
0 
Australian Journal of Adoption Vol. 8 No.2 

 

Past and present wrongs in Australian out-of-home care: Establishing standards 

by 

Patricia Fronek, BSocWk, PhD, Clare Tilbury, BSocWk, MPhil, PhD  

and Jennifer Osmond, BSocWk, PhD 

 

School of Human Services and Social Work, Griffith University, Australia 

Three national apologies for past out-of-home care practices have been made by two 

successive Australian prime ministers: the Apology to Australia’s Indigenous Peoples 

(2008); the Apology to Forgotten Australians and Former Child Migrants (2009); and the 

National Apology for Forced Adoptions (2013). The Apology to Indigenous Peoples 

(also known as the “Stolen Generations” apology) recognised that Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander peoples had experienced significant mistreatment through the removal of 

children from their families and communities, based on their Aboriginality, up to the 

1970s. Children and families experienced suffering, grief, loss, and indignity through 

placement in children’s homes, informal adoptions, and domestic service over many 

decades. The pledge was given that “injustices of the past must never, never happen 

again” (Australian Government 2008). The Apology to Forgotten Australians and Former 

Child Migrants acknowledged the harsh treatment of children who had been placed in 

various forms of institutional care over the past century, mainly as a result of family 

poverty. The traumatic lived experiences – including physical violence, sexual abuse, 

child labour, lack of education, love, and care – experienced by many of these children 

were acknowledged and assistance was pledged to help people involved trace family 

members and to mitigate consequent disadvantage (Australian Government 2009). The 

National Apology for Forced Adoptions acknowledged that as late as the 1980s, many 

single parents had been manipulated and coerced into placing their children for 

adoption to prevent the ‘shame’ of illegitimacy (Gair 2009; Quartly et al. 2013). Parents 

and their children had been denied both legal and social rights in closed and secretive 

adoption arrangements. Information and support before and after adoptions were not 

provided, many women endured emotional turmoil and shame, and information about 

their adoption and biological families was withheld from their children. The then Prime 
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Minister said: “We resolve as a nation to do all in our power to make sure these 

practices are never repeated” (Australian Government 2013).  

These national apologies provide an important opportunity to assess the current 

child protection system in Australia based on the issues and inadequacies of the past 

highlighted in these apologies. Specific concerns were raised in each national apology, 

and in apologies made by some state governments, non-government organisations, and 

churches. They noted the violation of the rights of individuals through lack of informed 

consent. In many cases, parents were given false information or did not understand or 

consent to the actions taken in respect to their children. Children were denied historical, 

social, and biological information and connections to family, culture, communities, and 

identity. Opportunities for children and families to cultivate and sustain family and 

cultural ties were denied due to legal and geographical barriers. The apologies noted 

that false assurances about the quality and safety of care were given and many affected 

children experienced lifelong poverty and deprivation.   

Analyses of collective state apologies have highlighted their common elements: 

official recognition and an apology for wrongdoing; governments and other 

organisations accepting responsibility for policies and practices that caused harm; 

expressing regret; an undertaking to address long-term and intergenerational 

consequences for the people concerned; and committing to prevent reoccurrence – to 

‘not forget’ (Edwards 2010; James 2008). These common elements suggest that 

authentic state apologies are more than moral statements that affirm past wrongs. They 

also establish expectations about future actions, against which performance can be 

measured. These particular apologies recognise that child welfare interventions, 

including those considered protective and well-intentioned at the time, can have long-

term, negative consequences. It follows that apologising for coercive separations using 

state child protection powers confers rights on both children and parents. Also inferred 

is the future obligation on the state to protect these rights, and responsibilities on 

service providers to meet a certain set of standards. An obvious question emerges 

regarding whether these rights and responsibilities are currently upheld. This is 

particularly apposite in the current Australian context where there are increasing 

numbers of children in out-of-home care (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 
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2014), and adoption from care through open adoption legislation in New South Wales 

has been designed to make adoptions faster and easier (Family and Community 

Services 2014).  

In this article, we situate these collective apologies within the broader context of 

inquiries into the child welfare system. Based on the literature and the core elements of 

the national apologies, we propose a set of standards for assessing the extent to which 

the wrongs referenced in the apologies are being righted in contemporary out-of-home 

care for children who are removed from parental care due to child abuse and neglect, 

and placed subject to custody, guardianship, or adoption orders.  

