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Section 1. 
Intr oduction 

Australian Commonwealth, State and Territory Community Services and Disability 
Ministers recognise the importance of the out-of-home care service system in 
delivering services to one of the most vulnerable groups of children in our 
community.  

Structure of out-of-home care 

As a federation of states and territories Australian jurisdictions differ in the way 
services are provided. Each has responsibility for its own health and welfare issues, in 
some jurisdictions there is a reliance solely on non-government organisations to 
provide services and in other jurisdictions there is a mix of government and non-
government service providers. 
 
It is difficult to separate out-of-home care issues from the Òhard endÓ of child 
protection. Policies and practices, as well as organisational cultures regarding the 
investigation of child protection cases within State and Territory departments 
responsible for child protection influence the size and nature of the out-of-home care 
population, and the approach of government to the support both of children and 
carers. For a current review of the child protection systems, including a description of 
the departments responsible for the protection of children, the legislation under which 
they operate, the grounds for intervention, and a description of the intake, 
investigation, and case management process, see Bromfield and Higgins (2005). 

Types of out-of-home care 

In the second senate report inquiring into children in institutional or out-of-home care, 
the different types of out-of-home care were defined as: 
 

Home-based care Ð where placement is in the home of a carer who is 
reimbursed for expenses in caring for the child. The three categories of  
home-based care are:  

Foster care Ð where care is provided in the private home of a substi tute 
family which receives payment that is intended to cover the childÕs living 
expenses;  
Kinship care Ð where the caregiver is a family member or a person with a 
pre-existing relationship with the child;  
Other home-based care Ð care in private homes that does not fi t into the 
above categories. 

Residential care Ð where placement is in a residential building whose purpose 
is to provide placement for children and where there is paid staf f. This 
includes facili ties where there is rostered staf f, where there is a live-in carer 
and where staf f are of f -si te (for example, a lead tenant or supported residence 
arrangement). 



Family group homes Ð where placement is in a residential building which is 
owned by the jurisdiction and which typically run like family homes, have a 
limited number of children and are cared for around the clock by paid resident 
or substi tute parents. 
Independent living Ð where children are living independently, such as those in 
private boarding arrangements. 
Other Ð where the placement type does not fi t into the above categories or is 
unknownÓ (Australian Government Department of Senate Communi ty 
Affairs Committee 2005, p. 78). 

 
Out-of-home care can be either formally or informally arranged. Informal care refers 
to arrangements made without intervention by statutory authorities or courts; and 
formal care occurs following a child protection intervention (either by voluntary 
agreement or care and protection court order). Most children (between 78 and 100 per 
cent) in out-of-home care in Australia are on care and protection orders (AIHW 
2005). The extent to which each type of care is used and the availability and supports 
for each of these types of out-of-home care depends on the policy and funding 
arrangements within each jurisdiction. 

Purpose of this report 

There are growing numbers of children in out-of-home care, in Australia and 
internationally (AIHW 2005; Association of Children's Welfare Agencies 1998; 
Australian Foster Care Association; Barber and Delfabbro 2004; Cuddeback 2004; 
O'Brien 2001).  
 
The emphasis on achieving Òplacement stabilityÓ and on Òpermanency planningÓ has 
increased the pressure on the system as children remain in care longer. This has 
decreased the capacity for existing carers to take on new children entering the system 
(AIHW 2005). 
 
The negative events associated with the placement of children in institutional care in 
the past (Australian Government Department of Senate Community Affairs 
Committee 2004) and preference for family-based foster care contributed to the 
scaling back of residential care facilities in the 1980s and 1990s, and consequently an 
increased reliance on foster care (Barber and Delfabbro 2004). 
 
In Australia and internationally, while the number of children needing placements has 
been rising, there are decreasing numbers of foster care placements available (Broad 
2001; Brown, Cohon and Wheeler 2002; Dubowitz, Feigelman, Harrington, Starr Jr, 
Zuravin and Sawyer 1994; Leos-Urbel, Bess and Geen 2002; McHugh 2002; O'Brien 
2001; Siminski, Chalmers and McHugh 2005). This has been attributed to the 
changing work roles of women, the economic cost of foster care for carers, the 
increasing expectations on foster carers, and attrition as existing carers age (McHugh 
2002; Siminski et al. 2005). 
 
With the scaling back of residential care facilities, the increasing difficulty of placing 
children in foster care, and greater recognition of need for children to maintain 
familial and cultural connections, there are increasing numbers of children in 
Australia and internationally being placed in kinship care (Broad 2001; Brown et al. 



