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A B S T R A C T

Background: Children and young people in contact with child protection services often experience 
poorer life outcomes compared to their peers. Limited research exists on the reasons behind this 
disparity from the perspective of those with direct lived experience.
Objective: To explore and amplify the voices of care leavers (adults formerly in care) and un
derstand their unique experiences and perspectives on the benefits and challenges of being a child 
or young person in care.
Participants and setting: Seven care leavers aged 19–69 years (three Australian Aboriginal, four 
non-First Nations), participated in a semi-structured, open-ended interview.
Methods: Founded in exploratory and participatory methodology, interviews were examined using 
qualitative thematic analysis to identify patterns of meaning connected to the research question.
Findings: Six themes were identified: 1) Care can be good…but it is luck of the draw; 2) Care is 
conditional; 3) Don't stand up on unlevel ground; 4) OOHC is not my identity (an identity to be 
hidden, yet a desire to be known); 5) Not my real family or my real home (the desire to belong 
and be at home); and 6) Kept in the dark - seen but not heard (powerless and uninformed).
Conclusion: Care leaver's stories challenge assumed narratives about Out-Of-Home Care, high
lighting how short-term, inconsistent care undermines children's need for stability, participation 
and meaningful relationships. Findings contribute theoretically by examining intersectionality in 
care contexts and practically by advocating for relational continuity as well as child-centred, 
participatory, culturally responsive models of care.

We acknowledge the Dharug, Wiradjuri and Yagara/Yugara people who are the traditional owners and custodians of the lands, 
waterways and skies upon which this research was undertaken. We also pay our respect to Elders past and present and emerging.

Australia's child welfare and protection services and practices have a chequered history, with active participation in the severence 
of familial and cultural ties through the ‘Stolen Generation’ of Aboriginal Children (HREOC, 1997), ‘British Child Migrants’ (Lynch, 
2021) and forced adoptions of children of unwed mothers (SCARC, 2012). Reports of abuse of children while in statutory care has 
triggered decades of inquiries (Davis, 2019; Tune, 2017; Wood, 2008), advocacy and attempts at reform, and yet, evidence still 
consistently reports failures to achieve positive long-term outcomes for clients of child protection services (Talbot et al., 2024). This is 
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particularly true for the children and young people (CYP) who experience Out-of-Home care (OOHC) (JMI, 2024). Out-of-Home care 
refers to the removal of CYP from parents or carers, into alternate care (foster, kinship or care with a relative, or residential care), who 
are unable to live with their families, often because of maltreatment, abuse or neglect (AIHW, 2025). To better understand the reasons 
behind the poor life outcomes of those with a care experience, this article will explore the under-researched perspectives of Australian 
care leavers, individuals who have aged out of OOHC. It will focus on their lived experiences within child protection systems, shedding 
light on both the benefits and challenges of being a child in care.

1. Child protection in Australia

In Australia, child welfare and protection is governed individually by the 6 states and 2 territories. Broadly, the role of child 
protection services is to investigate reports of risk of harm to CYP (which may or may not be substantiated) and to work in collab
oration with families to provide a safe enviroment for the child (AIHW, 2025). Out-of-Home care is considered an intervention of last 
resort, with reunification of children in care back to their families prioritised (NSW, 1998). Child protection services in Australia 
provide assistance to approximately 3% of all children, or around 179,000 children each year (AIHW, 2025). The most recent statistics 
report that at June 2024, approximately 45,000 children were in OOHC, with NSW supporting almost 14,000 and more than 44% 
being First Nations (AIHW, 2025; NSW Government, 2024). This is a gross disparity, given 6% of Australian children under 17 years 
are Aboriginal (AIHW, 2022). This is suggested to reflect intersecting socio-political practices of racism, assimilation and systemic over 
surveillance, compounded by factors such as socio-economic disadvantage which disproportionately impact Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples (Respectfully hereafter First Nations peoples, unless referring to Aboriginal peoples specifically) (Davis, 2019; 
HREOC, 1997).

2. The care experience

While many children with a care experience demonstrate resilience despite exposure to adverse childhood experiences (Green 
et al., 2023), it remains the case that CYP placed in OOHC have generally worse life outcomes than their peers not in care across a wide 
range of domains including; health, mental health, education, employment, housing and criminal justice involvement (Walsh et al., 
2018). Pre-care factors are a known contributor; however these are influenced by a complex interplay of individual, familial and wider 
societal and systemic risk and protective factors (Walsh et al., 2018). Debate also continues around the adverse impact of the care 
experience itself (Baldwin et al., 2019; McFarlane, 2017; Staines, 2016).

Similar to other countries, Australian research on the life outcomes and experiences of individuals with a care background is 
primarily drawn from quantitative studies that rely on administrative data sets, file reviews or structured surveys (For example, the 
Pathways of Longitudinal Care Study (Cashmore & Wulczyn, 2024). While these studies provide insights for policy and service in
terventions, the reliance on static data and surveys with predetermined questions limits their ability to deeply explore the contextual, 
individual, and subjective experiences of those with lived experience of OOHC. This gap may contribute to a detached, bureaucratic 
child protection system (JMI, 2024), shaped primarily by adult-designed and interpreted research.

There are some qualitative studies, both internationally and in Australia, that explore the experiences of CYP currently in OOHC 
and those who have aged out of it (Fathallah & Sullivan, 2021; Hayes et al., 2024; Wilson et al., 2020). However, among the few 
Australian qualitative studies, many are linked projects (analysing the same cohort) and focus on specific aspects of child protection, 
such as experiences of education or different placement types (Bessell, 2011; Cashmore et al., 2007; Harvey et al., 2017; Kiraly & 
Humphreys, 2013; Kor, 2019; Lund & Stokes, 2020; McDowall, 2018; Mendis et al., 2015; Moore et al., 2017, 2018; Natalier & 
Johnson, 2014; O'Neill, 2014; QFCC, 2018; Tilbury et al., 2014; Townsend, 2012; Wise et al., 2010). There remains however, a sig
nificant gap in qualitative research that captures the broader lived experiences of individuals with a care background, and the few 
studies that have investigated this have produced important yet mixed results.

The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019) surveyed over 2400 Australian CYP in OOHC on their views and experiences 
of care across a range of domains including: sense of security, participation, family, community and leaving care. The findings 
indicated that the majority of children in OOHC: felt safe and settled in their placements; had their views heard and acted upon; felt 
connected to and supported by someone who cares for them; and were satisfied with their level of family contact and support to make 
decisions about their future. However, a key limitation of this study was its design, which constrained the voices of CYP by relying on 
pre-determined, structured survey questions that left little room for exploration of new insights from the CYP themselves. Additionally, 
surveys were completed in the presence of a caseworker who cross-checked responses for safety concerns, which may have hindered 
honest replies.

These design weaknesses may explain the contrasting findings from a study conducted by the Advocate for Children and Young 
People (2022), where most of the 99 CYP they interviewed felt that they had little or no say in matters that affected them (particularly 
around place of residence, contact with family, and what school), many reported experiences of feeling unsafe in placements at one 
time and most suggested that they did not feel supported to succeed in school or adequately prepared and supported for leaving care. 
These results align with those of other qualitative studies (Bessell, 2011; Cashmore et al., 2007; Crawford et al., 2011; Kiraly & 
Humphreys, 2013; Kor, 2019; Moore et al., 2017, 2018; QFCC, 2018).

3. Research with the care experienced

Contradictory findings between qualitative studies may not be unexpected given the prioritisation of unique and subjective 
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experiences, which are bound to differ across individuals and time. What is important is that research about those who are care 
experienced, which then goes on to inform policy, ideas and knowledge is conducted with them. This type of research provides an 
opportunity for open exploration of their unique views and experiences, facilitating an environment where they can direct or challenge 
lines of inquiry to areas that they feel are important.

There is growing interest in the importance of genuine research participation of CYP currently in care (Grace et al., 2019; 
McCafferty & Mercado García, 2025). While affirming the importance of involving CYP currently in OOHC in research, adult care 
leavers share the unique experience of time passed and an ability to critically reflect on their holistic experience of care from a different 
developmental lens, a perspective that needs to be better understood. Exploration of these accounts provides an opportunity for a 
richer and more in depth understanding of the things that matter to them, including what they found beneficial or challenging about 
the care experience.