 

History repeats 

Child welfare in Australia has long been subject to public concern and inquiry, dating 

from nineteenth century criticisms about the regimentation of orphanage life 

(Commission of Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Queensland Institutions 1999) to child 

death inquiries since the 1980s, and a series of inquiries into perceived systemic 

failures in most states since the 1990s (Tilbury and Mazerolle 2008). Research has 

noted that the same professional failings and organisational problems are identified 

repeatedly by such inquiries, and recommendations for change consistently involve 

greater oversight, multidisciplinary cooperation, training, and more detailed policies and 

procedures (Butler and Drakeford 2003). There is an assumption that knowing about the 

problems will automatically lead to their eradication; that progress is inevitable. 

However, as the same problems and solutions are continuously identified, it seems that 

any expectation that history does not repeat is misplaced.  This gives rise to questions 

regarding the foundation of these continuities.  Dickens (2011) argued that social work 

operates in conditions of uncertainty, and the core dilemmas and challenges of care and 

control, support and surveillance, come around again and again. However, noting that it 

is easier to critique the past than to put things right, Dickens (2011, p.36) proposed that 

social work should move forward and strive to make improvements to services and 

organisations while “never expecting to arrive”. 

Accordingly, this article proposes a set of standards or indicators for assessing 

current policy and practice, based on a review of the available literature and a content 
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analysis of the national apologies. The core elements identified in the content analysis 

relate to moral judgements made about parents, not listening to children, and 

minimising the importance of family and cultural connections to identity development. 

Table 1, Standards for assessing the current child protection system, summarises the 

framework. Column 1 lists the wrongs identified in the national apologies and Column 2 

sets out the service standards to be met to guard against past mistakes. Righting past 

wrongs and setting standards in current practices involves ensuring informed consent, 

limiting coercive interventions, recognising and responding to emotional needs, and 

avoiding negative moral discourses about “bad parents” that reinforce false 

dichotomies. Protecting children’s rights involves facilitating their full participation in 

decision-making, promoting positive cultural and family connections, and improving the 

quality of out-of-home care. 

 

Table 1: Standards for assessing the current child protection system 

Previous wrongs  Standards  

PARENTS 

Coercion, lack of informed 

consent  

Professional assessment and interventions  

Adequate timeframes for irreversible decisions and 

‘cooling off’ periods  

Non-coercive, fully informed decision-making  

Legal representation in child protection proceedings 

Loss and grief  Pre and post-placement services across the lifespan 

Opportunities for maintaining relationships  

Facilitating parents’ contributions to decision-making  

Negative moral discourses  Respect, dignity, and empathy demonstrated in policy and 

legal proceedings 

Adequate resourcing for family interventions Consultation 
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in policy development  

CHILDREN 

Lack of  participation 

 

Age-appropriate participation in all care system decisions  

Provision of legal representation  

Consultation in policy development 

Loss of cultural heritage and 

identity  

Strategies to reduce disproportionate representation of 

Indigenous children in care 

Compliance with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Child Placement Principle 

Culturally appropriate placements 

Loss of connection to family, 

family history, and family identity 

Supported contact  with families and communities 

Placement with siblings  

Placement decisions that enhance continuity and 

connections 

Poor quality of care: 

 Abuse, harsh treatment 

 Lack of privacy 

 Limited attention to education 

 Neglect of physical, emotional 

and psychological wellbeing 

 Feelings of being alone, not 

cared for, powerless 

Independent complaints process for children who are 

reporting abuse or neglect in care 

Placement stability 

Equity in educational participation and achievement   

Access to health and dental care 

Transition from care services, post-care support  

Trained, supported foster and kinship carers  

Independent quality assurance 

Ethical standards for out-of-home care service providers 
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Informed consent 

While placements in Australia are generally made according to Children’s Court orders, 

parents in the child protection system must consent to a range of interventions, such as 

assessment, family meetings, referral, monitoring, and in-home services. In this system, 

and in an environment where resources to improve families’ circumstances are 

diminishing, parents can feel pressured to comply. Harris (2012) found that parents felt 

coerced in formal child protection assessments in three ways: (1) children were 

interviewed without their knowledge and permission; (2) they were compelled to 

participate in interviews in a certain manner at a particular time; and (3) through 

restrictions imposed on living arrangements and relationships.  He argued that 

measures used to create compliance can undermine building positive relationships 

between professionals and parents (Harris 2012).  Families may also not fully 

comprehend the implications of interventions and placements. It is argued that in order 

to be ethical, parents should be fully informed of the risks for their children when placed 

in out-of-home care: “Do parents know whom their child will be placed with, how many 

moves they are likely to experience, or the potential impact of separation on schooling 

and health care?” (Little 2010, p.3). Parents are likely to need support, information and 

assistance at three junctures: before placement in out-of-home care, while children are 

in care and working towards reunification, and following reunification (Farmer and 

Wijedasa 2013). Emphasis should be placed on the professional and ethical conduct of 

assessment and interventions and the full disclosure of information to parents to enable 

informed decision-making. 

