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Chapter Eight

‘Out in the world with no-one’:
A qualitative study of the housing pathways of young
people who have recently left state out-of-home care'

Guy Johnson, Kristin Natalier,
Mark Liddiard, and Stian Thoresen®

Introduction

Housing is one of the most important elements in the life trajectories of
young people leaving state care. The provision of safe, secure and affordable
accommodation is closely associated with an enhanced sense of well-being,
and educational and employment success (Wade & Dixon 2006). Yet for
young people leaving care, accessing and maintaining accommodation is one
of the most challenging tasks they face (McDowall 2008). In Australia, young
people are severely disadvantaged by the structure of the housing market
—high unemployment and their low wages relative to housing costs means
that they have limited housing opportunities. The lack of accommodation

I The primary data for this paper were collected with the support of an AFHURI grant {Project
Number 30540). This paper is a revised version of ‘Pathways from out—of-homf: c;.irc’. .

2 Guy Johnson is a Research Fellow at AHURE, RMIT University. Kristin Natalier 15. a Senior
Lecturer at the University of Tasmania. Mark Liddiard is a Senior Lecturer and Stian Thoresen
is a Research Associate at the Centre for Research into Disability and Society, Curtin Health
Innovation Research Institute, Gurtin University.

options for care leavers has significant implications for both Federal and State
governments who have made a commitment to reduce the number of young
people who exit care into homelessness (FaHCSIA 2008a). This chapter
examines the different housing experiences of care leavers as part of their
overall transition from care.

Housing Pathways From Care

People’s housing experiences are dynamic and often change. Housing
researchers have used the idea of a housing career to capture the dynamic
nature of housing, but this approach often assumes a Hnear progression
from private rental through to home ownership. Research shows that young
people’s housing careers are now more varied than in the past and this limits
the usefulness of a housing career approach.

Housing and homelessness researchers therefore now increasingly rely
on the pathways idea (Clapham 2003; Frederick & Goddard 2006; Johnson,
Gronda & Coutts 2008; Mallett, Rosenthal & Keys 2005; Weitzman,
Knickman & Shinn 1990). Studies that use the pathways idea identify the
importance of social structures and institutions and individual characteristics
as part of a wide range of resources, barriers and risks that alternatively
facilitate or undermine sustainable and appropriate housing for young
people (e.g. Anderson 2001, Anderson and Christian 2003, Fitzpatrick &
Clapham 1999, Mallett et al, 2005; Frederick and Goddard 2006, Morgan
Disney and Associates 2006, Stein 2006). The use of the pathways approach
1s predicated on the view that it provides a stronger insight into the factors,
both structural and individual, that influence people’s housing experiences.
However, the factors that contribute to housing outcomes tend to be listed
without extended analysis of how an individual’s resources (or lack of
resources), their interpretive framework and structural positioning impact
upon, and are shaped by, each other (c.£ May 2000, Gashmore and Paxman
2006a). In short, the literature only implicitly addresses the intersection of
structure and agency.

We draw upon Clapham’s (2003, 2005) conceptualisation of housing
pathways to explore these relationships in greater depth. Clapham defines
a housing pathway as ‘the continually changing set of relationship and
interactions that [the household] experiences over time in its consumption of
housing’ (Clapham 2005:27). The approach incorporates movements through
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the housing market (physical structures, location, tenure} with households’
(or in this study, individuals’) subjective understanding of their individuat
experience {e.g emotional responses or expressive dimension of housing).
The objective and subjective dimensions of housing are then analysed in the
broader context of the interaction with other individuals and institutions.

The pathways approach has been used, albeit sparingly, to examine young
people’s trajectories after leaving care. Stein’s (2008) work, referred to earlier
in the book, on ‘strugglers’, ‘survivors’ and those who ‘move oY, is the best
known example of a pathways approach in the care literature. However, as is
often the case when applying typologies to dynamic conditions, we found that
many of the participants who, under Stein’s classification, would be classed as
‘survivors’ had ‘moved on’. Similarly, there were cases where people appeared
to have ‘moved on’, but had subsequently become homeless. Consequently,
we adapted Stein’s approach and focused more directly on their housing
experiences since leaving care and the nature of their transition from care.
The participants’ housing experiences since leaving care were extremely
varied — there were cases where people were doing well following a smooth
transition from care, others who were doing well after periods of housing
instability and some who were doing very pooily. We identified two pathways
in our sample: the first we have termed a smooth transition from care and the
second, a volatile transition.

These pathways are typifications that simplify the diversity of the
participants’ housing experiences in such a way that we can highlight the
resources that enable some care leavers to gain a {oothold on the housing
ladder and the barriers that lead others to be excluded. Furthermore, it is
important to bear in mind that these categories are broad and overlapping,
as is 50 often the case with qualitative work, and they may change. The
last point is particularly relevant. When we examined the volatile pathway

it became clear that about hall had overcome numerous obstacles and °
were moving on with their lives, while others remained deeply mired in the

homeless population.

The use of pathways as a heuristic tool is also a relevant point when -
comparing the experiences of care leavers with the housing pathways of -

young people generally. Many young people, regardless of their backgrounds,

experience changes in the tenure, stability, appropriateness, locatuon and:

meaning of their housing; sometimes these changes are unexpected and may

potentially de-stabilise other areas of their life. However, it is important to
contextualise housing pathways. As we have seen in earlier chapters, care
leavers as a group are marked by social exclusion, poor life chances and
disadvantaged backgrounds — many lack the resources and opportunities that
are to be found in the youth population as a whole. Further, these characteristics
arise in a particular context: the State is a corporate parent which is often
failing in its duties to young people in and when leaving care. While elements
of housing and life experiences may be common in both the state care and
family care populations, the context and individual and policy implications
of care leavers’ poor housing outcomes mark them as qualitatively as well as
quantitatively different,

Method

The research was conducted between early 2008 and late 2009 with the
information being gathered between September 2008 and March 2009.
Interviews were conducted with 77° young people who had been in state out-
of-home care in Western Australia (n=35) and Victoria (n=42), in inner city,
suburban and regional locations. Participants had to satisfy three criteria to
be included in the study: 1) they had been in care at some stage in their lives;
2 were no longer in care; and 3) were between 18-25 years of age. The
nterviews lasted between 45 minutes and two hours and were recorded with
participants’ consent and fully transcribed. Fthics approval for the study was
received from RMIT University and Curtin University.