4. Aims and research question

Drawing on intersectionality theory (Collins, 2015; Crenshaw & Phillips, 1998), this research aimed to understand how care 
leavers' individual experiences were shaped by the complex interaction of personal circumstances, marginalised social identities 
(including; being First Nations, care status and age) and systems of power. Aiming to listen to and explore the under researched expert, 
subjective experiences of care leavers, we asked ‘What are the benefits and challenges of being a child and young person in care?

5. Method

5.1. Research design

This research employed participatory and exploratory methods of enquiry guided by both critical and contextualist constructionist 
ontology and epistemology; fostering the co-construction of knowledge and meaning between the researcher and participants, while 
also taking into consideration the wider influence of cultural, socio-political and interpersonal factors in meaning making (Lincoln 
et al., 2011; Madill et al., 2000; Mertens, 2007). These approaches to research and knowledge production aim to privilege the voices of 
those who have historically been excluded and produce knowledge that will challenge dominant discourses.

It was expected that care leaver's perceptions of their care experience would be directly related to individual pre-care and in-care 
contextualities and would generate multiple perspectives. Hence, it was neither the aim nor the expectation that findings would be 
empirically generalisable, but that unique and important representations of care leaver's experiences of care would be explored, of
fering conceptual generalisability (Collins et al., 2024).

5.2. Participants and recruitment

Utilising criterion sampling, the project's First Nations oversight and an OOHC service provider assisted with identifying care 
leavers with a minimum of three months' experience in OOHC and passing on information about the study to potential participants. 
Interested participants were invited to contact the first author to arrange a suitable time and location for an interview. Participants 
included seven care leavers (aged 19–69; 3 females, 4 males; 3 Aboriginal, 4 non-First Nations. Recruitment size reflected data suf
ficiency (Collins et al., 2024) rather than recruitment limitations. This decision was supported by the richness of the data and the 
identification of conceptual similarities across cases. Four participants entered care between 0 and 4 years, two were between 5 and 10 
years and one was aged 12. Participants had experienced kinship (n = 2), foster (n = 6), and residential care (n = 2), with four having 
multiple placements. Two participants were from metropolitan locations and five from regional areas. All participants had entered 
OOHC following reported experiences of trauma, abuse and neglect while in the care of their parents. Time in care ranged between 6 
and 18 years. Participants gave written consent, and they were remunerated for their contribution with a $30 gift card.

5.3. Data collection

Semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face and via Zoom for two participants due to their remote location. Interviews 
were conducted over an eight-week period in 2023. Open ended questions facilitated the studies exploratory focus and enabled us to 
gain a deep understanding of participant views and experiences of OOHC. The interview questions were primarily focused on par
ticipants' general experiences within the contexts of family, health, education, and the criminal justice system. From the outset, 
participants were encouraged to guide the conversation toward topics they considered personally significant. Interviews were audio 
recorded, lasted around an hour and were transcribed verbatim by the lead author.

5.4. Data analysis

Given the limited focus on understanding how individuals with a care experience conceptualise and experience OOHC, an inductive 
and deductive approach to Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2022) was applied. This approach integrated insights 
gained from the literature review while giving precedence to and staying as close as possible to participants' accounts, emphasising 
what they considered important. A flexible, recursive application of the six stages of RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2022) was applied. 
Repeated listening to audio files and reading of transcripts aided familiarity with the data and was the point where initial thoughts and 
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points of interest were noted. Rather than focusing on the frequency of ideas, we prioritised all elements identified and interpreted as 
relevant to the research question, acknowledging the active role played by the researchers in the analytic process. Topical data extracts 
were coded in NVivo 12 with an analytic summary label. A hand drawn thematic map, linking and grouping codes with similar ideas 
was created to merge or better define ideas, leading to initial candidate themes. An excel spreadsheet was then used to review initial 
candidate themes against all related codes and data extracts and another review of transcripts identified additional relevant data. Final 
themes were defined in narrative form and reviewed by the research team to test theme quality (Braun & Clarke, 2022). In recognition 
of the potential for interpretive bias, alignment with participatory principles and to maximise the validity of findings, final theme 
descriptions were provided to both participants and the First Nations oversight of this project. While no direct feedback was provided 
by participants, interpretive rigour was supported by robust discussion with the studies cultural oversight who provided input into the 
analysis and final interpretation of the findings.

5.5. Ethical considerations

Considering the significant overrepresentation of First Nations children in OOHC, this study was approved by the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies Research Ethics Committee (Protocol No. REC-0157 – approved 26/4/24). In 
alignment with Indigenous research methodologies (Atkinson, 2002; Tuhiwai-Smith, 2012; Wilson, 2008) and ethical principles 
(AIATSIS, 2020; NHMRC, 2018).

Prior to an interview, participants were provided informed consent documentation and reminded of their rights to withdraw, 
confidentiality and the option to have a support person of their choice with them during an interview. Participants were advised that 
they were not required to answer any questions that they were uncomfortable with. Regular check-ins were conducted throughout the 
interview to assess willingness to continue. A list of support services was provided in the event of distress.

5.6. Reflexivity, positionality and community engagement

The research prioritised seeking meaningful, early and continuous engagement with First Nations peoples and community support 
in all aspects of the research, including study development, design and interpretation of findings. Acknowledging that the lead author 
is non-First Nations, this study was conducted under the cultural guidance of an Aboriginal researcher and in collaboration with a Local 
Aboriginal Land Council. The project was also overseen by a First Nations advisory group; comprising individuals with personal and 
intergenerational experience with the Australian child protection system. The lead author engaged with this group through bi-monthly 
‘yarning’ art sessions and the group were given art supplies in recognition of their time and expertise.

This study was informed by intersectionality theory (Collins, 2015; Crenshaw & Phillips, 1998), which helped to contextualise 
participants' narratives within the broader structures of colonisation, systemic disadvantage, and cultural identity. Critical self- 
reflection was central to my analysis and interpretation of meaning making. This reflective process intended to expose and chal
lenge any deep-seated individually held assumptions about the social world, constantly being aware of how privileged positioning and 
colonisation might create personal bias and shape my worldview (Fook & Gardner, 2007).

6. Findings and discussion

What follows is a discussion of the general experiences of the care leavers which centred around six prominent themes which 
directly relate to the research question: 1) Care can be good… but it's luck of the draw; 2) Care is conditional; 3) Don't stand up on 
unlevel ground; 4) OOHC is not my identity (an identity to be hidden, yet a desire to be known); 5) Not my real family or my real home 
(the desire to belong and be at home); and 6) Kept in the dark – seen but not heard (powerless and uninformed). These themes are 
reinforced by participant quotes (anonymised with a pseudonym) which highlight both commonalities and differences in perspectives.

6.1. Care can be good… but it's luck of the draw

Care leavers offered insights into the benefits of OOHC, however good in-care experiences were often framed as ‘lucky’ exceptions, 
while negative experiences were perceived as the norm. The necessity of removal from family and home ultimately seemed to 
overshadow the care experience, suggesting that the very need for care inherently prevented it from being perceived as ‘good’.

While experiences related to care, specifically home, family, health, education and financial matters, varied greatly across par
ticipants, most described OOHC as a necessary alternative to remaining with their parents: “Actually probably bettered my life to be 
honest” (Aaron), “Before then I really didn't feel that I got looked after a lot” (Tahlia) and from Evelyn, “My father has an intellectual 
disability. Therefore, he couldn't care for me… I know that it was unsafe to stay with my birth giver”. Alyssa held a different view however, 
expressing scepticism about the benefits of being removed from her home and bringing attention to the injustice of children being 
punished for the shortcomings of their parents: 

“I think that's where it was a little difficult for me when we were removed, cause we knew mum had the problem, but we were kind of 
removed instead of having the problem removed. So, for us, we didn't really see the point”.

For many participants, being a child in care meant access to services and support that would not otherwise have been available: 
“You can actually get a lot of help… you can get lucky enough to get people in your corner that help you achieve it.” (Aaron). This was 
particularly evident through the attention given to physical health needs and access to sport and recreational opportunities: 
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“In care they would make a mandatory check every year… I'd have to go get my teeth checked, I'd have to get my ears checked. I get my 
eyes checked. I'd get everything checked over. Full body pretty much…which was a good part of it because, I've got cousins who are [not in 
care], and… they don't get that type of support.”

