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Introduction
Glasgow’s foster care system is broken. A lack of investment in foster care has led to a failing system with
self-perpetuating problems. It is a system which often
produces poverty and lifelong harms. Addressing these
problems will be necessary in order to avoid the build
up of unacceptable social outcomes and financial costs.
Glasgow City Council is the biggest local authority in
Scotland and is the largest provider of foster care in
the whole of Scotland. If foster care can be fixed in
Glasgow, this can set an example for the rest of the
country at an important moment. The Independent
Care review, a major review of the Scottish care system,
was set up by Nicola Sturgeon in 2017. Its findings were
published in February 2020, including the recommendation that the current system should be scrapped and
replaced with a new service.
After several court cases in recent years, foster carers’
status remains in limbo: foster carers are not legally
categorised as workers or as social care professionals.
This means that foster carers are not covered by basic
employment legislation, including the right to a minimum wage, protection against unlawful discrimination,
or protection for whistleblowing - amongst other rights.
Foster care is a primary example of reproductive labour: it is work carried out mostly by women, in their
homes, that is discredited in importance and therefore
often not adequately remunerated or accorded formal
worker’s rights.
The council provides foster care in two ways: firstly,
through its in-housed, directly provided foster care service known as Families for Children; secondly, through
a combination of outsourced private fostering agencies.
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Costs of a failing system
Costs include those directly affecting care-experienced
children and adults, and foster carers, and wider costs
borne by communities and by the country:
• A failing system means children in foster care
and care-experienced adults need high levels
of support from public services. By one estimate,
the cost of the services required to support careexperienced adults who have been failed by the
current ‘care’ system are around £875 million per
year in Scotland. These harmful experiences for
children cannot be separated from the precarious
financial and working conditions of foster carers.
• Low remuneration for foster carers has costs for
children growing up in low paid households. Foster
children have a higher likelihood of living in poverty
than children not living in foster care. Growing up in
a low-income household affects a child’s life chances,
leading to poorer health, developmental and
educational outcomes.
• Poor retention of foster carers has costs for local
authorities and for children in foster care. Local
authorities need to recruit and train significant
numbers of new foster families each year to maintain
fostering capacity. When experienced foster carers
leave the sector, this places a greater burden on
remaining foster carers, and consequently the
children they take into their homes. More than
half of foster carers in Scotland surveyed by The
Fostering Network said they have been asked to
take children outside their age approval range.
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• A lack of foster care capacity in Glasgow affects
childrens’ wellbeing. More than 500 children had
to be placed outside Glasgow between August 2020
and July 2021. The UK government has stated that
out of area placements should be “a last resort”.
Being placed so far away can be traumatic for
children who have already had difficult upbringings.
• Having a low-income job with little recognition
has costs for foster carers’ health and wellbeing.
One of the most strongly evidenced determinants
of mental health is employment. Lack of access to
good quality employment can decrease self-esteem,
social status, and quality of life. The cost of poor
mental health in the UK is estimated to be around
£100 billion every year. A 2016 study found that, in
comparison with people working in other stressful
helping professions (such as nurses and firefighters),
foster carers had slightly higher levels of burnout,
lower levels of ‘compassion satisfaction’, and similar
levels of secondary traumatic stress.
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Benefits of investing in foster care in Glasgow:
Investing in foster care in Glasgow would have wider
benefits than the significant matter of improving the
lives of foster care workers and the children in their
homes. It could lead to a virtuous cycle of flourishing
for the Glasgow community more widely:
• Increasing quality of care for looked after
children. Glasgow City Council can increase
retainment, reduce levels of exhaustion and illness,
and attract quality carers into the sector by investing
directly in foster care workers through increased
holidays, pay, and opportunities for respite and
training.
• Increased democratic oversight and dynamism.
Insourcing brings public services back under
democratic control. This means that changes to the
service can be made more easily to suit the strategic
and political direction of an elected body. Insourcing
foster care would also make the service more
accountable to the local population in Glasgow.
• Environmental benefits. Investment in care is three
times less polluting per job created overall than the
equivalent investment in the construction industry.
Glasgow City Council can achieve its climate change
targets through increasing employment in sectors
that are already low carbon, such as foster care.
• Making Glasgow’s economy stronger. Increasing
pay for Glasgow’s foster carers would boost
Glasgow’s local economy. Money that goes into the
pockets of low-income households is more likely to be
spent immediately on essential goods and services
in the local economy and increase demand within
Glasgow’s economy.
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• Making Glasgow’s economy fairer. Foster care is an
example of a job with a high level of occupational
segregation, which sees women clustered in lowpaying and precarious roles. 81% of the sample of
500 foster carers in Scotland are women. Improving
pay and conditions would reduce gender inequality
in the city.
• Alleviating pressure on acute public services.
Investing in foster care work could reduce demand
for a range of public services and reduce costs by
£875million a year in Scotland, as care experienced
adults are no longer failed by the ‘care system’.
This report recommends that Glasgow City Council:
1. Recognise foster carers as workers and social care
professionals;
2. Improve the pay and conditions of foster carers;
3. End outsourcing of foster care and bring foster
carers in-house.

