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The Honourable Paul Anastassiou KC 

Commissioner for the Queensland Child Safety Commission of Inquiry 

By email: info@childsafetyinguiry.qld.gov.au 

Dear Commissioner, 

9 March 2026 

We are writing on behalf of Youth Advocacy Centre Inc, Youth Housing Project 
(YHP), Queensland Youth Housing Coalition Inc, Qshelter, Queensland Family and Child 
Commission, Office of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's 
Commissioner, Career Employment Australia 
Ltd, ZigZag, Peakcare, HBNC, and Professor Karen Healy, 
Associate Professor Kathy Ellem, and Associate Professor Jemma Venables from the 
University of Queensland School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work, and ourselves. 

Our submission draws on findings from a Participatory Action Research (PAR) project 
undertaken between 2022-2023 by Community Connections, part of Community Living 
Association Inc., exploring the lived experiences of under 16s navigating homelessness 
and the systemic barriers they encounter. These young people remain largely 
invisible within policy, data collection, and the current service system, despite clear 
evidence of need. 

Across young people, youth workers, and sector practitioners, one message was 
consistent: Child Safety frequently does not respond to under 16's homelessness, 
leaving young people without safe or viable pathways to support. In addition, young people 
and workers identified that Child Safety staff often hesitate to open interventions due to 
concerns that residential care may expose young people to further risk-an issue that 
highlights a critical failure in a system designed to protect children under 18. 

This lack of system responsiveness forces young people into unsafe environments, 
unstable couch surfing arrangements, and, in some cases, high risk survival strategies 
such as riding public transport overnight, staying in emergency departments for shelter, or 
intentionally being criminalised to access the facilities within youth detention. Add itionally, 
Community Living Association has been informed of high levels of homeless young people 
(both within and outside of the care of Child Safety) are entering into hospital systems 
and are staying for extended periods of time due to the absence of safe and suitable 
accommodation. The same situation exists within youth detention; whereby young people 
are unable to be released into community. 
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The evidence clearly demonstrates a significant gap: there is currently no dedicated 
housing pathway for under 16s in Queensland, with most homelessness and youth 
housing services restricted to those aged 16 and over. These findings are to no surprise to 
workers within the community sector, as is witnessed within our everyday work. We seek 
urgent consideration and response to the implications of these findings, to adequately 
support and respond to the needs of young people experiencing homelessness under 16 
years. A copy of the PAR executive summary and support letters are attached to th is 
document for your viewing. 

Warm regards, 

Tania Lawrie 

CEO- Community Living Association Inc. 

OFFICE OF THE ABORIGINAL 
• ANO TORRES STRAIT ISLANDER 

CHILDREN'S COMMISSIONER 

•

YOUTH 
ADVOCACY 
CE TRE t. Crechng Conntctecl Commun1ttes • 

Q.SHELTER 
Because home mat ters 

page.2 

Queensland 
Family & Child 
Commission 

~ 
ZIG oZAG 

~ 



g~i COMMUNITY ~ LIVING ASSOCIATION 
ABN: 57 989 937 672. NDIS ID: 4-4337-924 

5 Nundah Street, Nundah QLD 4012 

Community Living Association 
Growing communities where all people are valued 

Phone: 07 3266 5633 www.communityliving.org.au 

Enquiries: reception@communityliving.org.au 

Under-16s Experiences of Homelessness in 
Queensland 

Based on Participatory Action Research (PAR) conducted by Community Connections 

Purpose 

This document summarises key insights from a Participatory Action Research (PAR) project 
investigating the experiences of young people under 16 years who experience homelessness in 
Queensland. The research responds to growing recognition that this cohort is largely 
invisible within policy, data collection, and service delivery systems, despite clear evidence of 
need. 

In addition to highlighting the experiences of under 16s navigating homelessness in Queensland, 
this submission to the enquiry notes young people and workers identify little to no response from 
Child Safety. Additionally, Child Safety workers hesitation to offer a response with 
acknowledgement that experiences of young people in the care of Child Safety can often expose 
young people to additional unsafe/risk factors, poses a mass critical error in the intention of this 
system, to protect children under the age of 18 years. 

Background 

The 2021 Census recorded 5,708 young people aged 12-15 as homeless nationwide, though 
this figure is likely an undercount due to the transient nature of homelessness. In Brisbane, 
Brisbane Youth Service (BYS) recorded 52 under-16 presentations in 2022, an 11 % rise from the 
year prior. Across the sector more broadly, under 16s help seeking and needs are under 
recorded due to not meeting service's eligibility. 

Queensland 's homelessness and youth housing systems generally accept clients from age 16, 
leaving under-16s dependent on Child Safety-which young people and workers consistently 
describe as unresponsive. Despite multiple mandatory reporting touchpoints, very few under-16s 
experiencing homelessness receive adequate statutory intervention. Young people experiencing 
homelessness before age 16 are therefore subject to multiple system gaps that heighten risk. 
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Methodology 

Three PAR cycles were conducted, including: 

• Youth digital survey (2022) 

www.communityliving.org.au 

Enquiries: reception@communityliving.org.au 

• Revised youth survey and youth practitioner survey (2023) 
• Focus group at Red Cross Night Cafe (2023) 

These methods captured lived experience, professional insight, and system-level barriers. 

Key Findings 

1. Reliance on Natural Supports 

Under-16s most commonly turn to friends and family as their first support when leaving 
home. However, these supports often cannot sustain accommodation due to financial 
strain, overcrowding, conflict, risk exposure, or safety concerns. When these supports fail, young 
people typically move into public spaces or highly unstable environments. 

2. Statutory Services Frequently Do Not Respond 

Young people and youth workers described Child Safety as: 

• unresponsive, slow, or inaccessible 
• dismissive of adolescents' homelessness 
• referring them to services ineligible for under-16s 
• offering no practical assistance 

This leaves young people without safe housing options despite Child Safety's 
legislative responsibility for all under-18s and despite numerous mandatory reporting 
pathways/points of disclosure, and were issues highlighted across surveys and the focus group. 

3. Resorting to High-Risk Survival Strategies 

Due to service ineligibility and lack of system responsiveness, young people reported: 

• riding public transport all night 

• staying in hospital emergency departments for shelter 

• entering fights or crime intentionally to access watch houses or youth detention 
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These behaviours reflect systemic design failures, not youth choice. 

4. Youth Workers Provide Essential Support but Are Under-Resourced 

Youth workers are key to stabilising housing by assisting with: 

• mediation with families and informal accommodation hosts 
• crisis navigation and advocacy 
• systems navigation (Centrelink, Child Safety) 
• access to material supports and safety planning 

These interventions often stabilised accommodation. However, years of sector funding cuts 
severely limit service capacity, availability, and early intervention. 

5. No Housing Pathway Exists for Under-16s 

Queensland currently offers no youth homelessness accommodation for this age 
group. Homelessness services housing support, youth foyers, and supported accommodation 
begin at 16 years. This forces young people into: 

• unsafe homes 
• couch surfing 
• rough sleeping 
• criminalisation 

Despite government commitments to increasing homelessness responses, age-based exclusions 
persist. 

Ruby's Reunification Program (for 12-15-year-olds) offers a promising early intervention model 
but requires family agreement, making it inaccessible for many young people fleeing unsafe 
environments or for whom family is unable/unwilling to participate. Additionally, the respite aspect 
of the model is short term and intermittent. 

6. Young People Want Self-Determination 

Young people want respect for their autonomy, support to make informed choices, and genuine 
participation in decisions about their housing, relationships, and safety. Yet statutory frameworks 
often undervalue their decision-making capacity, despite established Gillick competence 
frameworks. 

page. 3 



g~i COMMUNITY ~ LIVING ASSOCIATION 
Community Living Association 

ABN: 57 989 937 672. NDIS ID: 4-4337-924 
Growing communities where all people are valued 

5 Nundah Street, Nundah QLD 4012 Phone: 07 3266 5633 www.communityliving.org.au 

Enquiries: reception@communityliving.org.au 

Im pl icatio ns 

• Under-16s are experiencing homelessness without an appropriate service system 
• Under-16 homelessness is both widespread and structurally hidden. 
• Statutory systems are not functioning as intended for this group. 
• Child Safety's inconsistent responses leave young people in unsafe environments or 

returning to unsafe homes. 
• Natural supports provide temporary stability but are rarely sustainable 

without additional intervention. 
• Youth workers could prevent entrenched homelessness, but sector capacity is 

insufficient due to historic cuts to the community sector. Without intervention, young 
people develop entrenched homelessness trajectories before age 16. 

• Young people repurpose public transport, emergency departments and justice 
systems for shelter, highlighting structural failures and creating long-term and high­
cost impacts on systems in the absence of age-appropriate housing. 

The evidence shows urgent need for policy and system redesign, not minor adjustments. 

Priority Recommendations 

1. Develop Dedicated Housing Responses for 12-15-Year-Olds 

• Crisis and transitional accommodation designed specifically for under-16s 
• Early intervention respite options that do not require parental participation 

2. Reinvest in the Community Youth Sector 

• Increase long-term funding to rebuild youth services and worker capacity to enable 
early intervention, outreach, and support for natural networks 

• Resource services to deliver after-hours responses 

3. Reform Child Safety Engagement 

• 
• 
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• Embedding Gillick competence and active participation into decision-making 
processes 

4. Improve Access to Financial Supports 

• Centrelink pathways that do not require fixed addresses or extensive 
documentation, with simplified ID requirements 

• Prevent Centrelink payment suspensions due to homelessness barriers 
• Provide emergency material assistance (IDs, hygiene items, phones, clothing and 

food) 

5. Strengthen Community Capacity 

• Public education to counter deficit focused narratives (e.g. youth crime), reduce 
stigma and increase willingness to support young people 

• Promote a more accurate narrative about youth behaviour and vulnerability 
• More community-based, non-judgmental support environments 

Conclusion 

Young people under 16 experiencing homelessness in Queensland face significant systemic 
failures that result in unsafe housing, disengagement, and high-risk survival strategies. Despite 
strong reliance on natural supports, these are rarely sustainable without targeted service 
provision. Youth workers play a crucial role in stabilising housing and supporting 
self-determination, but severe under-resourcing limits their impact. The PAR research shows that 
early intervention, youth worker support, and safe housing options are essential, but the current 
system lacks the structures and resources required. Significant reform---including age­
appropriate housing pathways, reinvestment in youth services, statutory system improvement, 
and supports for self-determination-is urgently needed to protect this vulnerable cohort and 
reduce long-term social and economic harm, as well as entrenched homelessness. 
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Youth Housing Project Assoc Inc. 

246 Sandgate Road 

Albion, Qld, 4010 

19th of February 2026 

246 Sandgate Road 
ALBION QLD 4010 

PO Box 1111 Lutwyche QLD 4030 

Phone: (07) 3256 0241 

ABN: 18 840 331 085 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under-16 Homelessness and Child Safety System Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

Youth Housing Project is writing in support of the submission prepared by Community Living Association 

which highlights the urgent and unmet needs of young people under 16 who are experiencing 

homelessness in Queensland. 

As an organisation working with young people and famil ies, we share the concerns raised in this 

submission. Young people under 16 are navigating homelessness in environments that offer little to no 

appropriate service response. Young people and workers consistently describe that Child Safety often 

does not respond to under-16 homelessness, leaving young people without safe options or statutory 

intervention where it is required. 

We also recognise the concern raised by both young people and workers that some Child Safety staff 

hesitate to intervene due to fears that residential care placements may expose young people to further 

risk. This reflects a significant systems issue: a protective framework that is unable to fulfil its purpose for 

children under 18 when homelessness occurs. 

Youth Housing Project supports the call for: 

• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds 

• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 

• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector 

• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, appropriate 

supports without barriers 

The Youth Housing Project Association Inc. (YHP) is a Specialist Homelessness Service (SHS) which 
provides supported, independent accommodation to young people aged from 16 - 21 years who are 
homeless or at risk of homelessness. Parenting partners up to 25 years of age are also housed on 
acceptance of a case plan. YHP has been operating since 1987. YHP is also funded to provide 
transitional accommodation through its Community Housing Programs. 

From our own experience, we observe that the Child Safety residential model often further traumatises 
and destabilises the young people and resorts to them self-placing and then reaching out to SHSs. 

REG I STEREO 
PROVIDER 
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In addition, in our experience the support model often doesn't set young people up for independence 
e.g. boundaries, skill-building. 

The barrier to under 16s accessing SHSs is of course that we are not funded to support this age group 
and even if we were it would take additional resourcing and training for the workforce as under 16s are 
minors and there are different legal obligations etc. Youth SHSs are already supporting the young people 
that have potentially slipped through the gaps of Child Safety (almost all of Youth Housing Projects 
young people being housed and supported by us have come from unstable home/family 
environments/experienced family violence) or aged out of care. 

Youth Housing Project have observed that young people who are in the older age group e.g. 15-17yo, often 

have slipped through the gaps of Child Safety but if flagged with Child Safety, they are reluctant to start an 

order with an older teenager. (This would potentially be due to limited resources to support young people 

who are aging out of the target group for Child Safety) 

We believe the recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary and urgent. Without 

structural reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe environments, unstable informal 

supports, and high-risk survival strategies that place them at significant harm. 

Youth Housing Project endorses the submission and urges Queensland Child Safety to act swiftly to 

ensure no young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate support. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. 

Yours sincerely, 

Alison Cole 

CEO 

Youth Housing Project Assoc Inc. 

REG I STEREO 
PROVIDER 



18th February 2026 

Re: Letter of Support-Community Living Association's Submission on Young People 
Under16 years of age experiencing Homelessness and Child Safety System 
Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

Queensland Youth Housing Coalition wholeheartedly supports the Community Living 
Association's submission which highlights the urgent and unmet needs of young people 
under 16 years of age who are experiencing homelessness in Queensland. 

The Queensland Youth Housing Coalition Inc. (QYHC), established in 1984, is a not-for­

profit state-wide peak body and coalition of organisations and individuals. We are a 

significant voice for and with young people impacted by homelessness and the various 

service systems they navigate. Our focus is on ending youth homelessness and 

addressing the underlying causes. The vision of the Queensland Youth Housing Coalition 

is: All young people safely housed. 

QYHC is committed to improving the life opportunities and wellbeing of young people 

impacted by homelessness by working collaboratively across government and non­

government organisations and the private sector to address homelessness, through the 

provision of housing, and addressing the multitude of intersecting issues that impact 

wellbeing such as: poverty, access to education, child protection, health services, 

income, safety, and social inclusion. QYHC acknowledges that connection and 

relationships are key for all young people and underpin our collective work. Young people 

under 16 years of age are a particularly vulnerable group of young people who fall through 

many systemic gaps and continue to be overlooked. Unfortunately, this all too often 

means they fall foul of those willing to take advantage of their vulnerability. This includes 

introducing them to criminal activity, sometimes via manipulation and sometimes for 

survival. 

