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Abstract

The responsibilities of statutory child protection practitioners (SCPPs) include
supporting the care and protection needs of young people in out-of-home care. SCPPs
face challenges in responding to young people’s preferences and rights to self-
determination within child protection systems that are often risk averse. This article
considers SCPPs’ approaches to working with young people who leave approved place-
ments to stay in other, unapproved locations. This phenomenon is referred to as
‘self-placing’ in Queensland (Australia), where this study was conducted. These young
people are often disconnected from support, at increased risk of homelessness and ex-
ploitation, have increased contact with the justice system, disengage from education,
face barriers to mental and physical health care and experience ongoing trauma and
crisis. We draw on data from seven focus groups conducted with twenty-six practi-
tioners from Queensland’s child protection authority to explore how they work with
this cohort. Our findings highlight the discomfort that SCPPs experience, due to
concerns about risk and a lack of formal practice guidelines. Despite sharing concerns
for the safety of young people, SCPPs adopt different approaches to manage the com-
plexities of this work. Understanding these practices can assist in developing more re-
sponsive policies and practices for supporting this cohort.
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Introduction

Practice with young people in out-of-home care (OOHC) who leave ap-
proved placements (e.g. foster, kinship or residential care) to stay in
other, unapproved, locations (e.g. staying with family/kin, friends or the
streets) is under-investigated. We use the critiqued term ‘self-placing’ to
describe this phenomenon as it reflects the terminology in Queensland
(Australia), where this research was conducted. Other terms such as
‘runaway’ (Crosland et al., 2020), ‘absconding’ (Bowden and Lambie,
2015) and ‘missing’ (Colvin et al., 2018) have also been used in the litera-
ture. Whilst all young people in OOHC are recognised as a vulnerable
group, those who self-place are particularly vulnerable (Attar-Schwartz,
2013). The Queensland Child Protection Commission of Inquiry (2013)
found young people in OOHC are:

. ‘self-selecting’ out of care without adequate support or future plans
... It is likely that this group... are ‘opting out’ of care for such reasons
as the perceived ‘failings’ of the state as a ‘corporate parent’ and their
general mistrust of the system. This reluctance to engage is compounded
by the effects of past abuse and related trauma, which are often not
adequately addressed ... (p. 303).

Despite their increased vulnerability, there is limited international evi-
dence on effective approaches for supporting this cohort. Subsequently,
practitioners may rely on their own practice wisdom and local practice
cultures when working with young people who self-place. However, little
is known about what statutory child protection practitioners (SCPPs)
perceive shapes their practice approaches. This article contributes to
addressing this knowledge gap by reporting on the experiences of SCPPs
supporting young people who self-place.

Self-placing when in OOHC

There is a small body of international literature (e.g. Attar-Schwartz,
2013; Bowden and Lambie, 2015; Venables, 2023) exploring young peo-
ple in OOHC who self-place. The lack of agreed terminology for de-
scribing the behaviour and inconsistent policies and documentation
within child protection systems contribute to an absence of data on this
cohort. Therefore, the scale and magnitude of the problem are largely
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unknown with no reliable cross-jurisdictional comparisons (Bowden and
Lambie, 2015; Queensland Family and Child Commission [QFCC],
2016). Despite these limitations, a recent Australian survey (n=325)
found that 33 per cent of young people self-reported being absent from
their OOHC placement for over one week in the previous year
(McDowall, 2020). Young people in OOHC are also over-represented in
the numbers of young people reported to police as ‘missing’ in Australia
(McFarlane, 2021), the USA (Courtney et al., 2005) and the UK (Bichal
and Wade, 2000).

Most existing literature is focused on risk factors for self-placing, with
older literature tending to frame it as an individualised and delinquent
behaviour to be managed (Attar-Schwartz, 2013). The international liter-
ature suggests that those most likely to self-place are female, older,
placed in residential care, and more likely to have emotional and/or
behavioural difficulties (Branscum and Richards, 2022). More recent re-
search considers individual risk factors in concert with relationships (e.g.
family and peers) and contextual factors associated with placement
arrangements, and the broader child protection system (Bowden and
Lambie, 2015). As such, there is increasing recognition of both ‘push’
(getting away from) and ‘pull’ (going fo) factors contributing to decisions
to leave approved care arrangements (Attar-Schwartz, 2013).

Reference to positive aspects and consequences of self-placing is difficult
to locate in the literature. However, there is a significant focus on the
negative consequences, such as the risk of sexual exploitation and abuse,
contact with the justice system as victims and offenders, homelessness and
drug and alcohol exposure (Courtney et al., 2005; Attar-Schwartz, 2013).
Alongside these risks sits an increased likelihood of disengagement from
formal supports related to education, mental and physical healthcare and
the child protection system (Attar-Schwartz, 2013; Venables, 2023).

