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Thanks  
 
 
This guide was written by the team of ARK Bulgaria.  
 
We would like to express our thanks to the following for their invaluable input: our local partners in 
Stara Zagora, Bulgaria, and in particular the foster care team of Samariani NGO; UNICEF Bulgaria; 
our colleagues in ARK, London; the Board of Trustees and donors of ARK.  
 
Above all, we would like to thank those families who have decided to become foster carers. We hope 
many others will be inspired to follow their example.  
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Who is this guide for? 
 
This guide outlines how a foster care service has been planned and implemented within ARK’s de-
institutionalisation programme. It provides an outline of the philosophical framework within which 
foster care is created and the key stages in developing foster care based on lessons learnt from 
ARK’s experience in Bulgaria.  
 
This guide is written primarily for current and future foster care service providers in municipalities, 
Child Protection Departments and Non-Government Organisations in Bulgaria and for those working 
at a national level with responsibility for financing and overseeing foster care. Though written in a 
Bulgarian context, it is hoped the guide may also be useful for those working on foster care 
elsewhere.  
 
Wherever foster care is developed, those involved in providing the service will face a range of 
challenges. Solutions will vary from country to country, city to city, family to family. This guide does 
not aim to answer every possible question or provide an exhaustive ‘how to’ but to help those who are 
interested in establishing foster care set off on the right track.  
 
 
 
 
 
This guide forms part of a comprehensive series covering a range of de-institutionalisation issues 
related to the development of preventative and alternative community-based services for children and 
families. Other publications in the series are:  
 
 Transforming children’s lives: de-institutionalisation in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria 
 
 Piecing together the jigsaw: creating a prevention of abandonment and institutionalisation 

network in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria   
 
 There’s no place like home: creation of a small group home service in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria  

 
 Measuring the difference we make: ARK Bulgaria’s monitoring, evaluation and reporting 

system 
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Introduction 
 
ARK’s de-institutionalisation of children’s services programme 
 
ARK’s de-institutionalisation programme in Bulgaria was based in Stara Zagora. The programme’s 
focus was upon supporting the prevention of abandonment and the development of alternative care 
services to enable the closure of institutions for children. The development of foster care was a critical 
component of the work.  
 
At the core of the de-institutionalisation programme was partnership: ARK worked through and with 
local organisations, including the Municipality of Stara Zagora, the local Child Protection Department 
(CPD) and local Non-Government Organisations (NGO). The foster care team was established within 
Samariani, an NGO which is contracted to provide social services for the Municipality of Stara Zagora.  
 
 
What is foster care?  
 
The term ‘foster care’ commonly refers to out-of-home family placements for children who cannot 
remain or live with their birth parents.  
 
The UN draft “Guidelines for the appropriate use and conditions of alternative care for children” define 
foster care as  
 

“situations where children are placed by a competent authority for the purpose of alternative 
care in the domestic environment of a family other than the children’s own family, which is 
selected, qualified, approved and supervised for providing such care”.  

 
 
What is the purpose of foster care?  
 
All children do best when they live in safe, stable and nurturing families, yet far too many children lack 
this fundamental foundation.  
 
Children’s needs vary and therefore different types of foster care and foster families are necessary for 
different children and different situations. Placements may vary in length and foster care may be 
provided by people who are contracted to work on a full-time basis or those who combine fostering 
with continuing their work.  
 
However, no matter what type of foster care is to be developed and provided, the aim of the 
placement should always be to improve the child’s physical, intellectual and emotional well-being.  
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The foundations  
 
Core principles and approaches 

 
It is extremely important that those designing and implementing foster care agree upon the core 
principles framing the development of this service in order to ensure consistency and positive 
outcomes for children. 
 
The three core principles underpinning the development of foster care in ARK’s programme were:  
 
 Acting in the best interests of the child and in accordance with the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child at all times is the guiding principle: this should be 
prioritised over the interests of all others, including parents, potential foster carers or staff of 
institutions.  

 
 Children’s needs are best met within a family: all parties involved in foster care work should 

share the same understanding about the negative impact which institutional care has upon 
children and the importance of raising a child in a family environment.  

 
 Foster carers are partners: foster care is an inclusive team effort between the foster carers, 

social workers, birth parents, the child/young person and government agencies. Foster carers 
should be respected and treated as partners - they are not the clients of social workers. 

 
The development and implementation of foster care was also based upon clearly defined operational 
approaches:  
 
 Confidentiality: children and parents have the right to privacy and all efforts should be made 

to maintain their dignity and avoid practices which are disrespectful or demeaning. Sensitive 
information related to applicants and foster parents, foster children and birth parents must 
remain confidential. 

 
 Flexibility: foster care services must be provided with the aim of identifying the best possible 

solution for each individual child. Minimum standards and requirements should be respected 
but social workers must be encouraged to find flexible solutions designed to meet a variety of 
needs.  

 
 Working in partnership: partnerships should be formed at a municipal, regional and 

institutional level and all work between and within organisations carried out in a co-operative 
way. Mutual trust, respect and openness between professionals is very important as the way 
in which professionals treat one another will filter through to the foster parents and in turn to 
the children who they look after.  
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Summary of the model  

 

 
 

Fostering change in Bulgaria 
 
The purpose of creating foster care was to enable those children currently living in institutional 
care, or at risk of being placed in institutions, to have the opportunity to be raised in a family 
environment.  
 
 
The aim of ARK’s work on foster care was to demonstrate how a comprehensive foster care 
service could be planned and managed including:  
 
 raising public awareness about foster care  

 
 recruiting foster carer applicants 

 
 training, assessing and approving foster parents  

 
 matching foster parents and children  

 
 providing on-going support to foster families  

 
 
The model was based on supporting the development of foster care services in a local 
municipal social service provider, the Stara Zagora-based NGO Samariani.  
 
