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Practice Guidance for the Checks and References required for Fostering Assessments
This practice guide provides clarity around the expectations for the Stage 1 and Stage 2 checks and references needed for both kinship and mainstream fostering assessments. 
References to Legislation, Regulation and Statutory Guidance (England): 
Fostering Regulations (England) 2011 & 2018
Assessment of prospective foster parents 
The 2018 Fostering Regulations introduce a 2-stage process for fostering assessments. Any assessment started after 29 April 2019 will be conducted under this process; this includes kinship assessments. 
Some applicants could struggle to understand and accept the rigorous checking and reference process that is part of all assessments. It is therefore important applicants are aware of what the process entails as soon as possible so they make an informed decision about proceeding with the assessment. For example, previous partner references and social media checks can raise particular difficulties.
The two stages of the fostering assessment may operate concurrently. It is for the assessment team manager to decide whether this should occur for each assessment. For example, for an applicant who approaches the service who has complex criminal convictions, the service might wish to gather all Stage 1 information and checks before starting any Stage 2 processes and checks.
The information required for Stage 1 must be sought as soon as possible, and the decision about whether a prospective foster carer has successfully completed Stage 1 must be made within 10 working days of all Stage 1 information being received. This decision will be undertaken by the assessment team manager. 
If an assessment team manager decides the Stage 1 information rules out an applicant, there will be no qualifying “determination” and the prospective foster parent has no right to apply to the Independent Review Mechanism (IRM). However, they would be eligible to use the complaints procedure should they feel they have not been fairly treated.
If an applicant is however deemed not suitable to foster on the basis of Stage 2 information, following either a Brief or a Full report, they may then make representations to the IRM.
Stage 1 Checks – Regulation 7 (2)(a)
[bookmark: _Hlk163661949]Part 1 of Schedule 1 outlines what needs to be collected and verified by the Trust when completing a fostering assessment.
Full name, address, and date of birth
For all prospective foster carers, it is essential to ensure they are who they say they are and for assessors to check proof of identity before initiating any other checks. If an accurate proof of identity has not been obtained, a name is spelt incorrectly or a date of birth inaccurate, then checks undertaken are likely to be worthless. Therefore, practitioners will need to see a range of documents, including photographic evidence to confirm identity. This can include a passport or driving licence.
DBS checks for the applicants and any adult household members
Prospective applicants should have been told at the earliest opportunity that DBS checks will be required. These checks should be triggered and processed as soon as possible. 
Applicants should be told that certain offences, committed by either themselves or a member of their household, will render a person ineligible to foster (regulation 7(8) & (9); 7(10) and Schedule 2). This also applies to cautions for such offences.
However, there are many offences that are shown on a DBS check that are not a bar to becoming a foster parent but will need a risk assessment. This risk assessment should be completed by the assessing social worker and considered by both the team manager and service manager before an assessment can continue. Applicants should be encouraged to discuss anything that will come up on the check at an early stage, including cautions. 
Consideration should be given to length of time that has elapsed since the offence was committed, the age of the applicant at the time of the offence and whether there has been any repeat or similar behaviour. Consideration should also be given to the applicants processing of the events, evidence of remorse and a positive application to change. 
Consideration should be afforded to the applicants’ support network and whether there are significant adults who will provide practical support to the prospective fostering household. There is no legal requirement to undertake DBS checks for adults at other addresses, but if the significant adults are likely to provide regular support a DBS check should be considered within the assessment. This will need to be done with the consent of the person(s) concerned. 
The Trust also has the authority to ask for a PNC (Police National Computer) check. PNC checks are useful where there may be safeguarding concerns. As highlighted above, if there are such concerns, a PNC and DBS check may be obtained before commencing any other Stage 1 information. If such checks disclose information that leads the Trust to conclude that the prospective foster parent is unsuitable to foster a child, then that decision should be communicated in writing as soon as possible, giving clear reasons. 
The Trust should not share information from a DBS check with any other person, including spouse, partner, or member of the household without consent. If the Trust concludes that a prospective applicant is either ineligible or unsuitable because of the DBS check, it can only give the other person or people involved the information that the decision has been made as a result of the check, not the contents of the check.