Responses to self-placing

Of the limited literature on responses to self-placing, most describes re-
active and punitive responses to young people, including involving police
to locate and return the young person to their placement (Colvin et al.,
2018) and withdrawing of privileges or possessions (Kerr and Finlay,
2006). Another small body of literature focuses on reducing ‘runaway
behaviour’, and advocates for individualised responses involving safety
planning and behaviour support plans for young people who leave place-
ment, but eventually return (Crosland ez al, 2020). Some contributions
advocate for trauma-informed responses which prioritise therapeutic sup-
port (Kerr and Finlay, 2006).

What is largely absent in the literature is discussion of programmes
and practices designed to support young people when they are
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self-placing (QFCC, 2016). Whilst recent work by Venables (2023) outlines
the role of a specialist service which provides such support, there is cur-
rently limited understanding of the ways in which SCPPs conceptualise and
respond to self-placing. This knowledge is important since self-placing
young people remains in the ‘care’ of the relevant child protection author-
ity and SCPPs can play a significant part in improving the outcomes for
these young people. Acknowledging the challenging nature of SCPPs’
roles, this article secks to address this gap by answering the questions:

o  What approaches do SCPPs adopt when supporting young people
in OOHC who self-place?

o What influences SCPPs’ practice when supporting young people in
OOHC who self-place?

Method
Recruitment and sample

A purposive sample of SCPPs in ‘frontline’ (e.g. child safety officers),
‘local leadership’ (e.g. team leaders and senior practitioners) or ‘executive’
(e.g. managers and directors) roles who had in/direct experience of sup-
porting young pcople who sclf-place were recruited. Queensland’s child
protection authority approved the participation of SCPPs from two of its
six regions (Regions A and B). Regional Directors identified eligible
SCPPs, and the researchers emailed out recruitment materials. Interested
participants contacted the researchers directly. The participant information
sheet made it explicit that (i) participation was voluntary; (ii) the Child
Protection Authority, although a gatekeeper, would not be advised of who
participated; (iii) that they could elect not to answer any questions; and
(iv) they could withdraw without penalty at any time.

Of the twenty-six participants, most were female (n=20), non-
Indigenous (n=23) and had worked with young people in OOHC for
less than 10years (n=14). The majority had at least one tertiary qualifi-
cation, with most holding qualifications in social work, psychology and/
or social and behavioural sciences. The ‘frontline’ and ‘local leadership’
participants represented eleven different local service centres, situated in
regional, outer urban and metropolitan areas. Participant characteristics
are outlined in Table 1.

Data collection

Data collection occurred during August and September 2022, following
ethical clearance from the University of Queensland’s Human Research
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Table 1. Participant characteristics.

Item Characteristics of participant Total (n=26)

Highest Qualification None
Diploma
Bachelor degree
Master degree
Missing data
Length of time working in OOHC <Syears
5-9years
10-19years
=20years
Missing data
Role Frontline
Local leadership
Executive
Gender Male
Female
Aboriginal and/or Torres Aboriginal and/or Torres
Strait Islander Status Strait Islander
Non-Indigenous
Missing data

[ -
(=T =T = R T R L e R = N B ]

L)
[PE I Y

Ethics Committee (2022/HE(000222) and approval from Queensland’s
child protection authority. Table 2 summarises the composition of the fo-
cus groups.

Focus groups explored SCPPs’ experiences of supporting young people
in OOHC who self-place. They ranged from 68 to 103 min (X = 80min)
and were conducted by two research team members via video-
conferencing. With participants’ consent, focus groups were audio-
recorded, and then transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis

Transcripts were de-identified and participant codes were allocated be-
fore being uploaded into the data management programme, Nvivo. Our
thematic analysis (Braun and Clark, 2013) commenced with each re-
search team member familiarising themselves with a sub-set of tran-
scripts before inductively coding at least one. The team developed an
initial coding frame by discussing commonalities and differences in their
codes. The frame was then applied to all transcripts by one team mem-
ber. New codes were identified during this process and discussed during
regular meetings between the coder and the first author (J.V.).

The authors (J.V.) and (C.W.) then led the thematic analysis of the
data related to the research foci. They refined the coding within the
broader frame before identifying themes across the data. For example,
distinct categories were noted within each of the codes related to
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Table 2. Focus group composition and length.