Informed consent in making adoption orders is especially important, given that 

adoption permanently severs parental ties. A national study of service responses to past 

adoption practice in Australia found that many mothers felt pressured, judged, and 

coerced into placing their child for adoption, and that information and support were not 

forthcoming (Kenny et al. 2012). In the United States and the United Kingdom, adoption 

is now the preferred out-of-home option for creating permanency. This, in part, reflects 

the needs of children for lifelong, stable arrangements and relationships (Selwyn 2010). 

However, the direction of policies in many countries is towards adoptions from care that 

involve the court dispensing with parental consent, often within short, prescribed time 
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frames. These practices ignore how the severing of relationships can have deep, 

emotional impacts on children and their parents, and that decisions about parental 

contact are dependent on the goodwill of adoptive parents. According to Cossar and 

Neil (2010), parents whose child is adopted without their consent and parents who 

voluntarily place their child for adoption experience similar reactions: disempowerment, 

intense grief and loss, emotional and psychological distress, and stigma. It is likely that 

non-consenting separations heighten negative reactions. Consequences for parents are 

exacerbated by existing personal and structural vulnerabilities such as mental illness, 

substance misuse and socio-economic disadvantage (Cossar and Neil 2010). 

Consequences are also compounded when access to specialised services or in-depth 

work with families are limited. Being subjected to investigatory and legal processes in 

itself intensifies parental disempowerment (Cossar and Neil 2010; Neil 2013). 

Insufficient time for parents to make irreversible decisions and the exclusion of 

adequate ‘cooling off’ periods perpetuates past errors rather than learns from them. 

As in the past, lack of access to legal representation is a major concern in 

contemporary Australian child protection legal proceedings (Borowski 2013). While 

children’s court processes aim to be non-adversarial, the decisions made and how they 

are made - in both court and pre-court conferences - have serious ramifications. 

Parents without legal representation often do not understand the consequences of what 

they agree to, feel intimidated by court processes, and may have mental illness, 

disability, drug dependence, or limited education (Borowski 2013) that constrain their 

capacity to properly consent. The pursuit of children’s rights, safety, and best interests 

in child protection matters should not mean that parents can be deceived or 

manipulated or their rights ignored or dismissed (Ainsworth and Hansen 2011).  

 

Loss and grief 

Parents’ involvement with child protection systems can be harrowing and parents 

experience distress and loss when a child enters care. Parents with children in long-

term care experience a range of reactions related to grief and loss as they struggle with 

gaining clarity about their parenting role and identity, similar to parents whose children 

are adopted (Schofield et al. 2011). Given the circumstances of children’s removal to 



7 
Australian Journal of Adoption Vol. 8 No.2 

 

out-of-home care, these parents often do not receive support, empathy and assistance 

from others (Schofield et al. 2011). Pre and post-placement support and counselling 

across the lifespan are rarely provided despite a clearly identified need. 

The pursuit of effective participation, collaboration and partnerships with parents 

in child protection matters, albeit with the inherent challenges of the power imbalances 

involved in statutory child protection work, is vital to informed practice. Child protection 

investigations are experienced as frightening and disempowering for many families 

(Harris 2012). Apprehension about potential consequences makes engagement with 

professionals and services difficult for parents (Featherstone and Fraser 2012). A sense 

of public blame, stigma, and disapproval may further confound losses for parents who 

feel they have been judged as unsuitable to care for their children (Hjer 2011; Schofield 

et al. 2011). According to Hjer (2011, p.120), these circumstances weaken parental 

participation in case planning and decision-making: 

“Several parents gave evidence of how their self-image as ‘bad parents’ 

prevented them from sharing important information concerning their children. 

Some mothers depicted themselves as becoming ‘mute’ — they lost all 

confidence and simply did not dare to add information, make any objections or 

criticize suggested measures.”   

Effective engagement is recognised as essential to facilitating positive change, and how 

parents perceive their relationship with caseworkers impacts on their engagement with 

child welfare services, and child protection outcomes (Jenson et al. 2009; Studsrød et 

al. 2014). Feeling listened to and maintaining a sense of having something to offer 

means “they … [do] not feel disqualified as parents” (Hjer 2011, p.120).  