9
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Why is foster care so devalued?
Unlike social care or healthcare, foster care is not
considered to be a form of work. After several court cases
in recent years, foster carers’ status remains in limbo:
foster carers are not legally categorised as workers or as
social care professionals.1
This means that foster carers are not covered by basic
employment legislation, including the right to a minimum
wage, protection against unlawful discrimination, or
protection for whistleblowing - amongst other rights. In
practice, it also means that the skills and knowledge of
foster care workers are placed lower in the hierarchy
of skill and professional knowledge than that of social
workers, even if they have spent more time with a child in
care and are more familiar with their needs.
More broadly, ‘reproductive labour’ is the term used to
refer to the everyday tasks required to stay alive and
help others stay alive, including shopping, cleaning,
raising children, caring for the elderly, and healthcare.
Reproductive labour has been traditionally carried out
by women, either for free or for a low wage. It remains
undervalued and overlooked as an area of work, instead
retaining its association with the domestic or private
sphere, envisaged to be outside the realms of politics and
the economy.
Foster care is a primary example of reproductive labour:
it is work carried out mostly by women, in their homes,
that is discredited in importance and therefore not
adequately remunerated or accorded formal worker’s
rights. Additionally, because foster care work is publicly
financed, foster care wages are entirely determined by
political decisions. After more than a decade of austerity
measures in the UK, both pay for caring work and public
sector salaries are in worse condition than ever.2
1
Collins, J. (August 2021) ‘Why recognising foster carers as workers would
provide more stability for children and reduce costs’
2
Robertson, M. (May 2020) ‘A pay freeze is no way to reward public sector
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What do foster carers do?
When a child or a young person’s birth family is unable
to offer them a safe or caring home, they may be
placed with a foster carer. Unlike adopted parents,
foster carers don’t take legal responsibility for a child
and don’t usually look after a child as a permanent
solution. It is the local authority and child’s birth
parents who retain legal responsibility for the child.3
There are multiple types of foster care, including
emergency short-term care, lengthier placements until
the child can return home, or on a long-term basis up
to adulthood.
Normally, foster carers will specialise in looking after
children and young people of a particular age –
whether that’s fostering babies before they move in
with their relatives or are adopted, or taking teenagers
into their home. If there is a larger group of siblings in
need of a foster home, a foster carer may look after
more than three children at once. However, in Scotland,
more than 75% of foster carers have one or two
children placed with them at one time.4
As well as providing the essential care that all children
need – being fed, kept clean, taken to nursery or school,
helped with homework, given attention and emotional
warmth, being supported to exercise and play – foster
carers face major additional responsibilities. Looking
after a child in public care is not equivalent to someone
parenting their own children, or the children of relatives
or friends.

workers for putting their lives on the line’; Resolution Foundation (April 2020) What
happens after the clapping finishes? The pay, terms and conditions we choose for
our care workers
3
ChildLaw Advice (June 2021) Local Authorities’ duties in relation to Looked
After Children
4
The Fostering Network (2019) State of Scotland’s Foster Care
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Children in care are likely to display challenging behaviour and have complicated needs. In 2019, a research project led by the University of Stirling found
that almost 90% of children aged five and under experienced abuse or neglect before entering care in
Scotland.5 A survey of Scottish foster carers found that,
when asked about challenges faced in the prior two
years, half of respondents said they had looked after a
fostered child who had either caused violence in their
home; self-harmed; had gone missing from the home; or
been involved with the police.6
A foster carer will need to alter their own life in order
to be able to offer a safe and loving home to a child in
care. Their suitability is assessed via rigorous interviews
and they participate in training for their role. Foster
carers need to be prepared for and resilient when faced
with taking care of children who resent or hate them,
and who may never show appreciation for care and
love they receive.
The foster carer’s life and skills in supporting a child in
care will be heavily examined and inspected. They will
be expected to take on board feedback and improve
their practice. They must gather evidence, prepare reports for and present at regular meetings that may be
attended by local authority representatives, social workers, the child, the child’s parents, and an advocate or
friend of the child.

5
Whincup et al (2019) Permanently Progressing? Building Secure Futures
For Children In Scotland
6
The Fostering Network (2019) State of Scotland’s Foster Care
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Continual assessment is taxing for foster care workers,
both in terms of the time and stresses associated with
it. If a foster carer fails an assessment, this can trigger
the immediate removal of a child or children from their
care, as well as the initiation of an intensive investigation. This process of removal can be traumatising for
both the child and the foster carer. The fees and allowances are also ceased whilst a child is removed from
the foster worker’s care, which can result in financial
hardship. When workers are suspended by their employers in other jobs, they will usually receive full pay while
an investigation into possible misconduct is carried out.7

What impact does not having basic employment rights have on the wellbeing of foster
carers?
No other childcare professionals – including playworkers, teachers, teaching assistants and youth workers –
are expected to look after a child in their care 24 hours
a day, seven days a week with no opportunities for a
break. Foster carers are not entitled to paid annual
leave or paid sick leave. Especially when looking after
younger or disabled children, foster carers will have interrupted sleep patterns for weeks or years. Despite the
intensity of this work, they can only apply for two weeks
of unpaid holiday – if suitable respite placements can
be found for the child or children in their care.

