
Despite the willingness for Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples to care for
children removed from their parents, the
over-representation of Indigenous chil-
dren in out-of-home care has meant there
are more Indigenous children in care than

there are available Indigenous carers. As a consequence,
some children are placed in culturally inappropriate place-
ments with non-Indigenous carers or Indigenous carers
who are not from the same community, language or “skin”
group (AIHW, 2006).

While Indigenous children continue to be over-represented
in out-of-home care, maintaining the availability of viable,
appropriate and well-supported placement options for
Indigenous children is critical to the wellbeing of Indige-
nous children in care and the sustainability of the care
system. However, there is limited Australian and interna-
tional research on the recruitment, retention, assessment,
training and support of carers in general – and almost no
research on the needs of Indigenous children and young
people in care, and their perspectives on what makes a
good carer (Richardson et al., 2005). 

In order to examine these issues, we consulted with 
current foster and kinship carers (both Indigenous and

boriginal and Torres Strait
Islander children are over-rep-
resented in the Australian
out-of-home care system. At 30
June 2005, there were 5,678

Indigenous children in out-of-home care
compared with 18,017 non-Indigenous children. This
means that Indigenous children comprised 23.9 per cent of
the out-of-home care population (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare [AIHW], 2006). At 30 June 2001, the
estimated Indigenous population of Australia was 2.4 per
cent of the total population (Trewin, 2001, p. 15). However
there are more Indigenous people in younger age groups
than in non-Indigenous populations (Trewin, 2001). Accord-
ing to the 2001 census, Indigenous children (up to 14 years
old) comprised 4.5 per cent of the population of Australian
children (Pieris-Caldwell, 2005). Taking into account the
higher proportion of younger people in the Indigenous 
population relative to non-Indigenous populations, there is
a five-fold over-representation of Indigenous children in
out-of-home care.

The Aboriginal Child Placement Principle—a policy which is
enshrined in the child protection legislation in each state and
territory—outlines the preferred order of placement for an
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander child who has been
removed from their birth fam-
ily to ensure their safety. This
order of preference is that any
Indigenous child removed from
his or her family be placed
with: the child’s extended fam-
ily; the child’s Indigenous
community; or other Indige-
nous people (Lock, 1997). Only
if an appropriate placement
cannot be found from the three
groups can an Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander child be
placed with a non-Indigenous
carer (Richardson, Bromfield,
& Higgins, 2005).

AA
Note: Here we use the term
“Indigenous” interchangeably
with “Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander”

The views of Indigenous young people in care

as well as the views of carers of Indigenous

young people about their experiences and

needs, the challenges they have faced, and their views on promising practices are described. These views were gathered

during focus groups conducted with Indigenous young people in care, and with both Indigenous and non-Indigenous

carers of Indigenous young people in two Australian jurisdictions.
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non-Indigenous); service providers who are currently
responsible for—or engaging in—the care of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children unable to live with their
parents; representatives from all eight state and territory
governments responsible for funding or providing out-of-
home care services in Australia; and young people of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander descent in out-of-
home care (Higgins, Bromfield, & Richardson, 2005). The
focus of this paper is to describe the views and experiences
of young people and carers.

The Indigenous Out-of-Home Care Study
(Commissioned by the Australian Council for Children
and Parenting)

The study is based on focus groups with a total of nine Indige-
nous carers; 18 non-Indigenous carers of Indigenous children;
and 16 Indigenous young people currently in care (aged 7-16)
– one boys-only, one girls-only, and one mixed group. Focus
groups were conducted in two jurisdictions by the first author
(DH), assisted by an Indigenous project worker.

Focus groups with carers

Carers were asked to talk about the barriers to the recruit-
ment, assessment, training, and support of Indigenous and
non-Indigenous carers of Indigenous children. Carers were
asked to identify strategies that might assist to overcome
these barriers.

Focus groups with young people in care

As well as having a number of questions prepared for the
young people (focusing on their family, their current living
situation, what they felt was good about carers, what they
would like to have changed), we gave them paper and pen-
cils and invited them to draw a picture or write a story about
themselves and what it is like to be in care. In order to build
rapport, and deal with different developmental levels, we
focused on the invitation to draw a picture or write down
their stories, to which they responded more enthusiastically
than group discussion of the topics we had prepared. 