The exception to this automatic barring for approval is in Reg 7(11) which permits the agency to consider approval: if the person, or any member of their household is related to the child, or if the person is already acting as a foster parent to the child and the offence was after approval. 
In all circumstances, the local authority responsible for the child must carefully consider all information and be satisfied that the welfare of the child requires for them to remain with the person concerned. Consideration should always be given to the person’s ability to ensure the child’s welfare and safeguarding needs are met.
Details of health – supported by a medical report.
A comprehensive medical report and overview is required as part of the assessment. 
It would be expected that, should there be an exceptional medical reason that automatically prevents a person from becoming a foster parent, this should have been discussed within the initial visit; although it is generally necessary to seek medical advice before making a decision to rule the prospective applicant out. Where a significant medical condition is disclosed in the early part of the assessment, it is advisable to acquire an early medical and wait to start the Stage 2 checks.
The CoramBAAF Adult Health (AH) form contains comprehensive information from the applicant, their GP, and is then assessed and commented on by a suitably qualified medical professional acting in the position of Medical Advisor (MA). It is essential that the medical check is undertaken by the prospective foster carers’ GP as soon as possible. Additional specific medical information (eg from the prospective foster parents’ consultant) might be necessary in order to make an informed decision. 
The advice outcome of the medical advisor could fall into the following broad categories: 
i) There are no health-related contra-indications to prevent the applicant from continuing with an assessment of their suitability to foster.
ii) There are clear health-related contra-indications that prevent the applicant continuing with an assessment of their suitability to foster. This advice should include evidence for this decision making connected to the specific fostering task limitations. 
iii) There are identified health-related contra-indications however these do not prevent the applicant from continuing with an assessment of their suitability to foster pending one or both additional requirements. 
· Additional exploration during the assessment process with regards to the specific factors as advised by the MA. 
· Additional information and opinion from other medical professionals involved with the applicant such as specific consultants or private health provision. 
In these situations, an updated AHR may be required prior to presentation to panel to analyse the outcome of additional information received. It may also be necessary to place an assessment on hold if, for example evidence of a significant change in lifestyle is required in order to proceed. The ASW should seek advice from their manager about whether these further steps should be taken.  
In the case of (iii) above, the subsequent discussions around these issues would be categorised as Stage 2 information.
For example, if a person who is proposed as the main foster parent has limited mobility or where someone has been on long term anti-depressant medication, further discussion would be needed to establish how this impacts their daily living and would impact their ability to provide care for a child. This might include recommendations for terms of approval to reflect the individual situation.



Details of any other adult members of the household 
Details of the children of the family

All members of the prospective household have an essential role to play and should be fully included in the journey towards becoming an approved fostering household. Involving children (under 18) in the assessment (those living in the home or elsewhere) should form a central part of the assessment. If there are adult children, details should be gathered of their whereabouts and reference requests made to all, with follow up interviews. 
Any significant child protection or safeguarding concerns which has caused harm or places a child at risk of harm would constitute a Stage 1 decision to end an assessment. 
Any detailed discussion/ information gathered about an adult or child member of the household would form part of Stage 2.
The assessment should provide a brief pen picture of each household member (including children) and each member should be interviewed using a method appropriate to their age and understanding. 
An assessment to foster does not only explore suitability, it should also be informative and provide opportunity to gain insight and knowledge. Many excellent resources are available to support direct work with children to assist in helping them to understand what fostering is and the potential impact on them and their family. 
If there are any children looked after or adopted children as part of the household, it would be good practice to assess their trauma history and attachment pattern as this will assist with matching and transitions. Care should always be taken to ensure that the identity of any children is protected. 
Similarly, if an applicant’s grandchildren or other close family member’s children visit the home regularly and stay, it would be important to interview and undertake direct work with them. If grandchildren are being displaced to utilise their usual “sleep over” room for fostering it would be very important to explore the impact and children’s views on this decision. 