Focus group Practitioner Number of Number of service
type participants centres represented

FG1 Frontline 3 1

(Region A)

FG2 Frontline 3 2

(Region A)

FG3 Frontline 2 2

(Region B)

FG4 Frantline 8 7

{Region B)

FG5 Local leadership 3 2

(Regions A and B)

FG6 Local leadership 3 2

(Regions A and B)

FG7 Executive 4 Not applicable as work across

(Regions A and B) the whole region

‘attitude towards self-placing’ (e.g. ‘invalid placement’; ‘a choice’; ‘don’t
fit the system’) and °‘nature of support provision’ (e.g. ‘risk-averse’;
‘fostering independence’; ‘relational and responsive’). This led to the cre-
ation of the themes—for example, ‘A relational approach to supporting
young people who “don’t fit” the system’. Candidate themes were dis-
cussed and agreed upon with the other authors.

Findings

The SCPPs shared a range of concerns about self-placing (theme 1)
and highlighted a dearth of formal practice guidance (Theme 2).
Subsequently, practitioners reported developing their own approaches to
working with young people who self-place (Theme 3).

Concerns about self-placing

Participants shared similar worries for the safety of young people when
self=placing. For example, FG1_Frontline_1 cited safety concerns about
‘who they’re with, who’s frequenting, are there drugs, is their alcohol
misuse, are they being safe if they’re having sex?’. Safety concerns are
also related to unstable living arrangements, limited access to basic
needs including food and hygiene, relational conflict, violence and finan-
cial and sexual exploitation.

Some front line participants in FG2 also raised concerns about lacking
‘up-to-date information’ or being notified of ‘critical incidents’ when a
young person self-placed. They compared this to the regular updates
they received from staff in residential placements. As one front line
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respondent stated, ‘if someone’s self-placing, we’re just at their mercy ...
as to what type and how much information they give us and when they
give that to us’ (FG2_Frontline_3).

Whilst most participants cited concerns about the suitability of self-
placing environments, there were a few who considered young people to
be ‘a danger to themselves’ (FG3_Frontline_1) due to their engagement
in criminal activity and drug use when self-placing. Notably, front line
participants from one service centre in a regional location of Region A
(FG2), also suggested that self-placing could create reputational harm
for the young person with residential care providers, precluding them
from future placement options.

Only front line participants in FG4 discussed reputational risk for the
child protection authority when young people self-placed, commenting,
‘You look at the front page of the article and it’s Queensland
Department starved and didn’t provide anything for this child for six
months’ (FG4_Frontline_4). Such concerns drove practices to discourage
young people from self-placing, for example:

We don’t want to make it too comfortable... do you give them $70
worth of [grocery] vouchers a week... to make sure that there’s an
opportunity for them to at least get food, but it doesn’t make it so cruisy
that they’re enticed to keep living in that dangerous way?
(FG4_Frontline_4).

As described above, front line participants in FG4 felt they were en-
gaged in a balancing act between ensuring the young person’s needs
were met whilst not being seen as encouraging or endorsing self-placing.
One respondent described this as ‘creative harm-minimisation without
sanctioning’ (FG4_Frontline_6).

A lack of formal guidance

Participants from all role types and regions highlighted challenges associ-
ated with the lack of formal practice guidance regarding self-placing.
The executive participants contextualised this lack of guidance suggest-
ing self-placing is ‘not seen as a valid part of the system... there’s no
[agreed] term for it, let alone any guidelines...” (FG7_Executive_4).
They posited if self-placing was embraced as a legitimate option and in-
tegrated into the OOHC system, practices would be more ‘thought
through’, and staff would ‘feel empowered and safe to deliver’ them.
However, they noted ‘a raft of things... would need to happen’ to better
support practice with this cohort, including changes to the state-wide
Child Safety Practice Manual and to the client data management system
to enable self-placing arrangements to be better recognised as a ‘valid
placement option’ (FG7_Executive_4). It should be noted that approved
care arrangement types are defined by the Child Protection Act 1999
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(Qld) and legislative change would also be required for self-placing to
be considered as such.

The limited evidence base about effective responses to self-placing
was also identified by the executive respondents as posing a significant
barrier to the development of practice guidelines. This lack of formal
guidelines led to practitioners developing their own approaches.

Approaches to practice

Three general approaches to practice, underpinned by different concep-
tualisations of self-placing and risk, were identified. These and their
associated sub-themes are discussed below.

