
A reconceptualisation of 
‘contact’ between 
separated young people 
and their families in the 
light of new technologies



Reconceptualisation
includes:
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Contact is a contested 
concept

Power has and continues to 
be an unrecognised aspect of 

contact (a.k.a ‘family time’)

Empirical research in relation 
to children in care has 

unwittingly engaged in a like-
mindedness that extends to 
common set of tenets and 

methodological approaches 

The digital world has brought 
with it the democratisation of 

the process of contact



Contact what is it? 
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• Maintaining links with the parent birth parent(s) and wider family

• Part of an overall Care Plan for a child/young person in care

• Direct contact e.g. face-to-face, overnight stays

• Supervised or unsupervised

• Indirect contact e.g. telephone calls and letters 

• Foster carers have a role in organising and supporting direct 
contact



Contact: What is it?



Contact: What is it?



Access

Child Care Act 
1980
Imposed a duty on  
local authorities to 
notify birth 
parents and 
Guardian ad litem 
of cessation of 
contact

Rowe and 
Lambert (1980) 
Children and 
young people in 
care left to drift 
in residential care 
• 23% regular 

contact
• 35% less 

frequent 
contact

• 41% no contact

Children Act 
1948 
The child in the 
care of the local 
authority had the 
status of being an 
individual 
without rights or 
possessions 



Access

“[it] usually lies at the bottom of the team 
leader’s drawer buried under a pile of 
other circulars or is pinned anonymously 
on the social services notice board”
(Bullock et al. 1991:90). 

Code of Practice 1983
Place the child in care as 
close as possible to their 
home and provide birth 
parent(s) with assistance in 
terms of travel by helping 
with related costs. 

Social work practitioner 
accountability to birth 
parents as all decisions 
about access needed to be 
explained and followed up in 
writing.

Lost in Care (1986)
Birth parents faced a series of 
barriers  that prevented them 
from maintain links with their 
children e.g. travelling long 
distances and rules about 
visiting 



Contact
Local authorities have 
a duty to “endeavour to 
promote contact 
between a child in care 
and his/her parents or 
others”  unless it is 
impractical to do so, or 
not consistent with 
the child’s welfare
(Department of Children, Schools 
and Families: Guidance and 
Regulations: Volume 2 – Care 
Planning, Placement and Case 
Review, 2010)

Children Act 1989 
emphasised the 
ideological 
assumption that 
children are best 
served by their 
families 

Wishes and feelings of 
the child in care being 
taken into account 
when planning contact 



Contact
• When face-to-face contact took place, 

it often did so in an environment that 
was not immediately familiar.

• Limited opportunities to have 
contact with wider members of 
familial network

• Contact reduced or stopped 
altogether if a child or young person 
in care misbehaved whilst in 
placement 

Local authorities have a 
duty to Òendeavour to 
promote contact between a 
child in care and his/her 
parents or othersÓ  unless 
it is impractical to do so, 
or not consistent with the 
child’s welfare



Empirical Studies
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Research Questions
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3 types of surveillance and 
monitoring:

- Physical activities

- Computer software used

- Monitoring via other agencies 
or individuals
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Overarching messages

• Characteristics of staying in touch include: immediacy; a sense of 
connection; independence, control and non-reliance on foster 
carers; reflects the natural rhythm of life unlike contact

• Disciplinary gaze: sleep walking into surveillance where the aim 
is social control (Penna, 2005 p.147)

• Privacy and concealment



The COVID-19 effect…..
• Rapid evidence review by Neil, Cropton and Sorenson (2020) revealed widespread 

use of WhatsApp, Facetime, Zoom and Microsoft Team  
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Democratisation



New approach 

As Kellett (2005:9) states:
ÒChildren observe with different eyes, ask 
different questions Ðthey ask questions that 
adults do not even think of -, have different 
concerns and have immediate access to peer 
culture where adults are outsiders. 

The research agendas children prioritise, the É 
questions they frame and the way in which they 
collect data are substantially different from 
adults and all of this can offer valuable insights 
and original contributions to knowledgeÓ


