
, 

London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham 
 
 

CABINET MEMBER DECISION 
 

NOVEMBER 2015 
 
 

 

APPROVAL TO WAIVE CONTRACTS STANDING ORDERS AND SEEK A SOLE 
TENDER FROM THE CORNERSTONE PARTNERSHIP TO IMPROVE FOSTER 
CARER RECRUITMENT  

Report of the CABINET MEMBER FOR CHILDREN AND EDUCATION – Councillor 
Sue Macmillan 
 

Open Report 

Classification - For Decision 
Key Decision: No 
 

Wards Affected: All 
 

Accountable Executive Director: Andrew Christie, Executive Director of Children’s 
Services 

Report Authors: Ros Morris, Head of Commissioning 
for Specialist Intervention & Steve Bywater, Policy 
Manager, Children’s Services 
 

Contact Details: 
Ros Morris: 020 7938 8337 
E-mail: 
ros.morris@rbkc.gov.uk  
Steve Bywater: 020 8753 5809 
E-mail: 
steve.bywater@lbhf.gov.uk  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

1.1. This report seeks approval to waive Contracts Standing Orders and invite 
a sole tender from the Cornerstone Partnership  on how they would lead 
on an innovative approach to the recruitment of foster carers to provide 
placements for the more ‘hard to place’ looked after children. This is a 
project which has particular significance because of the impact that 
successfully recruiting high quality foster carers will have upon achieving 
challenging Medium and Long Term Financial Strategy targets and 
improving outcomes for children. 

AUTHORISED BY:  ...................................... ...................................................... 
The Cabinet Member has signed this 
report…. 
 
DATE: 20 November 2015……….. 

 

mailto:ros.morris@rbkc.gov.uk
mailto:steve.bywater@lbhf.gov.uk


1.2. Following the return of a satisfactory tender from Cornerstone, the 
intention is to enter into a 12 month partnership with them to  deliver 25 
new foster carers who will be able to meet the placement needs of looked 
after children for whom the in-house service has struggled to identify 
carers for, eg sibling groups and  adolescents. This is to avoid the need to 
place them with significantly more expensive external placements and 
often away from their home borough. The planned approach is that the 
organisation will deliver the new  carers in a phased approach by 
September 30 2016, leading on a tailored and targeted marketing 
approach while also developing the capacity of the in-house fostering 
team to support the process of recruitment, assessment and approval 
processes more effectively. 

 
2. RECOMMENDATIONS 

2.1. That approval be given to waive Contracts Standing Orders and seek a 
sole tender from The Cornerstone Partnership to deliver 25 new foster 
carers and other related key deliverables. 

2.2. Following a positive evaluation of the above tender, it is also 
recommended that, The Cornerstone Partnership be awarded a contract 
for the performance of these services up to 30 September 2016 and for a 
sum of no more than £90,000.  The contracting authority will be 
Hammersmith & Fulham. 

2.3. The primary outcome from the contract is to recruit 25 new foster carers 
who can meet the placement needs of local looked after children as 
reflected in a profile of children requiring placements. All in-house 
recruitment and assessment social workers will be trained and coached 
in new techniques to recruit, assess and support prospective carers to 
improve the rate at which those who enquire about becoming a foster 
carer, progress to becoming approved carers working for the in-house 
service. 

2.4. To note that the Children’s Commissioning and Contracts Board will be 
asked to review the success and progress of the proposed contract in 
March 2016, along with recommendations for a longer term strategy to 
maximise the effectiveness of fostering recruitment and assessment. 

 
 

3. REASONS FOR DECISION 

3.1. Awarding the contract to Cornerstone for a period of 12 months, will 
provide active intervention, direction, learning and support to the 
fostering service to achieve 25 additional foster carers. The evaluation 
and outcomes from this partnership will enable a more efficient long term 
solution to be planned before the expiry date of the contract award 
period. 
 



