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The role of a foster carer can be both extremely rewarding and at the
same time emotionally strenuous. Being a male foster carer has,
arguably, even more challenges – there are those who wonder why any
man would want to work with children, those who don’t understand what
a wonderful role model a male foster carer can be and those who find it
difficult to believe that men really can be in touch with their own
emotions, let alone be capable of helping a child to deal with theirs.

I am extremely proud of being a foster carer and knowing that I have
been a positive male role model for the children I have cared for, maybe
the first they had ever known.

The workshop helped me to find my voice, to express myself and to take
away a renewed desire to improve understanding of why men like us want
to foster, of what a great job we do and what help we need to be able do this.

Alan Torry, foster carer and trustee of the Fostering
Network, reflecting on his participation in the Men
who Care – experiences and reflections from
male foster carers workshop in 2010.
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About this guide

This guide focuses on how to make male foster carers feel more connected and less
marginalised within their fostering services. It aims to help fostering agencies engage
more effectively with their male foster carers by raising awareness of the challenges
they face whilst exploring the ways in which they acknowledge and support men.

The use of
practice examples

In this guide you will see examples of different practices from fostering agencies
and projects with the aim of providing you with information and inspiration.

The information in this guide is not claiming to be best practice, or to have been
academically evaluated or demonstrated to work. It simply gives examples of how
fostering providers have addressed particular issues within their agency. We also
acknowledge that the examples given in this guide are not the only services to be
operating in this way.

We hope that these practice examples will give you fresh ideas as to how you may
support male foster carers in your fostering agency and that you find the resource
useful.

Exclusive to Fostering Network members

Members of the Fostering Network can access the members’ area of our
website containing exclusive resources, discussion forums, a library catalogue,
policy documents and much more to help you to get the information and resources
you need.

Throughout this guide, look out for this logo and follow the links to
exclusive Fostering Network resources.

All members of the Fostering Network can register to access the members' area.
If you would like help in logging on please contact our information team by
emailing info@fostering.net.
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Background and introduction

There are around 30,000 men currently fostering in the UK, 40-45 per cent of all
approved foster carers. Nearly 80 per cent of them are part of a heterosexual couple.

As of 2011, The Fostering Network has over 5,282 foster carers as members in Wales.
Of this figure, 2,251 are male, and 80 of them are single male foster carers.

The contribution that these men make to the upbringing of approximately 5,240 babies,
children and young people already in foster care in Wales is enormous. Most looked after
children will have experienced poor quality relationships with men – living with often
absent or abusive, unpredictable fathers who give out confusing signals. Within these
experiences, children develop their own unique view of what men and fathers are like
and how they behave. These viewpoints will heavily influence a child’s behaviour and
emotions when joining a foster family. For many looked after children, living with a male
foster carer has been their first positive experience of an adult male.

I’ve often had foster children ask me when am I leaving… they ask my
wife “Does he come here everyday?”

Male foster carer

They didn’t really understand howmen should behave and how a
husband and wife interact. The younger child was very wary of all
males and the older child was insufficiently cautious and somewhat
tactile. On the very rare occasions that my wife and I had sharp words,
they would ask: “Are you breaking up?”

The Fostering Network (2010):
Men who care: reflections and
experiences from male foster carers



Living with male foster carers gives looked after children the chance to explore how to
form trusting relationships with men and to have contact with men who understand their
needs. It is vital that these children grow up with positive images of men being fun,
creative, nurturing and above all, safe in a domestic setting. Male foster carers have an
important role to play within the fostering assignment.

Despite their significant role, male foster carers are often viewed with suspicion both by
social workers and by society as a whole.

As a male foster carer the odds are stacked against you. You are afraid
to hug a young girl who is upset for fear of being called an abuser, and
you can’t fool around, play and tickle, like you do with your own children.
The stigma of being a male foster carer runs deep.

Instead of being a provider and protector you are often portrayed as
someone to fear, to be wary of, even the abuser, but more commonly
you are just not considered a valid part of the care team who look after
the children.

The role of a foster carer is not an easy one for anyone, but it is probably
even more difficult for a man. Men have got a bad press. As foster carers
we are told to ‘safeguard’ against possible allegations – not to get too
physical and not to be alone in the same room as girls we are fostering.
This works to minimise the risks of allegations, but it’s not always
possible when working with disabled children.

The Fostering Network (2010):
Men who care: reflections and
experiences from male foster carers

While single foster carers are growing in number, in the vast majority of cases, foster
care is undertaken by a couple – either heterosexual or same-sex. But here too, men’s
contribution should be better recognised. Despite so many men being equal partners in
foster families, there are still many social workers who treat them as subsidiary to their
female partners and tend to disregard what they say.

Mark, a male foster carer, describes how his social worker regularly rings up and asks
to speak to his wife, despite the fact he could deal with the call himself. Letters sent to
their home from the fostering team, will often only have his wife’s name printed on the
envelope and once, at a celebration evening, his wife received an award with just her
name engraved on it. The message he took from this was that he was less important as
a foster carer than his wife, despite the fact that they fostered as a couple. ‘I don’t feel
valued or needed’ says Mark. Mark is not alone in feeling this way; male foster carers
frequently report being overlooked in discussions and decision-making about a child in
favour of their female partners.
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When the social worker phones and asks to speak to my wife I ask
myself: “Who am I? Why not talk to me?”

The Fostering Network (2010):
Men who care: Reflections and
experiences from male foster carers

The Fostering Network report Learning together: Learning from each other (2009),
warned that male foster carers will struggle to give the children they look after the best
care unless fostering services do more to engage with them. The report describes it as
‘vital’ that fostering services should give male foster carers better access to training and
support. Men who are involved in fostering sometimes say that the system seems geared
against them. Some male foster carers complain that they cannot take part in training
sessions and professional development opportunities, as these are often held during
traditional office hours. They also say that the content and delivery of sessions does not
take their needs into account. One male foster carer attending a focus group in 2011
said:’ I recently attended a training course, there were eighteen female foster carers and
just me. The training was focused on their experiences and it was hard to talk about
things from a man’s perspective’.