Despite a large amount of material documenting the poor housing (and
non-housing) outcomes of care leavers surprisingly little is known about the
views, beliefs, needs, processes and relationships that underpin care leavers
behaviour in relation to their housing. Qualitative techniques — and in
particular, in-depth, semi-structured interviews — are a particularly effective
means of eliciting this type of information.

The interviews focused on young people’s experiences in care and since
leaving care with a particular focus on their housing, The interviews allowed
us to develop a holistic approach to care leavers’ housing pathways, In the
mterviews, young people discussed their housing and life experiences with

3 We conducted 83 interviews but five were excluded from the analysis because they did not sacisfy
the selection criteria, and one respondent was interviewed twice.
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reference to their emotional responses and interpretations, but also in light of
their interaction with broader social structures and institutions.

‘Throughout the chapter direct quotes from participants are used to
illustrate their experiences prior to care, in care and after care, with a
particular focus on their housing experiences and needs. We have changed
people’s names to ensure their confidentiality. We also collected a small
amount of socio-demographic data such as the age participants went into
care and the age they left care. We collected quantitative data through a four
point scale on young people’s perception of their experiences in care and
their degree of preparedness for independent living at the point of leaving
care. This has been used to provide a context for the themes emerging from
the qualitative material. The size and nature of the sample means that when
tables are presented, their purpose is descriptive only — they are not used
to argue the existence or absence of statistically significant relationships
between variables.

Participants

Participants were on average 20.5 years old when interviewed, most were
single (72 per cent) and a small number (10 per cent) had children. Young
women were slightly over-represented — 60 per cent in our sample against
49 per cent of all people in care (ATHW 2008:58). On average, participants
entered care at an early age (nine) and were in care for four years. A small
majority (53 per cent) were satisfied with their experiences in care, while a
similar number felt safe and secure when they were in care (56 per cent).
While this appears encouraging, a significant minority were not satisfied nor
did they feel safe and secure.

As with other studies, we found that the educational attainment in the
sample was low in comparison to young people who have not been in care.
While 22 participants had progressed to Year 12 and a small number (n=3)
had subsequently gone onto university, the majority (53 per cent) had not
progressed beyond year 10. Studies show that educational success is a
powerful determinant of ‘future life success’ (McDowall 2008:14). It is hardly
surprising then that studies have also found higher rates of unemployment
among care leavers resulting in a reliance on social security and experiences
of acute and chronic poverty (Cashmore & Mendes 2008; Courtney 2008;
Gilligan 2008). Among our participants most (81 per cent) were reliant on

government income and living on an average income of less than $300 a
week, and some were living on as little as $100 a week.

"The young people in our study had very diverse housing experiences since
leaving care but, equally, there were many similarities. The majority (77 per
cent) had experienced considerable and often chronic housing instability
since leaving care and we classified them as travelling on a volatile pathway. In
contrast a small minority (23 per cent) enjoyed a relatively smooth transition
from care — we assigned this group to the ‘smooth pathway’, In terms of
understanding the factors that shape young people’s pathways from care it is
important to recognise that care leavers circumstances are often a

- [ffunction of the complex interactions of factors relating o their in-care experiences
(and their experiences before coming inte care) the timing and circumstances of their
transition, from care and the extent of the supporiive networks they had around them
in the period after leaving care (Cashmore & Paxman 2006a:23).

In recognition of these ‘complex interactions’, the next section examines
young people experiences in care focusing first on their stability and following
that with an analysis of their preparation for leaving care.

In-care and transition experiences

When the state takes on the role of parent it is responsible for providing
young people with a safe and stable environment, yet placement instability is
a common and concerning feature of many foster care systems, As has been
noted in easlier chapters, placement instabitity is linked to lower self esteem
and increased behavioural disturbances. In addition their health, employment
and educational outcomes are often poorer in comparison to young people
who have relative stability while in care.

The participants reported considerable instability during their time in care
— just under half had moved between placements six or more times (Table
8.1). More striking was that among those on the volatile pathway 36 per
cent had eleven or more moves, twice the rate reported among those on the
smooth pathway (17 per cent). While half the sample reported only a small
number of moves, some of which were planned in response to their changing
needs, overall the data suggest that child protection authorities are failing to
provide young people with the stability they require.
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Table 8.1: Number of placements by pathway from care (per cent)

Smooth Volatile Total
n=18) (n=59) n=77)
Single 6 17 14
2-5 50 37 40
6-10 27 10 14
- 11 17 16 469,
11-20 }17% }36% o
21+ 6 19 16
Total 100 100 100

Previous research highlights the flow on effects from placement instabiliny,
in particular the difficulties it creates in terms of developing meaningful
relationships and attachments to significant others. It is widely accepted
that developing secure attachments with others is an important and essental
ingredient in childhood development. Relationships are the key means or
‘active ingredients’ (Cashmore and Paxman, 2006b: 232} that engage ‘young
people in the process of defining who they are, what they can become and how
and why they are important’ (National Scientfic Council on the Developing
Child cited in Cashmore and Paxman, 2006b: 232). Placement instability
diminishes young people’s capacity to develop and maintain relationships.

For example, Ryan remembers that:

I had a new worker every week so I never had constant suppert. ... [ had one
worker that was with me for quite a long time and then she gol trangferred to a
different department and then I just didn't have contact with them at ail, errm they
wouldn’t call me. . . it was very errm hard fo go Hrough life with no support from

_your technically legal guardian (WA, volatile patheway, currently in public housing)

As Stein (2005:22) notes, care leavers who experience multiple placements
often feel abandoned and without on-going, reliable relationships and stable
accommeodation, they often end up isolated and disconnected from their local
community. Jan, who had over 20 placements, told us that he felt like he:

oo« was out in the world with no-one (Vic, volatile pathway, currently homeless)

The lack of felt security was particularly marked in the residential care
experiences of the participants. Residential care is often reserved for young
people with complex needs, and research indicates that young people who
have been in residential care often fare worse than those who have solely been
in foster or kinship care (Department for Education and Skills 2006; Dumaret
2008)*. For muost, this type of accommeodation did not resultin.any lasting peer
or mentoring relationships. Some remembered supportive workers and some
reported very negative experiences, but most described workers as physically
present but emotionally and socially absent — workers are presented as people
whose primary role was one of surveillance rather than support, counselling
or protection. Kelly, a 25 year old woman from Victoria, recently received her
files from her time in care and noticed:

P: e got all these workers” reports . . . Like each night while I was in care they
were veporting how I was on drugs and they never spoke to me about it Like [ don’t
temember anyone sqying to me, “Are you on heroin right nowey, how do you feel about
that, like what’s going on?” They just used to go into their office, and write that 'm
on it, Do their incident report and Pd get that years later

1: So they didn't really engage with you?