(Jayden)

Consistent with international evidence (Pecora et al., 2006) the financial support provided to some participants when they ‘left’ 
care (In NSW this includes Transition to Independent Living and Independent Living Allowances for eligible care leavers (NSW 
Government, 2025)) was highlighted as an advantage of the care experience: “that was probably like my biggest benefit from DoCs (Now 
the Department of Communities and Justice in NSW). So now I can have all this money until I'm 25 to like, set myself up for life” (Kai). Their 
struggle to independent living however, suggested that care involves more than financial support: 

“See when I left care, I personally felt like I was f**king booted out of the house. They pushed me along, rushed me along, hurry up, like, 
just get out… They found me a home… just before 18. And um, it was cool and all. It was exciting and all. But I had no knowledge of what 
the f**k was going to happen... I had nothing. I didn't know how to live… once I jumped out and got my own home, a lot of my insecurities 
came, like, cause I'm by myself 24/7 pretty much.”

(Tim)

This finding aligns with the perspectives of care leavers surveyed by McDowall (2020), suggesting that aftercare plans are not as 
successful in establishing relational needs or facilitating the development of fundamental life skills.

Consistent with other literature, good in-care experiences were associated with authentic care (Fylkesnes et al., 2021), which was 
linked to participants' experiences of being listened to and understood, having their physical and emotional needs met, and carers' 
responsibility for the CYP being viewed as more than a job. While prefaced as being uncommon, Alyssa reflected on a positive 
caseworker relationship, “She'd always try and put your interests first… she was always on top of anything I needed… she acted more like a 
friend than someone who controlled everything you did.” (Alyssa).

The importance placed on, “being part of (foster carer's) family… having a family I can call and contact” (Kai), highlighted that good 
experiences were connected to long term commitment, provision of a, “safe haven” (Aaron), and a sense of belonging, reflective of other 
research in this area (Cashmore & Taylor, 2020; Fylkesnes et al., 2021).

Both powerful and underexplored in previous research, was the finding that many participants attributed positive in care expe
riences to good fortune and deserving of gratitude. This was exampled in Kai's reflection on his long-term placement, “I was pretty lucky 
to be in that one spot”. Challenging experiences on the other hand were described as a typical and expected part of the care journey. 

“Care can be hell, you know. There's two ways it can go, and you've just got to be lucky. It all comes down to luck… that's why I say I'm 
blessed because I got blessed. I got put with a great family… for at least 12 years.”

(Aaron)

The framing of ‘good’ care, not as a right but as an exception exemplified an internalised deficit discourse which seemed to be 
shaped by their identities, social positioning and overall systemic disempowerment, which from an intersectional lens, appeared to 
combine to produce narratives of un-deservingness.

6.2. Care is conditional

The theme ‘conditional care’ reflects participants' perceptions that their care came with an agenda and limitations, evidenced by 
stories about the short-term and temporary nature of OOHC arrangements. Their accounts drew attention to the inherently unequal 
dynamics of care provided outside of OOHC settings, where stability and relational commitment are more typical. Many described 
experiences where the continuity and quality of their care were contingent upon their good behaviour: 

“… six weeks of living there (foster care placement), they ended up kicking my brother out, because they couldn't handle his anger... 
Eventually, they ended up having too many fights with me.... and they sat me down like one afternoon and they said “look, either 
something has to change or you're gonna have to go.””

(Alyssa) 

“I was having very bad behaviours… I was fighting, kicking, screaming, punching, you know, as you do. I was very much wanting to go 
back home. Acting up much as I could, running away. And a lot of that was too much for a lot of carers.”

(Evelyn)

Other contingencies, such as being under the age of 18 when statutory care obligations typically end, the commitment of, and 
financial support provided to carers, reinforced the belief that no one genuinely cares for CYP in OOHC. This appeared to lead to the 
perception that they don't truly belong in their homes or families and that care and support are only temporary. 

“Then they (foster family) decided they were going on a holiday, but they gonna make sure that we couldn't come, because they're just 
people that look after kids… I found they didn't care much about me.”

(Tahlia) 

“…no one cared. My foster agency said you've aged out; we can't help you.”
(Evelyn) 
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“… some carers do just do it for the money. They don't care, what you have to say or what you think. Some of them don't even care what 
you're feeling...”

(Alyssa)

This finding is concerning given known links between committed, sensitive and inclusive care giving practices in Out-of-Home care 
and a child's improved socio-emotional behaviours and attachment (Algate, 2006; Cashmore & Taylor, 2020; Turner et al., 2022). One 
explanation posed by Turner et al. (2023) is that carers' commitment to CYP may be influenced by a core belief that their role is to 
provide a ‘bridging intervention’ (Turner et al., 2023) rather than a permanent family for the children in their care.

6.3. Don't stand up on unlevel ground

This theme draws attention to the experience of constant change in OOHC which both discourages and disempowers CYP from 
putting roots down because their ‘ground’ is not safe or stable enough to stand up on. The literature has demonstrated the detrimental 
effects of placement instability (Asif et al., 2024; Konijn et al., 2019), however the drivers behind the experience of learned help
lessness (Maier & Seligman, 1976) in response to reduced agency, from the perspectives of those with lived experience, has been less 
well defined.

Here care leavers described the negative impact of instability due to frequent changes in living arrangements and schools, as well as 
the constant turnover of individuals in their lives, friends, parental figures, caseworkers, other foster children in their home and respite 
arrangements. 

“Jumping from family to family was hard because I'd never had a figure… like an actual parental figure. Someone there I could always 
count on. And then jumping through schools… I don't think I've ever had a friend longer than two years… I never actually figured out how 
to connect with other people… and I learnt my lesson pretty young… don't try and stand up on unlevel ground.”

(Tim)

Evelyn described the unpredictability of residential care settings, where multiple workers were responsible for her care. This often 
left her unsure of who would be picking her up from school and required her to constantly adapt to varying expectations from different 
carers, highlighting compounded disadvantage due to her care status. 

“I've realised that a lot of other children had a set routine. They had the same expectations from both parents. My parenting team had… 
every single one had different expectations of how to act. How to respond. And I couldn't keep up.”

Participants were both unable and unwilling to physically and psychologically ‘settle and unpack their bags’ as change was 
inevitable: “So I was there (temporary placement) purely just waiting for another place to go…I never unpack my bags. Because I never feel like 
I'm going to stay in a place for very long” (Evelyn). Evelyn further commented, “There was no advice... I have never had the stability for 
anyone to be like, I will teach you how to do this.” Gidden's (1991) theory of ontological security suggests that personal identity and 
capacity to confront life's challenges are essentially connected to stable relationships and environments. In the context of OOHC, where 
constant change across environmental and social domains is typical, the development of ontological security becomes more 
challenging.

Participant's care experiences were marked by instability, making it difficult for them to settle and establish roots in their envi
ronment. This lack of stability impacted their capacity to form and maintain relationships, impeded their overall personal development 
and stifled self-efficacy.

6.4. OOHC is not my identity (an identity to be hidden, yet a desire to be known)

Participants often revealed a desire to be recognised as individuals beyond their care status, providing a glimpse into the felt impact 
of marginalised identities and social positioning. A clear tension emerged between the need for both individualised care, yet undif
ferentiated treatment which was especially significant for Aboriginal participants in relation to their cultural identity.

Through their narratives, care leavers expressed a sense of being perpetually labelled as different or inferior due to their cir
cumstances, “…I was looked at as different… I felt different, because like everyone in the school that I was in was different to me…” (Aaron). In 
the case of Aaron, this was exacerbated at school as he had a different surname to his foster parents. Perceived stigmatisation 
negatively impacted all participant's sense of identity and belonging, affecting their interactions with peers and their overall self- 
perception.

Participants described an inability to relate to ‘normal’ children who were not in care: “I didn't know how to compare myself to other 
people. Cause I don't think I had many things in common with any of them” (Tim). The ‘abnormality’ of their situation appeared to position 
them as an inferior citizen and was a source of shame. While critiqued for his use of secondary sources, participant's accounts resemble 
closely the acts of concealment and disidentification associated with those classed as or who personally identify as ‘abnormal’ in 
Goffman's stigma theory (Goffman, 1963). 

“I feel like well, for myself… other kids as well, but I feel like a lot of kids are ashamed to be in DoCs… because I don't really let people 
know that I'm in DoCs. Like I make it seem like I live in a normal family...”

(Kai)

This sentiment was echoed in the expressed desire to be heard, known, and understood for who they are, their interests, where they 
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are from, and who their friends are and not as a child in OOHC. While it was recognised that CYP in care had additional support needs, 
participants expressed that these should be delivered subtly and indistinguishably from the help provided to any other child. This was 
particularly evident within the context of school. 

