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What is the current policy and practice 
for social workers on planning contact 
between special guardianship children 

and their birth parents?

Nic Thompson

DfE – Children Looked After in England. Year to 31.3.18

• In 2017 - 2018

3,430 children ceased to be looked after, with an SGO

(11% of those ceasing to be looked after) (DfE, 2018)

• Private SGOs ?

3,820 children ceased to be looked after, through adoption

(13% of those ceasing to be looked after) (DfE, 2018)

Contact
- the existing research

Contact  - positive or negative

• Differing views on whether there is enough research 
evidence to link contact to positive outcomes              
(Quinton et al., 1997, 1999; Ryburn, 1999)

• Difficulty of isolating the effects of contact, when looking at 
outcomes for children

• Good quality contact, in conjunction with other positive 
interventions, is likely to promote positive outcomes for 
children (Sen & Broadhurst , 2011)
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Contact – benefits to the child of good quality contact

• Strengthening existing child/parent attachments

• Supports exploring and development of self identity

• Cultural connections

• Helps make sense of being part of two families

• Hearing how the parents are progressing

• Getting direct answers

(Boyle, 2015; Howe, 2001; Schofield & Simmonds, 2011)

Contact – a negative experience for the child

• Parents unreliable attendance – letting child down

• Poor quality interactions

• False hopes raised in the child

• Loyalty issues

• Feelings of guilt in the child

• Child reliving painful emotions

(Hunt et al., 2010; Macaskill, 2002, Sen, 2010)

Contact – words the children use

• Fun, friendship, hanging out, playing,                          
doing things together, laughing

• Sadness, fear, anger, broken promises, unpredictability, 
lack of interest, parents who are not going to change

• Children want a say in their contact plans (Larkins et al., 2015)

• “Although contact has positive and negative effects for 
many children, most are absolutely clear about wanting 
to continue seeing their birth parents” (Macaskill, 2002)

Contact – the parents’ viewpoint

• Views of parents appear much less in research

• Many view SGO as least worst option – allows them contact

• Distress, despair, grief at loss of children, resentful, remorse, 
powerlessness, stigmatised, disrespected by professionals

• New boundaries on contact leave them resentful of their 
marginalised role, and ‘locked out’ of the child’s life

• They want more informal contact that better reflects everyday 
family involvement (Kiraly & Humphreys, 2013)
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Contact – the carers’ viewpoint

• 90% of the special guardians were related to one parent 
(Wade, 2014, Investigating Special Guardianship)

• The ongoing management of birth parent contact has turned 
out to be one of the biggest challenges for kinship carers 
and special guardians (Wade, 2014)

• Grandparents Plus (Kinship Care: State of the Nation, 2017).

23% beneficial contact                                                        
49% neutral contact                                                         
27% harmful or very harmful contact

Social workers

• SWs have duty to assess potential special guardians and 
make recommendations on future birth parent contact

• Very little regulatory policy to guide them

• Very little research evidence on which to base decisions, 
and no studies that identify appropriate levels of contact 
for particular groups of children.

• SW plans that will determine the quality, frequency, and 
success of the contact, and the foundations of the child’s 
lifelong relationship with their parents

The 2018 research study

Research method - questionnaire

• Online questionnaire

• 149 local authorities across England were approached

• 71 gave permission for their SWs to take part

• 102 usable questionnaires were received

• Responses were downloaded into SPSS Statistics for 
data analysis, and a content analysis conducted.
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Research method - questionnaire

• 70 questions

• SWs asked to choose one recent case for their answers

• The contact recommendations they had made

• The factors that led the SWs to the decisions they made

• Demographic information about the SW respondent

• SWs general views on special guardianship and contact

Research method – focus groups

• 2 focus groups of local authority SWs (9x SWs in total)

- 1 rural, affluent, Home Counties local authority

- 1 Inner London council from a poorer area

• 2 focus groups of special guardians (12x SGs in total)

- 1 local authority with a large post-SGO support team

- 1 local authority employing a single support worker

Questionnaire
Results

Results - Questionnaire

Frequency of contact for parents

• For mother – average 26.7 times per year.

• For father – average 23.5 times per year.

