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Acknowledgement of Country
ACWA acknowledges Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as the First Australians. In the spirit of 
reconciliation, we acknowledge the Gadigal people of the Eora Nation as the Traditional Custodians of 
the local areas on which the ACWA office is located, and recognise their deep connections to land, sea 
and community. 

We pay our respects to Elders past and present and extend this respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people we meet, work with and learn from every day.

In this report, a reference to “Aboriginal” people, children and young people is intended to be a respectful 
reference to all and any Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in NSW, in recognition that NSW is 
home to First Nations people from across the lands of Australia.
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All children need safe, stable, nurturing relationships 
to thrive. Foster carers provide those relationships 
for children who cannot live safely at home, playing a 
vital role in the out-of-home care system. However, the 
number of foster carers in Australia is declining and is 
predicted to continue declining into the future. 

The current model of foster care was developed 
during a time when many families had at least one 
stay-at-home parent, which is rarely the case today. 
The number of individuals and households willing and 
equipped to care for children with increasingly complex 
needs is decreasing. Attempting to recruit more foster 
carers using the existing care model is no longer a viable 
solution to address the needs of children and young 
people.

This paper proposes twelve steps to reforming foster 
care in NSW so that we can achieve the best possible 
outcomes for children and families. This includes 
increasing support for bolstering relative and kinship 
carer support so that children can stay with family and 
community, and modernising the foster care model to 
meet the changing fabric of Australian society.

Summary
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Recommendations
ACWA believes that service delivery and funding in NSW 
should be primarily directed towards keeping children 
safe at home with their family or extended family. 
This includes preventing harm to children, providing 
intensive support for families where there is a risk of 
harm to children, and supporting families to enable the 
safe return of their children from care.

Where children cannot remain safely at home, every 
effort must be made to provide them with safe, stable 
home-based care that is part of extended family and 
community, and maintain links to family, identity and 
culture. A focus on this work and the provision of 
practical support for statutory workers at the point of 
intervention is critical. 

Relative and kinship care
1.	 Recognise relative and kinship care as an 

increasingly vital model of home-based care for 
children and young people.

2.	 Increase the level of financial and non-financial 
support to finding and supporting relative and 
kinship carers, throughout the child and young 
person’s time in care. This includes increasing the 
use of workers with lived experience to help family 
and community to care for their relatives.

Innovative approaches to home-
based care
3.	 Develop flexible, evidence-informed approaches to 

care that focus on achieving outcomes for children 
and young people while aligning with the changing 
needs of children and demographics of carers.

4.	 Expand the availability of therapeutic home-
based care so that children and young people 
with complex needs receive intensive support and 
stability.

Support for foster carers
5.	 Increase allowances to foster carers which will 

attract them to a caring role, to cover the real costs 
of caring, and provide superannuation payments of 
all foster carer allowance payments.

6.	 Provide ongoing training and support to foster 
carers in all aspects of the caring role, including 
supporting children and young people who have 
experienced trauma, and building and maintaining 
relationships with family members.

7.	 Create a mechanism to capture carers’ voice and 
experiences to inform policy and practice. 

Recruiting foster carers
8.	 Use up-to-date demographic data and the lived 

experience of carers themselves to inform targeted 
recruitment efforts. 

9.	 Focus funding and effort on enabling Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Organisations to recruit 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander foster carers 
and help keep First Nations children and young 
people in community and on Country.

     Strengthening systems
10.	 Provide practitioners with evidence-informed 

training, coaching and support to develop and 
maintain key skills including supporting family 
restoration, family finding and supporting carers in 
their parenting role. 

11.	 Collect and publish statewide data about kinship 
and foster carers and the children in their care.

12.	 Establish a mechanism to collect and analyse data 
about the health and wellbeing of children and 
young people in kinship and foster care.

The Future of Foster Care in NSW 
September 2024

4



Introduction
All children need safe, stable, nurturing relationships 
to thrive. Foster carers play a critical role in providing 
this care for children who cannot live safely at home. 
However, the number of foster carers in Australia is 
declining, with forecasts predicting that this decline will 
continue as our society evolves. 

