
Foster care is the care of a child 
or young person who is not able 
to live with their own family. 

The reasons children and young people 
need foster care are varied and may be 
due to a parent’s drug or alcohol use,  
a mental or physical illness or disability, 
family breakdown or other reasons that 
affect the relationship between a child 
and their parent. 

Foster carers provide a safe and 
nurturing environment for children and 
young people in care.

Children and young people come into 
care at all ages from birth to 17 years  
of age and from many cultural 
backgrounds. Every child has unique 
needs, so different types of care are 
required. 

Children and young people can be in 
care for just a few nights, a few months 
or many years depending on their 
situation. Some children return to their 
families after living with a foster carer 
and others need to be fostered  
in a family that can look after them on  
a permanent basis until they become 
independent. 

Some children and young people receive 
respite care, which is regular care for 
one weekend a month or a fortnight, to 
give their parents or foster carer a break.

What is foster care?

W
hat is foster care?



What are the types  
of foster care?
The Benevolent Society’s 
Fostering Young Lives program 
provides foster care to children 
and young people from birth to 
17 years of age. 

There are many types of foster care 
placements to support the different 
needs and circumstances of each  
child and young person in care.

Emergency
Some children require care for only a 
few nights or weeks in an emergency  
or while a long term placement is being 
sought.

Short term
A child or young person could be in a 
foster care placement for six months to 
a year before returning home. Support  
is always given to the family of a child 
who is placed in short term care to help 
resolve issues to enable the child to 
return home. 

Foster carers for children in short term 
care help maintain a child’s relationship 
with their birth family. This may include 
supporting contact between a child and 
their birth family and being supportive of 
them living together again.

Long term
If a child cannot return to live with their 
family they will be placed in long term  
or permanent care until they can live 
independently, usually once they have 
reached 18 years of age.

Respite
Some children and young people are 
supported through respite care, usually 
one weekend a month or every fortnight, 
as a way of giving families or full time 
carers a regular break. 

Respite care can help keep families 
together and support foster carer 
placements as well as giving children 
and young people an opportunity to 
experience a different family environment 
on a regular basis.

“I missed being around 
my nephews and nieces 
when I moved to Sydney 
so I became a respite 
carer. I work full time so 
looking after Brody on a 
weekend once a month is 
no trouble at all. We go 
to the footy or just hang 
out. He’s a good kid.” 
Michael, aged 38,  
respite foster carer of Brody, aged 9.

“I love having the little 
ones come and stay while 
things are getting sorted 
out for them. I do miss 
them when they go back 
home, but it’s wonderful 
to see children back with 
their mums and dads.” 
Christine, aged 63,  
emergency and short term foster carer.
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What is the role  
of a foster carer?
Foster carers provide a loving, 
supportive and stable home for 
children and young people in 
their care. They nurture them, 
take responsibility for their daily 
needs and requirements, and 
help them to feel safe and 
secure in the foster care family.

Foster carers provide safe boundaries 
for children and young people to help 
encourage positive behaviour. They also 
give them the chance to have some fun 
and be free from worry.

All children come into care with strong 
family ties. Maintaining contact with birth 
parents and extended families is vital for 
a child’s emotional and social wellbeing 
and development. Foster carers play an 
important role in supporting these 
relationships. They also support a child 
or young person’s cultural and religious 
background and beliefs.

Foster carers are a key part of our team. 
We involve them in making decisions 
about the children in their care and work 
closely with them to develop a care plan 
to best support the child.

Foster carers are also responsible for 
respecting the confidentiality of the  
child and their birth families and for 
showing them understanding, respect 
and empathy.

W
hat is the role of a foster carer?



What do children  
in foster care need?
Children and young people  
in care need foster carers who 
can provide them with a safe, 
loving and stable home. 

Children and young people need to be 
participating in education and other 
activities and having fun. They need 
foster carers to listen to them and they 
need to feel that they are making 
decisions about their own life.

Children and young people need foster 
carers to understand and support their 
connections to their families and 
community. They also need to be given 
the opportunity to develop their sense  
of identity, particularly in relation to  
their cultural and religious background 
and to feel that they belong within their 
foster family.

“Being in foster care 
shouldn’t feel like you’re 
living in someone else’s 
home – it should feel like 
it’s your home too.” 
Mark, aged 13,  
in foster care for six years.

FY
L001/v1/0609

W
ha

t 
do

 c
hi

ld
re

n 
in

  
fo

st
er

 c
ar

e 
ne

ed
?



Could I be a foster carer?

Could I be  
a foster carer?
There are many reasons why 
people become foster carers, 
but it is usually for a love of 
children and a belief they can 
give a child or young person a 
nurturing and supportive home 
environment and help make a 
difference in their lives.

Foster carers come from all walks of life. 
They are single, married, in a same-sex 
or de facto relationship, male or female, 
renting or buying a home, employed, 
studying or retired, and come from 
many cultural backgrounds. They may 
have children living at home, adult 
children who have moved out of home, 
or have no children of their own.