QYHC has been called on many occasions when all avenues for a homeless and at-risk 

young person under 16 years of age have been exhausted, in order to escalate the case. 

Over the past few years an increase in acceptance of young people being homeless at 
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such a young age seems to have become apparent. Some of these children are in care 

and are considered to be 'self-placing'. Others are asking to be in care and are being 

assessed as not needing support. A more robust and fulsome system of intake and 

assessment is needed, particularly for this young cohort. Dedicated services for 12-15-

year-olds are key. QYHC's recent working group on this issue alongside conversations 

with risk management services noted that the development of these services needs to 

occur with consideration of the legal and insurance aspects of service delivery, 

acknowledging that government underwriting may be required. QYHC's findings were 

that t hese continue to be key blocks in offering services to this group of young people. As 

such these barriers need to be addressed to ensure appropriate responses for the most 

marginalised of homeless young people. 

QYHC supports the call for: 

• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds 
• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 
• increased resourcing and capac ity within the youth and community sector 
• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, 

appropriate supports without barriers 

The recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary and urgent. 
Without structural reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe 
environments, unstable informal supports, and high-risk survival strategies that place 
them at significant harm. 

QYHC endorses the submission and urges Queensland Child Safety to act swiftly to 
ensure no young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate 
support. 

I thank you in advance of your consideration of this vital matter. 

Yours sincerely, 

: qyhc.org.au 

I acknowledge and pay my respects to the traditional owners 
and custodians of the land on which I work, walk and /Ive. 
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24 February 2026 

Q Shelter 

Because home matters 

Address: 515 Wickham Terrace (PO Box 214) Spring Hill Qld 4004 
From: 1 
To: Queensland Child Safety Commission of Inquiry 

Letter of Support 
Submission on Under 16 Homelessness and Child Safety System Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

Q Shelter writes in support of the submission prepared by Community Living Association, 
highlighting the urgent and unmet needs of young people under 16 experiencing 
homelessness in Queensland. 

Q Shelter is Queensland's peak body working to address housing need and homelessness. 
We envision a future in which every Queenslander has a safe, affordable and accessible place 
to call home. Since 1993, we have worked to strengthen housing system capacity and 
influence policy, investment and service integration to deliver effective and sustainable 
solutions. We engage across all levels of government and collaborate with the community 
services, public and private sectors to advance reforms grounded in evidence and 
implementation capability. 

Without early intervention, homelessness in childhood can become entrenched, increasing 
the likelihood of repeat homelessness, justice system involvement, and long-term 
disadvantage. Preventing homelessness before it occurs, and responding swiftly when it first 
presents, is fundamentally about safeguarding children's safety, stability and opportunity to 
thrive. 

As a peak body representing frontline services working with young people and families, we 
share the concerns raised in this submission. Young people under 16 are navigating 
homelessness in environments where there is often no clear, consistent or developmentally 
appropriate response. Services report that Child Safety engagement can be inconsistent when 
homelessness is the presenting issue, leaving some young people without safe 
accommodation or statutory intervention where it may be warranted. 

We also acknowledge concerns raised by young people and practitioners that hesitation to 
intervene may reflect broader systemic pressures, including limitations within residential care 
settings. This points to a structural gap: a child protection and housing system that is not 
sufficiently integrated to deliver safe, timely and preventative responses when housing 
instability emerges. 

Q Shelter supports the call for: 

• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15 year olds 
• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 
• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector 
• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, 

appropriate supports without barriers 

ABN 214 955 03 790 
515 Wickham Terrace (PO Box 214) Spring Hill, Qld 4004 
Telephone: 07 38315900 I info@qshelter.asn.au I www.qshelter.asn.au 
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In addition, we emphasise the importance of shifting from crisis response to prevention and 
early intervention. Q Shelter is a member of the Preventative Peaks Alliance - a collaborative 
initiative of Neighbourhood Centres Queensland, PeakCare, the Queensland Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Child Protection Peak (QATSICPP), the Queenslanders with Disability 
Network (QDN), and Q Shelter, established to address fragmented supports and the 
overrepresentation of vulnerable cohorts in statutory systems. 

The Alliance aims to promote system reform and stronger integration across housing, child 
protection, disability, community services and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations, with a focus on coordinated, culturally responsive, community-led approaches. 
A preventative framework requires early identification of housing instability, coordinated family 
support, and clear, integrated pathways between systems so that risks are addressed before 
they escalate into homelessness. 

Without structural reform and genuine system integration, young people under 16 will continue 
to rely on unsafe environments, unstable informal supports and high-risk survival strategies 
that place them at significant harm. 

Q Shelter endorses this submission and encourages timely action to ensure that no young 
person is left without a safe place to live or access to the coordinated support they need. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. For further questions or contact, please 
liaise with Polic & Strategic Engagement Lead, Maya Glassman at 

in the first instance. 

Jackson Hills 
General Manager, Policy & Strategic Engagement 
Q Shelter 

ABN 214 955 03 790 
515 Wickham Terrace (PO Box 214) Spring Hill, Qld 4004 
Telephone: 07 38315900 I info@qshelter.asn.au I www.qshelter.asn.au 2 
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Telephone: 07 3900 6000 
Reference: TF26/369 - D26/2838 

Mr Paul Anastassiou KC 
Commissioner 
Commission of Inquiry into Queensland's Child Safety System 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under-16 Homelessness and Child Safety System 
Responses 

Dear Commissioner Anastassiou 

The Office of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner (OATSICC) is writing in 
support of the submission prepared by Community Living Association which highlights the urgent and 
unmet needs of young people under 16 who are experiencing homelessness in Queensland. 

As an organisation working with young people and families, we share the concerns raised in this 
submission. Young people under 16 are navigating homelessness in environments that offer little to no 
appropriate service response. Young people and workers consistently describe that Child Safety often 
does not respond to under-16 homelessness, leaving young people without safe options or statutory 
intervention where it is required. 

We also recognise the concern raised by both young people and workers that some Child Safety staff 
hesitate to intervene due to fears that residential care placements may expose young people to further 
risk. This reflects a significant systems issue: a protective framework that is unable to fulfil its purpose for 
children under 18 when homelessness occurs. 

OATSICC supports the call for: 

• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds 

• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 

• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector 

• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, appropriate 
supports without barriers 

According to Homelessness Australia, 15,436 children and young people under 18 experienced 
homelessness in 2022-23. At least 1,439 children presented alone to homelessness Services. While the 
data does not specify how many of these children were under 16, we know from our work and from 
broader system trends that younger children are an increasingly vulnerable and largely invisible cohort. 

For children and young people involved in the child protection system, placement instability remains a 
critical driver of homelessness. Experiences of disrupted placements, absences from care, and exits 
from care before 18 are well documented, including in the Absent from care insights paper published by 
the Queensland Family and Child Commission. Young people who leave or are absent from care 
frequently fall into a significant funding and service gap between state-funded child protection responses 
and federally funded homelessness services. For those at risk of homelessness, key drivers consistently 
include placement breakdown, running away from unsafe or unsuitable residential care, or being 
informally "self-placed" without adequate support. Many children and young people presenting to 

<v Level 8, 
63 George Street 
Brisbane QLD 4000 

~ PO Box 15217 
Brisbane City East QLD 4002 

~ 07 3900 6000 # ABN: 91 102 013 458 

~ qfcc.qld.gov.au 
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Specialist Homelessness Services require accommodation support, yet fewer than half receive it. Crisis 
accommodation services are largely not designed, funded or authorised to support children on child 
protection orders, creating further barriers. In practice, this leaves some young people being turned 
away, while others are accommodated in settings that are not resourced to meet their developmental or 
statutory needs. 

Young people we have recently spoken with who have lived experience of child protection describe 
profound distress, instability and a lack of safe alternatives: 

"My time in care was really, really bad ... If there was stuff going on, I literally would call the 
ambulance because ... I had nobody to tell. You can't go away. The only place away is to some 
drug addict's place on the street or to the hospital." 

"All of my belongings were packed up without my permission ... I was told to come home and 
retrieve them and self-place ... They refused to place me because I hadn't been coming home." 

"A lot of people these days are leaving care at 16 or running away from their placements ... 
they're sleeping rough on the streets." 

"I'd rather be homeless than be in that residential care ... I was sleeping behind the servo for 
about half a year ... I'd rather be there on the cold rocks than somewhere I had no rights." 

These stories reflect systemic gaps rather than isolated incidents. Young people describe choosing 
rough sleeping over residential care environments where they feel unsafe, unheard or powerless. They 
report difficulty accessing income support, particularly when under 16, and significant barriers navigating 
Centrelink requirements without stable housing, adult advocacy or identification documents. 

In our observation, there is a growing cohort of children under 16 who are: 

• experiencing placement instability or absences from care 
• unable to access age-appropriate crisis accommodation 
• falling between child protection and homelessness service systems 
• struggling to access income support 
• lacking coordinated, therapeutic and housing responses tailored to their age and legal status. 

From OATSICC's perspective, children under 16 experiencing homelessness are entitled to protection, 
care and an adequate standard of living, and governments have a clear responsibility to ensure no child 
is left without a safe place to live. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are disproportionately 
affected, making culturally safe responses grounded in connection to family, community and Country 
essential. Addressing this issue requires not only improved services, but clear accountability, 
coordinated cross-system action, and responses that reflect children's best interests, safety and 
developmental needs. 

We believe the recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary and urgent. Without 
structural reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe environments, unstable informal 
supports, and high-risk survival strategies that place them at significant harm. 

OATSICC endorses the submission and urges Queensland Child Safety to act swiftly to ensure no 
young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate support . 

• 
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Thank you for considering this supporting statement. 
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If ou or our officers would like to discuss further, I can be contacted on 

Yours sincerely 

Natalie Lewis 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner 
Office of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children's Commissioner 
Queensland Family and Child Commission 

26 February 2025 
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2 March 2026 

To whom it may concern, 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under-16 Homelessness and Child Safety 
System Responses 

Career Employment Australia Ltd (CEA Ltd) is writing in support of the submission 
prepared by Community Living Association which highlights the urgent and unmet 
needs of young people under 16 who are experiencing homelessness in Queensland. 

As an organisation working with young people and families, we share the concerns 
raised in this submission. Young people under 16 are navigating homelessness in 
environments that offer little to no appropriate service response. Young people and 
workers consistently describe that Child Safety often does not respond to under-16 
homelessness, leaving young people without safe options or statutory intervention 
where it is required. 

We also recognise the concern raised by both young people and workers that some 
Child Safety staff hesitate to intervene due to fears that residential care placements 
may expose young people to further risk. This reflects a significant systems issue: a 
protective framework that is unable to fulfil its purpose for children under 18 when 
homelessness occurs. 

CEA Ltd supports the call for: 
• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds 
• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 
• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector 
• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, 

appropriate supports without barriers 

Through our Reconnect Program we have become aware of rising statistics of youth 
homelessness including those under 16. 

We believe the recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary 
and urgent. Without structural reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on 
unsafe environments, unstable informal supports, and high-risk survival strategies that 
place them at significant harm. 

CEA Ltd endorses the submission and urges Queensland Child Safety to act swiftly to 
ensure no young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate 
support. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. 

Jason Gardiner 
FICER 

58 Yamboyna Street, MANLY Q 4179 PO Box 5937, MANLY Q 4179 Tel: (07) 3457 1200 
ACN 613 305 098 ABN 65650875007 
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Zig Zag 
575 Old Cleveland Road 
Camp Hill Qld 4152 

27 February 2026 

To whom it may concern, 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under-16 Homelessness and Child Safety System 
Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

Zig Zag writes in support of the submission prepared by Community Living Association, which 
highlights the urgent and unmet needs of young people under 16 who are experiencing 
homelessness in Queensland. 

Zig Zag is a community based not-for-profit organisation in Brisbane that provides services to 
young women, trans and gender diverse young people aged 12-25 years, including: 

• medium-term supported accommodation and housing support to women and gender 
diverse young people (and their children) aged 16-25 years who are experiencing 
homelessness or at risk of homelessness, and 

• counselling and support for women and gender diverse young people aged 12 to 25 years 
who have experienced sexual violence. 

As an organisation supporting young people and families, we share the concerns raised in this 
submission. Young people under 16 are navigating homelessness in environments that offer little 
to no appropriate service response. 

Zig Zag supports the call for: 

• the development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds, 
• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector, and 
• improved cross-system collaboration to reduce barriers and ensure young people can 

access safe and appropriate supports. 



From our own experience, we receive requests for support from young people under the age of 16, 

but we are unable to offer them housing, nor are there sufficient services to refer them to for 
housing support. 

Without structural reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe environments, 

unstable informal supports, and high-risk survival strategies that place them at significant harm. 

Zig Zag endorses the submission and urges the Queensland Government to act swiftly to ensure 

no young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate support. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. 

Yours sincerely 

Danieka Montague 

Team Leader, Housing Program 
Zig Zag 
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Children I Young People I Futures 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under16 Homelessness and Child Safety System Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

PeakCare writes in support of the submission prepared by Community Living Association, which 
highlights the urgent and unmet needs of young people under 16 experiencing homelessness in 
Queensland. 

As the peak body representing child and family support services across Queensland, we share and 
strongly endorse the concerns raised. Young people under 16 are navigating homelessness in a service 
environment that offers few developmentally appropriate responses. Our members consistently report 
that children in this age group are presenting without safe accommodation options yet often do not 
receive timely or consistent Child Safety intervention, even where statutory involvement appears 
warranted. 

We also acknowledge the concerns raised by both young people and frontline workers that some Child 
Safety staff may hesitate to intervene due to fears that residential care placements could expose young 
people to further risk. This points to a deeper systemic issue: a protective framework that, in the context 
of youth homelessness, is struggling to fulfil its mandate to safeguard children under 18. 

From our direct engagement with services across the state, we are hearing of rising presentations of 
children under 16 experiencing homelessness, frequently linked to family conflict, domestic and family 
violence, mental health challenges, and cumulative unmet needs. Services describe significant barriers 
to securing Child Safety responses, with thresholds for intervention perceived as high and inconsistently 
applied. At the same time, there are very limited age-appropriate accommodation options for 12-15-
year-olds. This leaves workers with few safe pathways and forces relia nce on informal, unstable, or 
unsuitable arrangements. The result is a systemic gap that places young people at heightened risk and 
creates ethical and practical dilemmas for frontline practitioners striving to keep children safe. 

PeakCare supports the calls for: 

• Development of dedicated housing and support responses for 12-15-year-olds 

• Strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 

• Increased resourcing and capacity across the youth and community sector 

• Improved cross-system collaboration to ensure children can access safe, appropriate, and 
barrier-free supports. 

The recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary and urgent. Without structural 
reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe environments, unstable informal supports 
and high-risk survival strategies that expose them to significant harm. 