Perspectives of Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander young people
Below we provide a description of the responses the young
people provided in the three focus groups. 

As well as talking about immediate concerns (e.g., to avoid
school and homework!), the young people who participated
in the focus groups described their experience of being in
care. They emphasised the qualities of good carers, the

importance of their connection to family and the local com-
munity. Finally, their perspectives highlight the value they
place on opportunities to participate in activities that con-
nect them to their culture and that reinforce a positive
Indigenous identity.

Views of being in care

One boy wrote a story about his dad taking him, his sib-
lings and his mum out fishing in a boat, illustrating it with
an aerial representation of them in the boat, successfully
hauling in fish. Using images of African-American rap
singers, another boy wrote:

“I am a 13 year old. I from [geographic region] My name is [his name].

That’s my brother behind me.I love my brother.”

Another boy wrote:

“Sometimes I miss my family. I wanna go back to them. Sometimes I

don’t like staying with my carers.”

The girls tended to write longer stories than the boys.
Some examples of their stories concerning what it is like to
be in care are provided below:

Girl, 16:“Living in the Boarding house is sometime feels like I’m in a jail.

I get homesick and worried about my mum and dad brothers and sis-

ters. I don’t like being under the Child Safety. I don’t like staying at the

people that are caring for me now.”

Girl, 15: “I hate foster care I don’t want to be in foster care cause it’s too

stricted I mean it can be...But when I’m in school and for example for my

weekend and someone willing to take me out for the weekend, it’s not

fare cause I really wanted to go with my cousin at the time she was

down here...Yeah I want to get out of it as soon as possible.The board-

ing school what I go to now,it’s best...the school is good.It’s really fun.”

Girl, 15: “I’m 15 years old and I have 4 brother’s and they live with some

beautiful carers... I sometimes go up there and have weekend’s with

them... they also speak to my mother over the phone and they also go

home for a short, or long term Holiday...This term they are going home

for a long term holiday... I always go home a lot... I’m in a care with my

aunty she take good care of me... and she’s my mother smallest sister.

My brother’s live with a indigenous lady... she is so nice...and when my

brother’s go home we have fun every holiday they come home...Cause I

love home.”

When quoting verbal responses or re-producing text from the
stories and drawings they produced (with their permission), the
spelling or grammatical structure they used has been retained.
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However, she finished by saying:

“You’re far away from family – you get homesick.”

Cultural activities

There was considerable diversity in the access to—and
experience of—Indigenous cultural activities among the
young people with whom we talked. In one of the focus
groups, most of the girls had taken part in a culturally 
oriented girls group coordinated by a departmental repre-
sentative. Activities included swimming, music, craft,
Indigenous painting, a rainforest trip, and camping. Some
expressed the positive elements of being able to participate
in these things:

“Cultural activities reminds you of back home. It’s cool to do those

things.”

However, others do not get involved in Indigenous cultural
events such as the National Aboriginal and Islander Day of
Celebration or have other opportunities to participate in
traditional Indigenous cultural events, crafts, dance, or
other practices.

Although children’s safety is of paramount importance, it is
not the only issue to be considered in securing their best
interests. It is not possible to generalise and say that the
views expressed here are representative of the views of all
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people in care.
However, the young people’s responses are an indication of
some of the views that their peers may have. The impor-
tance placed on family and community by young people in
this study is consistent with the views of young people
from disadvantaged areas in Sydney’s south west who par-
ticipated in workshops conducted by NAPCAN; they
viewed relationships as the highest priority for wellbeing
(Blakester, 2006).

Perspectives of carers
Recruiting and retaining well-trained carers who are sen-
sitive to the cultural needs of children and young people –
and are able to assist them with maintaining their connec-
tion to family and community – is important for the
wellbeing of Aboriginal and Islander children in out-of-
home care. Carers were asked about the barriers to
recruitment, retention, assessment, training and support
of Indigenous carers, and their perspectives on strategies
that might overcome these barriers. However, carer
responses predominantly clustered under the one theme:
support. Specifically, when carers were asked what kind of
support they needed, they most often responded that if the 
children in their care were adequately supported, they felt
supported. For themselves, carers told us they needed ade-
quate and timely financial, practical and emotional
support to enable them to meet the needs of the child in
their care; respectful relationships between departmental
employees and carers; and adequate preparation for the
role of carer (i.e., training).