7

www.gov.uk (2021) Disciplinary procedures and action against you at work
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Beyond the usual exhaustion and emotional toll this
would take, a 2016 study by academics at the School
for Policy Studies at the University of Bristol describes
the further burdens foster care workers experience.8
Because children in foster care have usually experienced abuse or neglect in their home lives, have been
removed from their birth families and then have often
experienced multiple caregivers, fostering requires carers to be ‘therapeutic parents’. They must try to support
the child’s developmental recovery in the wake of these
traumatic early experiences.
Unlike other workers who support children who have
experienced neglect or abuse – such as child mental
health professionals or social workers – the foster carer’s home is their workplace. Therefore foster carers
“live with, experience, and listen to children’s accounts
of maltreatment” with no way to step away and take a
break.9
The study found that, in comparison with people working in other stressful helping professions (such as nurses
and firefighters), foster carers had slightly higher levels of burnout, lower levels of ‘compassion satisfaction’
(feeling satisfied or happy through supporting others,
which mitigates burnout), and similar levels of secondary traumatic stress.10 Secondary traumatic stress occurs
when an individual hears about the trauma of others
and is directly affected themselves.

8
Ottaway, H., & Selwyn, J. (2016). ‘No-one told us it was going to be like
this’: Compassion fatigue and foster carers’. University of Bristol.
9
Ibidem
10
Ibidem
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How does foster care work in
Glasgow?
Statutory obligations of local authorities
Glasgow City Council has a statutory duty to look
after a child in care, to safeguard and promote the
welfare of the child.11 The duty of care is laid out in
the 1989 Children Act. This duty has become known
as ‘corporate parenting’. ‘Corporate parenting’ is the
collective responsibility of the council, elected members,
employees, and partner agencies, for providing the best
possible care and safeguarding for the children who are
looked after by the council.
The government guidance holds local authorities to
a high standard in relation to their duty of care for
looked after children: ”Looked after children deserve
the best experiences in life, from excellent parenting
which promotes good health and educational
attainment, to a wide range of opportunities to develop
their talents and skills in order to have an enjoyable
childhood and successful adult life. Stable placements,
good health and support during transition are all
essential elements, but children will only achieve their
potential through the ambition and high expectation of
all those involved in their lives.”12

11
Children Act 1989. Available at: https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1989/41/section/22
12
Department for Education (2021). The Children Act 1989 guidance and
regulations Volume 2: care planning, placement and case review

18

Autonomy

Fostering Standards

Glasgow City Council’s foster service provision
Families for Children is the adoption and fostering
service for Glasgow City Council. The services provided
by Families for Children are separately registered,
regulated and inspected by the Care Inspectorate in
accordance with the Regulation of Care (Scotland) Act
2001.
The council provides foster care in two ways: through its
in-housed, directly provided foster care service known
as Families for Children13; and outsourced through a
combination of private fostering agencies.
In December 2017, of Glasgow’s total number of
Looked After and Accommodated (LAAC) children and
young people (1,232), 710 were resident
in Families for Children’s provided
fostering service (58%). A further
291 were resident in a range
Glasgow Council
of purchased foster family
spends nearly 2 and a
placements (24%). Just over
81% of the LAAC population
half times as
reside in foster family
much on outsourced
placements.14

agencies as it spends
on inhouse-provided
foster care. 16

In the financial year 2016/17,
the council spend on inhouseprovided foster care was
£15.17 million, while the spend
on outsourced agency foster care
was £16.24 million. The projection for
the financial year 2017/18 is a spend of £13.96 million
for inhouse-provided foster care and £15.63 million for
outsourced agency foster care.15

13
Foster Glasgow
14
Glasgow City Council (February 2018). Glasgow City Integration Joint
Board Performance Scrutiny Committee: Fostering Service
15
Ibidem
16
If we calculate spend per child (total budget £31.41 million) divided by total
number of LAAC children (1,232), we get £25,495 per child. If we calculate spend
per child for those in in-housed, directly provided care (710 children) from the
budget of £15.17 million, we get £21,366 per child. If we calculate spend per child for
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This means that, from a total budget of £31.41 million
in 2016/2017, Glasgow City Council spent £15.17 million
(48.3%) on 58% of children and young people in foster
care via its inhouse foster carers. It also means that
the council spent £16.24 million (51.7%) on just 24% of
private agency placements.

