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OUR VISION
LiKa is an agency which uses evidenced based 
practice and systemic family therapy ideas to 
guide practice and improve outcomes for children. 

We want to show how evidenced based practice and systemic theory 
will guide and improve our practice and create better outcomes. It will 
be this way of working that will ensure less placement breakdowns – the 
relationships and support offered have been cultivated using theory 
and skills to enhance this.

Our vision is to create a fostering service which trains and supports 
foster carers to become skilled professionals in their own right.  
We place a focus on providing intensive support, supervision and 
training to foster carers. The intention behind this is to help carers to 
draw on their own knowledge and reflect on what they bring to the 
child-carer relationship. This will assist carers to be more effective in 
their role as they are able to take a position of being curious and ask 
questions rather than make assumptions about what is going on when 
difficulties arise. 



WHAT IS 

SYSTEMIC
FOSTERING?
Systemic is all about the way we think, view and respond 
to the world. This is therefore where the connection 
occurs to the fostering world. Not only for the 
supervising social workers supporting foster carers 
and enhancing the way they think, view and 
understand dilemma’s within the placement.  
It is also helpful for foster carers, who need to 
learn a new way of parenting and responding 
to traumatised children’s behaviours. 

Using a systemic approach to fostering allows 
us to understand the patterns in a person’s 
life, how they connect and how the systems 
they’re a part of influence them and their 
relationships. It helpful for foster carers,  
who need to learn a new way of parenting 
and responding to traumatised 
children’s behaviours. 
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We believe systemic practice  
is different to the ‘normal’ 
ways of human responses  
and parenting responses.  
As humans, we like to make 
sense of the world. To do 
this we make judgments and 
assumptions. We also like to 
fall in love with our ideas and 
can quickly loose curiosity1. 

Systemic therefore challenges the norm.  
It challenges those ideas you have fallen 
in love with. It challenges the assump-
tions practitioners and foster carers 
have made based on their own identity 
and experiences from the past. It adds 
a different layer to the ‘normal’ ways 
of parenting. It recognises that each 
traumatised child will need an individ-
ual approach based on their personal 
experiences and identity. It therefore 
enhances the practitioner and foster 
carers skills to work through difficul-
ties and create better, more secure and 
trusting relationships. We believe that 
modelling this way of working and using 
communication skills connected to sys-
temic theory is what makes us different.

LiKa Carers feel supported in a secure 
base where experimenting and trying 
new ways of working is encouraged. 
They know, just like the agency does, 
that mistakes will happen and can use 
these critical moments for growth and 
development to create better ‘after 
lives’. They do not worry about talking 
‘honestly’ about the complex feelings 
they have when caring for children who 
have experienced trauma. Instead, they 
are able to take Relational Risks and 
explore these feelings in a way that 
reconnects them to their foster role, SSW 
and most importantly, the child in their 
care. It is through the systemic support 
and training offered we are be able to 
evidence we have a team of professionals 
who are ‘curious’, ‘reflexive’ and ‘circular’.

We understand that there is not one 
solution to a problem. We also under-
stand that solutions can become part 
of the problem. We therefore use ideas 
from Gregory Bateson (Mutual Influence, 
feedback, patterns), the Milan Team 
(Hypothesising; Circularity; Neutrality) 
and Karl Tomm (Interventive Interviewing) 
to help us explore dilemma’s and create 
new ideas to ensure we do not get ‘stuck’ 
in the work we do.

SYSTEMIC WAYS OF WORKING  
CAN ENHANCE PARENTING SKILLS

1.	 Cecchin, G. 1987
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oUR APPROACH
The approach to work undertaken in LiKa includes the 
theory and ideas which establish the epistemological 
and socially constructed framework2 of what LiKa 
does with systemic ideas. 

2.   Burnham, J. 1992 p.3

This level influences the way in which 
[LiKa] practitioners orient themselves 
towards all aspects of their work2.  
We hope that by being clear about 
our approach we are also clear about 
how we are involved in co-creating 
a new type of fostering practice cul-
ture2. For LiKa, there is a clear list of 
theoretical lenses which assist the 
creation of our systemic culture. We 
use a variety of these theoretical 
lenses to underpin what we do and at 
any particular time, and for a variety 
of reasons, one or other of these 
frameworks will be given a privileged 
position in leading the approach and 
shaping the methods and techniques2 

used within LiKa’s fostering practices.  
At any particular time, and for a 
variety of reasons, one or other of 
these frameworks will be given a 
privileged position in leading the 
approach and shaping the methods 
and techniques 2. 