Core elements of the work included:  
 
 ARK provision of training on foster care to a range of child care professionals, social 

services managers and the media  
 
 creating and conducting an on-going foster carer recruitment campaign 
 
 developing a dedicated foster care team with specialised training and ring-fenced 

resources: the team’s sole focus was the provision of a comprehensive foster care 
service including recruiting, training, assessing and supporting foster parents  

 
 close co-operation between the foster care team and the local Child Protection 

Department on the matching and placement of children 
 
 expanding the model from the Municipality of Stara Zagora to working at a regional level, 

throughout the region of Stara Zagora – this work was supported by UNICEF 
 
 
.   



Fostering change in Bulgaria final 29 July  

ARK Bulgaria 2009 8 

Working with children, birth parents and foster parents  
 
A number of key guidelines based on recognised good social work practice formed the core of the 
service. These are the essential points to remember when working with the three groups who are at 
the heart of foster care: the children, their birth parents and foster parents.  
 
 
Working with … 
 
... children 
 
 Prior to placement in a foster family each child must have a full assessment of their needs and 

a care plan which should be regularly reviewed.   
 
 Children should be consulted and involved in the care planning process concerning their 

future lives in a way which is appropriate to their age and developmental stage.  
 
 Each child placed in foster care has a right to know and have contact with their birth family or 

other relatives. It is the responsibility of both the Child Protection Department and the agency 
providing foster care to work towards such contact as, when and how is appropriate.  

 
 Relationships between siblings should be actively promoted as this is the longest-lasting blood 

relationship which a child has. Where possible, siblings should be placed in one foster family.  
 
 Children must be prepared before placement into a foster family and before any move from a 

foster placement.    
 
 Each child placed in foster care must have a key social worker from the Child Protection 

Department. 
 

…  birth parents 
 
 Birth families should be empowered and treated with respect no matter whether the plan for 

their child is reintegration or not.   
 
 Parents and close relatives should be involved in the process of a child’s needs assessment 

and care planning.  
 
 Clear and accurate information should be provided to birth parents at all stages of the 

placement process.  
 
 Birth families may need both emotional and practical support to help them visit their children in 

order to maximise the chances of reintegration or to ensure contact. 
 
 Birth parents should not be expected to take their child back before they are able to provide 

appropriate and adequate care which meets the child’s needs. 
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...  foster parents 
 
 Foster carers are the partners of social workers and should be treated with respect and trust.  
 
 Voluntary and professional foster carers should be trained, assessed and supported in the 

same way. 
 
 Applicants should receive full and detailed information about all stages of the process of their 

application and should be made aware that they can withdraw their application at any stage.   
 
 Potential foster carers should not be expected to subsidise the child care system: the costs of 

preparing legal documents should not be borne by those applying, whether they are 
subsequently approved as foster carers or not.  

 
 Each applicant should have a full and detailed assessment report presented to the Child 

Protection Commission.  
 
 Applicants should be made aware that, if they want, they have the right to attend the Child 

Protection Commission meeting.   
 
 Those applicants who are not approved should have the right to know why and to be able to 

appeal this decision.  
 
 Foster carers should receive full and detailed information about the child and his/her 

background before they decide to take the child into their care. Foster carers can say no to the 
social workers’ proposals for which child they should foster for but they cannot ‘pick’ a child 
from amongst a group.  

 
 The most important work starts after the child/ren are placed. Foster parents should be offered 

support from foster care social workers, enabled to participate in a foster carer support group 
and given access to continued training.  
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Putting principles into practice 
 
 
Planning and developing a foster care service  
 
A number of key issues should be considered when planning and developing a foster care service: 
 
Who should provide foster care?  
 
When deciding where to locate a foster care service, it is important to take into account which service 
providers already exist. In some towns there are no NGOs or they may not have the capacity to run 
foster care services and it may be that the local Child Protection Department takes the lead. 
Wherever a foster care team is located, assessing the technical, management and financial capacity 
of the organisation is a critical first step.  
 
Setting up a foster care team 
 
The following are suggestions for how to structure and establish a foster care team: 

 
 The number of social workers in the team will depend on the size of the municipality/region, 

the number of children in need of placement and the resources available. Ideally, the 
minimum will be 4/5 people, enabling two pairs of social workers to work together (see below) 
and somebody to act as a team leader/manager.  

 
 Administrative and public relations support to the team should be considered and if possible, 

dedicated resources obtained for this. 
 
 Irrespective of their educational background, the whole team will receive specialised training 

and should then carry out the same foster care work which should be reflected in their job 
descriptions.  

 
 The team leader/manager should work on cases, although these may be fewer than those of 

their colleagues, in order to keep in touch with the reality of foster care.  
 
 Social workers should work in pairs: this enables them to support one another, develop 

professionally and creates an opportunity for more objective and effective assessment of 
applicants, monitoring and support.    

 
 Adequate resources: office space which is appropriate for conducting private meetings and 

where information can be stored confidentially should be found and transport considered, so 
that social workers can cover cases throughout a large municipality/region. 
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Training a foster care team  
 
The whole foster care team should be appropriately trained in foster care so that whatever their role, 
when they have contact with the public they are able to talk with conviction about the service. This is 
as important for those who will be working with the media or providing administrative support – such 
as answering the telephone to potential foster care applicants – as it is to those who will be training 
foster parents.  
 
The initial training is based on that which the foster care applicants themselves pass through so that 
social workers can gain a real insight into what it is like to be an applicant. Apart from this initial 
training, social workers should also have continued specialised training so they can develop real 
foster care expertise.  
 
