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Homes worthy 
of the name

Jennifer Davidson of the Scottish Institute for Residential Child Care, sets
out the reform agenda for shaking up the provision of residential child
care in Scotland and improving provision for vulnerable young people

ack in February 2008, in a
ministerial statement to
parliament, the Scottish
government made a
commitment “to work with

partners to make residential care the first and
best placement of choice for those children
whose needs it serves”. This position was firmly
reinforced on 2 December 2009 at an event in
Edinburgh where Adam Ingram, Scotland’s
minister for Children and Early Education,
praised the early work of the National
Residential Child Care Initiative (NRCCI), a
programme set up to meet the challenge of that
earlier parliamentary commitment. 

The brief for the initiative was to undertake a
strategic review of residential child care services
and develop a blueprint for their development
which would shape the future direction of
services and ensure the needs of children and
young people are best met. It was set up
against a backdrop of significant pressures on
residential child care in Scotland.

Although hundreds of vulnerable children
and young people are successfully cared for in
residential settings across the country every
year, reports from research and inquires, policy
documents and consultations with
professionals, children and young people have
repeatedly highlighted a number of
considerable challenges. It was in this context
that the Scottish Institute for Residential Child
Care (SIRCC), a partnership of education
institutions and a young person’s advocacy
organisation, was asked by the Scottish
government to set up and lead the NRCCI.

The 2 December event marked the launch of
a number of NRCCI reports, the result of 16
months of research, unprecedented engagement
with stakeholders and extensive deliberations.
Offering the joint response on behalf of the

Scottish government and the Convention of
Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) Mr
Ingram welcomed their findings as
comprehensive and thought-provoking, with
carefully considered recommendations.

The challenges initially identified at the time
of the inception of the National Residential
Child Care Initiative included:
• the increasing number of children and young

people with complex and multiple needs
being placed in residential care

• the status, training, education, skills and
competence of the residential child care
workforce

• the pattern and the type of provision required
for the future to meet the needs of children
and young people and planning at national
and local level.

A key feature of the NRCCI has been its
engagement with an extensive group of
stakeholders, including over 100 children and
young people. The body of evidence and
breadth of issues raised and debated
throughout the NRCCI, together with this
engagement, has resulted in wide agreement
and a compelling case for action. 

The reports build on a long-term programme
of change for the residential sector in Scotland.
Commitment to change is evident, for example,
in the inclusion of the residential childcare
workforce within the first phase of social
services professional registration. It is also seen
in the provision and take-up of a variety of
training, development and research services

delivered by the SIRCC. 
Yet the experiences and outcomes of the

children and young people who use these
services continue to be poorer than Scotland’s
ambitions and as such, their rights are not
sufficiently met. The NRCCI has recognised the
complex challenges in getting it right for these
children; even with better residential services
and more skilled and knowledgeable staff,
further improvements must be embraced by the
wider health, education and social work
systems responsible for these children.

Uppermost among its findings and
recommendations, the NRCCI found that
collaboration between agencies in providing
universal and specialist services is essential but
currently insufficient. Integrated and holistic
assessment is the key to identifying the needs
of individual children and young people.
Equally, ongoing care planning, assessment and
review are crucial in meeting the changing
needs of those in residential care. Pressure
within the system too often means that
placement is resource-led rather than needs-led.

The importance of assessment and care
planning was a recurring theme encountered by
all the working groups. Although many young
people were provided with stable, caring homes
and received, along with their families, expert
help, others were not receiving the kind of help
they needed at the right times and were facing
delays, multiple placements or disruption to
their placement. The reports strongly reinforced
the message that a residential child care
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RESIDENTIAL STAFF KNOW A GREAT DEAL
ABOUT THE PREFERENCES OF YOUNG
PEOPLE IN THEIR CARE, BUT TOO OFTEN
THIS KNOWLEDGE IS NOT USED PROPERLY 
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placement should be made on the basis of a
careful assessment of need and not, for
example, the result of a history of failed foster
care placements.

The NRCCI also found evidence that the
progress many young people made was not
always sufficiently supported or properly
followed through as they made the transition to
independent lives or back to their own families
in the community. Residential staff work daily
with young people in their care and know a
great deal about their needs and preferences,
and how they respond to stress. This knowledge
and understanding is too often not used
effectively to inform assessments and decisions.

The NRCCI fully recognises that the
workforce is the most important resource in
residential child care and the status, skills and
training of the workforce, as well as the support
they are offered, has to be commensurate with
the increasingly demanding and challenging
tasks expected of them. Crucially, NRCCI has
determined that residential child care workers
are generally paid less than their field social
work colleagues and this has an impact on
recruitment and retention of social work staff.
There is a critical role for qualified social
workers and other professionally qualified staff
within residential care teams and this disparity
seriously undermines this aspiration. In
addition, the minimum required registration
qualification levels of the sector are not yet
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ambitious enough to ensure staff are equipped
to meet the increasingly complex needs of
these children and young people.

Another recommendation centres on the
rights of children and young people in
residential child care to participate in decisions
not only about their individual care but also the
wider provision of services. NRCCI found that
too many young people are still not getting the
learning opportunities and support they require
and those in residential care have significant
physical, mental and emotional health needs
which are not sufficiently met. 

The NRCCI research also found that a
significant amount of management information
could be more usefully deployed to better
anticipate children and young people's future
needs and develop measures by which services
can be evaluated and developed. A common
and shared understanding about what
outcomes can be expected from specific
residential placements, together with better
analysis of data, is essential for effective
planning and commissioning arrangements.   

A national commissioning framework is
recommended to promote the development of
the highly specialist services required to meet
the needs of children with very specific but
often complex needs. To ensure the needs of
children who require residential care are fully
met, the commissioning of residential child
care must be a collaborative activity based on

effective and meaningful engagement of all
stakeholders, including children and young
people, their parents and carers, independent
providers, and agencies with responsibility for
looked after children and young people.

Responding to the report, councillor Isabel
Hutton, education, children and young people
spokesperson for the Convention of Scottish
Local Authorities (COSLA), made it clear that
it was already underway in implementing the
recommendation for national commissioning
of secure care, backed up by the appointment of
an officer to develop this work.

The NRCCI is calling for a change in culture
whereby properly resourced residential child
care would be recognised as an important,
valued and integral part of children’s services,
offering the best possible care and protection
for children and young people and which builds
their resilience and prepares them for the future
challenges they will face. There is tremendous
potential for residential child care to develop
and provide flexible and responsive services to
children and young people of all ages and with
a variety of needs, but widespread negative
perceptions persist. For many it seen as the last
resort. 

Defying this perception is core to the
NRCCI’s work. For the organisation’s chair,
Romy Langeland, who is also visiting professor
at the Glasgow School of Social Work at
Strathclyde University, ensuring improved
outcomes for young people will necessitate
making “appropriate investment” so that “we
build on their strengths and develop their
resilience”. 

The National Residential Child Care
Initiative has offered a unique opportunity to
address the many real and pressing challenges
facing residential child care. It has delivered a
number of ambitious and aspirational
recommendations but it has also reiterated
many of the key messages from previous
reports and research. The next challenge is for
everyone across the full spectrum of agencies
and services, working with and for children and
young people, to jointly ensure the
recommendations are followed up with action
that does indeed lead to improvements
for children and young people. 

Jennifer Davidson is director of the Scottish
Institute for Residential Child Care, a
partnership of educational institutions (Robert
Gordon University, University of Strathclyde,
Langside College) and a young people’s
advocacy organisation (Who Cares? Scotland).
It exists to improve the quality of care that
children and young people receive when living
in residential care. Visit www.sircc.org.uk for
more details.
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