And if being made to feel second best when fostering discourages existing foster carers,
there are even more difficulties in persuading men to consider fostering in the first
place. Research by the charity Action for Children1 has found that many men are not
coming forward because they fear being labeled paedophiles - a fear borne out by the
results of a survey by the charity in 2006, in which 40 per cent of respondents said that
single men should be banned from adopting. In addition, some people still see caring as
‘women’s work’. This, along with the lack of male teachers in nurseries and primary
schools, means that many children may never have a positive male role model during
their childhood.

Although many fostering agencies do recognise what men have to offer, there is much
more to do to acknowledge and celebrate the contribution of male foster carers. This
guide will consider what can be learnt from focus groups and practice examples to guide
those working with male foster carers.

1 For more details about the NCH report visit http://www.nch.org.uk/information/index.php?i=77&r=640
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Male foster carers: What do we mean by ‘role models’?
Newstone (2000) examined how male foster carers perceived their
responsibilities, often referred to as providing a ‘positive role model' to
children.

His discussions and interviews with male foster carers revealed divergent views
about what a male role model comprises:

� Caring, non-threatening, non-violent.

� Appropriately using power and authority.

� ‘Breaking the mould’.

� Showing (boys) right and wrong.

� Social, reasonable drinking.

� Being consistent.

� Spending time with children, including one to one.

� Providing a stable, loving environment.

� Supporting (female) partner.

� Showing feelings and emotions (not just anger).

� Humility.

� Challenging stereotypes.

� Promoting cultural differences and belief systems.

� Sharing care and routine tasks such as cooking.

Simon Newstone.
British Association of Adoption and Fostering (BAAF),
2000. Adoption & Fostering, vol. 24 no 3, p. 36-47.
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Findings from focus groups and workshops

This section presents the findings from focus groups and workshops held with male
foster carers from across Wales.The first workshop was held in 2008 followed by a series
of workshops and focus groups during 2011.

These were the findings:

2
How can fostering services be more ‘men friendly’?

Welcoming
Fully included in recruitment

Being regarded as positive role models

Active foster care association and men’s

support groups

Agency seeking the male’s perspective

and viewpoints

Positive support from manager

Men being assertive about their role

Communications sent to both foster
carers

More encouragement to do training
and training that focuses on male-
specific issues

Being treated equally during assessment

Relationship with social worker

Payments that reflects fostering as a
career choice

Encouraging male support networks

Unwelcoming
Social worker asking to speak to wife or
partner

Sending correspondence addressed to
female partner only

Always treated as the secondary foster carer

Award ceremonies (only female foster carer’s
name on the award)

No male staff involvement at recruitment
or assessment stages

Majority of social workers are female

Relationship with social worker

High turnover of staff

Panel’s attitude to single male foster carers
‘Why does a man want to be a foster carer?’
An immediate response at assessment stage

‘Nine to five’ work structure, difficult to
engage with if you work

Too much focus on safer caring rather than the
positives. Too much focus on male abusers

Low expectation of a male foster carer’s
involvement

Thinking of male foster carers as ‘one size
fits all’
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Identifying the main themes from
focus groups and workshops

From these discussions four main themes were identified:

1. How can training and support be more 'men friendly'?
2. How can recruitment and publicity be more ‘men friendly’?
3. How can agency social workers and other staff be more ‘men friendly’?
4. How can policies and procedures be more ‘men friendly’?

Each focus group member was then asked to make suggestions about what changes
they would like to see, these were the responses:

How can training and support be more ‘men friendly’?

� To actively recruit and engage more male foster carers in training.

� Improve access to training, run sessions outside normal nine-to-five working hours.

� Male foster carer support groups.

� Men only events.

� Male-specific training.

� Involve men more in training, e.g. referencing them in case studies and
practice examples.

� ‘Welcome us and encourage us to contribute and share’.

� Involve male foster carers in staff training and induction.

� Peer mentoring and ‘buddying’, especially for single male foster carers, linking
experienced male foster carers to new foster carers.

� Recognise that single male foster carers may need more help and someone to talk to.

� Recognise that training is not the only way to give support. Develop other networks
such as emails and peer mentoring.

� Empower and encourage male foster carers with assertiveness training.

� Give us time to talk about our individual concerns, giving us an option of talking to a
male social worker if we so wish.

� Give financial rewards for attending training sessions. Acknowledge that we take days
off work to attend training.

� Recognise that at support groups it takes a while for men to ‘open up’ in discussions.

How can recruitment and publicity be more ‘men friendly’?

� Apply anti–discriminatory elements when writing policy and procedures.

� Make explicit references to men.

� Promote our positive achievements as male foster carers.
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� Encourage more males to become foster carers, promoting it as a career choice.

� Gear recruitment specifically towards men.

� Inclusion in reviews.

� Engage male foster carers in recruitment. Create opportunities for existing male
foster carers to meet with prospective foster carers.

� Use positive male images in recruitment material.

How can agency social workers and other staff be more ‘men friendly’?

� By better acknowledging the male role.

� Less scrutinising of males.

� Involve male foster carers in discussions and decisions.

� Employ more male social workers.

� Stop asking for the female foster carer.

� Learn that prospective male foster carers are not paedophiles.

� Arrange home visits when the male foster carer is at home.

� Send correspondence to both members of the fostering couple, think of them as
a team.

� Develop relationships with male foster carers and get to know them.

� Develop induction and training for staff focusing on ‘men who care’ issues.

� If the fostering team is predominantly female, make it easier for male foster carers to
access male social workers.

How can policies and procedures be more ‘men friendly’?

� Fostering payments that allow men to foster full time and acknowledge it as a
career choice.

� More explicit reference to male role models.

� Acknowledge that single male foster carers are acceptable and capable.

� Male-orientated recruitment.

� By highlighting the role of male foster carers as a couple, and single male
foster carers.

� Better national and local publicity.

� Specifically target men in recruitment and marketing. eg. at rugby clubs.