This includes the following theories;

•	 Constructivism 

•	 Social Constructionism

•	 Circularity : Patterns which Connect; 
Connections which Pattern

•	 Hypothesising

•	 Reflexivity

•	 Safe Uncertainty

•	 Narrative Therapy

•	 Stories Told & Stories Lived (CMM)

•	 Family Scripts : Attachment  
& Secure Base Model

•	 Relational risk taking

•	 Narrative Therapy : re author stories

•	 Structural : Sub Systems (hierarchy)

•	 A preference for questions rather 
than statements as a therapeutic 
posture.
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Fostering is a complex and diverse 
area of work. Not one person is the 
same. This means each manager, so-
cial worker and foster carer will think 
and respond differently to difficulties 
and dilemmas children present. 

Systemic thinking helps remind us 
that the world isn’t black-and-white. 
There are so many different ways of 
‘seeing’. With so many different per-
spectives to understand we need tools 
to enhance our ways of exploring 
and understanding. Using theories 
such as CMM3, Social Graces4  and 
Intersectionality5 enhances our ability 
to skilfully bring this diversity into 
our thinking and ways of supporting 
carers and children alike. If we become 
less reliant on linear ways of seeing 
and more reliant on circular ways of 
understanding, then we will remain 
energised, innovative and creative.

3.   Pearce. 2007	 4.   Burnham. 1992	 5.   Crenshaw. 1989

The level of approach is therefore 
more than a collection of theories, 
concepts and working ideas. A practi-
tioner’s approach also comprises the 
values and assumptions associated 
with aspects of their selfhood. These 
values and assumptions may be said 
to pre-exist and influence individual 
choice of theoretical models.

•	 Self-Reflexivity 

•	 Relational Reflexivity

•	 Social graces

•	 Sameness and Difference

•	 Privilege

•	 Power
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OUR METHOD
The way in which we work is guided by Directors,  

Managers and Supervising Social Workers who have  

a solid understanding of systemic theoretical concepts. 

This ensures the ‘approach’ described is peppered through all that we do.  
This then encompasses the ways in which the activities of the systemic 
practitioner are both organized by the approach and facilitate the enactment 
of the approach6. We understand that by having our own team methods 
and models to guides the way we do things in LiKa is what makes us unique 
and creates our own socially constructed reality6. 

We have key organisational practices, patterns  
and processes which are used “to set forth  
aspects of the approach” and methods.  
These processes are as follows;

•	 Initial Enquiry process 

•	 Assessment process

•	 Panel

•	 Supervision -  
for staff & foster families

•	 Group Supervision -  
for staff & foster families

•	 Team consultation

•	 QA processes- feedback

6.	 Burnham, J. 1992. p.4
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INITIAL ENQUIRY PROCESS 
Right from the point of enquiry, methods such as questioning, curiosity and 
hypothesising are used to enable conversations and ensure enquirers and 
LiKa staff feel there is a good match of values and beliefs for them to begin 
the fostering journey.

7.	 Byng Hall. 1995

ASSESSMENTS 
Through the assessment process car-
ers will begin to understand what it is 
to be ‘reflexive’. They will be asked to 
reflect on their personal stories and 
the elements of their social graces 
that may impact what they do as 
foster carers. Training during the 
assessment period is enhanced using 
a systemic twist within the ‘Skills to 
Foster’ training days alongside and 
additional day which is an introduc-
tion to key systemic ideas to ensure 
carers are tested on their ability to 
connect with systemic thinking and 
ensure they are a good match for us 
as an agency.

Assessments are undertaken mainly 
by social workers who are expe-
rienced in using systemic ideas to 
enhance their practice. This learning 
of theory and models assists the way 
they work with the applicant when 

gaining the information needed for 
the assessment. This is also support-
ed by supervision for the ASW from 
a manager who is also a qualified 
systemic practitioner. 

Finding dual qualified assessors is 
challenging, so to ensure the demand 
of assessments coming through is 
met those assessors ,who are not 
systemically trained, are provided 
with training to ensure they are in-
troduced to key ideas which influence 
the way we work. We also support 
these assessors to learn systemic 
skills through joint visits with sys-
temic practitioners, for example, we 
will model the creation and use of 
systemic genograms to explore areas 
such as family scripts7 to enhance 
analysis of the applicant’s abilities.
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PANEL
Assessments are presented at Panel. The central list for panel is balanced 
with professionals attending who are experienced in working systemically 
alongside people who are not. We felt this was important to ensure that 
systemic ideas are also not always seen as ‘the right way’ and there is a 
healthy challenge within the group discussing assessments coming through.