Pay for foster care workers in Glasgow
Glasgow City Council carers are paid a fee, which is
their income, and an allowance to meet the care needs
of the child.17
Foster care workers are paid a weekly fee of £150 per
child, which is the carer’s income, and an age-related
allowance to meet the care needs of the child, ranging
from £137.18 to £236.64 per week. They also receive additional payments of the child’s allowance – one week
at Christmas; one week at the child’s birthday; and two
weeks in the summer.18
As of 2018, Glasgow City Council has 578 registered
fostering households.19 In addition, there are another
100 carer workers who provide respite for other foster
carers.

those in outsourced foster care (291 children) from the budget of £16.24 million, we
get £53,711 per child.
17
Glasgow City Council (February 2018). Glasgow City Integration Joint
Board Performance Scrutiny Committee: Fostering Service
18
Ibidem
19
Ibidem
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Who makes decisions about foster care in
Glasgow?
As of April 2015, health and social care services fall under the remit of the Integration Joint Board Health and
Social Care Partnership (IJB HSCP). This is the result
of the integration of Glasgow City Council and NHS
Greater Glasgow and Clyde.
Integration Joint Boards (IJBs) are separate legal entities from both the NHS and the council. IJBs are the
main decision-making body for the HSCP and have
a legal duty to include key stakeholders in its decision-making processes.
Legislation sets out how the IJB must operate, including the formation of its membership. The membership
of the IJB has two categories: voting and non-voting.
Glasgow City Council’s Integration Joint Board has 32
members. Only 16 of those members have voting rights.
Eight of the 16 members with voting rights are elected
Glasgow City Council councillors, while the other eight
are non-elected Health Board members.
The Glasgow City Integration Joint Board started
a process of transformation of children’s services in
2017. They said that: “The HSCP will seek to radically
modernise our current care arrangements, our continuing support to young people and at the same time
strengthen our community assets and infrastructure.
This reform programme will seek to disinvest from high
cost care and shift investment to empower our local
communities.”20

20

Ibidem
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What are the costs of the current
system?
Our first priority when considering the costs of the system as it currently operates must be the children and
young people in foster care, and the foster carers trying
to support them while lacking basic workers’ rights and
protections. While summarising statistics and calculating averages, we need to remember that huge harm
and pain is being experienced every day by real people.
The Independent Care review, a major review of the
Scottish care system, was set up by Nicola Sturgeon
in 2017. Its findings were published in February 2020,
including the recommendation that the current system
should be scrapped and replaced with a new service.
The review includes a paper written by Dr Katherine
Trebeck entitled ‘Follow the money’, which is a comprehensive investigation into the costs of the system.21
Dr Trebeck looks beyond the amount of money spent
on the care system in Scotland by local and national
governments, trying to understand costs to mental and
physical wellbeing, consequent demand for support
services, and more, both during the time children spend
in care and in their adult lives beyond leaving care.
She presents a host of worrying findings, including that
care-experienced children are almost 2.5 times more
likely to be excluded from school up to age 16, and almost 1.5 times more likely to have anxiety at 16.
‘Follow the money’ finds that £732m in taxes and national insurance payments is lost in Scotland per year
because care-experienced adults have significantly
lower incomes than adults who have not been in foster
care.22 Around a quarter of both homeless people and
those in prison in the UK are care-leavers.23
21
Trebeck, K. (February 2020) ‘Independent Care Review: The Money’
22
Independent Care Review (February 2020) Follow the money
23
UK Parliament (2021). Terms of reference for the independent review of
children’s social care
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The report also looks at the lifelong repercussions
for care-experienced adults. These include that careexperienced adults are more than twice as likely to
have no educational qualifications and have less than
half the chance of having a degree. They are more
than 1.5 times more likely to have financial difficulties
and almost twice as likely to have poor health as their
peers.
Dr Trebeck estimates the cost of the services required
to support care experienced adults as a result of them
being failed by the ‘care system’ as children as being
around £875million per year in Scotland.24

24

Trebeck, K. (February 2020) ‘Independent Care Review: The Money’
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Costs borne by foster carers
These negative and harmful experiences for children
cannot be separated from the precarious financial and
working conditions of the foster carers who take them
into their homes. This will play at least some part in the
poor outcomes described above.
Everything from living in a low-income foster family, to
being separated from siblings because there is a lack
of experienced foster carers able to take in a sibling
group links the poor experiences of foster carers to
the negative, lifelong outcomes for care-experienced
children. In 2019, 21% of sibling groups placed in foster
care households in Scotland were separated upon
placement.25
A 2017 study found that foster children have higher odds
of living in poverty than children not living in foster care.26
Growing up in a low-income household affects a child’s
life chances. As NHS Scotland notes, experiencing poverty
can lead children to have poorer health, developmental
and educational outcomes than their more affluent peers.
The lack of money has been demonstrated to have the
strongest impact on children’s life outcomes, independent
of other factors such as parents’ education.27
In 2017, The Fostering Network published research into
foster carers’ fees, showing that 88% of foster carers earn
less than the national living wage, while 52% of foster
carers said they earned less than £4 per hour in fees.
Nearly a quarter earned less than £1.70 per hour in fees.
The majority of those receiving the lowest fees worked for
local authorities.28
25
Care Inspectorate (2021) Fostering and adoption 2019–20: A statistical
bulletin
26
Pac J, Waldfogel J, Wimer C. Poverty among Foster Children: Estimates Using the Supplemental Poverty Measure. Soc Serv Rev. 2017;91(1):8-40.
doi:10.1086/691148
27
NHS Health Scotland (2018) Child Poverty in Scotland: health impact and
health inequalities
28
Children & Young People Now (October 2017) Majority of Foster Carers
earn less than living wage