F: Notin that level, It abmost was like maybe that wasn’t their role. Maybe they were

there to just residentially look after me sort of thing (Relly Victoria, uolatile patinvay,
currenily in private rental)

The lack of meaningful relationships and the emotional resources that
come with positive relationships make the transition to independence even
more challenging for care leavers. Added to this young people leaving state
out-of-home care have to do it in a shorter timeframe and with fewer material
resources than their peers (Mendes 2005; Cashmore and Mendes 2008). The
‘accelerated’ (Stein 2006) transition care leavers’ experience, in combination
with their often complex needs, can make it difficult to manage the transition
from care to independent living,

4 Around half (52 per cent} of participants in this study had spend time in residential care. Data
from the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2009:48) indicates that about five per
cent of young peaple in the care of the state five in a residential unit. The higher rate in our
sample may reflect a sampling bias and/or that the AIHW data is 2 point in time count and

consequently is likely to underestimate the number of young people who have ger been in a
residential unit,
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Young people who experienced a smooth transition all left care at 17 or
older while those whose transition experiences were more volatile were evenly
divided into those who left care at 17 or older and those who left care at an
earlier age (Table 8.2).

Table 8.2: Age left care by pathway from care (per cent)

Smooth Volatile Total
n=18) (n=59) (n=77)
17 or older 100 49 61
16 or younger - 51 39
Total 100 100 100

Leaving care at an early age is a major concern as ‘becoming independent’
is a complicated and emotionally challenging process, often undertaken with
limited resources. Recognising this, child protection authorities around the
world have started to look at ways to improve young people’s transition from
care. A key aspect of this involves transition planning.

The importance of leaving care plans is highlighted in Forbes, Inder and
Raman’s (2006) study of 60 care leavers. They found that having a case plan
was significantly associated with stable housing on leaving care. Young people
with such a plan were twice as likely to be in stable housing, three times more
likely to be employed and reported that receiving a range of advice and
support ‘significantly improved outcomes’ (p. 28).

Yet, despite legislation in both Victoria and Western Australia that requires
all young people over 15 to have a leaving care plan only one quarter (26 per
cent) could recall having a leaving care plan (Table 8.3).

Table 8.3: Had a leaving care plan by pathway from care
(per cent)

Smooth (n=18) Volatile (n=59} Total (n=77)
Had a leaving 33.533 24 26
care plan
No leaving 33.33 63 56
care plan
Unsure 33.33 13 18
Total 100% 100 100

*rounded up to the nearest whole number

While the overall number of participants who had a plan was low, there
is a noticeable difference between the two pathways — those on the volatile
pathways were almost twice as likely to not have a leaving care plan than
those whose transition from care had been smooth. While the data supports
the view that a leaving care plan can be a powerful tool in assisting young
people in the transition from care to independent living, having a leaving care
plan does not necessarily indicate the quality of the plan or their preparedness
to live independently — the fact that one quarter of the people on the volatile
pathway had a plan attests to this.

Table 8.4: Somewhat or very prepared by pathway from care
(per cent)

Skills Smooth Volatile Total
n=18) n=59) n=77)
Getting a job * 33 35 35
Finding housing ® 39 28 31
Accessing resources 78 53 59
Accessing welfare assistance 83 70 73

*n=75;n=74.
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We also examined how prepared young people felt to leave care and found
that less than one third felt somewhat or very prepared to find accommodation
- and this was reasonably consistent across both groups {Table 8.4). Although
housing has been identified as a critical element of the transition from care,
the lack of attention given to housing during the planning and preparatory
stage of leaving carc is a serious problem.

Similarly across both groups just over one third felt prepared or somewhat
prepared to geta job. The lack of attention to work preparation is problematic
as it increases the possibility care leavers will rely on social security and
consequently experience periods of acute poverty. A lack of employment is
also linked to unstable housing. In contrast, a much higher proportion felt
prepared to find resources and welfare assistance, with those who experienced
a smooth transition reporting the highest levels of preparedness.

What is apparent is that levels of planning and preparation are uneven
— there appears to be little consistency (or equity for that matter) in the
preparation and planning for leaving care. Nonetheless, it is equally clear
that care leavers have even less opportunities than others. Young people who
experienced a volatile transition often leave at a younger age, are less well
prepared and are less likely to have a plan. In the following section we focus
on young people’s pathways from care. We start by looking at the 18 young
people whose transition from care was relatively smooth and trouble free,
and then we examine those whose transition was characterised by chronic
instability (the volatile pathway).

Potfuvays from Care
A smooth transition

The 18 people who experienced a smooth transition from care had fewer
placements, felt more involved in the planning process and left care at a later
age. There was some variation in the amount of time they had been out of
care — some had been out of care for a number of years while others had only
been out of care for a short time (mean 1.8 years). This was reflected in their
current housing circumstances — 10 had secured their own accommodation
{(primarily private or public rental), while eight were still in the same transitional
accommodation they ‘exited’ into.

The initial transition from care is a crucial period as it often sets the scene
for young people’s subsequent experiences. One third moved back to their
biological families or stayed with their foster families, and the remaining two
thirds went directly into transitional accommodation, In this section we focus
first on those whose initial placement was with their families before examining
the experiences of those who left care and went directly into transitional
accommodation.