“There's 300 kids in the school. If there's only one person in the school, they shouldn't be singled out… at the time I thought, that's cool… 
like I'm getting looked after, you know, like these people actually care. When I look back now, I shouldn't have been singled out…

(Aaron) 

“I was the only kid that they would ever do this to, like in primary school… They never understood my home life. They never understood 
what I was going through. So, if I had a moment in class, teachers would just send me out of class. They wouldn't try to deal with me. But 
with other kids in class… they would get heeded with sympathy... But with me, it was more, ‘oh Jayden's just having a moment’.”

(Jayden)

For Aboriginal participants, the notion of undifferentiated support was further developed in responses that suggested that 
Aboriginal and non-First Nations children in care should be treated the same:

“I reckon a lot of the things that people get wrong is… they try to treat them a little bit different… At the end of the day, a young black fella 
just wants to be treated normally. And like, treated like the same as a white person would and like that's, that's just the easy thing eh.” (Jayden).

While Tahlia agreed that the “Indigenous and the non-Indigenous children would've experienced the same thing of being dislocated from 
family. It doesn't matter, black or white”, her story of loss of kin, Country and culture came as a result of never understanding her 
Aboriginal heritage and believing that she was the same as any other child in care.

“But what I'm saying is by being in care… and being without my Aboriginal side…taken away from that…I lost my, who I was as an 
Aboriginal person. And because as I grew up, I didn't see any difference… So, my Aboriginal side was lost. My Aboriginality, language, culture. 
Being proud of who you were… it was all gone (Tahlia).

The idea of subtle and undifferentiated support requires a complex individualised approach and a level of ‘being understood’ which 
arguably requires enduring and committed relationships across a child's broader ecological contexts (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) 
and a recognition that needs will differ across individuals and change over time (Fylkesnes et al., 2021). The need for individualised 
care and reducing stigma in service delivery is known, however few studies have articulated how young people simultaneously desire 
both. These findings underscore the significance of an approach that strikes a balance between individualised and undifferentiated care 
and the critical need for recognition and understanding beyond care status.

6.5. Not my real family or my real home (the desire to belong and be at home)

Participants expressed a deep yearning for a sense of belonging and security to both family, culture and home, often framing this as 
strong opposition to the alternate care provided by child protection services. This theme aligns with established theories and research 
highlighting the critical importance of connection and safety, including cultural connection and cultural safety, for CYP in OOHC 
(Dixon, 2008; Fylkesnes et al., 2021; Krakouer et al., 2018; Natalier & Johnson, 2014).

For many participants a sense of belonging and security was momentarily found in alternate care, noting that these can be seen as a 
juxtaposition of opposing concepts. Despite this, the longing for connection to biological family (immediate and extended) was clearly 
articulated across accounts: “… just the thought of not having a family… and feeling it, like, just that emptiness. It sucks.” (Tim). This seemed 
to remain the case, even when not feasible or beneficial, which was particularly evident in Aaron's account:

“…like, you know, I love these people (foster family), but that's my mum, you know what I mean?... I'm grateful that I got pulled out (from 
biological home). But in a sense I'm not, because I didn't really get to make that relationship with my mother… And like I was trying to reconnect 
with my mum… running away… Probably wasn't the greatest thing, but to me, all I wanted to do was to know her.”

Inevitably, entry into OOHC creates disconnection from biological family who are unable to provide adequate care. Of significance, 
and what set this finding apart from much of the existing literature, were the stories from participants that highlighted a continued 
active facilitation of disconnection from family while in care. Family contact was described as infrequent and dependent on carer/ 
caseworker initiative, priorities and capacity. From an intersectional lens, this drew attention to the compounded disadvantages 
arising from the interplay of age, care status, gatekeeping and overall systemic power dynamics.

“I have another brother and sister, older than me… and I've never actually met them before… I've asked caseworkers and that, but they 
promise false truths … like I asked like over 20 times, and they just didn't get anything done. So, I just sort of brushed it at that point.” (Jayden).

“So, I never really built a good connection with my brothers and sisters and all of that... I didn't think the carers really worried about, I guess 
the relationships that I guess most kids will have with their brothers and sisters and that.” (Kai).

This finding mirrors the experiences of parents who had children in care, who reported that barriers to strengthening their re
lationships included infrequent contact, limited information about their child's daily life, and the impersonal atmosphere of contact 
visits (Newton et al., 2024). This is concerning given the known benefits of frequent, meaningful contact improving relationships and 
increasing the likelihood of reunification with biological families (Algate, 2006; Asif et al., 2024).

Care leavers implied, but at times explicitly detailed their resistance to alternate care, reflecting that this was not and could not be 
their real family. One participant who regularly ran away from his residential care home retold, “I said, “mate, I'm not going to stay…they 
bring me back, I'm going to take off”. I said, “I want to explore my life. I want to get to know my mum”” (Aaron). While for Alyssa, the threat 
of an attempt to replace biological family was salient:

“Another thing with (foster carers) is they did try and get us to call them mum… I was not going on board with that. I said that I had a mum, 
and I don't want to call anyone else mum, but my mum… I don't want another mother. I don't need one... Like, I don't want to be placed in a home 

H. Greig et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                          Child Abuse & Neglect 173 (2026) 107934 

7 



where they tell you what to do and they're not your parents”. (Alyssa).
This resistance was also evident in the accounts of Aboriginal participants, who expressed strong opposition to non-Aboriginal care, 

reflecting the intergenerational trauma that has resulted from past practices of colonial control and cultural disconnection (O'Donnell 
et al., 2019). For Tahlia, being placed with non-Aboriginal kin, despite receiving genuine care, negatively affected her broader 
communal sense of belonging and knowing where she was from in relation to her family, mob, community, land, language and culture.

“I didn't want to leave the home because it was the wrong (non-Aboriginal) nana... So, I didn't really wanna go with them and I hid… I 
wanted to go with the Aboriginal nana… because she told me things about being Aboriginal and stuff like that.” (Tahlia).

For some participants, a sense of belonging and feeling at home could not be found in OOHC. For them, home and belonging 
encompassed the experience of feeling included, being able to relax, having freedom of choice, and being yourself. Participants stated, 
“I didn't feel like I belonged in my own house.” (Evelyn), and “…you'd have to ask to grab something from the cupboard. You weren't just 
allowed to grab it. It wasn't like a homey feeling…” (Alyssa). This concept of home aligns closely with Dupuis and Thorns (1998) con
ditions for shelter to become a home including; the maintenance of daily routines, control over one's environment, and a secure base 
for developing personal identity. Tim's comments however, highlighted an apparent invisible barrier to feeling a sense of belonging in 
care:

“Cause with a foster family it's… I can't put my finger on it. I've always thought about it… I can't feel like I'm actually connecting with them. 
Like, they're, yeah, cool, you know them, you might know them for years. They might actually become close. But you can't open up and hang out 
and actually have like a, you know, like you have a dog or something, and you f**king go bananas as a kid. You have that ‘thing’. You don't have 
that ‘thing’ with foster parents… what I really struggled with was being alone all the time.” (Tim).

This theme was closely linked to the expressed conditional nature of care and mirrors other qualitative findings with both carers 
and care leavers (McCormack & Issaakidis, 2018; Turner et al., 2023) suggesting that while carers may become emotionally invested, 
their commitment to an enduring and long term relationship and the provision of a ‘family’ to belong to is often not facilitated, 
prioritised or considered part of their role.

6.6. Kept in the dark - seen but not heard (powerless and uninformed)

Care leavers described the interconnected experiences of CYP in OOHC; being both powerless (seen but not heard) and uninformed 
(kept in the dark). Adults were depicted as powerful, supervisory decision makers who held all knowledge, while CYP in OOHC were 
portrayed as lacking choice or control in their own lives. This power differential was most often associated with child protection 
workers but also adults in general (Fylkesnes et al., 2021). Participant's described boundaries set around relationships with family and 
friends and a lack of choice in living and school arrangements: 

“When I was 15, 16, I was like, I want to go see friends… I was always told that the only thing that I had to do; name, address, has to meet 
the parents, has to have the phone number, do a background check. Every time I did that, it was no, you haven't given us enough notice.” 
(Evelyn – in a residential care placement)

“…I said I wanted to go home. And (Caseworkers) like, ‘You guys aren't going home’ … and I said, ‘well, where are my sisters? I wanna 
go see them’, and they told me I wasn't able to see them for at least a week… I didn't want to move to that many schools. It wasn't even my 
decision. I didn't have a choice”

(Alyssa)

Participant's perceived that placements should be more child focused. Their recommendations included, “get the kid to meet the 
family first… like get them to know each other” (Tim) and “give the kid like a bit of a tour of the family, the house, how they're liking it” (Kai) 
and then, “listen to them and go, alright, so they're not happy in this placement. Let's try and figure out another placement for them” (Alyssa). 
Similar perspectives have been expressed by children in other studies (CCYP, 2019; Fylkesnes et al., 2021).