A risk-averse approach to managing an ‘invalid’ living arrangement

Whilst all participants spoke of risk, this theme is distinguished by an
emphasis on compliance with procedures to reduce the risk of blame
being placed on the SCPP. This risk-averse approach was acknowledged
by the executive participants, who commented:

. that anxiety that our staff have about if anything really goes wrong
that they will get blamed for it. So, they’re constantly trying to pull kids
back to places where they don’t and won’t be any way, it’s really built
into the way some of our staff practice, which probably repels the young
people more. (FG7_Executive_3)

Risk-averse practices were most prevalent in the data from frontline and
local leaders in the outer urban and regional locations. Notably, these are
areas with limited access to other support services. However, a few partici-
pants in other geographical areas also reported adopting this approach if
the person self-placing was very young or particularly vulnerable.

Participants described a dominant practice culture where sclf-placing
was framed as an illegitimate option, not to be endorsed. For example,
sharing that self-placing is currently ‘the thing you don’t support young
people to do... it’s seen as this thing that you do because you have to
until you can get them into a placement’ (FG7_Executive_4).
Participants’ assessment of safety tended to focus on the physical safety
perceived to arise from a legislatively sanctioned and supervised place-
ment, rather than on the young person’s felt emotional or relational
safety when in these locations. This narrow view of safety and focus on
compliance as a risk-management strategy contributed to practices that
prioritised returning young people to an approved placement and regu-
larly ‘sighting’ a young person who continues to self-place.
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Prioritising return to an approved placement Participants in FG1, FG2
and FG6 discussed that returning a young person to placement, or at
least ensuring there was a record of an active placement referral, was a
requirement, and thus prioritised in their practice. The executive group
reflected on how SCPPs utilised the client management system to docu-
ment such efforts: ‘when you do see records of these young people, it’s a
record of everything the CSO [Child Safety Officer| did to try and get
them to go to placement’ (FG7_Executive_4). This illustrates how SCPPs
may use reporting systems to create audit trails illustrating their attempts
to move young people from self-placing to approved placements.

In some cases, participants reported engaging external services like po-
lice to help them return a young person to a placement, particularly
when the risks were perceived as high. Other local leaders also reported
receiving ‘pressure’ from external stakeholders, namely the police, to
prohibit young people from self-placing and to instead return them to
approved placements.

The need to ‘sight’ young people When unable to return young
people to approved placements, front line participants reported an
increased need to ‘sight’, or be in contact with, the young person who
was self-placing. Sighting the young person was explained as a risk
mitigation strategy focused on ensuring they were ‘okay, they're
alive’ (FG4_Frontline_1). This increased need to sight was due to the
practitioners’ elevated concerns about the young person’s safety and
reinforced by no longer being able to rely on an approved carer to be
responsible for monitoring the young person’s whereabouts and
well-being.

The frequency and mode of contact required appeared to be deter-
mined by the practitioners’ assessment of risk to the young person. For
example, in cases where practitioners were particularly worried about
the young person, they spoke of needing to physically sight the young
person daily, whilst in situations assessed as less risky, regular phone
contact was deemed sufficient. FG4_Frontline_2 shared an example: ‘She
is being sighted every 24 hours. ...If they don’t call or don’t make con-
tact within that time then, of course, they’ll have to be listed [with po-
lice] as missing’. The responsibility for complying with sighting
requirements was often placed on the young person, with the conse-
quence of police involvement if they did not maintain phone contact or
meet with their SCPP. One practitioner (FG4_Frontline_5) who had
worked in different service centres suggested that expectations about
and frequency of sighting young people who self-place ‘varies signifi-
cantly’ between service centres and teams. Availability of ‘resources’ and
the attitudes of team leaders were perceived to influence what was con-
sidered an acceptable practice within different contexts.
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Strategic use of resource provision To help meet their obligation to
sight young people who were self-placing, participants spoke of strategi-
cally using resources as ‘bargaining chips’ so ‘then you can sight them’
(FG2_Frontline_1). They described leveraging their provision of a vari-
ety of immediate and/or practical supports such as phones, phone credit,
food/vouchers, transport cards and clothing vouchers to entice young
pcople to meet them in person. One worker shared, ‘You just hang a
voucher in front of them and they’re like, ‘Okay, we’ll just jump through
these hoops for you. We’ll come see you’ (FG3_Frontline_2). In this
way, whilst SCPPs were providing young people with basic resources to
which they were entitled, the means of doing so could be driven by the
workers’ need to meet their own obligations regarding sighting the
young person and being able to document this.

Fostering ‘independence’ for young people who have ‘chosen’ to leave
approved placements

This theme encompasses a perception that young people who self-place
are seeking independence from the OOHC system. Whilst noting
‘interdependence’ is the preferred term in transition from OOHC litera-
ture (e.g. Storg, 2018), we use the term independence here as it reflects
the terminology used by participants. Those who made comments consis-
tent with this theme were more willing to support young people’s self-
placing arrangements. A local leader discussed the need to reframe the
act of self-placing by discussing with the young person, “You’re going to
be an adult soon ... making all your own choices, so you're starting early
or you're getting a head start on that’ (FG4_LocalLeader_6).