Here a member of the social work team shares his experience of learning about how foster parents 
are interviewed and reflects upon what he learnt through his training:  
 
 
 

In the shoes of the applicants:  
a foster care team social worker talks about being interviewed  

 
When social workers are prepared for conducting the assessment interview with foster care 
applicants, their preparation is based on their own personal experience of the interview. So every 
social worker, before they learn about the interview questions, is placed in the position of the 
interviewee and has to answer the questions which applicants answer. 
 
Going through this, I understood how the questions followed the development of my life, how they 
probed into my past as well as my life now and how they enabled me to think about my future. I quite 
liked remembering things from my past although I was a bit embarrassed talking about some very 
personal experiences to a relative stranger. And I realised that being interviewed was quite tiring so it 
definitely makes sense that we conduct the interviews in separate parts.  
 
I do think that the interview is one of the most important and thorough ways of being able to assess 
applicants. I like doing it, because it lets me explore in detail and learn a lot about the applicant’s 
personality. I think that it’s very good that the questions are open, as in this way the person being 
questioned doesn’t feel constrained and it means that the social worker can be flexible and ask 
additional questions where necessary.  
 
When I do the interview I feel like a navigator who, through asking he questions, guides the applicant 
into going into his/her personality, their potential and motivation. In order to do this in the best 
possible way, it’s essential to provide the right atmosphere and conditions. And it’s very important that 
the social worker shows respect, empathy and genuine interest in the applicant. At least, this is what I 
always try to do!  
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Support and supervision  
 
On-the-job support and supervision are essential for ensuring quality services. The following are 
recommendations about how initial training in foster care might be supplemented as the service 
becomes operational and develops:  
 
 Ensure there are regular case discussions: enabling the whole team to participate in 

discussions about issues they are working with in specific cases gives everybody the 
opportunity to learn and helps case managers make decisions about their work. 

 
 Make time for regular training: informal internal training, run by external trainers or led by 

members of the foster care team itself, contributes to the on-going professional development 
of the team.   

 
 Establish a system of supervision: whether conducted in groups or individually, supervision is 

essential to the development of social workers and helps prevent burnout and fight stress in 
what can be a challenging job.   

 
 Create a sharing and learning culture: foster care is about people and all people make 

mistakes. All efforts should be made to develop a culture and supportive environment within 
the foster care team in which mistakes are accepted and viewed as opportunities to learn and 
improve. 

 
For more information on supervision and support, please refer to the “Transforming children’s lives: 
de-institutionalisation in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria” publication. 
 
Working in partnership  
 
A specially trained team with expertise in foster care should be at the heart of any foster care service, 
but this team will not be working in isolation. Initial planning should take into account the other 
organisations who will be involved:  
 
 All foster care teams will have to work closely with the local Child Protection Department. The 

CPD has responsibility for assessing the needs of children in care and is responsible for key 
elements of foster care, including matching between children and foster parents. It is useful to 
agree at the start upon mechanisms for co-operation between the organisations to ensure the 
smooth management of cases and overall efficiency of the service. 

 
The table in Annex One sets out the roles and responsibilities between the Child Protection 
Department and the service provider’s team.  

 
 A wider network of organisations may be involved in supporting foster care, including perhaps 

the local municipality or other NGOs: agreeing to written co-operation agreements will help 
ensure that everybody knows what is expected of them and will avoid duplication of efforts.  

 
 The staff of institutions should be actively involved in the preparation of children who are to be 

placed in foster care: often these staff know the children better than anybody else and can 
play a vital role in helping the children understand what is happening.  

 
One excellent way to create strong partnerships across organisations from the start is to involve them 
all in the same foster care induction training.  
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Stages in foster care service provision  
 
In the same way that no two children or families are the same, no two foster care services are the 
same. But there are a number of key stages in foster care which are common to its provision 
wherever foster care services operate. These are described in the following pages and depicted in the 
chart below.  
 
[insert chart] 
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Stage 1:  Recruiting foster carers  
 
The most important partners in the development of foster care may not yet know that they are 
partners! Reaching a wide audience in the general public and encouraging people to become 
interested in foster care is the first, critical step. This means mounting a public awareness and 
recruitment campaign.  
 
Preparing recruitment campaigns  
 
Key points to remember in the run up to a campaign are:  
 
 Know your audience: this involves assessing the situation both in terms of general public 

and media awareness of foster care.  
-     Which television stations do people watch?  
- Which papers do they read?   
- Are there some communities which can be better reached in another way, for example 

through holding public events?  
 

On this basis, a communication strategy should be developed which outlines the target groups, key 
messages and communication channels. Leaflets, booklets, radio and television spots should all be 
pre-tested on focus groups so that you can be sure you are getting across the right message which 
can be easily understood by those without professional expertise.  

 
 Engage social workers in recruitment: working in foster care is not just about training, 

assessing and supporting applicants. Running a successful recruitment campaign means 
having the right people with the right skills: those who have been through training and are 
going to work as foster care social workers should also be actively involved in recruitment 
campaigns.  

 
 It takes time to introduce the concept of foster care to the general public and to encourage 

people to become interested in becoming foster families: approach the campaign as marketing 
people would when launching a new product they need to sell.  

 
 Be ready for the public response: any public awareness and recruitment campaign will be 

at risk of failure unless there is detailed preparation in advance for what follows once a 
campaign has been launched. Those professionals responding to enquiries from the public 
must be prepared with coherent and confident answers, as well as prepared to work further 
with the potential applicants..  

 
 Monitoring and evaluating: this should start at the beginning of any campaign, recording the 

number of people who respond and how (through making phone calls, attending meetings or 
visiting the foster care service provider) and how they learnt about foster care. This will enable 
those responsible for public awareness raising to know what the overall impact of the 
campaign has been and which are the most effective communication channels.  

 
For further information on monitoring and evaluation, please see: ‘Measuring the difference we 
make: ARK Bulgaria’s monitoring, evaluation and reporting system.’ 
 