Children and young people in care come 
from a range of different backgrounds 
so there needs to be a diverse range of 
foster carers to look after them. People 
who are over 21 years of age and want 
to provide a loving home to look after 
children and young people can apply  
to be a foster carer.

Caring for children and young people 
who have experienced loss or other 
trauma in their lives can be challenging 
at times, but foster carers say that the 
rewards of helping a child feel loved and 
valued is greater than the challenges 
faced.

Foster carers need to be tolerant, 
patient and adaptable. They need to  
be able to listen to children and young 
people, respect them, and show them 
genuine affection and kindness.

Foster carers must be willing to 
complete specific training and develop 
an understanding of the experiences of 
children and young people prior to coming 
into care. They need to be prepared to 
undergo a personal assessment 
process and, once authorised as a 
foster carer, be committed to attending 
ongoing training and working closely 
with The Benevolent Society.

“Being a foster carer  
is the best thing I’ve  
done in my life. It’s fun.  
It’s good for your soul. 
Everyone should do it.” 
Michelle, aged 51,  
foster carer for 13 years.



How do I become  
a foster carer?
There are a number of steps 
involved in becoming a foster 
carer. These include information 
exchange sessions, assessment 
interviews, specialised foster 
carer training, and necessary 
checks.

You will gain a deeper understanding  
of foster care through undergoing this 
process and it will help you decide 
whether becoming a foster carer is right 
for you. You can decide to discontinue 
the process at any time.

It can take between three and six months 
from your initial enquiry to being authorised 
to care for a child in your home.

Step 1: Initial enquiry  
and response
You call us or complete an online 
registration of interest form. We provide 
you with information about becoming a 
foster carer.

Step 2: Information pack and 
information exchange session
You receive a foster carer information 
pack which outlines the roles and 
expectations of a foster carer. You 
attend an information exchange session 
with our staff, either in a small group  
or a one-on-one session (depending  
on location and dates), giving you an 
opportunity to ask questions and 
increase your understanding of foster 
care.

Following the information exchange 
session, we visit you in your home and 
meet the members of your household.

Step 3: Complete AN  
application form
You receive a detailed application form 
to complete. Once we receive your 
completed application, we contact you 
to arrange your first assessment session 
and foster carer training.

Step 4: Foster carer 
assessment, checks  
and training
You and all members of your household 
undergo the foster carer assessment. 
This includes a criminal record check, 
Working With Children Check, a reference 
check, a health check from your doctor, 
and a housing safety check. Your 
application form is discussed during the 
first assessment interview session.

You are given feedback at each stage  
of the assessment process and will  
have the opportunity to discuss any 
issues that arise which may impact  
on your application.

During the assessment process you 
complete specialised foster carer 
training (free of charge) to build upon 
your understanding of foster care and 
further develop your fostering skills.

Step 5: Carer authorisation
An assessment report is prepared by 
staff. You have an opportunity to read 
the report and provide comments. The 
report is then considered for 
authorisation by The Benevolent 
Society’s foster carer assessment panel, 
which includes members of staff and the 
community.

If your application is approved, you sign 
a Foster Carer Code of Conduct 
agreement. You are then authorised by 
The Benevolent Society to foster a child, 
or children, of a specified age and 
placement type.

If your application is not approved you 
are able to appeal the decision.

Step 6: Placement  
and matching
We contact you when a child or young 
person needing care is matched with 
you and your family. You decide whether 
or not to accept the placement. Once a 
child or young person is placed with you, 
a case manager is allocated to support 
you throughout the placement.

It may take a while for a child or children 
to be placed with you. Making a good 
match between a child and a foster 
carer is essential for a successful 
fostering placement.
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What support do  
foster carers receive?
Foster carers are valued 
members of our team and  
are given ongoing support  
and training when they are 
caring for a child.

Support
Foster carers receive regular visits from 
their case manager for one-on-one 
support. Our case managers aim to 
develop strong and trusting relationships 
with foster carers and work together to 
provide the best possible care for the 
child. Case managers provide foster 
carers with additional assistance they 
may need to support the child, such  
as counselling and medical services.

Foster carers have access to support 
and advice 24 hours a day, 7 days a 
week from an on-call worker. Regular 

support groups are available to help 
them develop networks and friendships 
with other foster carers.

Training
Ongoing training is available for all our 
foster carers who want to develop their 
skills caring for children in foster care. 
Training sessions also provide foster 
carers with an opportunity to come 
together and share their experiences.

Foster care payment
Foster carers receive a fortnightly 
allowance to reimburse the day-to-day 
costs incurred when caring for a child or 
young person. The allowance is based 
on the age and needs of the child and is 
tax-free. The payments do not affect any 
other government allowances that the 
carer may already receive.

“Foster carers really  
do change children’s 
lives. We couldn’t do 
without them.” 
Case Manager,  
The Benevolent Society.

W
hat support do  

foster carers receive?



Our commitment  
to you
At The Benevolent Society we 
put the child at the centre of our 
service and provide a single point 
of contact for our foster carers 
and children. We offer ongoing 
and coordinated support services 
to best meet the needs of 
children and their carers.