A shift from a risk-based narrative about self-placing, to conceptualis-
ing it as an act of early independence and transition from OOHC,
re-positions the SCPPs’ role to supporting young people’s development
of independent living skills. Usually, support for developing skills for the
transition to adulthood is provided by carers. But, as one respondent
noted, this responsibility ‘falls quite heavily on the CSO [child safety of-
ficer] to do that work [as] there’s no residential placement or carer
who’s providing that support’ (FG4_Frontline_3) when a young person is
self-placing.

Front line participants described prioritising transition planning tasks,
such as applications for social security payments, housing, disability in-
surance and Australia’s universal health care in their work with young
pcople. However, they also acknowledged that the crisis-driven nature of
many self-placing arrangements could impede transition-to-adulthood
work. One SCPP (FG4_Frontline_5) explained, ‘If they’re self-placing in
really unsafe places, we will spend years doing work which is only fo-
cused around ensuring their immediate safety’. Prioritising the young
person’s immediate safety could mean the young person had no formal
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plan when exiting OOHC. Within this theme of fostering independence,
two sub-themes emerged.

With freedom comes responsibility This sub-theme captures the view
that young people need to take responsibility for the consequences aris-
ing from their decision to seclf-place. One participant commented, ‘If
you’re looking out for yourself, then you’ve got to really do that, look
out for yourself” (FG4_Frontline_6). This sub-theme was particularly cvi-
dent when participants described supporting older young people, espe-
cially those with increased access to financial resources from social
security payments or employment. As one front line participant shared,
‘under 16 is hard because they’ve got none of their own income through
Centrelink [social security]. Over 16 is a bit easier and a bit more easy
to stomach for risk’ (FG4_Frontline_4).

Decreasing ‘Department reliance’ This sub-theme related to practices
which impelled young people to access community agencies to meet their
basic needs, rather than relying on their SCPP to provide resources. This
approach is illustrated by the statement:

I have a young person that the only thing she wants from the
Department is grocery cards, and that’s the one thing I'm refusing to
give her... because she can access [service] with her income statement
from Centrelink [social security agency| and they will give her a pantry
pack, they will give her a fridge and freezer pack... There’s all these
other services that are community-based that decrease the dependence
on Child Safety that she can go and do. (FG1_Frontline_1)

This front line participant describes purposefully working to decrease the
young person’s reliance on the child protection authority, rationalised as
helping the young person to develop the networks and skills needed for in-
dependence. Notably, this practice of needing to avoid ‘creat[ing]
Department reliance’ was only noted in FG1 data, where all front line par-
ticipants were from the same service centre located in a regional town.

A relational approach to supporting young people who ‘don’t fit
in the system’

This theme relates to practices that privilege building relationships with
young people and responsively partnering with them to address their
identified goals and needs, rather than system-driven goals and require-
ments. As this local leader commented:

If they’ve left a placement and then they’re self-placing... they see that

the Department doesn’t really add much value in their life... So then,
for our CSOs [child safety officers] on the ground who are then trying to
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engage them, I'm a big believer in, at that point of engagement, you've
got to meet that young person where they’re at. (FG5_LocalLeader_1)

Whilst this theme was evident across the data from all focus groups,
it was particularly strong in the executive (FG7) and one of the local
leadership groups (FG5). Three sub-themes emerged.

Rethinking risk and safety Those who made comments aligned with this
sub-theme tended to regard self-placing as a consequence of the OOHC
system’s rigidity and associated inability to adequately meet the young
person’s needs. For example, one front line participant shared:

This [self-placing] is because the system doesn’t provide a service that
fits their needs, so they’re sort of creatively making a system that is
meeting their needs and occasionally that works for the best... So, the
ones who don’t fit in the system, and by forcing the system on them,
we’re sort of forcing them to be at more risk and avoiding us and being
homeless. (FG4_Frontline_4)

This excerpt suggests adopting a system-driven approach only serves to
impede relationships with young people, decreasing their safety whilst
sclf-placing. In contrast to those practitioners who adopted a ‘risk-
averse’ approach, these practitioners did not equate approved place-
ments with safety, suggesting that ‘having a placement open for a young
person who hasn’t set foot in it, or only sporadically stays in that place-
ment, doesn’t actually provide any level of meaningful safety for that
young person’ (FG5_LocallLeader_1). Instead, they highlighted the im-
portance of working with the young person’s choices and adopting a
harm-minimisation approach:

Resign yourself to the fact that this young person has individual agency
and choice and that despite our desperate want for them to be
somewhere that we know is safe, you can’t just stick your head in the
sand and pretend that that would keep them safe if that bed is available
there for them to sleep in. (FG5_LocalLeader_1)

Those aligned with this approach appeared more comfortable sitting
with risk and were able to acknowledge potential benefits of self-placing
for young people, if they were supported and resourced appropriately.
As one participant shared:

There’s a level of motivation and self-determination that young people
can discover... when they sort of go out on their own and say, ‘Okay,
well I'm going to self-place, I'm going to try and be a bit more responsi-
ble for myself.” You can capitalise on that and you can, with the right
support and the right resources, you can channel that in a really—when I
say “productive”, like not productive for us, but productive for the
young person. (FG5_LocalLeader_1)
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Responsive and relationship-driven practice In this approach, relation-
ships with young people were prioritised and considered to be an inte-
gral part of support and safety planning. This is exemplified by an
executive participant:

We would see a young person allowing and having regular contact with
our staff as a real safety measure... If we are applying the pressure...
for them to leave a [self-placing] property, they may, in fact, leave that
property, but they’re less likely to tell us where they’re going... so,
we’ve gone from an unsafe known risk environment to an unknown risk
environment, which is rarely better. (FG7_Executive_4)

Here, it is suggested that honouring and working with the young per-
son’s decision to self-place can in fact enhance their safety, as it allows
them to remain connected to their SCPP. They also indicated that en-
couraging young people to build trusting relationships with other serv-
ices, as well as or instead of the SCPP, could also help to build safety
for the young person when self-placing, suggesting: ‘It’s the recognition
of their own ability to make safe decisions about agreeing to have con-
tact with [specialist support service] that increases our confidence in
their being able to make better decisions for themselves too’
(FG7_Executive_4). Here, the young person’s decision to connect with a
specialist support service instead of the statutory authority is seen as a
strength rather than a problem.

Communication and responsiveness were also noted as key practice
elements for building trusting relationships with young people who self-
place. As one practitioner shared: ‘Being guided by them... that could
change weekly, what we’re actually doing, what our goal is... it’s based
on that communication ... that rapport that we can have with the young
people’ (FG2_Frontline_1). This front line participant describes centring,
and being responsive to, young people’s dynamic context, views and
wishes. These practices aimed to support the young person’s developing
agency through building safety via connection.

Practitioners who shared this set of beliefs saw themselves as responsi-
ble for building connection—rather than expecting the young person to
drive contact. For example, a small group of front line participants dis-
cussed the importance of visiting young people in their self-placing loca-
tions rather than expecting the young person to come to them.
Participants who purported using a relational approach reflected on how
it brought about more beneficial practice outcomes than other
approaches. For example:

The reason I think it’s vastly different comes down to relationships...
when you are committed and you actually do regular visits with your
kids, see them, communicate with them, know what their want and
needs are..., So if they are self-placing, you’re able to advocate why
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that’s beneficial for them... And I think if you don’t have that founda-
tional level, you are screwed. (FG1_Frontline_1)

Here, the practitioner asserts that ‘strong’ relationships with young peo-
ple who arc sclf-placing provide a greater understanding of the young
person and their reasons for self-placing. This then positions the practi-
tioner as an ally for the young person who can then advocate for meet-
ing their needs and wishes within the OOHC system.

Workforce stability and composition Several local leaders in FG5
stressed the importance of trusting and continuous relationships between
young people and SCPPs for building connection and safety for those
who self-place. They explained how high workforce turnover disrupted
relationships with young people, disconnecting them from support.
These local leaders indicated that workforce stability was enhanced
when self-placing cases were allocated to practitioners with certain per-
sonal characteristics and professional skills:

They’re the workers who... thrive in that grey space as opposed to
really depending on the black and white, they’re flexible, they’re open to
seeing things from a different perspective, they’re not super attached
to the idea of being able to tick off a young person as being safe,
because that means something very, very different to these kids than it
does to us (FG5_LocalLeader_1)

The local leader suggests that practitioners who are flexible,
responsive to the views and needs of young people and have a nuanced,
and young person-informed, understanding of safety may be better posi-
tioned to work relationally with young people.