SUPERVISION
The carers reflexive learning does 
not stop once the assessment is 
completed. It is a continuous journey 
that occurs during the training and 
support offered LiKa. This is particu-
larly true within supervision sessions 
provided which is not just a process, 
ensuring the NMS standards are met. 
Instead it is a reflexive exploration of 
the relationships being created and 
ensures carers are not only meeting 
the required standards but are also 
being exposed to and learning sys-
temic practices at the same time. 

We do not expect carers to have 
the in-depth theoretical knowl-
edge. Instead, we hope that through 
the processes listed that carers are 
exposed to new ways of thinking, 
exploring, responding, communicating 
and creating relationships which are 
different to the way they did things 
before they became LiKa carers.

GROUP SUPERVISION: 
STAFF& FOSTER FAMILIES
Within group supervision sessions 
we use a systemic supervision model 
to explore dilemma’s. We call it the 
hourglass. We begin with updates 
and give a brief overview of the case 
history for anyone who needs updat-
ed. If a more in-depth hypothesising 
is required we draw a genogram to 
assist our thinking. Once the update 
is complete we spend time hypoth-
esising about what may be going 
on and from that we can plan what 
the intervention will be. This could 
be anything from a few systemic 
questions or a planned direct work 
session. The objective is to ensure 
that the person presenting does not 
feel stuck and has new ideas to ex-
periment with so they can continue 
work feeling inspired and energised.
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TEAM CONSULTATION
There are occasions when consulta-
tions occur within our team meetings 
or in unplanned ways as a critical 
moment happens in the office and a 
staff member asks for help to think 
through their dilemma that just oc-
curred. In these moments the previous 
mentioned model influences the way 
we carry out these conversations. 
What we find most helpful is how 
these brief consultations can chal-
lenge assumptions being made and 
reframe the understanding so that 
emotions do not takeover and staff 
remain resilient and systemic in their 
approach. The hope is we enhance 
our ways of seeing realities, creating 
multiple perspectives rather 
than getting stuck in cer-
tainty. We are therefore 
able to use the group 
mind in all we do to 
enhance reflection 
and reflexivity when 
making decisions 
about the approach 
we will use.

QA : FEEDBACK
We are a learning agency and use 
feedback8 to recalibrate, change and 
evolve what we do. This will ensure 
we are responding to need and not 
getting stuck in old ways of working 
that may no longer fit as we grow as 
an agency. As we learn and grow as 
an agency we also learn and grow in 
our relationships with foster carers 
and how to best support children in 
their care. We are therefore a cre-
ative innovative agency because of 
the way systemic ideas keep our 
thinking alive.

8.	 Bateson, G. 1972
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OUR TECHNIQUE
When a young person comes into care and is placed 
with a foster carer, they often come with many 
complex stories and ideas about themselves. 

It’s therefore not difficult to start 
seeing how children and young 
people in care can arrive with huge 
emotional barriers that get in the 
way of them being able to create 
secure attachments or imagine a 
positive and successful future. As 
adults, foster carers will have their 
own way of seeing and experiencing 
the world. Bring this together with a 
young person with a complex history 
and sometimes the relationship can 
get tricky. 

From a social worker’s point of view, 
being systemically minded when talk-
ing with foster carers means asking 
questions about what the carer has 

noticed about their relationship with 
their young person. That includes 
highs, lows and all the grey areas 
in between. What’s being created 
between them? Do they like the 
pattern they’re in or would they like 
it to be different? 

We can then share ideas about how 
these patterns might have started and 
where it might lead them. We might 
even discover that this is a problem 
for the carer that they never even 
knew existed before the young person 
started living with them.
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If a foster carer has more ideas flowing 
about a dilemma or their relationship 
to a problem, the opportunity to 
create closer and more thoughtful 
relationships becomes a real possi-
bility. That’s the systemic approach 
– curiosity and understanding through 
thoughtful language. As the great 
anthropologist Gregory Bateson put 
it, “it takes two to know one”. In 
other words, we learn about ourselves 
through the relationships we create. 

Technique refers to the specific 
activities practised by users of the 
approach that can be observed and 
even “counted” by an observer of the 
activity 9. Within LiKa this is would 
be related practices and tools used 
by managers in supervision with SSW 
as well practices and tools used by 

Supervising Social Workers within 
their supervision sessions with foster 
carers and direct work with children, 
such as: 

•	 Hypothesising; Circularity; 
Curiosity

•	 Circular and reflexive 
questioning 

•	 Reframing

•	 Relational Risk Taking

•	 Reflecting teams 

•	 Externalising

•	 Therapeutic Letters

•	 CMM- Critical Moments, Daisy 
model, Hierarchy Model

9.	 Burnham, J. 1992.  p.4
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AN EXAMPLE 

Let’s use an example to demonstrate  
therapeutic fostering in action. 