Services for children in care

Participants in this study talked about a number of areas in
which there was need for greater supports for Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander children who are in care.
Because of the abuse, neglect and trauma that they have
experienced, many experience emotional and behavioural
difficulties and are disadvantaged at school, requiring

Girl, 13: “I want to go back to [name of township] to mum and dad.

Know I miss my little brother and my mum and dad I love them so much.

I live with [names of carers] I like it there where Im living, its nice and

quiet there, I love it there I want to move but Im to scared to say it in

front of [names of carers]. I want to live at [name of township] because

they do lots of things my Mum and Dad and my little brother. I want to

go back to [name of township] so my little brother can be happy, hes

lonly so I want to go back there.”

The young people’s responses focused almost exclusively
on the importance they placed on connection to family,
community and culture. Their stories about being in care
also emphasised their relationships with their siblings.
This was particularly evident in the girls’ written
responses, and some of the boys’ verbal and pictorial
responses. Their stories and reflections were indicative of
a nurturing and caring bond with their siblings. It would
appear that the cultural commitment to community and
caring—often identified as a characteristic of Indigenous
culture in Australia—was evident in the sense of responsi-
bility to family already being experienced by some of the
young people in care.

Connection to family and community

A consistent theme expressed by the young people was
about wanting to be back in their home community, and
wanting to be reunited with their parents. When asked
about their experience of being in care, many of their
answers focused on their biological families. When asked if
there was one thing in their lives that they could change –
what would it be, young people responded:

“Get out of foster care.”

“To be with your family.”

“Go back to my mother.”

“We would be really really want to be with our parents.”

“Would rather be back in [local community]”

“Get my dad back.” (His father had died).

“Dad come to my house.”

“Have family together – Dad and Mum.”

These themes of re-connection to community and family
re-unification are important messages from young people.
They did not spontaneously suggest concepts such as “stop
the abuse” or “stop the neglect”, but instead re-affirmed
the importance of connection to people and place, even if
those situations were deemed by authorities to be inade-
quate or placing the young person at risk. This was despite
the child protection system having swung into action to
protect these young people from harm and to prevent them
from future harm.

One girl (aged “10 3/4”) had been in out-of-home care, but
was currently living with her mum. Her two brothers (who
also participated in the focus group) were living with a rel-
ative. The following quote from the story she wrote
suggests an awareness of the reason why she has been
removed from the care of her mother – as well as her love
and commitment to her mum:

“Mum Never Hits us and Im not liying I Love My Mum.”

In contrast, one young girl articulated that being back
home was “boring”:

“There’s nothing to do.You feel bored when no one takes you any-

where.You just walk around.More things to do here.”
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more intensive services than many other children and
young people. Carers emphasised that the best way of 
supporting them in their role as carers was to provide ade-
quate services and supports for the children and young
people in their care – particularly those with high needs.
The services they highlighted are described below:

Specialist services, including heath, mental health, coun-
selling, remedial education, language and speech services
were seen as a priority. When asked about the availability
of services such as counselling for Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander children and young people in their care, an
Indigenous carer responded: 

“Counselling? It’s a joke.When their mum passed away it took two and

a half years! The guy that came, came once or twice … but said no, the

kids don’t need counselling because the carers have dealt with this. He

was good with the kids, but he recognised that he should have been

called in straight away.It’s lip service.”

Cultural mentoring was another important issue. Partici-
pants highlighted that it was critical to make children
aware of their Indigenous heritage and that such issues
were even more important if placing a child with a non-
Indigenous carer. One non-Indigenous carer said:

“It’s hard to say,‘You should be proud of your heritage’when their knowl-

edge of their heritage is the negatives,the knowledge of what happens

to families when there is alcohol involved. They’re not seeing positive

role models.”