Some front line participants indicated that the nature of their case-
load, particularly the age of those they supported, could impact their
ability to work in a responsive and relationship-driven manner. Those
with adolescent-only caseloads felt better able to be responsive to the
dynamic needs of young people who self-place, compared to their col-
leagues who held mixed-aged caseloads. They hypothesised that having
adolescent-only caseloads enabled a consolidation of ‘people with a
niche arca of expertise’ that ‘know the best protocols and know who to
go to and how they can best support’ a young person self-placing
(FG1_Frontline_1). They also indicated that working only with adoles-
cents allowed for greater flexibility in their schedules as they did not
need to manage competing demands associated with younger children
such as liaising with carers and birth parents, supervising contact visits
and ensuring childhood vaccinations occurred. As such, many of the
front line workers were supportive of having adolescent-only caseloads.
However, one front line participant (FG1_Frontline_1) indicated that
their team leader would not approve the establishment of such a team as
it would prevent staff from learning how to manage other case types,
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resulting in one team carrying significant risk. This illustrates how local
leaders’ beliefs shape team structures and caseload allocations within dif-
ferent service centres.

Discussion

Whilst limited, literature on responses to self-placing has primarily exam-
ined interventions to prevent or decrease ‘runaway behaviour’ (e.g.
Crosland et al., 2020) rather than exploring practices used to support the
young person whilst they are staying away from approved OOHC place-
ments. This article has extended prior studies on self-placing by focusing
specifically on the experiences and practices of SCPPs. Participants in
this study described supporting young people who are self-placing as an
uncertain and high-risk area of practice, as the young person’s living
arrangements were unsanctioned and there was no allocated carer to su-
pervise them. Yet, despite self-placing arrangements being unapproved
they arc a reality of practice with a subset of young people in OOHC.
As such, identifying the factors that make it challenging for practitioners
to feel ‘safe’ practising in this context is crucial (Munro, 2019).

Participants identified increased safety concerns for this cohort,
aligned with previous studies which have established that self-placing
brings increased risk of sexual exploitation and abuse, involvement in
criminal activity and drug and alcohol exposure (Attar-Schwartz, 2013).
Whilst all participants were concerned about risks to the young person,
some also reported concerns about risk of blame to the practitioner and/
or statutory child protection authority if a young person incurred harm
whilst self-placing. In our study, participants discussed the competing
risks of (i) being blamed for allowing or enabling young people to self-
place by providing them with too many supports, versus (ii) being
blamed for failure to provide adequate support. This speaks to the ten-
sion associated with self-placing being an unapproved arrangement
within the highly bureaucratic, regulated and legislated practice context
of child protection.

This tension was reinforced by broader system-level factors. For exam-
ple, there is no officially endorsed term in Queensland for the phenome-
non; a factor recognised as contributing to ambiguity about appropriate
practice responses (QFCC, 2016). Further, executive participants
highlighted how the client data management system contributes to self-
placing being viewed as not only unapproved, but ‘invalid’, because the
system cannot register a self-placing arrangement as a placement loca-
tion. Previous research has also highlighted how client data management
systems can have unintended consequences that can undermine front
line practice by restricting the kinds of information that practitioners en-
gage with in their work (Munro, 2011).
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Our findings indicate that when practitioners viewed self-placing as an
invalid option, it legitimised more risk-averse and protectionist responses
that prioritised efforts to ‘sight’ young people and/or return them to ap-
proved placements. Like existing literature, front line practitioners in
our study documented their efforts in case records as ‘a form of pre-
emptive exoneration to protect themselves from blame should decisions
later turn out badly’ (Cooper and Whittaker, 2014, p. 255). This can
move focus away from the young person, as practice becomes about de-
scribing and justifying practitioners’ actions rather than describing the
young person’s experiences (Cooper and Whittaker, 2014). Arguably,
such practices can also shift risk-of-blame onto the young person, fram-
ing them as the problem for not remaining in approved locations. This
potentially constrains the scope of practice with young people by focus-
ing on their deficits rather than strengths and wishes, positioning them
as subjects to be monitored for compliance.

Practitioners’ concerns regarding self-placing were compounded by a
lack of formal policy and practice guidance for working with this cohort.
A lack of empirical research to inform the development of such guide-
lines was noted by the executive participants. Within this context, our
findings highlight how SCPPs are ‘on-the-ground’ policymakers, as they
use their discretion and develop various mechanisms to manage their
work with young people who self-place, including ‘decisions regarding
who receives services and/or sanctions’ (Shipe et al., 2022, p. 109). Thus,
Lipsky’s (1980) street-level bureaucracy (SLB) theory provides a useful
framework for understanding the different ways in which SCPPs adapt
to and manage the complex task of supporting this cohort.