25

Autonomy

Fostering Standards

Scotland is the only country in the UK that does not set
a national minimum allowance (NMA) for foster carers.
The Fostering Network’s Scotland Foster Care Allowances
Survey 2020-21 found that 60% of foster carers in Scotland
felt the allowances they received did not cover the full cost
of looking after a child, meaning the majority are paying
to support a child in their care out of their own pocket.29
This is a particularly worrying state of affairs given the
finding by Pac et al cited above that foster children have
higher odds of living in poverty than children not living
in foster care.30 Glasgow City Council allowance rates for
foster carers who look after children ages zero to ten are
less than the NMA for Wales.31
One of the conclusions of Scotland’s Independent
Care Review is: ‘To provide the care that children
require, foster carers must be sufficiently financially
maintained.’32 Foster carers reading this may feel a
sense of deja vu: the Scottish government has been
promising to introduce minimum allowances for over
a decade.33 Glasgow City Council’s own child poverty
action report stresses the importance of tackling low
pay in the city, noting that in-work poverty is rising,
with 60% of all people in poverty in Glasgow living in
working households.34

29
The Fostering Network (2021) Scotland Foster Care Allowances Survey
2020-21
30
Pac J, Waldfogel J, Wimer C. Poverty among Foster Children: Estimates Using the Supplemental Poverty Measure. Soc Serv Rev. 2017;91(1):8-40.
doi:10.1086/691148
31
The Fostering Network (2021) Scotland Foster Care Allowances Survey
2020-21
32
Independent Care Review (2020) The Promise
33
The Herald (June 2019) Scottish foster carers are out of pocket and feel
neglected, report warns
34
Glasgow City Council (2019) Child poverty action report
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Long-term costs of poverty
Poverty and associated economic insecurity can have
profound consequences for mental and physical
health.35 For example, inadequate income is linked to
food poverty and poor diet, placing people at higher
risk of developing chronic diseases such as hypertension
and diabetes, and cardiovascular disease.36
Poverty is a significant risk factor in a wide range
of psychological illnesses, and economic insecurity
can both be caused by and cause mental ill health.37
Economic insecurity and the resulting impact on the
mental health of parents can also have impacts that
travel through generations. Parents experiencing
insecurity are more likely to exhibit a range of
behaviours that can negatively impact the development
of their children, perhaps due to stress.38 This may lead
to a reduced ability to learn effectively in schools, which
can in turn negatively affect educational attainment
and future job prospects.39

35
Toge, A. & Bell, R. (2016). Material deprivation and health: a longitudinal
study. BMC Public Health, 16, 747.
36
Harrington, J., Lutomski, J., Molcho, M., & Perry, I. (2009). Food poverty
and dietary quality: Is there a relationship? Journal of Epidemiology & Community
Health, 63, 16.
37
Fell, B. & Hewstone, M. (2015). Psychological perspectives on poverty
38
Ainsworth, M. (1978). Patterns of attachment: A psychological study of the
strange situation. New York: Lawrence Erlbaum.
39
Geddes, H. (2018).) Attachment and learning – the links between early
experiences and responses in the classroom. International Journal of Nurture in
Education, 4(1), 15–21.
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Costs of poor retention of foster carers and a
critical shortage of carers
The low remuneration most foster carers receive for
their work has a strong effect on rates of retention in
the sector. This in turn has costs for local authorities,
who need to recruit and train significant numbers
of new foster families each year just to maintain the
existing level of fostering capacity.
Between 2016 and 2019, the number of foster carers in
Scotland decreased by 9%.40 While the number of children
living with foster carers provided by a Scottish local
authority decreased by 8.5% in the decade to 2019, the
number of children living with foster carers purchased
(i.e. acquired from an outsourced provider) by a Scottish
local authority increased by 59% in the same period.41 As
calculated above, Glasgow Council spends just over 2.5
times as much per child in purchased (outsourced) foster
placements as it spends per child in inhouse-provided foster
care.
A survey of foster carers leaving the sector in England
found that not being able to afford continuing was
cited as the reason for their decision by one in five
(20%) of those aged 35-54.42

40
Care Inspectorate (2021) Fostering and adoption 2019–20: A statistical
bulletin
41
Scottish government (March 2020) Children’s Social Work Statistics Scotland, 2018-2019
42
Social Market Foundation (2021) Fostering the future: Helping local authorities to fulfil their legal duties (Paper 2)
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When experienced foster carers leave the sector,
this also has repercussions for the burden placed on
remaining foster carers, and consequently the children
they take into their homes. More than half of foster
carers in Scotland surveyed by The Fostering Network
said they have been asked to take children outside their
age approval range, and a third said they have been
asked to take children from outside their approved
type of fostering. Subsequently, 73% were not given
additional support or training if taking a child outside
of their approval range.43
When a child is placed with a foster carer who is not
receiving a decent wage and struggling to make ends
meet; who has not been trained to support a child of
their age or with their needs; who is receiving too little
support; or who is not receiving enough respite, this will
inevitably have an impact on that child and their longterm mental and physical health.

