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LOOKING AFTER YOURSELF, HELPING EACH OTHER:   

How can yoga support foster carers? 

NAFP/ISP Project Evaluation 

 

Background & Context 

The stresses of fostering 

Evidence from research over the past ten years has consistently highlighted the stresses 

associated with being a foster carer and how the absence of good support undermines carer 

retention. For example, Ian Sinclair’s 2005 overview suggested that the experience of being the 

subject of allegations, and importantly the way that carers were treated during any 

investigation, was a key factor in their decision to give up the role. More generally, feeling 

under-valued, lack of response in times of need and poor engagement with their agency were 

all given by carers as reasons for leaving. Most controversially Sinclair also claimed that there 

has been limited understanding of ‘what works’ for carers in relation to fully preparing them for 

this role and helping them to continue to do it well.1   

Elaine Farmer and a team of researchers at the University of Bristol used a project which 

involved 60 adolescents, their social workers and foster carers to explore the ‘strains’ of caring 

for challenging young people with complex needs. They argued that not only could providers 

underestimate the significance of life events (moving house, bereavements and other losses) on 

fostering but also the full impact of placement breakdown; often experienced as  ‘failure’. 

Carers in this situation were left feeling low, and self-critical and could sometimes be given a 

new placement without enough thought to any recovery they might require  – setting up 

‘spirals’ of negativity which could further undermine the well-being of the adults and the young 

people they were looking after. 2   

Ever increasing demands.....   

In the years following the publication of these findings there clearly has been some recognition 

that to improve retention as well as the quality of provision carers must be well supported, and 
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 See Sinclair,I (2005) Fostering Now: Messages from Research for a summary of the findings of these studies 
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that there are particular times and particular tasks which may be especially demanding. 

However, the nature of the help available has changed very little, with most agencies still 

offering social work supervision, carer groups, and far less frequently, therapeutic input for 

individuals and families.  

Yet in the same period the expectations of foster carers have continued to grow – not least 

because there is more understanding that it is the quality of everyday life in their households 

that can really make a difference.  So the new 2011 Fostering Regulations, National Minimum 

Standards and Guidance are all clear that foster carers should behave like parents; with the 

responsibilities and reason that good parents exercise.3 This means that in relation to 

education, health, leisure activities and keeping children safe it is the carer and not their agency 

who should provide opportunities, promote the best outcomes and do the day-to-day decision-

making. And, although this shift has generally been welcomed, not least because it recognises 

the key part that foster carers play, increased responsibilities have not always been 

accompanied by supporting carers’ involvement in decision-making,  treating them as equal 

members of the team or even acknowledging the associated pressures.4    

At the same time, some of these new tasks are complex. How do you make sure that the 

children and young people you foster are not only healthy but understand why being healthy is 

important? Even more challenging, how do you help children to grow up understanding why 

they need to keep safe – while avoiding over-protecting them and preparing them for an 

‘independence’ which may come sooner than you, or they, are ready for?  

Furthermore, some of the judgements and decisions carers are now expected to make clearly 

involve risks - taken in situations where many carers do not have confidence that they won’t 

take the blame when things go wrong (as of course they sometimes will). 

Getting the balance right is perhaps most difficult when fostering teenagers and older young 

people. Again, while few would dispute that the requirement for local authorities to have 

Staying Put policies so that foster placements can be extended to 21 and beyond is progress, 

the lessons from the pilots of this approach have not been addressed. In particular, many carers 

in this situation are expected to provide ‘supported lodgings’ – receiving less payment and less 

input from their agency than before. Yet, their role can be equally (if not more) demanding and 

should involve teaching vital life skills like cooking and budgeting – with recognition that they 

                                                 
3
 See the Fostering Services (England) Regulations, 2011, the Fostering Services National Minimum Standards, 2011 

& the Children Act Guidance & Regulations Vol.4 Fostering Services, 2011  
4
 See NAFP’s Briefing: Moving On, Staying Put, 2013 
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also have a part to play in assessing and developing the young person’s emotional ‘readiness’ 

for life ahead.5 

 