These discussions would form part of Stage 2 of the assessment. 
Similarly, with other adult members of the household, it is important to assess their understanding and attitude towards fostering and evidence that they could play a positive role. An enhanced DBS certificate must be obtained for any member of the household over the age of 18.
Details of their accommodation
Accommodation should be observed to be clean, warm and well maintained, and suitable for the fostering task. A full Health and Safety assessment forms part of Stage 2 of the assessment.
Previous experience of being a foster carer /adopter
Reg 7(2)(b) stipulates where the applicant has been a foster carer within the preceding three years and was approved as such by another fostering service, a written reference must be requested.
Reg 7(2)(e) and Reg 7(2)(f) stipulates where the applicant was approved as a foster carer for another fostering service or an adoptive parent, a consent should be acquired from the applicant which allows oversight of relevant records compiled by other fostering service or adoption agency. 
Names and addresses of two persons who will provide personal references. 
Two personal references are a minimum requirement, but good practice would recommend additional references are obtained if this is proportionate and relevant. The gathering of at least two personal references, interviewing and writing a report of that interview, will constitute Stage 1 information gathering. 
It is important that personal referees know the applicants well, and for a sufficient period of time to comment in depth on the applicants’ character and skill set. It is good practice for personal referees to not be related to the applicants. 
Additional referees from wider family can also be sought to support the application and triangulate evidence of suitability. Practitioners should always provide analysis of the information provided and weight should be given to the reference accordingly.
Further referees should be considered further into the assessment when assessors wish to explore particular areas and/or concerns with those referees. 
It is not specified in regulation Reg 7(2)(c) that the interview must be face to face. It would, therefore, be possible to undertake a telephone interview early in the assessment followed by a face-to-face meeting with the referees later in the process where a more in-depth discussion could take place. Equally, a visit could take place in the early stages with a follow up telephone call in later stages to verify or explore a particular matter with the referee, if thought necessary. 
If a fostering services provider is unclear of what constitutes Stage 1 or Stage 2 information, they should always consider to the Public Law principles of reasonableness and proportionality. If there is clear and indisputable evidence that a person is not suitable to foster, this would be a Stage 1 decision. Any nuanced details would form part of Stage 2 of assessment.
Details of current, and any previous marriage, civil partnership, or similar relationship
Learning from Brighton and Hove Part 8 Review in 2001 highlights the potential importance of these checks. 
It must be acknowledged many applicants can be put off by the prospect of a previous partner being contacted, and this is sometimes enough for them to withdraw. Some applicants are concerned that animosity between them and their previous partner will constitute a negative/malicious response, or they do not wish their previous partner to be aware of what they are doing. The assessor will need to assess the appropriateness of contact a former partner based on the information offered by the applicant. If contact, is deemed not appropriate due to level of risk, alternate information from elsewhere must be sought. For example, an interview with a family member who could verify the information being imparted by the applicant. 
Equally, some relationships end amicably, and a former partner can provide valuable detail and highly relevant information; in these situations, the assessor should always try and interview the previous partner (with consent). 
In most cases, a brief written/verbal response from previous partners would be sufficient. It need not be detailed but does need to be clear as to whether there are any concerns about a prospective foster carer in terms of safeguarding. 
If a previous partner does indicate that they have concerns about a prospective foster parent, a further telephone or face to face discussion, or further written information, might be necessary. This will depend on the information received, the circumstances the relationship ended and any other relevant information that has been gathered in the assessment.
Local authority check
Local Authority checks hold a range of potentially relevant information including child protection referrals, whether the applicants’ children have been looked after, domestic abuse referrals, referrals to mental health services or drug and alcohol services. They will also provide information about whether a prospective foster carer has previously been a foster parent in that area. 
A current Local Authority check should be taken. 
Although there is no statutory requirement to undertake LA checks in relation to previous addresses, good practice would be for LA checks, current and previous, to be taken for previous 10 years. 

Stage 2 checks and references – Regulation 7 (5)
Part 2 of Schedule 1 outlines what needs to be collected and verified by the Trust when completing a fostering assessment.