Participants frequently recounted instances where their efforts to assert power or make choices were disregarded. One example was 
in attempts to self-place: 

“I was running away… I hated (the police), because it, it felt like to me, like, they were trying to ruin my chances of having relationship 
with my mum... bringing me back, like, to somewhere where I didn't want to be…”

(Aaron) 

“… having my own caseworker come to my house and say, ‘your (foster) dads not allowed to be here’ … Like they were kicking the bloke 
out that had bought me five motorbikes. That had let me, well, give me food on the table. There was clothes on my back. I had everything I 
needed as a kid, and they kicked that bloke out of my house, and he was never allowed to come back”

(Jayden)

In Jayden's case specifically, this power imbalance was regarded as deception by child protection services, resulting in a deep 
mistrust of the adults entrusted with his care: 

“… the worst part about it was the way they did it… they did announced visits to my school, and they would question me and try and 
manipulate me and try to get me to say if my dad was staying at my house. They tried to manipulate my words… so I was… all my trust 
was taken out of that system, and I just did not want to trust them ever again in my life.”

(Jayden)
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This appeared to be amplified by his position as an Aboriginal child who experienced both the reality and fear of the power of non- 
Aboriginal adult decision makers to place him with non-Aboriginal carers. “They (Child protection workers) were trying to manipulate me 
you know, trying to change me. They were trying to do the worst thing possible to get me out of my foster carer's family and try to move me in with 
white people”.

The echoing impact of lost connection to Country, culture and kin was unsettling in Tahlia's account: “It was so wrong. Because I 
should've grown up knowing at least where I come from. And my mob. And my nana knew that. But when, but by the time I got to meet my 
mother, my real mother, nana had passed”. Here, intersectionality exposes how First Nations CYP are positioned where multiple systems 
of oppression overlap (culture and care status), leading to fundamentally different experiences of care to their non-Indigenous peers.

The perception of questionable practices of child protection workers have also been reported by parents surveyed as part of the 
NSW Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study (POCLS) (Newton et al., 2024). This experience was shared by Alyssa, who felt that her and 
her family had been deceived prior to her removal into OOHC. 

“…if (DCJ) go to see the kids at school, they're supposed to ring the parents. They didn't let dad know at all. They just showed up… they 
asked (her younger siblings) questions, like who's living at home? They fed them lollies, they gave them toys, distracted them… so 
(younger sibling) let it out who was staying with us.… and DoCs, they kind of had a little plan… I think they kind of knew that if I was 
around that I wouldn't let us be separated, or that I would definitely not be separated from (her youngest siblings). So, they actually got us 
(her and an older sibling) out of the picture. They had a plan to send us on a camp.”

Poorly timed communication or the absence of information altogether regarding their ever-changing care situation appeared to 
feed confusion and an inability to reconcile their situation. 

“Like it feels like the weight of the world is pushing on you when you jump from house to house. Because you don't know what the f**k's 
going to happen. You could walk into a bad family, or a good one, or someone who doesn't even want you… They're enigmas, 
completely… like the kid knows nothing about em. They know next to everything about that kid… That kid's just been thrown in the short 
end… It feels, it honestly feels like your surrounded by darkness”

(Tim)

The predominant narrative of the participants of this study reflected a systemic power imbalance where CYP voices' are margin
alised, despite commitments to their involvement in decision-making (DSS, 2021; UN, 2010; UNCRC, 1989). The United Nations 
Guidelines for the Alternative Care of Children (2010) emphasise that children should be involved in all stages of decision-making 
regarding their alternative care, in accordance with their developmental abilities. However, the experiences shared by care leavers 
of this study suggest a prevailing tendency toward paternalism and protective oversight, rather than focusing on the child's needs and 
preferences.

7. Conclusion and implications

This study used exploratory interviews to gather the perspectives of seven adult care leavers on the benefits and challenges of being 
a CYP in OOHC. The explicit aim was to disrupt assumed knowledge and gain unique insight into what works and how OOHC can be 
improved, based on the direct lived experiences of those who have been through it.

What became clear in discussions with participants is that, while OOHC may be a necessary alternative for some, it could provide a 
poor alternative to the enduring and committed relationships that they desired. Inconsistency in caregiving practices, alongside the 
reality of and expectation of negative experiences reported by all participants, suggest that the needs of CYP, as well as key tenets of 
legislated care (safety, welfare, wellbeing, stability, health, personal development and dignity) (NSW, 1998), are still not being met.

While this study identified that the experiences of Aboriginal and non-First Nations participants were largely the same, the gross 
over-representation of First Nations children in OOHC, compounded with historical and contemporary practices of colonisation, in
dicates a more complex reality (Davis, 2019). Although participants commonly emphasised the value of equal and ‘normalised’ 
treatment, the fear of disconnection from family, community, and culture emerged as a uniquely salient concern for Aboriginal care 
leavers. Central to this finding is recognition of the need to find a balance between an approach to care that is both individualised, yet 
undifferentiated. One that acknowledges commonalities while remaining responsive to the specific cultural and relational contexts of 
First Nations CYP. This finding disrupts existing understandings of intersectionality by showing how the overlapping identities of First 
Nations care leavers create a unique tension between desires for equal treatment and the need for culturally responsive care.

The quality and consistency of care for the participants interviewed was described as ‘luck of the draw’ and contractually tied to 
whether OOHC funding was available and their good behaviour, a situation that seemed to be worsened within a welfare culture of 
short-term care arrangements. These conditions significantly hindered participants' self-identity along with their ability to settle and 
establish in life. Without a consistent, committed parental figure, their personal development and acquisition of essential life skills 
were compromised. Participants' accounts emphasised that effective care requires ongoing, authentic relationships and sustained 
commitment from caregivers and those within their broader ecological contexts. Two key areas for improved practice were identified: 
first, the need to embed relational continuity as a core value, where both carers and professionals are supported to prioritise relational 
stability alongside physical stability; and second, the need to ensure that ‘good’ care is the standard rather than the exception, through 
the establishment of quality benchmarks and genuine engagement with CYP's feedback to ensure that their needs are being met.

There was a stark disconnect between the lived experiences of participants while in OOHC and the principles of participatory, child- 
centred care outlined in international frameworks like the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) and the UN Guidelines for 
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the Alternative Care of Children (2010). A paternalistic approach characterised by a lack of transparency and disregard for the child's 
preferences emerged strongly in the accounts of participants. This appeared to lead to a blanket mistrust and dissatisfaction with child 
protection services. For Aboriginal participants, the compounded effects of colonisation and cultural disconnection further intensified 
these challenges. Key to this finding was the call for more child centred (informed and participatory) approaches to care, where 
children's individual views (particularly regarding family contact (who and how), living arrangements, and caregivers) are taken 
seriously from the first point of contact with child protection services and beyond. This requires restoration of CYP's agency to promote 
self-efficacy through the implementation of participatory models of care, whereby CYP are not simply consulted, but informed, 
involved and influential in decisions made about their care. It is possible that establishing these preferences from the outset, in 
collaboration with the child, could foster more enduring relationships and better long-term outcomes for the child; a return on in
vestment strategy that may very well reap dividends for the child protection system overall.

There is already growing awareness of the need to shift child protection funding away from OOHC and child protection services 
(currently consuming 86% of government funds (SCRGSP, 2025; Talbot et al., 2024)), toward early intervention and family support. 
With precedence given to protection over support, a reactive stance prevails, fostering uninformed decision-making that contributes to 
the problematic temporary care culture in place. The evidence presented here further supports existing theories that temporary care 
arrangements undermine the development of CYP's ontological security (Giddens, 1991). A shift from a protection-focused to a 
support-focused approach may very well foster more healthy and ongoing relationships between children and their parents or care 
givers. The desire for stability and belonging to family and home that the participants of this study spoke of, suggest that this is a 
worthwhile change in focus.

It needs to be acknowledged that children's views (around support needs, placement, school, contact with family and friends) may 
evolve over time as they grow, as is typical for any child. The delivery of support must be attuned to the unique and evolving needs of 
CYP in care, needs that can only truly be met in an environment where they are known and understood as a child, not just a child in 
care. An adaptable and individualised approach to care is only achievable within the context of meaningful, connected, and committed 
relationships. Taken together, these findings advance theoretical understandings of care and belonging in OOHC contexts and offer 
experience-based directions for more informed, supportive, stable, participatory, and culturally grounded care practices.