43
Ottaway, H., & Selwyn, J. (2016). ‘No-one told us it was going to be like
this’: Compassion fatigue and foster carers’. University of Bristol.
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Shortages leading to failure
A critical shortage of foster carers has led to gaps
in the system in Glasgow. This has forced Glasgow to
place more children outside of the city, and is more
likely to increase the use of hugely expensive residential
homes for children.
Between August 2019 and July 2021, 12 foster
households were recruited by Glasgow City Council. In
the same period, 78 foster households left fostering
altogether. This means that there has been a net loss
of 66 fostering households over a two year period.44 At
the same time, Glasgow City Council had 521 children
who were accommodated in foster placements located
outwith the Glasgow City Council boundary in the
period between August 2020 and July 2021.
The UK government has stated that out of area
placements should be “a last resort, unless it is in the
child’s best interests”.45 Being placed so far away can be
traumatic for children who already have had difficult
upbringings. Children can feel isolated and often do
not see loved ones often enough when placed out
of area. It can also disrupt schooling and negatively
impact on education.46

44
FOI request to Glasgow City Council (2021). Available online at: https://
www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/glasgow_city_council_foster_cari.
45
Hansard (2020). Looked-after Children: Out-of-area Placements
46
Foster, D. (2021). Looked after children: out of area, unregulated and
unregistered accommodation (England). London: House of commons Library.
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Costs to foster carers’ wellbeing
The difficulties and harm experienced by children in
foster care and foster carers do not stay at home. The
repercussions ripple into society and the economy, for
example in the form of poorer physical and mental
health outcomes and consequent greater reliance on
support services amongst care-experienced young
people and adults. The same is true for foster carers.
We know that one of the most strongly evidenced
determinants of mental health is employment. Lack of
access to good quality employment can decrease selfesteem, social status, and quality of life.47 The cost of
poor mental health in the UK is estimated to be around
£100 billion every year, including social and care costs,
economic output and human costs.48
Having a low income, stressful caring job that may
induce secondary trauma and burnout, receiving little
social recognition, and feeling a sense of isolation from
support won’t just affect the individual experiencing
this situation first hand. Multiple studies have assessed
stress experienced by foster carers and found evidence
of anxiety and depression related to the stressors of the
caregiving role.49

47
The Mental Health Foundation (May 2020) The COVID-19 Pandemic,
Financial Inequality and Mental Health Scotland
48
IPPR (October 2018) Fair funding for mental health
49
Wilson, K. et al. The trouble with foster care: the impact of stressful ‘events’
on foster carers. The British Journal of Social Work, Volume 30, Issue 2, April 2000,
Pages 193–209,
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Poor mental health resulting from difficult experiences
of foster work will have negative effects on the wellbeing of families, friends and communities. It will also
drive demand for support services, whether immediate
mental health services or long-term needs relating to
stress and poor physical health.
A key part of fixing foster care must be tackling the
pay and working conditions of the people who are the
linchpin of the whole system. Foster carers need to be
able to make a decent living out of their work, receive
adequate training and support, and be able to take
regular breaks so that foster children live in a happy
home environment. The cost of treating foster carers
as less than workers with full employment rights is unacceptably high: it hurts them personally, it hurts the
children in their care, and it has knock-on, long-term
costs for their communities, and for public services and
expenditure.
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Legal risks to Glasgow City Council
Glasgow City Council is likely to face further legal action if it does not provide foster carers with basic working rights. In 2020, two foster workers successfully took
legal action against the council to establish that they
should be treated like direct employees of Glasgow City
Council with a degree of security over their income.50
An employment appeal tribunal established that their
agreement with the council was “contractual in nature”
and contained “elements indicative of a contract of
employment”.51 Another employment tribunal is ongoing
against North Lanarkshire Council, where two foster
carers claim they were employed by the local authority
and are entitled to pursue a case for unfair dismissal.52
Glasgow City Council will leave itself open to further
costly legal action that publicly demonstrates its lack of
commitment to improving working conditions for foster
carers and care-experienced children if it does not recognise foster carers as workers.

50
The Herald (August 2020) Landmark legal case ‘could lead to employment rights for foster carers’
51
HM Courts & Tribunals Service (2020). Glasgow City Council v 1) Mr
James Johnston 2) Mrs Christine Johnston: UKEATS/0011/18/JW.
52
The Mirror (2018). Mum who has fostered 67 kids is blacklisted - because
of false assault claims.
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VI.
WHAT ARE
THE BENEFITS
THAT
INVESTING IN
FOSTER WORK
COULD BRING
TO GLASGOW?
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What are the benefits that
investing in foster work could
bring to Glasgow?
Investing in foster care in Glasgow would have wider
benefits than improving the lives of foster care workers
and the children in their homes: it could lead to a virtuous cycle of flourishing for the Glasgow community
more widely. In this report, we concentrate on a few key
areas, moving from effects on those directly affected,
to taking a holistic, city-wide perspective:
•
•
•
•
•