The following page gives some suggestions about key things to bear in mind whilst running a 
recruitment campaign based on the Stara Zagora experience.  
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Foster care recruitment campaigns: top tips! 
 

 Foster care recruitment never ends: campaigns should be constant with regular, high profile 
or large events interspersed with the on-going provision of information in order to build and 
maintain public interest and momentum. Regular press-releases, interviews with local media, 
distribution of publicity materials and direct contact with people in the streets should be 
supplemented by hosting group information meetings.  

 
 Information material should be objective: all materials should contain realistic information 

including being honest about which children need foster parents. Visual materials presenting 
“blond-haired blue-eyed angels” might well attract people but these are not necessarily the 
children who need foster parents. Material should also be honest about who can become a 
foster parent and who cannot by giving emphasis to different people’s needs and the fact that 
different families are needed for different children.   

 
 Appeal to the public for their active participation: recruitment campaign materials must 

convey not only the general message that many children need family care but also encourage 
people to become actively interested in the life and destiny of these children. Touching the 
hearts of people through an emotional element to the campaign is important, as long as this 
remains honest.  

 
 Proactive approach in reaching the public: particularly in the relatively early days, when 

foster care is not yet operating on a large scale, it is important to find ways of reaching out to 
people rather than waiting for them to come to you. Local community organisations, business 
groups, local employers, churches and others are worth approaching so that you can get your 
message across to a large number of people in relatively little time.  

 
 Goodwill ambassadors: use well known local representatives of academia, business, sport, 

the media or other important institutions to spread the word about foster care.  
 
 The media: can be a powerful ally and time invested in building relationships and training 

representatives of the media, so that they are genuinely interested in promoting foster care, will 
pay dividends. It is also important to respond quickly to any misinformation in the media and to 
encourage them to respect good ethical guidelines – for example not disclosing personal 
information about children in foster care or their families unless the family has expressly agreed.  

 
 Website: maintaining a website with information on foster care is a cost-effective way of 

ensuring that information is always available. The website www.priemime.bg also еnables 
foster applicants and parents to ask questions and receive feedback on their specific queries.   

 
 Telephone hot line: setting up a designated telephone number which people can access all the 

time during working hours and where they can leave a message out of hours will help ensure 
you do not lose potentially interested people.   

 
 Logo and motto of the campaign: concise and accessible language, with an eye-catching logo 

will help draw attention to your campaign.  
 

Word of mouth is a powerful tool and remember: 
the best advocates for foster care are foster parents! 

Where possible, ask foster carers to be part of your campaign. 
        
                                                                 

 

http://www.priemime.bg/
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Initial contact from potential applicants to social workers  
During and after the main events of a campaign the first enquirers will come forward. The first contact 
between potential applicants and social workers is very important and the foster care team should be 
trained to provide information in a positive way so that enquirers feel recognised and respected for 
their interest. At the same time, information should not be too detailed: the aim is not to provide a 
comprehensive description of all aspects of foster care but to encourage people to come or call again, 
with their partner where they have one.  
 
Information meetings 
If the first contact is in the form of a personal meeting, it should be between the applicant/s and a pair 
of social workers – one of them primarily leading the conversation, the other taking notes. Ideally, this 
pair should accompany the applicants throughout the whole application process and then support the 
family after the placement. If necessary, such individual information meetings can be held several 
times.  
 
It is important to make sure that after these meetings social workers record their initial impressions of 
the potential applicants’ general attitude and perception of foster care, the way they got to know about 
the service and general information about their family situation. This is particularly important if in 
future, different social workers may be working with this family. Also make sure that you have contact 
details so that you can pro-actively follow up the meeting.  
 
 
Stage 2: Assessment of applicants  
 
Helping applicants understand whether they really want to foster  
As well as being a way for professionals to approve suitable foster carers, it is important to remember 
that the assessment process may help some applicants to ‘counsel themselves’ out. People cannot 
apply to do something they do not understand and as their growing awareness increases throughout 
the process, it is not a bad thing to lose those who realise that fostering is not for them. If applicants 
decide that foster care is not something they want to do, or maybe they want to do it but at a later 
stage in their lives, this should be considered as successful social work.  
 
Home visit 
After the information meeting, if both the applicant/s and the social workers decide that the application 
should proceed, then they organise a first home visit. This allows social workers to understand to 
what extent the family has been thinking about the future child – have they, for example, given some 
thought to where the child is going to sleep? Is there a school or kindergarten nearby? Ideally it is the 
pair of social workers who go together on this home visit – two pairs of eyes always see better! More 
information is provided to the family so that they can make an informed choice whether to continue 
with their application or not.  
. 
Initial report 
After the home visit the social workers prepare a short initial report containing what they have learnt 
about the family and decide whether they want these applicants to continue. If they decide that they 
do not think the applicants should continue, they find suitable ways of informing them and explaining 
the reasons. If the social workers think the applicants are suitable to proceed with the training, then 
they invite them to take part in it.  
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Training foster care applicants 
The training has a number of aims, to:  
 
 provide information about what fostering really entails and help participants reflect upon what it 

is like for a child to live in foster care 
 
 enable participants to self-assess themselves: is fostering right for them and their family?  

 
 give the trainers the opportunity to get to know and observe the applicants  

 
Ideally, the training is done in groups of between 8 and 14 people, although where there are not yet 
that many applicants it may be useful to conduct smaller training sessions rather than keep interested 
people waiting for too long. The training schedule used by ARK consisted of 30 hours delivered in 10 
three-hour modules. Where there are partners, both are asked to attend all training sessions.  
 
Sessions should be led the same pair of social workers throughout the whole training. This is one way 
of showing how important partnership is which will be critical in the future relationship between the 
social workers and the foster carers. The same training is given to both professional and voluntary 
foster parents and is interactive and participant-focused enabling sufficient time for discussion.  
 
