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Forewords 

Jacquie Burke, Deputy Director, London Borough of Newham 

Newham Children's Social Care is determined to find the best placements with 
the best outcomes for our looked after children and we recognise that this can be 
a real struggle. We are keen to keep children connected with their local 
communities and to only use at distance options when young people’s needs 
cannot be met locally. Because achieving this can be challenging we were keen 
to understand and learn from our neighbours’ experience and Cordis Bright 
provided us with this opportunity. 

Yvette King, Head of Safeguarding, Cordis Bright 

We are very grateful to Newham colleagues for being the champion of, and 
helping to shape, this piece of research on looked after children placed out-of-
area. Though focused on 13 mainly London local authorities we hope that it has 
wider interest and relevance for others who may be looking at opportunities to 
bring children back in-borough or to prevent the use of out-of-area placements in 
the first place. Having our most vulnerable children as close to their home 
borough as possible – where safe to do so – is, we believe, a really important 
objective. It enables all agencies to properly and effectively exercise their 
corporate parenting functions and, in our experience, enhances the services that 
these children and young people receive. There is often also a financial benefit 
that can be accrued. 

We’re working with a number of local authorities to help evaluate and improve 
social work practice, including specific projects designed to help safely reduce 
the numbers of looked after children with complex needs. We feel that this 
research will help us in this work. It emphasises that high quality, evidence-based 
social work is critical: both in relation to assessment and planning, but also 
ensuring a relentless focus on ensuring that everyone is committed to improving 
outcomes and responding effectively to the needs of looked after children. In 
addition, we think this research has identified some potential effective practice to 
tackling the large proportion of looked after children who may be unnecessarily 
placed out-of-area. The ones that stand-out for us are earlier use of residential 
care, pairing foster carers with residential care, and contextual safeguarding.  

We welcome the opportunity to discuss this issue with you in more detail. Please 
do not hesitate to contact me on yvetteking@cordisbright.co.uk or 020 7330 
9170. 

  

mailto:yvetteking@cordisbright.co.uk
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Thank you 

We would like to thank the London Borough of Newham for acting as a sponsor 
for this research. We would also like to thank the eight local authorities who 
participated in an interview. 

We hope this research is useful to other local authorities who may be 
experiencing similar pressures and/or interested in exploring ‘what works’ to 
reduce the numbers of looked after children placed out-of-area.  

If you have any questions about this research or would like to discuss further then 
please do not hesitate to contact us: 

At Newham At Cordis Bright 

Jacquie Burke, Deputy Director 
Children’s Social Care 
E: jacquie.burke@newham.gov.uk 
T: 020 3373 0962 

Yvette King, Head of Safeguarding 
E: yvetteking@cordisbright.co.uk 
M: 07919 414 957 
 
Colin Horswell, Senior Consultant 
E: colinhorswell@cordisbright.co.uk 
T: 020 7330 9170 

 

 

 

    

mailto:jacquie.burke@newham.gov.uk
mailto:yvetteking@cordisbright.co.uk
mailto:colinhorswell@cordisbright.co.uk
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1 Introduction 

This research finds a variety of strategies and tactics in place to address the 
significant challenge of ensuring that looked after children are supported in 
their ‘home’ area. Whilst there are no silver bullets, Cordis Bright found that 
authorities are trialling a range of options, some of which have potential to 
make quite significant differences in the longer term. We hope this short 
report summarising what we did, and what we found will be valuable for a 
range of audiences.  We have found this a tremendously interesting and 
valuable experience and we would welcome the chance to talk to other local 
authorities who would be interested to share their experiences and find out 
more.   

1.1 Context 

The London Borough of Newham is keen to safely reduce the number of looked 
after children who are placed out-of-area.  

This is consistent with the key findings from the Ofsted report From a distance: 
looked after children living away from their home area1 which highlighted a range 
of benefits of keeping children as close of possible to their ‘home’ area. This 
included closer collaboration between agencies; being able to access continuity 
in services and support; more direct services from home services, especially 
education and health professionals; and having an ongoing focus from social 
work teams on the quality of care that they were receiving. 

To help deliver this aspiration, Newham are considering a range of different 
options, including strategies to return children to more local provision and 
opportunities to prevent children from being placed out-of-area in the first place.  

This piece of research reviews trends, experiences and solutions being 
implemented across Newham’s statistical and geographical neighbours. It 
consists of a mixture of analysis of publicly available datasets as well as 
interviews conducted with eight out of a sample of 12 neighbouring local 
authorities.  