Quality of care benefits for looked-after children
and young people
Increasing democratic oversight through insourcing
Environmental benefits
Economic benefits
Benefits to public services

It is clear that investing in foster care work has a major
part to play in making Glasgow a more equal, sustainable and thriving city.
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Benefiting the children: boosting the quality
of fostering services in Glasgow
The quality of foster care in Glasgow is blighted by
underinvestment. This has resulted in a workforce of
foster carers who are leaving the sector, with low pay
cited as a major reason. Foster carers are exhausted,
with limited holidays and opportunities for respite
care.53
Glasgow City Council can increase retainment, reduce
levels of exhaustion and illness, and attract quality
carers into the sector by investing directly in foster
care workers through increased holidays, pay, and
opportunities for respite and training. Evidence
shows that employees’ intentions to remain with their
employer increase when organisations address the
needs of employees, from pay, to sustainability, to
reskilling.54

53
54

Informal virtual interviews with foster carers based in Glasgow, 2021
Deloitte (2020) Deloitte Global Millennial Survey 2020
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The benefits of insourcing: increased
democratic oversight and dynamism
Recent years have seen growing support for bringing
local public services back in-house. Local authorities
with leadership from across the political spectrum have
brought public services in-house in part in response to
highly publicised failures of private providers, such as the
2018 collapse of outsourcing giant Carillion. The services
brought in-house have varied widely, from information
technology, to social care.55
Insourcing brings public services back under democratic
control. This means that changes to the service can
be made more easily to suit the strategic and political
direction of an elected body. For example, if Glasgow
City Council wanted to make changes to the foster care
system in order to achieve broader commitments (e.g.
around gender equality or environmental sustainability),
it would be much easier to do so through a service
it directly controls, rather than through outsourced
agencies tied into inflexible contracts with expensive
break-clauses.
In October 2021 for example, Cheshire West and Chester
Council brought their adult social care in-house. They
did so after a report to councillors concluded that an inhouse model would “better enable the council to respond
flexibly to the health and care transformation agenda”.56
Insourcing foster care would also make the service
more accountable to the local population in Glasgow.
Lines of accountability would no longer be mystified by
outsourcing arrangements. The local community would
be able to hold local politicians to account more easily.
In turn, local politicians would be able to have a greater
ability to change local services for the better.
55
Association for Public Service Excellence (2021). Local by default: APSE
Local Government Commission 2030 report.
56
BBC (2021) Cheshire West and Chester Council to bring adult social care
in-house
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Environmental benefits
Glasgow City Council has a commitment to ensuring
that it promotes a sustainable economy. As the host
city of COP26, the council has stated, “To achieve a
‘just transition’ we must manage change positively in an
equitable way and prepare for our move to a cleaner,
greener economy and society, leaving no one behind”.57
The council declared a climate and ecological
emergency for the city in May 2019 and subsequently
published the recommendations of its Climate
Emergency Working Group.58 Glasgow aims to become
carbon neutral by 2030.
The Scottish government has set targets of emission
reductions of 75% by 2030 and aims to achieve netzero emissions by 2045.59 This is more ambitious than
the rest of the UK.

57
Glasgow City Council (2021) COP26: Glasgow, the city of our times
58
Glasgow City Council (2020). Climate Emergency Group Sets Out a Path
to Carbon Neutral Glasgow
59
Scottish Government Energy and Climate Change Directorate (December
2020) Scotland’s Climate Change Plan and our green recovery from Covid-19
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One of the central ways Glasgow City Council can
achieve its climate change targets is through increasing
employment in sectors that are already low carbon,
such as care services - including foster care work.
Following the coronavirus pandemic, it is clear that
driving up employment and rebuilding the economy will
require an injection of public funds. While the focus of
an economic stimulus package after a recession is often
on the construction industry and physical infrastructure,
the environmental implications of such an approach
are a significant downside. Care work is significantly
less polluting than other forms of work. Investment in
care is three times less polluting per job created overall
than the equivalent investment in the construction
industry.60 Investing in care work has also been shown
to have greater knock-on multiplier employment effects
on other sectors than an equivalent investment in
construction.61

60
Himmelweit, S. and J. De Henau. (2020). A Care-led recovery from coronavirus. UK Women’s Budget Group
61
Ibidem
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Making Glasgow’s economy stronger and
fairer
Increasing pay for Glasgow’s foster carers would boost
Glasgow’s local economy, and is a highly efficient way
of building community wealth. Money that goes into the
pockets of low-income households is more likely to be
spent immediately on essential goods and services in
the local economy.62 Increasing the pay of foster carers
is therefore likely to increase demand and benefit
Glasgow’s economy more broadly.
It is also an important way of addressing gender pay
gaps, which has been shown to generate economic
growth and productivity. One study has estimated that
closing the gender gap in employment could generate
as much as 12% of UK GDP by 2025.63 Foster care is
an example of a job with a high level of occupational
segregation, which sees women clustered in low-paying
and precarious roles. 81% of the sample of 500 foster
carer’s in The Fostering Network’s State of Scotland’s
Foster Care report were women.64
As a timely report on gender and inclusive growth in
Scotland after the pandemic notes: ‘stimulating the
demand for goods and services may be a better way
of recovering growth patterns affected by COVID-19,
and that means putting money into the hands of those
who are most likely to spend it when the productive
economy re-opens.’65 A rise in women’s income is likely
to generate positive multiplier effects in the economy,
because of women’s marginal propensity to consume.66