PeakCare endorses this submission and urges the Queensland Government to act swiftly and decisively 
to ensure that no young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and the protection and 
support they require. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. 

Estelle Abela 
Interim Chief Executive Officer 

.._ Levels 
.a 100 Creek Street 

Brisbane QLD 4000 

GPO Box 1719 
A Brisbane QLD 4001 

.&, 07 3368 1050 A peakca-e.org.au 

A office@peakcare.org.au 



3 March 2026 

Hervey Bay Neighbourhood Centre 

22-36 Charles Street 

Pia Iba QLD 4655 

Creating Connected Communities 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under-16 Homelessness and Child Safety System Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

Hervey Bay Neighbourhood Centre (HBNC) is writing in support of the submission prepared by Community Living 

Association which highlights the urgent and unmet needs of young people under 16 who are experiencing 

homelessness in Queensland. 

As an organisation working with young people and families, we share the concerns raised in this submission. Young 

people under 16 are navigating homelessness in environments that offer little to no appropriate service response. 

Young people and workers consistently describe that Child Safety often does not respond to under-16 

homelessness, leaving young people without safe options or statutory intervention where it is required . 

We also recognise the concern raised by both young people and workers that some Child Safety staff hesitate to 

intervene due to fears that residential care placements may expose young people to further risk. This reflects a 

significant systems issue: a protective framework that is unable to fulfil its purpose for children under 18 when 

homelessness occurs. 

HBNC supports the call for: 

• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds 

• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 

• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector 

• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, appropriate supports without 

barriers 

From our own experience, the HBNC Reconnect Service are seeing this pattern of inappropriate referrals to the 

non-government sector when statutory systems are over-stretched. It underscores the increasing pressure and 

unfunded expectation placed on programs like Reconnect to respond to high-risk, high-needs young people who 

have effectively fallen through the safety net of government care. It illustrates how frontline non-government 

• Tel: 4194 3000 • Email: info@hbnc.com.au • Website: www.hbnc.com.au 
• Post: PO Box 1226, Hervey Bay QLD 4655 • Office: 22 Charles Street, Hervey Bay QLD 4655 

• ABN: 34 683 973 965 
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services are being asked to assume responsibilities beyond their funded scope and capability to keep young people 

safe. 

We believe the recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary and urgent. Without structural 

reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe environments, unstable informal supports, and 

high-risk survival strategies that place them at significant harm. 

HBNC endorses the submission and urges Queensland Child Safety to act swiftly to ensure no young person under 

16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate support. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. You are welcome to contact me for further information on 

Yours sincerely, 

Sheenah Heinonen 
Family, Children and Youth Service Manager 
Hervey Bay Neighbourhood Centre 

• Tel: 4194 3000 • Email: info@hbnc.com.au • Website: www.hbnc.com.au 
• Post: PO Box 1226, Hervey Bay QLD 4655 • Office: 22 Charles Street, Hervey Bay QLD 4655 

• ABN: 34 683 973 965 
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THE UNIVERSITY 
OF QUEENSLAND 
AUSTRALIA 

SCHOOL OF NURSING, MIDWIFERY 

AND SOCIAL WORK 

ABN 63 942 912 684 
CRICOS PROVIDER NUMBER 00025B 

Re: Letter of Support - Submission on Under-16 Homelessness and Child Safety System 

Responses 

To whom it may concern, 

We (Professor Karen Healy, As/Professor Kathy Ellem and As/Professor Jemma Venables) are a 

research team from the School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work at The University of Queensland, 

engaged in programs of research that seek to transform child protection systems. Our work aims to 

build evidence for new approaches to strengthening family and community capacities to enhance the 

wellbeing of children and families. We are writing in support of the submission prepared by Community 

Living Association which highlights the urgent and unmet needs of young people under 16 who are 

experiencing homelessness in Queensland. 

Our submission draws on the program of research led by As/Professor Jemma Venables 

concerning the safety and wellbeing of young people leaving out-of-home care. As a research team 

focused on building knowledge to enhance outcomes for young people and families, we share the 

concerns raised in this submission. Our research has shown that young people under 16 are navigating 

homelessness in environments that offer little to no appropriate service response. Young people and 

workers (from both statutory and non-government sectors) consistently describe that Child Safety often 

does not adequately respond to under-16 homelessness, leaving young people without safe options or 

statutory intervention where it is required. 

We also recognise the concern raised by both young people and workers that some Child Safety 

staff hesitate to intervene due to fears that residential care placements may expose young people to 

further risk. This reflects a significant systems issue: a protective framework that is unable to fulfil its 

purpose for children under 18 when homelessness occurs. 

Our research team supports the call for: 

• development of dedicated housing responses for 12-15-year-olds 

• strengthened, timely and accountable Child Safety engagement 

• increased resourcing and capacity within the youth and community sector 

• improved cross-system collaboration to ensure young people can access safe, appropriate 

supports without barriers 

Our support is grounded in findings from our program of research focused on young people in out-of­

home care who leave approved placements without permission to stay in unapproved locations. This 

cohort frequently experience homelessness and unstable living arrangements. Our findings indicate that 

young people often feel they have no other option but to leave approved placements due to a lack of 

safety, connection and agency in these arrangements. Despite this, many young people report being 

met with punitive system responses such as the withholding of resources. This, in concert with unstable 

living arrangements can lead to further disconnection of young people from supports, compounding 

their vulnerabilities and impeding transition planning and support. Importantly, our findings also 

highlight the systemic challenges that practitioners face in trying to respond to and support this cohort 

of young people and highlight the benefit of increased resourcing to the youth and community sector -

particularly for assertive outreach. 

The School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work 
The University of Queensland 
Brisbane QLD 4072 Australia 

T + 61 7 3365 2068 
E nmsw@uq.edu.au 

W www.uq .edu.au/nmsw 



We attach copies of three articles that provide further details of our findings: 

• Approaches to supporting young people in out-of-home care who 'self-place' in unapproved 

locations: Perspectives of statutory child protection practitioners 

• Diminishing their voice through choice? How 'self-placing' in out-of-home care affects children 

affects children and young people's participation in decision-making 

• Access to Transition Planning and Support for Young People who self-place when in out-of-

home care: The perspectives of young people and practitioners 

We believe the recommendations put forward in this submission are both necessary and urgent. 

Without structural reform, young people under 16 will continue to rely on unsafe environments, 

unstable informal supports, and high- risk survival strategies that place them at significant harm. 

Our research team endorses the submission and urges Queensland Child Safety to act swiftly to ensure 

no young person under 16 is left without a safe place to live and appropriate support. 

Thank you for considering this supporting statement. 

Kind regards, 

Professor Karen Healy AM 
B.Soc. Wk. {hons 1 ), PhD, Grad Cert Ajl!llied Stats 

Head of School 
Professor of Social Work 

School of Nursing, M idwifery & Social Work 
The University of Queensland 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 

As/Profes.sor Kathy Ellem 
BSocWk (Hons), GradCertAcadPrac, PhD 

Head of Discipline (Social Work & 
Counselling) 

School of Nursing, M idwifery & Social Work 
The University of Queensland 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 

Research outputs. Please contact A/Prof J Venables for additional copies (jemma.venables@uq.edu.au) 

As/Professor Jemma Venables 
BA. BSW (Hons 1 ), PhD, SFHEA 

Program Lead - Master of Social 
Work (Qualifying) 

School of Nursing, M idwifery & Social Work 
The University of Queensland 
Brisbane Qld 4072 Australia 

Venables, J., Cullin, J., Ellem, K., & Healy, K. (2025), Diminishing their voice through choice? How 'self-placing' in out-of-home care 
affects children and young people's participation in decision-making, European Journal of Social Worl<, 28(4), 701-714. 

Venables, J., Simpson Reeves, L., Ellem, K., Healy, K., & Cullin, J, (2025), Access to Transition Planning and Support for Young People 
Who Self-Place When in Out-Of-Home Care: The Perspectives of Young People and Practitioners. Australian Journal of Social 
Issues, 60(3), 757-767. 

Venables, J., Warrell, C., Cullin, J., Ellem, K., & Healy, K. (2025). Approaches to Supporting Young People in Out-of-Home Care Who 
'Self-Place' in Unapproved Locations: Perspectives of Statutory Child Protection Practitioners. The British Journal of Social Work, 55(1 ), 
141-160. 

The School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work 
The University of Queensland 
Brisbane QLD 4072 Australia 

T + 61 7 3365 2068 
E nmsw@uq.edu.au 

W www.uq.edu.au/nmsw 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the experiences of young people in Queensland, Australia, under child protection orders who leave approved 
out-of-home care placements (e.g., foster; residential care) to stay in unapproved locations (e.g., sleeping on the streets; staying 
with friends, family/kin, or strangers). This phenomenon is commonly referred to as 'self-placing'. Young people who self-place 
are at increased risk of homelessness, exploitation, contact with the justice system, and disconnection from support services, 
including education and health care. We argue that this disconnection from formal support impedes their access to transition 
care planning and support- factors internationally recognised as essential for enhancing outcomes for care leavers. Our paper 
draws on qualitative interviews with 11 young people with experience of self-placing and focus group data involving 26 statutory 
child protection practitioners and 17 specialist non-government practitioners. We describe the ways in which self-placing was 
perceived to shape young people's access to, and practitioners' ability to provide, transition planning and support. We identify 
ongoing gaps and examples of good practice to inform more robust transition from care policies that are responsive to the needs 

of this marginalised cohort. 

1 I Introduction 

Young people with experience of the child protection system 
are one of Australia's most vulnerable populations (Mendes, 
Bollinger, and Flynn 2023). Their vulnerability further in­
creases when they leave formal out-of-home care (OOHC) 
arrangements (foster, kinship, or residential care) without 
permission to stay in unapproved locations (e.g., sleeping on 
the streets, staying with friends, family/kin, or strangers). 
These arrangements, referred to in Australia as 'self-placing'1, 

are often precarious, temporary, and insecure (Bowden 
and Lambie 2015). There is increasing evidence that young 

people who self-place (YPwSP) become disconnected from 
their support systems and are at heightened risk of home­
lessness, maltreatment, sexual exploitation, and violence 
(Attar-Schwartz 2013; Biehal and Wade 2000). They also typ­
ically have increased contact with the justice system (Colvin 
et al. 2018) and disengage from formal education (Biehal 
and Wade 2000). They face barriers to accessing physical and 
mental health care and experience ongoing crisis and trauma 
(Biehal and Wade 2000). Despite their vulnerability, there is 
limited evidence on the characteristics of, motivations for, 
needs of, and effective responses to support YPwSP, especially 
in their transition from OOHC. 

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium. provided the 

original work ls properly cited and Is not used for commercial purposes. 
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1.1 I What Is Known About Self-Placing From 
OOHC in Australia? 

Australia's federal government has limited involvement in child 
protection and transition from care; primary responsibility for stat­
utory child protection is the purview of individual states and terri­
tories. In Queensland, where this study takes place, 9832 children 
and young people were in OOHC as of30June 2023 (PC 2024). Most 
of these children and young people were placed in home-based 
care-either foster care ( 40%) or relative/kinship care ( 42% )-with 
the remaining 18% placed in residential care (PC 2024). While 
Australian jurisdictions are required to report on the number of 
children and young people in OOHC by placement type, there is 
no such requirement to report on the number of YPwSP. A lack of 
consensus regarding terminology and definitions of this phenome­
non (Bowden and Lambie 2015) further contributes to the absence 
of reliable cross-jurisdictional data (CCYP 2021). 

While the exact number of YPwSP in Australia is unknown, in 
a national survey of young people with an OOHC experience, a 
third self-reported an absence of at least 1 week from their ap­
proved placement in the last year (McDowall 2020). In December 
2022, an estimated 6. 7% of all children and young people in 
OOHC in Queensland were absent from their approved place­
ment (QFCC 2024). Internationally, this figure is estimated to be 
about 25% (Bowden and Lambie 2015). Although YPwSP are not 
residing in approved OOHC arrangements, they remain under 
child protection orders, and thus the child protection authority 
(CPA) is still legally required to provide them with support. Any 
provision of support (e.g., food vouchers, case management) by 
the CPA within such arrangements does not mean that it is an ap­
proved care arrangement type as defined within the state's child 
protection legislation. 

There is also very limited evidence describing the characteristics 
ofYPwSP in Australia. There is some research that suggests that 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander young people may self­
place, often back with family, at a younger age than their non­
Indigenous counterparts (Mendes et al. 2020). Internationally, 
research indicates that those who are older, female, have emo­
tional and/or behavioural difficulties, are placed in residential 
care, and/or have experienced placement instability are more 
likely to self-place than other young people in OOHC (Branscum 
and Richards 2022). 

The limited international research on this topic largely involves 
quantitative analysis of administrative data and has focused on 
the risk factors for leaving approved placements (e.g., Branscum 
and Richards 2022). This literature mostly frames self-placing 
as an individualised choice and delinquent behaviour, and thus 
something that needs to be managed and prevented (Attar­
Schwartz 2013; Bowden and Lambie 2015). More recently, in­
dividual risk factors have been considered alongside contextual 
and relational factors, including fractured relationships with 
family and peer networks or a desire to live with family, feel­
ing unsafe, placement (in)stability, and policy decisions of the 
broader child protection system (CCYP 2021; McDowall 2018). 

Statutory practitioners from Queensland's CPA report that 
working with YPwSP is challenging due to the safety risks to the 
young person, a lack of policy guidance in concert with limited 
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empirical evidence regarding best practice, and concerns about 
being blamed if something goes wrong (Venables et al. 2024b). 
The literature that does exist on responses to self-placing tends 
to focus on reactive responses, such as police involvement, or 
on the adoption of punitive responses upon their return to an 
approved OOHC placement (Colvin et al. 2018). A smaller body 
of literature calls for trauma-informed approaches as these pri­
oritise therapeutic support and safety planning (CCYP 2021). 
There nonetheless remains a knowledge gap regarding how 
practitioners support YPwSP in their transition to adulthood. 

1.2 I Transition From OOHC to Adulthood Policy 

Despite being recognised as a priority group requiring signifi­
cant support in their transition to adulthood (Commonwealth 
of Australia 2021), young people exiting OOHC continue to ex­
perience poorer outcomes across various life domains-includ­
ing health, housing, education, and employment-than those 
without an OOHC experience (Mendes 2022; Mendes, Bollinger, 
and Flynn 2023). Federally, support is largely limited to the 
Transition to Independence Living Allowance (TILA), a one-off 
grant provided to care leavers aged 15-25years.2 All Australian 
jurisdictions require young people aged 15 and up to have a tran­
sition from care plan that considers the supports a young person 
would require to support their independence. 