After the training, trainers will prepare a short report recording their impressions of the way in which 
people participated. They will also note areas where they did not have the chance to learn as much 
about the applicants so that these points can be picked up in the subsequent interviews.  
 
Interview with the applicants 
The interview is a detailed one and covers all aspects of family life. As this can take some time, it is 
better to conduct the interview in separate parts: the ARK model included three parts of two to three 
hours each. During the first part both applicants are interviewed together with the two social workers 
responsible for them. Then they split and each social worker interviews one of the couple. Additional 
interviews are also done with the extended family, birth children of the foster family and other 
members of the household, where applicable. 
 
Social workers need to have good training in order to conduct interviews and how to interpret what 
they are told.  Above all, they need at all times to reassure those being interviewed that this is not 
about being ‘inspected’. Social workers must convey to those they are interviewing that they 
appreciate the time and energy they are dedicating and give them confidence that what they are told 
will be treated with respect and remain confidential.  
 
On the following page, two foster families share their experience of being trained and interviewed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Fostering change in Bulgaria final 29 July  

ARK Bulgaria 2009 18 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Being trained and interviewed: the foster families perspective  

 
Family one 
 
Foster mother: In the beginning we thought that both the training and the interviews were a bit 
unnecessary. However, now we think it was really worth going through them. Some of the training and 
exercises had a very powerful effect on us. 
 
Foster father: After each of the training days, in the car on our way back home we discussed our 
impressions, what we understood, and in the end we came to the conclusion that to be good at 
fostering, like everything else, comes with having knowledge and experience. During the interviews 
we began to understand other things, including the importance of contact with birth parents. 
 
Family two 
 
Before the training we did not know what to expect and for me, who had only been to few trainings of 
the old-fashioned type, I was expecting to go to another boring gathering where some people would 
just read things to us. I did not expect any participation on our part so both my husband and I were 
pretty stressed on the first day when we were asked questions and had to share and give opinions.  
 
After that I liked it, but my husband, who is not one to like talking, continued to have difficulty in the 
discussions. But we talked a lot at home in between the sessions and this one-week interval between 
trainings helped to clarify our thoughts and to discuss the new and sometimes unbelievable 
information about children in institutions – like, for example, that siblings are kept apart and do not 
even know that they are siblings. This was hard to believe, that after they leave the institution one day 
they would not know each other!  
 
Mainly, the training helped to somehow look at the children from institutions in another way. I had 
seen many films and TV programmes about such children, but now I was able to see them with new 
eyes. The trainers gave us many details about their behaviour that were startling. 
 
It was particularly useful to meet with real foster parents who talked about real children and real 
difficulties - this is a good thing to do in such trainings sessions.  
 
During the training we had been prepared for the interview to some extent, but what surprised me was 
the extent to which I was able to see myself and my personality as if from outside through the  social 
worker’s questions. I was able to understand to what a big degree my family had formed me and my 
personality and that the way my family lives now to is heavily influenced by the atmosphere in my 
family home.  
 
The social workers really got to know us through the interviews and so they should, otherwise how 
can they find the child that will best fit into our home life?   
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This feedback highlights the importance of:  
 
 helping applicants understand the life experiences and needs of children who have lived in 

institutions  
 
 interactive training which encourages applicants to share their feelings: what applicants say is 

every bit as important as what the trainers say  
 
 giving applicants time to reflect: training should not be conducted day after day as participants 

need time to absorb what they have heard and organise their own thinking  
 
 involving current foster parents in the training for new applicants  

 
 the importance of both partners participating in training, where there is a couple wanting to 

foster 
 
Assessment report 
The assessment report is prepared by the pair of social workers with support from their manager. This 
should bring together all of the information gathered to date from: information meetings, home visit(s), 
training, interviews and the application form which the applicant has completed. The report should be 
written in clear, simple and understandable language, avoiding the use of professional jargon. 
 
The largest part of the report is a description of the family. This is followed by the opinion and 
recommendation of the social workers as to whether this family is suitable or not, why and what type 
of child they may be suitable for fostering.  
 
Consultation of the report with the applicants  
The report is sent to the applicants. They can make changes to the descriptive part of the report but 
not to the recommendation. The applicants state that they have read the report and whether they 
agree with it or not. This is officially recorded so that when the report is presented to the Child 
Protection Commission, it knows what the applicants’ view is.  
 
 
Stage 3: Presentation of assessment report to the Child Protection Commission  
 
Following the completion of the assessment report, it is submitted to the members of the local 
Municipal Child Protection Commission (‘the Commission’) which is ultimately responsible for 
approving foster parents. It is important that all Commission members are trained in foster care and 
how fostering systems work.  
 
Most importantly, the Commission members should understand the thorough process through which 
the applicants have passed and be clear that their role is to provide an opinion, based on the work 
conducted by the social workers; it is not their role to re-assess the applicants.  
 
When the Commission meets, all its members should have already read the report, so the two social 
workers of the family present it in brief and answer any arising questions.  
 
Applicants are informed of their right to attend the meeting of the Commission if they would like to, 
although this is optional and at the discretion of the applicants themselves.  
 
 



Fostering change in Bulgaria final 29 July  

ARK Bulgaria 2009 20 

Stage 4: Approval or rejection of the applicants 
 
The Commission recommends the family either for approval or for rejection after which the final, 
formal decision is made by the Director of the Directorate for Social Assistance. 
 
If the decision is positive, the family is entered into the Register of Approved Foster families. If it is 
negative, the applicant has the right to appeal and should be given a full understanding of why the 
decision is negative. The Commission may also decide to delay its decision and to recommend more 
work to be undertaken by the social workers and then to review again the application.   
 
