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Research Proposal

Topic: An evaluation of the key factors influencing foster care placement decisions for looked-after children in the United Kingdom
1) Review question: What are the key factors influencing foster care placement decisions for looked-after children in the United Kingdom, and how do these factors affect placement stability?
2) Objectives:
1. To examine statutory and policy frameworks guiding placement decisions in the UK.
2. To identify child-specific factors influencing placement matching (e.g., age, trauma history, disability, sibling relationships, ethnicity).
3. To analyse organisational and systemic constraints affecting placement availability.
4. To explore the role of professional judgement in decision-making processes.
5. To evaluate the relationship between placement decision-making and placement stability outcomes.
3) Rationale:
The United Kingdom established the Children Act of 1989, which requires the local authorities to protect and support the interests of children who cannot reside safely with their families. The most prevalent placement type among looked-after children is foster care (Department for Education, 2023). Despite the emphasis on child-centred matching in statutory guidance, organisational and resource constraints limit the process of making placements.
As studies show, there is a strong connection between emotional, behavioural, and educational outcomes of children and placement stability (Rubin et al., 2007; Oosterman et al., 2007; Farmer, 2018; Konjin et al. 2020). Complex trauma histories, attachment disruption, and other needs accompany children entering care and enhance the significance of proper matching (Schofield and Beek, 2009; Bywaters et al. 2018). Nonetheless, research indicates that the issue of placement availability, limitation of funds, and shortages of foster carers play an important role in practice-based decision-making (McDermid et al., 2012; Mc-Grath-Lone et al., 2020; Ford et al., 2021).
Although much has already been written on foster care outcomes, less emphasis has been placed on the factors that determine initial placement issues. Knowledge of these determinants is needed since early placement patterns may have an impact on permanency planning and stability. It is therefore in the interest of this review to synthesise evidence concerning the interaction between legal frameworks, professional judgement, and systemic constraints in affecting the decision to make placements.
4) Methods:
A systematic literature review will be performed. Terms such as “foster care placement decision-making UK, looked-after children, placement stability, and placement matching” will be searched in electronic databases (PsycINFO, CINAHL, PubMed and Google Scholar).
Inclusion criteria: peer-reviewed reviews (2009-2024), studies that are concentrated on UK, and empirical studies that investigate the formation of placement decisions or stability. Exclusion criteria: empirical commentary only, and exclusion: Adoption-only studies.
Critical appraisal will be done via the use of CASP checklists to screen studies and screen them (CASP, 2018). Thematic analysis of data will be used to determine recurrent factors such as legislative impact, child-professional features, organisational limitations, and professional discretion (Thomas and Harden, 2008).
5) Ethical considerations: 

Since the research will be carried out using only the secondary analysis of published literature, there will be no direct contact with vulnerable children or carers. Thus, the formal approval of ethics is not needed.
However, the ethical rigour will be ensured by:
· Proper presentation of research results.
· Avoiding non-deficit or stigmatising language. 
· Critically consider the likelihood of bias among studies collated.
Since the children under looked-after are highly vulnerable, the analysis shall take a child-focused and safeguarding-informed approach consistent with legal principles of welfare.
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