All jurisdictions have recently introduced universal extended care 
to support young people financially and practically as they 'age 
out' of care at 18years up to the age of 21years (Mendes 2023). 
In Queensland, all care leavers turning 18years old on or after 
1st July 2023 are now eligible for the Extended Post Care Support 
(EPCS) program. Under EPCS, young people who move into inde­
pendent living arrangements are eligible for an annual financial 
support package. Foster/kinship carers will continue to receive 
their fortnightly carer payment if the young person remains living 
with them. While the introduction of EPCS is an important policy 
change, this paper focuses specifically on the impact of self-placing 
on young people's access to transition planning and support while 
under 18years and still under child protection orders. 

As in other jurisdictions, Queensland's policy recommends that 
transition planning commence at 15-years and then intensify as 
the young person reaches 17-years, with a planned exit at 18-years 
(Queensland Government 2024). Transition planning is typically 
done by a CPA practitioner in conjunction with the young per­
son, their carer, and their family (Queensland Government 2024). 
This approach is designed for a 'standard' transition from OOHC, 
where the young person remains in an approved placement until 
they 'age out'. Arguably, YPwSP have impeded access to this tran­
sition planning and support, exacerbating the risk of poor transi­
tions from OOHC to adulthood (QCPCI 2013). Thus, this paper 
seeks to address the research questions: 

For young people under child protection orders, how does self­
placing shape 

a. young people's access to transition planning and support? 

b. practitioners' ability to provide transition planning and 
support? 

Australian Journal of Social Issues, 2025 



2 I Method 

This paper reports on data from a study that explored the needs 
of and responses to YPwSP in Queensland from the perspectives 
of young people and practitioners. It was conducted in conjunc­
tion with Queensland's CPA and a specialist non-government 
service (herein NGO) that is funded to provide voluntary sup­
port to YPwSP, aged 12-18years, while under child protection 
orders in the South-East Queensland region. 3 

2.1 I Recruitment 

A purposive sample of young people and practitioners from the 
CPA and NGO were recruited for the study. 

Young people were eligible to participate if they (a) had been 
under child protection orders in Queensland and self-placed at 
some point whilst in OOHC and (b) were currently or recently 
supported by the NGO. This mitigated risk by ensuring the 
young person was linked to appropriate supports. It is important 
to note that this NGO's involvement with a young person does 
not remove the CPA's statutory obligations to support YPwSP. 

Practitioners from the NGO distributed recruitment mate­
rial-written in Easy English with pictorial aids to support 
comprehension-to eligible young people and, where appro­
priate, their guardian. Young people were able to contact the 
researchers directly to express interest in participating, but 
most elected to complete a 'consent to contact form', which 
they placed in a locked letterbox at the NGO, giving permis­
sion for the researchers to contact them or a trusted support 
person directly. To protect the young person's confidentiality, 
the researchers did not advise the support person if the inter­
view proceeded. Members of the research team also spent time 
at the NGO's service locations, so that young people were able 
to ask questions about the project directly and become famil­
iar with the interviewers. 

Practitioners were eligible to participate if they had experience 
supporting YPwSP and worked for Queensland's CPA or the 
NGO. For the NGO, the researchers shared the recruitment ma­
terials with the service manager, who distributed them internally 
to practitioners (herein referred to as NGO-Ps) in either case man­
agement, overnight accommodation support, or overnight out­
reach roles. For the CPA, the regional directors from two regions4 

identified eligible practitioners (herein referred to as CPA-Ps) in 
'frontline' (e.g., child safety officers), 'local leadership' (e.g., team 
leaders, senior practitioners), or 'executive' (e.g., managers, direc­
tors) roles. The researchers emailed out recruitment materials to 
the identified participants. Interested participants from both the 
CPA and NGO contacted the researchers directly. 

2.2 I Participants 

2.2.1 I Young People 

Eleven young people participated in the study. Most were female 
(n = 9) and non-Indigenous (n = 7). Seven of these young people 
were under 18years and so required both guardian consent and 

their assent. Queensland's CPA provided blanket consent for any 
young person under 18years old who met the study criteria and 
were thus unaware of which individuals participated. The remain­
ing four participants were 18years old and provided their own 
consent to participate. Prior to the young person providing either 
verbal or written assent/consent, the interviewer reviewed the 
participant information sheet with them, confirmed their under­
standing, and addressed any questions they had about the study. 

Participants were allocated a pseudonym, which is used to refer 
to them throughout this paper (see Table 1). Participants re­
ported being in OOHC for between three and 17years. Most first 
self-placed when aged 14years or above and described episodes 
of self-placing during the period that transition planning should 
occur (when aged 15years to 17years). Young people reported 
self-placing, either continually or intermittently, for between 
one and 6years (x =2.6years). Of the seven young people who 
were still under child protection orders at the time of the inter­
view, five were currently self-placing (see Table 1). 

2.2.2 I Practitioners 

Forty-three practitioners participated in the study: 17 NGO-Ps 
and 26 CPA-Ps. Most identified as female (n= 32), non­
Indigenous (n = 40), and had worked with young people in 
OOHC for less than Syears (n=20). The majority had at least 
one tertiary qualification, with most holding qualifications in 
social work, psychology, and related fields (see Table 2). 

2.3 I Data Collection 

Data collection occurred between April and December 2022, 
prior to the introduction of Queensland's EPCS, following 
ethical clearance from The University of Queensland Human 
Research Ethics Committee (2022/HE000699) and approval 
from Queensland's CPA. 

2.3.1 I Young People 

A semi-structured interview was conducted face-to-face with each 
participant at a safe and mutually agreed location. While young 
people were advised that they were able to bring a support per­
son, no participants elected to have one present in the interview. 
Some participants wished to conduct the interview at one of the 
NGO's service locations. In these instances, the interviews were 
carried out in rooms away from the NGO practitioners, although 
the young person could access them as they wished. Young people 
were also clearly advised prior to commencing the interview what 
type of information would need to be reported back to the CPA 
(e.g., unacceptable risk of harm), so that they could make an in­
formed decision about the information they chose to share. Young 
people were provided with pictorial aids (e.g., "stop", "break", 
"thumbs up/down" cards) as an alternative option to verbal cues 
to help them control the flow of the interview. The interview ex­
plored young people's experiences of self-placing, as well as their 
needs and any support provided. Interviews lasted between 24 
and 113min, with 10 participants consenting to audio recording 
and detailed field notes being taken of the remaining interview. 
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TABLE I I Young people-Participant pseudonyms and characteristics. 

Age at interview Age when 1st Current child 
Pseudonym (years) self-placed (years) protection order 

Zana 16 14 Yes 

Maly 16 14 Yes 

Jaiden 18 15 No 

Esme 15 12 Yes 

Indy 18 15 No 

Sophia 13 13 Yes 

Jedda 18 15 No 

Keira 17 15 Yes 

Allira 18 11 No 

Talia 17 16 Yes 

Koen 16 13 Yes 

TABLE2 Practitioners-participant characteristics. 

Item 

Highest Qualification 

Length of time working in 
OOHC 

Sex 

Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander Status 

2.3.2 I Practitioners 

Characteristics of participant 

None 

Certificate/Diploma 

Bachelor degree 

Masters degree 

Missing data 

< 5years 

5-9years 

10-19years 

c:20years 

Missing data 

Male 

Female 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 

Non-Indigenous 

Missing data 

2.4 I Data Analysis 

Current living arrangement 

Residential care 

Supported Independent Living 

Boarding house 

Self-placing with parents 

Living with parents 

Self-placing with family friends 

Supported Independent Living 

Self-placing with partner's family 

Public housing 

Self-placing with kin 

Self-placing with previous carer 

CPA (n=26) NGO (n=17) 

1 1 

1 1 

18 10 

2 5 

4 0 

7 13 

7 2 

5 1 

4 1 

3 0 

6 5 

20 12 

0 0 

23 17 

3 0 

Focus groups explored practitioners' experiences of supporting 
young people in OOHC who self-place. Separate focus groups were 
held for CPA-Ps (n=7) and NGO-Ps (n=3). Due to the hierar­
chical nature of the CPA, different focus groups were held with 
'frontline', 'local leadership', and 'executive participants'. Focus 
groups ranged from 67 to 103 min and were conducted by two 
researchers via videoconferencing. 

Interview and focus group recordings were transcribed, de­
identified, and uploaded into the NVivo-14 qualitative software 
program. The authors involved in the analysis are social work­
ers and researchers with experience regarding child protection, 
youth transitions, and social exclusion. Our thematic analysis 
drew on Braun and Clarke's (2013) widely accepted approach. 
We familiarised ourselves with a subset of the data, inductively 
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coding at least three transcripts each. An initial coding frame 
was established via consensus and then applied to all transcripts 
and further refined as new codes emerged. Once all transcripts 
were coded, we began to refine the coding frame in response to 
the specific foci of this paper and look for related themes within 
the data. The similarities and differences between emergent 
themes in the dataset were explored throughout the analysis 
process. Candidate themes were discussed with the other au­
thors, and a final list of the themes agreed upon. 

3 I Results 

The transition from OOHC was raised in all practitioner focus 
groups and interviews with young people. Participants reported 
that YPwSP share the same transition needs as other young peo­
ple exiting OOHC. However, there was explicit recognition from 
both groups of practitioners and young people that YPwSP over­
whelmingly have negative experiences with the child protection 
system prior to self-placing, resulting in compounded vulnera­
bility at this key transition point. The impact of self-placing on 
the transition from OOHC was perceived by all participants to 
have shaped young people's access to, as well as practitioners' 
ability to provide, transition planning and support. This was 
particularly evident in three interrelated areas. 

First, the narratives provided by both the young people and the 
practitioners who work with them demonstrated the impact that 
unstable living arrangements had on their ability to prepare for 
transition, compounding their existing vulnerabilities. Second, 
this instability and compounded vulnerability also contributed to 
YPwSP disconnecting from formal supports, including the CPA. 
Third, this disconnection and the subsequent impact on the abil­
ity to access and/or provide transition planning and support high­
lighted the need for support systems to be much more responsive. 
While there were often similar views shared by both the young 
people and the practitioners, there were notable differences be­
tween the practitioner groups (CPA-Ps and NGO-Ps) in their ability 
to respond to the needs ofYPwSP. We explore these three key areas 
from the perspectives ofYPwSP, CPA-Ps, and NGO-Ps below. 

3.1 I Instability When Self-Placing Compounds 
Vulnerability 

All young people in our study described periods of instability 
when self-placing, including sleeping rough, couch-surfing, and 
needing to leave locations swiftly and unexpectedly. Self-placing 
was viewed by practitioners and young people as simultaneously 
"a form of independence5" from the OOHC system and an in­
creased risk for poor life outcomes, due to YPwSP not having "a 
safe base" (CPA_FGl), which then compounds their vulnerabil­
ity and impedes their preparedness for transition. 

Some practitioners referenced Maslow's hierarchy of needs to 
explain how young people needed to address basic needs when 
self-placing, preventing them from focusing on transition from 
care. Young people shared similar views: Indy, for example, re­
flected on how the instability of her time self-placing made it 
challenging to engage in transitioning planning, suggesting that 
she may have had a transition plan but didn't know because "it 

was a messy time". CPA-Ps also noted how the instability of self­
placing created challenges for linking young people to other ser­
vices and completing transition tasks: 

Can't get any services involved if they're bouncing 

around ... constantly losing ID [identification], so then 
you can't apply for anything ... and it takes us months 
to get a replacement, then all these things are just 

huge barriers in terms of any [transition planning] . 
(CPA_FG4) 

This comment highlights how standard approaches to transition 
planning are based on assumptions that young people have a 
stable address, i.e., residing in an approved OOHC placement. 
However, a lack of suitable OOHC placements was identified as 
a key driver for why young people self-placed. 

3.1.1 I Inappropriate Placements 

Many practitioners indicated that young people's concerns about 
OOHC placements, particularly residential care, often preceded 
self-placing episodes. Young people echoed this view, with seven 
of the 11 young people reporting they first self-placed from a res­
idential care placement because it did not meet their needs for 
safety, connection with family and informal networks, and engag­
ing in independent activities. There was recognition that "even 
though they have chosen to self-place ... most of them are keen 
on stable housing. Just not that residential model" (NGO_FG3). 
However, re-entering an approved placement after self-placing, 
particularly as young people approached their 18th birthday, was 
identified as a challenge that could negatively impact their tran­
sition from care. 

Re-entering residential care was routinely described as unsuitable 
for many young people who had a history of self-placing and a 
desire to "exercise their own rights and choices" (CPA_FG7). Both 
CPA-Ps and NGO-Ps acknowledged that such behaviours were not 
readily accommodated within a "constrictive" residential care set­
ting, characterised by "punitive responses" (NGO_FG3) and "so 
many rules that often inhibits them developing their own skills 
around making good decisions and being independent" (CPA_ 
FG7). This suggests an awareness that existing residential care 
models, driven by risk-averse practices, may fail to meet young 
people's developmental and transition needs related to agency. 

3.1.2 I Access to Appropriate Housing 

Whilst access to appropriate housing is a significant transition 
need for all young people leaving OOHC, it was recognised as a 
particular challenge for YPwSP, who were often "transitioning 
into homelessness" (CPA_FG3). CPA-Ps and NGO-Ps both ad­
vocated for "more appropriate housing options ... that they'll ac­
tually be likely to use, so your [supported independent living6] 
type of housing ... unsupervised medium to long term housing" 
(NGO_FG3). However, some of the NGO-Ps shared a percep­
tion that YPwSP may not be considered for transitional housing, 
such as supported independent living (SIL), once they're over 
17years, suggesting that SIL was only an option for those who 
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were younger. In contrast, some CPA-Ps suggested that YPwSP 
were not suitable for SIL as they "don't have the opportunity to 
learn [required life skills, e.g., cooking) when they do self-place" 
(CPA_FG2). Jedda illustrated this point, explaining that she dis­
engaged from school when placed in SIL at 17years following a 
period of self-placing because "all of a sudden ... I have to wash 
my uniform, I have to feed myself, I have to wash myself ... have 
to worry about school...worry about transport". 

Whilst acknowledging that the instability of self-placing in­
creased the vulnerability of young people, all NGO-Ps ex­
pressed a belief that appropriately supported self-placing could 
enable young people to "be the leaders of their own lives" and 
have better transition outcomes, as they would have "an op­
portunity to find out what it is that they want to do, who they 
want to be with, whether they make mistakes or not along the 
way" (NGO_FG2). While several frontline CPA-Ps agreed, 
this was not a consistent view, particularly amongst those 
CPA-Ps that conceptualised self-placing as a form of early in­
dependence from the OOHC system. These CPA-Ps perceived 
that the instability of self-placing provided a "period of in­
tensive learning street smarts" (CPA_FG4), which "through 
necessity ... develop some really good skills for their life and 
for their independent living, even if it's not by design" (CPA_ 
FG7). Consequently, in contrast to the NGO-Ps and some of 
their CPA-P colleagues, they suggested that some young peo­
ple were "on a fast track" to independence and "well above 
their peers" because "they know how hard life can get" (CPA_ 
FG4). This perception of early 'independence', alongside com­
pounded vulnerability growing from housing and placement 
instability, was viewed by all groups of participants as a con­
tributing factor to why YPwSP may disconnect from formal 
supports during this key transition period. 