• Most common recommendation for either parent

– once a month (in just under a ¼ of the cases)

• Followed by weekly, and every 2 months

• Contact recommended for 91% mothers & 60% fathers
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Results - Questionnaire

Duration of contact for parents

• Average duration of contact recommended – 2 ½ hours

• Most common recommendation – 2 hours

• Mostly 1 – 4 hours, but some higher

Results - Questionnaire

Recommendations on venues

• Community, SG’s home, parents’ home, relative’s house, 
contact centre, SG to decide

• In the community was recommended in over half the cases,

either on its own or combined with other options

• Contact centres specified in about 1/5 of cases, 

and more often for fathers

Results - Questionnaire

Specific directions

• 70/102 cases detailed other relatives who could attend

• Over a third of cases, contact should be supervised

• In 9 cases the SG was specified to supervise contact

• Recommendations on phone contact, Skype, Facetime, 
text messaging, letters, photos, cards, small presents

• 2 allowed overnight stays with parents, 2 prohibited them

Results - Questionnaire

Variations in contact

• Actions required of the parents for contact to go ahead x11

• 4x specified contact to stop if parent under the influence

• In 23 cases, the SWs recommended a review of contact

• In 21 cases, SWs recommended an increase or decrease in 
contact, depending on the parents’ engagement

• 38% had used a contact agreement, 51% had in the past

• SWs asked Court for a contact order in 27% of the cases
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Results – Statistically significant differences

• Bivariate analysis of different variables:

• SWs aged 50+ recommended less contact than aged 40-49

• SWs with 0-4 years experience recommended more frequent 
contact for mothers, than SWs with 11+ years experience

• 88% of study respondent were female (DfE, 2017 – 85%)

Factors that led 
to the social workers’

recommendations

Factors that led to the recommendations

• Highest scores – best interests of child, child’s age and 
development, analysis of risk to child from parents, effect 
of contact on stability of the placement. Child’s wishes.

• SG’s views (8.23) and ability to manage contact (8.59)

• Lowest score – views of the parents (7.25)

• Reasons for removal, risk from parents and ongoing risk

• SG/parent relationship (7.68). In contrast to SGs in the 
focus groups, who rated this factor highly.

SWs general views on special guardianship

• SWs thought contact was a positive thing for mothers in 
more cases than for fathers (72.5% - 62.8%)

• SGs in Wade’s research felt the opposite (53% - 71%)

• Future problems were anticipated by SWs in half the cases

• Biggest threats to contact were seen as parents undermining 
the placement, behaviour at contact, failure to attend 
reliably, or ongoing struggles with personal issues.

• SWs had equal preference for making detailed/general plans
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Focus Group
Results

Research method – Focus Groups

• SW focus groups – 8 female, 1 male, average 6 yrs practice

• SG focus groups – 11 female, 1 male, child’s age 4-12 yrs,  
5 months to 4 yrs since they were granted their SGO

• Each group lasted 1 hour

• 13x general questions

• Recordings were transcribed, coded, interpreted using        
in vivo coding and thematic analysis.

Results – Focus Groups

• Main contact factors for SWs – those related to the child

• Additional factor – need for child to have an ‘other’ life

• Need for child to bond with new carer

• Need to maintain relationship with parents

• Child’s views – age and ability to express their own views

Results – Focus Groups

• Most factors regarding the birth parents, were connected to 
the reasons why the children were taken into care

• What is their capacity for change & ability to manage 
contact

• Their likely trajectory, and using past behaviour as indicator
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Results – Focus Groups

• Most factors regarding the birth parents, were connected to 
the reasons why the children were taken into care

• What is their capacity for change & ability to manage contact

• Their likely trajectory, and using past behaviour as indicator

I’m doing an SGO at the moment. He’s five …. And 
[MOTHER] hasn’t seen him since 23rd December. So with 
her own choice she hasn’t seen him for the last three 
months. She would come, and then she wouldn’t come. Her 
life was quite chaotic. So that’s why the recommendation 
would be four times a year contact.  (SW1 - A)

Results – Focus Groups

• SWs raised issue of SGs ability to manage contact

• Questioned whether SGs have a realistic understanding of 
how challenging contact will be

• Can they prioritise the child over the parents, and resist 
parental pressure

Results – Focus Groups

• SWs raised issue of SGs ability to manage contact

• Questioned whether SGs have a realistic understanding of 
how challenging contact will be

• Can they prioritise the child over the parents, and resist 
parental pressure

We are asking them to put the child first, and in a lot of cases 
that could be in front of their own daughter. And that is really 
difficult. (SW1 - A)

Results – Focus Groups

• The challenge of planning contact for the long-term future

We’re often making recommendations which are going to 
be in place for 10 .... 15 years, and children will have 
moved through several developmental stages in that 
time. And what level of contact is appropriate at one age 
might not be appropriate later on.  (SW - B)
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Results – Focus Groups

• The challenge of planning contact for the long-term future

We’re often making recommendations which are going to 
be in place for 10 .... 15 years, and children will have 
moved through several developmental stages in that 
time. And what level of contact is appropriate at one age 
might not be appropriate later on.  (SW - B)

So I try to think ok for at least for the next 12 months. And 
that has to be my starting point, and beyond that you’re 
putting your faith in them that they’re going to be able to 
make the right decisions.  (SW2 - B)

