
 
 

 

FIRST STEP and the Children in Care Health Team    

Babies in Foster Care: What helps?  

All babies have their own psychological needs  

All babies need food, sleep, warmth and loving attention, but each baby is different. Some like to 

be quiet and are easily startled by too much going on around them, others may be more content 

when there is plenty happening. Allowing the time you need for holding, looking and listening in 

the first weeks of placement helps you to get to know your foster baby as an individual.  

A baby who comes through their first year feeling loved and understood is more likely to develop 

into a confident toddler who is able to trust adults and can share and learn.  

Babies don’t ask for more than they need 

As your baby’s foster carer you are a very important person for her or him. Your care, affection 

and attention will help to provide security for a baby who has had difficulties or disruptions before 

birth or early in life. Being there for the baby, talking to the baby, thinking about the baby - all help 

to support a baby’s development and security. 

Having a space to talk with your supervising social worker and health visitor is especially important 

when you are looking after a baby and may have a lot of thoughts, worries and hopes. Foster 

carers may feel filled up with thoughts or worries about a baby, especially in the first weeks of 

placement. This is a time when back-up carers, family members and the social care network can 

help with practical tasks and allow you to focus as much as possible on being with your foster 

baby.   

Getting to know your foster baby  

Every baby is unique. Trying to see the world from your baby’s point of view is a good start. Allow 

your baby to get to know you in a quiet environment with few distractions so he or she can focus 

on you, your voice and your face and how it feels to be with you. 

Playing with your foster baby, talking to her or him and noticing how he or she responds, and how 

moods change during the day, will help your foster baby to feel safe. Some babies are more self-

contained during the day and only seem to realise they need you during the night. It’s worth 

encouraging a baby who is like this to enjoy your company and attention during the day. 

You and your foster baby can get to know and enjoy each other through all the senses. The sound 

of your voice, talking or singing, will help the baby to feel safe. Baby massage can help the baby to 

relax, and help you to develop confidence in handling your foster baby. Familiar music can help 

the baby to recognise different times of day and to manage car journeys.  



 
 

Play matters 

Babies are ready for play from the first moments of life. When we are worried about a child we 

may forget about ordinary things that every child enjoys and needs: play is enjoyable and it is also 

necessary for development. You may find it helpful to keep a record of your foster baby’s play. 

 

Copying your facial expressions is a game even very young babies can enjoy. Tickle games like 

‘Round and round the garden’ can be very exciting. Notice when your baby looks away or stops 

laughing. He or she may need a bit of down-time before they’re ready for the next round.  

 

‘Peekaboo’ games help with feelings about people coming and going. They help even a very 

young baby to learn from you how to manage their feelings.  

Encouraging your foster baby to look at a new person or touch a new toy or will help him or her to 

learn the skills for exploration and developing confidence.  

Free play is how babies and children learn about the world, about other people and about 

themselves. Encourage your foster baby to be curious and to learn about the world in a safe way 

by introducing a few toys at a time and noticing his or her discoveries.  

Avoid battery operated toys. Simple toys or even cereal boxes help your foster baby use their 

imagination and develop thinking skills. 

                                                    

Routines 

Keeping routines as consistent as possible will help to calm your foster baby and help you to find 

ways of soothing and comforting him or her when he or she is distressed. 

Introduce new people and experiences a little at a time so that you can learn what your baby can 

and cannot manage. This will also help with understanding his or her moods.  

Try to be there when your foster baby is introduced to new people or new places so that you can 

provide the continuity which is so important for babies and young children. 

Choose TV programmes and films carefully to show positive interactions that provide good 

experiences and models. Limit screen time to ensure more time for interactive play and 

exploration. Turn the TV off when no one is watching. 

Avoid fast-paced TV programmes, cartoons and films, as they may make it harder for young 

children to think and learn. Setting limits is important because babies and toddlers are awake only 

so many hours a day, and most of their time should be spent with their caregivers and peers.  

Try to make sleep time very peaceful and familiar, talk or sing quietly to your foster baby, avoid TV 

and films in the hours before sleep time. 



 
 

Contact  

Try to think with the baby’s social worker about how best to establish friendly relationships with the 

baby’s parents. When it is possible for babies to experience their foster and birth families working 

together for their good, this sends a powerful message that reduces stress and conflicted feelings 

for the baby. If you are worried about the impact of contact, ask the social worker to arrange a 

contact review meeting.  

Get to know the professionals who spend time with your foster baby so you can all think together 

about what happens in contact. Those who are planning contact need to know about your foster 

baby’s sleeping and eating routines so they can make arrangements that are the least disruptive 

to the baby’s routines. 

When new contact is planned, you can help the social worker to try to understand what the baby's 

experience may be like. Social workers are not there all the time so they rely on you to let them 

know how your foster baby copes with the journey to contact and back. 

Establish a familiar routine for going to and coming back from contact. You can help to provide 

continuity for the baby by giving them something familiar to keep with them when they are not with 

you. 

Babies who are born with foetal exposure to drugs 

Getting to know your foster baby is especially important for babies with foetal exposure to drugs. 

Some babies show signs more than others, and some will continue to have special needs.  

 

Babies who have been exposed to drugs in utero may have  

 

A continuous high-pitched cry  

Irritability and restlessness  

Shaking of the arms and legs  

Increased muscle tone where the limbs feel very stiff  

Difficulty in sucking or swallowing 

Not settling or sleeping after a feed  

 

Handle and move your baby gently, avoiding jerky or sudden movements. Cuddling, skin-to-skin 

contact and quiet talking or singing will help some babies to feel calmer, cry less and feed better. 

Gentle baby massage or bathing can be soothing. 

 

Notice the signs that tell you that your foster baby is starting to settle. As soon as you see signs of 

distress, reduce stimulation around the baby, for example by providing a quiet environment with 

dimmed lighting and turning off music or television.  

 

Keep a record of when your foster baby becomes tense or has sudden mood changes. Thinking 

over your foster baby’s signals with your health visitor and supervising social worker will help you 

to feel confident about how and when to respond.  

 



Transitions and Belonging 

A baby who feels loved in her or his foster home will take the experience of being loved inside her 

or himself. This will help the baby to bond with new caregivers if the baby is adopted or returned to 

their parents.  

Having a feeling of belonging is really important for a baby who is living in a temporary placement, 

but it may be hard to stay involved when you know the baby will be moving on. Talking with your 

supervising social worker, another foster carer or a therapist may be helpful when there are plans 

for your foster baby to be moved on. 

Useful websites 

Social Baby http://www.socialbaby.com/ 

Understanding Childhood  http://www.understandingchildhood.net/ 

Five to thrive  http://www.fivetothrive.org.uk/resources/ 

Solihull approach http://www.fivetothrive.org.uk/resources/ 

Baby massage http://www.iaimbabymassage.co.uk/ 

NHS choices http://www.nhs.uk/pages/home.aspx 

First Step  

http://tavistockandportman.uk/care-and-treatment/information-parents-and-carers/our-clinical-
services/first-step 

Getting more help 

Talk with your Supervising Social Worker, Health Visitor and GP 

Children in Care Health Team: 020 3074 2800 

First Step: 0203 961 3410 

The Children & Young People’s Service (Children in Care) -  

Duty telephone number: 020 8489 1051/1861 
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