Families

Those who moved back {or stayed) with their families (both biological and
foster) typically enjoyed supportive relationships that provided emotional
support, practical advice and advocacy and, perhaps more notably for
housing, material support which included money, accommodation and
references. While these relationships were marked by occasional conflict, pre-
existing family tensions were less prominent for this group than others. In fact
a process of re-building relationships had often started before they left care
and, as relationships improved, there was a sense of optimism that returning
home would work. Kelly told us:

The fact that Mum and Dad even though they were very angry, z)er_y resentful, they
still were there and were still prepared for me to do like a home detox. I think well
to be honest, I think that’s a really big part of it because a lot of kids their parents
wouldn’t open their house to them again. Never again afler they've done the crime,
Mine did and Pm. thankful for that. So yes I imagine in the next 10 years we will gei
closer and closer in a sense (Vie, privats rental)

While returning to the family home removed the spectre of homelessness
from a young person’s immediate future, having a place to call home also had
mportant emotional benefits. Charlotte explained what home meant to her:

Like home to me is like where you’ve got a person who really cares abott you and
ou've gol a bed that you can féel comfortable and a house you're so comfortable in
and which is just a hapipy environment where somebody loves you. Like I'd g0 home
with my dad and P’ll go Pim home® (WA, living with her family)
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For care leavers who had a smooth transition from care, their emotional
security was often underpinned by a reassurance that if things did not
work when they moved out, they still had a home to return to. This point is
important for young people generally, for whom the transition to adulthood
and independence is often an incremental process of leaving the family home
and periodically returning (Mendes 2005; Cashmore and Mendes 2008). For
young people leaving care, this is of even more importance. Bianca, who
moved out of her foster mother’s home into private rental, reflected on the
fact that she could always return home:

She’s [the foster mother] always said “If it just all falls apart and you can’t pick it
up and move on” she said “You can always come back home” and I said T will 1
said but I will try and do this on my own, if it doesn’t work I will go back home.
(WA, Living with her family)

Knowing they have somewhere to go and someone to turn to if things
subsequently go bad can make the transition to independent living much
casier for care leavers. Importantly, having a home provides the stability and
security from which to pursue independent housing arrangements, but also
other core activities, such as work and education, which in turn can play an
important role in helping to maintain independent accommodation.

Transitional accommeodation

The majority (two thirds) of those who had a ‘smooth’ transition from care
moved directly into transitional accommodation. For most of this group
moving into transitional accommodation was part of a well organised plan
and knowing where they were going after they left care was important for
a number of reasons. Not only did it reduce the anxiety of leaving care
per se, but it also gave them an opportunity to focus on other aspects of
their lives.

In many ways, supported and transitional housing offered the opportunity
to live in a stable and secure location and further develop life skills. The role
of support and advice remains central here and appears to be instrumental
in delivering positive housing outcomes — these young people tended 1o
have experienced more consistent and helpful support from workers. Bruce
comments:

Yeah it [transitional housing] wast’t bad. Good support by the workers and whai not,
<y they come in and see us on a regular basis, help us out with what we need help
with and yeah basically try their hardest o do what they can for us (Vig, currenily
in public housing)

Support was also important in helping care leavers take the next step into
their own housing.

Most participants indicated satisfaction with regards to the material
aspects of transitional accommodation. The participants indicated the
affordability of transitional accommodation (fixed at 25 per cent of their
income) was crucial to them and many indicated that they could not afford
alternative accommodation. In many cases affordability is the most significant
constraint with respect to obtaining secure accommodation. Those who were
in transitional accommodation indicated that they would have to contdnue
relying on it until they were granted public housing, as they simply could not
afford private rental. Faith told us that:

The only thing that’s sort of helping me to sort of guide me that way is probably
[public housing], that’s the only thing I'm really looking at because that’s like a
permanent place. I don’t really want to move into (public housing] but what can you
do when you’re young and no-one will give you a house? Like no-one will let  you rent
arywhere and it’s not for long so_yes. 1 tried to get a couple of private rentals but they
wor’t take an 18 year old. (WA, living in transitional accommodation)

The difficulties young people face in accessing affordable housing raise
important questions about broader housing policies, a particularly pertinent
issue given Australia’s current housing affordability crisis. Nonetheless, it is
clear that transitional arrangements can play a potentally important (short
term) role in addressing the problem of affordable housing options for young
people leaving care. However, there are some important caveats or limitations
to transitional accommodaton, which may have important implications for
their viability.

Some participants felt that the location of their accommodation was not
where they wanted. This related mainly to having friends or family in different
areas. Service providers try and match accommodation to a location the
client is familiar with, but ultimately care leavers have little control regarding
the areas it is located in. While it is still preferable to move to an unfamiliar or
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new location rather than being homeless, moving to a new location can lead
to acute isolation, which in turn can have a potentially serious impact upon
future housing and non-housing outcomes.

For some of those who experienced a smooth transition from care into
transitional accommodation this was their first and only accommodation after
care. Consequently, it is difficult to say to what extent these arrangements are
a stepping stone into independent living. This is a tricky issue, for as we show
in the following section, transitional housing arrangements are not always
a ‘stepping stone’ to independent living but a way-station between periods
of marginal housing and hamelessness. However, a stable first placement,
such as these young people were enjoying is crucial as it often provides a
foundation for longer term stability.

The central role played by housing in the successful transidon o
independence and financial self-sufficiency should not be under-estimated.
Housing remains absolutely pivotal. The key to accessing and maintaining
independent housing, however, was often the provision of meaningful support,
both emotional and material, a point previously made by Bichal and Wade
(1995:65) who found that those who managed their own accommodation did
well if they ‘received professional support’,

An obvious dilemma here is that while families and transitional
accommodation provide important pathways towards independent living,
this is not always the case. This poses the challenging question of why is it
that a particular tenure type can work for some young people and not for
others. Clearly tenure type is important, as is the quality and location of
the housing, but it is the nature of the transition, and the emotional and
material support they receive during and after care, that appears to make a
difference. To be sure, many who had a smooth transition had encountered
problems along the way, but with good support those issues had been
addressed in a way that enabled them to maintain their housing, Withow
such support, young people leaving care are far more vulnerable to chronic
housing instability and homelessness.

A *volatile’ transition from care

The second pathway describes the housing experiences of three quariers
of the participants (39 out of 77 care leavers). In contrast to those who

experienced a relatively smooth transition from care, the participants on this

pathway experienced more placements in care and often left at a younger
age. Their poor experiences in care are also reflected in their experiences
with the juvenile justice system — whereas only five per cent (one person)
on the smooth pathway had been involved with Juvenile justice, six times as
many (30 per cent, or 18 people) on the volatile pathway had. Given these
experiences it comes as little surprise that their early independence is marked
by unstable housing and homelessness, with serious implications for their
health, education, employment and social connectedness.

