
IMPROVING THE LIFE CHANCES AND OPPORTUNITIES OF 
YOUNG PEOPLE TRANSITIONING FROM OUT-OF-HOME CARE 

by Philip Mendes

Only about 2700 young people nationally and less than 600 young people in Victoria aged 15-
17 years leave care each year. Some do very well and have achieved prominence in sporting, 
political and public life. But too many are reliant on Australia’s income security, health and welfare, 
homeless, criminal justice and other crisis intervention systems.

SSPA News

We cannot waste our precious children.
Not another one, not another day.
It is long past time for us to act on their behalf.     Nelson Mandela 2000
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The reasons for their disadvantage are very simple. Firstly, many have 
experienced and are still recovering from considerable physical, sexual 
or emotional abuse or neglect prior to entering care. Secondly, many 
young people have experienced inadequacies in state care including 
poor quality caregivers, and constant shifts of placement, carers, 
schools and workers. Thirdly, many care leavers can call on little, if 
any, direct family support or other community networks to ease their 
involvement into independent living.

In addition to these major disadvantages, many young people 
currently experience an abrupt end at 16-18 years of age to the formal 
support networks of state care. That is, the state as corporate parent 
fails to provide the ongoing financial, social and emotional support 
and nurturing offered by most families of origin.

LEAVING CARE MODEL:  
A NORMATIVE COMMITMENT
The pathway for achieving better outcomes is well known. The first 
necessary reform is improving the quality of care as positive in-care 
experiences involving a secure attachment with a supportive carer 
are essential in order to overcome damaging pre-care experiences of 
abuse or neglect. This involves providing stability and continuity, an 
opportunity if at all possible to maintain positive family links which 
contribute to a positive sense of identity, and assistance to overcome 
educational deficits and holistic preparation. Foster care placements, 
small children’s homes and residential care with a therapeutic 
orientation appear to be most successful in addressing young people’s 
emotional and educational needs. 

The second component is the transition from care which includes 
both preparation for leaving care, and the actual moving out from the 
placement into transitional or half-way supportive arrangements from 

approximately 16-21 years. This transition needs to be less accelerated, 
and instead become a gradual and flexible process based on levels of 
maturity and skill development, rather than simply age. Care leavers 
cannot reasonably be expected without family assistance to attain 
instant adulthood. It is not possible for them to successfully attain 
independent housing, leave school, move into further education, 
training or employment, and in some cases become a parent, all at 
the same time. Rather these tasks need to be undertaken sequentially. 
As reflected in the ‘focal model of adolescence’, they need to be given 
the same psychological opportunity and space as all young people to 
progressively explore a range of interpersonal and identity issues well 
into their twenties. 

•	 An effective leaving care model would arguably include:

•	 No discharge at 18 years or under unless mature enough to live 
independently

•	 Preventive programs to stop exit into youth or adult justice 
system, and ongoing support for young people on juvenile 
justice orders, or in custody. 

•	 All care leavers must be offered stable and secure housing: no 
exit into homelessness or SAAP programs;

•	 Support for physical and mental health needs including ongoing 
therapeutic support if necessary to overcome experiences of 
abuse and trauma;

•	 Holistic support for substance abuse issues;

•	 Assistance to achieve positive educational outcomes including 
generous bursary for higher education. 

•	 Assistance via opportunities for training and work experience to 
achieve positive career/employment outcomes;

•	 Assistance with social supports and renegotiating family and 
other relationships via mentoring etc;



SSPA News  – September 20122

•	 Specialised programs of support for young parents;

•	 Additional assistance for indigenous care leavers to address 
cultural and identity issues;

•	 Additional support for disabled young people;

•	 Ongoing support for unaccompanied asylum seekers.

•	 and financial assistance to access appropriate furniture and 
household items and pay advance rent and bond if necessary.

The third component is ongoing support after care till approximately 
25 years of age. This may involve a continuation of existing care and 
supports and/or specialist leaving care services in areas such as 
accommodation, finance, education and employment, health and 
social networks. This ongoing support reflects messages from life 
course theory which emphasize that transitions to independence 
vary according to the diversity of life experiences, and that care 
leavers should not be expected to conform to normative ideals of 
maturation and timing. The research evidence suggests that effective 
after-care interventions can facilitate ‘turning points’ that enable 
young people to overcome the adverse emotional impact of earlier 
traumatic experiences.

Victoria has made some progress in recent years as reflected in the 
introduction of the Children, Youth and Families Act 2005 which 
obliges the state to assist care leavers up to 21 years of age. The 
government has established mentoring, post care support and 
flexible funding support for young people transitioning from care or 
post care in all eight regions, but more still needs to be done. 