The current model of foster care was developed during a 
time when many families had at least one stay-at-home 
parent, which is rarely the case today. The number of 
individuals and households willing and able to care for 
children with increasingly complex needs is decreasing.

It is not enough to simply roll out more recruitment 
drives. We can no longer rely solely on the traditional 
model of volunteer foster care to meet the needs of 
children and young people in care. 

This paper outlines the challenges we are facing in NSW 
and recommends twelve steps towards addressing the 
out-of-home care crisis that we are currently facing.
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Why foster care matters
We know that children need consistent, predictable care 
from an adult to thrive. This is particularly important for 
children who have experienced abuse or neglect and 
have been removed from their home and family. Foster 
carers can provide children with safe, stable, nurturing 
relationships during the most challenging periods in 
their lives, supporting children to return to their families 
where possible, and enabling them to thrive.

Children needing care

As at 31 March 2024 there were 12,352 children and 
young people in out-of-home care (OOHC) in NSW1.

For the first time in recent years there was a decrease 
in the number of children entering OOHC, from 2,157 
entries in 2017/18 compared to 2,066 in 2022/232.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families continue 
to experience significant overrepresentation in child 
protection contact and OOHC entry across Australian 
jurisdictions. At March 2024, 46% of children in OOHC 
were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander1, despite 
comprising 3.1% of the general population of children in 
NSW3,4. This over-representation has increased by 3.7% 
since 2019, highlighting the need for culturally centred 
support for Aboriginal families and Aboriginal led sector 
reform.

Children in OOHC are likely to have experienced adversity 
and trauma early in their life. These experiences can 
shape their behaviour, including emotional or physical 
abuse, neglect, exposure to parental substance use or 
family violence. Research suggests that children in care 
are presenting with increasingly complex, multifaceted 
needs5. 

Children may experience conduct disorders, mental 
health concerns or intellectual disability; their families 
are struggling with housing insecurity, poverty and 
violence. In NSW, the number of children in OOHC who 
have their disability status recorded increased from 
20.3% in 2018 to 22.5% in 2022/232.

A snapshot of out-of-home 
care in NSW

What our members tell us
Existing carers are ageing, yet they are 
having to support challenging behaviours. 

More people are working full time, but 
the children need support plus a lot 
of availability because they might be 
suspended from school, require taking to 
frequent appointments and so on.

Foster carers need to have the time, understanding 
and emotional resilience to manage the 
challenging behaviours associated with these 
complexities.

Types of care

Most children in OOHC are in kinship care. As at 
March 2024, 54% of children in out-of-home care were 
in kinship care, 37% were in foster care and 6% in 
residential care1. 
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An outdated model of foster care

The use of kinship placements has remained relatively 
stable over the last decade, with foster care placements 
exceeding kinship care placements only during the first 

Children in OOHC by care type, NSW trends  
Data Source: AIHW Data Tables: Child Protection Australia. Analysis by Lumenia.
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year of COVID-19 lockdowns*. In contrast, the number 
of children in residential care has increased by 65% 
since 2017/186.

The current model of voluntary foster care has been in 
place for decades. It assumes that there is likely to be 
at least one stay-at-home carer in a household available 
to support children and young people, attend initial and 
ongoing training, and meet with carer support workers. 
It expects that households have at least one spare 
bedroom.

This is no longer a realistic expectation in modern 
Australia, and the number of individuals and households 
willing and able to care for children with increasingly 
complex needs is decreasing.

Between 2021 and 2024 there was a significant decrease 
in the number of foster and kinship carers in NSW7:
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This trend aligns with global patterns in carer numbers, 
with numerous countries reporting challenges in 
recruiting and retaining foster carers8.
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A shrinking pool of carers means less choice - it is 
becoming increasingly difficult to find carers who 
will take sibling groups or who can support a child 
with complex needs.

The foster care crisis across 
Australia 

Across all jurisdictions, retaining and recruiting foster 
carers is a significant challenge. Factors contributing 
to this issue include an ageing carer population, 
increasing economic and cost of living pressures, 
and the increasingly complex nature of foster care 
responsibilities. Changes in children and young people’s 
needs coupled with the decline in carer availability 
poses a significant challenge to meeting children’s 
needs across jurisdictions. 