The Benevolent Society is a non-religious 
and not-for-profit organisation with nearly 
200 years experience of working to 
bring about positive social change.

We want all children and young people 
in our Fostering Young Lives program  
to be achieving to their full potential, 
actively participating in their lives and 
feeling optimistic about their futures.

We are committed to ensuring that 
children and young people are safe, 
healthy, learning and have a sense  
of belonging.

We want our foster carers to know they 
are valued and respected members of 
our care team and feel supported in  
the work they are doing in providing  
the best possible care for children and 
young people.

We’ll hold your hand while you  
hold theirs.
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Frequently  
Asked Questions
Why do children need  
foster care?
Children and young people may need 
foster care when they are unable to live 
with their birth parents. This may be due 
to a parent’s drug or alcohol use, 
depression, family breakdown or other 
reasons that affect the relationship 
between the child and their parent.

How long do children stay  
in foster care?
The length of a placement varies for 
each child based on their situation. 
Some children are in foster care for a 
short time and some need to be fostered 
in a family that can look after them on a 
permanent basis until they are 18 years 
of age. Some children are in respite care 
which is regular care usually for one 
weekend a month or fortnight.

Who can be a foster carer?
Foster carers come from all walks of life 
and choose to foster a child or young 
person for different reasons. Foster 
carers need to be at least 21 years of 
age and can be single, married, in a 
same-sex couple, living in a city or on  
a rural property, have children or not,  
be working, studying, or retired.

Can I become a foster carer  
if I work?
Many foster carers work full-time or 
part-time and care for a foster child 
depending on the needs of the child or 
young person, the type of care provided, 
and the flexibility of working 
arrangements.

Can I chose the age of the 
child I’d like to foster?
You can chose the age range and the 
gender of the child you would like to 
foster. Case managers will talk with you 
about your preferences and your lifestyle 
to help match the needs of a child to 
you and your family.

Do I need to have a big house  
to be a foster carer?
You don’t need a big or ‘perfect’ house 
to foster a child or young person.  
You may own your own home or rent a 
unit. You will need to have a separate 
bedroom for a foster child or foster 
sibling group depending on the age and 
gender of the children. A separate room 
gives foster children much-needed 
privacy and space.

Can I be a foster carer if my 
children are living at home?
You can foster a child when your own 
children are living at home, but it is 
important to talk to them about why you 
are considering becoming a foster carer 
and ask them how they feel about it.

Can I apply to be a foster 
carer if I have a criminal 
record?
Having a criminal record does not stop 
you from applying to become a foster 
carer. Each application is assessed on a 
case-by-case basis and your eligibility to 
apply will depend on the type of offence 
and when it was committed. There are 
certain child-related offences and other 
serious crimes which will automatically 
disqualify applicants from becoming 
foster carers.

How do I become a foster 
carer with The Benevolent 
Society?
After your initial enquiry you will be 
invited to attend an information 
exchange session and complete a foster 
carer application form. Case managers 
visit you at your home and seek your 
permission to undertake a number of 
checks, including the Working With 
Children Check, personal references,  
a housing safety check, and criminal 
record check. They will also ask you to 
contact your doctor for a health check.

How long does it take to 
become a foster carer?
It usually takes between three and  
six months from your initial enquiry  
to being authorised as a foster carer 
with The Benevolent Society.

What support will I get  
if I become a foster carer?
All authorised foster carers at  
The Benevolent Society receive 
assistance, support and regular  
home visits from their case manager. 
Support is also available 24 hours  
a day, 7 days a week. Foster carers 
benefit from ongoing training, access  
to specialist services, regular support 
groups and a regular allowance.

Are foster carers paid?
An allowance is paid directly to all foster 
carers to help meet daily expenses 
arising from caring for a child. These 
expenses can include clothing, food, 
activities, and education. The allowance 
is not considered as income and does 
not affect any government benefits 
already received by a foster carer.

Do foster children have 
contact with their birth 
parents?
Children in care benefit from ongoing 
contact with their birth parents, unless 
there are risks involved. The frequency 
and type of contact between a child and 
their parents is determined by what is in 
the best interests of the child.

Do foster carers meet the 
child’s birth parents?
Foster carers usually meet the birth 
parents of the child placed with them 
during the child’s first contact visit with 
their parents. This visit is attended by a 
case manager and is an important step 
in helping a child feel comfortable with 
their foster carer.

Will the child’s parents be 
given my name and address?
Birth parents are provided with 
information about their child’s placement 
unless there is a risk to the child, foster 
carer, or members of their household. 
This risk is assessed on a case-by-case 
basis and carers are involved in making 
this decision.

What happens if the child  
and I don’t get along?
Foster carers and children in care are 
supported throughout the placement to 
help them adjust to each other and the 
new living arrangements and work 
through issues as they arise. Additional 
specialist support and services are 
available when required.

Frequently Asked Questions



 
NOTES

If you have any questions or would like  
further information please visit our  
website at www.bensoc.org.au 
or telephone 02 9339 8000.

NOTES
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