The report is structured as follows: 

 Section 2 looks at trends in the numbers of looked after children placed out-of-
area. 

 Section 3 examines some of the reasons for these trends.  

                                                

1 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/looked-after-children-living-away-from-their-home-area-from-a-
Wdistance  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/looked-after-children-living-away-from-their-home-area-from-a-Wdistance
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/looked-after-children-living-away-from-their-home-area-from-a-Wdistance


 London Borough of Newham & Cordis Bright  
Supporting looked after children closer to home: a comparison  

 

 

 

© | June 2017 6 

 Section 4 provides an overview of some of the initiative being put in place to 
return children who are placed out-of-area. 

 Section 5 looks at initiatives designed to reduce the number of children who 
are placed out-of-area from the outset. 

 Section 6 puts forward some conclusions. 

1.2 Statistical and geographical neighbours 

We identified – in partnership with the London Borough of Newham – 12 
statistical and geographical neighbours to invite to participate in this research. 
These were: Barking and Dagenham, Brent, City of London, Enfield, Greenwich, 
Hackney, Haringey, Havering, Redbridge, Slough, Tower Hamlets, and Waltham 
Forest (see Figure 1). Of these, eight agreed to participate in a telephone 
interview. In addition, we undertook a telephone interview with officers from 
Newham.  

Due to the nature of the topic, we agreed to keep individual responses 
confidential and anonymous. 

Figure 1: Map showing geographical and statistical neighbours. Blue = statistical neighbour, purple 
= geographical neighbour 

 

 

 

SSSlllooouuuggghhh   



 London Borough of Newham & Cordis Bright  
Supporting looked after children closer to home: a comparison  

 

 

 

© | June 2017 7 

2 Trends in the numbers of looked after 
children placed out-of-area 

Local authorities are experiencing mixed trends in relation to the number of 
looked after children who are placed out-of-area. Figure 2 shows that about a 
third of local authorities have increased their proportion of looked after children 
placed out of the local authority boundary and over 20 miles away from home. 
The highest is Greenwich where proportions have increased from 18% in 2012 to 
31% in 2016 (i.e. +13%). About a third of local authorities have remained 
relatively static in the proportion placed out-of-area. A further third of local 
authorities have reduced their percentage, for instance Brent, Enfield and 
Havering reduced by -5% and Newham by -7%.  

Figure 2: Percentage of looked after children placed out of LA boundary and over 20 miles from 
home: 2012-2016 (Source: Department for Education2) 
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Greenwich 18% 21% 26% 29% 31% +13% 

Hackney 12% 11% 10% 17% 16% +4% 

Redbridge 16% 21% 22% 20% 20% +4% 

Slough 23% 28% 31% 29% 27% +4% 

Haringey 17% 20% 19% 18% 19% +2% 

Waltham Forest  19% 20% 25% 25% 20% +1% 

Barking & Dagenham  15% 14% 14% 15% 16% +1% 

City of London  0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

Tower Hamlets  17% 15% 13% 18% 15% -2% 

Brent 20% 20% 17% 17% 15% -5% 

Enfield 18% 19% 17% 16% 13% -5% 

Havering 19% 14% 10% 10% 14% -5% 

Newham 25% 23% 23% 19% 18% -7% 

 

                                                

2 Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-looked-after-in-england-including-adoption-2015-to-
2016 
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Figure 3: Chart showing the percentage of looked after children placed out of LA boundary and over 
20 miles from home (excluding City of London) – 2012-2016

 

Our analysis suggests that there is little connection between changes in the 
proportion of looked after children placed out-of-area and (a) total number and/or 
changes in the total number of looked after children; (b) rate and/or changes to 
the rate of looked after children per 10,000 children; (c) change in average spend 
per looked after child; or (d) changes in the usage of different types of placement. 
Data on each of these indicators is included in the appendix for information. 
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3 Reasons for these trends 

Respondents highlighted that there is a core of looked after children who are 
placed out-of-area because they require specific/specialist support or as part of a 
deliberate strategy of disruption where creating geographical distance from their 
family, peer group or community was a key part of the intervention. Types of 
need that were highlighted here were child sexual exploitation, gang membership 
and offending. Some local authorities who were experiencing increasing 
pressures in this respect reported that this was partly because of increasing need 
and partly the result of higher profile and awareness of these issues (especially 
connected to national cases such as child sexual exploitation in Rotherham and 
Oxfordshire). A number of these respondents highlighted that shortfalls and 
service pressures in other parts of local authority children’s services (e.g. 
universal support and early intervention services) and other agencies (e.g. 
budget pressures in the NHS and schools) were resulting in needs of children 
and young people escalating, thereby increasing demand for more specialist 
services further down-the-line. 