  
Stage 5: Matching  
 
Once a family is approved, the period of matching begins. A short profile of the family is sent to the 
Child Protection Department which then identifies children who they think are most suitable and will 
most benefit from being placed with the particular family. The children’s profiles are sent to the foster 
care team.  
 
The role of the social workers from both the service provider and the Child Protection Department is 
to take a joint decision which centres around the child’s needs rather than the expectations of the 
foster carers. Of course, the preferences of the foster family should be taken into consideration and it 
is important that they feel the child they care for will fit with their family. Foster carers can say no to 
suggestions made by social workers – what they cannot do is choose amongst children.  
 
At this stage, foster parents should be given information from the Child Protection Department social 
workers and others who know the child – for example, institution staff – but they will not yet meet the 
child. This first meeting will take place one the foster parents have received all the necessary 
information and have made the decision to care for a particular child.  
 
Stage 6: Preparation of placement  
 
Both the family and the child need preparation prior to a placement. Preparation will be tailored to the 
individual needs but key components include:  
 
 preparation by the foster family of an album with photos to show to the child  
 
 talking to the child about his/her forthcoming move to a foster home  

 
 first meeting between the foster carer and the child: this should take place where the child 

lives, in familiar and secure surroundings 
 
 subsequent meetings between the child and the foster family may involve being taken out, to a 

park or playground after which the child is taken to visit the foster family home where the child 
might also stay overnight  

 
When going through the preparation process, it is important to remember:  
 
 Meetings should be carefully planned in consultation with the foster family by the Child 

Protection Department social worker and foster care team social workers involving also, where 
appropriate, institutional staff and the child’s birth or extended family. 
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 All plans should be flexible: it may become apparent that the preparation period needs to be 
longer or shorter, based on an assessment of how the child is coping.  

 
 The child’s reactions to the introduction programme must outweigh all other factors and 

moving should be dictated by his/her needs, not arbitrary ‘deadlines’ such as school start dates 
or holidays. 

 
 
 

Placement of a child in foster care! 
 

Once a child is placed in a foster family the most important work in foster care begins - 
everything done up to this point has only been preparation.  

 
 
 
Stage 7: On-going placement support and monitoring  
 
Once a child is living with his/her foster parents, they need more than ever the support and attention 
of social workers, both from the foster care team and the Child Protection Department. Regular 
contact from foster care social workers - at least twice a week in the beginning - help the parents feel 
supported and enable them to share any problems that may arise.  
 
Another valuable source of support for foster parents come from other foster carers. In the ARK 
programme, a foster care support group has been established which gathers once a month and is 
lead by two social workers from the foster care team. 
 
On the following page, a foster mother talks about the support which she receives. 
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What ‘support’ means: a foster mother tells her story  

 
This is a true account but the name of the foster child has been changed to protect her identity.  
 
Before I applied to be a foster parent I had seen a TV programme where another foster mother had a 
teenaged girl placed with her. The mother thought that the child had potential to go and study in a 
special arts school but the Director of the child’s current school didn’t think so. In the end, the Director 
didn’t issue the necessary application documents and so the girl lost the opportunity. The foster 
mother was upset and complained about the lack of help and support. I thought that was not right but  
I assumed this is how it is, so I was kind of preparing myself for future fights in various places, even 
though the social workers told us many times during the training that they would give us constant 
support.  
 
So, the day came when we had our foster girl Svetla placed in our home. It was the middle of 
December and shortly after that, between Christmas and New Year’s Eve, Svetla ran a very high 
temperature and we took her to hospital. I immediately called one of our social workers, as then we 
still didn’t have the necessary paperwork related to medical help signed by Svetla’s birth mother and I 
was worried about what we would do if these were needed by somebody.  
 
The social worker came straight away, even though she was at a party when I called. She was with 
me when I talked to various doctors before we were admitted to hospital and then came to visit us. 
And it continued like this ever after.  
 
The two social workers came regularly and it was also ok for me to call when I needed them, which I 
did quite often, especially in the beginning. They introduced me to the CPD social worker who came 
to see Svetla and when she started pre-school and it was discovered that she needed additional help 
there, this social worker arranged for a resource teacher and speech therapist, and prepared most of 
the documents we had to submit.  
 
After a while, it turned out that both of the social workers left their jobs. It was difficult for me and 
Svetla to accept this, as by then we had already established a very good relationship. It took us about 
six months to get to know and trust completely the two new social workers that came to work with us. 
But, now I can say things go very well and I continue to get all the support I need. I went to a three-
day training on behaviour management which was really useful. From that training I got a lot of 
handouts which I read and re-read and discussed things with the social workers who also gave me 
three other books on children development which help me a lot. 
 
And, I very rarely miss a session of the support group: it’s so good to meet people there who 
understand what I’m on about without having to explain everything to them!  
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Key practice issues 
 
Two particularly important issues of which all those involved in providing foster care should be 
aware and where foster parents may seek support from their social workers relate to contact 
between the child they are fostering and his/her birth parents and managing issues related to the 
child’s ethnicity.  

 
Contact with birth parents 
 
It is very important for a child’s sense of identity that he/she knows about their background and, 
where possible, has contact with their parents. International research has shown that in general, 
those children who have contact with birth parents do better in foster care than those who do not. 
Contact can be in various forms such as phone calls, correspondence or meetings. However, the 
right of the child to have contact with his/her birth family should be established in a way which will 
neither harm the child nor the foster care placement.  
 
When managing contact, it should always be remembered that:  
 
 A full assessment of the child prior to his/her placement in foster care is needed and 

sufficient information should be gathered about his/her birth family and their previous 
relationship.  

 
 Contact should always be carefully planned: contact should not start just because the child 

has been placed in foster care. Some children placed in foster care in Stara Zagora have 
not had any contact with their birth family for years; some have never had contact. 
Suddenly introducing them to birth parents may be a very traumatic and de-stabilising 
experience.  