Peak bodies across Australia note a decline in willingness 
to provide long-term care, with more carers opting for 
short-term or emergency placements presumably due 
to personal and economic constraints. These pressures 
exacerbate the difficulties in providing adequate care 
and support for children and are resulting in increasing 
rates of residential care usage in numerous jurisdictions.

Carer feedback and surveys suggest that carers feel 
devalued, unheard and under-supported. Overly 
complex processes for application for caring and for 
day-to-day care provision, delays in carer assessment 
and in carer request processing are further impacting 
carers’ experiences, particularly in jurisdictions which 
are undergoing structural reforms.

What our members tell us
People’s lives have changed - it’s not realistic 
to expect them to have spare bedrooms. We 
need a shift to contemporary requirements for 
carers.

We need to help people to be able to afford to 
do foster care and have the time that children 
really need. With the cost of living, size of 
houses – it’s so rare when a carer doesn’t work.
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In 2024, ACWA partnered with The Demographics 
Group to undertake a demographic analysis of foster 
carers in NSW. The full report can be accessed on 
ACWA’s website. The findings help us understand where 
to focus our efforts to ensure that children and young 
people who cannot stay safely at home are supported 
in a family-based environment.

The study found that while the population in NSW is 
growing, the pool of available foster carers is shrinking 
due to a range of demographic factors. In the last four 
decades, increasing numbers of households have relied 
on two income earners with limited resources including 
spare bedrooms, and fewer hours left in the day for 
fostering.

With First Nations children and young people 
significantly overrepresented in the OOHC system, 
finding suitable care is a pressing issue. The study found 
that increasing numbers of NSW residents self-identify 
as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. At the same 
time, remote locations – which offer fewer economic 
opportunities and tend to pay lower wages – are more 
frequently occupied by First Nations populations.

Despite continued population growth in NSW, these 
findings suggest it will be increasingly difficult to recruit 
and retain foster carers given changing demographics 
and social fabric.

What carers say

The 2022 My Forever Family survey9 of 1,987 
kinship and foster carers found that most 
carers feel a high sense of achievement and 
fulfilment from their caring role. However, 
less than half said that they would be likely to 
recommend being a carer to others. 

Only half of the carers surveyed reported 
feeling that they receive adequate support. 
Relative and kinship carers in particular 
reported receiving lower levels of support.

Carers identified a range of factors that 
would encourage them to recommend 
fostering to others, including increased 
agency accountability, consistent follow-up by 
caseworkers and improved financial support.

9



Empowering and 
valuing carers 
Foster and kinship carers are the backbone of the 
OOHC system. Empowering carers to build meaningful 
relationships with children and families will attract and 
retain more carers and enable children to thrive.

Kinship care includes not only biological relatives and 
in-laws, but close friends or people who might have a 
role in the child’s community. Australian research into 
kinship care is limited but suggests that kinship carers 
experience unique needs and challenges. The NSW 
Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study (POCLS) found 
that kinship carers tend to be older, less resourced 
financially and have less contact with statutory child 
protection caseworkers10. Kinship carers in Australia 
have reported feeling abandoned by child protection 
agencies, experiencing disrespect from professionals, 
and major financial stress11.

It is critical that we address these issues to avoid 
overburdening kinship carers and neglecting this 
important care option. If we are to keep children with 
family and community, we need to increase the level of 
financial, practical, emotional and therapeutic support 
for kinship carers. We must:

1.	 Recognise kinship care as an increasingly vital 
model of home-based care for children and young 
people.

2.	 Increase the level of financial and non-financial 
support to finding and supporting relative and 
kinship carers, throughout the child and young 
person’s time in care. This includes increasing the 
use of workers with lived experience to help family 
and community to care for their relatives. 

Supporting relative and 
kinship carers

1.

2.
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Case Study: New York City 

NYC has experienced significant changes in its OOHC 
system, with the primary aim of reducing the number 
of children entering care and increasing prevention and 
early intervention supports for families.