3.2 I Disconnection From Formal Support During 
Key Transition Period 

Disconnection from formal support was a dominant theme in 
the accounts of young people, as well as in the practitioners' 
experiences of supporting YPwSP. The "process of being dis­
connected" was perceived to hinder positive transitions and 
compound the "risk of poor life outcomes ... because it's really 
harder for them to re-engage with any type of education or em­
ployment, harder for them to live in a home, on and on it goes" 
(CPA_FG7). This view was echoed by the young people, who 
indicated that self-placing had played a role in their temporary 
or permanent disconnection from school. Jaiden, for instance, 
shared how life when self-placing had "just gotten in the way 
of [re-engaging with mainstream schooling) ever being a pos­
sibility". Other young people expressed similar challenges, and 
five of the young people interviewed advised that they had not 
completed schooling beyond Year 9. Most discussed though, 
was young people's disconnection from the CPA. 

3.2.1 I Disconnection From CPA 

When self-placing, young people are not directly supervised daily 
by a carer (foster, kinship, residential) who can help to fulfil their 
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day-to-day care and transition needs. Nonetheless, their daily 
care and transition support needs remain the legal responsibility 
of CPA-Ps. All young people in the study described examples of 
poor, ruptured, or non-existent relationships with their- often 
multiple- CPA-Ps. This impeded YPwSP's involvement in dis­
cussions and decisions about their lives, including transition 
planning. Of those aged over 15years, some reported that no­
body from the CPA had discussed transition planning with them. 
Others, like Zana, felt that her requests to discuss transition plan­
ning were not prioritised, due in part to CPA-P turnover: 

I 
I have been asking ... since I was 15, since I fust self­
placed... People have been saying that people are 
going to help me do it, but nothing ... My CSO was 
going to ... but then she stopped being my CSO. 

In such instances, NGO-Ps asserted a need to sometimes 
push back on the CPA-P to provide support, because "you're 
their guardian, you're supposed to be doing this" (NGO_FG3). 
However, there was also recognition amongst the NGO-Ps that 
the "sheer workload" and statutory responsibilities of CPA-Ps 
could make it "hard ... to do the type of practice [CPA-Ps] would 
like to do" with YPwSP regarding transition planning and sup­
port. These challenges were implied, if not explicitly stated, by 
many CPA-Ps. 

Some of the NGO-Ps perceived that young people's discon­
nection from the formal supports provided by the CPA was 
perpetuated when CPA-Ps viewed self-placing as "rebellion" 
and responded with punitive attitudes, which an NGO-P char­
acterised as "You refuse to take placement, so figure your shit 
out" (NGO_FG3). The NGO-Ps stressed that such attitudes 
were more prevalent in some CPA teams and service centres 
than others but suggested that when such attitudes were held, 
CPA-Ps may "turn their back on [YPwSP)", deprioritising sup­
port for YPwSP, particularly when 15 years and above, and 
instead expect the 'independent' young person to proactively 
seek support from their CPA-P if needed (NGO_FG3). Notably, 
several young people recounted how they had stopped asking 
their CPA-Ps for support due to a perception that the CPA-Ps 
were not responsive to their needs. 

Interestingly, this view of CPA-Ps was challenged by mem­
bers of the CPA's executive, who were eager to see a shift in 
the frontline practice of CPA-Ps from punitive and risk-averse 
approaches to one that was more relational and better rec­
ognised and supported young people's agency. They suggested 
that if young people were adequately supported, self-placing 
could be: 

a healthy part of their transition to adulthood while 
exiting from the statutory child protective system. 
And it's a choice; it is a path that they have chosen and 
hopefully guiding them, not in the wrong direction, 
but hopefully in a safer direction. 

(CPA_FG7) 

These executives elaborated that this approach would allow 
young people in OOHC the same opportunity to exercise 
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agency as their non-OOHC-experienced peers, commenting 
that "not every teenager stays at home until they're 18; they 
exercise their own rights and choices" (CPA_FG7). The exec­
utives proposed that YPwSP should be given context-specific 
and individualised support but "still have expectations, still 
have some guiding, supporting scaffolding in those choices" 
(CPA_FG7). 

3.2.2 I Compressed Transition Planning 

Despite self-placing, the young people reported feeling "ner­
vous" about their impending formal exit from OOHC, aware 
that many formal supports would cease at their 18th birthday. 
Zana (16years) reported concerns that her CSO had "talk[ed] 
about how it's transitioning to adulthood, but there's no actual, 
this is what's going to happen ... This is when it's going to hap­
pen." She shared that she felt she had needed to self-advocate to 
make sure it happened: 

I'm almost 17 ... I just want to make myself as stable as 
I can get for when I'm in the world, by myself, alone. 
I want to get as much sorted now so that I'm ready for 
that. Because I'm not ready. And I'm sure a lot of other 
kids were never ready ... or they didn't know how to be 
ready, and they just let life go on. 

Both CPA-Ps and NGO-Ps shared a view that the disconnection 
of YPwSP from the OOHC system meant that transition sup­
port was often compressed into the months preceding their 18th 
birthday. As one NGO-P described: 

I 
When they're close to 18, everyone rushes in. All the 
stakeholders are coming through. They're like, "Oh, 
we need to do this. We need to do this." 

(NGO_FG3) 

One of the young people who had recently turned 18 years, 
Jedda, shared her frustrations about this approach, stating, 
''I've been in Child Safety for lSyears and leaving [transition 
tasks] to the last minute was not the best thing to do". Across 
the CPA-Ps, there was a dominant view that focusing on im­
mediate safety and risk management often trumped transi­
tion planning in their work when young people self-placed, 
meaning that when young people approached their 18th birth­
day, "there's nothing set up [for transition] ... all the work was 
just targeted around their immediate safety ... there was just 
no scope for anything else" (CPA_FG4). The need for more 
flexible and adaptive supports that could be responsive to the 
specific needs of YPwSP was consistently implied across all 
participants. 

3.3 I The Need for Responsive Supports 

Both CPA-Ps and NGO-Ps reflected on examples of YPwSP yet 
had positive transitions from care experiences. Responsive sup­
port, particularly securing appropriate housing, was pivotal in 
all their examples. 

3.3.1 I Individualised Housing Options 

What the YPwSP viewed as appropriate housing in each of 
their examples varied, highlighting the importance of indi­
vidually tailored plans rather than a one-size-fits-all model of 
transitional housing support. Practitioners also recognised the 
importance of individualised housing options. For example, one 
CPA-P reflected on the different types of accommodation one 
young person tried before they found the right fit: 

A young person lived in a residential area; she was 
engaging in criminal activity and substance misuse, 
I think she was the age of 16. They put her in a [SIL] 
placement; she didn't really cope with that whole 
situation or engaging with the other tenants, she 
decided to self-place and get her own independent 
accommodation. She's in TAFE now ... she's getting 
her driver's license ... she's thriving. 

(CPA_FG6) 

The perception that appropriate housing enabled young peo­
ple to thrive in other life domains was shared by both young 
people and practitioners. At the time of the interview, only 
two of the young people in this study, both 18 years, were liv­
ing in locations they believed to be appropriate for their needs 
and explicitly linked this to a positive influence on their tran­
sition to adulthood. Indy continued to live with her parents, 
having self-placed there at 17-years. She reflected on how 
moving home had positively changed her transition trajectory, 
enabling her to rebuild her relationships with younger siblings 
and her parents, as well as providing her with a foundation 
from which to stop using drugs, engage in exercise, and com­
mence study and employment. In contrast, Allira, moved into 
public housing just after her 18th birthday, a result of being 
prioritised due to being pregnant and at significant risk from 
a former partner who she had self-placed with. She described 
how this housing stability helped prevent her own child from 
being removed. 

CPA-Ps, however, recognised that current CPA funding policies 
made it challenging to legitimately fund self-placing arrange­
ments. As one CPA-P shared: 

I 
We can't just be paying people who are not carers in 
terms of our business system and just looking at the 
red tape aspect of it. So, we can't pay a young person's 
rent. .. even though it could be a great space for them 

(CPA_FG4) 

In instances such as these, frontline CPA-Ps spoke of need­
ing to source alternative funding, such as Queensland's Youth 
Housing and Reintegration Services (YHARS), to secure hous­
ing options that "won't fit the departmental boxes, but we can 
work with" because it provided "stability" for the young per­
son (CPA_FG4). Some CPA-Ps suggested that young people's 
self-placing status could be leveraged to have them considered 
as a priority group for homelessness funding or housing appli­
cations, "because they are seen more in need of support", en­
abling "them to fast track through the system, which can mean 
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good outcomes". Other proposed strategies for working around 
this issue included the CPA-P encouraging the YPwSP to use 
their Centrelink payments to "pay for the rent" and then "I'll 
give you the food voucher" in lieu of directly paying for housing 
(CPA_FG4). 

3.3.2 I Beyond the CPA 

Beyond secure and appropriate housing, it became apparent that 
the young people in this study needed support for transition be­
yond what the CPA-Ps could provide. Many of the NGO-Ps ac­
knowledged that, as a voluntary service with smaller caseloads, 
they were better positioned to build relationships with YPwSP, 
able to "respond differently" to the CPA, and viewed transition 
support as a key part of their role (NGO_FG2). Similarly, many 
of the CPA-Ps, particularly those in the metropolitan area with 
a longer history of working with the NGO, acknowledged the 
NGO as an "extra level of support" that "help[s] us with all the 
[transition] stuff we wish we had time to do ... something that a 
carer might [usually] be doing" (CPA_FG2). 

NGO-Ps reiterated the importance of supporting young people's 
developing agency to "make your own choices" via a harm­
minimisation approach that "support[s] you to try and do it in 
the safest way" and is predicated on "unconditional positive 
regard" (NGO_FG3). Young people also recognised the NGO's 
role in building a trusting relationship with them, supporting 
their completion of transition tasks, including assistance with 
public housing applications, acquiring a driver's license, recon­
necting with formal education, and applications for identifica­
tion and tax file numbers. Allira described how the NGO raised 
her awareness of her right to transition support, sharing that 
her NGO-P told her "what Child Safety can do to help me exit 
care". Several young people also appreciated how their NGO-P 
advocated for them and helped "make things go a lot quicker" 
(Allira) when requesting support from their CPA·P. Others de­
scribed how the NGO had supported them to get "everything 
done" (Keira). Several of the NGO-Ps and young people also 
described how NGO-Ps had helped to (re)build relationships 
between YPwSP, their CPA-P, and other stakeholders, thus in­
creasing the network of support around the young person to aid 
their transition. 

3.3.3 I Financial Resources 

The importance of income support was also identified as nec­
essary for aiding YPwSP's transition from OOHC. Young peo­
ple who received their own income prior to turning 18 years 
described how this could help them contribute to household 
costs in their self-placing arrangements and increase their 
range of housing options to include private rentals. Personal 
income also reduced their need to request food vouchers from 
the CPA, which could be unreliable or conditionally provided 
when self-placing. Indeed, Keira shared the challenges of trying 
to contribute to living arrangements without an independent 
income course, sharing that "now I'm on Centrelink, so I just 
do [contribute to costs] myself" rather than relying on the CPA. 
Interestingly, Jedda recounted being dissuaded by a residential 
care worker to apply for social security payments: 
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When I needed to start doing my JobSeeker stuff, they 
[the worker] said, "No, we're not taking you there. 
We're not taking you to get free money." I was like, 
"It's literally called Workforce Australia. If anything, 
it's like taking me for employment" 

Typically, young people in OOHC can access a Youth Allowance 
payment from 16years (QFCC 2024). Of the nine young people 
aged 16years or above, all except Koen advised that they were 
currently receiving Centrelink payments. However, an addi­
tional special benefit payment can be accessed from Centrelink 
when aged 15 years if the young person meets the 'indepen­
dence' criteria (QFCC 2024). YPwSP can be at a disadvantage to 
their peers who are not under child protection orders as they are 
unable to meet this criterion: 

It's this really difficult space where if we [CPA] 
have guardianship, they are able to live at our 
homes technically ... so they can't access that earlier 
payment...Whereas if you looked at young people who 
probably had very similar experiences but...weren't 
removed [into OOHC], they can access that earlier 
if they leave their home ... one group can access that 
earlier payment, and the other can't. 

(CPA_FG4) 

Practitioners highlighted the importance of supporting young 
people to meet their Centrelink mutual obligation require­
ments so that "you're not making them further vulnerable 
by not having access to funds" (CPA_FG7). Both CPA-Ps and 
NGO-Ps also discussed the importance of helping YPwSP 
to develop the life skill of budgeting. However, there was a 
small group of CPA-Ps who shared more restrictive practices 
and views related to financial support for YPwSP and receipt 
of Centrelink payments whilst they are still under child pro­
tection orders. They described how they did not provide re­
sources such as food vouchers, instead encouraging the young 
person to better budget and access community resources, "be­
cause it's about making sure that [YPwSP] has access and the 
independence, not actually promoting this co-dependency [on 
the CPA]" (CPA_FGl). Several practitioners, predominantly 
CPA-Ps, also warned, "There's a level of exploitation that then 
happens when they have that income" (CPA_FGS) and are in 
self-placing arrangements. However, there was very limited 
discussion about the need to support young people to develop 
the skills to navigate financial exploitation. 

4 I Discussion 

In the Global North, the developmental journey from adoles­
cence to 'independent' adulthood is becoming more protracted, 
increasingly recognised as a non-linear and supported period of 
'emerging adulthood' (Arnett 2000). Yet, there is international 
recognition that young people exiting OOHC "have more acceler­
ated and compressed transitions than their peers" (Stein 2016:v). 
Already recognised as a vulnerable group, this abrupt transition 
from OOHC itself compounds the disadvantage experienced by 
this cohort (Mendes 2022; Mendes, Bollinger, and Flynn 2023). 
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Our findings indicate that the transition from care to adulthood 
for YPwSP is even more accelerated and compressed than their 
OOHC peers, driven by (a) the instability and disconnection 
from formal support that young people experience whilst self­
placing, before they 'age-out' of care; and (b) the way in which 
this instability and disconnection interact to impede access 
to, and delivery of, any transition planning and support that is 
available. 

Our findings show that living arrangements that meet the 
needs of young people (be it for safety, connection, or greater 
freedom)-irrespective of whether they are formally approved 
or not-can support their transition (see also McDowall 2018). 
Whilst instability and disconnection were commonly described 
features of self-placing arrangements, our findings also high­
lighted examples of when self-placing provided young people 
with stability. Young people and practitioners alike explained 
that when self-placing arrangements met the needs of the young 
person and were properly resourced, it provided a platform from 
which they were able to reconnect with family and education 
and make healthy changes to their lifestyle, supporting their 
transition to adulthood. 