3.2. Experience to date suggests that there is an underdeveloped market in 
respect of organisations that are developing successful strategies to 
achieve the recruitment of foster carers. Another option could be to 
develop a partnership with an Independent Fostering Agency which may 
have a different approach regarding recruitment of foster carers. 
However, benchmarking suggests that such agencies are no more 
successful than local authorities in this activity. Organisations which 
focus on the general recruitment of staff would be unlikely to have the 
levels of understanding of the complex needs of looked after children that 
Cornerstone have demonstrated, both through their recent work and life 
experience as well as through dialogue with service managers and 
commissioners. 
 

3.3. In addition there is an urgency to progress these initial plans in order to 
provide some innovation and success to recruitment and reach long term 
decisions regarding the service. Therefore, this award is being 
recommended for the following reasons:  
 

 Cornerstone are a key partner of the DfE.  

 The time required to seek and engage an alternative provider would 
significantly jeopardise the likelihood of being able to deliver the 
desired outcome within the timeframe required.   

 The contract is based upon payment by results, paid quarterly with 
no upfront payments, therefore mitigating financial risks.  

 This is an alternative approach to effectively addressing the 
shortage of carers who can provide placements for the children who 
need them which is a high priority in ensuring that Medium Term 
Financial Strategy targets are met. 

 
 
4. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND  

4.1. In 2012, a shared Fostering and Adoption service was formed through 
the merging of three existing services in LBHF, RBKC and WCC.  Staff 
from all three boroughs were co-located in Hammersmith & Fulham in a 
redesigned service which had a number of responsibilities including the 
recruitment, assessment and support of foster carers. Existing foster 
carers and those newly recruited could now be available and expected to 
provide placements for children looked after by any of the three boroughs 
based on the matching of needs.  

4.2. The recruitment of foster carers who can meet the needs of our looked 
after children remains a challenge. This reflects similar challenges 
experienced in London and nationally. While there are more than 50,000 
foster families nationally, the Fostering Network estimates that a further 
9,000 carers are needed. In London, there are additional challenges 
including the need to recruit local carers wherever possible. Local carers 
facilitate better contact with birth families and consistent access to 
important services such as schools and health facilities. Local 
placements also reduce the additional expenses of professional support 
staff who otherwise need to travel long distances to attend meetings or 



monitoring visits with children and carers. In many London boroughs, the 
nature of local housing stock and demographics of the resident 
population appear to mitigate against many local people being likely to 
become carers. Additionally, the market to recruit foster carers is 
particularly competitive with most of the London boroughs actively 
seeking to increase their fostering resource along with a significant 
number of private and voluntary agencies. 

4.3. An additional challenge is the recruitment of carers who can meet the 
needs of children with complex  needs and challenging behaviour which 
have become more acute as overall numbers of children in care have 
decreased. This includes carers who can look after children with 
disabilities, teenagers who may have challenging behaviour and sibling 
groups. Where it is not possible to recruit such carers, this necessitates 
placement of such children with independent fostering agencies (IFAs), 
often at a higher cost and  significant distance from the children’s home 
boroughs. 

4.4. The newly formed service had a challenging first year with a significant 
turnover of staff and managers. In 2013, the service developed a 
fostering recruitment and retention strategy. The strategy identified and 
guided such activity over the course 2013/14. This included the 
development of a brand identity, a programme of information events for 
prospective carers and a marketing opportunities plan. This led to a high 
number of enquiries in 2013/14 although the volume then decreased in 
2014/15.  

4.5. Targets were set to recruit 25 new carers each year. In 2013/14 the 
service made good progress with meeting these targets. However, this 
was not sustained in 2014/15 with recruitment rates then plateauing. 