The available post-care supports may be sufficient for those who 
leave care in an organized and effective manner with stable and 
ongoing support from carers, family and community groups. But 
the real test of the policy is its ability to meet the needs of those 
care leavers whose circumstances and behaviour are particularly 
challenging.

For example, what happens to young people who receive a 12 month 
youth justice sentence shortly before their 18th birthday? What about 
those who wish to commence further or higher education when 
they are 20 years old? What about those who leave care at 16 years of 
age to return to their family, but then experience a family breakdown 
when they are 17 and a half years old? What about those difficult 
young people who refuse to engage with leaving care planning 
when they are 16 years old, but return to seek post-care assistance 
at 19 or 20 years old? What about those who have serious substance 
abuse problems when they turn 18 years old? And what about those 
who have become young parents, and face investigations of their 
own parenting skills by child protection authorities? 

In my opinion, three structural initiatives would add to the capacity 
of our system to meet the needs of all care leavers. The first would 
be the introduction of the Corporate Parenting philosophy 
which underpins the UK model of support. This concept refers to 
the responsibility of state authorities to introduce policies, structures 
and roles that actively compensate children and young people in 
care for their traumatic pre-care experiences, and offer them the 

same ongoing nurturing and support as typically experienced by 
their peers who are not in care in order to maximize their ambitions 
and achievements. It emphasizes a shared responsibility between 
different departments such as education, health, and child welfare. 
The term ‘corporate’ refers to the fact that organisations are involved 
in parenting children and young people in care, and the need to 
ensure that structures are in place to support the individual carers 
who parent within that system.

Secondly, I would like to see the introduction of a national leaving 
care framework similar to that of the UK. A national framework 
would arguably address a number of key weaknesses of the existing 
Australian system such as the wide variation in policy and legislation 
between the states and territories and even within individual 
jurisdictions, and the absence of support for young people who shift 
from one jurisdiction to another. It would also improve opportunities 
for national benchmarking, and place pressure on poorer services 
to improve their standards via the introduction of a Guidance and 
Regulations document that would clarify the obligations of all service 
providers to care leavers. It is also evident from the UK experience 
as reflected in the introduction of the Children (Leaving Care) Act 
2000 that national legislation is likely to increase the profile of leaving 
care, and drive improved resourcing and higher quality of service 
provision.

Thirdly, we need to establish a National Data Base similar to that 
of the UK freely accessible on the internet which would allow us 
to monitor the progress of care leavers; measure outcomes in key 
areas such as education, employment, health, housing, parenthood, 
substance use, social connections, and involvement in crime; and 
analyse differences in the effectiveness of various states and territories 
and NGO policies and programs. 

In summary, care authorities should aim to approximate the ongoing 
and holistic support that responsible parents in the community 
typically provide to their children after they leave home till at least 
25 years. Providing adequate supports for care leavers in Australia is 
relatively cheap given the small number of care leavers in any one 
year, and will provide substantial social and economic gains for both 
the young people concerned and Australian society more generally. 

Associate Professor Philip Mendes of Monash University is the 
Director of the Social Inclusion and Social Policy Research Unit in 
the Department of Social Work at Monash University. He is the co-
author of Young People leaving state out-of-home care: a research-
based study of Australian policy and practice to be published 
by Australian Scholarly Publishing in early 2011, and recently 
commenced a study in partnership with seven NGO partners titled 
Young people transitioning from Out-of-Home Care in Victoria: 
Examining interagency collaboration, leaving care plans and post-
care support services for dual clients of child protection and youth 
justice. He was also involved in two recently completed leaving 
care studies which respectively examined the support needs and 
pathways of young people leaving state care in rural Victoria. 

Philip.Mendes@monash.edu
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The number of care leavers in New Zealand is not inconsiderable. 
In the report “Children in Care” by the Children’s Commissioner’s 
office in 2010 (www.occ.org.nz/publications), there were 1437 14-
16 year old young people in the custody of Child, Youth and Family. 
Significantly the number  of 17 year olds in custody at the same time 
was 89- a reduction of 93.8%. As the manager of a care provider, who 
has experienced supporting young people into independent living it 
is easy to draw too simplistic a conclusion to this one statistic when 
there are obviously many variables involved. But, experience does 
lead me to question whether this reduction represents less a positive 
transition point to the next stage of development and life for young 
people in care, and more a push into waters unknown in a boat that 
may not necessarily be leaking, but the young person may be short 
of a compass and even an oar or two.

Any discussion on “leaving care” in a New Zealand context is awash 
with anecdotes at the practice level (usually involving varying 
degrees of frustration) and a relatively small amount of published 
(mainly) qualitative research. Consistent themes that emerge are 
that New Zealand is well behind the rest of the world when it comes 

to ensuring the wellbeing of young care leavers in the transition to 
independence, that the transition to independence for care leavers is 
fraught with potential difficulties in comparison with young people 
who are supported by family and whanau, and that our current 
processes for young care leavers leading to a successful transition 
appears related more to good luck (in terms of the commitment 
to advocate from individual social workers, fosters carers and other 
significant  adults), rather than by design.