Results – Focus Groups

• Several SWs felt the adversarial nature of the Family Court 
could derail contact plans

Sometimes you can go to court with a recommendation …. 
contact does become a bargaining tool. Sometimes the 
lawyers desire to get an agreed order before the judge can 
mean that things like contact are negotiated on.  (SW1 - B)

Results – Focus Groups

• Several SWs felt the adversarial nature of the Family Court 
could derail contact plans

Sometimes you can go to court with a recommendation …. 
contact does become a bargaining tool. Sometimes the 
lawyers desire to get an agreed order before the judge can 
mean that things like contact are negotiated on.  (SW1 - B)

It does sound horrible to say, because this is about a child’s 
future and the child’s welfare, but I know that if I go in and 
recommend four times, it’s likely that I’ll be argued up to six 
times a year. So sometimes you almost have to give 
yourself a bit of a buffer.  (SW2 - B)

Results – Focus Groups

• Only half the special guardians felt they understood 
contact before their SGO was granted

• Carers described the stress of court and their focus on 
getting the SGO and permanent care of the child
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Results – Focus Groups

• Only half the special guardians felt they understood 
contact before their SGO was granted

• Carers described the stress of court and their focus on 
getting the SGO and permanent care of the child

But when you are actually in court, you just want that 
paperwork to protect you and to protect that child. And at 
the time you don’t think about some of the content. If I’d 
have known then what I know now, and had the advice 
that I’ve been given since, I would have changed a hell of 
a lot.  (SG2 - D)

Results – Focus Groups

• Once contact with the parents starts, the reality kicks in. 
This was when they realised plans needed to be 
adapted.

And when you actually realise what’s going on, that’s the 
time to think ‘Well hang on, no this isn’t actually working. 
Perhaps we could get this changed so that you can plan 
it a bit better, to accommodate your needs and the 
parents’ needs.  (SG6 - D)

• Several SGs suggested more support through the initial 
stage, and the option of a post-SGO review of contact

Results – Focus Groups

• Special guardians focus on quality and reliability of contact

• Should SWs focus more on quality, and less on quantity?

Results – Focus Groups

• Special guardians focus on quality and reliability of contact

• Should SWs focus more on quality, and less on quantity?

Children are far more accepting if they know that is going to 
happen. The fact that it might be two or three months time, 
they’re far easier to accept that if they know it is more or 
less cast in stone that it will happen.  (SG1 - D)

Parents being mentally unstable… drunk, drugs, whatever it 
might be. Or not turning up at all. And they’re saying they’re 
going to be there. It’s very detrimental. You get a very bad 
tempered child, a very upset child.  (SG3 – D)
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Results – Focus Groups

• How have changes in contact affected the child?

• Several cares described the impact has on the child’s life

She’s actually still very angry with her mother, and that’s 
causing us a lot of problems at the moment. She sees 
her from the start of the month. And then she rants and 
raves. It really upsets her. It takes a whole month for her 
to settle down, and then she wants to go and see her 
mother again.  (SG4 - C)

Results – Focus Groups

• SGs were asked if their contact had changed from the 
original plans and recommendations

Mine said up to four hours, so we’ll try and keep it going for 
four hours. That was absolutely a disaster .... when she 
does turn up. She’s probably done about .... overall .... I’d 
say 40%. (SG1 - C) 

Results – Focus Groups

• SGs were asked if their contact had changed from the 
original plans and recommendations

Mine said up to four hours, so we’ll try and keep it going for 
four hours. That was absolutely a disaster .... when she 
does turn up. She’s probably done about .... overall .... I’d 
say 40%. (SG1 - C) 

Yes, it’s changed. It’s less. Mum going to various mental 
institutions, becoming ill, and not turning up for various 
reasons.  (SG3 - D)

Results – Focus Groups

• SWs described difficulties caused by unreliable parents 

She [MOTHER] will probably come back on the scene, then 
she’ll probably disappear again. So is that beneficial for this 
5 year old? Actually now it’s been 3 months, he’s asking 
less. And he’s more settled, he’s not making the anxious 
noises that he was making. He was making guttural noises 
and things. He’s not doing that anymore. But then when 
she then comes back and he sees her, that behaviour 
probably will return. (SW1 - A)
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Results – Focus Groups

• Special guardians gave examples of unreliable parents

She can’t prioritise her children. We’d agreed as a family 
that they would go on Christmas Day with their mother. 
Two days before Christmas she cancelled. You don’t do 
that to children.  (SG5 - C)

Results – Focus Groups

• Special guardians gave examples of unreliable parents

She can’t prioritise her children. We’d agreed as a family 
that they would go on Christmas Day with their mother. 
Two days before Christmas she cancelled. You don’t do 
that to children.  (SG5 - C)

There’s been a deterioration in the amount of contact she 
has come to. It’s a lot lot less now than it was originally. 
And because she’s deteriorated. And she’s a junkie. Plus 
she’s lost her home now as well. So her lifestyle’s more 
unpredictable. So that [contact] has got less.  (SG4 - D)

Results – Focus Groups

•  When parents do attend, behaviour can be unpredictable

• SG1 - What’s she [MOTHER] going to be like when she 
turns up? She could be horrible.

