the ‘voice of the
child’, working and advocating with children in care and care leavers.

EPIC’s National Advocacy Service supports children and young people
providing one to one advocacy to assist children and young people to have
their voice heard in matters relating to them.

For more information visit www.epiconline.ie
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The Children’s Rights Alliance

The Children’s Rights Alliance is a national organisation that unites 160 member
groups who work to change the lives of all children and young people in
Ireland by making sure their rights are respected and protected in laws,
policies, and services.

For more information visit www.childrensrights.ie

Mediation

Another avenue that may be considered for the resolution of issues is that
of mediation. Mediation is a voluntary confidential process that allows two
or more disputing parties resolve their conflict in a mutually agreeable way
with the help of a neutral third party — the mediator (Ernst and Stein, 1997).

The type of mediation process will vary, depending on the type of dispute.
An agreement to mediate should be signed at the outset and the mediator
will then meet the parties together and/or separately, over the course of
one day or in sessions over a number of days or weeks. Solicitors or other
advisors may attend mediation sessions if required and appropriate. If
agreement is reached this will be recorded and signed at the mediation,
and further steps taken to enforce and enact the agreed resolutions.

Giving due consideration to this process may increase the likelihood of a
resolution but it is dependent on both parties being amenable to the
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process. At the very least, a willingness to enter mediation displays a
willingness to work together to achieve outcomes agreeable to all involved.
It is important that the credentials of the mediator are established and that
the neutrality of the professional involved is confirmed.

The Mediator’s Institute of Ireland can provide information on the process,
and guidance on sourcing an appropriately accredited mediator.

The Mediators’ Institute of Ireland
Call (01) 609 9190
Email: info@themii.ie
www.themii.ie

Ombudsman Services

If the outcome arrived at by following the previous routes detailed is not
the desired one, or the complainant feels their complaint has not been
dealt with appropriately, the role of the Ombudsman for Children or
Ombudsman can be considered.

Ombudsman for Children

The Ombudsman for Children’s Office (OCO) exists to ensure that the
government and other people who make decisions about children consider
what is best for them. The Ombudsman for Children’s Office can address
the perceived failure of an organisation to provide adequate care or
services relating to education, psychological assessment, safety and well-
being for the child in question.

Ombudsman for Children’s Office
Complaints Freephone number: 1800 20 20 40
OCO complaints team email: ococomplaint@oco.ie
General email: oco®oco.ie

12


www.themii.ie

Ombudsman

The Office of the Ombudsman examines complaints from people who feel
they have been unfairly treated by certain public bodies, for example:
government departments, local authorities, the HSE, Tusla and publicly-
funded third level education bodies. They provide a free public service
which is open and accountable. Their role is to examine complaints in a fair
and impartial way. Anyone can make a complaint to the Ombudsman. You
can complain on your own behalf or for someone else if they ask you to.
You can make a complaint as an individual or as a public representative and
as a business or organisation. You should complain to the Ombudsman as
soon as possible and not later than 12 months after the action you want to
complain about occurred, or you became aware of it occurring. For further
information please see the article included in IFCA's Foster Journal 4 about
the work of the Ombudsman’s Office.

Office of the Ombudsman
Call: (01) 639 5600
www.ombudsman.ie

There is a memorandum of understanding between the Office of the
Ombudsman and the Ombudsman for Children. There may be
communication between both offices to decide which is the most suitable
for handling the complaint. When an issue is viewed as having affected
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both the adults and the children, then it is possible that each office may
run their own examination at the same time. Both offices will check to see
that you have sought to resolve the issue locally first.

CORU

CORU is Ireland’s multi-profession health regulator, whose role is to protect
the public by promoting high standards of professional conduct, education,
training and competence through statutory registration of health and social
care professionals. The body was set up under the Health and Social Care
Professionals Act 2005 (as amended). It provides regulation and registration
for a number of professions, including social care workers and social
workers. Its range of services include:

e Maintaining and publishing a register of health and social care
professionals who meet CORU’s Code of Professional Conduct and
Ethics

e Ensuring that registered professionals keep their skills up to date by
promoting continuing professional development

e Running ‘Fitness to Practise’ hearings into the conduct and
competence of registered members.

