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ABSTRACT 
This study evolved from an earlier Australia-wide survey of 603 professionals whose role 

involved child protection. That study aimed to elicit their experiences and the effects of threats, 
violence and intimidation relating to the care and protection of foster children.  Some of the 

responses were from foster carers and these are reported in this paper.  A further sample of 

foster carers was surveyed in relation to their experiences of threats and violence and 
perceptions of their relationships with foster children’s case workers. Findings show that carers 
are expected to provide a nurturing and therapeutic environment for children with special needs 

without the benefit of basic information, training or support. Furthermore, foster care families 
are highly vulnerable to false and malicious allegations as well as intimidation, threats, violence 

and damage to property by foster children. In addition, when they seek advice from case workers 
for handling children’s disabilities or emotionally disturbed behaviours, they risk being 
denigrated, threatened with de-registration and/or the removal of foster children. Departmental 

support for foster carers is minimal or absent and those who were assaulted or threatened 
received no counselling or assistance. The findings go some way to explaining why foster care in 

Australia is in crisis and why experienced carers are said to be abandoning their roles at a faster 
rate than new carers are recruited. The study has serious implications for the support of victims 

of childhood abuse and for the training of foster carers, social workers and managers as well as 
foster care policy and practice. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
British researchers Sinclair, Gibbs and Wilson (2004) describe foster carers as the ultimate 
community volunteers.  They note that the role of a foster carer goes far beyond ordinary 
parenting; carers are expected to be on duty seven days a week and 24 hours a day and take 
distressed children into their homes at a moment’s notice for unspecified periods of time, handing 
them back without demur when instructed to do so, irrespective of children’s wishes or their own. 
Foster carers are expected to manage and tolerate the emotionally disturbed, violent, destructive 
and sexualized behaviours of traumatized children and, at the same time, respect and maintain 
their relationships with birth parents, however abusive or negligent they may be.  In addition, they 
have to cooperate with case-workers who are often young, recent graduates with no parenting or 
life experience, and have scant knowledge of child development, children’s disabilities or 
managing difficult behaviours. International writers agree that, far from being lauded for their 
efforts, foster carers are frequently derided by the public, the system, their neighbours and 
relatives.   
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There is a greater need than ever for foster care in Australian society.  At year ending June 2004, 
more than 200 000 reports of child abuse and neglect had been made to Australian statutory child 
protection authorities. From 1996–2003 there was a 44% increase in Australian children entering 
out-of-home care and by 2004 there were more than 20,000 children in the care of the states, 
compared with 14,000 in 1996 (Australian Institute for Health and Welfare, 2004). Unfortunately, 
this increase in demand is occurring at a time when supply is decreasing and foster carers leave 
the system faster than they are recruited (Carter, 2002). One third of foster carers leave the system 
within two years of registration.  In Victoria, the recruitment rate has declined by 40% in the last 
5 years. The drop in recruitment and the high turnover of newly registered foster carers suggests 
that something is seriously amiss with the system (Carter, 2002).   
 
Australian and international literature confirm that the role of a foster carer has never been more 
difficult. Kennedy (2004) reported that 43% of foster carers in Australia and the United Kingdom 
have been accused of some form of harm to their charges. While a majority of such complaints 
were found to be vexatious, the effect on foster carers is noteworthy, because all investigations 
are stressful, even when false.  They invariably result in the removal of foster children. 
Furthermore, carers receive no counselling for handling feelings of frustration, grief, loss and 
concern for the children’s well-being.  
 
In a three-year Queensland study of 115 carers, respondents consistently used the terms 
‘crackers’, crazy or mad to describe their decision to foster children (Thorpe, 2003; 2004).  There 
is substantial evidence that carers are inadequately prepared for their tasks. Half of the carers had 
not completed pre-service training and all familial-carers were untrained. Nearly all (98%) 
expressed the need for an accredited training course and a structure that matches children with 
appropriately trained carers. The view was supported by 100% of key stakeholders and 
informants. A New South Wales postal survey of 450 carers also showed that more than a third 
had no training, 66% lacked training for caring for children with disabilities, 60% had no training 
for handling self-destructive behaviours and over half had no training for family contact and 
returning children to their birth families (NSW Department of Community Services [DoCS], 
2004).  This need for training has been recognized by governments.  For example, late 2004, 
Queensland Minister for Child Safety, Mike Reynolds announced the sponsorship of 50 post-
graduate places on new child protection courses at James Cook University and the Queensland 
University of Technology (Queensland Government, Department of Child Safety, 2004a). The 
QUT would also offer a Graduate Certificate in Human Services to meet the needs of a large 
body of untrained case workers in that state. A few days later, student scholarships were 
announced. 
 