4.6. The following diagram shows trends since the formation of the shared 
Fostering and Adoption Services in relation to overall numbers of 
approved in-house foster places each year (including Connected 
Persons carers), as well as the number of foster care placements which 
were used for children’s placements. The data presented in the diagram 
is in relation to foster carers provided for children looked after by 
Hammersmith & Fulham, Kensington and Chelsea and Westminster: 
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Despite new carers being recruited, the impact of this on overall service 
growth was negligible. The overall number of places has reduced year 
on year, particularly in 2014/15 and the number of places has remained 
constant with a slight decrease in the past year. This reflects significant 
numbers of carers leaving the service, often through retirement, and this 
trend has not been compensated for by the numbers recruited. 45 
fostering households were de-registered from 2013-2015, 30 of these  
during 2014-15. While it would not usually be good practice to move 
children from stable external placements to vacant in-house provision, 
the overall number of children who are placed in-house has not 
increased despite new children entering the care population. This is 
partly due to not finding carers able to care for cohorts of children which 
tend to be harder to place in families. 

The following table shows some performance indicators relating to 
recruitment over the past two years: 

 

Information about recruitment/retention of fostering 
households 

2013
-14 

2014-
15 

Initial enquiries from new prospective fostering households. 443 331 

Applications from new prospective fostering households 16 17 

 

4.7. Although the cohorts who made enquiries each year may not be exactly 
the same as the enquirers who then went on to apply to be foster carers, 
the “conversion rates” from enquiring to applying to become a carer are 
low (4-5% per year). While there are variations in definitions of what 
constitutes “an enquiry”, the Local Authority Fostering Benchmark Report 
2012/13 reported an average 11% per cent of enquiries to fostering 
services progressing through the entire recruitment process to be 



approved as foster carers. The report also stated that local authorities’ 
performance on conversion rates ranged from 1% to 37%. 

4.8. The organisation iMPOWER was engaged with the service in 2014 to 
carry out a review and provide advice on systems and practice. While 
iMPOWER provided information and advice in relation to the recruitment 
process and how it might be improved, a decision was made not to 
pursue Phase 2 of the proposed programme. This was because it was 
felt that significant change was required within the practice of the 
relevant teams and a more active approach was required to manage this 
change. It was also felt that new skills and techniques which tended to be 
found in other sectors needed to be developed, including sales, 
marketing and high-level customer care approaches which tend not to be 
part of traditional social work skill-sets. 

5. PROPOSALS AND ISSUES 

5.1. Placing a greater proportion of looked after children with in-house foster 
carers is a key element of the medium term financial strategy for 
children’s services as well as being able to keep children local in their 
communities whenever possible. While recruiting more carers is a major 
priority, there is also a need to ensure that a wider range of carers is 
available and able to meet the needs of children who require a family 
setting. Newly recruited foster carers need to be supported to be as 
flexible as possible in order to meet a range of different needs or to have 
the potential to care for harder to place children as they become more 
experienced. Recruiting foster carers who cannot meet these needs 
leads to additional costs for the local authorities. 

5.2. For the proposed project to be successful, it will need to include more 
than the implementation of alternative methods of recruiting more carers 
who can potentially meet the needs of our children. Parallel work is 
planned in order to ensure the in-house service can complement this 
activity with efficient management of in-house processes through which 
prospective foster carers are to be assessed, approved and supported as 
well as how appropriate placements of children are matched with them. 

THE PROPOSED PROVIDER 

5.3. Cornerstone Training and Support is a social enterprise and limited 
company whose original mission was to help adoption agencies recruit 
and support parents for children waiting to be adopted. It was founded by 
two experienced business women who have adopted children of their 
own and so have direct experience of the adoption process and the work 
of local authorities in this area. As well as recruitment, the company 
coordinates training for adoptive carers and a mentoring scheme. The 
organisation also has many years of policy development and delivery of 
major programmes in the public sector including for children, young 
people and looked after children. 

5.4. Cornerstone have an evolving relationship with the local Fostering and 
Adoption Services following the involvement of the three boroughs in the 
Department for Education contracted work on adoption. The DfE have 
funded Cornerstone through its Innovation Programme. 