 

Foster carers who took part in the NAFP/NCAS Looking After Yourself project in the summer of 

2013 were well aware of how they could make a difference. However, they also commented on 

the lack of tools available to help them, believing that materials which focused on doing rather 

than listing and recording would be most useful.  And they also understood that encouraging 

the young people they were caring for to be ‘healthy’, ‘positive’ and ‘safe’ meant that their own 

sense of well-being was highly relevant. But again, although they could see how the way they 

live their lives and manage their own physical and emotional health set an example – as role 

models for their young people - they also reported that this key element of fostering had 

received very little attention in any training or on-going support they had received. 6 

Looking After Yourself – the new pilot 

NAFP noted these findings and in partnership with one of its member agencies began a second 

project in January 2014 which aimed to pilot an innovative approach to promoting carers’ well-

being. ISP, an independent sector fostering provider, has always taken a therapeutic approach 

to foster care and given high priority to foster carer support. Their centre in Teynham, Kent has 

a school on-site which offers places to children and young people who are outside mainstream 

education. Carers can work closely with teachers at the school to manage more challenging 

behaviour, and they also have access to a therapist for the looked after child or young person, 

for themselves and for other members of their family. In addition, the manager at Teynham 

holds group supervision sessions once a fortnight to compliment the individual supervision that 

carers receive. These sessions take the form of a lunch, with the idea that coming together to 

share a meal provides an opportunity for foster carers to talk, exchange ideas and help each 

other. These sessions have been very successful, and there are regularly 20 carers who take 

part. It was felt that the general approach taken by this provider, and the established ‘carer 

lunch’ group made it a good place to try something new. 

The centre manager agreed that basic yoga and meditation techniques could be introduced to 

the Teynham carers, in six one and a half hour sessions led by an experienced yoga teacher Liz 

                                                 
5
 See NAFP’s Briefing: Moving On, Staying Put, 2013 

6
 See NAFP’s Briefing: Moving On, Staying Put, 2013  for further discussion and findings from the Looking After 

Yourself project 
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Lark to precede the fortnightly established ‘carers’ lunches’. The impact of this additional 

support would be evaluated through discussions, observations of the sessions and individual 

interviews with participating foster carers and staff.   

 

 

 

 

Why yoga? 

Yoga practice is based on the understanding of union between body and mind. When both are 

functioning in harmony an individual will feel ‘balanced’, relaxed, calm and have a sense of 

well-being. However, the experience of too much stress can lead to imbalance and, in the long-

term, physical and mental health difficulties. Practising the breathing techniques, stretches, 

postures and relaxation with co-ordination of breath and movement aims to restore and 

maintain the equilibrium necessary for ‘good health,’ with a number of additional benefits: 

• Physical flexibility and strength 

• Increased energy and zest for life 

• Improved digestion  

• Improved sleeping patterns, and the ability to rest 

• Improved posture  

• Improved ability to relax the mind and reduce anxiety 

• Improved ability to control negative emotions like anger 

• Encouragement of positive thoughts and self-acceptance 

• Lifting mood, providing restoration 

• And, through practising with others, improved communication skills and 

respect for difference. 

Most relevant in this context, Liz Lark believes that yoga may be used as a method to reduce 

and handle stress by encouraging an individual to become more centred, and so able to cope 

with challenges. It can also help the development of confidence and self-esteem, especially 
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through breath work and co-ordinating movement. And, what is described as mindfulness 

practice promotes self awareness, so that we respond rather than react to difficult situations.7 

With the everyday stresses associated with being a foster carer well-documented, and with 

pressures on carers increasing, this pilot aimed to explore the impact of offering a different kind 

of support; focusing on doing something together, rather than the more established approach 

of talking about concerns one-to-one or in a group.   

 

 

 

 

The Findings 

Sharing your home, sharing your life........ 

As ever, the opportunity to spend time with a small group of foster carers at their lunches and 

during the yoga practice provided valuable insight into their role and day-to-day experiences. 

Furthermore, listening to accounts about sharing their homes and lives with some very 

challenging young people added to knowledge about the impact of fostering on self as well as 

the wider household.   