The question of training is linked to the ongoing debate surrounding the issue of volunteerism 
versus professionalism in foster care. The concept of volunteer implies that only average 
parenting skills are required. When fostering children who have been severely traumatized, this is 
clearly incorrect.  Increasingly, it is argued that, for foster carers to be effective in changing the 
lives of severely damaged children, they need either semi-professional or professional status with 
relevant training and payment for skill development. A survey of Australian carers showed that 
25% thought fostering should be paid work, 25% said it is already ‘semi professional’ and 50% 
thought it should be because it involves ‘more than being a parent’ (Thorpe, 2004).   
 
So what is involved in caring for foster children?  In 2004, the characteristics of children in care 
in the Australian Capital Territory included: 

• exhibiting serious behavioural, emotional or development problems including attachment 
disorder 
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• having experienced serious sexual abuse and/or involvement in prostitution or the sexual 
abuse of younger children 

• involvement in criminal activities, mental health problems and/or disabilities 
• suffering from foetal alcohol syndrome.  

In addition, many children had experienced parental rejection, abandonment or death (Vardon, 
2004).  The birth family was often unsafe for foster children, and the most common 
characteristics of birth parents were identified as drug and/or alcohol dependence negatively 
affecting parenting (56%); repeated incidents of sexual or physical violence (49%); parent 
diagnosed with a mental illness (38%) and parents in jail for crimes (15%). Over 75% of families 
had multiple characteristics. All of the foster children had suffered from a loss of stability 
(Vardon, 2004).  Clearly, any group of persons designated to work with children with such 
traumatic backgrounds need to have a well-developed body of knowledge and skills upon which 
to draw.  They also need adequate support from relevant agencies if they are to remain committed 
to such a difficult role. 
 
Given the lack of group residential care facilities and the tendency for placements with relative-
carers to break down quickly, one might expect foster carers to be respected and even treasured 
by government departments that are reliant on them for protecting children. Researchers and 
writers show consistently that the opposite is true. Carers’ expertise is commonly discounted 
regardless of their professional qualifications and they are regarded only as voluntary, basic child-
minders.  Carter (2002, 2004), Sinclair et al. (2004), Smith (2004) and Lovatt (2003, 2004) are 
just a few of many authors who concluded that carers are exploited by governments and agencies 
responsible for their supervision.  Although governments and child protection services rely on 
these minimally or untrained volunteers to provide a high standard of care, security and 
nurturance for traumatized children (Moore, 1991; Carter, 2003, 2004; Lovatt, 2003, 2004), they 
are often treated as ignorant child-minders who foster children for the basest of motives—
financial gain.  In reality, they subsidise the taxpayer while providing a crucial social service. 
Foster carers are often inadequately reimbursed by statutory agencies for the legitimate expenses 
they incur. Milburn (2002) noted that Victorian carers threatened to refuse new referrals because 
of the failure of fostering services to reimburse basic expenses incurred in child rearing.  Carers 
commonly cater for children with special needs that necessitate travel for assessment, 
counselling, psychiatric and medical treatment as well as private tutoring for deficiencies in 
literacy and numeracy.  The failure of government departments to refund legitimate expenses is 
an ongoing concern and cause for dissatisfaction in the foster care community.   
 
The main request of carers however, is not for more money but for support and respect from the 
government departments responsible for foster children (Lovatt, 2004). One of the most frequent 
complaints is that they are denied vital information about the health problems and dangerous 
behaviours of children in their care. Unaware of children’s histories of arson and sex offending, 
some carers have inadvertently placed themselves and other children at risk of harm.  This, in 
turn, can lead to foster carers leaving the system.  The sexual abuse of carers’ children by foster 
children is a common reason for carers seeking voluntary de-registration (Smith, 2004).   
 