7.1. Strengths and limitations

The absence of the perspectives of CYP currently in OOHC is a shortcoming of this study and research more broadly. Future research 
should address this as a matter of priority. We were limited in our ability to explore nuanced variation across accounts, such as 
different experiences across placement types, particularly for those in residential care where individual support may be reduced 
(Degner et al., 2010), and by the inclusion of one participant aged 69 whose experiences may reflect a different era and care system 
compared to all other participants (aged 19–26). Despite the limitations, data from care leavers was rich with strong alignment across 
cases, allowing for a deep exploration of what they considered important to the care experience.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Hannah Greig: Writing – original draft, Resources, Project administration, Methodology, Investigation, Formal analysis, Data 
curation, Conceptualization. Andrew McGrath: Writing – review & editing, Supervision. Rachael Fox: Writing – review & editing, 
Supervision. Linda Deravin: Writing – review & editing, Supervision.

Declaration of competing interest

None.

Data availability

The data that has been used is confidential.

References

ACYP. (2022). The voices of children and young people in out-of-home care 2021. https://522228.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/522228/ACYP%20-% 
20Voices%20of%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%20in%20OOHC%20-%20published%202022%20-%20Accessible.pdf.

AIATSIS. (2020). Code of ethics for Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander research. Canberra. Retrieved from https://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-10/ 
aiatsis-code-ethics.pdf.

AIHW. (2019). The views of children and young people in out-of-home care: Overview of indicator results from second national survey, 2018. https://www.aihw.gov. 
au/reports/child-protection/views-of-children-young-people-oohc-2018.

AIHW. (2022). Australia's children. https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/children-youth/australias-children.
AIHW. (2025). Child protection Australia 2023–24. Retrieved from https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/child-protection-australia-2023-24.
Algate, J. (2006). Ordinary children in extraordinary circumstances. In D. Iwaniec (Ed.), The child's journey through care: Placement stability, care planning, and achieving 

permanency (pp. 17–40). John Wiley & Sons Inc.
Asif, N., Breen, C., & Wells, R. (2024). Influence of placement stability on developmental outcomes of children and young people in out-of-home care: Findings from 

the Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study. Child Abuse & Neglect, 149, Article 106145. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106145
Atkinson, J. (2002). Trauma trails, recreating song lines : The transgenerational effects of trauma in indigenous Australia (1st ed.). Spinifex Press. 

H. Greig et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                          Child Abuse & Neglect 173 (2026) 107934 

10 

https://522228.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/522228/ACYP%20-%20Voices%20of%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%20in%20OOHC%20-%20published%202022%20-%20Accessible.pdf
https://522228.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/522228/ACYP%20-%20Voices%20of%20Children%20and%20Young%20People%20in%20OOHC%20-%20published%202022%20-%20Accessible.pdf
https://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-10/aiatsis-code-ethics.pdf
https://aiatsis.gov.au/sites/default/files/2020-10/aiatsis-code-ethics.pdf
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/views-of-children-young-people-oohc-2018
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/views-of-children-young-people-oohc-2018
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/children-youth/australias-children
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/child-protection/child-protection-australia-2023-24
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106145
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0040


Baldwin, H., Biehal, N., Cusworth, L., Wade, J., Allgar, V., & Vostanis, P. (2019). Disentangling the effect of out-of-home care on child mental health. Child Abuse & 
Neglect, 88, 189–200. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.11.011

Bessell, S. (2011). Participation in decision-making in out-of-home care in Australia: What do young people say? Children and Youth Services Review, 33(4), 496–501. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.05.006

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2022). Thematic analysis: A practical guide. SAGE Publications Ltd.
Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. (2006). The bioecological model of human development. In W. Damon, & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology, theoretical 

models of human development: Theoretical models of human development. John Wiley & Sons, Incorporated. 
Cashmore, J., Paxman, M., & Townsend, M. (2007). The educational outcomes of young people 4–5 years after leaving care: An Australian perspective. Adoption and 

Fostering, 31(1), 50–61. https://doi.org/10.1177/030857590703100109
Cashmore, J., & Taylor, A. (2020). Children’s relationships with their family and carers: First five years in out-of-home care. In , vol. 15. Pathways of care longitudinal 

study: Outcomes of children and young people in out-of-home care. Sydney: NSW Department of Communities and Justice. Retrieved from https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/ 
documents/about-us/facsiar/pocls/pocls-publications/childrens-relationships-with-their-family-and-carers.pdf.

Cashmore, J., & Wulczyn, F. (2024). Pathways of care: A longitudinal study of children in care in Australia: Introductory article for special issue on Pathways of Care 
Longitudinal Study. Child Abuse & Neglect, 149, Article 106586. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106586

CCYP. (2019). ‘In our own words’: Systemic inquiry into the lived experience of children and young people in the Victorian out-of-home care system. Commission for Children 
and Young People. Issue https://ccyp.vic.gov.au/inquiries/systemic-inquiries/in-our-own-words/.

NSW. (1998). Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 no 157. https://legislation.nsw.gov.au.
Collins, C., Neely, M. T., & Khan, S. (2024). “Which cases do I need?” Constructing cases and observations in qualitative research. Annual Review of Sociology, 50(1), 

21–40. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-031021-035000
Collins, P. H. (2015). Intersectionality’s definitional dilemmas. Annual Review of Sociology, 41(1), 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112142
Crawford, M., Tilbury, C., Creed, P., & Buys, N. (2011). The role of carers and caseworkers in the school-to-work transition of young people in care. Australian Social 

Work, 64(4), 459–474. https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2010.537353
Crenshaw, K., & Phillips, A. (1998). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory, and antiracist 

politics. Oxford University Press. https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198782063.003.0016
Davis, M. (2019). Family is culture: Independent review into Aboriginal out-of-home care in NSW. https://apo.org.au/node/267061.
Degner, J., Henriksen, A., & Oscarsson, L. (2010). Investing in a formal relationship: Support persons’ view of treatment involvement regarding young persons in 

residential care. Qualitative Social Work, 9(3), 321–342. https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325010368582
Dixon, J. (2008). Young people leaving care: Health, well-being and outcomes. Child & Family Social Work, 13(2), 207–217. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365- 

2206.2007.00538.x
DSS. (2021). Safe and supported: The national framework for protecting Australia’s children 2021–2031 (The National Framework). Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia. 

Retrieved from https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/12_2021/dess5016-national-framework-protecting-childrenaccessible.pdf.
Dupuis, A., & Thorns, D. C. (1998). Home, home ownership and the search for ontological security. The Sociological Review, 46(1), 24–47. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 

1467-954X.00088
Fathallah, S., & Sullivan, S. (2021). Away from home: Youth experiences of institutional placements in foster care (a study by Think of Us). Think of Us. https://www. 

thinkofus.org/case-studies/away-from-home. 
Fook, J., & Gardner, F. (2007). Practising critical reflection: A resource handbook. McGraw-Hill Education (UK). 
Fylkesnes, M., Larsen, M., Havnen, K., Christiansen, Ø., & Lehmann, S. (2021). Listening to advice from young people in foster care: From participation to belonging. 