• The impact of living with someone who has no understanding of their emotions 

All of these foster carers were looking after older children and young people who had chaotic, 

often abusive early lives and who had been in a number of different placements since coming 

into care. The carers’ preparation and training for this role had no doubt given them good 

understanding about why and how this might create on-going difficulties for that individual. 

However, despite understanding and caring about the young person, they were also well aware 

of how this could make them very hard to live with.  

Perhaps surprisingly, it wasn’t necessarily angry outbursts or aggression that these carers found 

most difficult. Rather, it could be unpredictability or mood swings. Or young people who were 

very low or withdrawn over a long period of time.  Those who regularly self-harmed.  And those 

                                                 
7
 See Lark,L. (2001)Yoga for Life for further information about yoga, and discussion about the benefits to health 

and well being of regular practice 
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who were unable to express how they were feeling, or recognise the way that their attitude or 

behaviour might affect the people around them. 

For example, one carer described how looking after a young man with a complex history and 

experience of very serious abuse had taken its toll: 

‘If you can imagine. It’s like a roller-coaster...There’ll be days of calm. Then extreme behaviour. 

And you don’t know why. What provoked that outburst? Because he doesn’t know himself. And 

there are some terrible things he has done. Been cruel to animals. Done things I can’t even bear 

to think about.....But there seems to be no remorse, no emotion. And that can be so 

draining.....’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• The impact of living with someone who cannot trust 

The same carer believed that looking after this young person was particularly difficult because 

even over time they had been unable to establish ‘a connection’: 

‘It would be easier if there could be some touch, some way to comfort. But although it’s been 

20 months that trust is just not there. He is just not comfortable to be touched. There can’t be 

any hugs.....So when you don’t get a response it’s really hard to keep positive yourself. You 

have to make a lot of effort to keep responding in the way that comes naturally, the way that 

it’s normal to respond to a person you care about.’ 

• The impact of living with someone when there is no relationship 

For although current fostering policy and practice places such a strong emphasis on their 

‘parental’ role, the majority of the children and young people these carers were looking after 

had not grown up in their home, and for some building a relationship was an on-going 

challenge: 
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‘You know you didn’t go into this expecting to get rewards but you can’t help it, it is always 

good to get something back.  Because many of us are in it because of our own, what I call 

“jaded pasts” – our own family backgrounds which were not good. So you go into it believing 

that you can do something, make it better for someone else....And all we have in this in the end 

is ourselves. We have to use ourselves, our own energy. But sad to say some children tap into 

that. And although you know they can’t help it, it can feel that nothing you do is enough. You 

can give and give until there’s nothing left......’  

Another carer talked about how upsetting it had been to ‘lose’ the teenager they had brought 

up and thought of as ‘part of the family’: 

‘He came when he was four, but then when he was about 16 he started seeing more and more 

of his older brothers and spending less time at home with us. And then at 18 he got heavily into 

drugs, moved out and cut us off. I can’t pretend that we weren’t sad. Really upset about it. We 

did go through a grieving process  - I suppose you’d call it that. And we have moved on, but we 

still think about him and wonder how he’s doing, why it went wrong.....’ 

 

 

 

Others recognised that their young people would always maintain strong attachments with 

birth families: 

‘It breaks my heart to see just how much they love their parents – despite what I know they did 

to them. And knowing how they’ll keep on letting them down. I know that at some point the 

plan is that the girls will go home, and go back to them. And all the hopes I’ve had for what they 

might do – especially the older one – might not happen. It’ll probably mean she won’t go to 

university. I know she could do it. But they won’t see the value in that and they won’t be behind 

her like we would have been.’ 

• The impact of living with someone who doesn’t respect you 

Related was the recognition that sometimes, without a strong bond, and in the middle of 

complex systems and dynamics, young people could be disrespectful of the carers they were 

living with: 

‘Whenever he’d come back from contact it would get worse. Stealing from us, refusing to go to 

bed. We knew the father played a lot of games, setting the kids against each other. Very nasty 

stuff. But he would come back and bring it all back here. We had to pick up the pieces....Then, 
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they’d be telling him, they’re nothing. They’re nothing to you and you don’t have to do 

anything they say....The final straw was seeing him aggressive with my wife. Doing it in front of 

my daughter, in front of me. Trying to provoke -  and me feeling useless....It was too much.’   

