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to the child (e.g., carer reasons, departmental funding, geographical changes), how long the 
child had been in care, the amount of time in each placement, and whether the placement 
history included any long-term placements. 

Delfabbro and Barber (2003) found that the majority of children usually managed to obtain a 
stable and successful placement within their first 12 months in care. In contrast, they found that 
ongoing and severe placement disruption, documented by many researchers, appeared to affect a 
relatively small sub-group of children in care. 

The majority of children in care obtain a stable and successful placement within their first 
12 months in care. Ongoing and severe placement disruption, documented by many 
researchers, appears to affect a relatively small sub-group of children in care. 

Osborn and Delfabbro (2006a, 2006b) conducted a comparative study across four Australian 
states (Victoria, South Australia, Western Australia and Queensland) of 364 children with a 
history of significant placement disruption. The study found that the mean age at entry into care 
for children with a history of placement disruption was 7.48 years (SD = 4.21), and they spent an 
average of 4.80 years (SD = 3.76) in care. On average, the children had experienced 10.53 
placements (SD = 7.80) during their time in care and 4.95 placement breakdowns (SD = 3.99) in 
the previous two years. The study showed a strong coincidence of early trauma and abuse and 
subsequent placement instability. Osborn and Delfabbro asserted there is a strong need for 
ongoing multidisciplinary interventions to deal with the very high prevalence of ongoing 
psychological, social and educational difficulties within this population. 

Children with a history of placement disruption experience an average of 11 placements 
during their time in care and five placement breakdowns over the previous two years. 
There is a strong coincidence of early trauma and abuse and subsequent placement 
instability. 

Predictors of placement disruption 
Researchers involved in a South Australian longitudinal study have extensively investigated 
factors linked to increased placement disruption. Delfabbro et al. (2000) found that disruption 
was over four times more likely for boys, 3.35 times greater for children in the country, and 
3.38 times greater for children with a history of multiple (six or more) placement changes. Barber 
et al. (2000) found that adolescents with mental health problems (e.g., conduct disorder) were 
the least likely individuals in their longitudinal study to achieve placement stability or to display 
improved psychological adjustment while in care. Barber and Delfabbro (2002) noted that young 
people with extensive histories of placement instability could be differentiated from other 
individuals in the sample on three main measures: longer placement history, higher incidence of 
mental health problems, and greater levels of hyperactivity. Delfabbro and Barber (2003) found 
that a child’s age, level of conduct disorder, and mental health status were related to an early risk 
of placement disruption. They were reliably able to differentiate between unstable and stable 
children based on whether in the previous two years they had experienced two or more 
breakdowns due to their behaviour. 

Children with high levels of placement disruption are reliably identified as those children 
who in the previous two years have experienced two or more breakdowns due to their 
behaviour. 

Barber and Delfabbro (2002) found no evidence of improvement among young people who were 
initially disruptive in care, and concluded that early placement disruption is a predictor of 
ongoing problems in the care system. Barber et al. (2000) concluded that foster care appeared to 
be more suitable for younger and better-functioning children and recommended that a wider 
range of placement options be developed for the adolescent population. 
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Foster care appears to be unsuitable for a small sub-population of young people in care. 
There is an urgent need for a wider range of placement options for this sub-group. 

The impact of placement disruption on children in care 
Deterioration in psychological functioning associated with placement instability appeared to 
emerge approximately 12 months after placement breakdowns (Barber & Delfabbro, 2004). 
Delfabbro and Barber (2003) contended that “cases involving instability of greater than 
12 months need to be selected for additional monitoring with the intention of providing 
additional supports, or a re-evaluation of the child’s case plan” (p. 17). Conversely, Barber and 
Delfabbro’s (2003a) findings suggested that placement instability for a period of up to one year 
did not necessarily result in psychosocial harm to children and young people. This result appears 
to question the fundamental tenet that multiple placements are inherently damaging and that a 
stable placement must be secured as soon as possible. 

Early placement disruption may not be inherently damaging, but placement disruption 
extending beyond 12 months should be closely monitored, and the need for additional 
supports assessed. 

What future research is needed regarding placement stability? 
Research has shown that placement instability is a problem for a significant minority of children 
in care. However, Australian researchers have demonstrated that those children most at risk of 
placement instability can be reliably identified using the simple test of whether in the previous 
two years they have had two or more placement breakdowns due to their behaviour. Further 
research is needed to identify those factors that act to prevent placement instability in children 
whose history indicates a high risk for placement disruption. 

In addition, further research is needed to examine alternative placement options and the 
continuum of care (i.e., a range of options, from family-like placements through to intensive 
therapeutic support and group residential accommodation) to determine whether there are more 
effective types of care that can assist children with high needs to achieve placement stability. 