� Ask us as male foster carers what it’s like approaching and working with you as a
fostering agency. Use this feedback to change things for the better and value what
we say.
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Focus Group Discussion:
What are the main anxieties
of being a male foster carer?
Newstone (1999) discussed some of the challenges faced by male foster carers and
these are identified in their own words in the bold text below:

Focus group members in Wales were asked how much they could identify with these
feelings, here are their responses:

Having to restrain aggressive children (or being expected to):

‘I am more worried about allegations’.

‘I make sure that I don’t deal with it on my own’.

The risk of allegations:

‘It’s drilled into you, it doesn’t go away and sometimes you just stand back
rather than engage’.

‘Women don’t need to justify why they want to be a foster carer half as much
– but if you’re a male they suspect you straight away. It’s always on your mind’.

Coming to terms with children’s preconceptions of men,
e.g. as being alcoholic or violent:

‘All of the books and seminars in the world cannot prepare you for when
you walk into a room with a beer and the child runs away screaming
because the last man with a can of beer beat seven shades of hell out of
them and their mother’.

‘You’re the bogeyman. They hide behind the female. They try to drive
you out’.

Carrying the label ‘all men are potential abusers’:

‘There’s a lot more questions posed to single male foster carers – they’re made
to jump that bit higher.’

‘If you’re a male they suspect you straight away.’

‘It’s even worse if you are a single male foster carer’.

‘They put me through the mill much more than my wife ever was’.
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Feeling isolated and marginal in a sphere dominated by women carers:

‘They ought to respect the fact that we are two foster carers who work together
as a team.’

‘All the letters go to the wife’.

‘All of the files for fostering couples are listed in the female name ‘.

‘All the payments are in my wife’s name. All the letters get sent to her. It just
reinforces the prejudice that the female is the primary carer.’

‘It’s as if us men don’t have a role to play or an identity’.

How to manage teenage girls’ affectionate behaviour, especially where
this is perceived as inappropriately physical or sexualized:

‘You are afraid to hug a child who is upset for fear of an allegation, and you
can’t fool around, play and tickle, you know like do with your own kids.
And it’s not just the older ones, what about the little ones who ask for a
bedtime story?’

Being ignored by professionals on home visits, meetings or
correspondence:

‘The most useful thing I have learnt today is that I am not the only male foster
carer to be ignored by social workers. I am not alone.’

‘It doesn’t seem important to arrange a meeting so I can be there’.

'My wife and I are have been fostering for years. I'm a plumber so I am quite
well known in our local community. When I am out and about all I hear is:
"Your wife is a wonderful woman looking after all those kids. She's a saint.
How many has she fostered now?" It's as it if I have nothing to do with it and
yet we both see it so much as teamwork'.

In the light of these uncertainties and constraints, is it surprising that
some men faced with difficult and challenging children, many who have
been abused and emotionally damaged, do fall back on traditional
provider roles, leaving the physical care and comfort of children to
female partners?

Newstone (2000)
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Focus Group Discussion:
What do you see as the value of being a
member of a male foster carer support group?

Focus group members were asked the above question, these were their responses:

‘I feel that I am acknowledged as being a primary foster carer and not just somebody
who gives support.’

‘Being able to give each other support and guidance in areas of similar concern’.

‘It’s good to know that I am not the only single male foster carer.’

‘I don’t feel that I need support all of the time. In my fostering agency, we ran a series
of ten sessions for men that was enough. By the end of the ten weeks we all got to
know each other better, and created a network of informal support. I know that any
one of the guys is only a phone call away if I need help or advice’.

‘It was not until I attended a support meeting that I realised what a diverse group we
all are, we all have so many different ideas as to what a man’s role is.’

‘It’s really important to me that my wife and I are seen as a team. Men’s support
groups are useful, but they should be seen as an addition to rather than replacement
for general training and support.’

‘In discussions tonight, I can see that we all have different views as to what being a
male foster carer means, and how to be a good male foster carer. Are we held back by
safer–caring? Are we downtrodden and held back? We can’t agree, but what I do
know is that by talking together we can learn something from everybody’s
perspective’.

‘As part of the group, I don’t feel alone. There are other male foster carers out there’.

‘It’s not something that I need but I can see how it can benefit other men. As a single
male carer, I’m confident about what I do and who I am.’

‘Yes, I can see the point being made about being part of a fostering couple and
attending events together. But that’s not always possible when you work and have
children to look after. Somebody has to stay at home. Our men’s group understand
this and our sessions are organised around our roles at home and work’.

‘I don’t do coffee mornings.’
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Valued, respected, trained and supported -
Exploring the ways fostering agencies can build confidence in male foster carers

Ten practice tips
for supporting male foster carers

1 Challenge your own assumptions about gender and caring for children.

2 Look at the world from a child’s point of view – recognise how
important relationships with men are to children, now and for healthy
development.

3 Have high expectations of men – promote positive male role models.

4 Talk to men directly and often – follow-up and encourage their
involvement – the personal touch.

5 Involve men in recruitment, preparation, assessment, training and
support services.

6 Provide support and services at times that fit with work and childcare
commitments – including evenings and weekends.

7 Offer targeted training to men – but ‘men in foster care’ courses should
be seen as a supplement to, not a substitute for, core training.

8 Offer peer support opportunities to men, including one to one and
group sessions.

9 Think about routine language – is ‘main foster carer’ a helpful term?
How are foster carers referred to on the placements desk? Who do you
send the letters to?

10 Make policies and procedures reflect an equal commitment to the
roles of men and women in foster care.

3
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Where to start?
1 Carry out a male foster carers’ audit – find out what men’s experiences

are in the organisation and how these fit with staff and foster carers’
attitudes.

2 Introduce planned changes to policy and practice – publicity,
involvement of men in recruitment processes, safer caring guidance,
training provision, timing of meetings, peer support etc. . .

3 Set some targets – levels of participation in training, support groups
and meetings, and feedback. Satisfaction levels regarding support etc.