School-based support services were a particular area of
frustration for carers who felt that they were caught in the
middle of disagreements between government depart-
ments (education and child protection). A non-Indigenous
carer reflected on what she saw as the lack of responsibil-
ity taken for providing funding for the educational needs of
young people in care:

“Often carer gets caught like a ball in a ping-pong match between the

Department of Education, and the [statutory child protection] Depart-

ment.Who’s going to pay?”

Informal supports for children in care were seen as impor-
tant by carers. Participants suggested the following
programs and activities were needed: sporting involvement;
peer-mentoring program (particularly for males who may
lack a role model); camps; and a young men’s program.

Planning for leaving care is an important part of the duty
of care that the state has for young people currently in its

care. Participants identified this as a significant gap in the
continuum of care that should be in place.

Services for children’s biological families were also seen
as an important part of the necessary continuum of serv-
ices that children and young people in care need. Children
will remain connected to their biological family, and the
importance therefore of working with the family, and pro-
viding support to improve their parenting skills, and deal
with other issues they may be facing, such as drug or alco-
hol or domestic violence issues. One of the Indigenous
carers reflected:

“You have to blame the parents for the abuse and neglect. A lot of 

people are not caring for the children. But when taking the children

away, you can place them with an aunty or a relative. That relative 

might be the one to get the help for the mother. The help should be

there for the parents as well as the children. They just look at taking 

the children away, but don’t think about what’s left. Later on, that child

will go back to that root.So we need to not let that root die.”

Both Indigenous and non-Indigenous carers expressed
considerable emotion when describing their frustration
with the lack of services available. They were adamant
about the importance of having these supports in place for
the young people in their care in order to assist them 
with overcoming the trauma they have experienced, and
providing them with the best chance of succeeding educa-
tionally, socially, emotionally, and culturally.

Financial support

Professionals and carers told us that the most pressing
need was sufficient financial support for carers, as current
levels were seen to be inadequate to meet the costs of 
caring for a child in out-of-home care. This issue has 
been confirmed by previous research (McHugh, 2002). It 
is not unique to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
carers; however, it is exacerbated by the disproportionate
levels of material disadvantage experienced by Indigenous
Australians (ABS, 2003). In the focus groups with carers,
the inadequacy of financial support was a consistent
theme. Two Indigenous carers provide their views on the
difficulties of getting material and financial help from the
department: 

“You shouldn’t feel like you’re begging.”

“We are only allowed one pair of sports shoes per year.Yet they should

be treated as individuals.”
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Australian and international research confirms that one of
the main reasons that carers cease fostering is due to a per-
ceived lack of support in a range of areas (Aldgate &
Hawley, 1986; Denby, Rindfleisch, & Bean, 1999; Gilbert-
son & Barber, 2003; McHugh et al., 2004; Triseliotis,
Borland, & Hill, 1999).

A survey by the Australian Foster Care Association (2001)
of Australian foster carers found that the majority of 
carers (79 per cent) felt they get “just enough” or not
enough support. The perceived level and quality of support
received from government was significantly lower than
that received from agencies. Yet the capacity of agencies 
to provide support to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
carers is an issue with which both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous agencies struggle. Focusing on building
capacity within community agencies is likely to improve
support for carers, and to ensure retention of current car-
ers, but also increases the likelihood of new carers viewing
the role of fostering positively (Higgins et al., 2005;
Richardson et al., 2005). 

Interactions with the statutory child protection department

A major issue identified for nearly all carers was their rela-
tionship to—and the nature of their interactions with—the
statutory child protection department. This was true for
Indigenous carers as well as non-Indigenous carers of Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander children. Even when carers
were receiving direct support from a non-government
agency, they still felt the need for a more supportive rela-
tionship with the child’s caseworker in particular, and the
department generally. The relationship was further strained

between Indigenous agencies, carers and the
departments due to carers feeling that the author-
ities mistrust Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
communities. As one academic noted:

“The department has a culture that reinforces the mistrust

of the [Indigenous] community.” (cited in Higgins et al.,

2005, p.43).