Reflective on other international child welfare studies adopting an
SLB framework (e.g. Baviskat and Winter, 2017; Shipe et al., 2022), our
findings indicate that SCPP decision-making and practices were influ-
enced not only by the organisational context and local practice culture,
but also by individual caseworker attitudes. Underpinning the SCPPs’ di-
verse practices were different conceptualisations of, and attitudes to-
wards, risk and self-placing. For example, not all practitioners reported
viewing self-placing as an invalid arrangement warranting a risk-averse
practice approach. Indeed, several practitioners conceptualised self-
placing as an early act of ‘independence’, requiring them to help the
young person to take responsibility for themselves and to reduce their
‘reliance’ on the Department. This may reflect political pressures placed
on child protection systems to ensure that care leavers are enabled to
‘become self-reliant, to emancipate themselves from helping systems and
to be economically self-sufficient’ (Storg, 2018, p. 104). However, evi-
dence indicates that transition planning and support should be about fos-
tering young people’s interdependence via relational practices (Mendes
and Purtell, 2020), rather than independence (Storg, 2018).
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In our study, the SCPPs who adopted a relational approach reported
providing more responsive support and safety planning than their col-
leagues based on more accurate understanding of young people’s needs,
goals and whereabouts. As in Broadhurst et al.’s (2010) study on the in-
formal logic of risk management, these SCPPs’ risk management strate-
gies were (i) embedded in their social relations with the young person;
(ii) contingent on the young person’s unique circumstances; and (iii) in-
formed by a multiplicity of relationalities including virtues of empathy
and compassion. However, like cxisting literature (Toros, 2021), our
findings also indicate that workforce stability and composition, as well as
caseload size and composition, mediated SCPPs’ ability to work in rela-
tional and responsive ways. The practitioners who reported adopting
relational approaches to working with young people tended to work in
teams with an adolescent/transition-to-adulthood caseload and to con-
ceptualise self-placing as a failure of the statutory OOHC system to ade-
quately meet young people’s needs.

Previous research by Venables (2023) has shown that young people
who sclf-place value relational, trauma-informed and harm-minimisation
approaches to support that acknowledge and support their agency.
Whilst that study focused on young people’s views of voluntary service
providers rather than SCPPs, it showed that such an approach facilitates
trusting relationships in which young people feel able to share their
hopes, worries and needs. This, in turn, facilitates more responsive ser-
vice provision that enhances their safety, connection and well-being.
In the absence of formal guidelines for supporting this cohort, a harm-
minimisation approach may be a useful framework as it ‘permits
practitioners to develop interventions that promote children and young
people’s rights to health, well-being and safety even if a young person is
in the midst of... engaging in unsafe behaviour’ (Hickle and Hallett,
2016, p. 307).

Strengths and limitations

This study contributes to addressing the dearth of knowledge regarding
the approach SCPPs adopt when supporting young people in OOHC
who self-place. Our use of focus groups resulted in rich and detailed
accounts of practice across eleven different service centres in South-East
Queensland. However, the reliance on self-report data and our recruit-
ment strategy, which required executives within the child protection au-
thority to act as gatekeepers to participants, may be viewed as
limitations. Whilst it is possible that respondents were impacted by social
desirability bias and shared only espoused rather than actual practices—
the data did reflect a diverse set of attitudes and practices, including cri-
tiques of practice cultures. Future research should prioritise reporting on
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actual SCPP practice, by including observations and accounts of others
impacted by SCPP practice, such as young people themselves and other
key stakeholders. This research should be conducted not only in metro-
politan areas but also in regional and remote arcas, and those without
access to a specialist non-government support service. Further, the ab-
sence of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander practitioners in our
sample is a limitation, particularly given the overrepresentation of
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander children in the child protection
system. Future studies should be proactive in ensuring that First Nations
Australian perspectives are included and thus inform the emerging
knowledge base-related to this under-researched area of practice.
Despite the limitations, purposive sampling allowed us to spcak with
those best positioned to discuss how SCPPs respond to young people
who self-place in South-East Queensland. Further research that explores
the utility of harm-minimisation approaches for supporting this cohort of
young people is also needed.

Conclusion

This article explored the experiences and practices of SCPPs when sup-
porting young people in OOHC who self-place. The findings reveal that
despite heightened safety concerns for this cohort, there is limited formal
practice guidance or empirical evidence to support their practice.
Without such frameworks, it appears that SCPPs’ attitudes towards self-
placing and risk, mediated by local practice cultures, are key drivers of
their practice with young people who self-place. To counter risk-averse
practices and instead support more relational and responsive practices,
we propose the adoption of a harm-minimisation approach that helps to
promote young people’s rights to health, well-being and safety, even
when staying in unapproved locations.
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