4 Review regularly, analyse findings and evaluate.

Reproduced with the kind permission of Simon Newstone, Consulting Matters.
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‘So many kids in the care system are
storyless,’ he says. ‘There isn’t
anyone around to tell a story about
them’ – ‘remember when you fell off
your bike?’ and so on. And
sometimes their own stories are
embargoed for legal reasons.

‘Engaging them through fiction
allows you to talk about important
issues without the risk or penalty of
it being real. This is true of all
children, but it’s particularly
important for children in care
because of the experiences they
have been through.’

A story is a kind of mediator, says
Fyfe, a ‘third element’ that eases the
tension of a one-to-one situation.
It can also indicate to the child that
reading isn’t a gendered activity –
if men are reading it puts a value on
it, especially for children who are
facing a number of challenges.

The Fostering Network (2008),
Foster Care magazine, issue 134,
pages 10 -13, The best reward by
Matthew Brown

Professor Hamish Fyfe, who
runs the Storytelling Centre
at Glamorgan University,
believes reading offers a
particularly useful tool to
help men build caring, risk-
free relationships with
fostered children.

Reading as a way of developing caring
relationships and confidence

A free storytelling and reading guide for foster
carers that contains tips and hints to get
foster carers started in telling stories and
reading with foster children can be
downloaded from:

www.fostering.net/resources/information
-sheets/telling-my-story
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Men and Health

Statistics show that show that men in the UK access primary health services less
frequently than women. Men visit their GP four times a year whilst women visit six times.
The difference in usage is most marked for the 16-44 age group - women of this age are
twice as likely to use services as men. According to National Statistics analysis, the
higher consultation are evident in all age groups except pre-school children, and is
distributed across a wide range of illnesses in addition to the obvious needs of women to
consult for contraceptive and pregnancy care.

Source: www.menshealthforum.org.uk

Supporting male foster carers in demonstrating their commitment to good health for
themselves and the children they care for is essential for the present and future health
and well-being of looked after children. Male foster carers can increase children and
young people’s chances of a healthy and happy childhood with appropriate training and
support.

As role models to young foster children it is important that male foster carers lea
d by

example and encourage healthy living and eating habits. This following initiative
in

Belfast could be adapted for male foster carers . . .

The Fit to Foster Club, Belfast
The Fit to Foster Club in Belfast was established to enable foster carers to apply for and

maintain long term foster placements. Fostering can be a physically demanding job and

it is essential that foster carers look after their health and fitness as well as being good

role models for children.

The Fit to Foster Club provides an opportunity for carers to train together as a team.

Foster carers attending are highly motivated to improve fitness and there is great team

spirit among those who attend. The club also provides the opportunity for foster carers

to have fun as well as acting as a great stress reliever. The group meets weekly at a

local leisure centre where they do a range of activities including spin cycling, circuit

training and swimming. The club not only provides the opportunity to gain health and

fitness, but is also a great opportunity for foster carers to bond and enjoy themselves.

Source: Fit to Foster. [online] Available at:

www.belfasttrust.hscni.net/1842
[Accessed 26 September 2011)
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You can also encourage male foster carers by:

� Encouraging them to spend time in preparing children for appointments and
treatments. Being more aware of what services and help is available.

� Helping them see the importance of seeking early medical advice.

� Encouraging male foster carers to attend appointments with their foster child.

� Encourage leisure activities that develop fitness and self-esteem. Encourage male
foster carers to use the passport to leisure if your local authority runs the scheme.

� Facilitate specific ‘men only’ training focusing on issues such as child development;
mental health issues; healthy living; substance misuse and sexual health and
relationships. Discussion groups could be led by looked after children nurses,
for example. This will also help male foster carers develop relationships with key staff
involved with the children they care for.

� Encourage emotional expression and links with mental health services. Some men
may appear to have more negative attitudes towards emotional expression, and this
helps to explain their under-use of mental health services. This is partly a result of
their perceptions of their own role - but it also reflects many men's experience that
being emotionally expressive and/or displaying vulnerability may often not be well
received by others.

Our first priority is, of course, helping the child, but even when they
are getting the support they need it does not end for the foster carer.
We have to learn to live with their stories, much as we might prefer not to,
so we have to develop our own strategies for coping with the secrets to
which we’ve become privy.

We can’t talk to a pal at the pub or pour out our feelings to a relative. Apart
from the obvious confidential nature of the knowledge, no one else can
really appreciate where the foster carer is coming from, our feelings, the
frustrations, the stresses, the anger and the terrible sadness that many
disclosures bring . . . And even when you get the chance to share these
emotions with other foster carers, it doesn’t come easy to us all.

The Fostering Network (2010):
Men who care: Reflections and Experiences
from male foster carers. An Introduction
by Alan Torry.

� Foster carers require information, support and skills to help children in their care to
eat well and develop sound eating habits for later life, as well as ensuring children
and young people engage in physical activity such as learning a sport. They may need
information about what is available in the area, or help with transport costs. Clear
policies need to be in place offering guidance on their role, the responsibilities of the
corporate parent and what support is available.
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In Winter 2011, The Fostering Network Wales will be launching a
healthy eating and well-being training package for children in
care. The training package aims to support fostering services and
all professionals involved with supporting the health and well-
being of looked after children.

Ideal for use in male support groups, the training package focuses on what
information foster carers require; the support and skills required to help children
in their care to eat well and develop sound eating habits for later life; as well as
ensuring children and young people engage in sport and physical activities.

For more information email jodie.trotman@fostering.net
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The role of the male foster carer in improving the
educational outcomes for looked after children.

Focusing on the positive influence that male foster carers can have on their foster
children is likely to encourage a greater involvement of men in the daily tasks of
fostering. Ambivalent or detached male foster carers reduce the available resources to
improve educational outcomes for young people, as well as sending out a message that
education is less important to males than to females. (Newstone 2000).

Referencing Sandiford and Piper (Department for Education and Employment, 1999),
Newstone (2000) lists the ways in which male foster carers can get more involved in the
education of the children they foster:

� Attendance at parents’ evenings and sports days.

� Creating a relationship with the school/college.

� Challenging negative or ambivalent educational records.

� Ensuring regular attendance, setting routines and helping with transport.