5.5. Cornerstone now wish to build on the success of its adoption work and 
support with Local Authorities and apply a similar approach and 
principles to the recruitment and support of foster carers.  Since initial 
contact regarding this, Cornerstone, Commissioning and relevant 
Fostering and Adoption managers have had a dialogue which has led to 
the working up of a proposal which identifies Cornerstone as a potential 
key delivery partner. 

SUMMARY OF OVERALL APPROACH AND DELIVERABLES 

5.6. Cornerstone will deliver 25 new foster carers between October 1 2015 
and September 30 2016. They will lead all aspects of new marketing 
approaches but involve the in-house Recruitment and Assessment team 
in the process from taking calls at initial enquiry stage and then 
managing the process thereafter. In the first quarter they will develop an 
integrated sales and marketing strategy detailing what, how, and when 
recruitment activity will take place. They will also train and coach all 
relevant front line staff in customer service techniques and work with 
local managers to ensure the development and effective use of new skills 
are incorporated into staff development and appraisal plans. 

5.7. The Cornerstone approach emphasises targeted marketing to specific 
audiences with a higher propensity to foster the particular types of 
children who need placements. This is combined with a “salesforce” led 
approach including the use of experienced foster carers to promote the 
role to others through direct information events held at targeted venues 
and audiences. Rather than seeking high volumes of calls from people 
who do not understand the role of a foster carer, the aim is to encourage 
fewer contacts but of higher quality, therefore increasing the current 
conversion rate of calls to approved carers. 

5.8. Cornerstone also want to develop other strategies with existing carers 
such as a “refer a friend” campaign with existing in house foster carers 
and internal staff reward schemes to incentivise fostering social workers 
to make use of their own networks to drive interest from the right calibre 
of candidate.  In light of the reducing numbers of children requiring 
adopters but increasing numbers of approved adopters, Cornerstone will 
also work with the service to support the possible conversion of some 
carers from potential adopters to foster carers where appropriate. 

5.9. Deliverables will be agreed for each quarter of the year’s contact with 
Cornerstone being paid on a quarterly “payment by results” basis related 
to these deliverables. In Quarter 1, payment will be made following 
successful training of staff and other preparatory work including their 
marketing strategy, with payment in Quarters 2 to 4 made on the basis of 
numbers of carers recruited and approved by the service, (5 by the end 
of Quarter 2, 15 by the end of Quarter 3 and 25 by the end of Quarter 4). 

 

 

PROCUREMENT PLAN AND GOVERNANCE 



5.10. It is planned that the contract and project with Cornerstone should start 
by October 1  2015. The contract length will be 1 year, subject to 
performance and deliverables, with no extensions. 

5.11. A project plan has been developed which specifies deliverables and 
milestones expected of Cornerstone as well as the Fostering and 
Adoption Service and Family Services. This is because the successful 
recruitment of new, active foster carers is strongly dependent upon the 
efficiency of in-house services’ approach to assessment and matching 
with appropriate placements once approved. 

5.12. As Cornerstone will be rewarded on a “payment by results” basis for 
recruitment, the contract will clarify what constitutes a successful 
recruitment and what will be expected of the relevant in-house services 
to ensure that the identified prospective carers are efficiently assessed, 
approved and matched with children to care for. 

5.13. Cornerstone staff will be in regular face-to-face contact with fostering 
staff and this will be formalised through a working group including social 
workers, the Recruitment and Assessment team manager, the Principal 
Social Worker with responsibility for recruitment, foster care 
representatives and representatives from Commissioning.. 

5.14. A monthly strategic project group is now in place including senior 
officers from commissioning, the external placements service, fostering 
service, business analysis, Cornerstone, the Fostering Panel adviser, a 
Communications lead, senior managers from family services and the 
project manager. The purpose of this group will be to oversee progress 
with the Project Plan, ensure that milestones and targets are being 
reached, respond to exceptions and requests to changes of approach. 

