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What we’re covering today
◦ The changed and changing context
◦ Developments since the 1980s
◦ The Rees Centre systematic literature review
◦ The methodology
◦ Findings
◦ An assessment model
◦ Discussion and implications for practice
◦ Reviewing our own practice

Why are we talking about this?
LGBTQ fostering and adoption

• The historical, political and social context
•Human rights and equality legislation in different 
nation states
•Meeting the family placement needs of children in 
public care
• Looking at all individuals, couples, families and 
communities as potential foster carers and adopters –
with provisos
• The recruitment, assessment and support of LGBTQ 
foster carers and adopters; enabling children’s best 
interests to be met and upheld



2

Changing social and political context

◦ Social and political changes since the 1960’s in 
Australia, Canada, Ireland, UK, USA leading to more 
liberal popular and State attitudes to LGBT 
communities
◦An example:
◦ ‘Ireland becomes first country to legalise gay 
marriage by popular vote. Referendum result gives 
yes vote 62% and no 38% as equality minister 
declares he is proud to be Irish’ (Observer, 23rd May 
2015)

LGBTQ – Adoption and Fostering Context

• Focus - the rights of children in public care to safe, happy, 
enabling family lives

• Assessment of lesbians and gay men as prospective adopters 
and foster carers – has been the main focus

• The Wakefield (UK) Inquiry - 2007
Balancing the rights of adults and those of children – The Children Act 

1989 (UK) – the paramountcy of the child

• Trafford SCR 2018

Trafford SCR (1)
The danger of self reporting in Form Fs 8.6
No family reference – implications 8.7
Sexuality as part of assessments 8.12, 8.13, 15.11
Support network and relevance where there is a lack of an 

adequate support network 9.3
‘Almost seemed to good to be true’ 9.5
Panel’s ability to challenge the LA 9.7
Fear of accusations of homophobia, and social workers’ lack of 

confidence to discuss sexuality 10.4
The importance of end of placement meetings 10.7
LA’s responsiveness to IRO concerns 10.10
IRO’s contributions to foster carer reviews 10.13
Individual incidents should be contextualised, and addressed 

thematically

Trafford SCR (2)
‘Disguised compliance’ 11.5
Importance of foster carer chronologies 11.6
Foster carer recordings to be read by SSW – purpose? 11.8
Health, and the MA’s advice and implications 11.9, 12.6
‘Think the unthinkable’ 11.12
Challenge held views 11.3
Healthy skepticism 11.14
Manipulative styles 11.16
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Trafford SCR (3)
Importance of foster carer reviews regarding stocktaking and addressing 

themes – 12.2
Children at the centre of Panel’s work and role 12.8
Clarification re LADO/complaints/allegations/SoC 13.10
Reflective supervision of SSWs 14.1
‘Informed intuition’ – gut feelings – ‘there was just something’, didn’t take to 

him’, 14.3, 14.4
Parent’s concerns

Changes in practice in the UK 
context
◦ Brown, 2011
◦ Small scale study in one LA and one IFA – focus groups
◦ Findings:
Discrimination and discernment
Sameness and difference
Changing context
Complexity

People’s experience of recruiting, 
assessing and supporting LGBT foster 
carers; areas of sameness and 
difference that have arisen

◦ ?
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Brown, H.C., Sebba, J. and Luke, N. (2015) The Recruitment, 
Assessment, Support and Supervision of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual 
and Transgender Foster carers: An International Literature 
Review, Oxford: Rees Centre, Oxford University

http://reescentre.education.ox.ac.uk/wordpress/wp-
content/uploads/2015/02/ReesCentreReview_LGBTfostercarers.pdf
Literature review questions
1. What is known about the effective recruitment, assessment, support and 

supervision of LGBT foster carers?
2. What can fostering services do to improve the quality of the recruitment, 

assessment, support and supervision of LGBT foster carers?
Studies  selected
Australia 4 
USA 8
UK 8