Sometimes not helped by a system where foster carers do have little power and where it can 

appear that they have little influence: 

‘For me the hardest thing is when things are out of your control. When you want to get 

something sorted for them – and it has to go through the system and it takes so long. And they 

see that and can see your frustration. Or when you’ve told them one thing, and a social worker 

turns up and tells them something else. Makes you look a right fool.’ 

• The impact of living with someone who’s difficult to like 

Elaine Farmer has described spirals of ‘negativity’ where foster carers get into conflict with 

young people whose behaviour is challenging, and the Teynham carers were honest about how 

they could struggle with their feelings in response to particular behaviours or attitudes : 

‘It’s the lies. And it’s so extreme that it becomes repulsive. I can see how it can make people 

turn away. So he says sorry, but then he does it again. So then you ask yourself. What does 

sorry mean? What does it mean to him? And I’m not saying I don’t know why he does it. I’m not 

blaming him. He’s had a horrible time. But believe me, it takes a lot out of you, a lot of effort 

not to start disliking him like other people do.’ 

 

• The impact of living with someone who doesn’t want to be there 

Perhaps most difficult of all must be sharing your life with someone who really wants to be with 

other people, living somewhere else. These carers were very aware that sometimes children or 

young people could be determined that the placement would not work: 

‘They can make it or break it....And you get to know and sense if they want to stay. And if they 

really don’t – that’s how it’s going to be.’ 

Especially if they had not been able to accept or understand why they were in care, and why 

they could not return to birth families: 

‘Before the girls came to me they’d been with a long-term carer but that broke down because 

the eldest just kept running away. Running back home to her mum and dad – even though they 

had both been hit and abused and that’s why they’d been taken away. But the family’s got their 

story, which makes it look like it’s all social services fault. And of course the girls love them. 

Especially the older one. They’re both really bright, funny girls. They can be a joy to be with. But 
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I know they just want to go back....no matter 

how much we do, or put in or how much we 

care. And that can hurt, of course it does...’  

Did practising yoga make a difference? 

This detailed evidence from foster carers 

about the complex and many layered 

emotions that they and their families can 

experience, makes a strong case for 

interventions which promote their resilience. 

But did the regular yoga sessions with encouragement to use the techniques they learned in 

daily life help in any way? 

 

Improvements in physical health   

The regular practice of yoga is believed to promote and maintain physical strength and 

flexibility, and after four months (with group yoga sessions every fortnight between January 

2014 – April 2014 and their own individual practice at home) these carers did report positive 

impact on their physical health. 

A relatively new foster carer in her early 40s had added doing a number of ‘salutes to the sun’ 

every morning, and relaxation postures each evening to the group yoga work, and had noted a 

number of changes: 

‘I can see that my flexibility is far better. And my digestive system has improved immensely. 

When I started I could not do the ‘child’s pose’ and get my head onto the floor. But now my 

shoulders are more supple and relaxed and I do this regularly.’ 

Another carer in his early 50s who, although a regular at the gym had been initially reluctant to 

try yoga, was equally positive about changes he could see:  
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‘You’re getting older aren’t you? And if you are sports mad, as I’ve always been, you do notice 

that you’re slowing down, can’t keep up like you used to. That can worry you. Because if you 

don’t do as much, then one day you can’t do as much. And that is worrying. Especially being a 

carer. I think you’ve got to be physically fit to keep up with them!  So coming here for the yoga 

you know you have done something. Once I start I don’t give up and I’ll keep doing this. I just 

feel better. And I’m noticing other people older than me who are still flexible. And that makes 

me want to keep doing it more. I’m getting there, and I want to keep it up.’ 