The British Journal of Social Work, 51(6), 1983–2000. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab138
Giddens, A. (1991). Modernity and self-identity: Self and society in the late modern age. Polity Press. 
Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Simon and Schuster. 
Grace, R., Knight, J., Baird, K., Ng, J., Shier, H., Wise, S., … Kemp, L. (2019). Where are the silences? A scoping review of child participatory research literature in the 

context of the Australian service system. Children Australia, 44(4), 172–186. https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2019.32
Green, M. J., J., P. P., Stacy, T., Tyson, W., R., L. K., … Carr, V. J. (2023). Profiles of resilience from early to middle childhood among children known to child 

protection services. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent Psychology, 52(4), 533–545. https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2021.1969652
Harvey, A., Campbell, P., Andrewartha, L., Wilson, J., & Goodwin-Burns, P. (2017). Recruiting and supporting care leavers in Australian higher education. Centre for 

Higher Education Equity and Diversity Research La Trobe University. https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/app/uploads/2018/05/75_LaTrobe_AndrewHarvey.pdf. 
Hayes, C., Bhaskara, A., Tongs, C., Bisht, A., & Buus, N. (2024). What purpose do voices serve if no one is listening? A systematic review of children and young 

people’s perspectives on living in the foster care system. Child & Youth Care Forum, 53(3), 525–562. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-023-09779-0
HREOC. (1997). Bringing them home: Report of the national inquiry into the separation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children from their families. Sydney, Australia: 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission. 
JMI. (2024). Supporting children and families to flourish: Putting human relationships at the centre of transformational reform of the child protection and out-of-home care 

system in NSW. J. M. I. f. P. Policy. https://jmi.org.au/projects/supporting-children-and-families-to-flourish/. 
Kiraly, M., & Humphreys, C. (2013). Perspectives from young people about family contact in kinship care: “Don’t push us—Listen more”. Australian Social Work, 66 

(3), 314–327. https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407x.2012.715658
Konijn, C., Admiraal, S., Baart, J., van Rooij, F., Stams, G.-J., Colonnesi, C., … Assink, M. (2019). Foster care placement instability: A meta-analytic review. Children 

and Youth Services Review, 96, 483–499. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.12.002
Kor, K. (2019). A multi-informant study on practice development and implementation of therapeutic residential care for young people in Out of Home Care. Sydney: Doctor of 

Philosophy, UNSW. http://unsworks.unsw.edu.au/fapi/datastream/unsworks:61566/SOURCE02?view=true. 
Krakouer, J., Wise, S., & Connolly, M. (2018). “We live and breathe through culture”: Conceptualising cultural connection for indigenous Australian children in out-of- 

home care. Australian Social Work, 71(3), 265–276. https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2018.1454485
Lincoln, Y. S., Lynham, S. A., & Guba, E. G. (2011). Paradigmatic controversies, contradictions, and emerging confluences, revisited. In N. K. Denzin, & Y. S. Lincoln 

(Eds.), Vol. 4. The Sage handbook of qualitative research (pp. 199–265). SAGE Publications. 
Lund, S., & Stokes, C. (2020). The educational outcomes of children in care: A scoping review. Children Australia, 1–9. https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2020.55
Lynch, G. (2021). UK child migration to Australia, 1945–1970: A study in policy failure. Springer Nature. 
Madill, A., Jordan, A., & Shirley, C. (2000). Objectivity and reliability in qualitative analysis: Realist, contextualist and radical constructionist epistemologies. The 

British Journal of Psychology, 91(1), 1–20. https://doi.org/10.1348/000712600161646
Maier, S. F., & Seligman, M. E. (1976). Learned helplessness: Theory and evidence. Journal of Experimental Psychology. General, 105(1), 3–46. https://doi.org/10.1037/ 

0096-3445.105.1.3
McCafferty, P., & Mercado García, E. (2025). Children’s participation in social work research. A secondary data analysis of an umbrella review of children’s 

participation in child welfare. The British Journal of Social Work, 1–24. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcaf017
McCormack, L., & Issaakidis, G. L. (2018). Complex trauma in childhood; psychological growth in adulthood: Making sense of the ‘lived’ experience of out-of-home- 

care. Traumatology, 24(2), 131. https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000139
McDowall, J. (2018). In CREATE Foundation (Ed.), Being absent from out-of-home care: The views of young people and carers. https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/ 

2023/03/Being-Absent-from-Out-of-Home-Care.pdf.
McDowall, J. (2020). Transitioning to adulthood from out-of-home care: Independence or interdependence? CREATE Foundation. https://create.org.au/wp-content/ 

uploads/2021/05/CREATE-Post-Care-Report-2021-LR.pdf. 
McFarlane, K. (2017). Care-criminalisation: The involvement of children in out-of-home care in the New South Wales criminal justice system. Australian & New 

Zealand Journal of Criminology, 51(3), 412–433. https://doi.org/10.1177/0004865817723954

H. Greig et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                          Child Abuse & Neglect 173 (2026) 107934 

11 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2018.11.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.05.006
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0060
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0060
https://doi.org/10.1177/030857590703100109
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/about-us/facsiar/pocls/pocls-publications/childrens-relationships-with-their-family-and-carers.pdf
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/about-us/facsiar/pocls/pocls-publications/childrens-relationships-with-their-family-and-carers.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106586
https://ccyp.vic.gov.au/inquiries/systemic-inquiries/in-our-own-words/
https://legislation.nsw.gov.au
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-031021-035000
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112142
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2010.537353
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198782063.003.0016
https://apo.org.au/node/267061
https://doi.org/10.1177/1473325010368582
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2007.00538.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2206.2007.00538.x
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/12_2021/dess5016-national-framework-protecting-childrenaccessible.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00088
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00088
https://www.thinkofus.org/case-studies/away-from-home
https://www.thinkofus.org/case-studies/away-from-home
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0140
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab138
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0150
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0155
https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2019.32
https://doi.org/10.1080/15374416.2021.1969652
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/app/uploads/2018/05/75_LaTrobe_AndrewHarvey.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-023-09779-0
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0180
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0180
https://jmi.org.au/projects/supporting-children-and-families-to-flourish/
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407x.2012.715658
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2018.12.002
http://unsworks.unsw.edu.au/fapi/datastream/unsworks:61566/SOURCE02?view=true
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2018.1454485
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0210
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0210
https://doi.org/10.1017/cha.2020.55
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0220
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712600161646
https://doi.org/10.1037/0096-3445.105.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1037/0096-3445.105.1.3
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcaf017
https://doi.org/10.1037/trm0000139
https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Being-Absent-from-Out-of-Home-Care.pdf
https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/Being-Absent-from-Out-of-Home-Care.pdf
https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CREATE-Post-Care-Report-2021-LR.pdf
https://create.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CREATE-Post-Care-Report-2021-LR.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004865817723954


Mendis, K., Gardner, F., & Lehmann, J. (2015). The education of children in out-of-home care. Australian Social Work, 68(4), 483–496. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
0312407X.2014.963134

Mertens, D. M. (2007). Transformative paradigm: Mixed methods and social justice. Journal of Mixed Methods Research, 1(3), 212–225. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
1558689807302811

Moore, T., McArthur, M., Death, J., Tilbury, C., & Roche, S. (2017). Young people's views on safety and preventing abuse and harm in residential care: “It's got to be 
better than home”. Children and Youth Services Review, 81, 212–219. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.08.010

Moore, T., McArthur, M., Death, J., Tilbury, C., & Roche, S. (2018). Sticking with us through it all: The importance of trustworthy relationships for children and young 
people in residential care. Children and Youth Services Review, 84, 68–75. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.10.043

Natalier, K., & Johnson, G. (2014). No home away from home: A qualitative study of care leavers' perceptions and experiences of ‘home’. Housing Studies, 30(1), 
123–138. https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2014.943698

Newton, B. J., Katz, I., Gray, P., Frost, S., Gelaw, Y., Hu, N., … Stephensen, J. (2024). Restoration from out-of-home care for Aboriginal children: Evidence from the 
pathways of care longitudinal study and experiences of parents and children. Child Abuse & Neglect, 149, Article 106058. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
chiabu.2023.106058

NHMRC. (2018). Ethical conduct in research with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and communities: Guidelines for researchers and stakeholders. Canberra: 
National Health and Medical Research Council. Retrieved from https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/research-policy/ethics-and-integrity.

NSW Government. (2024). Annual statistical report 2021–22: Children and families thrive: Supporting children in out-of-home care. Retrieved 18 January from 
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/dcj.statistics/viz/ASR2021-22ChildrenandFamiliesThrive-OOHC/ENTRIESOOHCDashboard.

NSW Government. (2025). Independent living allowance. NSW Government. Retrieved 14th April from https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/children-and-families/children-and- 
young-people/independent-living-allowance.html.

O’Donnell, M., Taplin, S., Marriott, R., Lima, F., & Stanley, F. J. (2019). Infant removals: The need to address the over-representation of Aboriginal infants and 
community concerns of another ‘stolen generation’. Child Abuse & Neglect, 90, 88–98. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.01.017

O’Neill, C. (2014). “I remember the first time I went into foster care — It’s a long story …”: Children, permanent parents, and other supportive adults talk about the 
experience of moving from one family to another. Journal of Family Studies, 10(2), 205–219. https://doi.org/10.5172/jfs.327.10.2.205

Pecora, P. J., Kessler, R. C., O’Brien, K., White, C. R., Williams, J., Hiripi, E., … Herrick, M. A. (2006). Educational and employment outcomes of adults formerly 
placed in foster care: Results from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study. Children and Youth Services Review, 28(12), 1459–1481. https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
childyouth.2006.04.003

QFCC. (2018). Young people’s perspectives of residential care, including police call-outs. Queensland Child and Family Commission. https://www.qfcc.qld.gov.au/sites/ 
default/files/2022-06/Young%20people%20s%20perspectives%20on%20residential%20care%2C%20including%20police%20call-outs.pdf. 