62
Hunter, P. (2021). The Living Wage Dividend: maximising the local economic benefits of paying a living wage. London: The Smith Institute.
63
Close the Gap (2016) Gender Equality Pays The economic case for addressing women’s labour market inequality
64
The Fostering Network (2019) State of Scotland’s Foster Care
65
Thomson, E. (May 2020) Gender and Inclusive Growth: Making inclusive
growth work for women in Scotland
66
Engender & Close the Gap (May 2020) Gender & economic recovery
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After more than two decades of austerity, there is
a growing focus on how the public sector can get
maximum value from the money it spends. Local
government procurement – in revenue terms – amounts
to around £38 billion a year. However, there is a
continuing trend of money spent by councils flowing
out of the local area, rather than re-circulating in them,
as local authorities try to find short-term cost savings
through big contracts and purchasing scale services.67
In March 2021, Glasgow City Council awarded a £43
million multi-year contract for foster care and adult
placements to a group of outsourced providers.68
Glasgow City Council’s own circular economy report
acknowledges this, stating that the local authority
is ‘in a unique position to drive the circular economy
within Glasgow. By adopting the principles of state
entrepreneur the council can play the combined part
as employer, commercial partner, investor and enabler
within the economy’.69 While the report outlines a ‘route
map action plan’ spanning construction, transportation,
reskilling, and education, it commits only to a report
into what role it can play as an employer. This does not
yet appear to have been published (as of November
2021). A key way Glasgow City Council can deploy
its role as an employer and enabler in the economy
while making good on its commitments to tackling the
climate emergency - and rebuilding a fairer and more
equal economy after the pandemic - is to invest in
foster care work.

67
Locality (2018) Powerful Communities, Strong Economies: The final report
of the Keep it Local for Economic Resilience Action Research Project
68
Glasgow City Council (2021) Annual Procurement Report 2020/21
69
Glasgow City Council (December 2020) Circular Economy Route Map For
Glasgow 2020 – 2030
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Alleviating pressure on public services
As we can see from the section above on the costs of
the current foster care system, the long-term burden
this creates for public services is huge. The cost of the
services required to support care experienced adults
as a result of them being failed by the ‘care system’
as children alone is around £875million per year in
Scotland.
Conversely, investing in foster care work would reduce
demand for a range of public services, from mental
health support for children and adults with difficult or
stressful experiences of the foster care system, to better
physical health outcomes associated with an increase in
household wages. Studies of minimum wage increases
in the US show a range of linked public health
benefits, including improved life-expectancy, lower
alcohol consumption, fewer activity-limiting illnesses,
and decreases in smoking.70,71Adopting a living wage
has also been shown to lead to better psychological
wellbeing among employees.72

70
Leigh, J.P. and Du, J. (October 2018) Effects Of Minimum Wages On
Population Health. Health Affairs Health Policy Brief
71
Bhatia R, Katz M. Estimation of health benefits from a local living wage
ordinance. American Journal of Public Health. 2001;91(9):1398-402
72
Flint E, Cummins S, Wills J. Investigating the effect of the London living
wage on the psychological wellbeing of low-wage service sector employees: a feasibility study. Journal of Public Health. 2013.
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Recommendations
Glasgow’s foster care system is broken. A lack of
investment in foster care has led to a failing system
with self-perpetuating problems. It is a system which
produces poverty and lifelong harms. Refusing to
address these problems is no longer an option as
unacceptable social outcomes and financial costs pile
up.
Investing in Glasgow’s system of foster care has the
potential to reduce wastage in the system, make
Glasgow’s economy stronger and fairer, and provide
a system which meets the needs of Glasgow’s foster
carers, Glasgow’s looked after children, and Glasgow’s
community.
This report recommends that Glasgow City Council:
Recognise foster carers as workers and social care
professionals. Foster care is hard work - it is labour
intensive, takes skill, and is emotionally taxing. Foster
carers should therefore be recognised as workers and
covered by basic employment legislation, including
the right to a minimum wage and protection against
unlawful discrimination.
Improve the pay and conditions of foster carers.
Foster carers have experienced a pay freeze for over
a decade. Many are leaving the system because they
cannot afford to look after foster children on so little
money. To retain existing foster carers and attract new
ones, fair remuneration should be given to foster carers.
End outsourcing of foster care and bring foster
carers in-house. The use of outsourced providers is
significantly more expensive than in-housed equivalents.
This money can be better spent improving the pay and
conditions of foster carers, and improving the quality of
care received by children in care.
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