The number of foster care entries declined by 29% since 
201812, almost double the 15% decrease in the number 
of children in care between 2018 and 2022 nationally 
in the USA13. Key strategies applied by NYC include 
reducing entries into foster care through upstream 
family support and focusing on reunification, with nearly 
60% of children entering care now returning to their 
families12. Kinship care has been embraced and has 
supported both achieving reunification and alleviating 
capacity pressures on the system.

Legislative and policy shifts

The Family First Prevention Services Act of 2018 marked 
a pivotal shift, allowing states to use federal funds 
for prevention services to be directed towards family 
strengthening and preservation. This was a change 
from the previous funding model, which was perceived 
to be incentivising care through its allocation of funds 
on a per-child in care basis. Additionally, new federal 
regulations allow states to apply differing standards 
for kinship foster homes to enable participation of 
more diverse kinship carers and ensure equal financial 
support for kinship caregivers, accelerating the use of 
kinship care.

Therapeutic care

Like NSW, the proportion of children with intensive 
needs in NYC has increased. Traditionally, like much of 
the USA, NYC relied on models of short-term therapeutic 
residential care to meet the complex needs of children 
and young people. With increasingly complex needs 
of children and young people and a recognition that 
these may not be best met by residential care, NYC has 
developed several approaches to care, including:

•	 Family Foster Care: for children and young people 
who are living in homes with foster parents 

•	 Treatment Family Foster Care: for children and 
young people who are living in foster homes and 
receiving additional supportive services, most often 
behavioural health services 

•	 Specialised Family Foster Care: for children and 
young people who are living in homes with foster 
parents and receiving support for medical issues or 
developmental disabilities 

•	 Residential Services: facilities where groups of 
children and young people live together and 
receive support from on-site staff - including 
both regular foster care and therapeutic care - to 
address children’s varying needs. 

Other USA jurisdictions have maintained a single level of 
care, supplemented by wrap-around services to provide 
trauma-informed support to children and young 
people. Across the USA there is increasing attention 
being placed on preserving and restoring families, 
reducing the use of residential services beyond short-
term therapeutic approaches, and continuing to drive 
kinship care for children and young people who cannot 
return to their families.

Key learnings

NYC has shifted towards upfront and upstream 
prevention services underpinned by changes in funding 
structures, and changes in models of OOHC, practice, 
and policy. These changes have been intentionally 
directed towards reducing entries to OOHC, with an 
emphasis on providing a broader array of specialised 
care options and increasing kinship care use. 

There are a range of external metrics which are reported 
on for children in care, including safety, permanency and 
wellbeing outcomes, with these reporting structures 
supporting reflective practice. Likewise, federal metrics 
and mandates ensure efforts are made to secure 
permanency, connection and wellbeing for children in 
care. These systemic enablers have supported NYC to 
reduce the rates of children entering care, rebalance 
the use of foster care and other care approaches and 
intensify restoration activity.
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There is promising evidence for the efficacy of 
therapeutic foster care. Further research is needed 
to increase our understanding of what works in the 
Australian context.

ACWA believes that in order to meet the needs of 
children and young people we must:

1.	 Develop flexible, evidence-informed approaches to 
care that focus on achieving outcomes for children 
and young people while aligning with the changing 
needs of children and demographics of carers.

2.	 Expand the availability of therapeutic home-
based care so that children and young people 
with complex needs receive intensive support and 
stability.

4.

3.

Therapeutic relational care

Therapeutic foster care enables carers to work more 
closely with families and provide tailored and trauma-
informed support to children and young people with 
complex needs14.

Current approaches include professionalised intensive 
care, in which carers with qualifications and specialised 
skills are employed to provide children with therapeutic, 
trauma-informed care. Professional carers are paid a 
salary to enable them to provide that care. Specialised 
foster carers also offer therapeutic care but remain 
volunteers while receiving a tax-free allowance.

What our members tell us

We need to rethink what our definition of a 
carers is.

Carers need a certain skill set to be able 
to provide adequate support, plus a lot of 
availability because children with complex 
needs are often suspended from school, 
requiring frequent transportation to 
appointments and so on.