Government interest in foster care 
Recent pressure from lobby groups has raised State and Commonwealth Government activity 
with regard to foster care.  In August 2004, the Commonwealth of Australia published ‘Forgotten 
Australians’, a Senate Report describing children’s experiences in institutional or out-of-home 
care (Senate Committee Report: Community Affairs Reference Committee, 2004).  Also in 2004, 
a Queensland report showed that a lack of resources, training, assessment, therapeutic 
intervention services and monitoring were the cause of massive problems for foster children 
(Crime & Misconduct Commission Report, 2004). Queensland, with more than 4000 children in 
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foster care, was 50% under-funded compared with other States (Queensland Government, 
Department of Child Safety, 2004b). New South Wales Department of Community Services 
[DoCS] commissioned research undertaken by the Social Research Policy Centre at the 
University of NSW, which showed the need for more carers and reforms to improve recruitment 
and retention (New South wales DoCS, 2004a). In Victoria, an audit of foster care by the 
Department of Human Services in 2002 presented a picture of  an under-funded, volatile, 
unstable, emergency-driven, under-skilled, poorly intellectually equipped and neglectful system 
with a capacity to inflict further harm on children (Carter, 2002). On a more positive note: 

• New South Wales DoCS published A Framework for the Future of Out-of-Home Care in 

NSW and received $1 billion additional funding for foster care (NSW DoCS, 2004b). I  

• In media releases, Victoria’s Minister for Community Services announced the 
provision of $7million for therapeutic early intervention services to be made 
available in new Children’s Centres (May 31st   2004) and an additional $18.9 
million was made available to expand the Family Support Innovations Projects 

which was claimed to be successful in reducing child abuse and neglect 
(December 1st 2004)  

• In South Australia a new peak foster care body was created in late 2004, a Director of 
Foster Care Relations had already been appointed to facilitate improved relationships 
between carers, government and non-government agencies and a Charter for Foster, 

Relative and Kinship Carers was announced to detail carers’ rights. (Jay Weatherill MP: 
Media release: September 16th. 2004)  

 
While these are moves in the right direction, Carter (2004) insists that governments should adopt 
a more humanitarian, child-centred social policy that places the cherishing of children at the 
centre of a new vision for foster care. 
 
Our research has attempted to identify some of the current issues for foster carers and we report 
on two small studies in this paper.  The first arose from a study of the experiences of over 700 
professionals of threats, intimidation and violence relating to their child protection duties (Briggs, 
Broadhurst & Hawkins, 2004).  Forty-eight responses for foster carers were excluded from the 
analysis because their role does not meet the definition of ‘professional’.  We report on these 
responses in this paper.  In addition, we report on a second survey of 101 foster carers regarding 
their experiences of property damage and work-related intimidation and violence as a result of 
providing foster care services. This paper further explores their relationships with the state-based 
agency responsible for their foster children. 
 
METHOD 
48 foster carers completed a 35-item questionnaire that aimed to elicit their experiences of work-
related threats, violence and intimidation and to identify the effects of these incidents on them as 
individuals and the system of foster care provision.  A network sampling approach was used to 
recruit participants.  The responses to the initial questionnaire seemed to indicate that foster care 
was in crisis. As a result of the responses, a second group of 101 foster carers completed another 
questionnaire that focussed on their experiences of threats and violence, exploring the level of 
support available from their state foster care agency.  The results for both surveys were analysed 
for this paper.  
 
Carers were surveyed at national conferences and training workshops using instruments that 
sought both quantitative and qualitative responses. Many of the questions for the initial survey 
(N=48) were taken from  a research instrument distributed to members by the British Association 
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for the Study and Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect, whose findings have not yet been 
published. Additional questions were added to this questionnaire to contextualise the survey for 
an Australian sample and to investigate work-related burn-out.  The survey contained a body of 
questions relating to demographics as well as the incidence, type and frequency of the behaviours 
of interest. Also included was a small battery of questions related to burn-out from the 
Copenhagen Burnout Inventory for the investigation of relationships between the experience of 
violence, threats and levels of work burnout. This instrument has a reported reliability of 0.87 
(Borritz & Kristensen, 2001). 
 
 
FINDINGS  
Survey 1:  Threats, intimidation and violence (N=48) 
Most foster carers in this sample were female (85%, N=41), with the majority (N=30) being 
mature women (over 45 years of age) and of Anglo-Celtic origin (62.5%, N=30). The sample is 
notable for longevity of service, with over half of the sample (58.3%, N=28) having been 
involved in fostering children for over 10 years.  Three respondents (6.3%) had been involved in 
foster care for less than a year, 11 (22.9%) for 1-5 years and 5 (10.4%) for 5-10 years.  
 