Negative perceptions of child welfare assistance can also occur when parents 

feel that their children are the only focus and that workers are not empathetic to their 

needs and circumstances (Hjer 2011). Significant emotional turmoil can occur when 

parental identities and roles are disrupted, experiences are not validated, or parents feel 

unheard (Hjer 2011; Schofield et al. 2011). When grief is disenfranchised or not granted 

legitimacy, reactions are complicated, prolonged and distressing and maladaptive 

coping mechanisms can follow (Worden 2009). A lack of support and understanding 

limits the capacity for positive adjustment and change (Neil 2007).  As with parents 
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whose children are adopted, parents whose children are in out-of-home care deserve 

similar understanding and assistance prior to, during, and after placement.  

Neil (2013, p.198) emphasised that parents should be encouraged to “look 

forward in terms of understanding, valuing and enacting positively (especially in post-

adoption contact arrangements) their changed role as a birth relative.” Parents and 

relatives are likely to have multiple issues they need to address when managing lost 

parental responsibilities. Supporting ways of addressing these needs are critical in 

assisting parents with their own wellbeing and facilitating positive and important roles in 

their children’s lives (Schofield and Ward 2011). Therapeutic counselling, group work, 

specialist services such as drug and alcohol, advocacy services, and dedicated 

individualised assistance are likely needed at particular points over time, along with 

improved parental engagement around issues of loss, identity, their children’s safety, 

and their relationships with them (Featherstone and Fraser 2012). Even when children 

are in long-term care, there should be opportunities for maintaining parent–child 

relationships when safe to do so, and casework mechanisms to facilitate parents’ 

contributions to decisions about their children. 

 

Attitudes towards parents 

Views on who was and who was not a suitable parent were implicit in past dishonored 

practices for single mothers (forced adoption) and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

parents (Stolen Generations). In the politics of child protection, views prevail that some 

categories of people are not suitable to be parents (for example, parents with 

intellectual disabilities, who misuse drugs and alcohol, or have a mental illness). Some 

parents may never be able to provide suitable full-time care for their child, which has 

provided justification for fast-tracked adoption as a preferred permanency option 

(Murphy, Quartly and Cuthbert 2009; Fronek 2009). Adoption is not universally the first 

permanency preference for children in out-of-home care in the majority of Australian 

states. However, recent legislative changes in New South Wales aim to increase the 

number of children adopted from care and the speed by which this is done; in 

preference to longer-term foster care (Family and Community Services 2014). Parents 

unable to provide a home situation where restoration is possible in a short time frame 
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may permanently lose their parental rights. Due to the lack of legal imperatives, 

maintaining relationships between a child and his or her family is dependent on the 

skills and willingness of adoptive parents.  

Adoption without parental consent mirrors past forced adoptions where non-

consensual processes compounded the disempowerment and suffering of affected 

individuals and communities. Although adoption can be a suitable option for some 

children, the danger of parental wishes being overridden increases when it becomes a 

benchmark policy response.  Such policy is underpinned by moral discourses that judge 

some parents as dangerous to their children. This discourse minimises government and 

agency responsibilities to provide appropriate supports and work towards reunification 

and also ignores structural limitations to change. It is vital to maintain respect, dignity, 

and empathy for parents involved in child protection proceedings -regardless of their 

shortcomings - and provide adequate time and resourcing for interventions designed to 

achieve positive change and the least harmful outcomes.  

 

Children’s right to participation and having a say 

Children’s rights, participation, and needs are well recognised in child protection 

systems and are enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of the Child to which 

Australia is signatory. Participation throughout the child protection system promotes 

children’s cooperation, has psychological benefits, and assists in identifying and 

meeting their needs (Osborn and Bromfield 2007). However, the voices of children and 

young people remain overshadowed by the decisions of adults, including parents, 

carers, and professionals (van Bijleveld et al. 2013). Children can perceive the child 

protection system as uncaring and their views unimportant if there are few opportunities 

for full participation. Feelings of disempowerment, frustration, anxiety, guilt, and distress 

have been reported (Bessell 2011). Children not being fully informed about even 

seemingly minor changes such as a new worker can intensify feelings of sadness and 

isolation (Osborn and Bromfield 2007). Bessell (2011) also suggested that children can 

experience participation as tokenistic due to incongruence between policy and practice. 