� Regularly looking at and discussing schoolwork, and the school day.

� Support and assistance with homework and study. Ensuring that time, space and
materials are available.

� Setting and reinforcing standards of behaviour.

� Encouraging and facilitating participation in school trips and activities.

� Discussing with them the educational choices they face.

As a member of the Fostering Network you can access exclusive and free
education resources via our website to distribute to male foster carers. These
resources consist of a wide range of publications and online support including
an easy-to-understand overview of the education system, as well as practical
advice on dealing with schools, helping with homework, and providing
encouragement. See section ‘v’ for more details.

Some of the resources available from the Fatherhood Institute for engaging fathers in
early years and childcare settings might also be applicable to men who foster. A
publication from Fathers Direct, (which focuses on improving language, literacy and
numeracy), provides practical advice on some approaches to try to engage men in
learning activities. (Burgess, 2006). Visit www.fatherhoodinstitute.co.uk
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Developing male foster carer peer support groups

A support group for male foster carers can provide emotional, practical and social
support to its members – a place where men can share information, get confirmation
that their feelings are ‘normal’, educate others or ’just let off steam’.

Additionally, peer support groups can also:

� Enable male foster carers to support each other in the safety, structure and
framework of the fostering service.

� Provide learning opportunities.

� Involve male foster carers in service delivery.

� Integrate male foster carers’ views and participation into designing fostering services.

� Encourage useful and informal peer support networks including email and telephone
support.

When facilitating support groups, avoid discussing the role of the male foster carer
solely in terms of risk. Focus on their positive attributes and strengths as foster carers.

‘Men need to be seen as resources for, rather than barriers to,
successful placements.’

Gilligan, 2000

Support group case studies can be found in Section Four.
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Caerphilly C.B.C.
Men who Care

This article originally featured in the Fostering Network Wales

Good practice guide published in 2007. Its messages remain

relevant for today.

Maria Boffey chatted to the Caerphilly Men who Care group, and social worker

Tony Azzopardi who explained fostering from amale perspective and the unique role

male foster carers play in meeting the needs of fostered children . . .

As a female working in the fostering sphere, I have been curious to find out what unique

qualities male foster carers have to offer, the challenges they face and what makes a

male foster carer support group successful. The Caerphilly Men who Care forum kindly

invited me to one of their meetings.

The meetings give male foster carers an opportunity to meet together quarterly to

develop safer male caring practice and to offload about specific fostering issues for

men. The first thing that struck me was how well attended the meeting was.

There were over twenty-five men attending and after being there for an hour it

became obvious as to why this forum works so well. One foster carer said:

‘To sum up this group - it’s entertaining, supportive and enjoyable’.

Paul (not his real name), a foster carer, said: ‘It really helps having meetings in the

evening. Over the years, most meetings and training days have been held in the

daytime. It was impossible for me to attend as I was working full time’.

‘I felt I was leaving it all to my wife and sometimes it even felt that I wasn’t valued or

needed.’ He added: ’Saying that, after a hard day’s work you don’t always feel like

rushing out again. It helps that Tony (link worker and group facilitator) keeps the

meetings informal and relaxed. He organises a buffet which is great for foster carers

like me who don’t have time to grab an evening meal.’

The group told me how they benefit enormously from peer

support and the opportunity to share their experiences with each

other. One foster carer said: ‘It’s a great way to

pick up some practical advice’. I was also told

that: ‘There are some things that you just can’t

discuss with your partner, especially when you are

the one providing the emotional support. There are

also some things that your social worker just

wouldn’t understand- you know, like always being

expected to be the one that restrains aggressive

behaviour or dealing with a child’s negative view of

men. It also helps that a male member of staff

facilitates these group meetings, keeping it an all

male perspective’.

CASE STUDY



Men are good foster carers too | The Fostering Network Wales 24

Section
Four:Case

S
tudies

CASE STUDY

I asked the group what unique skills male foster carers bring to fostering. I was told

that: ‘We are a great resource for children’. Some children may not have had positive

contact with male members of their family. Male foster carers give children,

especially boys, the opportunity to explore issues about their birth father, their gender

identity and also to have contact with men who understand those needs. Male foster

carers can act as role models giving looked after children their first close daily

contact and positive relationship with men, showing them that ‘men are not

monsters’.

It is often a major grumble that male foster carers tend to be ignored by social

workers. Tony said: ‘Although it is an important issue, some men are to blame for

being too passive and let their partner make all the contact with colleagues and

families. There have been instances on the phone when I have been handed over to

the female foster carer.’

He added: ‘One of the main focuses of the group is encourage our male foster

carers to make their views known and to assert themselves’. Men, it seems, are

often the poor relation in the foster caring assignment. Beyond the vague

assumption that they are positive role models, much of the focus is around the

male foster carer being at risk of allegations rather than an equal partner in the

fostering relationship. This sometimes marginalizes male foster carers and could

lead to men defensively withdrawing their efforts to care. Tony said: ‘It is important

that I am honest about the risks for male foster carers. They need good support

mechanisms and need to feel ‘safe’ so that they are more able to provide that

so badly needed positive experience for children’.

Although there is an emphasis on safer caring, training for male foster carers in

Caerphilly is not seen solely in these terms. Speakers, for example, have been

invited to present on the role that men can play in preparing young people to leave

care or adolescent sex and relationships (the group felt that this aspect was often

left to them to ‘deal with’ when it came to teenage boys). continued on next page

continued . . .

Caerphilly C.B.C. – Men who Care

2011 UPDATE
� The Men Who Care group i

s now self-sufficient and is

co-coordinated by a male f
oster carer.

� A certificate of attendance
is awarded for each sessio

n

attended.

� Recent guest speakers hav
e included the Assistant

Director of Children’s Serv
ices, a life story work facil

itator

and a Primary Health Prac
titioner.

