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Vulnerable/looked after children

Improving the emotional and
behavioural health of looked after
children and young people (LACYP)
Key messages
• Children and young people say that their emotional wellbeing and self-esteem
is supported when they are cared for in an environment where they feel
they belong.
• Make interventions and support for children and young people accessible,
so that CYP experience placement stability. Children and young people need
continuity of support from their social worker and other professionals.
• Foster carers want better peer support networks, ongoing training to deal with
emotional needs and more information on access to services, in particular
mental health services.
• Enhanced Foster Care may be effective in reducing offending behaviour and
the number of care placement moves. The training and support of foster carers
is key to the young person receiving the required support from all services.
• There is some evidence that using multi-systemic therapy (MST) can result in
improved emotional health, educational outcomes and family relations and
decreased offending behaviour.
• The small amount of research on mentoring suggests that mentoring can have
a modest impact on children and young people. The research suggests that
Mentoring is most successful when the mentor has come from a helping
background or profession (such as teaching) and has ongoing support
and training.
• Overall, there is a lack of research on interventions which specifically aim to
improve the emotional and behavioural health of LACYP. Although there is
some positive evidence for the effectiveness of all three interventions considered,
the initial results reported in the international literature suggest that they may not
necessarily be more effective than other interventions. Research in progress
may clarify some of these issues.

This review aims to tell us what works in improving the emotional and behavioural health of
looked after children and young people (LACYP), on the basis of a systematic review of the
research review literature and analysis of key data. As recommended in the scoping study
on which this review builds, we focus on the interventions for which the evidence base is
most developed and relevant to the review subject. These interventions are enhanced foster
care, multi-systemic therapy and mentoring. The review aims to provide evidence that will
help service providers to improve services, and ultimately outcomes for children and young
people (CYP) and their families.
The review was carried out by the Institute of Education on behalf of the Centre for
Excellence and Outcomes in Children and Young People’s Services (C4EO). The data
analysis was conducted by the National Foundation for Educational Research (NFER).

Who are the key people with important knowledge
and views working to improve services?
• looked after children and young people
(LACYP)

• social workers

• foster carers

• mental health workers and psychologists

• school based professionals

• birth family

Looked after children and young people
(LACYP) experience the services and
interventions that are offered but there is a
lack of research on the views of LACYP
with emotional and behavioural disorders
that have used the services on offer,
especially those that have had less
successful outcomes following therapeutic
interventions. As users of the services,
LACYP will have insights into their own
needs that may be different from the
perceptions of others. Many LACYP arrive
into the care system with a high level of
emotional and behavioural needs and how
these needs are handled has a large effect
on both their present and future lives.
LACYP with a history of greater placement
disruption who are not involved in education
are most likely to drop out of intervention
programmes and so steps must be taken to
identify those likely to need additional
support to continue. It is important that
access to educational support and
psychological services is improved for
children and young people and that their
foster carers are also made more aware of
the support that is on offer.

Foster Carers are responsible for
providing the LACYP with a caring and
inclusive environment that provides
them with a sense of belonging and
should be able to offer emotional and
practical support. Allowing time for
foster carers to build relationships with
children and young people and
maintaining good relationships with
social workers is important so that they
can make an impact on the quality of
children and young people (CYP)’s
lives which in turn can improve the
emotional and behavioural health of
children and young people. Carers are
keen to take part in training to help
them support CYP with their emotional
and behavioural needs and appreciate
greater communication with other
foster carers. Foster carers want to be
seen as professionals and paid
adequately and fairly particularly when
working with challenging LACYP with
complex emotional and psychological
problems.

Birth family contact is an important and
emotionally difficult issue for LACYP. In some
instances it can have a positive emotional and
behavioural health impact for LACYP, as it
supports their self-identity. However, because
of the complex issues involved with how LACYP
entered care, contact with birth families needs
to be sensitively negotiated. For some LACYP
contact with birth families is not desirable
because of the emotional behavioural
consequences that contact can have on
LACYP and in other cases LACYP wish to
pursue contact despite these difficulties.
Social workers need to be reliable and
accessible so that young people can gain access
to the services they require. Good communication
with young people is crucial so that CYP feel that
their social worker is accessible. Despite the
minimum visiting requirements for looked after
children in foster care to be visited by social
workers, there is some evidence that children and
young people without regular contact because
there are no obvious problems feel unable to
raise issues with their social worker because of
the drop in contact during these times.

School based professionals have an
important role to play. Placements with
foster carers and school places and or
other forms of educational support need to
be co-ordinated by professionals working
together across agencies. Educational
professionals can provide pastoral as well
as educational support through the
designated teacher responsible for looked
after children in schools and other staff.
Health professionals provide emotional
help and support particularly through
Children and Mental Health Services
(CAMHS). Key people are mental health
workers and psychiatrists. Speedy and
easy referral and access to these services
are crucial to improving the wellbeing
of LACYP.

Is there specific data available to inform the way forward?
Current data on the emotional and behavioural of individuals is relatively limited.
No comprehensive source of existing national data on the emotional and/or behavioural
health of children and young people who are looked after has been identified, although
data to be collected by local authorities using the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
(the SDQ, completed by children’s carers with the consent of the child) should, in the
future, provide a more general picture than the single (though detailed) ONS survey of
just over 1000 children age five to 17 can afford.

The evidence base
A total of 104 items were assessed as relevant to the review questions. These were divided
fairly equally between the three areas.
Key gaps in the evidence base related to improving the emotional and behavioural health of
LACYP include:
• evaluated pilots of broader support packages
for foster carers that go beyond training
• studies of the contribution made by attitudes,
skills and abilities of birth parents to the
emotional and behavioural health of LACYP
and how to support this contribution
• studies of the contribution made by attitudes,
skills and abilities of residential workers to the
emotional and behavioural health of LACYP
and how to support this contribution

• incorporation of the views of LACYP
into effectiveness studies of
interventions to address emotional and
behavioural disorders
• studies of the views of LACYP with
direct experience of emotional and
behavioural disorders and related
services, particularly younger children
and those with unsuccessful outcomes
of therapeutic interventions.

Review methods
Research literature was identified by systematic searching of key health and social care
databases, including PsychInfo, Medline and Social Care Online. The review team used a
‘best evidence’ approach to systematically select the most relevant and high quality reviews to
include in the review. This approach attempts to eliminate bias in the selection of literature,
to ensure that the research findings are objective. Reviews and meta-analyses on LACYP and
CYP with EBH, aged 0 to 25, published since 2000 and in English were included in the review.

Next steps
An updated version of this review is due to be published in Autumn 2010. This will include
good practice examples and views from children, young people, parents, carers and
service providers.
C4EO reviews on improving the educational outcomes of looked after children and increasing
the number of care leavers in ‘settled, safe accommodation’ are also available on the C4EO
website. Local decision-makers and commissioners working in local authorities and Children’s
Trusts may also find it helpful to read the Vulnerable children directors’ summary, which presents
the key messages from all three reviews www.c4eo.org.uk/themes/vulnerablechildren
C4EO is using the main messages from the three Vulnerable children reviews to underpin its
knowledge sharing and capacity building work with Children’s Trusts, and through them the full
range of professions and agencies working with looked after children and young people.

Research summaries
This summary is a concise and accessible overview of the key messages from the
research review on this topic.
Please go to www.c4eo.org.uk to download full and in-depth versions.

How can C4EO support your vision?
C4EO offers wide-ranging support, including:
•
•
•
•

Validated local practice
Knowledge and progression workshops
Sector specialists and tailored support
Knowledge and research reviews including key messages from research.

Please go to www.c4eo.org.uk to access full information.
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