2002; Dubowitz et al. 1994; Leos-Urbel et al. 2002; Mason, Falloon, Gibbons, Spense 
and Scott; O'Brien 2001). 
 
Child welfare services are recognising the importance of family support and early 
intervention. Out-of-home care is viewed as a last resort, and the preference is always 
for children to be reunited with their birth parents if possible. This shift in the Òhard 
endÓ of child welfare practice has meant that children who enter out-of-home care are 
likely to have chronic child maltreatment and family disruption prior to entering care, 
and therefore have more complex needs than children entering such care in the past 
(Victorian Department of Human Services 2003). 
 
Recognition of the benefits of familial contact has resulted in a push toward siblings 
being placed together, thus there are increasing numbers of sibling groups in need of 
family based foster care (Barber and Gilbertson 2001).  
 
Recent trends in child welfare and out-of-home care (for example, increased demands 
arising due to the complex needs of children) have resulted in changing standards for 
children in care, and hence a change to the role of foster carers towards greater 
professionalisation thus placing extra demands on carers (Barbell and Freundlich 
2001). 
 
As children are staying in care for longer, the age profile of children in care is also 
changing, and it is becoming apparent that the needs of older children and young 
people need to be addressed, such as the need for transition to independent living and 
other preparation for leaving care (Barber and Gilbertson 2001). 
 
The combination of these factors has resulted in an out-of-home care system that is 
approaching a crisis point. There is an urgent need for research in this area to inform 
evidence-based approaches to dilemmas arising as a consequence of these recent 
trends in out-of-home care. 
 
The National Child Protection Clearinghouse was contracted by the Australian 
Government Department of Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs in 
support of the Community Services and Ministers Advisory Council (CSMAC) 
National Plan for Foster Children Working Group to undertake a review of Australian 
out-of-home care research. The purpose of the review is to identify key messages 
from Australian research into out-of-home care, research gaps and duplication (if any) 
in Australian out-of-home care research, and to identify priorities for future research. 
This report is designed to contribute towards The National Plan for Foster Children 
Young People and their Carers 2004-2006 and builds upon the Cashmore and 
Ainsworth (2004) Audit of Australian Out-of-Home Care Research. 
 
The National Plan for Foster Children Young People and their Carers 2004-2006 
emerged out of the 2004 Community and Disability Services Ministers' Conference 
and focuses on a national approach to supporting children, young people and their 
carers through training, research, data collection and support. The National Plan was 
developed in the context of responsibility for child welfare resting with State and 
Territory governments. The National Plan identified key areas for action and 
proposed outputs. This report represents the first proposed output under research ÒA 



review of research-based literature and current research activities on foster care in 
AustraliaÓ (Community and Disability Services Ministers' Conference 2004, p. 4). 
 
The Audit of Australian Out-of-Home Care Research report was authored by Judy 
Cashmore and Frank Ainsworth (2004) on behalf of the Child and Family Welfare 
Association of Australia and the Association of Childrens Welfare Agencies and 
supported by the Ian Potter Foundation. The report originated out of recognition by 
people within the field of a need for a national research agenda for out-of-home care 
research. The aim of the audit was to identify what Australian research already 
existed in order to avoid duplication and to identify the priorities for future research. 
The Audit of Australian Out-of-Home Care Research comprised a description of the 
audit objectives and methodology, a discussion of the coverage and gaps in Australian 
out-of-home care research, the funding and infrastructure supporting Australian out-
of-home care research and the imperatives for further research. In addition there were 
several appendices comprising detailed information that was indispensable in the 
identification of Australian out-of-home care research findings, these were: 
 
• Appendix B Ð Key out-of-home care documents; 
• Appendix C Ð Individual research projects and contact e-mail addresses; and  
• Appendix D Ð Publications from the audit projects. 
 
The purpose of this report is to extend the impact of the Audit by providing an in-
depth review of all available publications emerging from the Audit (as well as 
additional studies that have emerged). This critique of all the available Australian 
literature on out-of-home care will highlight what the research community has learned 
in relation to policy and practice, focusing on elements of research design and how 
these can inform future research strategies to address the critical issues currently 
facing the sector. 
 

Method 

In this report, the Audit of Australian Out-of-Home Care Research authored by 
Cashmore and Ainsworth (2004) was the primary source of information for 
identifying Australian out-of-home care research. This publication is referred to 
hereafter as Òthe auditÓ. 
 