� Regular meetings with sen
ior management has impro

ved

communications between
foster carers and practitio

ners.
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Caerphilly C.B.C. – Men who Care

For Caerphilly foster carers, the Men Who Care group has made a huge difference

in terms of promoting positive practice, and providing support and advice. The

challenge now is to see similar groups being set up across Wales and to confront

the sexism that can sometimes still exist within the fostering sphere. There is a

need to move beyond the vague idea that male foster carers ‘provide a positive role

model’ – a challenge that Caerphilly has certainly taken on.

continued . . .

What do members think of the group?
‘I really enjoy attending as I have an opportunity to share my
experiences with other male foster carers.’

‘The group is organised by foster carers for foster carers and the
content is always relevant to my role.’

‘The feedback from guest speakers has been invaluable
to the group.’



Men are good foster carers too | The Fostering Network Wales 26

Section
Four:Case

S
tudies

CASE STUDY

Bridgend C.B.C.
The Men who Foster Support Group

Introduction
Bridgend County Borough Council facilitates a dedicated

support group for the men who foster for their service.

Initially a consultation meeting was held to elicit the men’s

needs and thoughts directly from them. This helped them take

some ownership as well as helping to give direction to the group.

The objective is to bring some training and support to the male foster carers, who

normally miss out on this due to their work commitments. The service is also trying

to move a way from the female foster carer taking all the responsibility, as at the

initial approval point, couples are approved as couples – not individual foster carers.

The group also provides a support network for the men who can then put names to

faces, not just with other male foster carers, but also with staff from the council and

other organisations that are involved in the lives of the children they care for.

Meetings are arranged on a monthly basis for two hours between 7 and 9pm. They

take place in a community hall in the centre of town as this is the easiest location

for people to get to due to the geography of Bridgend Borough. On average about

seven men attend each meeting. There about twenty members of the group and the

number is rising steadily. The support group is facilitated by two male social

workers.
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Bridgend C.B.C. – The Men who Foster support group

A wide range of speakers are invited to present at the sessions including drug and

alcohol advisers, sexual health workers, as well as team managers. Following the

guest speaker, there is a coffee break this enables an open discussion about their

recent experiences of fostering, experiences of working as part of a childcare team

and problem solving. The men themselves direct the latter part.

Benefits to foster families and the difference it makes

In the past the role the male foster carer plays had been undervalued, but now

there is greater recognition for the role they play as ‘positive’ role models for

children who have a distorted view of a man’s role in the family and society. Many

children have only come across men who are abusers and some may never have

experienced a positive male role model. It is important that they have a good male

role model in their lives, one who can help them grow into mature, positive adults

and parents.

Another benefit is that the men themselves can make decisions and not refer everyone

to their wives or partners and, of course, for single male foster carers to identify with

others. A further benefit for the men is also the ‘permission’ they receive to be foster

carers and be proud of it.

The Way Forward
Fostering panels have been asking more and more about training for the male foster

carer as well as their involvement in the care of the foster children. Bridgend C.B.C.

hopes to redress this by bringing training to the men at a time that is suitable for them

and their work commitments. It is hoped that as the group grows, some more

‘in-depth’ training sessions can be offered on the weekends, such as First Aid and

child protection, for example.

This article was written by Tony Azzopardi, Bridgend CBC
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Men who care
reflections and experiences from

male foster carers

Overview
Male foster carers shared their experiences of fostering in an

innovative and groundbreaking project. These stories have been

collected and made into a book as well as podcasts, with the aim of informing social

care policy and use as a valuable resource in supporting male foster carers.

The project was a collaboration between the Fostering Network Wales and the

StoryWorks project at the Welsh Institute for Health and Social Care at the University

of Glamorgan.

The men received expert guidance in the art of personal story telling and each crafted

their own story, based on their real-life experiences. The workshop was followed up by

discussion sessions with Health and Social Care students and academic staff at

University of Glamorgan. This allowed staff and students to engage with the men in

order to learn from real-life experiences of fostering from a male perspective. It also

allowed the men to gain more of an understanding of the theory and methodology that

lies behind the education and training of Health and Social Care professionals.

The publication containing the stories of male foster carers is the first of its kind and it

is now being distributed across the UK.

CASE STUDY

‘By the time the two-day eventwas over I felt privileged to haveshared somany emotional linksand bonds with other like-minded people in an
environment that felt bothwelcoming and safe.’

‘I’m grateful for the opportunity
to encourage potential foster
carers to involve themselves in
giving children a fresh start in
life and a chance to be loved
and cared for, sometimes for
the first time.’

‘Some of us cried at w
hat we

were saying, at them
emories

that we pulled out int
o the open

and some of us cried
when we

heard the stories tha
t our

fellows were sharing
with us.

It was a very emotion
al

experience I can tell
you.’

What the male foster carers
who wrote the stories said:
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Men who care – reflections and experiences from male foster carers

Reflections from the workshop facilitators

‘It was a cold February morning in 2010 when we arrived for the start of

day one of our storytelling workshop with male foster carers. As the

facilitators of the workshop, we were both a little apprehensive. Would

anyone turn up? Would they have anything to say? This was a first for us

and we had no idea what to expect.

But turn up they certainly did – and some had set off at the crack of dawn

just to get there. Suddenly we had twelve male foster carers in the room;

150 years of combined fostering experience and over 900 children cared

for. And the men had so much to say, we hardly needed to be there. All

the careful preparation we had done to break the ice and get the men

talking was suddenly redundant. This was clearly a unique experience

for them, and one that had been a long time coming for many. Stories

tumbled out and shared experiences were acknowledged with a range of

emotions that reflected the personal journey each man had been on as a

foster carer. Our job was easy; we simply needed to create a safe space

for the stories to emerge and for the men to find their voices.

Sadly, there is insufficient space in the book to do justice to the richness

of the experiences that we were party to over the next two days. Suffice

to say that we both left feeling moved and much wiser about fostering

from a male perspective. But, perhaps most importantly, we left

convinced of the need for men who care to be able to share their stories

with each other and with the wider world.’

Karen Lewis, Project Leader,

StoryWorks, University of Glamorgan

Steve Killick, StoryWorks Associate
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Men who care – reflections and experiences from male foster carers

Comments from social care students after reading the

resource and meeting with male foster carers:

‘It was fantastic,

interesting,

relevant and will

better the way I

work with foster

carers.’