5.15. Given the strategic importance of this project, in addition to the above, 
there will be a small executive group including the Director with 
responsibility for the Fostering and Adoption service, Director of 
Commissioning, Head of Fostering and Adoption Service, Head of 
Commissioning and Project Manager who will provide additional 
oversight of the project and with specific reference to consideration of 
future arrangements and service models beyond this project. 

5.16. Additional activity will be initiated by Commissioners to explore and 
warm the wider market for potential providers of a similar service in the 
longer term.  

5.17. A decision will be made by the Strategic group during Quarter 3 with a 
recommendation to the Executive group regarding a future operating 
model for the recruitment function. It is highly unlikely that a return to the 
current status quo will be recommended. If the project with Cornerstone 
is successful it is possible that a similar relationship with a long-term 
delivery partner could be recommended. This would be pursued through 
an appropriate tendering process. 

 

 

 



6. OPTIONS AND ANALYSIS OF OPTIONS  

6.1. Awarding the contract to Cornerstone for a period of 12 months will 
provide the active intervention and support required by the fostering 
team. This will allow for a more efficient long term solution to be planned 
before the expiry date of the contract. 

6.2. Experience to date suggests that there is an underdeveloped market in 
respect of organisations that are developing strategies to target the 
recruitment of foster carers. Another option would be to develop a 
partnership with an Independent Fostering Agency which may have a 
different approach to the local authorities regarding recruitment of foster 
carers. However, benchmarking suggests that they are no more 
successful than local authorities in this activity. Organisations which 
focus on the general recruitment of staff would be unlikely to have the 
levels of understanding of the complex needs of looked after children that 
Cornerstone have demonstrated, both through their recent work and life 
experience and through dialogue with service managers and 
commissioners. 

6.3. In addition there is an urgency for the three boroughs to progress these 
initial plans in order to provide some innovation to recruitment and reach 
long term decisions regarding the service. Therefore, seeking a sole 
tender from The Cornerstone Partnership is being recommended. 

 
7. CONSULTATION 

7.1. The plan was considered by officers at the Commissioning and Contracts 
Board on 15 September 2015 where it was agreed to proceed with the 
plan to develop a contract with Cornerstone, subject to a Cabinet Member 
Decision. Consultation has also taken place with relevant service 
managers within the Fostering and Adoption Service as well as wider 
consultation with other Family Services managers at their monthly meeting 
on 16 September 2015 where there was support for taking this proposal 
forward.  
 

8. EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS 

8.1. The ultimate aim of the proposed contract is to improve the range of family 
placement choices available to children who are looked after by the three 
boroughs.  Children with protected characteristics, particularly with 
reference to race and disability are over-represented in the care system 
and it is often challenging to find appropriate placements for them which 
meet their full range of needs. The expectation is that if appropriate carers 
are recruited in greater numbers, then this will lead to more placement 
stability and better outcomes for children with such protected 
characteristics.  
 

9. LEGAL IMPLICATIONS 



9.1. The proposed services contract is subject to the Council’s constitution 
and standing orders for procurement of contracts. This award will require 
a waiver of the procurement requirements. It should also be noted that 
Westminster City Council and the Royal Borough of Kensington should 
also waive their procurement obligations as appropriate.  
 

9.2. The London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham’s processes as 
stated in the standing orders require that: 
 

9.2.1. Procurements for contracts between £20,000 and £100,000 can 
be waived by Appropriate Persons, being The appropriate Cabinet 
Member(s) acting on advice from the Client Director.  

9.2.2. There must be a justification for the waiver as stated in 3.1 of 
the contract standing orders, of which the following seem relevant: 
 

 the nature of the market for the works to be carried out, or the 
goods to be purchased, or the services to be provided has been 
investigated and is demonstrated to be such that a departure from 
these CSOs is justifiable; or  

 it is in the Council’s overall interest; or  

 there are other circumstances which are genuinely exceptional.  
 