The issue of ‘rights recognition’ continues to require attention in contemporary practice. 
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When children and young people have insufficient opportunities to actively 

participate, they believe that they will not be listened to: “Children ... reported that they 

were allowed to influence trivial decisions, but that the professionals did not let them 

participate in the decisions they considered important, for example, where they lived, 

contact with parents and siblings, and choice of school (van Bijleveld et al.  2013, p.5). 

Children can find that information is not forthcoming within the child protection system: 

Almost half the young people indicated they were not told what to expect when 

they entered care while more than one-third of young people, and almost half the 

children were not told why they were in care. Further, about one-third of children 

and young people reported they did not have a say in what happens to them, and 

that decisions were not explained to them (Commission for Children and Young 

People and Child Guardian 2013, p. 34). 

 

It is clear that the rhetoric about children’s participation must be matched by 

support and resources for age-appropriate participation in all decisions relevant to their 

care and placement, including access to independent legal representation for children 

throughout care proceedings. 

 

Cultural identity 

The importance of children maintaining positive links with their cultures and 

communities is well accepted as integral to contemporary culturally-sensitive child 

welfare practice. However, this has not always been the case historically and this 

recognition formed an integral element of the national apologies. The policies and 

practices associated with high levels of government intervention in Indigenous family life 

has had profound negative effects on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, 

families and communities. The legacy of these policies is still experienced in the form of 

substance misuse, mental and physical health issues, and violence (Fejo-King 2011; 

Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission 1997). In national and international 

jurisdictions Aboriginal children are overrepresented in child protection systems (Brown 

et al. 2015; Tilbury 2009). In Australia, Indigenous children are approximately eight 

times more likely to be notified and substantiated, and ten times more likely to be placed 
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in care (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2014). Over-representation has been 

related to poverty and social disadvantage compounded over generations, insufficient 

attention to child abuse prevention and family support, inequitable access to services, 

and inadequate collaborative service development (Delfabbro et al. 2010; Tilbury 2009). 

Indigenous child welfare practice is under-resourced and context and culture is not 

sufficiently considered in practice (Bessarab and Crawford 2010). It has been argued 

that the past actions and, thus, the effects of the stolen generation are being repeated in 

contemporary practice under a different guise (Cuneen 1997; Delfabbro et al. 2010).  

Racial and ethnic identity formation - an important developmental task from 

preschool through to adolescence and adulthood - mean children need to have 

experiences that promote a healthy sense of self and collective belonging (Harden 

2004). Indigenous children in care face particular challenges in the process of cultural 

identity formation. Children’s lack of knowledge or understanding of their Aboriginality 

as a direct result of placement in non-Aboriginal out-of-home care has been linked to 

poor emotional well-being and mental health problems in later life, and to negative 

outcomes for families and communities (Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 

Commission 1997). This literature suggests that racial and ethnic identity should be 

factored into all aspects of permanency planning, necessitating the involvement of 

family and community members and Indigenous community child protection agencies. 

In particular, there must be caution in making permanent arrangements for Indigenous 

children with non-Indigenous carers and planning must include arrangements for the 

retention and maintenance of cultural connectedness.  

 

Connection to family 

Placement disrupts connections with parents, siblings, grandparents, school friends and 

other significant people in the child’s life which can lead to psychological difficulties in 

developing a sense of self and identity and understanding the reasons for separation, 

especially for children in long-term care. Children may have a partial or confusing 

picture of how they came to be where they are, and where they belong (Schofield 

2005). Although family contact is associated with improved placement stability, 

permanency planning often underestimates children’s need for continuity and 
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connections with family and culture of origin (Thoburn 2003). Supported contact for 

children with parents, siblings, and extended family can improve psychosocial 

development for children in alternative care arrangements.  

 

Quality of care 

The low quality of care historically was acknowledged in the three national apologies. 

The quality of out-of-home care in the contemporary child protection system also needs 

attention. Placement instability continues to disrupt children’s lives and outcomes for 

many care leavers are poor (Cashmore and Paxman 1996). Stable and nurturing carers 

can bolster the resilience of children in care and ameliorate the negative impacts of 

previous instability (Harden, 2004). Unfortunately, most children in care have 

experienced extensive upheaval and uncertainty, both before and after contact with the 

statutory system. Ward (2011) argued that discontinuities in home, culture, education, 

and relationships may result in a loss of belonging. This may cause a crisis of identity 

for children when they enter care, are moved around, and leave care. In particular, an 

inability to gain a persistent sense of self may lead to adverse outcomes such as mental 

health problems or destructive behaviours. Training and support for foster and kinship 

carers and independent quality assurance and ethical standards for service providers 

are required to improve the foster care system and promote placement stability.  