Permanency planning 
The issue of placement stability is also associated with the principles behind permanency 
planning. Permanency planning principles are based on the notion that maintaining stability 
and continuity of relationships promotes children’s growth and functioning. There is a heavy 
emphasis on permanency planning in the US, which came as a result of the vast number of 
children spending disrupted and indefinite periods in care. In comparison to the US, the 
emphasis of child welfare policy in Australia is more on family reunification rather than on 
permanency planning. 

The studies 
Only one of the studies identified had findings that contributed to the Australian evidence base 
on issues related to permanency planning: 
1. Barber, Delfabbro, and Cooper (2001), “The Predictors of Unsuccessful Transition to Foster 

Care” (see Appendix, page 7). 

How reliable is the evidence base regarding permanency planning? 
While the one study identified was of good quality, a single study is not sufficient to constitute 
an evidence base on any issue. 
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What do we know about permanency planning? 
The evidence available does not directly investigate permanency planning, rather it focuses on 
the related issue of inadequate placement options which, in turn, prevent permanency plans 
being successfully implemented for some children. 

Barber et al. (2001), asserted that in Australia, due to the decline in residential care, there has 
been a narrowing of placement options and an increasing reliance on foster care. They 
concluded that the problem associated with taking this direction is that the reduction in the 
number of placement options does not address the issue of placement instability, but rather 
gives caseworkers fewer options to place adolescents who are failing to achieve stability in care. 
Barber et al. suggested that the out-of-home care field urgently needs a wider range of placement 
options, such as treatment foster care or group care. The authors noted that there is now an 
extensive body of literature on both treatment foster care and group care that suggests the two 
options can achieve positive outcomes for adolescents who are not suited to conventional foster 
care. 

Alternative placement options, such as treatment foster care or group care, can achieve 
positive outcomes for adolescents who are not suited to conventional foster care. 

What future research is needed regarding permanency planning? 
Further research is needed to examine alternative placement options and continuums of care to 
determine whether there are more effective types of care that can assist children with high needs 
to achieve placement stability. Importantly, there was no research identified that examined 
practices regarding permanency planning (for example, decisions made about when to abandon 
plans to reunify children in care with their birth family and to seek permanent placements). 
There is an urgent need to evaluate current models of practice for permanency planning to 
inform future policy development in this critical area of practice for children removed from their 
biological families. 

Educational needs 
The education (or, more accurately, the lack of education) of children and young people in care 
is frequently commented on, but rarely researched. The majority of research in relation to 
education of children in care shows placement instability as one of the main factors that 
negatively impacts on the education of children in care. 

The studies 
Only three of the studies identified had findings that contributed to the Australian evidence base 
on the educational needs of children in care: 
1. Barber, Delfabbro, and Cooper (2000), “Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal Children in Out-of-

Home Care” (see Appendix, page 6). 
2. CREATE Foundation (2006), Report Card on Education 2006 (see Appendix, page 8). 
3. Delfabbro and Barber (2003), “Before It’s Too Late: Enhancing the Early Detection and 

Prevention of Long-Term Placement Disruption” (see Appendix, page 9). 

How reliable is the evidence base regarding educational needs? 
A mixture of methodologies was employed to investigate the educational needs of children in 
care, including one mixed-methodology (qualitative and quantitative) study and two qualitative 
studies. Quantitative data from the CREATE Foundation report card (2006) were largely 
descriptive; however, the report card also comprised thematic analyses of interviews with young 
people. The remaining two studies employed sound qualitative research methods and had large 



NCPC Research Brief 3, 2007 10 

sample sizes. Overall, the research in this area was of a good quality. However, the three studies 
do not provide sufficient research to constitute an evidence base. 

What do we know about educational needs? 
The annual “report card” released by the CREATE Foundation documents the current education 
circumstances of Australian children in out-of-home care. A number of key educational 
challenges were identified by children and young people: 

Those in care: 
• are much less likely to continue within mainstream education beyond the period of 

compulsion; 
• are much more likely to be older than other children and young people in their 

grade level; 
• on average attend a larger number of primary and high schools than other students; 

and 
• missed substantial periods of school through changes of placement. (CREATE 

Foundation, 2006, p. 30) 

A number of factors associated with non-attendance were also identified in the interviews with 
the children and young people. These factors included: instability and a lack of continuity in 
placement, and indicators of poor relationships within the school. On a positive note, the 
interviews revealed that the majority of children and young people felt supported in their 
educational endeavours. 

Children in care are less likely than other children to continue their education beyond the 
age of compulsion. They are likely to attend a large number of different schools and to 
experience substantial periods of absence from school. 