It does need to be argued that some changes have occurred in 
the last several years through the establishment of two transition 
programmes run by Youth Horizons and Dingwall Trust in Auckland, 
along with the publication of Towards Independence: Voices of 
Young People by the Child, Youth and Family Practice Centre; a set 
of guidelines for social work practitioners in preparing young people 
in transitioning towards independence. In my view, this appears to 
be an acknowledgement that this may be a particular issue for some 
young people but, for the most part, most young people will do 
okay with the status quo which includes the extended guardianship 
to age 20. A very valid question that needs to be asked, particularly 

CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE “LEAVING CARE” 
by Shane Murdoch

The impending release of the White Paper for Vulnerable Children is a particularly poignant time to raise the issue 
of children and young people “leaving care” in New Zealand, a discussion that pops its head up from time to time 
but one that, in my view, remains considerably under researched. While the summary of submissions on the Green 
Paper does not significantly identify young people leaving statutory care as a particularly vulnerable group, much 
of the discourse within the summary would suggest that once “vulnerability” was quantified further, children and 
young people in care would come out close to the top. This would be consistent with a consensus within the 
leaving care literature that young people leaving statutory care towards “independence” are particularly vulnerable 
to higher rates of negative outcomes as adults, in areas such as housing, education and employment, health and 
criminal offending. This is also consistent with reports from MSD and the Welfare Working Group indicating that 
care leavers are over represented in long term welfare dependency and prison populations in this country.
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if comparisons are made on the different levels of research and 
literature on leaving care in New Zealand and that available from 
other countries is…how do we know?

In his article in this newsletter, Phillip Mendes is one of numerous 
authors who refer to aspects of the example provided by the UK, 
who are regarded by many as providing the exemplar for a state’s 
acknowledgement of its responsibility for children and young people 
in their care through the development of the Leaving Care Act (2000) 
and subsequent services providing intensive resources and support 
for young people transitioning to independence. In understanding 
the journey undertaken in the UK from first identifying leaving care 
as an emerging issue to the passing of the Leaving Care Act, there are 
interesting parallels with New Zealand.

Small exploratory studies first began to emerge in the UK from the 
late 1970s with larger scale surveys of young care leavers occurring 
from the early 1990s. Mathematically there was a 20 year plus 
period of exploration, experimentation with pilot programmes and 
deliberation on the leaving care issue until the introduction of a 
mandatory and comprehensive framework intended to decrease the 
vulnerability for young people leaving care.

In New Zealand the leaving care issue began raising its head in 
publications like Social Work Now and the Social Policy Journal of 
New Zealand with articles by Trish Ward  and Deborah Yates  . There is 
yet to be a large scale, rigorous study on leaving care in this country 
which truly informs a comprehensive, mandatory and monitored 
framework (whether that be a separate piece of legislation or 
otherwise) that applies to all young people leaving care, and is 
not dependent on the good luck of being in an area where pilot 
programmes exist or on being “fortunate” enough to achieve a level 
of need where their situation cannot be ignored.

I am of course being deliberately provocative and do not intend to 
offend the many social workers, carers and others who are absolutely 
committed to the success of their young people, along with the 
many young people who do succeed in this period of transition 
despite the many challenges they face. But, if the MSD and Welfare 
Working group data is anything to go by, we as a society are leaving 
a lot of our most vulnerable young people behind.

With the level of interest in the green paper and upcoming white 
paper, there is a golden opportunity to stop tinkering, develop a 
greater understanding on a much wider scale and have a mandated 
and monitored framework in place to minimise the chances of other 
young people being left behind as they exit the care system.

If the maths above are any indication, can we really wait to 2020 until 
we really do something about it?

Shane Murdoch is General Manager of 
Cholmondeley, a longstanding children’s 
charity (and SSPA member) situated in 
Governors Bay, Christchurch that provides 
emergency and planned respite care in a 
group setting for children aged between 
5-12 years. Previously Shane spent 10 years 
with Barnardos including 8 years in the 
management team of Te Poutama Arahi 
Rangatahi, a residential treatment programme for adolescents 
at high risk of perpetrating sexual abuse, before spending two 
years undertaking a review of residential care services operated 
by Barnardos and other projects. Shane is also a member of the 
SSPA National Executive.

 

Please note Dr Nicola Atwool, University of Otago will be presenting a national SSPA 
seminar series in Auckland, Wellington, Christchurch and Dunedin in March 2013 on: 

THE TRANSITION FROM STATE/NGO CARE TO INDEPENDENCE:  
WHAT’S INTERNATIONAL BEST PRACTICE.