Families

Care leavers can successfully return to the family home but this is not always
the case. Daniel explained that he:

+ v . moved lo my auntie’s house and I stayed there for one week and I ran away
because I don’t like her (WA, currently homeless)

If family relationships break down the lack of support for care leavers
can lead to serious problems. This is particularly evident if the breakdown
takes place some time after the transition from care. Shelley, for instance, left
care at age 16 to be with her grandmother. She arranged to move in with her
grandmother and claimed that her child protection department ‘Didn’t really

do much’. She lived there for two or three years, but eventually this broke
down:

My Nan couldr’t cope with my drug use and my lemper and plus she was gelling too
old to look afler me (Vie, living in transitional accommodation).

Shelley then began to move around, staying in youth refuges, friends and
other temporary arrangements. While child protection authorities did assist
with organising her initial move into the refuge, they did not provide any
follow up support; they did not assign a case or support worker; and there

was no attempt to address her problematic substance use. Shelley felt that the
child protection authorities:

Just dropped me on me head, and lgft me and ever since then I've  just been on and off
the streets, in and out of refiges, drugs, aleohol, you name it



When family relationships collapse, which is more likely among young
people who experience instability in care, young people are at acute risk of
homelessness because they have so few resources to draw on.

Temporary accommodation

The use of refuges and other forms of temporary accommodation designed
for homeless young people is a common and concerning exit strategy, not
least because the permanency and support structures vary significantly.
Youth refuges generally have a maximum stay of three months and while
they provide shelter;, they do not necessarily add to the long term prospect
of secure housing. Mia attempted returning to her biological family upon
leaving care, but this only lasted for a couple of months. She indicated that
her workers tried helping in the transition following the failed reunion with
her family, however:

It’s like, well, hang on; you’d wanled me lo stay in government places. It’s like; you
can only stay Uwere up lo two months, three months. It's like, as soon as I get kicked
aut of there, I want somewwhere stable o fve, so T can be stable, gel a stable job, stay
in that home. Actually live a life. Not me bouncing from place to place every couple
of months, (WA, living i private rental)

Young people in temporary accommodation often bounce between
different service providers once their time is up. This creates a great deal of
uncertainty for young people, who have to go through multiple transitions;
multiple assessments and re-building relationships with staff and other tenants
at different places. This undermines their capacity to build and maintain
relationships which further contributes to a pattern of instability. Indeed, as
noted in research by MacKillop Family Services ‘outcomes are dependent
upon the quality of relationship that the young person has with their worker’
(London 2004:14). Building personal relationships with the professional staff
can be of immense importance for the young person. Brendan, for instance,
had a support worker through the Salvaton Army a few years ago:

Well I'm not actually still living with the Salvation Army but I still have contact
with the chick who’s been my worker for a few years . . . We ave really close and we
stll caich up and go out for lunch and styflC . . I never thought a_youth worker could

be the most significant person in my life, but she kind of is. . . I kind of feel like she’s
my surrogate mother (Vi living in transitional housing)

Ironically, it seems that institutional practices often mean that it is difficult
to maintain these on-going relationships, despite their significance.

Many care leavers have already experienced chronic mstability while
they are in care, and short term accommodation often perpetuates this lack
of continuity and stability. For young people being forced to move on with
nowhere else to go simply reinforces a lack of trust in a system that often
appears to ignore their basic needs — namely stability, safety and continuity.

Housing breakdown

Despite setbacks with their families or problems with short term
accommodation, some care leavers had secured their own housing at some
point since leaving care. However, most had subsequently been evicted from
their accommodation, or had simply left before they could be formally evicted.
We found a number of broad reasons why their tenancies were unsustainable,

First, the hard aspects of their housing {its’ costs, location and quality)
were olten inappropriate for young people leaving care. Alter struggling to
find a place, Kelly eventually paid ‘an awful lot of money’ for her private
rental ($320 a week). She could just manage, but only when someone else was
contributing to the rent. When her flatmate moved out it “‘completely stressed’
Kelly out, and she was eventuaily evicted for arrears only nine months after
signing the lease.

Affordability problems heavily influence the housing choices of all young
people, and this is an especially pertinent issue when young people leave
care. Due to a shortage of affordable accommodation, many care leavers are
forced to accept poor quality housing, often sharing with others. Yet poor
quality accommodation is linked to a range of negative outcomes including
poor health, lower self-esteem, diminished social networks and housing
instability (Biehal & Wade 1999; Walker, Hill, & Triscliotis 2002). Care leavers
are also often forced to accept accommodation in areas where they have few
connections and that are removed from transport, shopping and employment
opportunities. While for some, moving to a new area may provide them with
a ‘fresh start’ (Walker et al 2002:182), generally moving to a new area presents
difficulties in building up support networks and, more often than not, young
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people are at greater risk of isolation and housing instability when they are
1 thei * (p. 182).
‘dislocated from their home area’ (p -

Second, even if their housing was affordable and/or appropriately loc-ated,
their social relationships often had a strong influence on their cz.tpacnty- to
maintain housing. We found evidence to show that many had lost‘ the%r housmrg
as a result of a relatonship breakdown or falling out with their {riends. We
asked the participants about shared housing and Teresa’s comments were
typical. She said that:

Vikll if you live with friends you end up not being friends ‘cause {izmir fr!wc?y.s a ﬁg.f;t
somelime or other where you just end up not being friends, Or if you're f'zmng with
like in a share accommodation, you end up fighting with the other peaple in there. .IS'o
more to do with the fights I guess. Too many fights always ke seem to pop up with

any sort of shaved accommodation.