These checks and references include:
• Current employment (paid or voluntary) and previous employment (paid or voluntary) where   the prospective foster carer has worked with children or vulnerable adults. 
• Financial assessment 
• Pet assessments 
• School, college, nursery checks 
• Social media checks 
• Oversees checks 
• Second opinion visits

Written consent from the applicants should be obtained for all checks.
Employment check(s) 
Part 2 Schedule 1 para 15 stipulates the assessment should address past and present employment or occupation of the prospective foster carer. In addition to self-reported details from a prospective foster carer, a reference from their current employer should be requested. 
In assessments where a prospective foster carer has worked with children and / or vulnerable adults in a previous employment, a reference should always be taken.
Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Families Association (SSAFA). A SSAFA check should be carried out if the applicant has served or are currently serving in the Armed Forces or Reserves.
Financial Assessment 
Part 2 Schedule 1 para 15 refers to relevant information about the person and household and living standards. 
The assessment should establish the financial position of the applicants and how fostering will impact on their lifestyle. The assessment needs to establish the applicants are secure and have a responsible attitude to managing money. 
Dog and Pet Assessment 
Regulation 7(5)(a) stipulates the Trust should obtain “any other information it considers relevant”.
A pet assessment should form part of a fostering assessment and should contain the following: 
• Basic details including personality and history 
• Living arrangements, training, routines including health and hygiene 
• Any issues of concern or safety and how these have / will be addressed 
• Practitioners observations of the pet and interactions with prospective foster parent and others pragmatic approach should apply. 
• In some cases, a specialist pet assessment might be required. 
Health Visitor, Nursery, School, College check 
Reg 7(5)(a) stipulates the Trust should obtain “any other information it considers relevant”. 
These checks and references provide essential evidence to enable triangulation. 
Part 1 of Schedule 1 para 4 refers to “Particulars of the children of the family” and Part 2 of Schedule 1 paras 16 & 17 refers to “Previous experience (if any) of caring for their own and other children” and “Skill, competence and potential relevant to their capacity to care effectively for a child placed with them”. 
Seeking a health visitor, nursery, school and / or college check is seen as relevant in gathering this third-party information.
Social Media check 
Undertaking a social media check is relevant to comply with best practice around safeguarding. Prospective foster carers should be informed of the need for a discussion about social media during the information giving stage. This discussion should then be undertaken in Stage 2. 
Any checks should be carried out in the spirit of openness with the full consent of the prospective foster parent. This could be done by sitting alongside the prospective foster parent and together using a search engine to see what information is held on the prospective foster carer in the public domain. This exercise could then lead to a discussion on the issues relating to social media for foster families.
At the end of Stage 2 the prospective foster carer should be asked to sign a declaration that they understand the inappropriateness of using social media to share information / photographs in respect of any child placed or in exploring the birth family through social media. 
This declaration will be kept on their LCS file. 
Oversees Check(s) 
Where a prospective foster carer has lived overseas for an extended period (usually six months or over), when aged 18 or over, overseas checks should be sought. 
These can be difficult to obtain from certain countries and if unavailable the assessor should try to triangulate evidence about the person’s time abroad. For example, with employer references or through personal references. The application process for criminal records checks or 'Certificates of Good Character' for someone from overseas varies from country to country. For further information, see GOV.UK - Criminal records checks for overseas applicants.
The Trust should be proportionate in their response and not cause undue delay unless they have reasonable concerns about the gap in a chronology. Where, however, it is considered that an overseas check is necessary, the Trust will need to discuss the length of time this will take with the prospective foster carer. It must be explained that the receipt of information could lead the Trust to cease the assessment at a very late stage.
Second Opinion Visits 
Second opinion visits should not be routinely carried out. Where there is an issue of significant concern, a second opinion visit may be thought appropriate. 
This should be conducted by a team manager or senior member of the team, with their report written, signed, dated, and appended to the assessment.
Prospective foster carers should be made clear about the reason for the visit and the grounds for the concern. 
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