The relationship between placement instability and participation in education has been 
specifically investigated within Australia (Barber et al., 2000; Delfabbro & Barber, 2003). A high 
level of placement disruption has often been found to coincide with school changes (Delfabbro 
& Barber, 2003). School changes were more likely when children were older or were placed a 
long distance away from their families (Delfabbro et al., 2000). Delfabbro et al. noted that, at the 
time of the survey, 77% of the sample were attending school and nearly half of the children 
(45%) had to change school as a result of a placement change. The authors also noted that 45% 
of those who had experienced a school change had already done so at least once in the previous 
12 months, with 12 children changing schools five or more times during that period. Statistical 
analysis revealed that age along with distance moved were the only significant predictors of the 
number of school changes: each unit increase in age was associated with 1.18 times greater 
likelihood of changing school; plus each unit increase on a geographical distance scale resulted 
in a 3.45 times greater likelihood of a school change. Changes in schooling were more likely to 
be experienced by older children who had spent a longer period of time in care. Older children 
in care were at a greater risk of not completing schooling, and therefore greater attention and 
support needs to be directed towards this group to attempt to reduce the number of school 
changes. 

A large proportion of children in care have to change school as a result of a placement 
change. School changes are more likely when children are older or are placed a long 
distance away from their families. 

What future research is needed regarding educational needs? 
Further research is needed to examine factors that assist young people in care to continue to 
participate in education, and to identify methods that better meet the educational needs of 
children and young people in care. 
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Family contact 
Family contact has been a contentious issue in child welfare policy and practice for many 
reasons. Delfabbro et al. (2002) claimed that a variety of reasons have been proposed to justify 
the importance of contact with the biological family, and they identified the three arguments 
that tend to predominate in the literature: 

The first is that parental visiting helps to maintain long-term attachments between 
children and their families. The second is that family visiting increases the likelihood of 
children being reunified with their families. The third is that parental visiting enhances 
the psychosocial wellbeing of children in care. (p. 20) 

The studies 
Only one of the studies identified had findings that contributed to the Australian evidence base 
on issues related to family contact for children and young people in care: 
1. Delfabbro, Barber, and Cooper (2002), “Children Entering Out-of-Home-Care in South 

Australia: Baseline Analyses for a 3-Year Longitudinal Study” (see Appendix, page 12). 

How reliable is the evidence base regarding family contact? 
While the one study identified was of good quality, a single study is not sufficient to constitute 
an evidence base on any issue. 

What do we know about family contact? 
Delfabbro et al. (2002) examined the role of parental contact in South Australian alternative care. 
The authors found that the frequency of at least one form of parental contact (telephone) was 
positively associated with reunification and negatively associated with time in care. However, 
during the eight-month study period, there was no significant change in the frequency of 
contact or in the quality of family relationships. 

Parental contact has been found to be positively associated with reunification and 
negatively associated with time in care. 

Most caseworkers were in favour of parental contact. However, a small percentage (15 to 20%) 
felt that parental contact was not beneficial and that relationships between children and their 
parents significantly deteriorated while contact arrangements were in place. These findings are 
important considering that Australia’s main focus of alternative care practice and policy is on 
reunification. However, the authors also noted the negative aspects of parental visiting: 
increased emotional strain placed on children as they were reminded of the separation; 
conflicting loyalties between biological and foster parents; increased caseworker workloads; and 
increased conflict between parents and children. In conclusion, the authors stated that the 
results of the study did support the notion that family contact enhanced reunification and 
maintained connections, but they asserted there was insufficient evidence to support a 
connection between family contact and other outcomes (Delfabbro et al., 2002). 

There are advantages and disadvantages to parental contact for children in care. While 
parental contact is associated with reunification, it is not clear whether parental contact 
improves outcomes for children. 

What future research is needed regarding family contact? 
Further research is needed to determine whether parental contact can affect parent–child 
relationships, the long-term effects of parental contact and the impact of parental contact on 
children’s outcomes. Further research is also needed on other forms of family contact, such as 
contact with siblings or extended family. Finally, this research was conducted with non-related 
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foster carers. Further research is needed to examine the unique issues associated with family 
contact for children in kinship care. 

What do we know from Australian research on the outcomes 
for children in care? A summary 
Australian research on the outcomes for children and young people in care comprised 21 studies 
in five areas: children’s wellbeing, placement stability, permanency planning, educational needs, 
and family contact. 

In brief, the findings related to the outcomes of children and young people in care demonstrated 
a worrying trend of increasingly complex behavioural problems and extensive placement 
instability. Collectively, the studies found that problems increased the longer the children spent 
indefinite periods in care. 

Overall, the research demonstrated that: 

• Children in care experience significantly poorer mental health outcomes than children who 
have never been in care. 

• Although children in care experience poorer outcomes on average than children who have 
never been in care, the majority of children in care are in good physical health and display 
improvements in psychological functioning over time. 