Breakdowns in shared housing happen to many young people but 11t 15 c]alre
leavers lack of material and emotional support tha.t leaves them so ;ru ne(;a 3:;
Third, some found managing their own housing more comp u:attzi l'au N
stressful than they had imagined because they had no suI')]?ort ;nt r;;tre
experience living on their own. There was a 'strong recognition t ta; more
support, and also better financial _preparz.ltlon, \?zas neceslsil;yher e
young people to maintain their housing. Mcn.ra, for 1nstanr;3, o t I}ijlw .
housing after five months — she had fallen into arrears after struggling

make ends meet:

1 could have used a lot more belp . . . they should teach you how to pay bills, teach
you haw lo pay rent, leach you how to budget and support you unbil you are ready
(Vig, currently homeless)

Chronic instability and homelessness

. . . .
W]lf:ll care ].CaVE:IS IOSC th.ell aCCOI“IIlOdaUOII th.ey Ofteil CXPEIIEIICG [361i0ds
Of (:ill()IllC ]I}Stablht,‘ alld move 1n a[ld out Of hO!IleleSSHCSS OII(:E the\' are

Y 1] 115151,

ll( Y lt:iCSS thell circumstances Often get WOrse and ﬁndlng an fOl"m Of Q g

can bC dlﬂicu ar thLllElIly lf C‘vlCth om th.ell PIeU]O Ollﬂllﬂddﬂon-
1t, p fr s acc

i i ‘e on
Most resorted to couch surfing at {riends places but this often puts pressure

some predictability in an otherwise chaotic wor
always a degree of caution and wariness about t
these relationships, for example, young people we
practices that had a negative impact on them and ¢

these relationships. This can then place them in danger of social isolation if
they ‘wear out their welcome’. Chris points to the tensions;

You can only do it for so long and then they start to get sick of
might be your friends but everyane has a breaking point at one stage. You know what
Lamean? You can only push it for so long, ... You don’t want to Iose  Jriends, but you
dor’t want to be homeless at the same fime either. (Vi living in private rental)

i, you know. They

Over time the option of stayin
disappeared and this often led
managed by homelessness (SAAP)

g with friends on a temporary basis
them into temporary accommodation

agencies. This sort of accommodaton
Is often short term and also shared with other young people which created

additional problems. Over half our sample had been in residential care and
many yearned for independence and privacy.

This form of shared accommodation Is particularly problematic when
young people are mixed with others who have unresolved issues. IV

ot only can
sharing be disruptive it can also be dangerous. Prue told us that:

Shared houses are my buggest issue . . . when I was there they’d put you in a place

and say you are sharing with a teenage girl whose just getting off heroin  for instance.
They’ve off i1, but ondy just . . . they unll put that person in the same house as
somgone who is still injecting or they would put o siicidal person in with a person
who has just stopped doing that stuff; or g violent

person in with someone, you Fnow,
who's scared (Vi currently homeless)

When care leavers can no longer access accommodation with friends,
family or other short term options they are often forced to rely on boarding
houses which are widely recognised as violent and dangerous places. Ironically,
hoarding houses and other forms of temporary accommodation alsg provide
the opportunity to mix with others in similar circumstances, Through these
friendships they often ‘learnt the ropes’ and how to survive homelessness,

While these relationships created a sense of belonging and provided
1d, there was nonetheless
hese friendships. Through
re also introduced 1o social

heir housing circumstances.
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Studies consistently indicate that rates of problematic substance use among
care leavers are disproportionately high (Flynn & Vincent 2008; Forbes et
al. 2006). Just over half (53 per cent) of the participants reported a lifetime
problem with substance abuse (Table 8.5). While some participants were
introduced to drugs before they went into care and others while they were in
care, the interviews revealed that for many of the participants their substance
use issues got worse once they were homeless. Table 8.5 shows that among the
participants whose transition from care was volatile, twice as many identified
that they had substance abuse issues at some stage in their lives compared to
those who had experienced a smooth transition from care. Drugs are a major
influence on care leavers’ life course - their access to housing and ultimately
their capacity to get out of homelessness are severely compromised.

Table 8.5: Likelihood of a person on different pathways to have

a (lifetimne) substance abuse problem (per cent)

Smooth Volatile Total
(n=18) (n=59) n=77)
Has/had substance abuse 08 61 53
problemn
No substance abuse 79 39 47
problem
Total 100 100 100

While mixing with other homeless people can provide a sense of belonging,
many [riendships are opportunistic in nature and provide little emotional
support. This frequently perpetuated a deep suspicion and lack of trust in others.

Tve learnt as @ way of being on the streets I guess is_you don’t lrust anyone (Moira,

Vic, currently homeless).
Such feelings were often deeply rooted in their experiences prior to leaving care:

- - - when you live under care with so many people coming in and out of your life, you

get angry because you get close Lo pecple and then they move on, and then you find it

hard to trust people, and then someone reaily rice will be able to make  you frust them,
and then ihey move on, and you sort of get very angry at the world all over again
(Frue, Vig currently homeless)

Young people often become disillusioned when they struggle to gain
access to housing and, when this happens, they are at risk of becoming deeply
entrenched in the homeless population. In other words, problems accessing
housing not only leaves people stuck on the streets, but also often leads to an
acute sense of resignation that can trap them in a damaging cycle. After a
leng and unrewarding search for housing Daniel had given:

< up hope and I don’t want to look for a house anymore (WA, currently homeless)

While the participants’ circumstances prior to, in and on leaving care are
complex, the dominant narrative that emerged from the interviews with these
young people was of a life characterised by a lack of continuity and stability.
From their time prior to care, their time in care and to their subsequent
experiences while homeless, there was little stability or continuity in their
lives. Many were extremely resourceful and developed elaborate strategies to
survive on the streets, But these strategies often embed them on the streets,
With little social, cultural or economic capital to draw on, these young people
were struggling to find a way out.

Nonetheless, while many care leavers experience long periods of
instability and social exclusion, studies have found that after a rough start
many care leavers move on with their lives and successfully navigate a route to
independence. In their longitudinal study Cashmore and Paxman (2006a:20)
found that many care leavers were “faring better 4-5 years out of care than
they were 12 months after leaving care’. For 32 people on the volatile pathway
there was evidence that their circumstances had improved and that they had
started to ‘move on’,

Moving On

Among the 59 people who had a volatile transition from care, 32 were securely
housed when we interviewed them and many were now engaged in other
activities such as work, education or waining, In contrast, 27 participants
remained ‘stuck’ in precarious and often damaging social circumstances.
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Table 8.6: Moving on or ‘stuck’

It %
Moaving on 32 56
Stuck 27 44
Total 59 100

Although the circumstances of the people who were ‘moving on’ and those
who were ‘stuck’ were profoundly different, there was little difference in the
amount of time they had been out of care. Those who were ‘moving on’ had
been out of care for an average of 4.5 years while those who were ‘stuck’ had
been out of care slightly longer {5 years). There was also little difference in
the average age of the two groups (21 years). This begs the question of how
some care leavers managed to overcome the profound disadvantages that had
accumnulated in their lives, when others had not.