 
 Contact may need to be supervised: particularly at first, it is important that contact is 

facilitated by trained professionals. Between contact visits, birth parents should be 
informed of their child’s progress.  

 
 

Culturally appropriate practice: working with children from ethnic minorities 
 
Poverty and culturally-related factors such as poor housing, early marriages and families with 
many children contribute to the disproportionate representation of children of Roma origin in 
institutions in Bulgaria. This has implications for the development and provision of foster care 
services.  
 
Efforts must be made to address the development needs of children of Roma origin. They have 
very often been raised in an entirely non-Roma environment in institutions and therefore do not 
speak any Roma language or have any familiarity with Roma culture. Many will have inherited 
very negative attitudes towards the Roma during their time in institutional care. As a result of their 
institutionalisation these children have very little or no sense of their cultural identity. This requires 
sensitive handling by all professionals and the foster carers.  
 
Some recommendations for how this can be handled by those providing foster care include:  
 
 All professionals should be working to support the long-term social inclusion of children 

from institutions and must be aware of the damaging impact which lack of identity has. 
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 Enhancing the cultural awareness and sensitivity of child care professionals, including 

institution staff and social workers, by providing training on issues related to Roma culture.  
 
 When recruiting foster care social workers make sure that there is a wide and inclusive 

recruitment process: bilingual and culturally proficient social workers who are in tune with 
cultural differences will be useful in ensuring that foster care work is culturally sensitive.  

 
 Ensure that foster care recruitment campaigns are accessible to the Roma community 

including hosting events in Roma residential areas.  
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Challenges and recommendations 
 
When ARK’s programme began in March 2006 there was only 1 foster carer in Stara Zagora and no 
dedicated service to raise awareness amongst the general public and recruit foster applicants. From 
the launch of the foster care campaign in Stara Zagora in February 2007 to the end of June 2009, of 
the 115 people who made enquiries, 23 then applied to become foster parents and 19 were approved. 
At the time of going to print, all of the current placements are going well. In addition, UNICEF has 
started rolling out the Stara Zagora foster care regional model to a further eight regions in Bulgaria.   
 
Despite this encouraging start, there are a number of policy and practice issues which have made 
developing foster care more difficult.  

 
The major difficulty for all of those seeking to set up community-based child care services, including 
foster care, relates to the lack of capacity in the child care system. There is an acute need for more 
people and resources in Child Protection Departments if they are to do meaningful assessments of 
children and work effectively with foster care service providers with regard to matching, placement 
and contact with birth parents.  

 
This issue is dealt with in greater detail in another of the publications in this series, “Transforming 
children’s lives: de-institutionalisation in Stara Zagora, Bulgaria”. 

 
The following are challenges related specifically to the provision of foster care. 
 
Planning and developing a foster care service 

 
Establishing a regional approach 

 
Children in institutions come from all over the region and ideally they will be placed as near as  
possible to their birth parents in order to facilitate work on contact and reintegration. This means that 
services need to be available throughout regions and not concentrated only in larger municipalities. 
However, experience shows that smaller Child Protection Departments and municipalities are not 
developing foster care mainly because of a lack of resources and capacity.  

 
Recommendations:  

 
 Foster care services should be planned at a regional level: initial assessments of how 

many children need foster care should be done at a regional level. 
 
 Foster care teams should have regional remits and should:  

 
- run recruitment campaigns throughout regions 
 
- have resources to enable travel and work with families outside large municipalities, 

even if their central offices are in only one or two larger cities.   
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Financing foster care: the need for a comprehensive state subsidy  
 
Foster care is one of the few alternative community-based social services which does not have a 
comprehensive, separate state subsidy. Whilst there are allowances for foster parents, the costs of 
other key elements of providing foster care – including recruitment campaigns, training and assessing 
foster parents – have not been clarified and are not provided.  
 
Only those service providers with considerable resources are therefore able to implement foster care 
fully, relying upon using resources provided for elsewhere, for example from Community Support 
Centres or external donors. There is little financial incentive for those municipalities who do not have 
such Centres or non-governmental organizations to develop foster care.  
 
Recommendations:  
 
 Foster care should be included in the range of state funded social services.  
 
 A comprehensive state subsidy should be developed and approved which includes: 

 
- service provider’s staff and running costs 
 
- staff training and supervision costs   

 
- developing and running a recruitment campaign 

 
- applicants’ assessment and training  

 
- preparation for placement costs  

 
- costs related to support to foster carers 

 
 
Improving the legislative framework  
 
The need for a more flexible, child-centred process  

 
Current legislation envisages that preparation for placement should take place between 4 and 6 
weeks of matching. This does not take into account the differing needs of children. For example, 
some younger children may find it difficult to sustain long periods of introductions and continued 
separations from adults to whom they are becoming attached.   
 
For those providing foster care, working in a system which is driven by deadlines creates the risk that 
meeting these become more important than ensuring the quality of services provided. The time 
allocated should be decided on a case-by-case basis to meet the needs of individual children.  
 
Recommendations:  
 
 Foster care legislative framework and minimum standards should be reviewed and amended 

with a view to removing unnecessary administrative deadlines and allowing flexible practices. 
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 Good practice guidance in foster care service provision should be developed and 
disseminated to ensure shared understanding of foster care philosophy and implementation in 
line with recognised good practice.  

 
 
Voluntary and professional foster care: ending the arbitrary distinction 
 
The foster care Ordinance and official guidance for its implementation currently differentiate between 
voluntary and professional foster carers. ‘Professional’ also implies that these foster carers have 
certain competencies and skills beyond those of ‘voluntary’ foster carers. In fact, in current practice, 
the only difference is that professional foster parents are given a full salary and sign a labour contract.  
Although their contractual and payment arrangements are different, when it comes to the work which 
they do, no distinction should be drawn.   
 