‘Excellentlearningexperience,better thanlearning froma textbook.’

‘It was great
reading the
emotional stories.
They offered a
real insight into
their world.’

‘It should comewith a warning.I have just spent amost tearfulhour reading it. The stories areso powerful and are such awonderful way to learn andteach about foster care.’

‘My wife and I have

been thinking about

becoming foster

carers for a while,

this bookmakesme

evenmore
determined to get

there.’

‘Amassive step in the
right direction to
valuing and recognising
the crucial role that
male foster carers
play.’

What readers have said:
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Male foster carers can provide valuable experiences of ‘involved fathering’ for looked
after children. For many children in care living with a male foster carer has been their
first positive experience of an adult male, giving them the chance to explore how to
form trusting relationships with men and to have contact with men who understand
their needs.

However, evidence suggests that many male foster carers experience marginalisation.
Male foster carers need to feel, and should be, valued, respected, trained, supported
and, most of all, involved.

There is an urgent need for fostering services and the wider public to recognise and
respect the role men can also play in transforming the lives other people's children.
Fostering agencies can contribute to this process by recognising the issues, by learning
from the experiences of their male foster carers and promoting positive practice.

The challenge is now for all fostering services to empower their existing and potential
male foster carers, and to reassure them that they have a crucial role to play, either as
sole foster carers or as half of a fostering couple.

5
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The Fostering Network’s Men and Foster Care
Resource List
Part of the Key Resources in Foster Care series, this list is a selection of
material currently available focusing on men and foster care. Please refer to
the Appendix for this resource.

Publications shop
The Fostering Network offers a range of
products and services to help professionals
support male foster carers.

For more information visit our online shop:
www.fosteringresources.co.uk

Men who care: experiences and
reflections from male foster carers
In 2010, the Fostering Network Wales, in
partnership with the University of Glamorgan’s

StoryWorks team, ran a two-day workshop with a group of male
foster carers in which they shared their real-life stories of foster
care from a male perspective.

The stories that resulted from the workshop are now published
in a free book that can be used as a training or educational
resource. The stories can be read as stand alone narratives or can
be used in training or male foster carer support group settings or within the foster home.
There is a brief introduction to each story to set the scene regarding the key issues and
two or three open questions at the end to prompt discussion.

Download this free resource from www.fostering.net

Men who care podcasts
Podcasts that record some of the stories told in Men who care: reflections
and experiences of male foster carers are available to download free from
the Fostering Network website. To download these free podcasts visit
www.fostering.net/resources/podcasts

6
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Learning together, learning from each other
This publication will help fostering services target ‘hard to reach’
foster carers (in particular men who foster) to encourage them to
take up learning opportunities. The guidance has been developed
through consultation with foster carers and fostering services and
forms a practical toolkit. The guide includes recommendations for
how to engage ‘hard to reach’ foster carers in learning and sets out
five focus points for fostering service providers to help support the
learning of every foster carer.

To order your copy visit www.fosteringresources.co.uk
or call 0844 335 1892

Learning and Development
The Fostering Network’s training courseMen and Foster Care explores the idea of the
‘positive male role model’ to identify ways in which men can be more effective foster carers.

For more information email learningwales@fostering.net or download our Learning and
Development catalogue from our website. Visit www.fostering.net
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Foster Care Resource Centre 
www.fostering.net/resources 

The Fostering Network 

Key resources in foster care:                        

    

Men in foster care  
    
    
 
 
 
 
 
This list suggests some background reading and gives organisations that provide support for men 
in foster care. Where possible we have provided links to websites where the documents can either 
be viewed free of charge, or purchased. Published works (with an ISBN) should also be available 
through your local public library. 
 
 
Resources from the Fostering Network 
 
Can I speak to your wife please? by Toby Butler 
The Fostering Network, 2002 
Foster Care magazine; issue 110, p. 10-11 
The article discusses role models for male foster carers and gives some useful background 
reading for male carers.  
Available to purchase at www.fostering.net  
    
Learning together: learning from each other: report of the 'Hard to Reach' Foster Carers Project 
The Fostering Network, 2009, ISBN 1897869584 
The report acts as a toolkit and provides guidance and recommendations on how fostering service 
providers might reach ’hard to reach’ foster carers, in particular men who foster.   
Available free at www.fostering.net/resources/reports/learning-together-learning-each-other  
    
Men in foster care by Kevin Lowe 
The Fostering Network, 1992 
Foster Care magazine, issue 70, p. 20  
An account of a workshop on male foster carers and their role models - useful background reading 
for male carers. 
Available to purchase at www.fostering.net 
    
Men who care compiled    by Karen Lewis and Maria Boffey 
The Fostering Network, 2010, ISBN 1897869614 
In 2010 the University of Glamorgan’s StoryWorks team ran a two day storytelling workshop with a 
group of male foster carers to encourage them to share their experiences of fostering. This book 
contains some of the real-life stories that emerged from the workshop, reproduced in the men’s 
own words. 
Available free at www.fostering.net/resources/good-practice-guidance/men-who-care-
experiences-and-reflections-male-foster-carers  
 
 
 
 
 



Foster Care Resource Centre 
www.fostering.net/resources 

The Fostering Network 

The best reward by Matthew Brown 
The Fostering Network, 2008 
Foster Care magazine, issue 134, p. 10-13 
This article looks at men who foster, the prejudice they sometimes face and the increased 
awareness of the valuable role they can play in foster care. It includes a list of suggestions on how 
to make fostering services more men friendly. 
Available free to members at http://fcm.fostering.net  
 
    
Information for foster carers, social workers and other professionals 
 
Approaching fatherhood: a guide for adoptive dads and others by P May 
British Association of Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2000, ISBN 978 1903699652 
Written by an adoptive father, this book combines the experiences and perspectives of adoptive 
fathers with a guide to the adoption process. It is aimed at adoptive fathers, but my also be relevant for 
male foster carers. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org.uk 
    