A notable feature of those who were moving on was the agency of young
people and, more specifically, the positive focus and direction of their agency:
These young people displayed incredible determination, persistence and
resilience to turn their lives around, something they were often intensely
proud of. John told us that he saw:

-+ . alot of people just sitlting back and waiting for things to happen, waiting for it to
be handed to them on a sifver plaiter. And P'm one that you've goi to go out there and
work for it. .. You throw me in any situation and I can deal with it, 1 think Pm just
one of those types of people that okay it doesn’t matter how bad it is Pl come out the
other end (Public housing).

Others were simply weary and exasperated by their experiences, while
some were fuelled by a deep sense of anger. Indeed, for some young people,
such as Bill, this tangible sense of anger was a powerful source of personal

motivation:

Strangely enough, people say anger’s a useless emotion. My anger was what has
driven me lo get this far Being so angry at the system, being so angry al my mothes
and being so angry at public housing (Bill, post care supported aceommodation).

Moving on was often connected to a strong desire for a better life.
Sometimes there were pivotal moments or experiences that encouraged
young people to actively seize control over their lives and their circumstances.
Ultimately, however, the extent to which young people were able to exercise
meaningful agency was heavily dependent upon broader circumstances, in
particular the opportunity to access appropriate external resources. While
there was a complex range of factors that resulted in those on the volatile
pathway moving on with their lives, we focus on two specific factors that stood
out among those whose housing (and other) circumstances were improving ~
addressing substance abuse and supportive relationships. As the subsequent
sections show, these factors are often interlinked but the key point is that
whatever the catalyst(s), the resulting turnaround in the participant’s lives
were pronounced.

Addressing problematic substance use

Addressing problematic substance use is the most instrumental factor that
enables young people who experience a volatile transition from care to move
on. Roughly two thirds of the people on the volatile pathway had a substance
abuse problem (see Table 8.5) and substance abuse is a key factor that creates
problems maintaining their housing and social relationships

While there was rarely a single defining moment that resulted in young
people abstaining from drug use, it was equally clear that there was a significant
shift in their attitudes towards drug use. People with substance abuse problerms
often have a strong focus on the here-and-now (a present orientation} and this
makes it difficult to think about housing, work and education. Among those
who had addressed their substance abuse issues there was a strong desire to
stop using and while this occurred for a number of reasons, the most common
theme was their concern about what the future might hold if they continued
down their current path. For instance the big motivation for Shana to address
her lifestyle of substance abuse was a fear of prison:

I'd breached @ suspended sentence af that stage so . . . I thought I better gel my shit
together otherwise P'm going in (Vie, Public housing)

Kelly also recognised that if she did not address her drug use her life would
be miserable:
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Heroin makes you so sick. . . . You’re just going down this path and I didn’t, T don’t
wand that for the rest of my life (Vie Privale rental),

A sense of wanting something better was a strong motivation in their
decision to address their substance abuse problems, but a decision to abstain
from drug use is no guarantee of successful abstinence — among people with
substance abuse issues relapse is a common experience.

With respect to drug and alcohol services there are only a limited number
of services available to young people leaving care and consequently access is
difficult. When young people want to address their substance abuse problems
and try to gain access to services but miss out, it often results in further
frustration and anger at the system. When this happens their life commonly
spirals out of out of control once more.

However, a lack of access to drug and alcohol services is only one of the
issues they face — there is also the nature of the services provided, It was
common to hear that the most appropriate services provided intensive,
flexible, long-term support that had clear links to, and a focus upon housing.
Kevin had been with his drug and alcohol worker for four years and while
there had been many ups and downs, the relationship provided an important
point of stability and security in his life — a cornerstone that enabled Kevin to
move on. The service was flexible and Kevin could go to them for ‘whatever
reason’ he liked. Importantly, his long term housing (public housing) was ‘all
organised” well in advance of his move out of transitional accommodation.

The link between support and housing is crucial. Addressing the physical
impact of drug use is obviously important but it takes a relatively short
amount of time. However, addressing the social and psychological impact
of prolonged drug use is more complex and takes considerably longer
Addressing drug use in isolation from care leavers’ social and economic context
often results in relapse and reinforces a sense of failure. This highlights the
important point that for young people who have experienced long periods of
social and economic exclusion, policy makers need to explicitly recognise that
‘moving ort’ is a process that varies significantly depending on the individuals
circumstances and experiences. Further, moving on is often an arduous
process where numerous obstacles and sethacks have to be overcome. One
way to improve the chances of care leavers moving on is to ensure support is
sensitive to individual circumstances and has the capacity to ‘hang in there’.

When people address their substance abuse issues and experience
continuity, stability and good support there is a noticeable improvement in
their self-esteern and confidence. Kelly noted how her self-esteem had grown
since she had been ‘off’ the gear’. This gave her the confidence to tackle other
issues in her life, such as trusting other people, having other people begin to
trust her and trusting herself. Trust is the foundation upon which relationships
are built, yet trust is often missing in care leavers lives. When care leavers
begin to trust themselves and others, building positive social relationships are
much easier. Kelly found that after years of using drugs:

So many peaple stop trusting you . . . I didn’t trusi myself for years . . . now Poe sort
of come out of that (Vig, private rental).

"This gave Kelly the confidence to think and act more positively about the
future. She had been in private rental for six months and her hopes were to
‘remain clean and have stable housing and possibly a job’.

What was instrumental in assisting these young people to move on was the
central role of support in successfully resolving their housing and substance
abuse problems. Bill summed it up when he said that:

- - the only people that I ever do see puell themselues up, have gol someane pushing
them, and making them do it. And it’s really rare for someone to be able to do it on

their own (Vie, post care supported accommodation).

Supportive relationships

‘The precise nature of meaningful support differed significantly between care
leavers. For some it was professional support and vet for others it was signified
by an improvement in family relationships, We saw at the beginning of this
chapter that stable family relationships were important in assisting some care
leavers to successfully navigate the route to independence. For many who
had struggled since leaving care, it was notable that relationships with their
families had gradually improved since they left care, which in twrn had a
positive impact upon their lives. Rachael reflected on the fact that, unlike
the past, she could now rely on her biological mother to provide her with
assistance should any problems emerge:
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oo I didn't want any contact with her but now my relationship with Mum s she’s
there for me and Pm. there for her but ... when I was younger I just didn’t want that
added siress, because that’s what it was, it wasn’t support il was more stress (Vie,
privale rental).