Partnership 

Carers believed that greater interaction between
departmental workers, carers and non-govern-
ment placement support workers would increase
the sense of partnership, and a sense of mutual
respect. Carers see themselves as part of a team
of people working towards the safety and best
interests of the child. This includes non-Indige-
nous carers. One non-Indigenous carer said:

“Foster parents are part of the team and you have to

respect that. Be respectful, friendly, negotiate, ring them

when they need you, when they’re in crisis don’t leave

them hanging.”

Relationships with caseworkers 

Other associated issues that carers found frus-
trating in working with statutory child protection
departments included caseworkers being inex-
perienced, and imposing anglo-centric values
and expectations on carers. An Indigenous carer
summed up this perspective:

“They should be using culturally appropriate workers:

Black fellas, not social workers fresh out of uni.”

This view is supported by the professionals working in the
field, as well as research on the costs of caring (see
Richardson et al., 2005). A foster carer peak-body repre-
sentative echoed the view of individual carers: 

“The fostering allowance is a pittance:no carer is in it for the money.One

dollar an hour is meant to cover everything: school uniforms, extracur-

ricular activities, doctors fees.”(cited in Higgins et al., 2005, p.43) 

A further issue that compounds the financial difficulty for
many is the time it takes to receive compensation for
financial outlays by carers. Two Aboriginal carers provide
their perspectives:

“We gotta go out and get into debt to get a bus when you get a big

group of kids.”

“When I ring up [the department],they’re ducking and hiding for cover.

You get one school shirt – and it’s white! There’s not enough practical

and material support.”

Without appropriate financial support, placements with
disadvantaged Indigenous carers are at risk of breaking
down. In particular, children who are placed informally
with kith and kin (which reflects their views of wanting to
be back with family and community) are at risk of being
placed in the formal out-of-home care system, where their
connections are harder to maintain.

Practical and emotional support

Very little research has specifically focused on the support
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander foster carers. 
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This perspective was mirrored by representatives from
Aboriginal and Islander Child Care Agencies, as the 
following quote illustrates:

“Young white middle class kids coming in and telling families what to

do… They carry their own baggage, morals and standards” (cited in

Higgins et al., 2005, p.42).

There was a strong feeling from almost all carers that case-
workers are too stretched to provide meaningful case
management. Because of the heavy caseload, crisis work
becomes the priority. Therapeutic interventions and regu-
lar visits to support stable or long-term placements often
do not occur. Due to staff turnover, many carers experi-
ence a change of caseworker for the child in their care –
but without any explanations for why the change occurred,
or the provision for “hand-over” between workers, or
opportunities to say “goodbye” to children, carers, or
placement support workers from out-of-home care agen-
cies. An Indigenous carer commented:

“Half the caseworkers wouldn’t know our kids if they walked past them

on the street.”

Importantly, carers wanted to feel a sense of respect from
caseworkers. They talked about being “blamed”, and case-
workers adopting an accusatory role. In the following
example, an Indigenous carer describes a typical interac-
tion she has had in relation to an injury or illness:

“They’ll say ‘Explain this bruise’ - “It’s a two-year old!” Sometimes kids

make innocent remarks.You feel very vulnerable... It’s always having to

defend yourself.”

Managing contact with the child’s birth family 

Many carers found contact with birth families challenging,
and felt that problems associated with managing contact
stemmed from a lack of involvement by statutory child
protection workers in organising the child’s contact with
the birth family. An Indigenous carer reflected on a typical
instance:

“We had to send it through the [Indigenous] grapevine to organise con-

tact with the family.The Department didn’t do anything about it.”

In some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communi-
ties, carers often knew the birth parents of the child, and
this compounded the difficulties that arose in trying to
manage contact when there were antagonistic attitudes or
parents were harassing carers. This Indigenous carer
described her difficulties:

“We’ve had disagreements with the father of the children we look after.

He wanted to be able to drop in any time and take them whenever he

wanted.When we stood up to him, he’d ring up the department.”

Preparation for caring 

Participants told us they wanted a greater understanding of
how state and territory child protection departments work.
They also wanted training that is timely and culturally rel-
evant to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander carers’ lives.
In addition, non-Indigenous carers of Indigenous children
emphasised the need for cultural sensitivity training. Car-
ers and service providers confirmed that training was
generally a neglected area for carers, especially in tradi-
tional communities. Where it was provided, it was done on
an ad hoc basis. Many carers reported having children

placed with them prior to their undergoing even basic
training, as explained by one Indigenous carer:

“I haven’t had training yet. I’ve been caring for the department for 12

months.Prior to that, I’d been doing it myself – caring for family.”