• SG5 - Is she going to turn up.

• SG1 - Yes, is she going to turn up. And just how her 
behaviour is going to be. But I tend to be very clear with 
her. If it carries on she won’t see him.

Results – Focus Groups

•   Inappropriate comments by the parents, was mentioned 
by many special guardians
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Results – Focus Groups

•   Inappropriate comments by the parents, was mentioned 
by many special guardians

SG2 - All the promises

SG5 - Yes, yes, exactly. We’ve been promised everything 
from a horse .... she actually took them to choose a 
puppy .... when they come back to live with me .... a pony 
.... going to Canada for holidays. We’ve had all this 
rubbish, and you’ve got to sit there and listen to it. And .... 
afterwards you’ve got to tell them that it’s not going to 
happen. Dealing with that disappointment.

Results – Focus Groups

• SGs felt all the onus to make contact work was on them

• SGs felt the contact plans should spell out a reciprocal 
commitment on the parents to attend and behave 
responsibility, or face a reduction in their contact

Results – Focus Groups

• SGs felt all the onus to make contact work was on them

• SGs felt the contact plans should spell out a reciprocal 
commitment on the parents to attend and behave 
responsibility, or face a reduction in their contact

I think it should be really clear, yes .... and for her [the parent] 
to see that in black and white. Because that wasn’t 
explained to her. Because I get all the backlash now ....     
‘It says, it says, it says’. It would be much easier if I say 
‘And it says, if you don’t behave I won’t do it’. It doesn’t say 
that, and there’s no reason why not.  (SG1 - C)

Policy + practice 
recommendations



14

Policy + practice 1

• A lot of the focus of contact planning is around frequency

• Special guardians emphasise quality and reliability

• Poor quality contact has a significant effect on some children

RECOMMENDATION

The specific objective of contact planning should be good 
quality contact. Recommendations should include plans for 
addressing any perceived risk or threat to this objective 

Policy + practice 2

• SGs say they did not fully understand contact when it began

• Cases are often closed once the SGO is granted

• Support for parents often also ends at this point

• ¾ of SGO disruptions occur in the first 2 years (Wade, 2014)

RECOMMENDATION

Local authorities should allow cases to remain open for a 
short settling in period, after the SGO is granted

Policy + practice 3

• SGs say they did not fully understand contact when it began

• 2/3 of special guardians said their child’s contact had 
reduced since the original plans

RECOMMENDATION

All recommendations should include plans for a post-SGO 
review of contact, including a date for it

Policy + practice 4 

• SWs acknowledge the difficulty of long-term contact planning

• Special guardians have ongoing knowledge of child’s needs

RECOMMENDATION

Contact recommendations should include a ‘time-limited’ 
schedule (for example 12 months) for a transition from the 
SWs initial contact plan, to a point where the special 
guardian assumes responsibility for all contact decisions
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Policy + practice 5

• Parents feel marginalised and ‘locked out’ of the child’s life. 
They may feel little incentive to support contact plans

• Special guardians feel that the contact recommendations 
should spell out to parents their responsibilities, and detail 
the consequences for unreliability & inappropriate behaviour

RECOMMENDATION

Where possible, parents should be encouraged to sign up to 
contact agreements, detailing responsibilities to attend 
reliably and behave appropriately.                            
Including consequences, such as reduced contact

Policy + practice 6

• The court process can sometimes work against careful 
contact planning

• If the court process is working against contact planning, 
then it is working against children’s best interests 

RECOMMENDATION

Contact plans should be required to be signed off by carers  
and parents, and filed separately with court (as support 
plans are) before the final hearing

Policy + practice 7

• Less contact recommended for fathers (23.5 - 26.7 per year)

• SWs thought contact was a positive thing for mothers in 
more cases than for fathers (72.5% - 62.8%)

• SWs with 0-4 yrs experience recommended more frequent 
contact for mothers, than SWs with 11+ yrs experience

RECOMMENDATION

Social workers should pay particular attention to giving equal 
consideration to fathers for contact. This subject would 
benefit from further discussion and research

What is the current policy and practice 
for social workers on planning contact 
between special guardianship children 

and their birth parents?

Nic Thompson
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