Case Study:  
Treatment Foster Care Oregon 
Treatment Foster Care Oregon (TFCO), formerly known 
as Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care, is an 
internationally recognised specialised model of foster 
care. TFCO has been implemented in several countries, 
including the UK, Sweden, and Denmark15. It is delivered 
in Australia by OzChild and Anglicare Victoria. TFCO 
is designed for children and adolescents with severe 
emotional and behavioural problems. The model 
employs specially trained foster carers who work as part 
of a professional team, including a program supervisor, 
family therapist, individual therapist, and skills trainer16.

Foster carers receive intensive training and ongoing 
support, with children and young people placed for six 
to 12 months in their home. TFCO carers provide close 
supervision and implement a structured, individualised 
program for each child or young person. Carers are paid 
a salary to provide full-time care, typically caring for one 
child at a time. The foster home becomes a ‘treatment’ 
setting, with carers implementing a structured 
behavioural programme tailored to the child’s needs17.

TFCO has shown promising results in reducing 
problem behaviours, increasing school attendance and 
performance, and facilitating successful transitions to 
permanent placements or family reunification18. The 
model’s success is attributed to its comprehensive 
approach, combining therapeutic interventions with 
a nurturing family environment. TFCO is currently 
implemented in a range of Australian jurisdictions. 

Case Study: Professional 
Individualised Care (PIC) 

PIC is a relationship-based model in which professional 
carers build stable connections and healthy attachments 
with the children in their care. Carers are given as much 
autonomy as possible, empowering them to act as the 
primary decision-maker for the child.

PIC carers have specialised skills and qualifications that 
enable them to provide consistent, trauma-informed 
care. They are employees receiving a salary that allows 
them to dedicate their time to their caring role. 

In contrast with clinical models of care, PIC allows skilled 
carers the time and autonomy to build genuine, lasting 
relationships with children.

The Future of Foster Care in NSW 
September 2024
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Empowering foster carers to 
build meaningful connections

The evidence base for supporting and empowering 
foster carers in Australia is clear. Studies have 
consistently shown that well-supported carers are more 
likely to provide high-quality care and remain in their 
roles for longer periods19. 

Having the financial means to support children and 
make decisions about their wellbeing is integral to 
carers feeling empowered and valued. Research shows 
that inadequate financial support is a major source 
of stress for foster carers and can lead to placement 
breakdowns20. This finding is echoed by carer advocacy 
groups, who postulate that increasing allowances 
to cover the real costs of caring would improve carer 
recruitment and retention21.

Ongoing training and support are crucial for improving 
children’s outcomes. Australian studies have shown that 
carers who receive comprehensive training, particularly 
in trauma-informed care, feel more confident in their 
roles and are better equipped to manage challenging 
behaviours22. International evidence supports this, with 
a US study demonstrating that enhanced training and 
support led to improved placement stability and carer 
satisfaction23.

What our members tell us

A lot of carers are working in casual based 
employment and don’t get leave – if they 
don’t work they don’t get paid and they don’t 
pay the bills. They can’t drop work to take a 
placement.

The cost of living is pushing carers to take on 
full time work; how can we support them 
outside 9-5 and provide good tools and 
training that fits their ability/availability? 
We’ve needed to pivot how to support carers 
over the last few years.

Empowering carers to play active roles in the child or 
young person’s care team has been recognised as a 
best practice approach which supports outcomes for 
children and carers. UK research found that carers who 
felt valued and included in decision-making processes 
were more likely to continue fostering24. 

ACWA believes that to support carers to meet the 
needs of children and young people we must:

1.	 Increase allowances to foster carers which will 
attract them to a caring role, to cover the real costs 
of caring, and provide superannuation payments of 
all foster carer allowance payments.

2.	 Provide ongoing training and support to foster 
carers in all aspects of the caring role, including 
supporting children and young people who have 
experienced trauma, and building and maintaining 
relationships with family members.

3.	 Create a mechanism to capture carers’ voice and 
experiences to inform policy and practice. 

Across Australia 

Jurisdictions across Australia are  
exploring additional caring supports for carers.  
Peaks bodies are calling for support such as 
housing subsidies and loans, superannuation 
and professionalised payments. 