Another who had begun exercising after experiencing a heart attack three years earlier had 

been surprised to note the impact: 

 

 ‘I’ve done other sports in the past three years. Swimming, bike riding. But I would never of 

thought of yoga. I came because it fitted in with the lunches. But then I’ve found I like slowing 

down my movements. The gentleness of it.  And that it’s still stretching and working those 

muscles...’ 

And a carer with a number of identified health concerns including knee and back issues was 

particularly enthusiastic about how her body had changed: 

‘I have a bad back and a bad knee and I did worry about that. But all the stretches really help. 

And my posture. It’s just reminded me to sit better. Then there’s the menopause of 

course...stressing you out in unexpected ways. Physically doing something makes me feel better 

though. And even my husband told me, “It’s really done you the world of good. You look a 

different person – please keep doing it!” ‘ 
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Improved sense of well-being 

However, the group reported that there were not only physical changes, and a number shared 

the view expressed by this experienced carer: 

‘I can’t really put my finger on it. I’ve just calmed down and chilled out. Overall feeling better in 

myself despite everything going on around me...’  
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When asked to say more about this perceived improvement, they noted the following key 

factors: 

time for myself 

Extremely busy lives, full of appointments, domestic work, and with the emotional content 

described here , can leave foster carers with very little time and personal space; especially 

because everything happens in their own homes. Yoga practice gave them these moments: 

‘I now take 15 minutes out of the day which will be time out. My time out. For me.’ 

‘You’re always trying to juggle it all and keep the household running smoothly. Coming here has 

meant an hour and a half for me. My time.’ 

‘The dog insists on her walk and that’s giving me a fantastic excuse to get out. So she is happy, 

gets what she wants. And I have half an hour to practice pulling down my shoulders. Practising 

the stretches and poses Liz showed us.’ 

‘It’s time when you’re just there. Not doing anything else. It doesn’t matter about the others in 

the room. You’re in your own little space, go into your own little world and do your bit....’  
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time to reflect 

And the carers said that the breathing techniques they had been shown were particularly 

helpful in encouraging them to pause, think before deciding what to do: 

‘Fostering is 24/7 – seven days a week. It never stops and we don’t clock off! So you’re always 

‘on’. Planning ahead, trying to fit it all in.... yoga’s helped me slow down, take a breath. Take 

some time before I act.’ 

‘There are situations which will stress you out...but if you can learn to take a step back. Take a 

moment. I’m learning how to do that, and it’s definitely easier to deal with it all.’ 

‘It just gives you that space a bit more to think. About what you can do, and what you can’t.....’  

 

 

support to relax and switch off   

Above all, yoga helped them to relax and get a good night’s sleep - particularly beneficial for 

people who do not go ‘home’ at the end of a difficult day: 

‘I’ve calmed down. You can get used to shallow breathing and I found it hard to breathe deeply 

at first. It made me realise how anxious I have been all this time. How tight, how much tension 

I’ve been carrying. But over the weeks I felt myself calming. Accepting things.  Letting go....’ 

‘It is relaxing. You are on a high the whole time, your brain is whizzing. I’m using the breathing a 

lot. Especially at night. And it does help.’ 

‘You get used to being always aware of what the kids are doing. And that makes it hard to 

sleep. Then the other Thursday (after the yoga group practice) I woke up in the morning and 

realised that I’d slept the whole night through. Felt like a new man!’ 
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Improvements in fostering practice  

But did feeling better in themselves and about themselves have any impact on day-to-day 

fostering? These foster carers were clearly reporting on their own practice, however they 

believed that yoga was helping them to cope, and had improved the quality of some of their 

interactions with their young people. 

For example, one carer was looking after a young man whose behaviour was very difficult to 

understand or tolerate. She believed that using the pranayama (breathing techniques) she had 

been shown made a difference: 

‘He gets home from school about four, and I never know how he’s going to be, what mood he’ll 

be in. I have dreaded that time of the day coming round. Now I take the time to slow down my 

breath, breathe deeply. It helps me stay calm and get ready. And last week when I took a call 

from the school about something else he’s done I didn’t jump straight in like I often do. I did 

some deep breaths again. Listened to what the teacher had to say and was much more calm 

when he came home.’ 