‘Fitness to Practise’ involves issues that affect an individual’s ability to
practise in their profession, not just within their current role. This includes
professional misconduct and poor professional performance. Fitness to
Practise does not replace employers’ complaints or disciplinary procedures.
CORU's Code of Professional Conduct and Ethics, for each profession
covered, sets out the standards of conduct, performance and ethics which
apply to all registered health and social care professionals. It is against these
standards that any individual will be measured in any Fitness to Practise
complaint.

CORU will only take action where the incidents complained of are of a
serious nature and raise a concern about the registrant’s ability to practise
his or her profession. CORU’s goal is to take action where necessary to
protect service users, patients, and the public interest. Before making a
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complaint to CORU you may wish to consider whether you have tried all of
the previous suggested steps, as explained earlier in this article.

A complaint can be made by anyone in respect of a health and social care
professional who is registered with CORU. All complaints are dealt with by
a Complaints Committee and CORU stress the importance of receiving
details of your complaint in your own words. As a result, all complaints can
only be accepted in writing on their complaints form.

CORU
Email: info@coru.ie
Call: (01) 293 3160
www.coru.ie
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Summary of Steps when Resolving an Issue

Raise the initial issue with the relevant social worker

If unsatisfied with the outcome, notify the relevant social
worker’s team leader of your position

If you are still unsatisfied, contact the relevant principal social worker,
then if the issue is still unresolved contact, in order:

Area Regional Tusla's ‘Tell Us’
Manager Chief Officer service

Mediation

Contact the Ombudsman for Children or Office of the Ombudsman,
depending on who your complaint relates to

Contact CORU (regarding fitness to practise issues)

Remember, at each stage, to record in writing and keep copies of all your
communication with these agencies, and anything else relating to your
concerns.
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Guidance on Representing Yourself in Writing

Representing yourself in writing may be required in certain circumstances.
The following are some key points to consider when drafting a letter:

1. What is the issue?

2. How has it negatively affected you/child/family etc. — why/what are
you concerned about?

3. What have you done so far to resolve it?
4. What would you like to see in place?

5. Highlight that (in your opinion) it is in the best interest of the child/
placement etc.

6. Indicate your willingness to resolve the issue through discussion/
collaboration/compromise etc.

Conclusion

As a foster carer you are part of a team working in collaboration and
partnership. As such, honest, respectful and courteous communication
which recognises the professional partnerships that exist in the delivery
and management of these services needs to be evident in practice. This,
along with an adherence to appropriate practice regarding the resolution
of difficult issues and appropriate solution-seeking, can go a long way
towards ensuring the best interests of children in care.

Membership Information

The Irish Foster Care Association is the national organisation that supports
foster families and the wider fostering community. We advance and
promote best practice in foster care through support, learning and
advocacy. We believe in a society where the importance of fostering is
recognised, valued and supported. Membership with IFCA is broad based
and includes foster and relative carers, social workers, child care workers,
academics and others with an interest in or who are involved in foster care.
When you join IFCA, you become part of a community. Our members
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inform our work, and are part of a collective voice for the fostering
community.

Thinking About Fostering? Already Involved?
Join IFCA and Be Part of a Stronger Voice in Foster Care

Whether you're currently being assessed to become a foster carer, already
fostering, working in the fostering sector, or simply passionate about
supporting foster care - there’s a place for you in IFCA.

We offer a range of membership options tailored to suit different needs
and households. Becoming a member connects you to a vibrant community,
gives you access to vital support,and ensures your voice is heard in shaping
the future of foster care.
Member benefits include:

e Access to the National Advocacy & Counselling Service

e Option to purchase IFCA Legal Protection Insurance Cover

e Opportunities to engage in extensive Learning & Development
programmes

e Ongoing support from IFCAs National Helpline Service
e Connection with IFCA Hubs and Branches across Ireland

e Stay informed with updates on fostering matters and take part in IFCA
surveys

® Receive IFCA's Foster Journals on topics relevant to fostering

e Enjoy voting privileges at our AGM

You can join on our website www.ifca.ie — First year's membership is free.
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Contact Us

We are happy to answer any queries you might have about IFCA
membership. Please contact us on 01 4599474 or email membership®ifca.ie

] i ]
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