7.

6.

5.
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Case Study: South Australian 
Ministerial Carer Council

The South Australian Ministerial Carer Council was 
established in 2023 in response to a recommendation 
from Dr Fiona Arney’s Independent Inquiry into Foster 
and Kinship Care (the Arney Review), providing a model 
for empowering foster carers and incorporating their 
perspectives into policy-making processes. 

This initiative recognises carers as essential partners in 
the child protection system, following recommendations 
from the Arney Review which included: building 
meaningful engagement with carers, improving 
information availability and transparency, strengthening 
partnerships between the Department and carers, 
considering legislative changes necessary to implement 
the recommendations and provision of respite care and 
supports.

The Council comprises foster and kinship carers 
from diverse backgrounds, including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander carers, who meet regularly with 
the Minister for Child Protection. This direct line of 
communication allows carers to voice their concerns, 
share insights from their experiences, and contribute to 
shaping policies that directly affect their roles and the 
children in their care.

The Council is designed to provide a dedicated platform 
for the carer voice to be heard by the South Australian 
government on issues crucial to improving the child 
protection system and the rights of carers, enabling 
policy development which is guided by the voices of 
carers. 

Case Study: MOCKINGBIRD FAMILY

MOCKINGBIRD FAMILY is an evidence-based model 
designed to address common challenges in foster care, 
such as placement instability, foster carer isolation, 
and lack of consistent support25. It is being delivered in 
Australia by non-government organisations including 
Life Without Barriers, OzChild and Anglicare Victoria.

The model creates “constellations” of 6-10 satellite 
fostering families supported by a central “hub home” 
operated by an experienced foster carer. Its core 
features include:

•	 Hub Home: An experienced foster carer provides 
support, advice, and respite care

•	 Peer Support: Regular constellation meetings and 
activities foster community

•	 Flexible Respite: Planned and emergency 
sleepovers at the hub home

•	 Sibling Connections: Facilitates visits between 
siblings.

Independent evaluation of MOCKINGBIRD’s UK 
implementation (2017-2020) found the model to be 
cost-effective and sustainable, enhancing children’s 
family time, placement stability and foster carer 
retention. Foster carers and children reported feeling 
part of a “really big family.” The model brought a sense of 
normalcy to foster care, with one young person stating, 
“It’s like having loads of aunties and uncles”26.

Through developing a broad community of supports 
for carers and children, MOCKINGBIRD FAMILY focuses 
on building community-based approaches to enabling 
care. It provides a new lens through which to consider 
mechanisms to support carers and enable strong 
outcomes for children and families, bolstering carer 
recruitment through supporting existing carers and 
therefore accelerating word-of-mouth referrals, which 
are well-recognised as representing the strongest form 
of carer attraction.

The Future of Foster Care in NSW 
September 2024

14



Carers supporting restoration 

Restoring children in out-of-home care to their birth 
family is the preferred outcome for children who have 
been removed. Foster carers play an important role 
in the restoration process and can help to reduce the 
risk of the child returning to care. Research suggests 
that when carers develop an exceptionally supportive 
relationship with parents they can increase the 
likelihood of successful restoration27. Carers may model 
responsive parenting which help parents to learn 
techniques for responding to their children28.

Barnardos’ Temporary Family Care (TFC) programs focus 
on a strong partnership between parents, carers and 
workers. TFC carers are carefully recruited to provide 
short-term care and for the motivation to actively 
support restoration. Carers support family contact and 
share parenting skills. Carers are provided a generous 
allowance that is higher than the statutory rate. Close 
to half of all children in TFC are restored to their birth 
parents or extended family after a short period in care.

Recruiting foster carers 

Attracting individuals and families who possess the 
necessary qualities and skills to meet the diverse and 
evolving needs of children and families is essential. 
Research suggests that a targeted approach to recruiting 
foster carers is more effective than mainstream 
recruitment strategies29. This includes targeting people 
who are adaptable, empathetic, and capable of providing 
a stable and nurturing environment for children from 
various backgrounds and with different strengths and 
challenges30,31. 