The challenging role for men in foster care    by R. Henry 
British Association of Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2003 
Adoption & Fostering, vol. 27 no 2, p. 74-75 
This article reviews an initiative to encourage male foster carers to become more proactive in the 
caring of children and young people. Provides background reading for those interested in 
encouraging more men to become carers. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org.uk  
    
Case study (vulnerable families): ensuring safety and getting the best possible out of male 
carers  
Fatherhood Institute, 2007 
This article looks at the proactive  work of one social worker in East Lothian in supporting and 
engaging male foster carers. 
Available free at www.fatherhoodinstitute.org/index.php?id=11&cID=656  
    
Different dads: fathers’ stories of parenting disabled children edited by Jill Harrison, Matthew 
Henderson and Rob Leonard 
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2007, ISBN 9781843104544 
This book contains accounts from 21 men of their experiences parenting children with a range of 
disabilities from autism to Cornelia de Lange syndrome. A resource for families with disabled 
children and social care professionals. 
Available to purchase at www.jkp.com  
    
Male foster carers – what do we mean by “role models”””” by Simon Newstone 
British Association of Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2000 
Adoption & Fostering, vol. 24 no 3, p. 36-47 
This article looks at the responsibilities of male foster carers, how they perceive their role and how 
this role can influence the outcomes of looked-after children. It is useful background reading for 
male carers. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org.uk 
 
 
 
 
 



Foster Care Resource Centre 
www.fostering.net/resources 

The Fostering Network 

A marginalised resource? Recruiting, assessing and supporting single carers by Bridget Betts 
British Association for Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2007, ISBN 9781905664146 
This guide is aimed at those working in children's services and looks at the issue of single people 
including single male carers adopting or fostering. It includes current research on the subject and 
real life experiences. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org 
 
Men as foster carers - a neglected resource? ? ? ? by Robbie Gilligan  
British Association of Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2000 
Adoption & Fostering, vol 24 no 2 p. 63-69 
This article discusses how men as foster carers are perceived and looks at the experiences of 
male foster carers. It is useful background reading for male carers. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org.uk  
  
Men who foster by Simon Newstone [in The RHP Companion to Foster Care    edited by Ann Wheal 
2nd edition] 
Russell House Publishing, 2005, ISBN 1898924341 
The chapter explores issues such as who are foster fathers, safer caring, recruitment, training and 
support. The chapter concludes with a list of references for further reading.  
Available to purchase at www.russellhouse.co.uk    
 
The role of male carers in fostering and adoption    [practice note 49]    
British Association of Adoption and Fostering (BAAF), 2006 
This practice note covers the role of men in foster care. It also discusses such issues as the 
experiences of male carers and the impact of allegations. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org.uk  
 
Working with fathers: a guide for everyone working with families by Adrienne Burgess and David 
Bartlett 
Fatherhood Institute, 2007 
A guide to engaging with individual fathers, and to drawing them in to family and children’s 
services. It is aimed at managers looking to provide a more inclusive service for fathers. 
Available to purchase at www.fatherhoodinstitute.org  
 
 
Research 
 
Aspects of foster fathering by Leslie J. Inch 
Springer, 1999 
Child and Adolescent Social Work Journal; vol. 16, no. 5, p. 393-412 
This article looks at the experiences of male foster carers in the United States. 
Available to purchase at www.springer.com   
    
Fathering and child outcomes by Eirini Flouri 
Wiley, 2005 
This book explores the outcomes of different styles of fathering on different areas of children’s 
lives, including education, mental health and relationships. 
Available to purchase at www.wiley.com  
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Fathers matter: research findings on fathers and their involvement with social care services by 
Cathy Ashley et al 
Family Rights Group, 2006, ISBN 1871515416 
The report of a two year research project examining the role of fathers involved with social care 
agencies because of child welfare needs or concerns. 
Available to purchase at www.frg.org.uk 
    
Foster fathers: their experiences and contributions to fostering by Kate Wilson, Rachel Fyson 
and Simon Newstone 
Blackwell, 2007 
Child & Family Social Work; vol. 12, no. 1, p. 22-31 
This article reports on the findings of a study that examined male foster carers’ experiences of 
fostering, their routes into fostering and their perspectives on their roles and tasks. 
Available free at http://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/768/2/Child_and_Family_SW_foster_fathers.pdf   
 
Men who foster: aspects of fostering from the male perspective by Alan Stuart Jeary 
University of Keele, School of Criminology, Education, Sociology and Social Work, 1993 
A dissertation submitted as part of the MA in Child Care Law and Practice which covers aspects of 
support and retention of male foster carers. 
Available at www.keele.ac.uk 
 
What happens in the foster family? A study of fostering relationships in Sweden by Ingrid Höjer 
British Association for Adoption & Fostering (BAAF), 2004 
Adoption & Fostering; vol. 28, no. 1, p. 38-48 
This article looks at the dynamics of relationalips within foster families in Sweden. It found that 
although women tended to initiate fostering, men soon became equally involved. Both male and 
female carers were committed to the fostering task. 
Available to purchase at www.baaf.org.uk  
 
 
Organisations 
 
The organisations below are not aimed specifically at men in foster care but provide guidance on 
many issues shared by people caring for or parenting children and young people. 
 
Albert Kennedy Trust www.akt.org.uk 
An organisation that supports gay, lesbian and transsexual young people and those caring for 
them. 
 
Dad Info www.dad.info    
A website for fathers and male carers to encourage them to involve themselves with their children. 
 
Family Rights Group www.frg.org.uk     
Provides information and advice on parenting issues. 
 
Fatherhood Institute www.fatherhoodinstitute.org  
An information source which promotes strong relationships between children and their fathers. An 
information service for dads is available via its website. 
 
 
Claire Davies, Information Officer 
October 2010 
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The Fostering Network is the UK’s leading charity for all those
involved in foster care. As the UK’s voice of foster care, we are
committed to raising the standards of care for children and young
people who are fostered throughout the UK. We work with our
members to share knowledge and best practice, promote fostering
and campaign for positive changes in foster care.
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