Of course, this is not to say that all family problems and difficulties
had necessarily been resolved. On the contrary, the background for many
young people from care is one of strained and often innately difficult family
relationships. Many of the respondents recognised that there were limits in
how far relationships could be improved. John told us that:

4 still will never forget the stuff’ ihat’s gone on and Im just still very careful in what
1 say and how much contact I have witlh them because when it gels to a point where
there’s a lot of contast that’s where shit sill continues lo happen so 1 just take it as it

comes veally, lake it as it comes (Vic, lving with foster family).

Yet John acknowledged that relationships with his family had gradually
improved, which in turn had been a positive step in moving on:

That’s progressively building up ... Mum is a bil bizarre [laughter] I never
undersicod rwhere she cames from. But on dad’s side of the family it’s been a positive
step. This year P'm going with them _for Christmas day and things like that so it’s
progressively like as Poe got older and we’ve spoken about a lot of things that
happened in the past and what not.

‘The point is that even fairly small improvements in family relationships
often had a significant impact upon young people’s ability to successfully
navigate their way towards independence.

Of course for a variety of reasons not all young people from care were
able to enjoy improved relationships with their biological families. For some
this meant a key source of meaningful support was often professional support
workers, who were sometimes even seen as akin to family:

Yes, Ttalk to her more than 1 talk to my own family. She pretty much classes me as her
Jon and I know her network of people and they’re really helpfil. . .. 6% easy because
if you have the relationship then_you pretiy much can lalk to them about anything
(Ryan, public housing).

Through a combination of good luck and their own persistence and
determination, many had found support that was appropriate for them. A
characteristic of good support relationships was the agencies and workers
willingness to ‘hang in there’. Agencies that ‘hang in’ there, often in spite
of official requirements, implicitly recognise that moving forward is rarely
a smooth pathway but rather a process characterised by steps forward and
the occasional step backwards. Where agencies ‘hang in there’ during both
the good and bad times the possibility of overcoming distrust and anger and
developing meaningful relationships is considerably higher.

Many of the participants who had good support noted that concrete,
practical assistance was important. Kelly told us that her support worker
was:

Very helpfirl and she’s very practical . . . there’s none of this emotional stuff she just
gets it done (Vig, privale rental)

In addition, assistance to secure and maintain appropriate housing was
consistently emphasised in the participant’s narratives — workers who had a
strong knowledge of the housing market, who knew how to provide assistance
with applications and who also knew what resources were available to
young people, received regular mentions. Sandra’s statement illustrates the
experiences of many who had moved on:

Thave a great housing worker . . . she helped me apply for $1,600 rent assistanee, a
81,000 selting up expenses (WA, private rental).

Having had comprehensive and appropriate assistance to secure housing,
Sandra reflected on the difference having a stable, affordable home made to
her life:

1t made my life beiter, having the house I have now has made my fife beller

No matter how volatile the pathways young people travel from care, if they
are given access 1o the right material and emotional resources there is every
chance they can overcome their structural disadvantages and move on towards
an independent and prosperous life.
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Conclusion

"This chapter identifies three broad patterns among young people leaving state
out of home care. First, some care leavers make a relatively smooth transition
from care. These young people often leave care at a later age, are engaged
in the planning process and have access to appropriate housing and support
resources. Among the participants in this study they are a minority. In contrast,
the majority experienced a volatile transition from care. They often left at a
younger age and in crisis, Many had experienced numerous placements and had
little trust in the system or in other people. Most experienced chronic instability
and homelessness and their social and economic circumstances deteriorated
rapidly. For many, breaking the cycle of housing instability and homelessness
and moving into secure housing was heavily compromised by a lack of support
and the broader structure of the housing market. Nonetheless, half of those
who experienced a volatile transition were ‘moving on’ — they had, often through
their own persistence and determination, turned their circumstances around.

Ulamately, accommodation options for young people are limited. The
private rental market is highly competitive and requires a relatively high and
stable income, along with considerable budgeting skills. There are also limited
public housing stocks. Many of the young people could use transitional
housing, but there is also a limited amount available specifically for care
leavers. These options reflect, in part, the dynamics of the housing market and
policy and funding decisions that are outside the control of individual workers
and, to a lesser extent, departmental approaches. However, the preceding
accounts suggest that there are few programmatic attempts to manage young
people’s housing transitions within the system as it is currently constituted.
Instead, young people are often left to find their own way by drawing on
personal resources and relationships, rather than being offered structural and
institutional support.

The interviews suggest that the difficuldes faced by young people leaving
care in accessing and maintaining housing are not simply the direct result of
specific policies but also the outcome of organisational practice. The young
people themselves often acknowledge that they were sometimes difficult to work
with and support, and many openly admit that they made bad choices. But the
policy and practices of leaving care systems need to acknowledge this realiny,
and identify ways to respond positively to the needs of young people — and,
indeed, to proactively address needs rather than reactively respond to them.

Chapter Nine

Conclusion

In our introduction, we argued that care leavers experience multiple
disadvantages resulting from their traumatic experiences prior to care, their
often unhelpful experiences in care, the lack of assistance provided to them
as they transition from care, and the non-availability of ongoing support after
they leave care.

The findings from the three local research-based studies presented in
chapters six to eight — which we will refer to as studies one, two and three —
confirm these concerns.

The young people interviewed for the three studies tended to come
from highly disadvantaged family backgrounds. Many had experienced a
combination of physical or sexual abuse, chronic neglect related to parental
substance abuse or mental illness, and significant family conflict including
violence. These traumatic experiences often had a long-term negative
impact on their emotional health. Many young people in the first stucy
reported feelings of unresolved anger and loss and grief. These emotions
often undermuined their capacity to develop positive relationships with their
substtute carers, and continued to adversely affect their functioning up to and
following their discharge from care.

These findings suggest the importance of early intervention programs
being developed to address the traumatic experiences of many children and
young people that enter care. Such programs should include the provision of