• A significant minority of children in care experience complex psychological and behavioural 
problems. 

• Aboriginal children from metropolitan areas and rural non-Aboriginal children are the most 
reliant on the formal alternative care system. 

• Adolescents are more likely to exhibit behavioural problems than younger children. 
However, problem behaviours in adolescence may be a manifestation of symptoms of 
trauma experienced in earlier developmental stages. 

• Children with behavioural problems cost the alternative care system a great deal of 
resources. Cost–benefit analyses need to be conducted to estimate the cost of additional 
therapeutic services compared with the current cost of caring for children with special 
needs. 

• Brief wellbeing assessments at intake can distinguish during the early phases of placement 
children who are significantly at risk and in need of support from those with a lowered risk. 

• The majority of children in care obtain a stable and successful placement within their first 
12 months in care. Ongoing and severe placement disruption, documented by many 
researchers, appears to affect a relatively small sub-group of children in care. 

• Children with a history of placement disruption experience an average of 11 placements 
during their time in care and five placement breakdowns over the previous two years. The 
study showed a strong coincidence of early trauma and abuse and subsequent placement 
instability. 

• Children with a history of placement disruption also tend to have a family history 
characterised by significant trauma. 

• Almost 60% of the children and young people with a history of placement disruption fall 
into the “abnormal” clinical range on the Total Difficulties Score for the Strengths and 
Difficulties Questionnaire. 

• Children with high levels of placement disruption are reliably identified as those children 
who in the previous two years have experienced two or more breakdowns due to their 
behaviour. 

• Foster care appears to be unsuitable for a small sub-population of young people in care. 
There is an urgent need for a wider range of placement options for this sub-group. 
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• Early placement disruption may not be inherently damaging, but placement disruption 
extending beyond 12 months should be closely monitored, and the need for additional 
supports assessed. 

• Alternative placement options, such as treatment foster care or group care, can achieve 
positive outcomes for adolescents who are not suited to conventional foster care. 

• Children in care are less likely than other children to continue their education beyond the 
age of compulsion. They are likely to attend a large number of different schools and to 
experience substantial periods of absence from school. 

• A large proportion of children in care have to change school as a result of a placement 
change. School changes are more likely when children are older or are placed a long 
distance away from their families. 

• Parental contact has been found to be positively associated with reunification and 
negatively associated with time in care. 

• There are advantages and disadvantages to parental contact for children in care. While 
parental contact is associated with reunification, it is not clear whether parental contact 
improves outcomes for children. 

The Australian research that related to outcomes for children and young people in care was of a 
very high quality. The studies were well designed, with large samples, and, in some cases, used a 
prospective design with pre-post assessments and a comparison group. Triangulation of 
information sources (asking different groups of respondents, such as both foster carers and 
teachers, to answer the same questions) was used to improve the reliability of data collected. 

Conclusion 
All of the studies provided evidence that children and young people in care are experiencing 
relatively negative outcomes when compared to other children not in care. The findings from 
the recently completed national comparative study highlighted that children with high support 
needs in the different states had similar histories of family disadvantage and maltreatment. 
Several studies, however, noted that not all children in care fared badly and that, for the 
majority, foster care appeared to be a positive experience, with large proportions of the children 
displaying improved psychological adjustment while in care. Barber and Delfabbro (2002) noted 
that their findings were able to predict placement outcomes for children in care with very high 
success rates, and that this may have a positive implication for the alternative care sector, as it 
provides an early method for identifying children at risk of subsequent disruption. They 
suggested that this ability to predict placement outcomes enables resources and interventions to 
be targeted at children in care who are experiencing severe levels of placement instability. 

Overall, the research findings strongly recommended that alternative placement options be 
developed for children and adolescents in care who are challenging, and suggested that there are 
now means for identifying the most suitable children and young people for such care options 
(Barber & Delfabbro, 2003). Results from the national study highlighted the strong coincidence 
of early trauma and abuse and subsequent placement instability in children and young people 
with high support needs in Australian out-of-home care. Osborn and Delfabbro (2006b) noted 
that: 

children within this population appear to form one single cluster based upon very 
common family experiences: namely, the combined effects of domestic violence, 
substance abuse and physical violence and neglect. Such findings suggest very strongly 
that out-of-home care policy cannot, and should not, be considered in isolation from 
other important areas of social policy and public health. Any polices which are successful 
in reducing levels of substance abuse, domestic violence and the problems of adult mental 
health are likely to have significant impacts upon the out-of-home care system. (p. 94) 
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Osborn and Delfabbro (2006a) argued that ongoing multidisciplinary interventions are required 
for this population to deal with the very high prevalence of ongoing psychological, social and 
educational difficulties. 
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