Conversely, our findings also highlight how being placed in 
inappropriate yet approved OOHC placements, predominantly 
residential care, could be the trigger for self-placing, disconnec­
tion, and instability. Thus, our findings further expand on the 
work of others (e.g., Mendes, Bollinger, and Flynn 2023; Moore, 
McArthur, and Roche 2017) who highlight that young people 
placed in residential care in Australia have poorer transition 
outcomes than other care leavers. The inadequacy of residential 
care must be addressed if we are to prevent self-placing in the 
first instance and enhance transition outcomes for this cohort. 
The recommendations of Queensland's recent Residential Care 
Review, particularly those focused on establishing the right care 
models and keeping families together and connected, are steps 
in the right direction (DCSSDS 2024). 

Our findings reinforce other Australian evidence that suggests 
that both young people (Venables et al. 2024a) and practitioners 
(Venables et al. 2024b) commonly frame self-placing as a young 
person's choice, suggesting that they have agency in the decision 
to leave an approved placement to stay elsewhere. Many of the 
CPA-Ps in this study viewed self-placing as young people choos­
ing to be self-reliant, making an early transition to 'indepen­
dence', limiting their provision of support in response. However, 
this notion of 'free choice' has been critiqued (CCYP 2021), 
and our findings suggest that whilst young people may indeed 
choose to leave an approved placement, this decision is often 
"nested within layers of context in which the young person may 
have had no choice" (Venables et al. 2024a: 10). The reason this 
is of relevance to transition support is because the language used 
to describe YPwSP has implications for the attitudes of practi­
tioners towards them and thus, the way in which they provide 
support (CCYP 2021). 

International evidence indicates that young people who 'age out' 
of care with limited social support are more likely to have neg­
ative transition outcomes than those with support (Starn 2018). 
Our findings demonstrate that YPwSP experience this lack of 
support prior to exiting care, further compounding their risk 

of poor transition outcomes. However, the presence of the 
NGO in the lives of the young people in this study provided 
not only a supportive social network and positive relationship 
with adults-both factors associated with interdependence and 
positive transitions (McDowall 2020; Starn 2018)-but also ad­
vocacy that helped to mobilise the CPA and other resources to 
which they were entitled. 

Like in other Australian jurisdictions, Queensland's child pro­
tection legislation mandates that the CPA-P must make "active 
efforts" to ensure that young people's rights under the legislation 
are upheld, including to have a safe and stable place to live, care 
arrangements that meet their needs, and support to transition 
to adulthood. Like previous studies (e.g., McDowall 2018), our 
findings raise questions as to the extent that YPwSP are having 
these rights to support met in general, but particularly in transi­
tion planning. Our findings clearly demonstrate that the insta­
bility and disconnection associated with self-placing hampers 
transition support for YPwSP. These unmet needs are further 
compounded by systemic issues, including the availability of 
social housing and policies within government agencies that re­
strict funding options to YPwSP. Until social housing stocks can 
be increased, existing homelessness funding programs within 
Queensland that prioritise care leavers, such as YHARS, must 
be continued and expanded to offset the deficit of affordable, 
safe, and accessible housing. Arguably, those who have histo­
ries of self-placing should be prioritised and provided with sup­
ported housing packages to ensure they have the requisite life 
skills to maintain their housing and participate in society. 

Current approaches to providing transition planning and sup­
port are predicated on young people being in stable and approved 
placements with a carer who can support their daily care and 
transition tasks. Our findings highlight that this is not the case 
for YPwSP, who experience disconnection from formal supports 
and high levels of instability. Additionally, there is limited evi­
dence on how best to support YPwSP, meaning that practitioners 
need to rely on their own practice wisdom and frameworks 
when supporting this cohort (Venables et al. 2024b). More re­
sponsive approaches, centred on relational, harm-minimisation, 
and proactive outreach models, are required. Our findings indi­
cate that the involvement of specialist non-government services, 
with smaller caseloads compared to the CPA, can play a key role 
in providing transition support and helping to (re)connect young 
people with other formal supports. This is necessary, but insuffi­
cient. Culture and policy shifts within the CPA that allow front­
line CPA-Ps to adopt such an approach, rather than risk-averse 
practices, are also required. Evidence suggests that the adoption 
of adolescent-only or transition-focused teams within CPA ser­
vice centres, rather than mixed-load teams, may support such a 
shift (Venables et al. 2024b). 

The recent introduction of universal extended care in 
Queensland and in all Australian jurisdictions, supporting care 
leavers up to 21 years, is a long-awaited and welcome addition 
(Mendes 2022, 2023). EPCS's provision of financial and practical 
support is an important start (Queensland Government 2024). 
However, the disconnection of YPwSP from formal support 
systems may mean that they are not aware of, or face barriers 
to accessing, support available to them. Further research that 
explores YPwSP's knowledge of and access to extended and 
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aftercare support is required to ensure these initiatives are meet­
ing the specific transition needs of this cohort. 

Longitudinal research, or studies involving older care leavers in 
a retrospective study, is needed to better understand the ongoing 
impact of young people's access to transition planning and sup­
port whilst in OOHC and self-placing. The young people in this 
study were recruited through a specialist NGO to ensure that 
they had access to support if required. However, this approach 
not only reduced the number of young people who could partic­
ipate but also means that the experiences ofYPwSP without the 
involvement of a specialist service like an NGO remain predomi­
nantly unknown (see McDowall 2020). We also note that none of 
the practitioners and only a few of the young people who partic­
ipated in this study identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander. Given the over-representation of Aboriginal and/or 
Torres Strait Islander children in OOHC in Australia, proactive 
efforts in future studies are needed to ensure that their voices 
are informing the evidence base in this area. We also encourage 
further research that focuses on the strengths, capacities, and 
achievements of YPwSP. Many of the current narratives take a 
deficit approach towards this highly vulnerable group. Further, 
studies that explore the networks of informal support that aid 
YPwSP are also needed so that these can be leveraged in future 
policy and practice. 

5 I Conclusion 

Evidence related to the needs of YPwSP and how best to sup­
port them in general, let alone during the transition from 
OOHC to adulthood, is embryonic. It is established that self­
placing increases the vulnerability of young people in OOHC 
and contributes to their disconnection from formal supports 
(Attar-Schwartz 2013; Bowden and Lambie 2015). This paper 
has built on these prior studies by providing insights into 
how self-placing can shape young people's access to, and 
practitioners' ability to provide, transition planning and sup­
port. We focused on the period when young people are still 
under child protection orders (up to 18 years) and, according 
to Australian and Queensland policy, should be engaged in 
transition planning and support with the CPA (Queensland 
Government 2024). Through this paper, we highlight the on­
going gaps in our understanding of the experiences and sup­
port needs of YPwSP, as well as examples of good practice. 
These understandings should inform a more robust transition 
from care policies that are responsive to the needs of this mar­
ginalised cohort. Doing so may help reduce the likelihood of 
poor life outcomes for this highly vulnerable population as 
they transition into adulthood. 
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Endnotes 

1 While the term 'self-placing' is often used in Australia to signify this 
phenomenon (e.g., Mendes et al. 2020), we recognise that this termi­
nology is not universally accepted and a variety of other, also con­
tested, terms, such as 'absconder', 'runaway', and 'missing', may be 
used in the literature (CCYP 2021). 

2 At the time of writing, this grant was $1500. The usefulness and ade­
quacy of this payment have been critiqued (see e.g., Mendes 2022). 

3The NGO is a 24/7 service that provides case-management support, 
overnight outreach, and support, as well as some overnight accommo­
dation (see also Venables (2023)). 

4 Queensland's CPA operates across six different geographical regions. 

5We recognise that 'interdependence' is the preferred term in transi­
tion from OOHC literature (e.g., McDowall 2020; Storn 2018), but we 
use the term' independence here as it reflects the terminology used by 
participants. 

6Supported Independent Living (SIL) refers to a care arrangement that 
supports young people aged 15 to 18 years to live in a residential set­
ting, with case and/or youth workers providing support through regu­
lar visiting. 
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ABSTRACT 
In liberal welfare states, legislation acknowledges the State's responsibilities to 
uphold specific rights when meeting the care and protection needs of 
children and young people (CYP) placed in out-of~ome care (OOH(). In 
Queensland (Australia), where this study was conducted, the State's child 
protection legislation was recently amended to reinforce CYP's right to 
participate in decisions about their lives whilst in OOHC. Whilst most CYP in 
OOHC stay in approved foster/kinship or residential placements, there are 
some who leave approved OOHC placements to stay in unapproved 
locations (e.g. family/friend's houses or the streets). The term 'selfi)lacing' 
signifies this phenomenon in Queensland, although this terminology 
is contested. Those who self-place are disconnected from support and 
experience increased vulnerability induding homelessness and 
criminalisation, as well as barriers to education, income support, and health 
care. This paper draws on interview data from 11 CYP with experiences of 
self-placing in OOHC. We report specifically on the: reasons they left 
approved placements; extent to which their voices were considered by 
formal systems; and practices that enabled them to feel they had a voice in 
the decisions that impact on them. Implications of these findings for 
enhancing the safety, connection, and wellbeing of this cohort are discussed. 

Introduction 
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The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCoRC) stipulates that children and young 
people (CYP) should be cared for by family unless their safety and wellbeing cannot be secured. The 
State may remove CYP and place them in out-of-home care (OOHC) as a mechanism for meeting their 

care and protection needs. Whilst most CYP in OOHC stay in approved foster, kinship, or residential 
care placements, there is a small group who leave their approved OOHC placements to stay in unap­
proved locations (e.g. family/friend's houses or living on the streets). In Queensland (Austral ia), where 

the study was conducted, the term 'self-placing' is used to signify this phenomenon, although this ter­
minology is contested (Commission for Children and Young People [CCYP], 2021 ). CYP who self-place 

remain under the care of the State, despite staying in unapproved locations. 
Whilst CYP are in OOHC, the statutory child protection authority regularly makes decisions about 

their lives, including where and with whom they live; the nature and frequency of contact with family 
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and others; and the types of health and social services that are provided (Wilson et al., 2020; 
Woodman et al., 2023). These decisions have significant and long-lasting implications for CYP's con­
nection, wellbeing, identity, and safety (Wilson et al., 2020). Despite the gravity of such decisions, 
CYP in OOHC routinely report low levels of participation in decisions about their lives (Nylund, 2020). 

Arguably, CYP in OOHC who self-place face additional barriers to participation, due to their dis­
connection from formal supports and increased vulnerability (Bowden & Lambie, 2015). We report on 
a qualitative study exploring the experiences of CYP in OOHC who self-place. We particularly con­
sider the extent to which they feel involved in decisions about their l ives and what facilitates and 
inhibits their participation. We draw on Shier's (2001 ) five-level 'Pathway to Participation' model 
in our conceptual isation of 'voice' and 'choice'. We use 'voice' as an umbrella term for the extent 
to which CYP's views on decisions are considered, reflective of Shier's first three levels of partici­
pation. We use 'choice' when referring to CYP's involvement and influence in decision-making -
akin to Shier's final two levels. 

Children and young people's right to participation in child protection 

Increasingly, CYP are recognised as social actors who are experts in their own lives, capable of con­
tributing to decisions, rather than being passive objects or 'adults-in-the-making' (James, 2007; 
Stoecklin, 2013). The UNCoRC holds that CYP have a right to information, to express their views 
on matters that impact their lives, and for their views to be given due weight in accordance with 
their age and maturity. Evidence suggests that participation in decision-making has social, psycho­
logical, and emotional benefits, building problem-solving capacity, self-esteem, and a sense of 
belonging (Stafford et al., 2021 ). Child protection research shows that involving CYP aids more accu­
rate and responsive decisions that enhance safety and wellbeing (Woodman et al., 2023). 

Legislative framework for participation in child protection in Queensland (Australia) 
Like most jurisdictions in the Global North, CYP's right to participate in decision-making processes is 
enshrined in all Australian state and territory child protection legislation. In Queensland, where this 
study was conducted, the guiding legislation is the Child Protection Act 1999 (QldJ. Whilst the require­
ment to obtain CYP's views was existing, in 2022 the Act was amended to reinforce their rights and to 
strengthen their voices in decisions that affect them. The Act also contains a Charter of Rights for CYP 
in care, which reiterates their right to: be consulted about, and take part in making decisions 
affecting their life; be given information about decisions about their future; make a complaint if 
their rights are not being upheld. 

The challenge of participation in a complex and risk-averse context 
Despite the benefits of CYP's participation in child protection processes, internationally, authors note 
that it is difficult to achieve meaningfully in practice (McCafferty & Mercado Garcia, 2023; Woodman 
et al., 2023). This lack of participation leaves CYP feeling disempowered, uninformed, and scared 
about the choices adults make about their lives (Toros, 2021 ; van Bijleveld et al., 2015), and even 
cynical about future invitations to participate (Cashmore, 2011 ). Literature from across the Global 
North identifies 'persistent systemic, cultural and practice-operational barriers are preventing chil­
dren to have a voice, rendering many ... invisible and unheard' (Stafford et al., 2021 , p. 2). 

The legalistic and bureaucratic nature of child protection in many liberal welfare states privileges 
a 'protectionist' approach to practice, in which practitioners are positioned as the 'adult expert' 
charged with ensuring decisions are made in CYP's 'best interests' (McCafferty et al., 2021 ). 
Nylund (2020) discusses adu/tism - where adults exert power over CYP due to a belief they are 
not capable - and protectionism - the notion that CYP are vulnerable and in need of protection -
as particular barriers to participation, which negatively impact on CYP's abil ity to exercise self-deter­
mination (Stafford et al ., 2021 ). In the increasingly complex and risk adverse environment of child 
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protection, Mccafferty et al. (2021 ) argue that practitioners make increasingly protectionist and inter­
ventionist decisions, thus reducing opportunities for CYP's views to shape decisions. 

The vulnerability of CYP in OOHC increases when they leave formal placements to stay in unap­
proved locations, as these arrangements are often temporary, and insecure (Bowden & Lambie, 
2015). Further, those who self-place are disconnected from support, at increased risk of homeless­
ness and exploitation, have increased contact with the justice system, disengage from education, 
face barriers to mental and physical health care, and experience ongoing trauma and crisis 
(Bowden & Lambie, 2015). It is plausible that this increased risk borne by both the CYP and the 
child protection authority, may result in increasingly protectionist and interventionist practices. 
The authors of this paper were unable to locate any literature that explores participation in child pro­
tection processes from the perspective of CYP who are self-placing. This paper seeks to address this 
gap by answering the research question: 'what are CYP's experiences of participation in child protec­
tion decisions and processes whilst self-placing away from approved OOHC placements?' 