Gloria has a 12-year-old foster child named Lukas. They do not speak 
about the fact that Lukas does not shower most days and struggles with 
his hygiene. 

This is causing a pattern of frustration for Gloria, where she ignores Lukas’ 
hygiene needs because she doesn’t want to offend him. She felt like talking 
about it directly with him was rude. 

Lukas can be teased at school because he has a strong odour, but he carries 
on as usual as the smell is an armour to keep the bullies away. 

As Gloria’s supervising social worker, I might ask her questions such as:

•	 When you were growing up, 
what were the family rules  
about cleanliness?

•	 What were the consequences  
if you didn’t follow these rules?

•	 Were these rules spoken about  
or unsaid?

•	 What rules do you think Lukas 
had at home about showering?

•	 Do you think these were 
spoken about?

•	 What ideas do you have as  
to why Lukas doesn’t shower?

•	 Where did you get that last  
idea from?

•	 Imagine you spoke to Lukas 
about what you’ve noticed 
about his showering habits. 
What curious and thoughtful 
question could you ask him 
that didn’t blame him for not 
wanting to shower?

 
By understanding someone else’s layers of complexity as well as your own, 
you can feel more prepared to talk about, challenge, embrace or feel less 
fearful of them. 
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SOCIAL WORK PRACTICE
Practitioners within LiKa are not “purists”  where they  
would develop their perspectives and practices within 
 and through a single approach. Instead they mix it up,  
in any one conversation they may be drawing upon a  
variety of different techniques at any one time,  
dependent on what they believe will be most helpful. 

For example, in a supervision ses-
sion whilst the social worker may 
follow a more generic model to give 
structure, within this they may be 
using hypothesising, interventive 
questioning and reframing to assist 
with the exploration of a dilemma. 
They will move in and out of the 
different domains during the supervi-
sion session production, explanation 
and aesthetics10 and they will always 
do their best to be transparent by 
explaining their intention and/or 
‘showing their workings out’ when 
hypothesising.

LiKa Practitioners will at times use 
more than one model simultaneously 
and therefore create an approach that 
is different from both individually. 

For example, as previously men-
tioned, whilst systemic theory guides 
all that we do, we also have other 
models that compliment our ap-
proach such as therapeutic parenting, 
attachment, the PACE model. For 
example, the testing of reflexivity 
and EIQ testing during the assessment 
process. The coupling of such terms 
as ‘curiosity’ from systemic family 
therapy alongside ‘curiosity’ from 
the PACE model. Both are similar 
but also very different. The same 
applies to other ways we work such 
as “systemic family therapy ideas 
alongside therapeutic parenting ide-
as”. Together they take on a whole 
new meaning within the context of 
fostering and all are undertaken and 
used to enhance the way we assess, 
support and train carers.

10.	 Lang. 1990
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VALUES
Values are the principles or standards of behaviour 
that one decides to be important in guiding the 
life they create. These values can be the ethics or 
moral code that guides the way a person behaves 
and creates relationships with others. 

For LiKa, knowing and understanding our values and guiding principles 
is key in understanding what we do, why we do it and how we should 
do it. It is also key to understanding why  and how systemic theory 
connects with our values as it is this theory influences how some of 
these values have become part of our moral compass.

Our hope in having these clear values guiding practice ensures we 
provide better support for foster carers and positive outcomes for 
children placed in our care.
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At LiKa Family Fostering 
we firmly believe every 
child in care deserves an 
outstanding foster carer. 

We also believe that 
every carer deserves an 
outstanding supervising 
social worker.

20
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RELATIONSHIPS 
Relationships that are based on trust and 
provide a secure base to explore and exper-
iment are key to success. Our work should 
enhance children’s lives not make them worse. 
Foster Carers genuinely want to help young 
people.  Their motivations aren’t reparative 
for themselves and creating safe and secure 
relationships with the children in their care 
guides and leads all that they do.

CURIOSITY
There is not one way to view a problem. 
Children’s challenging behaviour should be 
understood in the context of their past trauma, 
their developmental stage and their abilities 
rather than them innately ‘bad’ or ‘damaged’. 
We believe they should be responded to with 
communication that promotes curiosity, ac-
ceptance and  kindness- not authoratative, 
critical, controlling or defensive commu-
nication. By holding Curiosity as a guiding 
practice, we believe it supports carers to 
ensure they do not become certain too soon 
and instead use curiosity to open up helpful 
conversations to support children talk about 
difficulties and joys.