In response to these pressures, one local authority was hoping to pilot Contextual 
Safeguarding that could result in a reduction in the use of out-of-area placements 
in cases involving child sexual exploitation and gang affiliation. 

A note about Contextual Safeguarding 

“Systemic approaches to practice already recognise young people within a 
range of social systems and the relationships between those systems.  
Contextual safeguarding builds upon this by considering interventions to 
change the systems themselves.  We know that professionals, other adults 
and young people play a role in shaping the environments in which abuse 
occurs.  Therefore rather than removing children from harmful environments 
(unless absolutely necessary), a contextual approach seeks to identify the 
ways in which professionals, adults and young people can change the social 
conditions of environments in which abuse has occurred and then hold them 
responsible for making these changes.  

“For instance, rather than housing professionals trying to relocate a young 
person they may seek to involve youth workers and safer neighbourhood 
teams to make the housing, in which the young person already lives, safer.” 

For further information see: https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/about/what-
is-contextual-safeguarding.  

Outside of young people placed out-of-area as part of a strategy of disruption, 
there was agreement that local authorities often have no choice but to place 
children out-of-area due to a lack of local supply, rather than due to the specific 
or specialist needs of children.  

https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/about/what-is-contextual-safeguarding
https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/about/what-is-contextual-safeguarding
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One of the main reasons for this was a shortage of local foster carers. For a 
number of respondents this was despite relatively high profile campaigns 
designed to recruit new foster carers. In London, a lack of appropriate housing 
stock was further exacerbating the shortage of supply, i.e. people willing to 
become foster carers did not have appropriate accommodation. For some local 
authorities who participated in the research a further challenge was matching the 
cultural needs of looked after children with the available pool of foster carers and 
also finding people willing and able to accommodate large sibling groups. Finally, 
some respondents reported that they sometimes had to compete for foster carers 
with other local authorities and with Independent Fostering Agencies, further 
reducing supply. 

This shortage of supply of foster carers had two implications. Firstly, the raw 
shortage in numbers meant that social workers often had no choice but to place 
children far away. Secondly, a lack of choice of where children were placed could 
mean that some compromises were made about the degree of ‘fit’ between foster 
carers and looked after children. This increased the risk of the placement not 
being able to respond to emerging or escalating need and the possibility of in-
built placement breakdown and increased use of out-of-area placements at some 
time in the future. 

A second reason put forward by respondents for having to use out-of-area 
placements was the growth of, and also a lack of predictability in, the numbers of 
two groups of young people, i.e. unaccompanied asylum seeking children3 and 
young people aged 14+ who presented to children’s services ‘out of the blue’. 
This increased the likelihood of use of emergency provision and of having to use 
out-of-area placements to accommodate this unpredictable need. 

A further common theme was how children and young people’s behaviour was 
often creating upward pressures on the number of out-of-area placements. These 
respondents highlighted that families, foster carers and local residential provision 
often felt unable to cater for the needs of this group of children. Reasons for this 
put forward during interviews were: 

 Lack of willingness and motivation. 

 Lack of experience at supporting young people with additional needs. 

 Lack of training, especially in supporting problematic or difficult behaviour. 

 Connected to this, relatively low levels of preparation for future challenges, 
e.g. how behaviour that is manageable at a younger age may become more 
problematic in the future and how to prepare for this.  

                                                

3 For instance, since 2012 all local authorities have experienced an increase in the number of unaccompanied 
asylum seeking children. Across the 13 local authorities, numbers have increased from 210 in 2012 to 395 in 
2016, i.e. +88%. 
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Finally, local authorities highlighted that a lack of supply in local residential care 
meant that providers were often able to ‘pick and choose’ which children and 
young people they supported. Respondents highlighted that there was often a 
reluctance to take children and young people with complex needs and 
behavioural challenges. A number of reasons for this were highlighted including 
lack of skill/expertise, a concern about how behaviour might impact other 
residents and the local community, and worries that all of this might impact on 
their Ofsted inspection judgement. Some respondents highlighted that this was 
exacerbated by what they perceived to be a tightening of Ofsted inspection 
judgements for residential care. They argued that the number of children’s homes 
rated as ‘good’ had fallen, thereby affecting choice of where they could place 
looked after children4.  