SCARC. (2012). Commonwealth contribution to former forced adoption policies and practices. Canberra, ACT: Senate Community Affairs References Committee. Retrieved 
from https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2010-13/ 
commcontribformerforcedadoption/report/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2010-13/comm_contrib_former_forced_ 
adoption/report/report.ashx.

SCRGSP. (2025). Report on government services 2025. Productivity Commission. https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2025. 
Staines, J. (2016). Risk, adverse influence and criminalisation: Understanding the over-representation of looked after children in the youth justice system. Prison 

Reform Trust. http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/risk_adverse_influence_criminalisation_lit_review_lo.pdf.
Talbot, G., Dean, L., & Robertson, C. (2024). System review into out-of-home care: Final report to the NSW government. The NSW Department of Communities and Justice. 

https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/service-providers/out-of-home-care-and-permanency-support-program/about-permanency-support-program-and-overview- 
childstory-and-oohc-resources/System-review-into-out-of-home-care-Final-report-to-the-NSW-Government.pdf. 

Tilbury, C., Creed, P., Buys, N., Osmond, J., & Crawford, M. (2014). Making a connection: School engagement of young people in care. Child & Family Social Work, 19 
(4), 455–466. https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12045

Townsend, M. (2012). Are we making the grade? The education of children and young people in out-of-home care. NSW Department of Family and Community Services. 
https://ro.uow.edu.au/ihmri/387/. 

Tuhiwai-Smith, L. (2012). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous peoples (2nd ed.). Zed Books. 
Tune, D. (2017). Independent review of out of home care in New South Wales. https://www.acwa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/TUNE-REPORT-indepth- 

review-out-of-home-care-in-nsw.pdf.
Turner, F., Kainth, G., MacDonald, S., O'Connor, R., Crawford, K., & Minnis, H. (2023). “I will commit to this child as much as I can for the time that they are with me:” 

A qualitative examination of how foster carer commitment relates to short-term foster care for young children following abuse and neglect. Child Abuse & Neglect, 
135, Article 105983. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105983

Turner, F., Venturini, E., Kainth, G., Crawford, K., O'Connor, R., Balestrieri, M., … Minnis, H. (2022). The expected and the unexpected in recovery and development 
after abuse and neglect: The role of early foster carer commitment on young children's symptoms of attachment disorders and mental health problems over time. 
Child Abuse & Neglect, 127, Article 105585. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105585

UN. (2010). United Nations guidelines for the alternative care of children. https://bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/ 
GuidelinesAlternativeCareofChildrenEnglish.pdf.

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. (1989). https://www.unicef.org.au/our-work/information-for-children/un-convention-on-the-rights-of-the- 
child.

Walsh, P., McHugh, M., Blunden, H., & Katz, I. (2018). Literature review: Factors influencing the outcomes of children and young people in out-of-home care. In , Vol. 
6. Pathways of care longitudinal study: Outcomes of children and young people in out-of-home care. Sydney: NSW Department of Family and Community Services. 
Retrieved from https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/about-us/facsiar/pocls/pocls-publications/literature-review-factors-influencing-the-outcomes.pdf.

Wilson, S. (2008). Research is ceremony: Indigenous research methods. Fernwood Publishing. 
Wilson, S., Hean, S., Abebe, T., & Heaslip, V. (2020). Children’s experiences with Child Protection Services: A synthesis of qualitative evidence. Children and Youth 

Services Review, 113, Article 104974. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104974
Wise, S., Pollock, S., Mitchell, G., Argus, C., & Farquhar, P. (2010). Care-system impacts on academic outcomes. Anglicare Victoria & Wesley Mission Victoria. https:// 

library.bsl.org.au/jspui/bitstream/1/1870/1/Care-system_Impacts_on_Academic_Outcomes.pdf.
Wood, J. (2008). Report of the Special Commission of Inquiry into child protection services in NSW (Volume 1 and 2) [Report]. Department of Premier and Cabinet (NSW) 

https://apo.org.au/node/2851.

H. Greig et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                          Child Abuse & Neglect 173 (2026) 107934 

12 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2014.963134
https://doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2014.963134
https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689807302811
https://doi.org/10.1177/1558689807302811
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.08.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2017.10.043
https://doi.org/10.1080/02673037.2014.943698
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106058
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2023.106058
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/research-policy/ethics-and-integrity
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/dcj.statistics/viz/ASR2021-22ChildrenandFamiliesThrive-OOHC/ENTRIESOOHCDashboard
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/children-and-families/children-and-young-people/independent-living-allowance.html
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/children-and-families/children-and-young-people/independent-living-allowance.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2019.01.017
https://doi.org/10.5172/jfs.327.10.2.205
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.04.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2006.04.003
https://www.qfcc.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-06/Young%20people%20s%20perspectives%20on%20residential%20care%2C%20including%20police%20call-outs.pdf
https://www.qfcc.qld.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-06/Young%20people%20s%20perspectives%20on%20residential%20care%2C%20including%20police%20call-outs.pdf
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2010-13/commcontribformerforcedadoption/report/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2010-13/comm_contrib_former_forced_adoption/report/report.ashx
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2010-13/commcontribformerforcedadoption/report/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2010-13/comm_contrib_former_forced_adoption/report/report.ashx
https://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/senate/community_affairs/completed_inquiries/2010-13/commcontribformerforcedadoption/report/~/media/wopapub/senate/committee/clac_ctte/completed_inquiries/2010-13/comm_contrib_former_forced_adoption/report/report.ashx
https://www.pc.gov.au/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2025
http://www.prisonreformtrust.org.uk/Portals/0/Documents/risk_adverse_influence_criminalisation_lit_review_lo.pdf
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/service-providers/out-of-home-care-and-permanency-support-program/about-permanency-support-program-and-overview-childstory-and-oohc-resources/System-review-into-out-of-home-care-Final-report-to-the-NSW-Government.pdf
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/service-providers/out-of-home-care-and-permanency-support-program/about-permanency-support-program-and-overview-childstory-and-oohc-resources/System-review-into-out-of-home-care-Final-report-to-the-NSW-Government.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/cfs.12045
https://ro.uow.edu.au/ihmri/387/
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0355
https://www.acwa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/TUNE-REPORT-indepth-review-out-of-home-care-in-nsw.pdf
https://www.acwa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/TUNE-REPORT-indepth-review-out-of-home-care-in-nsw.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105983
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2022.105585
https://bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/GuidelinesAlternativeCareofChildrenEnglish.pdf
https://bettercarenetwork.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/GuidelinesAlternativeCareofChildrenEnglish.pdf
https://www.unicef.org.au/our-work/information-for-children/un-convention-on-the-rights-of-the-child
https://www.unicef.org.au/our-work/information-for-children/un-convention-on-the-rights-of-the-child
https://dcj.nsw.gov.au/documents/about-us/facsiar/pocls/pocls-publications/literature-review-factors-influencing-the-outcomes.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0145-2134(26)00053-0/rf0390
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2020.104974
https://library.bsl.org.au/jspui/bitstream/1/1870/1/Care-system_Impacts_on_Academic_Outcomes.pdf
https://library.bsl.org.au/jspui/bitstream/1/1870/1/Care-system_Impacts_on_Academic_Outcomes.pdf
https://apo.org.au/node/2851

	“Don't stand up on unlevel ground”: Care leavers' experiences of out-of-home care
	1 Child protection in Australia
	2 The care experience
	3 Research with the care experienced
	4 Aims and research question
	5 Method
	5.1 Research design
	5.2 Participants and recruitment
	5.3 Data collection
	5.4 Data analysis
	5.5 Ethical considerations
	5.6 Reflexivity, positionality and community engagement

	6 Findings and discussion
	6.1 Care can be good… but it's luck of the draw
	6.2 Care is conditional
	6.3 Don't stand up on unlevel ground
	6.4 OOHC is not my identity (an identity to be hidden, yet a desire to be known)
	6.5 Not my real family or my real home (the desire to belong and be at home)
	6.6 Kept in the dark - seen but not heard (powerless and uninformed)

	7 Conclusion and implications
	7.1 Strengths and limitations

	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Data availability
	References