9.3. No extension of the agreement should be offered without steps (such as 
a fully compliant procurement process) to mitigate any further and future 
non-compliance with the authorities’ procurement obligations. 
 

9.4. The Council should consider its position to determine the relationship 
between and liability for relevant taxes for the provision of services 
through the chosen contracting model. 

9.5. Legal Services will be able to assist with the review and preparation of 
documentation. 
 

9.6. Implications verified/completed by: Jonathan Miller, Contracts and 
Employment Team. Telephone: 07779333041 

 
 

10. FINANCIAL AND RESOURCES IMPLICATIONS 

10.1. The funding source for the contract is from the reallocation of budget 
for a vacant post which previously had responsibility for recruitment and 
publicity. The budget for this post including on-costs is £45k per annum 
which will cover the maximum cost of the contract if all payment by 
results targets are achieved by Cornerstone (£90k). The cost to LBHF 
will therefore be a total of £30k, with the same level of costs to WCC and 
RBKC. 

10.2. Whilst it is proposed that Cornerstone’s contract costs would come 
from reduced expenditure of the current service by keeping a post 
vacant, this contract also gives the opportunity to significantly reduce 
both the overall number and  total cost of young people placed with  
Independent Fostering Agencies. On average, this placement type costs 



£45k per annum, whilst an in house carer would cost £25k per annum 
(excluding staff costs), thus for every additional carer recruited, we could 
potentially save £20k per placement per annum. 

10.3. Other less directly incurred costs, such as home to school transport, 
staff travel, contact and education costs could also be reduced if we are 
able to place more young people locally, rather than out of borough. 

10.4. Implications verified/completed by: Alex Ward, Finance Manager, 
Children’s Services, 020 8753 5040. 

 

11. RISK MANAGEMENT 

11.1. Management of procurement and service delivery risk remains the 
responsibility of the Childrens Services Department. The Department 
monitors risks in accordance with the Shared Services risk management 
approach and risks are reviewed periodically by the Senior Leadership 
Team. Market Testing, achieving best value for the local taxpayer is a 
strategic risk, risk number 4 of the Shared Services Risk Register. The 
contract will be managed through a project management approach with a 
monthly project board and executive group. This will include a risk 
register which will be reviewed an updated accordingly. 

11.1. Implications verified/completed by: Michael Sloniowski, Shared 
Services Risk Manager telephone 020 8753 2587. 

 
12. PROCUREMENT IMPLICATIONS 
 

12.1 The case for the service and the significant benefits that should follow is 
well made in the report and supported by the Interim Head of 
Procurement. 

 

12.2 Given the estimated financial value of the payments to the service provider 
could be up to £90,000, the Council’s Contracts Standing Orders (CSOs) 
would normally require the running of a competition and the invitation of at 
least three written quotes to determine which organisation offers best 
value and should be awarded the contract;- unless the appropriate person 
(in this case the Cabinet Member for Children and Education) believes a 
waiver to CSOs is justified. 

 

12.3 The experience and benchmarking reported by the service department is 
that: 

 the supply market for strategic organisations specialising in the 
challenging field of foster parent recruitment for hard to place looked 
after children is currently underdeveloped; 

 independent fostering agencies fare no better than local authorities in 
this challenging field; 

 Cornerstone have a proven track record in this specialist area. 
 

12.4 In these circumstances, the Interim Head supports the recommendation to 
waive CSOs and seek a sole tender from Cornerstone. The sole tender 
should aid transparency and an informed Cabinet Member decision on 



contract award. It should detail Cornerstone’s contractor’s proposals for 
delivering the service, their methodology, the resources they will commit, 
the level and competence of these, and the payment levels they will seek. 
If the tender is satisfactory, the subsequent contract should be signed and 
executed by Legal services.  

 

 Comments provided by John Francis, Interim Head of H&F Procurement, 
Chief Executive’s Department.  020-8753-2582. 
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