The different training which is envisaged in the guidance is therefore inappropriate. The guidance also 
prioritises professional foster carers for certain groups of children - including children under three, 
victims of abuse or trafficking or emergency placements - leading to further misunderstanding of what 
foster care is about.  
 
This lack of clarity may impact upon the way in which foster care develops. For example, Child 
Protection Departments may be discouraged from placing children with professional foster carers 
where the children do not ‘fit’ into the priority groups and applicants may be dissuaded from applying 
for one category of foster care.  
 
 
Recommendations:  
 

 ‘Voluntary’ and ‘professional’ definitions should be removed from the legislative framework 
and practice. 

 
 All foster carers should have access to the same comprehensive training.  

 
 All foster carers should be sufficiently financially compensated on the basis of the needs of 

the children; for some this may mean a full time salary.   
 

 All foster carers should receive on-going placement support and access to continued 
training. 

 
 
Applying to be a foster carer: improving the process for applicants  

 
The current legislative framework envisages that people formally apply to become foster carers and 
give preferences for the types of children they would like to care for before having gone through any 
training, when in many cases those who are interested do not yet have a detailed understanding of 
what foster care is about.  

  
Foster parents are also taking on a financial burden when applying, meeting themselves the costs of 
the legal documents required - currently approximately 120 leva (€ 60) per family in Stara Zagora. 
This may act as a deterrent to some. Moreover, it is not right that those members of the public who 
are seeking to provide support to children in need should be asked to subsidise the state child care 
system.  
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Applications are currently submitted to the Directorate for Social Assistance (DSA), irrespective of 
whether or not the DSA is the primary provider of foster care services. Where there is an NGO 
providing foster care – including taking the lead on recruiting, training and assessing foster carer 
applicants – it would be better if they received the application in order to streamline the system. 
Wherever possible, it is better to minimise the number of different agencies with which a foster care 
applicant has to deal.  

 
Recommendations: 
  
 Applications should be submitted only at the end of the foster care training and assessment 

process before the assessment report is presented to the Child Protection Commission. 
 
 A mechanism should be introduced whereby the costs for submitting documentation are 

met by the state: ideally this will be done by removing any requirements for applicants to 
pay in the first place as even if costs are subsequently reimbursed this may deter some 
from applying. 

 
 Applications should be submitted to the primary foster care service provider.  
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Annex One    
Roles and responsibilities in foster care service provision  
 
There are many and varied stakeholders in foster care service development and provision. The table 
below sets out the practice in Stara Zagora. This is based primarily on current legislation with some 
adaptations to take account of the limited capacity of the Child Protection Department. All those 
involved agreed that this would best ensure a quality service and would contribute to the stability of 
the placement.  
 
 

 
Stage and key activity 

 
Who is responsible in ARK model  
 

Planning and development of foster care: analysis 
and clarification of the numbers of children in need of 
foster care 

DSA/CPD 

Recruitment campaign  Service provider 
Initial contact and/or information meeting with 
applicants 

Service provider 

Support to applicants for completing documents  Service provider  
Application – submission of documents DSA/CPD 
Home visit and initial report Service provider 
Training Service provider 
Interview with applicants and assessment report Service provider 
Consultation of the assessment report with 
applicants 

Service provider 

Presentation to the Child Protection Commission 
who recommends approval or rejection 

Service provider 

Formal approval / rejection  DSA director   
Matching (involves also institution staff if the child 
comes from an institution and/or extended or birth 
family) 

DSA/CPD in partnership with service provider 

Preparation of placement (involves also institution 
staff if the child comes from an institution and/or 
extended or birth family) 

DSA/CPD in partnership with service provider. The 
DSA/CPD in Stara Zagora has delegated the 
responsibility for preparation of the child to the 
service provider.  

Support and monitoring of the child/ren placed DSA/CPD monitors the placement however has 
delegated responsibility to the service provider for 
direct work with children to ensure quality of 
placement 

Work and support to birth parents DSA/CPD 
Support and monitoring of foster carers Service provider 

 
 
Key to table 
 
DSA   Directorate for Social Assistance  
CPD   Child Protection Department (within structure of DSA) 
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Annex Two   Contact details  
 
 
SAMARIANI 
 
Stara Zagora 6010, P.O.Box 1149 
Office: 57, Patriarch Evtimii St. 
Tel./Fax: +359 42 621 083 
Diana Dimova, Executive Director 
E-mail: office@samaritans.bg 
Web page: www.samaritans.bg 
 
Regional Foster Care Centre  
Stara Zagora 6000, 205,Hristo Botev Blvd.  
Tel./Fax: 042/600 567 
Ivan Dimitrov, Manager  
E-mail: ivan@samaritans.bg  
Web-page: www.priemime.bg 
 
 
CHILD PROTECTION DEPARTMENT 
Stara Zagora 6000 
8, Stefan Karadja St.  
Tel.: 042/62 02 92 
Valentina Boneva 
Child Protection Department Head 
E-mail: ozd-dspsz@orbinet.bg 

 
 
UNICEF BULGARIA 
Sofia 1040  
UN House, 25, Khan Krum St. 
Tel. (00359 2) 9696 137 
Fax. (00359 2) 9696 209 
www.unicef.bg 
 
Diana Vakarelska  
Social Policy and Planning Officer  
E-mail: dvakarelska@unicef.org 

 
Tzvetelina Bonova  
Communications Officer  
E-mail: tbonova@unicef.org 

 
ARK Bulgaria Technical Assistance  
Kristian Kjellberg – Social Work Consultant  
E-mail: kristian676@hotmail.com 
 
Maria Zheliazkova – Foster Care Project Co-ordinator  
E-mail: marzh1@dir.bg 
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