A large proportion of respondents had experienced various forms of threat while attempting to 
protect foster children.  This included threats of violence (72.9%, N=35), physical assault (47.9%, 
N=23), intimidating behaviour (83.3%, N=40), and ongoing harassment such as nuisance calls or 
obscene correspondence (56.3%, N=27).  This had occurred during the last year for many 
respondents (43.8%, N=21) and over the last 2–5 years for nearly half of the respondents (41.7%, 
N=20).  Most of the foster carers in this sample did not think that violence had increased toward 
them over time (64.6%, N=31).  Analysis of the qualitative data revealed that intimidation 
included threatened and actual legal action, the threat of media attention and physical harm to 
foster family members, pets and property. In one case, a curse was put on the foster family.   
 
In most cases, aggressive behaviour toward foster carers was initiated by the foster child’s mother 
(47.9%, N=23) or father (41.7%, N=20).  In addition, foster carers reported experiencing 
psychological abuse by professionals from related non-government and government agencies 
(24%, N=12) as well as their peers (16%, N=6).  Threats by children’s birth parents, extended 
family members and mothers’ partners were made by telephone or face-to-face in shopping 
centres, while walking to their work-place and while dropping children at school. There were 
instances where birth parents went to extraordinary lengths to victimize foster carers.  The 
example below is typical of the incidents described: 

• ‘I have fostered  two sexually abused children for 11 years. Their father was convicted 

for the offences. Mother was involved but she was not charged. After father went to jail, 
mother moved to our small town (10 000 population) and stalked me and the girls going 

to school and shopping etc. She pushed me into the road at pedestrian lights in front of 
traffic. I fell to my knees but the oncoming car was able to stop. Whenever we were 
sighted in town, she pursued us and would leap out to cross the main street in front of our 

vehicle making us screech to a halt to avoid her. In the main street in slow traffic she ran 
alongside our vehicle shouting obscenities and making rude gestures. The kids found this 

very embarrassing. The youngest girl (aged 4-5) walked down the aisle of the 
supermarket  facing the back wall then walked backwards down the next aisle because 
her mother watched from the front of the shop every time we went shopping. This 

culminated in the mother punching me in the supermarket from behind (in the middle of 
my back), knocking me to the floor with me hitting my head on shelves. She ran off. The 

manager called police. She was interviewed. She said she slipped and crashed into me. 
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Police advised me to have a ‘cease and desist’ letter sent. I did but we found it necessary 
to move to another town.’  

 
Over a third of the foster carers reported being threatened and intimidated by their foster children.  
In addition, carers reported that some foster children were used as messengers to relay threats 
from their parent figures after weekend contact.  Foster carers also reported various instances of 
property damage: 

• ‘Your house can be smashed up. You can be injured. Your own kids can be raped. My last 

foster child was an arsonist who had been sexually violated at home and then accused 
other people.’ 

• ‘You expose your family and home to violence from badly traumatized kids and when you 

seek help from the department, you’re denigrated and threatened by the case workers.’  
• ‘$2000 of property damaged by one foster child alone. She would get up in the night and 

smash everything in sight from tearing up doonas to smashing televisions and radios and 
pulling wallpaper off the wall.’ 

 
Complaints were made about the carers to agencies and nearly a third (31.3% N=15) reported that 
attempts were made to compromise their integrity during the last year. Respondents were asked to 
describe the results of these complaints. They were highly conscious of having ‘aspersions’ cast 
on their characters and the fact that it was impossible for them to clear their names, even though 
most complaints were recorded as vexatious and without foundation and some resulted in adverse 
outcomes for the children involved.  

•  ‘No action taken. The complainant was known for her harassment of carers.’  

• ‘I was cleared of charges made by a youth. Fortunately I had documentation that showed 

I was innocent.’ 

• ‘On several occasions, natural parents have made false accusations, motivated by 

resentment.’ 

• ‘I was de-registered. I was tricked into attending a meeting about the child and was 

accused of being obsessed about the child’s sexual behaviour. They ignored her tendency 

to self harm.’ 

