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Social Networks in Practice
Local Authorities and Homeless Applicants


	Falkirk Council – social networks support in throughcare

	Context
Falkirk council uses a matrix framework to assess homeless applicants’ support needs (see case study Falkirk Council – multi-factor assessment using a matrix). The matrix is shared with the social work service and is used by social workers supporting young people preparing for leaving care.  Using the process well before a young person is due to leave care ensures that their housing needs can be assessed and prepared for, reducing the number of crisis presentations to the housing service.
The throughcare process
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Social networks – assessment and planning
As discussed in the case study on Falkirk’s multi-factor assessment using a matrix, young people approaching their time for leaving local authority care have their support needs assessed – the matrix scores their skills and personal independence or dependence. For young people leaving care, the professional best placed to assess their needs is the social worker who already supports them. They share this assessment with a Leaving Care Resource Group (multi-agency group) to ensure plans can be made to help the young person work towards skills and social support for independence. 


	David and Gemma’s experience

	David and Gemma were in long term foster care in Stenhousemuir, an area of high demand and low turnover for social housing.  David and Gemma’s housing needs were considered separately – David left foster care first and went into a temporary tenancy. With support and local opportunities for his personal development, he went to South America as a volunteer for several months. While he was away the Council kept his tenancy open to ensure this was not a barrier to his participation in the volunteering programme. However, on his return he found it difficult to settle back into this tenancy, it had begun to feel more isolated.
Meantime, David’s sister Gemma was preparing to leave care.  Her Support Needs Assessment showed that Gemma would still benefit from the positive and supportive relationship with her foster family, if housing could be found in the same area.  Although the waiting list for this area is long, the Leaving Care Resource Group were able to recommend additional weighting for Gemma’s application so that she could be housed near to her foster family and have those networks of support at hand – it was agreed that this offered an opportunity to use a person’s own social networks rather than have to introduce additional paid support if a young person struggled in a tenancy isolated from their social networks.

The Review Officer re-assessing David’s temporary tenancy also realised that David would be more likely to resettle into a tenancy and continue his personal progress if he too could benefit from being near to Gemma and his foster family. Although Gemma and David did not want to share a tenancy, they did want to be nearby to support each other. 



	Challenges for Falkirk relating to social networks of individuals

	A planned approach to assessing support and housing needs before leaving care reduces the number of crisis applications for housing. However, in common with all local authorities, there will always be challenges:
· Maintaining sufficient flexibility to respond to young people whose lifeskills and behaviour may be immature, chaotic and changeable for a long period after leaving care.  However, there are few accommodation options that offer something in between the two extremes of hostel-type large group accommodation and relatively isolated single person accommodation, which helps young people make a gradual adjustment to independence and to grow up at their own pace.
· Understanding that young people who have been looked after may have complex family ties and social networks and that some emotional bonds may be difficult for them to experience, but nevertheless important to them to maintain. Mediation and counselling services may be an important aspect of helping young people maintain some personal stability which in turn enhances their ability to sustain their tenancy.

	Features to learn from

	· The housing service showed a good balance between supporting a care-leavers’ personal development and meeting his housing need by keeping the tenancy open during his overseas volunteering
· The bond that develops between a foster family and the young people it looks after obviously cannot be taken for granted once a young person leaves care. However, where a strong bond has developed, it makes sense to find ways to allow the relationship to continue naturally. In this case, allocating housing in the same area for both Gemma and David, helped them to form a support network between each other and with their foster family.
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Support needs assessment using the matrix
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