Studies highlight the benefits of targeting professionals 
in therapeutic and caring professions as carers for 
children and young people with specific and complex 
needs19, with people in helping professions also 
identified as more likely to pursue becoming foster 
carers32. Such targeted recruitment has been suggested 
to be more effective in recruiting carers than generalised 
approaches, particularly for children and young people 
who are older or have additional needs33. 

Targeted recruitment strategies are critical to recruiting 
First Nations carers. The most effective strategies are 
community-based and conducted by First Nations 
organisations34.

Incorporating the lived experiences of current foster 
carers into recruitment efforts has been shown to support 
carer recruitment. Several studies have reported that 
word-of-mouth referrals from existing carers provide 
the most effective recruitment strategy relative to other 
forms of attraction35, with the importance of involving 
current carers in recruitment campaigns to demystify 
the caring experience an important element of this 
success. Given that current carers are known to have 
strong influence in the recruitment of potential carers, 
ensuring that we support existing carers inherently links 
to carer attraction alongside retention.

ACWA believes that we must:

1.	 Use up-to-date demographic data and the lived 
experience of carers themselves to inform targeted 
recruitment. 

2.	 Focus funding and effort on enabling Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Organisations to recruit 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander foster carers 
and help keep First Nations children and young 
people in community and on Country.

9.

8.
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Using data to inform decisions

There is a lack of reliable, publicly available data available 
about carers in NSW.  There is no centralised system 
recording carers’ authorisation details or availability, so 
we cannot know at any one time how many foster carers 
are available for full time or respite care. There is no 
data to help us understand who is looking after children 
in kinship care, whether they are grandparents, aunts 
and uncles or community members.

There is also a lack of information about the health and 
wellbeing of children in care in NSW. It is vital that we 
collect and analyse outcomes data in a systematic way 
so that we have a comprehensive picture of how children 
are faring and what works to improve outcomes.

ACWA believes that there is a need to:

1.	 Collect and publish statewide data about kinship 
and foster carers and the children in their care.

2.	 Establish a mechanism to collect and analyse data 
about the health and wellbeing of children and 
young people in kinship and foster care.

Supporting the workforce

A skilled workforce is crucial for ensuring that children, 
families and carers receive high quality support. Research 
has consistently shown that well-trained and supported 
practitioners are more effective in their roles, less likely 
to leave the child and family workforce, more likely to 
achieve positive outcomes for vulnerable children 
and families and be better positioned to support and 
empower carers to enable the achievement of strong 
outcomes for families25,36.  

A comprehensive approach to workforce development 
including evidence-informed training, ongoing coaching, 
and support enables practitioners to develop and 
maintain key skills essential to their roles. This is 
particularly important in areas such as supporting 
restoration, enabling family time and assisting carers in 
their caring responsibilities26. By prioritising workforce 
support and skill development, the sector can improve 
the overall effectiveness of its services and best meet 
the needs of the children and families we serve.

ACWA believes that it is essential to: 

•	 Provide practitioners with evidence-informed 
training, coaching and support to develop and 
maintain key skills including supporting family 
restoration, family finding and supporting carers in 
their parenting role. 

Strengthening systems

10.

11.

12.

The Future of Foster Care in NSW 
September 2024

16



Conclusion
Children in out-of-home care need stable, nurturing 
relationships to support them to achieve their full 
potential. Foster carers can provide that support when 
they are empowered and valued for their critical role. 
This includes enabling carers with specialised skills to 
provide therapeutic relational care and ensuring that 
there is a skilled workforce to support and empower 
those carers. This paper presents twelve achievable 
steps that put the wellbeing of children, families and 
carers at the centre of the out-of-home care system.

Sources

This paper is informed by input from the following:
•	 Child and Family Alliance Western Australia
•	 PeakCare (Queensland)
•	 Child and Family Focus South Australia
•	 Centre for Excellence in Child and Family 

Welfare (Victoria and Tasmania)
•	 Casey Family Programs (USA)
•	 ACWA’s member agencies
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