• ‘The chief practitioner encouraged the foster child to dob us in for real or imaginary 

problems. She said, ‘She hit me’ (when I hadn’t). They gave her a lot of power and it 

gave us a lot of angst. It rebounded. She complained once too often and, after 7 years of 
caring for her, the department removed her and de-registered me. I was physically 
injured by her and needed medical treatment. The department totally ignored me.  The 

child moved on, made other false reports, had lots of carers and became screwed up.’ 
 

Seven (14.6%) respondents reported that their foster children were routinely removed during 
investigations and although allegations were not substantiated, foster families and other foster 
children were exposed to considerable stress.  Of those who were subjected to investigation, 25% 
(N=12) experienced negative outcomes such as: 

(a) lack of support from case-workers and senior social workers who allegedly listened only 
to complainants and assumed they were telling the truth 

(b) being forced to withdraw requests for children to receive treatment for sexualised 
behaviours (etc) 

(c) de-registration of the foster carers which, in turn, resulted in ill-health.  It became clear 
that carers were extremely fearful of threats of de-registration and those who were de-
registered suffered grief, frustration, a sense of helplessness, emotional distress and a loss 
of self esteem. No counselling was made available to foster carers. 
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• ‘Threats to de-register me as a carer were followed through. They said ‘There’s nothing 

wrong with the child; you are the one with the problems’ (although a psychiatric 
assessment said otherwise). I received no support and ill health followed.’  

• ‘Threats to de-register if you seek help for handling problems of violent/difficult 

children.’ 
• ‘The worst problems were caused by the department’s supervisor who did not know how 

to support foster parents or foster children. Because she is inadequate, she discredits 

carers in public and ignores rules relating to confidentiality. Foster carers and social 
workers are afraid of her and if we report children’s problems, it is interpreted as us not 
coping, being inadequate or even ‘crazy’. Foster parents are threatened they’ll lose the 

children even though, as in my case, they’d been living with me for years. So carers stop 
reporting matters that should be reported. The supervisor denigrates those who seek help 

when they attend carers’ meetings.’ 
 
Most reported that they experienced very low levels of support following an incident of work-
related violence (56.3%, N=27), while a smaller proportion reported moderate levels of support 
(20.8%, N=10).  Around 44% gained support from talking to peers. Only 7% had access to 
professional counselors, while 30% relied on ‘other support’, such as from partners and family 
members.  
 
Some foster carers  (17%) were obliged to make major changes as a result of threatening 
behaviour. This included moving to another state, changing residence within the same state or 
changing children’s schools.  Nearly a quarter of the respondents (22.9%, N=11) reported taking 
sick leave as a result of incidents of work-related violence.  Nearly two-thirds of foster carers in 
this sample reported that nothing in the training they had received had prepared them for the 
incidents they experienced (62.5%, N=30) and some needed to take time out in order to cope: 

• ‘Foster carers are amateurs with 5 days’ training. They are expected to handle sexually 

violent children and young people with little or no support.’ 

• ‘Getting continuously hit, kicked and verbally abused by foster children takes its toll. I 

have to organize holidays regularly.’  
 
All respondents (N=48) identified the most pervasive effect of threats and violence as ongoing 
fear. Carers were not only afraid for their own safety, but for the safety of family members.  They 
also feared that fostering left them vulnerable to costly legal action.  In their daily lives, the sense 
of fear extended to daily duties such as taking children to school and shopping.  Some reported 
worrying about the future and the expectation that something might, without warning, spark off 
another incident. They felt especially vulnerable in public places. 

• ‘I suffer increased stress levels and anxiety about my children’s safety, in particular, as I 

live in the same community (as the abuser).’ 

• ‘I fear reprimand from the case workers. I fear speaking confidentially.’  

•  ‘We are now wary of familiarity and openness with natural families. Intimidation and 

threats by adolescents have made us reluctant to accept others.’ 

• ‘I found it very stressful to go about our normal tasks, ie. shopping, doctors’ 

appointments, even haircuts. We stopped shopping locally and now go to the next nearest 
large town which is 1.1/2 hours away but worth the journey to avoid harassment.’ 

 
Foster carers reported that the impact of the violence, threats and intimidation contributed to a 
loss of interest and enjoyment in their role. Some respondents mentioned a loss of self worth, 
lowered or loss of self-esteem or confidence. The comments were succinct but clear: 



 8

• ‘Lack of self esteem resulting from it.’   

• ‘My good reputation has been tainted by them.’  