      

 

                                                

4 Ofsted data published in December 2016 shows that in London there were 9 out of 50 children’s homes had 
declined from good or better. However, a further 14 out of 25 had been removed from a ‘requires improvement’ 
judgement. See: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-
inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-
outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016/local-authority-and-childrens-homes-in-england-inspection-outcomes-as-at-30-september-2016
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4 Initiatives designed to return children who 
are placed out-of-area 

Respondents emphasised the importance of ensuring that any move to more 
local provision was in the best interests of the child or young person and had 
minimal disruption to their lives. With this in mind, local authorities highlighted 
how social workers often took advantage of ‘natural’ transition points to examine 
whether a move was possible and desirable, e.g. at the end of one key stage and 
the start of another. 

That said, only a small number of local authorities in our sample were pursuing 
active strategies designed to move children from out-of-area placements to more 
local provision. 

For those that were, their main focus was on returning young people at age 16+ 
into more local semi-independent living. Local authorities highlighted a relatively 
high degree of success at returning this group. These respondents reported that 
the model of provision was well-established and effective and that the main 
challenge was securing more provision. With that in mind, these local authorities 
were developing links with their housing departments, housing providers and 
housing developers to further expand supply. A smaller number of respondents 
were also examining whether the model of semi-independent living could be 
adapted or innovated in order to accommodate young people with more complex 
needs. It was hoped that this would further increase the number of young people 
who could be brought closer to their home area. 

Another initiative being implemented by local authorities involved boosting the 
extent to which ‘strategies for return’ were a core part of care planning. As part of 
this, social work teams were ensuring that all cases that are placed out-of-area 
had a strategy in place that highlighted how the package of support was 
designed to ensure that a child or young person could be returned to more local 
provision. This also involved: (a) more active management of cases from social 
workers and in particular working with out-of-area placements to maintain the 
momentum towards step-down; and (b) developing closer working relationships 
between social workers and local authority placements teams. 

One local authority discussed efforts to ensure that residential care and out-of-
area support was used at the right time, rather than – as was often the case – 
only as a last resort. This model includes aligning a foster carer with a looked 
after child whilst at a residential placement with the aim of ensuring a strong and 
effective transition for the looked after child and for the services concerned. For 
instance, the foster carer would visit the child in their residential provision and 
over time the child would spend more time with the foster carer, e.g. weekends 
then school holidays then full-time. There is a recognition that this model is 
expensive, i.e. it involves paying for two types of placement at the same time. It 
also risked increasing in the short-term the number of children placed out-of-area. 
However, this local authority had at least one positive experience where such 
‘early use’ of residential provision and pairing with a foster carer had helped to 
stabilise the young person, provided intensive therapeutic support and then 
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increased the likelihood of a successful and sustained step-down. This, in turn, 
would reduce costs in the long-term as it increased the likelihood of a sustained 
placement with a foster carer. 
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5 Initiatives designed to reduce the number of 
children who are placed out-of-area from the 
outset 

Local authorities are taking a number of different approaches to increasing or 
strengthening local provision in order to reduce the demand for out-of-area 
placements in the future. This is summarised in Figure 4, with further information 
provided below. 

Figure 4: Overview of initiative designed to reduce the number of children placed out-of-area 

 

 

The main areas of action are: 

 Support for families with children on the edge of care.  Respondents 
reported that given financial pressures in other parts of children’s services 
(and in councils more generally) it was often difficult to create space, time and 
resources to dedicate to early intervention, including increasing services for 
families with children on the edge of care. Nevertheless, some local authorities 
are focusing on this area. The Department for Education’s Social Care 
Innovation Programme has helped in this respect: both in terms of providing 
additional resources and expertise, but also helping to boost the evidence 
base on what might work in supporting children on the edge of care. One local 
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authority was building on this by establishing a working group which examines 
(a) what initiatives show promising evidence of avoiding the need for care; and 
(b) closely scrutinising decisions about whether older young people should be 
taken into care and, in particular, what difference can be achieved at this 
relatively late stage. As part of this, this local authority has looked in more 
detail at young people who present to looked after children’s services ‘out of 
the blue’. This research has highlighted a group of young people who have a 
previous history of engagement with children’s services. Further research is 
being conducted to understand whether additional interventions could have 
been introduced to have prevented the need for young people to be looked 
after.  