SUPPORT
At LiKa Family Fostering we believe 
it’s the support and supervision 
provided to carers that will make the 
difference in a successful placement. 
Supervision isn’t just about looking 
at problems, it’s about opening 
up ways of working creatively. We 
believe that it is through help and 
support that we can work through 
the most difficult times. LiKa Family 
Fostering will therefore support 
carers to be resilient in the face 
of difficulties and be reflective in 
the development and maintenance 
of secure relationships with all 
the important people around the 
child. We believe that using this 
systemic approach will ensure that 
we can best support a child and 
carer together. 

LiKa Family Fostering ensures its 
social work staff is supported in 
the same way as its foster carers, 
frequency of the supervision with 
individual and peer supervision 
being key to the development of 
practice.

WHAT ARE LIKA  
VALUES & BELIEFS?
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RESPECT & RESPONSIBILITY
Foster families are a system that mutually 
influence each other11  and the relation-
ships created. It is therefore important 
that everybody’s ideas are listened to 
and respected. LiKa has Foster Carers 
who are curious, reflective and proactive. 
They can take responsibility for the part 
they play in relationships and believe in 
developing themselves. No matter how 
young the child is we will listen to their 
view and od our best to involve this in 
ideas and plans created. There is no 
right or wrong and no position of blame.

CHANGE
LiKa is never static – we are open to feed-
back and able to reinvent ourselves even 
when succeeding. Challenging moments, 
difficulties, struggles and mistakes are 
all part of the fostering journey and it 
is these moments that bring the biggest 
opportunity to learn and grow. People 
are allowed to make mistakes as long 
as learning comes from it. Foster carers 
are the main change agents for foster 
children. We believe that it is the  adult 
who needs to change first (create the 
difference) rather than the child – adults 
are responsible for their actions and 
changing actions. You can’t change other 
people –but  you can change yourself.

DIFFERENCE
We believe it’s the difference that makes 
a difference 11.  We hypothesise about the 
‘why’, we create new ideas and create 
a different approach when something 
doesn’t work. This enables us to remain 
curious, innovative and energised rather 
than stuck or stagnant in the work we do.

REFLECTION
We believe in co-constructing relation-
ships and that supervisors should model 
this to foster carers, assisting reflection 
in the exploration of dilemmas facing 
individuals in their relationships. 

Our carers model reflective relationships 
that demonstrate a different way of 
experiencing attachments and working 
through difficulties. They take a more 
significant role in helping their foster 
child make sense of the world, working 
alongside their social worker and other 
important people in the child’s life. They 
have confidence in their skills and the 
support around them, which enables 
them to embrace the challenges that 
children bring, viewing difficult times 
as the critical moments that will create 
positive learning and development in 
their relationships. 

11	 Bateson 1972
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RESILIENCE
Everyone at LiKa Family Fostering has 
a shared goal of giving children oppor-
tunities, creating fun and encouraging 
them to feel safe to talk about difficult 
things. We strive to build resilience and 
help children recover from trauma and 
abuse. 

We believe improved training, support 
and development of carers will enable 
them to become skilled and resilient in 
difficulty moments and won’t give up at 
the first hurdle. Staff and fosters alike 
are skilled at seeing outside the problem 
(meta positions) and don’t feel at a loss 
when things get tough.

LANGUAGE
The language we use creates realities, 
we therefore need to be reflective and 
reflexive in order to bring awareness to 
the relationships we create through the 
way we talk. We believe we can create 
better outcomes through the language 
and stories we use and create about 
young people, their behaviour and life 
stories.

EQUALITY
Children are not ‘bad’ children or from 
‘bad’ families – people should be given 
multiple chances to change. The world 
is not equal –particularly for children 
who have been powerless in the abuse 
that has occurred. It is therefore our 
responsibility  (LiKa, SSW/foster carers) 
to try and combat inequalities for looked 
after children through the challenge and 
support provided to foster carers, children 
and professionals involved.

COMITTMENT
LiKa believe, within a couple relationship, 
that it is unhelpful to have a ‘main carer’ 
where one partner is distant from the 
role. For LiKa it is important that both 
persons in a couple application, and 
where appropriate, family members, 
want to be fully involved in the fos-
tering role. Not only in the care of the 
young person but also in their learning 
and development. We believe it is this 
whole system approach that will create 
a better support system for both the 
carer and foster child.
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