Training in understanding the department

A survey conducted by the Victorian Department of
Human Services (2003) on carer retention found that 17
per cent of carers left due to frustration in dealing with the
department, and 18 per cent left due to what they consid-
ered to be unreasonable demands by the system. This is
particularly the case for Indigenous carers. Non-Indige-
nous carers of Indigenous children need support in
meeting the cultural needs of children in their care. One of
the non-Indigenous carers stated:

“The one-day course put on by [the Indigenous unit in the statutory

child protection department] was great. It explained a lot of things in

the culture that we don’t understand.Like,there is no word for ‘please’or

‘thank you’ in some Aboriginal languages. Finding this out gave us a

good insight into the children.When they say ‘brother’,you can then ask:

“Is that ‘cousin-brother’, or ‘brother-brother’?” Understanding family

connection is difficult. But there needs to be more, we’re learning from

the children, for example, learning that someone whose father was

deceased, she couldn’t say her father’s name.”

Another Indigenous carer said:

“If you’re going to recruit people in, you need to let them know some-

thing about the system and what to expect.The most important issue is

to understand how the department thinks. Life experience is what

makes me good at being carer.I need to understand their point of view,

their legalities, their guidelines. I haven’t had anything that tells me

what I can and can’t do.It’s a lack of information.”

Often being provided with information about the nature of
the state or territory departments, how they work, and
what the departments are required to do, was identified as
a more important “training need” for carers than issues
such as learning behaviour management skills, or under-
standing the nature and impact of abuse and trauma.
Non-government service providers also identified this
need. Training in understanding the department was being
offered as part of carer training by many of the non-gov-
ernment carer support services (Higgins et al., 2005).

Cultural-sensitivity training

Non-Indigenous carers of Indigenous children expressed
their concerns that, without adequate training and sup-
port, they were not equipped for the task. During a focus
group, these carers discussed their worry that the Aborigi-
nal and Torres Strait Islander children in their care would
not know their cultural roots. The following exchange
between three carers illustrates their concerns, and the
need for training: 

One carer turned to the others and asked:“Do we worry about western-

ising the Aboriginal children?”

“At least she’ll get both sides of the world,”responded another carer.

“But she won’t if she stays with me,” asked the first carer. A third carer

interjected:

“That’s why it’s vital to have cultural training.”
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A further structural issue related to the support of Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander carers is the capacity of
Indigenous agencies to provide services (see Higgins et al.,
2005; Richardson et al., 2005). Focusing on building
capacity within community agencies is likely to improve
support for carers, and to ensure retention of current 
carers, but also increases the likelihood of new carers 
viewing the role of fostering positively. In Australia, there
are a number of agencies and philanthropic bodies—
alongside government initiatives—committed to address-
ing disadvantage in Indigenous communities through a
community development approach (Burchill & Higgins,
2005). Although it may not always be the primary aim, an
indirect impact of many of these projects is to increase
“the capacity of communities to care for and protect their
children from harm, reducing the need for out-of-home
care services.

Promising practices

A number of promising practices in Indigenous out-
of-home care are currently being profiled (see Box 1).
These practices are aimed at meeting the cultural needs 
of children and young people in care, and improving
recruitment, retention of Indigenous carers, the quality of
care provided to Indigenous young people and the services
and supports they and their carers need. The carers, 
service providers and young people in care in this study
were a non-representative sample. The sampling strategy
was also biased in favour of more culturally aware partici-
pants, thus the sample was a relatively homogenous 
group and did not necessarily reflect the dominant atti-
tudes and practices within the wider welfare sector.
Despite the limitations of these findings, this research 
does represent the views of those at the front line: the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander young people who
are have been removed from the care of their parents – and
the views of carers about what is needed to improve the
wellbeing for this growing group of children in the out-
of-home care system.
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Many of the responses provided by carers highlight
broader structural issues that Indigenous communities
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