• ‘Apart from the personal cost of repairs and replacement, I felt a lack of professional 

respect. My feelings didn’t count and I felt the burden of stress on my family.’ 

Many foster carers reported feeling emotionally exhausted as a result of fostering children—some 
to a very high degree (33.3%, N=16) and others to a high degree (16.7%, N=8). A quarter of the 
respondents (N=12) reported feeling burnout because of fostering children, to a very high degree 
or to a high degree, while another 25% (N=12) reported feeling somewhat burn out.  Over 40% 
(N=19) reported that they found fostering children to be highly frustrating and over 40% (N=21) 
reported that they found themselves worn out at the end of the day, either always or often.  As 
one carer put it: 

• ‘If people knew what foster carers have to put up with, they’d never volunteer.’ 

 
Survey 2:  Relationship with state-based agency (N=101) 
Foster carers’ reports about their relationship with the state-based agency responsible for foster 
children indicated that it was highly unsatisfactory, unrewarding and in many cases did not 
prioritise the child’s best interests and safety.  Instead, it was evident that carers were subjected to 
high levels of mistrust and often denigration.  When asked what words they would used to 
describe their relationship with their state-based agency, over half of the respondents reported that 
the relationship was uncooperative. The words and phrases below are also indicative of the 
responses provided: 

• ‘What relationship?; non-existent; hostile; disrespectful; abusive; bullying.’ 

• ‘The problem is that young graduates are threatened by mature women who were 

fostering when they (case workers) were in nappies. They cope by being authoritarian’. 
 
Ongoing harassment by children’s caseworkers or senior social workers was referred to by 61% 
(N=62) of respondents.  Some referred to the breaking of confidentiality by senior workers in 
communications with (a) birth-parents and (b) other foster carers. They alleged that their 
parenting skills and concerns for children were publicly ridiculed by senior staff at carers’ 
meetings.  In addition, 33.7% (N=34)  reported receiving threats of de-registration and 
concomitant removal of children. This involved accusations that carers were incompetent, 
emotionally disturbed (‘crazy’) and/or ‘too emotionally involved’ with the children when they: 

• sought help for handling violent, sexualised and seriously emotionally disturbed 
behaviours in particular and/or  

• suggested the need for professional assessment or therapy and/or  
• sought advice for handling disabilities  
• reported that children were re-abused on contact visits to parents. 

 
Foster carers reported that this type of behaviour was used to mask the social workers’ own 
professional inadequacies. The effects on the foster-care system are serious because carers are 
afraid to seek help or challenge ill-informed decisions for fear of exposure to public humiliation 
 
Foster carers expressed concern that support workers do not possess the knowledge they need to 
understand the day-to-day realities of fostering children who may be severely traumatized.  
Support workers may even be the initiator of complaints against foster carers.  The comments 
below reveal the type of unproductive interactions reported by foster carers: 

• ‘A senior worker encouraged a child to spy on us, phone them and visit their office. They 

believed everything she said, disregarding her intellectual disability, a history of sexual 
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abuse and making 19 false accusations. The threat to de-register was followed through. 
They concluded that there was nothing wrong with the child: I was the problem.’ 

• ‘They think they are experts in everything and assume we know nothing. When the worker 

didn’t agree with my request for therapy for the child, she instructed me to do a course in 
child development. Had she taken the trouble to check my background, I have several 

qualifications in that field and was better qualified than her.’ 

• ‘The department worker denied that this very disturbed, damaged child had problems 

and said the only problem was my inadequacy although I’ve been fostering for several 
decades and had been caring for this child for six years.’ 

 
False allegations were also a major issue for this second group of foster carers (N=101).  Some 
described reports as ‘ongoing’; one long-term carer said she had been reported ‘about fifty times’, 
another said that she had been reported so often that she lost count. One was reported ten times 
and another, seven. The comments below highlight the experiences of some foster carers when 
reported: 

• ‘Complaints are ongoing. I lost all my foster children as a result of a complaint by one 

child. I had no support from the department—to the contrary—case workers had no 

understanding of how to manage children with severe disabilities who have already been 
badly damaged by drug addicted, sexually abusive parents and their partners.’ 

• ‘Being the subject of a special investigation is alarming. It’s the way the department goes 

about it that’s scary.’ 

• ‘We’ve been put through an investigation which was very traumatic and will be with us 

for a very long time and also with the children who suffered badly.’ 