Educational participation and attainment for children in care lags well behind that 

of other children in Australia, attributed to pre-care experiences, low quality care and 

placement instability (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2011; Townsend 2007). 

Access to education is a fundamental right of all children and more attention is required 

at both policy and practice levels of the educational and care systems to ensure that 

these children’s legal and moral rights to education are safeguarded. For the state - the 

guardian of children in care - education needs to be a greater priority. Some children in 

care require standard educational attention and guidance, while others need extensive 

specialist support to stay in school or address learning difficulties.  

Transition from care services and post-care support are currently under-

resourced. Unlike most other children who receive parental support well into adulthood, 

children who grow up in care cannot rely upon ongoing family assistance once they 
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reach eighteen years of age. Given the neglect of the developmental needs of children 

in care, education, health, dental and social support services should be available 

throughout the lifespan, and recognised as a responsibility of governments. An 

important aspect of the national apologies was the right and capacity of children to 

complain about their treatment and to have those complaints taken seriously. In order to 

enhance the empowerment and participation of children, independent complaints 

processes for children reporting abuse or neglect in care - such as those provided by 

some Children’s Commissions - should be standard practice.  

 

Discussion 

The synthesis of lessons from the past and research on child welfare practices indicate 

that continued scrutiny of policies and practices in Australia is needed. There are ethical 

and professional responsibilities to critically examine practice and to identify where 

improvements can be made. National apologies have drawn attention to how policies 

and practices can be harmful across generations and provide an opportunity to assess 

the current child protection system based on historical policy and practice. National 

apologies for past child welfare policies and practices have been offered, and pledges 

made that such injustices should never happen again. To move beyond such 

aspirations, the lessons from these apologies must be incorporated into continued 

evaluation of policy and practice in out-of-home care. Australian inquiries and apologies 

are part of the long history of attempted reform in child welfare. The practices they 

scrutinised are not aberrations or crises, but reflect the complexity and inherent 

uncertainty of the field.  The wrongs referred to in the apologies cannot be dismissed as 

‘the past’ and, thus, presumed dealt with. This article clearly demonstrates that historical 

issues in the child protection system manifest in the present and action to right them in 

their current incarnations is required. 

Several themes were apparent from the content analysis of the apologies and the 

current literature. Australia’s over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

children and families in child welfare systems is of continued concern and, thus, must 

remain in the forefront of policy and practice development. Repeated calls for the 

Australian child protection systems to reconceptualise and critically analyse responses 
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to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders have been made (Tilbury 2009). Parents 

involved in child protection systems are a group whose needs are not adequately 

addressed. Interventions still tend to be deficit-focused and adversarial, with roles 

geared towards policing or surveillance rather than proactive work with individuals and 

families. Finally, the rights of children continue to receive minimal recognition.  

Evaluating current practices against the standards presented in this paper puts a 

spotlight on a range of activities to mitigate against potential harms, for example non-

coercive participation of children and their parents in decision making and case 

planning. Encouraging young people to participate in meaningful ways and providing 

environments where they can offer their views about important decisions about their 

lives must play a central role in child welfare practice. This will be context-specific and 

different strategies may be required to facilitate participation and the cultivation of views. 

Likewise, understanding how participation can vary at different stages of child protection 

involvement is necessary (Pölkki et al. 2012). New ways for young people and adults to 

engage in discussion and negotiate decisions together - so that power is shared and not 

held exclusively by adults - need to be established (Fleming 2013). Tapping into how 

children discern and feel about things, albeit with the complexities of safety, and 

decisions about appropriate levels of information provision remain intrinsic to 

participation.  

Meeting the full range of needs and upholding the rights of all parties when 

children cannot live with their families in relation to both guardianship and adoption 

orders is essential to mitigate against harms and the need for future apologies. 

Establishing and maintaining robust monitoring systems for out-of-home care systems 

are important. This article has identified a number of areas where continued evaluation 

and improvement are justified. Practices such as disempowerment of parents and 

children, inadequate information provision for informed decision-making, inadequate 

attention to cultural connections, and insufficient cultivation of participatory and 

collaborative practices continue to mirror the past. Comprehensive standards for ethical 

care should be adopted so that governments and other service providers can report on 

progress and provide evidence of improved service delivery to guard against the 

repetition of historical wrongs in out-of-home care.  
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