 Improving matching and care planning. One local authority is looking at 
improving care planning to anticipate and respond to possible placement 
breakdown. This is especially the case where there is concern that there has 
been imperfect matching. This respondent highlighted that breakdown can 
often be ‘built-in’ to placements and that this new focus will help to pre-
emptively address any problems arising, e.g. by providing additional support 
or resources before concerns arise. A second local authority is introducing 
stronger scrutiny of whether older children should be taken into care and 
whether it is realistic that significant improvements in protection and outcomes 
can be achieved through removal. This is in light of internal research that 
suggests that these young people often return to their family home at a later 
stage.  

 Strengthening consultation with young people. One local authority is 
seeking to strengthen the consultation with looked after children about their 
placement. This is designed to help identify areas for improvement for looked 
after children as a whole but also to provide earlier warning of any potential 
placement breakdown and respond proactively and pre-emptively.  

 Increasing foster care provision. A number of local authorities have active 
campaigns in place to try and boost local foster care provision, though with 
mixed success. Some respondents are introducing more targeted recruitment 
campaigns to address specific gaps, e.g. seeking people who are particularly 
motivated to work with unaccompanied asylum seeking children or people with 
professional backgrounds that may bring them experience of working with 
young people (such as police officers, teachers, health workers). Other 
initiatives include introducing additional incentives to encourage families to 
become foster carers (e.g. financial incentives and housing allocation points 
system).  

 Introducing enhanced fostering. A number of local authorities have 
introduced – or are looking to introduce – more intensive packages of support 
for children in foster care. For instance, the Mockingbird model of foster care 
was highlighted. This is designed to develop more of a networked approach to 
foster care that can provide support to foster carers as well as for looked after 
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children thereby improving placement stability5. Few other evidence-based 
models of enhanced foster care6 were highlighted but typically enhanced 
provision was a mixture of additional wraparound support for children and for 
foster carers to help maintain and sustain the placement.  

 Collaborative commissioning. Most of the local authorities involved in 
interviews were involved in collaborative/regional initiatives to help boost the 
supply of local provision of residential care. For instance, in one collaborative 
local authorities are seeking to aggregate demand for children’s homes 
provision to give suppliers greater certainty that expanded provision is feasible 
and sustainable. In another example, a group of local authorities are working 
directly with an independent sector provider to establish new provision, which 
would enable greater control over specification and quality of service. 

 Expanding local authority residential care. A small number of respondents 
are investigating the feasibility of expanding existing, or establishing new, local 
authority-run children’s home provision. It was felt that this approach would 
increase the control that the local authority had over the nature and quality of 
provision and link it in with other agencies and programmes of support.   

                                                

5  See http://springconsortium.com/evidence-learning/how-projects-are-being-evaluated/#p19 for further 
information. 

6 For instance, Fostering Changes, KEEP or Treatment Foster Care Oregon. 

http://springconsortium.com/evidence-learning/how-projects-are-being-evaluated/#p19
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6 Conclusions 

1. The local authorities involved in this research are experiencing mixed 
trends in relation to the number of looked after children who are placed out-
of-area. A third are experiencing an increase, a third are relatively static 
and a third are decreasing in rates. 
 

2. Despite this, there is general agreement that there is a relatively large 
cohort of looked after children who are placed out-of-area who could be 
accommodated in-borough if there was sufficient provision. 

 
3. There is no ‘silver bullet’ to safely reducing the number of looked after 

children who are placed out-of-area. Local authorities are pursuing a range 
of different strategies. Some are within their direct control, e.g. 
improvements to care planning, increasing focus on strategies-for-return, 
introducing models of enhanced foster care, and commissioning or 
establishing additional residential provision.  

 
4. Other strategies involve pursuing a partnership response. For instance, 

children’s services teams working with housing departments; local 
authorities collaborating together; and local authorities working with 
providers of residential care.  

 
5. During the course of the research it became clear that reducing the need 

for out-of-area placements is not a quick fix or easily achieved. Many 
initiatives are in the early stages of development. 

 
6. Two particularly interesting models have emerged from the research, i.e. 

(1) aligning foster carers with residential provision; and (2) using temporary 
residential care earlier-on in a child or young person’s care plan. 
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