• ‘The department’s supervisor was the only complainant. She reported me for 

psychological abuse when I insisted that the child needed assessment and professional 

help because of her bizarre, sexualized behaviour.’ 

• ‘There was a false allegation that I kicked a child. So sad! I had turned their lives around 

in 5 months. I asked questions about another carer who let foster children sleep over with 
friends (contrary to the rules). A message was left on my answering machine that if I 

didn’t report to Child Abuse Report-line by 5pm I would be de-registered.’ 
 

Approximately one third (31%, N=31) of carers stated that they had been accused of 
incompetence by children’s case-workers. Some allegations were recorded on files without 
discussion or carers’ knowledge. 

• ‘When we accessed our files through the Freedom of Information Act, we found 

references to our incompetence concerning issues that were never raised with us. They 
can record all kinds of derogatory things about you and you don’t even know.’  

•  ‘I was accused of lots of things I didn’t know about. A child was removed from my care. 

I had to go to the ombudsman to find out what I was supposed to have done because the 
case worker and department wouldn’t tell me.’ 

• ‘The child was always hitting me and I was declared incompetent because I couldn’t stop 

it.’ 
 
All reports were stressful because they involved investigations by department officers and often, 
the removal of foster children. This caused trauma for uninvolved children and carers’ families. 
The only foster carers at low risk of malicious reports were those who only accepted babies and 
toddlers. Carers of adolescents were the most vulnerable because adolescents were capable of 
initiating and maintaining allegations (even if false).  
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Foster carers in this sample also reported having to deal with the high risk of property damage by 
children.  Over 70% (N=72) had suffered some form of damage such as to upholstery (car and 
lounge furniture), windows, televisions, walls and doors, and injuries to pets. Metropolitan foster 
carers were found to be five to six times more at risk than rural carers and those caring for 
children with disabilities. As with the earlier sample, many commented on the fact that they had 
to bear the cost of repairing damage and providing replacements for smashed household items. 
 
When children are violent and exhibit anti-social behaviours, foster carers may experience a 
breakdown in neighbourhood relationships.   

• ‘Drug addict neighbours resented us being foster carers. They threatened to report us 

and have us de-registered. They told the children off for no reason, threw used syringes 
and broken glass in our sandpit then reported that they were ours. We took out a 
restraining order and raised the fence but the situation involved (the NGO and statutory 

department) and the housing department.’ 
 
20% of assaulted carers could recall twelve or more violent incidents, 10% referred to nine and 
six respectively and 20% referred to one. Some involved serious injury. Three percent of foster 
carers were attacked outside the home.  Foster carers reported that some parents went to extreme 
lengths to meet their own needs: For example: 

• ‘They (natural parents) actually broke in and kidnapped the child in the middle of the 

night.’ 
 
Violence, intimidation and the lack of support from case-workers adversely affected foster carers’ 
social lives and family relationships, especially when  (false) accusations of abuse were also 
made. The effects ranged from being disinclined to socialize to a loss of friends, social 
withdrawal and fear. Malicious allegations resulted in ostracisation by other carers because of the 
risk that they would be targeted by senior social workers for fraternizing with persons reported to 
the department.  

• ‘Fostering means your social life is put on hold because of the risk on ourselves and our 

property.’  

• ‘A threat affects every person in the family. The possible consequences ripple to everyone 

living in the house at the time.’   

 
Respondents were asked to indicate what level of support was available after they reported 
threats, intimidation or violence. None of the 101 respondents indicated that they were offered 
support; to the contrary, they tended to be ignored, blamed or referred to other organizations: 

•  ‘Because the abuser was a child in care, Dept staff were reluctant to document 

anything.’ 

• ‘The agency response is minimal to any call for assistance.’  

• ‘The department doesn’t want to know.’ 

• ‘Lack of communication. Phone calls not returned. I’ve had no contact with the support 

person.’ 

• ‘The case workers are unsupportive and out of touch. They are not well educated re 

children and only listen to and respond to the needs of natural parents.’ 
 

System abuse 
Relating to these issues is the problem of system abuse. Systematic issues involve detrimental and 
negative management practices and a lack of respect for the expertise and professional 
qualifications of foster carers. There were references to a lack of inter-agency communication and 
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collaboration and a departmental work culture (nationwide) that involves bullying and 
intimidation.  