Another had found that being more relaxed helped her to deal with a situation which was 

potentially very distressing:  

‘I know the plan is for the girls to go back home. And I know that means that all of the things I’d 

hoped for studies, university - especially the older one. It’s not going to happen. But I’ve got to 

accept that. Not get too attached. Learn to let go.....Being more relaxed about it is helping them 

too. Helping the older one to be a bit more patient, wait for things to be put in place. Accepting 

how it is, is best for all of us. Or it could eat you up.....’ 

And one carer’s partner had noticed that he was now responding to the young man they were 

caring for in a much more positive way: 
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‘My wife has said, “I know he can play up, and he does press all your buttons. But you can be a 

bit hard on him.” Since the yoga I do take longer to think about what I’m going to do before I do 

it. And it is better between us. And my wife has commented on that!’ 

 

 

 

A sense of belonging 

Finally, ISP and particularly the Centre Manager at Teynham, have always recognised the 

importance of bringing foster carers together so that they can share ideas, learn and support 

each other: 

‘Fostering is difficult and it’s lonely. There’s a lot of looking after very troubled young people 

with only their own determination to see it through....But it doesn’t have to be like that. We, 

their agency, can help them, and bringing them here together helps to ‘hold’ them, keep them 

going.’ 

The fortnightly ‘carer’s lunches’ were introduced by the Centre with this aim, and they are 

clearly valued by the foster carers: 

‘We get a lot out of coming to the lunches. There’ll be chicken and salad. Or a nice curry. You 

meet each other, talk together. About anything. But especially about fostering.  And you get a 

lot further that way.’ 

The yoga sessions took place on the same day, with the manager and some of the staff also 

participating on occasion. The manager believes that this new intervention further contributed 

to the creation of a ‘Teynham  community’ of foster carers: 

‘As I hoped, the carers bonded through it – even those who didn’t take part heard about it, 

showed an interest because they’d heard the others talking about it.’ 
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Discussions and interviews with the carers suggest that doing something together did make an 

impact: 

‘We had fun. We wanted to be there and I enjoyed that. And I enjoyed the people doing it with 

me.’ 

‘It’s been a bit of ‘us’ time! You’re in the room in your own space. But you’re together. Doing 

something together...’ 

‘I’ve always liked the lunches. It’s the time we help each other. Now the yoga’s added to 

that....You’re in it together...Doing something that’s not fostering. Going into your own little 

world and doing your bit. With others who understand....’ 

 

 

Why should it matter?  

In recent years a great deal of attention has been given to the most effective ways to recruit 

badly needed foster carers. However, there has been far less discussion about how to support 

these recruits, and keep them and their more experienced colleagues going. Yet we know that 

without the right kind of help and faced with such complex tasks, too many leave or don’t have 

the energy left to provide the good quality care that makes a difference. 

Individual and group talking therapies can definitely help but they may not be right for 

everyone. Especially for those who grew up in families where discussing yourself or your 

feelings was not usual practice. Yet the more we learn about the emotional content of fostering 

and the impact of this role on self, the more it is clear that carers need to be in touch with their 

emotions to keep ‘healthy’ and feel good about themselves and what they do. Furthermore, 
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the way they manage these emotions not only impacts on the quality of life for children and 

young people in their care, but as role models they also influence and shape how those they 

bring up develop these vital skills. 

So carers must have access to other sources of help and support, and evidence from this pilot 

suggests that for some, yoga may provide an alternative or an addition to more traditional 

supervision. To end, one of the Teynham carers summed up why providers should open their 

minds to this new approach: 

‘When I was a mechanic and I worked with cars I would teach the apprentices and show them 

how to do things. Then they’d work with someone else, and they’d come back and say, oh he 

doesn’t do it like that, he does it this way. And I’d say, listen. Learn from us all, and pick what 

works for you. And that’s what you do in fostering too. Over the years, and for different 

children, you take a bit of this, try a bit of that. There is no right way to do it. And it definitely 

will not come out of a book! You have to find your own way....’  
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