A slightly broader definition of ÒresearchÓ was employed in this report than that 
employed in the audit, including, for example, qualitative findings from case audits. 
In addition, the report includes a new research category: policy research. Policy 
research is difficult to identify as it does not fit into traditional models of research and 
the authors of such work often do not identify their work as ÒresearchÓ. Policy 
critiques differ from a literature review in that they go beyond summarising the 
literature to actually generating findings and recommendations from a critical 
examination of policy or legislation. Policy documents and legislation per se were not 
included in the definition of this type of research, nor were traditional research studies 
that included policy recommendations emerging from the study findings. Policy 
research may be difficult to identify as ÒdataÓ are sourced largely from policy 
documents and legislation rather than from human research participants. 
 



In this report we define policy research as:  

• Descriptive comparisons and critical analysis of policy and legislation across 
different jurisdictions. For example, in the child protection research area, 
Bromfield and Higgins (2004; 2005) described and critically compared elements of 
child protection service provision in Australian States and Territories. 

• Policy evaluated within a jurisdiction by critiquing it in relation to research 
literature or best practice standards. For example, (again, in the child protection 
field) Goddard and colleagues (2003) evaluated policies underpinning the 
operation of child death review teams against best practice standards. 

Using the criteria described, two areas of policy research were identified in the field 
of out-of-home care: (a) research into the out-of-home care service system, and (b) 
research into out-of-home care service provision. 
 
Cashmore and Ainsworth (2004) identified 94 Australian research studies 
investigating out-of-home care as having commenced or been completed during the 
ten-year period 1994-2004. The findings from some, but not all, of these research 
studies had been published at the time the audit was released. For ease of 
understanding, published and unpublished papers and reports are hereafter referred to 
as ÒpublicationsÓ. The identification of Australian out-of-home care research 
publications comprised the following steps: 
 
1. All of those publications identified by Cashmore and Ainsworth (2004) as having 

emerged from Australian out-of-home care research (see Appendices B and D of 
the audit) were sourced through the Australian Institute of Family Studies library 
(primarily the Families and Societies database) and document delivery companies 
such as Infotrieve. 

2. Those studies listed in the report (see Appendices B and D of the audit) that were 
published privately (primarily by governments and non-government service 
providers) and were not available on the Australian library catalogue system were 
sourced directly through the publishing body. 

3. Each contact person identified by Cashmore and Ainsworth (2004) for the 94 
research studies in the audit were contacted directly via email (see Appendix C of 
the audit) and asked to identify the publications emerging from their research and, 
where these were not available through the Australian Institute of Family Studies 
library catalogue system, to provide the National Child Protection Clearinghouse 
with a copy of their research findings. 

4. The key reports identified by Cashmore and Ainsworth (2004) (see Appendix B) 
were scrutinised using the broadened definition for ÒresearchÓ and additional 
pieces of Australian out-of-home care research were identified. 

5. Conference programs and proceedings from key Australian conferences for the 
discussion of out-of-home care research were reviewed to identify additional new 
and previously unpublished research (for example, the biennial Australian Institute 
of Family Studies Conference and the annual Centre for Research on Community 
and ChildrenÕs Services Conference). 

 
Publications of Australian out-of-home care research fell into ten broad areas: 
 
1. foster families; 
2. participation of children and young people in care; 



3. cultural considerations; 
4. issues relating to reunification; 
5. outcomes for children and young people in care; 
6. young people leaving care; 
7. residential and specialised models of care; 
8. kinship care; 
9. professional issues; and  
10. policy in relation to both the service system and service provision. 
 
In each area, the messages emerging from research are described, the implications of 
these findings are discussed and key messages are identified. Generally, there was 
limited Australian research that fell into each of these areas. Significant research gaps 
were identified in relation to the recruitment, retention, assessment, training and 
support of foster carers, residential and specialised care, kinship care, and 
permanency planning. International research findings were reviewed in these areas to 
identify the issues that have emerged. However, the validity of international research 
findings needs to be confirmed in the Australian context. In their audit of Australian 
out-of-home care research, Cashmore and Ainsworth (2004) identified policy 
evaluation as a gap in Australian out-of-home care research. However several pieces 
of preliminary work in this area were identified and included in the current report: 
seven articles (published between 2001 and 2003) involving the evaluation, 
comparison or critique of various existing policies and legislation were reviewed.  
 
 
 
 