Findings - Areas of particular 
importance:
•Recruitment of LGBT foster carers can be hampered by their 
own assumptions that their sexuality would be a barrier
•They are more likely to be wanting to parent for the first time, 
than some other applicants
•LGBT applicants were helped by agencies having clear policy 
statements regarding their recruitment
•Geographical differences in recruiting LGBT carers partly reflect 
different legal and policy frameworks 
•Social workers’ beliefs regarding gender roles and sexuality 
affect their attitudes towards LGBT people becoming adopters 
and foster carers which may subsequently influence the 
assessment process

Findings - Areas of particular importance

• No significant differences were found between public and independent 
fostering agencies, but there was a perception by LGBT carers that they 
would be more easily accepted in independent agencies

• The quality of support and supervision of LGBT foster carers by supervising 
social workers and foster children and young people’s social workers 
impacts on the ability of carers to meet the needs of children and young 
people

• Children and young people being prepared for placement with LGBT foster 
carers, prior to a child arriving at the foster carers’ home, is thought to be 
helpful

• LGBT foster carers appreciate and need support and supervision regarding 
meeting the needs of particular children and managing behaviour, like all 
foster carers

• Similar to other foster carers, LGBT carers appreciate and need support to 
enable children to have helpful contact with their birth families. LGBT foster 
carers can worry about potential homophobia from children’s families

Gaps in the current literature
Very little evidence regarding bisexual or transgender foster carers
Little know regarding the numbers of LGBT foster carers, where they are located, and 

how they are utilised
Heavy reliance on qualitative, retrospective studies, with little or no triangulation of 

evidence
More evidence regarding poor social work practice rather than best practice
A lack of the voice of fostered children’s experiences about being placed with LGBT 

foster carers
Plus outcomes for children – Mellish et al, 2013 (adoption)
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Models for assessment
◦ SPRIINT (Cocker and Brown, 2010)
◦ S  Sexual orientation 
◦ P  Previous sexual relationship histories 
◦ R  Relationships (current) 
◦ I   Intimacy (the expression of this with each other) 
◦ I  Integration into the community 
◦ N   Not so nice bits: digging below the surface; exploring the long-term nature of 

relationships; coping with difficulties, stress, disagreements, etc 
◦ T   Think: about the patterns and the gaps within the stories… 

Sameness and difference in 
assessments
◦ SPRIINT is applicable to all applicants, irrespective of their sexual orientation, as well as 

containing within it aspects that specifically deal with sexual orientation. The model 
requires assessors to analyse the content of what applicants discuss with them to 
enable a synthesis of the material, thereby reaching an informed, reflexive assessment 
with related recommendations.

◦ (Cocker and Brown, 2010, p.26) 

Assessment plus

Generic assessment of adoption and fostering 
capacity

SPRIINT model

Recommendations for policy and practice from 
the systematic literature review
Keep the foster child or young person at the centre of foster care
Fostering services to review their policies and practice, including panel 

processes, in the light of these findings
Social workers should have the confidence, skills, attitudes and knowledge 

to work effectively with all foster carers irrespective of their gender or 
sexuality
Assessment of all carers needs to be rigorous, holistic and analytic – neither 

ignoring nor over-focussing on sexuality or gender
Matching to be about the interests and needs of specific children 
Support and supervision of foster carers should be effective; ensuring that 

foster carers can meet the needs of specific children
Give LGBT foster carers information about support groups
 Ensure training programmes help all participants feel respected, valued 

and included



6

Reviewing our own practice

Building on current best practice 
Areas of development
How would we carry this forward in our organisation

In Sum

Effective social work practice with LGBT foster carers 
closely mirrors effective social work practice more 
widely. However, agencies, foster carers and social 
workers have to be mindful of the impact of 
homophobia, both currently and historically, and 
make sure that their practice mitigates any current 
continuing dynamics. The focus of foster care is 
children and young people, enabling them to have 
warm, reparative, stimulating, and safe foster care 
placements; recruitment, assessment, support and 
supervision of LGBT foster carers needs to have this as 
its goal.
(Brown, Sebba and Luke, 2015:19)
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