Method 

We report on a subset of qualitative data from a study exploring the needs of, and responses to, CYP 
in OOHC who self-place in Queensland (Australia). We sought to privilege the perspectives of CYP, 
upholding their right to express their views on matters that impact their lives. This project received 
ethical clearance from the University of Queensland's Human Research Ethics Committee (2022/ 
HE000699) and approval from the Director General of Queensland's child protection authority. 

Recruitment 

A purposive sample of CYP with an experience of being in OOHC in Queensland and self-placing 
were recruited. To reduce risk of harm, only CYP currently or recently supported by a specialist 
service funded by the Queensland Government to support CYP in OOHC who self-place were eli­
gible. Practitioners within the specialist service distributed recruitment material to CYP and where 
relevant their guardian. Members of our research team also spent time at the three service locations 
to discuss the project with interested CYP and as an attempt to ensure those with negative views of 
the service felt able to participate. CYP were able to contact the research team directly to discuss 
their interest. However, the majority elected to use a 'consent to contact form', which gave their 
consent for the research team to either contact them or a trusted support person to discuss their 
participation. 

Participants 

Eleven CYP participated in the study. In accordance with the ethical clearance, the 7 participants 
under 18-years required guardian consent and the young person's assent. Queensland's child protec­
tion authority provided this consent. The 4 participants who were 18-years-old provided their own 
consent. 

Participants were aged between 13 and 18 years. They reported being in OOHC for between 3-17 
years. Most participants were female (n = 9) and non-Indigenous (n = 7). Each participant was given a 
pseudonym, which is used to refer to them throughout this paper. Participant pseudonyms and 
demographics are outlined in Table 1. 

Data colledion 

A one-off, semi-structured interview was conducted with each participant between August and 
December 2022. Interviews explored participants' experiences of self-placing, as well as their 
needs and any provided supports. Interviews lasted between 24 and 113 min (X = 51 mins) and 
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Table 1. Participant pseudonyms and characteristics. 

Pseudonym 

Arya 
Grace 
Eli 
Francine 
Catriona 
Rhianna 
Tameika 
Billie 
Decca 
Evelyn 
Tomas 

Age 
(years) 

16 
16 
18 
15 
18 
13 
18 
17 
18 
17 
16 

Gender 

F 
F 
M 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
F 
M 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander Status 

Non-Indigenous 
Non-Indigenous 
Non-Indigenous 
Aboriginal 
Non-Indigenous 
Aboriginal 
Non-Indigenous 
Non-Indigenous 
Non-Indigenous 
Aboriginal 
Aboriginal 

Reported time in OOHC (years) 

4 
7 
3 

11 
3 
4 

13 
5 

11 
17 
16 

were conducted at a safe location of their choosing, such as their home or a library. Ten of the 11 
participants consented to their interview being audio-recorded. Detailed field notes were taken 
for the remaining interview. 

Data analysis 

Interview recordings were professionally transcribed verbatim, de-identified and uploaded into the 
qualitative data management programme, NVivo. Our thematic analysis was guided by Braun and 
Clarke's (2013) widely accepted approach. We familiarised ourselves with the data, each inductively 
coding at least 3 t ranscripts. We then collaboratively established an initial coding frame, which was 
subsequently applied to all transcripts. This process involved discussing the production of new codes 
and resolving any d iscrepancies. Authors A and B then looked for patterns of meaning across the 
data associated with the research foci of this paper. Candidate themes were discussed with the 
other authors and a final list of themes agreed upon. Similarities and differences between the 
themes were explored throughout the analysis process. 

Results 

Four themes related to CYP's experiences of voice and choice in decisions about their lives when self­
placing were identified. 

When self-placing, the notion of 'choice' is complex 

Participants offered varying reasons for leaving approved OOHC arrangements to stay elsewhere, 
with most sharing examples of when they had actively chosen to leave, and instances where they 
felt forced to self-place due to the choices of others. 

Self-placing as a mechanism for exercising agency 
Underpinning all descriptions of entering self-placing arrangements was a perception that approved 
OOHC placements were not meeting the needs of CYP. Several participants felt that the placement 
matching process failed to adequately consider their need for connection with family, friends, part­
ners, school, and/or employment. For many, self-placing was perceived as a mechanism for exercis­
ing their personal agency in response to this lack of voice and choice within the OOHC system. 
Rhianna's statement, 'I'm choosing where to live, I have a choice. And my choice matters', exemplifies 
this perception. 

Further, interviewees discussed how they self-placed in response to the features of the OOHC pla­
cements they were given and had no say in - factors such as location, homeliness/ suitabil ity of the 
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physical space, who they were placed with, qualities of workers, house rules, and the availability of 
transport support. For example, Eli recounted: 

they'd sent me around five [residential care] houses in three months, and by the fifth house, because they just 
kept declining in qual ity .. . I'd had enough of it, so I packed my bags and I left. 

For others, like Tameika, the decision to self-place was motivated by a desire for a 'normal' l ife and to 
avoid placement instabil ity: 

I self-placed because I knew that my foster care placements don't hold up well and I didn't want to mess around 
and go to all these other places ... I felt that self-placing, going to l ive in normal people houses with none of the 
mandates that these people have, it might be the closest to normal you might get. 

Tameika's comments highlight how the rules of approved placements can make CYP feel 'othered' 
compared to their peers who are not in OOHC. 

Self-placing as a 'constrained' or 'forced' choice 
Participants also emphasised their lack of choice in some instances of self-placing, describing situ­
ations where the decision to close their OOHC placement was made by either the child protection 
authority or the carer - mainly residential care providers. They described this as being 'kicked out' or 
'forced to leave'. Several participants explained that their approved OOHC placements had been 
closed due to their behaviour, namely anti-social behaviour, or repeated unapproved absence. Par­
ticipants' motivations for being frequently absent from placement varied. For example, several par­
ticipants, including Grace and Catriona, both reported how their choice to spend extended periods 
of time at partner's and friends' houses resulted in placement closure. Participants also described 
specific negative experiences in approved placement contexts (e.g. bullying, or exposure to vio­
lence/self-harm), which they felt made it untenable for them to remain. For example, Rhianna shared: 

I stopped going there because of .. . two males in the house .. . One of them touched me, so he got kicked out, 
but the other one is being weird. So I stopped going there for a while ... every time I go back I just get the bad 
memories of what's happened to me ... since I didn't go there for a long period of time, the placement services 
decided to close my placement there and I got kicked out and so I moved in properly with [self-placing 
arrangement]. 

Rhianna's decision to avoid being at the house was a constrained one - a response to not feeling safe 
- as was the 'decision' to self-place following the resultant placement closure. 

In contrast, Eli's stories illustrates how his own anti-social behaviour resulted in the closure of 
placements: 

I was constantly becoming quite loud and angry and punching things and destroying th ings. I deserved what I 
got. Through my eyes anyway, just in a moral sense, I deserved what I got when they kicked me out. 

Eli's story also speaks to the implications of placement breakdown for some CYP in terms of their 
voice and choice with respect to personal belongings: 

they'd packed up my whole bedroom and they'd taken it to the tip. And that was a lifetime of stuff for me at the 
time . .. everything that I had even a feint memory of and attachment to, right the way through to things that I 
hold very near and dear to my heart, they [residential care provider] .. . took it all to the tip. 

Across Eli and other participants' accounts, many of their described 'choices' are significantly con­
strained, and a context-sensitive lens casts them in a different l ight. Some narratives speak to the 
compounding nature of these constrained choices and diminishing voice. 

Self-placing can afford certain freedoms, but can also further limit voice and choice 

Some participants spoke of benefits of self-placing - for example, being able to connect at will with 
others or engage in activities that were not available to them in residential care. In other ways, 
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however, a young person's voice and agency can be further limited while self-placing - particularly 
regarding a lack of housing security/tenure and reduced access to resources. 

Self-placing allows connection 
Participants described the significant benefit accompanying self-placing of being able to spend time 
with important others at will, in contrast with their experiences of being constrained by rules and the 
need for approval when in residential care. For example, Rhianna stated: 

we couldn't go see anyone unless we had specified contact days. But since I'm now self-placing, I can go see Dad 
whenever I want to, I can see Grandma, I can see my aunty, I can see everyone. We weren't really allowed out of 
the house at resi, unless it's all been approved. 

For Arya, the specialist support service assisted her with transport to enable social connection while 
she was self-placing. When in residential care, however, this support was not available: 

[support service] are a lot more lenient in the fact that if you tell them where you need to go, they'll take you 
there. But [at residential care], you need approval for everything, so it's a bit harder. And if I wanted to go some­
where after 5:00, I can't, because the person that approves it isn't clocked on. 

For participants, self-placing granted them greater autonomy regarding important relationships - a 
key developmental need in adolescence. This highlights the how restrictions and bureaucracy in 
OOHC can constrain informal connections for CYP. 

Lack of security/tenure 
Despite this freedom, several participants spoke about the lack of security/tenure that can come with 
self-placing arrangements, and some offered cautionary advice to those who might consider self­
placing. For example, Arya stated, the 'majority of the people that self-place are in really shitty situ­
ations and self-place in places that aren't positive'. When asked if she would self-place again in the 
future, Arya responded: 

I think I'll have a place and then I want to live there and then I can't l ive there anymore. I'll get kicked out and 
then I'll be at square one . .. it's just really shitty when you just don't know where you're going to be l iving or that 
feel ing where you just don't know where you're going to l ive tomorrow, where you're going to be next week. 

Like Arya, most respondents reported unplanned breakdowns of often multiple self-placing arrange­
ments. Reasons for self-placing arrangements ending included disputes with hosts, hosts' changing 
circumstances (e.g. birth of a child, or other family members needing to stay), and when the young 
person's presence was no longer useful to the host. For example, one participant spoke of being told 
to leave a self-placing arrangement once she got a job because she was no longer helping enough 
with caring for the host's children. 

Participants, including Eli, also described finding it difficult to establish a pathway back into 
approved care once they had self-placed: 

doors open up with family, and so they abandon their placements, they pack their l ives up and they move back 
in and it collapses within a matter of weeks or months, but they can't just go back to that placement. That's no 
longer available. Someone else is now living in your room. 

Further, participants highlighted that the choice to leave approved care was not always 
accompanied by a free choice about where they would go. Options were again constrained by 
various factors, including the nature of their informal support networks, their age (e.g. adults 
seeking flatmates online often don't want to live with somebody under 18-years), and their access 
to resources (welfare support, work income, food vouchers etc. from the Department). 

Reduced or regulated access to resources 
As CYP who self-place remain in OOHC, the child protection authority's responsibility to meet basic 
needs and rights remains. However, respondents explained how self-placing could result in reduced 
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or regulated access to resources. Arya discussed how it was often hard to find out what you were 
entided to whilst self-placing, commenting: 

the thing that really pisses me off about the system is, I don't get told about the support until it's way after, and 
then it'll be l ittle bits here and there. But I think that all kids should know about all the services and support they 
can get while they're in the Department. 

Participants also expressed how their needs and access to resources change when self-placing; high­
lighting that many resources including food, clothing, menstrual products, and transport are no 
longer automatically part of their care/living arrangement. As such, participants reported needing 
to pro-actively seek these, drawing on varying degrees of knowledge of their rights, and abil ity to 
self-advocate. 

Some participants said that 'rules' cited by their Child Safety Officer (CSO) regarding material 
support were an impediment to having needs met when self-placing. Whilst it is not known if 
such rules or procedures do in fact exist, either as formal pol icy or as local practices, participants 
believed they were in place. For example, Francine reported: 

... I think this is ridiculous .. . kids should be able to get things that they need. For example, toiletries, especially If 
you're a female. [CSOJ only provides [department store] vouchers for clothes and stuff l ike that every four 
months .. . I have contacted him .. . I couldn't wait because I needed new clothes .. . for winter ... He just told 
me I had to wait till I was due for it. 

Here, Francine describes feeling as though her own assessment of her needs was overridden by com­
pliance with procedures. 

Participants frequently expressed that access to resources was contingent upon certain behaviour 
on their part. Some, such as Arya, spoke of the need to be strident in efforts to obtain basic 
entidements: 

You've got to really follow up on them all the time, constantly, l ike calling the office. And a lot of kids don't do 
that, that's why they don't get it, because they can't be fucked calling them and telling them to do their job. But I 
always did because I knew what I had to do. If I wanted to get something ... 

Others spoke of only being given resources if they met their worker in a particular location (e.g. child 
safety service centre). Eli spoke of the challenges in meeting this obligation when self-placing: 

All I wanted from them was the food money. That's all I wanted and that's all I thought I needed from them. And I 
had to go and pick it up each time .. . I had to bus it. I had to spend money that I'd begged off of strangers to 
spend on a bus ticket to get there. 

Others also described not receiving support until some aspect of their circumstance changed. For 
example, Decca expressed her understanding of the child protection authority's responsibility to 
provide material support such as food vouchers but added that she did not reliably receive such 
support until she became pregnant. 

Another challenge faced by some participants was the rule that basic resources such as food were 
provided for their personal use/consumption only and may be withheld if the CSO believed they 
would share the resource with others. Participants shared examples of how they tried to convey 
the reality of their self-placing circumstance to change this decision. For example, explaining that 
sharing food was their contribution to the household and helped to sustain the self-placing arrange­
ment. Or, in Evelyn's case, it was the need to use shared household food storage-where food might 
be taken -that was a challenge - '[CSO) says only for me; but I tell her I can't just buy food and put it 
in my room; I have to put it in the fridge'. Others reported giving up on requesting even basic pro­
visions after repeated denial s. For example, Francine, who self-placed with her parents shared: 

... my parents struggle. That's why I try to rely on [CSOJ to give me those things so I can help my mum and dad 
out with some of the foods ... so that they don't always have to pay for my school lunches .. . even though [CSOJ 
does say, 1s there anything you need? I can help you with it'. But when I ask him for it, he can't provide it at the 
time. It's just to the point where I just don't ask him for things anymore. 
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Like Francine, the timeliness of support provision was critical to CYP feeling their requests and needs 
whilst self-placing were being taken seriously by workers. 

Relationships with workers mediate voice 

Most participants described finding it hard to establ ish trust in relationships in general, for example 
sharing that they 'find it hard to talk to people ... hard to maintain a relationship . .. I prefer to just 
keep things to myself. Subsequently, many found it challenging sharing their voices and concerns 
with workers, particularly those with whom they had not established trusting relationships. Partici­
pants tended to speak more positively of their relationships with non-government providers, par­
ticularly the specialist self-placing support service they were engaged with. They reported feeling 
able to share more openly within these trusting relationships: 

The best thing about [special ist service practitioners) is that they're kind and they're very understanding and 
they don't make you feel like you need to do something ... when you hang out with them, it's not l ike 
hanging out with a social worker. It's l ike hanging out with a friend because you're able to have that connection 
with them .. . They make you feel comfortable. (Francine) 

In contrast, only a few provided examples of positive relationships with a statutory child protection 
officer. However, all described negative or ruptured relationships with statutory practitioners. For 
example, Arya reflected, 

the [CSOs) that I've had previously, majority of them have just cared about their jobs. I had one that really did 
care about me and I really liked her and then she left . .. and then I had to have a different one. 