• ‘Foster care is in crisis. The children are being passed from carer to carer as placements 

breakdown for want of departmental support.’   
 
Foster carers noted the hypocrisy of departments that emphasise the importance of providing a 
stable environment while inflicting a succession of workers on children.   Other issues related to 
the lack of resources put into the system and the effect this has on children. 

• ‘Because the child protection system allows children to remain with dangerous parents 

until five or six notifications have been made, the children coming into foster care are 
now more damaged than ever before.’  

• ‘The department’s staff change frequently and are inadequately trained for their role—

often they’re new graduates with no life experience. They know nothing about bringing 
up difficult children.’  

 
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 
Our findings echo Queensland foster carers’ conclusions that they must be crazy or ‘crackers’ to 
undertake the role (Thorpe, 2004). Carers appear to be vulnerable to intimidation, threats and 
violence from all parties, especially the children they are fostering and the government 
departments who should be supporting them in their role. The contradiction inherent in receiving 
poor treatment from those you are helping and those from whom you should reasonably expect to 
receive support is surely psychologically distressing.  The levels of burn-out indicated in the 
sample certainly suggest this is so.  These two factors appear to make a significant contribution to 
the sense of frustration that foster carers have expressed in this study and go some way to 
illuminating the issues with which foster carers are battling. 
 
The conduct of investigations after an allegation has been made against foster carers and the 
treatment foster carers are accorded during an investigation appear to leave much to be desired.  
Foster carers appear to be treated with little compassion or humanity and have to resort to seeking 
information under the Freedom of Information Act to learn what is being recorded about them.  
The children they care for and have made a part of their lives may be removed at short notice, 
irrespective of their wishes and carers.  With family reunification as the focus, children are forced 
to visit birth parents irrespective of their wishes and reports of re-abuse. Carers claim they are 
demonized for making mandatory notifications. Although this is clearly traumatic,  they receive 
no support or counselling to cope with stress, loss and concerns about re-abuse and children 
returning to dangerous families against their wishes.  . 
 
Fostering is, as Thorpe (2004) concluded, a ‘labour of love’, where satisfaction comes from 
making a difference to children’s lives. When things go wrong however, carers pay a high 
price—physically, emotionally and financially. Anecdotal responses suggest that neither carers 
nor the professionals involved are adequately trained for their roles. Although most subjects were 
mature people whose own children had achieved independence, they are handling severely 
traumatised and often disabled children whose care requires more skills and knowledge than is 
associated with normal parenting. When they seek help from support workers, this appears to be 
ineffectual.  Carers commonly complained that case-workers and supervisors lacked sufficient 
knowledge to advise them on the management of sexualised and violent behaviours, and 
disabilities.  Further and ongoing training is indicated for both support workers and foster carers.  
Without this, children will continue to be victims—but in this instance, victims of the system. 
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Working in the child protection related field can be seen to take its toll on the wellbeing of all 
workers involved. Comments generally related to the stressful nature of relationships with the 
department’s staff, the children’s behaviour problems and the antagonism experienced from 
family members and neighbours. The unsupportive and disrespectful behaviour of many case-
workers and their supervisors adds to the negative impact of foster-care related violence for a 
large proportion of carers. If the situation does not improve, it is unlikely that new foster carers 
will be maintained and likely that experienced foster carers will continue to leave the system.  
Children in need of protection will be left in limbo, with society providing no avenue for them to 
develop in an environment that supports and nurtures them to their fullest potential. 
 
It is easy to see why foster care is in crisis and large numbers of carers have withdrawn their 
services. Training, support and respect are key issues and carers believe that for the system to be 
successful, they have to be treated as members of the team supporting the children. Fortunately, 
within the last year, several Australian States have taken the foster-care crisis seriously and held 
enquiries and/or embarked on strategies to improve services. Quite clearly, major changes are 
necessary to ensure that suitable people are recruited and retained in this extremely challenging 
role given that it is crucial to Australia’s child protection service.  This will include a different 
vision of the role of foster carer, the provision of suitably educated case-workers who have 
sufficient grounding in child development to support foster carers. In addition, there has to be an 
appropriate level of resourcing to cater for the growing number of children in need of out-of-
home care. Finally, we recognize that this is a small sample and further research is advisable. 
Overseas models should also be thoroughly investigated.   
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