Due to frequent staff changes, several participants reported not knowing the name of their current 
CSO, with one reporting that they did not even have a CSO. Other factors, including personality 
clashes, high caseloads and a lack of timel iness and responsivity were cited as contributing to 
difficulty in establishing relationships of trust with statutory officers. For example, Evelyn spoke of 
the challenges in connecting with her CSO and how this diminished her trust and willingness to 
engage in the relationship: 

... she doesn't really answer me . .. doesn't get back to me ... then just stresses me out, especially when we have 
no food ... most of the time she can't even get the stuff. And it'll just take a month at the most .. . That's why I 
don't really bother with her. 

In contrast, for Decca, the fundamental nature of the statutory child protection role affected her 
ability to trust, because 'they were the ones that took me from my family, so I really hated them'. 
This l imited her willingness to engage with them. 

These ruptured and disconnected relationships served to constrain their voice. For some, this meant 
that self-placing felt like 'you're doing it all on your own and have no support from anyone' (Arya). The 
participants who shared these views positioned themselves as outside of the child protection system. 
This meant that they believed they did not have a voice in, and often were not aware of, the decisions 
that were being made about them. Some indicated that the decisions of the child protection authority 
were almost irrelevant to them because they were self-placing and 'going it alone'. 

Voice is amplified through responsive support and advocacy 

Participants reported numerous instances in which their ability to have a voice and/or participate in 
decision making was contingent on the provision of practical support, advocacy, and/or system navi­
gation support. Most examples of this related to their engagement with the specialist support service. 

Practical support 
Several participants discussed how they were able to engage in decision-making process with 
various stakeholders simply by being transported to appointments, particularly those with 
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Centrelink (Australia's social security provider), housing, education/training and health providers. 
The practical support to attend such important meetings was particularly valuable to Decca 
during her pregnancy: 

Getting me onto Centrelink. helping me with [accessing] money so I could get furniture, a lot of stuff, take me to 
my appointments for ultrasounds and stuff like that, which is a big thing if you don't do that. Child Safety can get 
involved and try and take your child. 

For Decca, demonstrating that she was actively involved in important decisions and processes 
related to her health and wellbeing had implications for her abil ity to avoid the removal of her 
own child. 

Advocates and system navigators 
When asked about their involvement with the special ist support agency, every respondent spoke 
positively about their experiences, describing various manifestations of responsive support and 
most notably, allyship and advocacy. For example, Eli noted workers from this agency advocated 
for him with the child protection authority: 

Yeah, they've been a voice for me with Child Safety. If they're not doing the right thing or weren't doing the right 
thing, my [specialist support] case managers have stood up and called and given them hell, so that they'll actu­
ally do what they're supposed to do .. . They've gone above and beyond for me. 

Like Eli, all participants indicated that they received resources such as food, clothing or phone 
credit from the child protection authority much faster once this specialist support service had 
requested it on their behalf. They valued not having to do some of the pro-active self-advocacy 
themselves. For example, Francine shared, 'if you had a bad CSO, they're able to get in contact 
with him and fix all of that for you, instead of you personally having to do it, like if you don't feel 
comfortable doing it'. 

Others highlighted the advocacy and system navigation work that the specialist support 
service undertook on their behalf. For example, assistance in obtaining social security payments, 
housing and (re)engaging with school. Again, Francine explained how the specialist service could 
act as a proxy in these stakeholder meetings, particularly when she felt unable to share her own story: 

I missed out on two years of my schooling and [specialist support service] actually helped me get back into 
school. They came with me to my school interviews ... they were just there as another .. . support person to 
be there, to explain anything that you don't feel comfortable explaining. 

Other participants also explained how the specialist service would bring different stakeholders 
together, thus amplifying the voice of the young person across their required formal support net­
works. As Tameika commented: 

They tend to work with other organisations very swiftly .. . And as long as I gave consent, they could all talk 
about stuff, and they'd talk about surrounding issues or whatever. Because that way they could all form a 
plan of attack. 

The specialist service, as a non-statutory agency, is legally and contractually required to obtain 
young people's consent before disclosing information to other stakeholders. This process of 
seeking consent enabled Tameika to have choice and control over what information the specialist 
service shared and with whom. Notably, the statutory child protection authority does not have 
such obligations. This means that gaining CYP's consent prior to sharing information with stake­
holders involved in their care would be at the discretion of the CSO. 

Discussion 

Despite the UNCoRC and child protection legislation across the Global North enshrining CYP's rights 
to participate in decisions that impact their lives, it is well established in the literature that their 
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participation is limited in practice (Mccafferty & Mercado Garcia, 2023; Woodman et al., 2023). This 
paper has extended prior studies on CYP's participation in child protection processes by focusing 
specifically on the experiences of those who self-place. Our findings indicate that the disconnection 
of CYP from the child protection authority whilst self-placing creates further barriers to their mean­
ingful participation in decisions about their lives; compounding the disadvantage already experi­
enced by this cohort. Yet, paradoxically, the participants in this study reported that at least one of 
their self-placing episodes was driven by the desire to have more choice and autonomy over their 
lives than was possible within an approved OOHC placement, most notably residential care 
placements. 

While there was no one reason why participants in our study self-placed, a systemic view of the 
phenomenon suggests that the 'choice' to do so was often nested within other layers of context in 
which the young person may have had no choice. For example, our analysis indicates that self­
placing was often preceded by a lack of voice and choice in placement decisions and restrictions 
within these approved placement contexts, particularly regarding activities and contact with 
family and friends. This may reflect challenges associated with the scarcity of placements, particularly 
for CYP with behavioural issues (Moore et al ., 2017). Our findings echo those of Byers et al. (2023), 
who assert: 

It is essential that youth continue to have voice and choice in the placement decisions made, including where 
and with whom they l ive, and as developmentally appropriate, the rules, restrictions, and privileges of their pla­
cement. Together these actions will improve overall fit of placements for youth and promote a sense of nor­
malcy, belonging, and sustained family connection. (p. 21) 

Notably, participants in our study clearly distinguished between situations where self-placing was an 
active choice, versus times they felt they had no other option due to the approved OOHC placement 
not feeling-safe (see Moore et al., 2018), or due to the placement being closed by the provider/child 
protection authority due to their behaviours. For example, several of those in our study described 
instances where their residential care placements were closed due to frequent and/or extended 
unapproved absences. This is problematic, as whilst CYP were seeking greater contact with their 
family and friends, they often still valued, and indeed required, the resources and support provided 
to them by their formal placement. This was particularly important when they faced relationship rup­
tures with family and friends and then felt they had no place to return to. 

Again, like Byers et al. (2023), our findings suggest that some CYP would benefit from shared-care 
models, where they can be supported to spend time in the home of family members whilst retaining 
the support and resources of an OOHC placement. Supporting CYP to maintain contact with family is 
important because even if formal reunification is not an option, many in OOHC still turn to their 
famil ies for emotional and practical supports (Byers et al ., 2023). Furthermore, most CYP with an 
OOHC experience will return to, or at least continue relationships with, their birth family after 
exiting the care system and into adulthood (Courtney et al., 2011 ). However, several participants 
in our study indicated that the households of family they self-placed with may lack sufficient 
resources (e.g. food) and may not always feel safe. Shared-care models may therefore enhance 
the safety and wellbeing of CYP who would otherwise self-place, by facilitating connection whil st 
also providing a safety-net of support. 

When self-placing, participants reported being disconnected from and even 'outside' of formal 
decision-making processes about their lives. They reported challenges in having requests for 
resources addressed in a timely manner due in part to ruptured relationships and/or l imited 
contact with key workers, which was compounded by instability caused by staff and placement turn­
over as well as high caseloads (see also Moore et al., 2018; Toros, 2021 ). Shier's (2001 ) model of par­
ticipation would frame this as a lack of both openings (which are established through the 
commitment of practitioners supporting CYP) and opportunities (i.e. practice environments which 
enable participation to occur). Research suggest that practitioners' lack of time to work direcdy 
with CYP is a main barrier to their participation in child protection (van Bijleveld et al., 2015) as 
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are other 'organisational barriers, such as a focus on risk management and bureaucratic constraints' 
(van Bijleveld et al., 2015, p. 137); arguably factors which are elevated when CYP self-place. 

When in approved OOHC placements, it is the responsibility of the carer to provide CYP with 
food, clothes and other necessities - funded by the child protection authority. However, when 
CYP self-place there is no approved 'carer' charged with this responsibil ity or provided with 
such resources. In such instances, CYP's rights and needs remain the same; however, meeting 
those rights and needs may be even more challenging as the responsibility for daily needs 
falls to the child protection authority and thus the allocated CSO. Within this context, the partici­
pants in our study indicated that the onus often fell to them to self-advocate to their CSO and 
other services to request basic resources. In doing so, participants were leveraging the child pro­
tection agency's obligation (Shier, 2001 ) to support their participation in decision-making about 
their care. 

Like McCafferty and Mercado Garcia's (2023) systematic review, our findings also indicate 
that relationships are an important determining factor in CYP's participation in child protection. 
The positive impact of relationship-based models of practice for CYP in and transitioning from 
OOHC is also well established (Mendes & Purtell, 2020). Our findings support and extend those 
from previous research on the experiences of CYP self-placing in Queensland. Like Venables 
(2023), this study also found that trusting relationships, particularly with non-government services, 
can help CYP (re)connect with other formal service providers and to participate in decision-making 
by facil itating their agency and recognising them as worthy and capable individuals, and making 
them feel safe to share their circumstances and seek support. Together, these factors help 
counter adultism and protectionist responses by privileging the voices of CYP and ensuring their 
understandings of needs, safety and risk are included in decision-making (Toros, 2021 ; van Bijleveld 
et al., 2015). 

Our findings also show how practitioners can act as allies and advocates for CYP. Work by 
Kennan et al. (2018) has also evidenced how advocates can encourage participation in child pro­
tection contexts. All participants in our study recognised that both statutory and non-govern­
ment practitioners could undertake the role of ally and advocate. Notably, statutory officers 
who acted as advocates were viewed as an exception, whilst non-government organisations 
were much more routinely cast in this role, as t hey were located outside the statutory system 
(see also Venables, 2023). 

Part of being an advocate is also ensuring that CYP have information about available resources 
and upcoming decisions that are relevant to them. Previous research has highlighted that 
decision-making spaces are often not inclusive nor conducive to fostering CYP's participation 
(Kennan et al., 2018; McCafferty & Mercado Garcia, 2023). As such, decisions also need to be 
made in places that are accessible to CYP - this may involve the provision of practical support 
such as transport or access to phones or devices for online meetings. 

Strength and limitations 

Aligned with a child-rights focus, this study sought to privilege the voices CYP in OOHC who self­
place; a cohort considered particularly 'hard-to-reach'. This is reflected in the small sample (n = 11) 
and reliance on self-report data. Whilst our purposive sampling approach enhanced the feasibility 
of recruiting CYP with experiences of self-placing and ensuring they were supported, the use of 
the specialist service as a gatekeeper may have been a barrier to those with negative experiences 
of the services participating. Whilst this is a limitation, our study collected rich accounts of CYP's 
lived experience of self-placing and the implications of this for their voices and choices whilst in 
OOHC. Despite our small sample, we were able to report on the experiences of CYP aged 13-18-
years. However, because of recruiting through one special ist service, our findings only capture the 
experiences of those within their south-east Queensland catchment. Future research needs to con­
sider the views of CYP outside of south-east Queensland and those not linked to special ist supports. 
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Conclusion 

This paper has explored the experiences of CYP in OOHC who self-place and the implications of this 
for their participation in decisions that impact their lives. The findings highlight how CYP may self­
place as a strategy for gaining more agency over their lives, particularly when approved placements 
do not adequately meet their needs. However, self-placing also creates addit ional barriers to the par­
ticipation of CYP in decisions about their care whilst involved with the child protection system. These 
are compounded by pressures on child protection systems. Despite these challenges, relationship­
driven practices that centre the views of CYP can help to ensure that their voices are still heard, 
even when self-placing. Relationships with non-government organisation and other trusted adults 
who act as allies and advocates can al so ampl ify CYP's voices, thus enhancing their participation, 
connection, safety, and wellbeing whilst self-placing. 
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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 (Biehal 
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 to) 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 et 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 seeks to address this gap by answering the questions: 

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

• 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 people who self-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 

Highest Qualification 

Length of time working in OOHC 

Role 

Gender 

Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander Status 

Characteristics of participant 

None 
Diploma 
Bachelor degree 
Master degree 
Missing data 
<Syears 
5-9years 
10-19years 
~20years 
Missing data 
Frontline 
Local leadership 
Executive 
Male 
Female 
Aboriginal and/or Torres 

Strait Islander 
Non-Indigenous 
Missing data 

Total (n = 26) 

1 
18 
2 
4 
7 
7 
5 
4 
3 

17 
5 
4 
6 

20 
0 

23 
3 

Ethics Committee (2022/HE000222) 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 



146 Jemma Venables et al. 

Table 2. Focus group composition and length. 

Focus group Practitioner 
type 

FG1 Frontline 
(Region AJ 
FG2 Frontline 
(Region AJ 
FG3 Frontline 
(Region BJ 
FG4 Frontline 
(Region BJ 
FGS Local leadership 
(Regions A and BJ 
FG6 Local leadership 
(Regions A and BJ 
FG7 Executive 
(Regions A and BJ 

Number of 
participants 

3 

Number of service 
centres represented 

3 2 

2 

8 

3 

2 

7 

2 

3 2 

4 Not applicable as work across 
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, FGl_Frontline_l 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_l) 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 self-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 FGl, 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_l). 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_l). 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 
people 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. Stonzi, 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_Loca1Leader_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 
people. 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 self-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 evi­
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. (FGl_Frontline_l) 

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 FGl 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. (FGS_LocalLeader_l) 

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 
self-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_Loca1Leader_l). 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. (FGS_LocalLeader_l) 

Those aligned with this approach appeared more comfortable s1ttmg 
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. (FGS_Loca!Leader_l) 
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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_l). 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. (FGl_Frontline_l) 

Here, the practitioner asserts that 'strong' relationships with young peo­
ple who are self-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 FGS 
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 (FGS_LocalLeader_l) 

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 area of expertise ' that 'know the best protocols and know who to 
go to and how they can best support' a young person self-placing 
(FGl_Frontline_l). 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 (FGl_Frontline_l) 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 are 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' (Stor!/1, 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 (Stor!I), 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 existing literature (Taros, 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 self-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 areas, 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 speak 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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